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Rifle River Watershed

Quick Facts
Land Area (mi2)................... 396
Mainstem Rifle River (mi) ..... 60
Total stream miles .............. 140
Communities (2010 population)
West Branch ..................2,139
Rose City ........................... 653
Omer................................. 313
Land Cover/Use:
Forested ........................... 48%
Agriculture ........................ 21%
Wetland ............................ 11%
Developed .......................... 3%
Other ................................ 17%
10 Miles

The Rifle River—the highest quality
tributary to Saginaw Bay—flows
undammed for 60 miles through the
forests and farmlands of Ogemaw and
Arenac counties. The Rifle River
Watershed is an excellent setting for
year-round outdoor recreation and is
home to a rich community of fish and
wildlife. The 4,449-acre Rifle River State
Recreation Area offers a variety of
outdoor activities and most streams in
the watershed hold trout. Many of the
watershed's streams are designated by
the Michigan DNR as Natural Rivers,
including the entire main stem of the
Rifle River upstream from Omer. The
healthy natural resources of the Rifle
River Watershed provide clean water,
support food production and attract
tourists from all over the region—
providing strength and resiliency to
local economies and
serving as a source of
pride for residents. This
Watershed Management
Plan will help ensure the
continued protection of
these important assets.

What is a watershed?
A watershed is an area of land that contains a common set of
streams, rivers and lakes that all drain into a larger waterbody.
Every place is a part of a watershed. Because water and land features
are closely interconnected, any effort to protect water quality must
address both the water features and the surrounding land areas.
Watershed boundaries are defined by physical features of the landscape and can be
subdivided. For example, the Prior Creek Watershed lies within the Rifle River
Watershed, which is itself a part of the Lake Huron Watershed.
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Rifle River Watershed Management Plan
This summary guide highlights the major goals and objectives, plan of action and roles and
responsibilities that are detailed in the Rifle River Watershed Management Plan.
The full Rifle River Watershed Management Plan includes the following:


A review of the geophysical and socioeconomic characteristics of the watershed



A detailed summary of all historical monitoring sites and an overview of watershed condition



The methodology and results of recent inventories of road/stream crossings, streambank
erosion sites, agricultural land stewardship practices, invasive plant species, urban stormwater
and other natural resource concerns throughout the watershed



A description of how inventory data is being used to prioritize sites for conservation projects



A prioritized summary table of all known and suspected sources and causes of pollution



Strategies for addressing each source and cause of pollution and other resource concerns



A detailed 10-year action plan that identifies measures necessary for protecting Desired Uses
and Designated Uses within the Rifle River Watershed



An information and education strategy that outlines the importance of increasing public
participation in watershed management and restoration activities



A monitoring strategy for evaluating both the technical effectiveness of restoration projects
and the rate of progress in implementing action steps outlined in the management plan



Useful contact information for organizations actively working in the Rifle River Watershed

Mission Statement
To provide leadership for a holistic approach to the conservation, restoration and
enhancement of the unique land and water resources of the watershed to provide for greater
health and resilience for those resources essential to the strength of the local community.

Technical Committee
The Rifle River Watershed Technical Committee (RRWTC) was
formed in 2012 to provide technical guidance on restoration
projects and the development of the watershed management
plan. The RRWTC consists of resource professionals from state
and federal agencies, nonprofit organizations like Huron Pines,
local community leaders and members of the
public. If you would like to attend the next RRWTC
meeting or want more information about the
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conservation effort please contact Huron Pines at
(989) 448-2293 or visit www.huronpines.org.

About Clean Water Act Section 319
Congress enacted Section 319 of the Clean Water Act in 1987, establishing a national program to control pollution.
Section 319 helps states address nonpoint source (NPS) pollution through the development of assessment reports,
adoption of management programs to control NPS pollution and implementation of those management programs.
U.S. EPA awards grants to states to assist them in implementing NPS management programs. The full Rifle River
Watershed Management Plan has been approved by U.S. EPA and is eligible for Section 319 implementation funds.

Goals for Supporting Designated and Desired Uses
All water bodies in the state of Michigan are required to meet minimum Water Quality Standards
and support a legally defined set of Designated Uses, including diverse uses such as agriculture,
coldwater fisheries and partial body contact recreation. The plan also supports Desired Uses for
the watershed, which were defined through opinion surveys of watershed residents and input from
project partners. To support the Designated Uses and Desired Uses of the Rifle River Watershed,
the management plan seeks to achieve five primary goals:
Goal #1: Reduce and eliminate water quality impairments to support and protect Designated Uses.
Goal #2: Enhance, preserve and protect critical wildlife habitat areas and wetlands.
Goal #3: Promote and support Desired Uses of the Rifle River Watershed.
Goal #4: Enhance and protect the watershed by promoting stewardship, education and the
responsible use of the Rifle River Watershed and its resources.
Goal #5: Develop a sustainable strategy for implementing the Watershed Management Plan.

