Habitat Improvement Project in the Estuary Environment

Project Title:  Habitat Improvement Project in the Estuary Environment (HIPEE)

Project Applicant:  Groundwork Milwaukee, Inc.

Contact: 
Mary Beth Driscoll



1845 N Farwell Avenue  #100
Milwaukee, WI   53202



Phone: 414-763-9947

Fax:  414-273-7293
Email:  groundworkmb@gmail.com

Project Location:  Lake Michigan Basin - lower hardened reaches of tributaries to the Milwaukee Estuary containing about 15 shoreline miles with little to no habitat.  Specifically the lower 2.75 miles of the Milwaukee River (estuary to Humboldt Avenue, 3.18 miles of the Menomonee River (estuary to 25th St), and .83 miles of the Kinnickinnic River (estuary to W. Becher St.).

Problem statement:  



Despite its proximity to Lake Michigan, the Milwaukee AOC does not support a balanced fishery, even though highly prized game fish including smallmouth bass, walleye, and northern pike are native to this area and the Milwaukee River is a reservoir of three threatened fish (greater redhorse, longear sunfish, and redfin shiner), three species of special concern (lake sturgeon, banded killifish, and least darter) and at least two endangered species (striped shiner and ellipse mussel). Instead, carp and sucker (tolerant, bottom dwelling species) dominate comprehensive fish surveys (Hirethota, 2005) conducted by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR).  But fishing in Wisconsin is a popular and profitable sport, accounting for over $2 billion in overall economic impact.

Inadequate or absent habitat deprive young fish from the shelter and nourishment they need to grow and replenish lost energy.  Natural shoreline areas typically contain the most productive fish, aquatic life and wildlife habitat in a water body so it is particularly detrimental to an ecosystem when both banks and the substrate are artificially modified and hardened. This condition limits fish, other aquatic life and wildlife access to habitat needed to carry out all of their life requisites.  Overhanging bank and in-stream vegetation is especially critical for early fish life stages by providing food and protective cover.  Bank and in-stream vegetation provides substrate for macro invertebrates and cover for wildlife, especially birds, generally absent from the river and corridor.

There are approximately 15 miles, or 18 acres, of hardened shoreline in the Milwaukee AOC.  Banks armored with vertical steel sheet pile walls, retaining walls, concrete, and steel bulkheads provide structural bank stability to adjoining properties and eliminate erosion from passing barges and other navigational traffic – but eliminate natural sloping stream banks, natural vegetative patterns, and the habitat therein.  Channels have also been widened and dredged to depths of 10 to 28 feet to suit commercial navigation. This massive growth in channel size from natural and upstream conditions causes average current velocities to decrease and young fish may become trapped in the shipping channel without adequate current speeds to allow their return to the lake. 

The Habitat Improvement Project in the Estuary Environment (HIPEE) seeks to introduce quality habitat along this degraded riverine corridor.  The project location within Wisconsin’s most populated river basin significantly enhances the potential to attract large numbers of recreational anglers. Other game and sport fish targeted by the project included perch, bluegill, and Lake Michigan trout and salmon.

Proposed Work: The Habitat Improvement Project in the Estuary Environment (HIPEE) seeks to introduce quality habitat along a degraded riverine corridor within the Milwaukee Estuary Area of Concern (AOC). Targeting two sites, HIPEE will demonstrate the ability of Habitat Underwater Baskets (HUBs) to provide habitat for fish and other aquatic life. HIPEE seeks to use flexible, adaptive techniques to provide habitat and nourishment for young fish within the AOC, utilizing lessons learned from the Cuyahoga Habitat Underwater Baskets Project (CHUBS), and those of the Chicago area’s  “Fish Hotel that has survived for 5 years and boasts a positive public response.  

