
Featuring: Reconnecting Rivers
Huron Pines is removing dams to help restore 

and reconnect river ecosystems. Inside this issue, 
learn how we locate, evaluate and remove priority 

small dams in Northeast Michigan. See how an 
impoundment’s water level is gradually lowered 

in the “filmstrip” on the side of each page (photos 
courtesy of U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service). 

In this photo: immediately after the final opening 
of a small dam, the water flows freely—washing 
over the original streambottom and creating a 

new channel in the impoundment.
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Changing the Ecosystem over Time
Two major forces are at work when it comes to many dams. First, many of the dams 
are beginning to fail and can no longer maintain water levels; their “design life” has 
simply come to an end. The maintenance and the liability associated with these 
structures provide a strong incentive for removal. 

Second, all streams move a certain amount of sediment as part of their natural 
function, directly related to the volume and speed of the water flowing. The faster 
the water flows, the bigger the particle sizes and the more sediment it can move. 
By slowing a stream down a dam decreases the stream’s ability to move sediment. 
The sediment then “drops out” and deposits in the slower water. As soon as a dam 
is installed, sediment begins depositing in the newly created pond, building up over 
time. Even if the dam could physically exist for several more decades, the pond 
would fill with more sediment each day and the quality of the pond would continue 
to decline.

Though the sediment may go unnoticed for quite some time, the pond will change 
significantly over decades. Typically nearby landowners will comment about how 
different the pond has been in recent years. We often hear people talk about how 
they used to catch brook trout and now the fishing is poor. Some people even notice 
an increased presence of insects, such as mosquitoes. Another common complaint is 
that enjoying paddle sports has been difficult because of how thick the underwater 
plants have become. These problems are a direct result of the pond filling in with 
sediment. 

Warming of the pond water accelerates those ecological changes. Dams can 
drastically increase the water’s surface area being exposed to the sun, and with the 
greater volume of water now behind the dam, the time it takes water to make it 
over the dam has also increased. This higher “residency time” allows the water to 
spend more time warming. That warmer water then flows over the dam, influencing 
downstream water quality. Meanwhile, downstream of the dam, the water is flowing 
at normal speeds, but its former sediment load is still stuck in the impoundment. So 
the flowing water finds new sediment to move, often leading to increased erosion 
problems downstream of the dam.

Gather Information
Whether we are contacted by a 
landowner with a potential problem 
dam or we locate multiple water quality 
and fish passage issues through our 
watershed inventory process (see page 
4), our first step is to gather more 
information on what is needed to 
remove the dam. From the condition of 
the dam to the size and location of the 
stream, we use photos, diagrams, and 
models to assist in engineering a safe, 
efficient removal.

Stage One: The dam pond before 
disturbance and after the initial 
lowering—while the water level appears 
similar, sediment plumes are beginning 
to form as more water flows through the 
dam. The Dam

Sediment Plumes
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Miller Creek

Begin Drawdown
The first step in restoring the stream is done 
by simply allowing it to reestablish natural 
functions. The details of dam removal can 
get complicated, but the essence of every 
removal focuses on giving the stream the 
chance to heal itself. Streams, like many 
natural systems, are quite resilient. 

By slowly lowering the water, the sediment 
can be retained. Exposed sediments quickly 
revegetate from seeds found naturally in 
the organic matter. The stream channel 
redefines, developing new banks and a 
floodplain. Flowing water starts to move 
appropriate amounts of sediment and the 
ecosystem begins to return to its original 
state.

Finalize Removal
Taking out the last physical pieces of the 
dam itself and stabilizing the streambanks 
are the last activities in the long process 
of a dam removal. By the time the 
deconstruction takes place, the stream 
volume and velocity have largely been 
restored. Depending on how much new 
streambank is exposed and the potential for 
movement of the bare sediment, hay bales, 
mulch netting, seeds, and native plants may 
be added to help the stream settle into a 
defined channel and quickly restore the 
bank to a “green” condition. 

Post-project monitoring is important to 
help determine the actual impacts on the 
stream’s water quality, both upstream and 
downstream.