Linking Community and Environment
Clean water and healthy forests are critical elements to our outdoor recreation and tourismbased economy and to our sense of community pride. Find out what Huron Pines and partners
are doing to strengthen the link between community and natural resource assets through the
Rifle River Prosperity Network project at www.huronpines.org or by calling (989) 448-2293.
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Pollutant Sources and Causes
In order to effectively reduce nonpoint source pollution in the watershed the sources and causes of
major contributing pollutants must be identified and quantified. Pollutant sources were
determined from input by the Rifle River Watershed Technical Committee and based on recent
resource inventories completed by Huron Pines. A table of known and suspected pollutant sources
and quantification of total pollutant loading estimates are included in the full management plan.

Did you know?
Sediment is the number one pollutant in the Rifle River Watershed. While erosion is a natural
process, excess sediment inputs to streams and lakes due to the way we use the land can
smother important aquatic habitat, such as gravel used by spawning fish and aquatic insects.
Sediment enters surface waterways from various sources, including:
1
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1) Runoff and erosion at road/stream crossings
2) Stormwater runoff in urban areas
3) Streambank erosion, especially at river bends
4) Livestock access to stream channels and runoff
associated with other agricultural practices
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Prioritizing Projects
Comprehensive resource inventory data, a
thorough understanding of natural resource
issues and a strong network of resource
professionals and watershed residents allow
project partners to effectively select highimpact conservation projects and ensure that
resources are used efficiently.
Potential project sites are objectively ranked
based on quantitative data such as estimated
annual pollutant loadings or fish passability
index values. The initial list of identified
priority sites is further refined by analyzing
and comparing the geographic and
socioeconomic context of each site.
In the full Rifle River Watershed
Management Plan maps and
prioritization methods are included
for each type of resource concern.
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The Action Plan
The Rifle River Watershed Management Plan does more than just identify pollutant sources and
other natural resource concerns—it also provides a detailed strategy for addressing those issues.
The table on the opposite page (page 9) lists the objectives related to Goal #1, which is to reduce
and eliminate water quality impairments to support and protect Designated Uses. Objectives for
goals #2, #3, #4 and #5 are also included in Chapter 6 of the full Watershed Management Plan.

On-the-Ground Impact
Sediment (tons/yr) Nitrogen (lbs/yr) Phosphorus (lbs/yr)
Estimated annual pollutant load
(current)

15,495

30,814

13,832

Expected annual pollutant load
reduction through planned work

6,659

11,211

5,571

Expected % of current pollutant
load addressed through the plan

43%

36%

40%

In addition to addressing nonpoint source pollution, completing the Action Plan objectives will reconnect
aquatic habitat, restore wetland areas, reduce the impact of invasive species and engage local residents
and businesses in the overall effort to protect and promote the natural resources of the watershed.
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See Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 of the full Rifle River Watershed Management Plan definitions and for additional information.

Rose City

Highlights
 15 miles of upstream aquatic
habitat reconnected
 Sediment load reduced by an
estimated 850 tons/year
 5,000 feet of streambank
erosion measures installed
 Stormwater management
projects completed in West
Branch and Rose City

West Branch

Legend

 Over 300 acres improved
through implementation of
agricultural lands projects and
treatment of invasive species

Omer
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Restoration Accomplishments
In addition to the partnership building, community engagement, inventory data collection and
development of the Rifle River Watershed Management Plan a lot of restoration work has already
been completed. The map on the opposite page depicts on-the-ground projects completed by
Huron Pines since 2010. Other project partners have substantially increased the impact of this
conservation effort through completion of many additional projects throughout the watershed.

Project Photos: Before and After

An undersized culvert at the Fritz Road crossing of Fritz Creek was replaced with a larger elliptical culvert in 2014.

Targeting severe streambank erosion sites on the Rifle River helps to reduce inputs of sediment and other pollutants.