Our project team will convene a group of local fisheries and habitat experts to determine the best techniques to use within the project areas. These unique designs will be specifically engineered to reflect wall conditions, water quality, freeze/thaw patterns, ice and wave action, tolerant vegetation, and target species needs. After installation, the DNR along with area non-profits will monitor plant survival and other aquatic life (macro invertebrate) use of these designs. Demonstrating innovative habitat restoration techniques was recommended by the Milwaukee Estuary RAP in 1994 

Transferable knowledge: Hardened shoreline is found on every Great Lake, and in nearly every AOC.  By building upon lessons learned in Cleveland and Chicago, these previous efforts and the HIPEE model can become a national standard for habitat restoration.
Outcomes and deliverables:

· Demonstrated value and function of Habitat Underwater Baskets (HUBs) to provide habitat for fish, other aquatic life and wildlife in a highly degraded and modified urban river corridor.  

· Installation of 50 HUB’s and 10 fish hotels

· Selection of a minimum of 5 species of plants use in the HUBs, and 10 species for the fish hotels, including emergent and submergent placements. 

· Data on HUB attachment design and conduciveness to this type of habitat restoration and Improve HUB implementation protocol to increase survival rate of plantings

· Data set of monitoring results of vegetation health and growth with photo documentation and to diversity and relative abundance of the fish and macro-invertebrate communities near the HUB’s – which will be shared with other AOC’s
· Signed maintenance / use agreements with landowners

· Educational, employment, and training experiences for community members

· Increased Public support for AOC habitat restoration
Collaboration with others: The project builds on experience with HUB’s by the Cuyahoga River Community Planning Organization from Cleveland Ohio that has pledged an in-kind donation of 50 HUB’s. In addition, the project team convenes a group of local fisheries and habitat experts from government (technical experts from MMSD including MMSD’s Chris Magruder - Environmental Liaison and Eric Waldmer - Water Resources/ Aquatic Biology Supervisor; the WDNR’s Marsha Burzynski and Ben Uvaas Water Resources Management Specialists, and Tom Burzynski, Fisheries Technician; and the UW Extension’s Gail Epping Overholt – Milwaukee River Basin Educator) and partners with nonprofits (Milwaukee Community Service Corps job training program – crew and supervisor; and Groundwork Milwaukee Mary Beth Driscoll- Executive Director) business (Mike Marek – Principle of Marek Landscaping) and academia (Gary Greifenhagen - Masters Candidate with two undergraduate degrees in biology and experience in aquatic environments, and faculty advisor Carol Diggelman – PhD, Professor of Architectural Engineering and Building Construction from the Milwaukee School of Engineering).  The team will regularly communicate with the Southeast Wisconsin Watershed Trust’s (SWWT) Watershed Action Teams, (representing municipal citizen and businesses) at regular meetings and through email announcements.  

Existing plans this project furthers: Degraded fish and wildlife populations, loss of fish and wildlife habitat, and degraded aesthetics are three of the Beneficial Use Impairments listed under the Milwaukee Estuary Area of Concern (AOC) Remedial Action Plan (RAP).  The project targets four of the long-term goals in the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative’s Habitat and Wildlife Protection and Restoration Focus Area.  Addresses “Habitat and Species” and “Information and Indicators” priorities in the Wisconsin Great Lakes Strategy.  Relates to current planning efforts of Southeastern Wisconsin Watersheds Trust watershed restoration plans for the Kinnickinnic and Menomonee Rivers, detailing specific action steps to implement the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District’s 2020 facilities plan which identified needed habitat improvements and the Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning commission’s Regional Quality Management Plan Update. Furthers three of Southeastern Wisconsin Watershed Trust’s goals.  Closely aligns with recommendations and action steps in the Milwaukee River Revitalization Council’s Riverway Plan.  Meets the “diverse, balanced, healthy ecosystem” goal and numerous objectives in the Lake Michigan Integrated Fisheries Management Plan.  Aligns with the DNR’s localized Lake Sturgeon Management Plan & Restoration Project and the Walleye Restoration Plan

Project Costs: 

$98,214


  

Matching Contributions:  $35,200
Wisconsin Pre-proposal for Great lakes Restoration Initiative Projects