Watershed-Wide Effects
Across any given watershed, the coldwater streams are often the most threatened and 
they present a habitat type unmatched by any other conditions in the river. Over the 
past year, we have been working to remove a dam that has been impacting Miller Creek, 
a tributary to the Thunder Bay River. By removing the structure, thirteen miles of river 
will be reconnected to the Thunder Bay River. Restoring that connection will enable fish 
and other organisms to migrate upstream into high-quality cold water to reach critical 
spawning areas. With the stream no longer backed up, the area of water exposed 
to sunlight will be greatly reduced, also helping to protect this unique coldwater 
stream. Miller Creek functions as a coldwater stream throughout much of its mileage. 
Restoring this stretch, and reconnecting it to the Thunder Bay River, will help protect 
the regional diversity that this cold water provides. Protecting and restoring Miller 
Creek accomplishes just that and ultimately helps the Thunder Bay River be healthier 
and maintains the clean natural character that has become synonymous with Northeast 
Michigan.

Stage Two: As the water level goes 
down, eventually higher sediments 
begin to emerge. At this time, these 
sediments are totally waterlogged, 
but they will dry out as the water level 
continues to decrease.

Emerging sediment
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Coastal Inventory
We’ve spent the summer verifying our “desktop” mapping efforts 
on the ground. Currently, Huron Pines staff are visiting suspected 
small dams that are impacting the many coastal Lake Huron 
streams. Through a grant from the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality Coastal Management Program, our inventory 
project will hopefully lead to removal or improvement projects 
that reconnect these small streams to the lake, allowing for more 
spawning habitat and better water quality in the overall basin.

The inventory protocol includes visiting each potential dam and filling out our new 
Great Lakes Basin Dam Inventory Form, with information like height of head, water 
velocity, pond size and depth, and length of stream impacted. There are several 
strategies used by resource professionals to assess which dams need to be removed 
and those that should stay in place. However, each of those techniques is only as 
strong as the dataset being used for analysis. The current databases for known dams 
in Michigan are constantly growing. Increased knowledge of dam locations and a 
better understanding of the watershed-wide distribution of dams and their impacts, 
leads to a more accurate selection of projects. With inventories like this one, highest 
impact projects are more easily identified, making the most efficient and effective use 
of limited conservation funding. To see the form and learn more about our inventory 
process, visit www.huronpines.org.

State and Federal Dams 
Databases
The state’s dams database 
has some overlap with federal 
records of small dams, but 
often they have records of 
completely different sites 
within the same watershed.

Legend
State database

Federal database

Road/stream crossings

Huron Pines inventory

Ground Inventory
By looking at maps, existing 
databases, air photos and 
reports from the public, Huron 
Pines formed a new database 
of suspected dams and is 
conducting an inventory on the 
ground to verify their existence 
and determine their condition.

Possible Impoundments
Many structures can have effects 
on stream flow in a watershed, 
from undersized or damaged road/
stream crossings to beaver dams 
to manmade dams. Once we know 
what and where these different 
impacts are, we can take steps 
to remediate the problems they 
cause.

Stage Three: More sediment becomes 
visible, and as it dries, seeds from the 
seedbank begin to germinate. Their 
roots will hold the soil in place so that 
it isn’t washed downstream. 

Draining soil
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Notes from the Field

A Different Look
Sediment, fish, mussels, temperature, water flow, invasive species, channel patterns, 
etc. are all important aspects of a dam removal project. Balancing those features 
and planning how they will interact can often be difficult. That being said, there 
is a great amount of science and literature that project managers can reference, 
not to mention the wealth of knowledge and expertise amongst the conservation 
community in Michigan. There is far less guidance on how to best communicate with 
the landowners that are going to soon experience quite a different scenario, when 
their property on the impoundment is about to be transformed. Communicating 
with all of the impacted landowners is one of the most important components of a 
successful project.

Dam removal is an inevitable activity, both in the near future and for conservation 
practices for many years to come. Removing a dam can cause some of the most 
profound improvements to the stream it occupied and it often provides stark 
contrasts in the “before” and “after” photographs and depictions. Through the 
removal of one structure, many miles of river can be improved. Freeing these creeks 
and rivers, and seeing the stream react accordingly, provides a lasting sense of 
accomplishment.

Making the transition from project inception to a completed project that results 
in a healthy restored stream isn’t always “high fives” and smiles, nor should it be. 
One obligation that continues to be at the forefront of the dam removal discipline 
is learning how to listen and respect the gamut of emotions exhibited by those 
impacted by the project. Whether they live up- or downstream of the project site, 
and especially those that live on the impoundment that will be drained as part of the 
project, landowner reactions can be diverse.

As uncomfortable as it can be to begin the conversation with landowners, it is an 
important step in completing a well-rounded project. People can be and are quite 
passionate about removing dams and restoring streams. However, landowners can 
be equally as passionate when they feel something is being taken away from them. 
There are instances when research on property values, promises of healthy trout, 
or explanations of the impoundment inevitably filling in unfortunately offer little 
consolation to someone remembering how they learned to fish or swim in “their” 
pond.

We cannot change what these landowners believe. Their concerns about the health 
of the existing wildlife are valid. They may know that there will still be abundant 
wildlife in the restored stream and floodplain, but a remark about the project looking 
“dead” during the drawdown isn’t wrong. What we can do, and do well, is explain 
the processes at work in the stream and impoundment. At Huron Pines our goal is to 
ensure that each landowner has the opportunity to ask questions about the projects, 
learn about why that project was selected, and get answers from an unbiased source. 

Stage Four: The stream begins to “find” 
its channel by braiding through the 
sediment. Eventually it will form one 
main channel and expose a streambed 
similar to undisturbed reaches farther 
up- and downstream.

Braiding channels

Final dam removal

Learn from the Experts—New Guidebook Coming Soon
Using the example of our Great Lakes Better Backroads Guidebook, we are 
creating a Small Dams Guidebook to help landowners and practitioners in 
northern Michigan learn the ins and outs of small dam management. 

Contact us to reserve your copy: jill@huronpines.org or (989) 344-0753.

www.huronpines.org
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Recent Supporters

The Board and Staff of Huron Pines are thankful for the support of our members and project contributors. These contributors are 
directly responsible for making our work possible. 

Small Dams Program Contributors
Huron Pines would like to thank the partners and supporters 
of the Small Dams Program—these groups and their members 
have been at the forefront of improving water quality and 
knowledge about small dam management in Northeast 
Michigan. Major supporters of the program are the U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Service and The Carls Foundation.  

Further support has been provided by the following:

• Michigan Fly Fishing Club 
• Michigan Trout Unlimited
• Challenge Chapter of Trout Unlimited
• Paul H. Young Chapter of Trout Unlimited
• Michigan Department of Environmental Quality Coastal 

Management Program

Special Thanks to  
Our Major Donors 
$20,000+
Americana Foundation
The Carls Foundation
Healing Our Waters Coalition 
National Fish and Wildlife 

Foundation
Saginaw Bay Watershed Initiative 

Network (WIN)
The Elizabeth, Allan, & Warren 

Shelden Foundation

$5,000+
Anglers of the Au Sable
Au Sable North Branch Area 

Foundation
DTE Energy Foundation
Great Lakes Commission
Michigan Fly Fishing Club
Michigan State University
Paul H Young Chapter of Trout 

Unlimited
Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation

Watershed Champions $2,500+
Au Sable Big Water Preservation 

Association
Au Sable River Property Owners 

Association
Challenge Chapter of Trout 

Unlimited
Community Foundation for 

Northeast Michigan
Higgins Lake Foundation
Rice Family Foundation/ Mr. and 

Mrs. Arthur L. Rice, III

River Patrons $1,000 - $2,499
Thomas Buhr
Clinton Valley Chapter of Trout 

Unlimited
Community Foundation for 

Southeast Michigan
Dawson Kure Family
Grayrock Rodmakers Gathering

William B. Mershon Chapter of 
Trout Unlimited

Oscoda County
Jerry and Fran Rucker
Connie Schrieber and Eric Bankhead
J.A. Woollam Foundation

Sustainers $500 - $999
Frank “Bob” Perrin Chapter of Trout 

Unlimited
Gregory and Cecilia Bator
Bill and Linda Demmer
Joe and Judi Jarecki
Kalamazoo Valley Chapter of Trout 

Unlimited
William Ludwig
Robert and Michaele Malecki
Mark and Pam Rohr
Paul and Carol Rose
David Smith and Marie Harrington
Pat and Vicki Springstead
Twin Lakes Property Owners 

Association

Special Thanks to Our Agency 
Funders

Michigan Community Service 
Commission

Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality

Michigan Department of Natural 
Resources

Natural Resources Conservation 
Service

U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
U.S. Forest Service

Partners $100 - $499
William and Debra Anderson
Michael and Janet Braun
Larry and Joanne Brock
Ned Caveney
Jon Griffin
Paul and Linda Groen
Hammond Bay Area Anglers 

Association
Martin Hogan
David and Myra Juhnke

William and Marietta Kusey
Lake Margrethe Property Owners 

Association
Kathleen Lawrence
Mike Mathieu
Greg and Diana McComas
Walter Novak
Oscoda Canoe Rental
Raietta Ott
Richard and Lillian Perry
Paul and Lisa Pietrzak
Joseph and Carole Plunkey
Nathaniel Rowe
Colman and Gloria Sanders
Dan and Amy Schoeck
Brad and Jill Seitzinger
Stephen and Karen Werner, 

Upnorth Cabin LLC
Tom Williams and Pamela Dow
Terrance and Lisa Yarema

Supporters
Bill and Charlotte Adams
George Barker
William Boatin
Otto and Darlene Brantley
James and Sharon Carlson
Michael and Terri Cwik
Mark and Mary Cyccone
John Dempsey
Harold and Michele Deo
Gerald and Bonnie Dueweke
Seymour and Carol Finkel
Bob and Karla Grant
Michael and Chris Grant
Tom and Barbara Harkleroad
Mark and Valerie Hendricks
Kristin Howland
Hubbard Lake Sportsman & 

Improvement Association
Linda and Gary Kesler
Carol Kugler
Bob Linsenman
David and Julianne Lockwood and 

Family
Long Lake Improvement Association
Tom and Ann Luberski
Robert and Karen Luetje

Leonard Mazur
Daniel McCarthy
Ed McGlinn
Thomas and Rosemary Mullaney
Doris Parker
Ron Peckens
Dennis and Tamara Peterson
William and Delores Peyton
Kenneth and Carolyn Pierce
Bruce, Debra and Anna Pregler
Keith Radwanski and Erin Fanning
Kurt Ranka
Casey Ressl and Jim Morse
Mark Schoenberg
Renee Soultanian
William and Ruth Stenglein
Joe Stevens
Wayne Suida
Jerome and Sherianne Szpondowski
Andy Tarkington
Kathleen Trock
Mark and Deborah Weber
Blair Webster, Water and Woods 

Ecology
Judd and Mary Ann Wellard
Chuck Wheeker
John and Mary Wylie
Steve and Mary Zulczyk

In Memory Of

Bing and Bonnie Benghauser  
from Karl Benghauser

Mary McCarthy  
from Patrick and Judith Benson

Stephanie Ebling  
from George Ebling

Ripley from Graham Family

Martin Ide from Ken Ide

Denny Marchand  
from Fred and Kathy Koenigbauer

Tom Erdmann from Frank Kohl

His beloved wife Jean  
from Merrill Petoskey
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Huron Pines 
501 Norway Street
Grayling, MI 49738

Phone: (989) 344-0753
E-mail: info@huronpines.org

Website: www.huronpines.org

Executive Board
Connie Schrieber, Chair

Jerry Rucker, Vice Chairman 
Tom Young, Treasurer
Joe Jarecki, Secretary

Ned Caveney
Roger Rasmussen

Paul Rose
David Smith

Kris Sorgenfrei

Executive Director
Brad Jensen

Staff
Lisha Ramsdell,  

Program Director

Abigail Ertel,  
Watershed Project Manager

Patrick Ertel,  
Restoration Project Manager

Jennifer Muladore, Ecologist

Ken Reed,  
Restoration Specialist

Tim Engelhardt, 
Restoration Specialist

Casey Ressl,  
AmeriCorps Coordinator

Susan La Vanture,  
Staff Accountant

Jill Scarzo, Program Assistant

Board and Staff

New 2012 Projects
At Huron Pines, we’re always looking ahead to the projects that need to get done in the 
coming years. With the help of our field inventories and Resource Advisors, we are able to 
plan and prioritize what we’d like to do and then create partnerships and leverage funding 
for large-scale watershed projects.

We’d like to announce two new funded projects that will begin in 2012. Funded through the 
National Fish and Wildlife Foundation’s Sustain Our Great Lakes program (a combination 
of private funding paired with federal dollars from the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 
(GLRI)), these projects will address priority watershed issues on the Pigeon, Sturgeon, and 
Thunder Bay river systems. 

In the Pigeon and Sturgeon watersheds, Huron Pines will coordinate efforts with partners 
to reconnect 14 river miles for aquatic passage and improve 10,000 instream feet of blue 
ribbon trout stream while engaging over 100 local volunteers in watershed protection 
efforts. This will be accomplished by removing at least three fish passage barriers, such 
as poorly designed road/stream crossings, to allow for a more natural stream flow 
while minimizing sediment loading to the river. In addition, Huron Pines will utilize Best 
Management Practices to re-vegetate erosion areas and control water runoff. Plans are to 
also add Large Woody Debris (LWD) to improve aquatic habitat and reduce erosion.

By addressing the top ten road/stream crossing problem sites in the Thunder Bay, Huron 
Pines will open up 134 miles of habitat for the fishery and reduce the annual amount 
of sediment from these crossings by 113 tons per year. Huron Pines staff will develop 
conceptual plans, hire design engineers, obtain permits, administer the grants and 
contracts, raise additional funding, and oversee the work.

Watch our website and upcoming newsletters for more information on these new projects, 
or contact Brad Jensen at (989) 344-0753 ext. 18 or brad@huronpines.org.

Huron Pines AmeriCorps
The Huron Pines Invasive Species SWAT Team has been on the move 
this field season. Ross Crawford and Emily King spent May and June 
conducting a road/stream crossing inventory for the Au Sable River 
Watershed. In July, they were joined by crew leaders Tim Engelhardt and 
Ken Reed to treat invasive species in the Pine River and North Branch 
Au Sable River watersheds, while fitting in site visits to determine the 
success of our phragmites treatments in 2010 (80-90% kill rate!). The 
team will be spending the remainder of the season fighting phragmites 
up and down the Lake Huron coastline. Just look for the big maroon truck 
and you’ll know that valuable coastal habitat is being restored!

AmeriCorps Member Michael Boyd (at left) has been busy getting to 
know every inch of the Rifle River Watershed this summer—from hiking 
to small dams in the Rifle Rec Area to taking invasive species inventory all 
the way to the mouth of the river, Michael has covered it all! As the Rifle 
River Field Technician he has inventoried over 300 streambank erosion 
sites (which included walking the entire West Branch of the Rifle river) 
and collected data on every road/stream crossing in the watershed. On 
rare days when he wasn’t in the field, Michael was busy taking part in 
outreach efforts to watershed residents and visiting with local farmers. 
This tremendous amount of work has gotten the Rifle River Watershed 
Project off to a great start—thank you Michael! 

Ross Crawford pulling 
invasive burdock.



This organization is an equal opportunity provider.  
Huron Pines is a not-for-profit, nongovernmental, 501(c)(3) organization serving  

Alcona, Alpena, Cheboygan, Crawford, Iosco, Montmorency, Ogemaw, Oscoda, Otsego, Presque Isle and Roscommon counties.

Special Thanks
• The Americana Foundation and Saginaw Bay Watershed Initiative Network (WIN) for funding our Rifle River Watershed project
• The DTE Energy Foundation for funding our invasive species removal program
• Marsha Smith for helping lead our Board/Staff strategic planning discussion 
• Scott & Jerry Nunn, Info Northeast, for providing discounted ad space in their newspaper 
• Bob Perleberg for his donation of trees for our August 20th Rifle River Volunteer Event
• Ogemaw, Oscoda, and Roscommon Conservation Districts for their donations of trees for conservation projects
• Ron Sorgenfrei for providing chairs for our July 20th event
• Steve and Sandy Mazur for the use of their campsite near our Silver Creek project
• Dave Neal for all of his help and time volunteering on the Rifle River project and Nancy Neal for opening up their cabin to our 

staff during field season
• Mike Dunn of Big Mike’s Canoe Rental for donating kayaks to the Rifle River project and sharing local knowledge about natural 

resource concerns
• Debbie Boyd for Rifle River project support
• Richard Beck for hosting an agricultural information meeting at his farm and promoting the event within the Ogemaw county 

agricultural community
• Our many volunteers for their dedication to conservation in Northeast Michigan
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