11
An oil and grit separator unit was installed in Rose City in 2014 to capture pollutants from urban stormwater runoff.

Best Management Practices
Best Management Practices (BMPs) have been and will continue to be used to implement all
restoration projects conducted in fulfillment of the Rifle River Watershed Management Plan. BMPs
are techniques that are up-to-date, tested and generally agreed upon by resource professionals.
Examples of BMPs being used in the Rifle River Watershed include the following:
Undersized, Perched and Misaligned Road/Stream Crossings
 Install larger structures that do not impede passage of aquatic wildlife
 Align structures to better match natural path of stream flow
 Harden road surfaces near crossings to reduce sediment runoff
 Manage stormwater in road ditches with vegetation or rock riprap
Streambank Erosion
 Anchor rows of trees along the toe of eroding slopes to stabilize streambanks
 Plant native vegetation to stabilize soil and enhance riparian habitat
 Physically reshape the slope with equipment to a more gradual profile
 Improve river access sites through terraces, step stones, et cetera
Invasive Species
 Use an Early Detection-Rapid Response approach to catch problems early
 Apply targeted treatment to priority invasive species at appropriate times
 Educate public to prevent spread and increase participation in treatment projects
 Clean/disinfect waders, construction equipment and watercraft between sites
Stormwater
 Retrofit existing storm sewer drains with stormwater treatment units
 Install native plant rain gardens to intercept stormwater runoff
 Plan and retrofit our urban landscapes to reduce impervious surfaces
 Improve education, street sweeping and waste disposal programs
Agricultural Lands
 Install fencing to reduce livestock access to stream channels
 Plant cover crops to keep soil and nutrients on farm fields
 Implement nutrient management programs
 Maintain native vegetation buffers along surface waterways

Restoration Committee
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The Rifle River Restoration Committee (RRRC) is a group of
local volunteers, business owners and resource professionals
with a shared interest in protecting the Rifle River through
completion of a variety of on-the-ground and outreach
projects. The RRRC welcomes members of the public to
participate in planning meetings and restoration events. Please
visit rifleriver.org for more information.

A Resource Worth Protecting
Anglers visit the Rifle River from all
over the region to cast for trout and to
participate in the famous sucker fishing
tradition centered around Omer. The
Rifle River also supports smallmouth
bass, brown trout, steelhead, salmon
and a variety of other fish and aquatic
organisms. Successful protection of
these resources will require careful
management of the lands that drain
into the Rifle River Watershed.
The Rifle River State Recreation Area
contains 4,449 acres of unbroken forest,
picturesque lakes and the headwaters of the
Rifle River. Black bear, loons, white-tailed
deer and many other mammals, birds,
reptiles, amphibians, fish and invertebrates
live in the recreation area. Miles of hiking,
biking and ski trails, campground facilities,
superb river recreation, scenic vistas and
quiet places to relax can also found there.
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Project Partners
Huron Pines
Ann Arbor Chapter of Trout Unlimited
William B Mershon Chapter of Trout Unlimited
Arenac, Iosco and Ogemaw County Road Commissions
Arenac Conservation District; Ogemaw Conservation District
Michigan Department of Natural Resources
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality
U.S. Department of Agriculture - NRCS
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
Rifle River Restoration Committee
Saginaw Bay RC&D
Saginaw Basin Land Conservancy
HeadWaters Land Conservancy
Local Community Leaders, Business Owners and Individuals

The Power of Partnership
Conservation is a collective effort and when we work together we can do so much more.
Coordination among partners also helps ensure that resources are being used efficiently and
that the most effective methods are used for restoration projects.
The photo below was taken at a streambank erosion control volunteer event led by Huron
Pines on August 10, 2013. Huron Pines managed this project, the landowner agreed to enter a
cost-share agreement to complete the project, community volunteers contributed their labor,
local business provided discounted supplies, permits were reviewed by and approved by MDEQ
and MDNR, and project funding was provided by the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation—
Sustain Our Great Lakes program, the US EPA—Great Lakes Restoration Initiative and
contributions from the William B. Mershon and Ann Arbor chapters of Trout Unlimited.
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Get Involved!
There are many ways you can help protect water quality and wildlife
habitat and strengthen your community. Below are some suggested
opportunities for getting involved in the conservation effort.

Practice Good Land Stewardship




Minimize use of lawn fertilizers and pesticides and manage the
stormwater runoff from your property
Maintain a natural vegetation buffer along your streambank
Respect other people and our natural environment when
participating in outdoor recreation activities

Participate





Review the full management plan and share your thoughts
Attend a watershed planning meeting and voice your opinions
Sign up for a free Huron Pines site visit and/or cost-share program
to better manage your property for water quality and wildlife
Volunteer at a restoration project or river clean-up event

Donate





Contributions from local businesses and individuals help groups
like Huron Pines leverage federal dollars for restoration projects
Consider donating equipment or supplies for a volunteer event
Become a Huron Pines member
Visit www.huronpines.org for more information

Share Your Enthusiasm
A shared understanding of collective goals and values is crucial to
the success of any watershed management plan. Sharing your
appreciation of our natural resources with friends and neighbors,
encouraging youth to enjoy the outdoors and spreading the word
about these opportunities will help ensure that future generations
can enjoy the same high quality resources and
recreational opportunities that the Rifle River Watershed
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provides today. Consider reviewing the full plan to learn
more about this conservation effort and how you can help.

Huron Pines

Conserving the Forests, Lakes and Streams of Northeast Michigan
4241 Old US 27 South, Suite 2 | Gaylord, Michigan 49735 | (989) 448-2293 | www.huronpines.org

Major support for development and implementation of the plan has been provided by:

