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Executive Director’s Update
The Huron Pines staff is as busy as
ever. This spring they developed new
approaches to conservation during
ever changing times. The momentum
never slowed because of their ingenuity and commitment to conservation.
In light of losing our Michigan Department of Natural Resources grant funding and other revenue sources, we cut
$1.5 million from our operating budget
for 2020. The reduction has meant
postponing some restoration work,
cutting back involvement in some of
our underfunded projects and shifting
some staff responsibilities.
All of those adjustments have allowed
us to move forward with a full staff of
14 and a full schedule of restoration
and enhancement work through the
remainder of the year.
We made changes to our educational
efforts to move in-person learning
online which helped us reach a statewide audience and connect with new
supporters. What we’ve learned will
help us develop more programming,
especially in the winter months, in

years to come.
We developed a robust summer schedule for habitat management and invasive species removal despite having to
cut back our traditional summer crew.
We are still able to make a positive impact on the land, improving significant
acres of wildlife habitat on public land
and focusing on management of our
nature preserves.
Our first fish passage project on the
East Branch Black River has already
been completed with a second project
in the Thunder Bay River Watershed
starting up this month.
As Huron Pines moves this year’s
projects and programs forward, we’d
be remiss if we didn’t take some time
to think about how the world has
changed and what that means for our
work in so many different ways. We
continue to focus on assessing how we
carry out our work, how we support our
communities and how we will increase
the relevance of our conservation mission to improve equity and access and
connect more people to conservation.

Our staff and board are doing all
that they can to protect and enhance
Northern Michigan’s natural resources and as a supporter of our work, I
hope you are proud of what is getting
accomplished.
Thank you for being an advocate for
the places you love and for your continued support of Huron Pines.
Sincerely,

Brad Jensen
Executive Director, Huron Pines

“Thank you for
being an advocate
for the places you
love and for your
continued support
of Huron Pines.”

PROTECTED PLACES
Good Stewards Make Great Neighbors in Conservation
Setting examples and setting the standard in Northern Michigan
The reasons we each enjoy Northern
Michigan are as varied as the landscape of our region, but what connects
conservationists, recreationists, tourists
and wildlife enthusiasts is our love for
this special place.
There’s a lot to love. Species exist here
that can’t be found anywhere else in
the world. There are trout streams that
are rated some of the best in the country. With access to thousands of acres
of public land, there’s plenty of room to
connect — with space for everyone.
According to Huron Pines Conservation
Stewardship Director Steve Woods,
good stewardship will protect all the
things about Northern Michigan that
we love. “We want to allow land to
realize its fullest potential and that
means the land and water must be
able to function as they naturally
should,” he said.
Sometimes achieving that natural
state requires interventions like
removing a dam to let a river find its
natural course, connecting neighboring
lands to create wildlife corridors or
encouraging responsible recreation

through volunteer conservation
projects. Huron Pines is committed to
leading by example in these efforts,
and connecting communities — and
new stewards — to nature. We want to
educate and inspire people to take an
interest in and recognize the benefits
of good stewardship.
As members of the Northern Michigan
community it is our duty to protect
Michigan’s most unique and special
resources. Every action we take on the
land impacts the quality of the water
across the region and throughout the
state, from feeder creeks to the Great
Lakes. One place that is most evident
in Northern Michigan is in the Pigeon
River Country State Forest (PRC).
This 106,000-acre swath of protected land is home to three blue-ribbon
trout streams, more than a dozen small
lakes and Michigan’s only wild elk
herd. The land and water throughout
the PRC connect directly to major waterways throughout the region including some of Michigan’s largest inland
lakes — Burt, Black and Mullett.
“Much of the water quality for the entire region relies on the PRC remaining
wild,” Woods said. “It’s a place we can
demonstrate land and water stewardship principles we want to promote
more broadly. It’s a good place to start
because it’s so wild already.”

A Return to Nature
Not every corner of this sprawl of land
and water was as wild as it is today.
Lisha Ramsdell, Associate Director at
Huron Pines, has been deeply involved
with many significant projects within
the PRC.
At the top of that list is the removal
of a private dam on the upper Pigeon

River. A 2008 failure of the dam caused
a major fish kill for miles downstream
and eventually led to the removal of
the dam in 2015. What was once a
40-acre pond upstream of the dam is
now a natural river winding through a
meadow of wildflowers.
“That was a big deal and one of the
single most important projects Huron
Pines has ever done,” Ramsdell said.
“That dam cannot fail again because
it’s not there—it’s been permanently
removed from the river system and
that will have a positive impact for
generations.”
A 2014 project at three sinkhole lakes
gave the public an opportunity to help
protect their natural resources while
striking a balance between restoration
and improved recreational access to
these rare, unique features of the PRC.
For years, foot traffic along unstable
banks caused sand and soil to wash
into the turquoise waters of Section
Four Lake and North and South Blue
Lakes. Teams of volunteers joined
Huron Pines to build timber terraces
down the steep slopes to the water, preserving access for hikers and
anglers while reducing damage from
erosion.
“What was really cool about that
project was that it lent itself so well
to engaging volunteers,” Ramsdell said.
“We were able to get so many people
out there working and they became
the stewards and guardians of those
lakes. We’re trying to engage people
in natural resource restoration and
land protection in ways that still allow
them to access these really unique
places.”
This June, the Huron Pines staff spent
a day in the PRC planting fruit and nut
trees in an effort to restore two retired
oil and gas well sites to a more natural

state. There are thousands of oil and
gas wells across Northern Michigan.
Their presence on public lands
like the PRC has been contentious
over the years. Arguments over the
sites resulted in the creation of the
Michigan Natural Resources Trust
Fund (MNRTF) in 1976, which receives
revenue from mineral extraction
on state land to acquire publicly
accessible lands and develop public
parks. To date, the MNRTF has invested
$1.1 billion across the state.
As oil and gas wells retire from operation, they leave thousands of acres
of land with the potential to be restored. Huron Pines has partnered with
the Michigan Department of Natural
Resources (DNR) to create a set of best
practices that can be applied across
the state to return that land back to
natural habitat. Data gathered from
soil samples and test plots like those
planted by Huron Pines this June, will
help determine how best to provide
food and habitat for wildlife and prevent the growth and spread of invasive
species.

Common Ground
While Michigan is lucky to have an
abundance of public land, the acreage
alone is not enough to protect the
woods, water and wildlife in the region.
Private landowners have an important
role to play in natural resource protection as well.
Twenty years ago, Huron Pines partnered with the DNR, Little Traverse
Conservancy and Rocky Mountain Elk
Foundation on an initiative to enhance
or permanently protect private land
as corridors for deer, elk, turkeys and
other species that require large and diverse expanses of wilderness to thrive.
“Animals don’t understand the difference between public and private land,”
Ramsdell said. “Working with state and
private landowners is really important
when it involves habitat connectivity.”
Huron Pines and our partners met with
landowners to create forest stewardship plans customized to the wildlife

Left: Volunteers build terraced steps to reduce erosion and maintain public access to
a sinkhole lake in the PRC. Above: Huron Pines staff plant trees in fenced enclosures
at a gas and oil well site to restore wildlife habitat in the clearing. The project was
supported in part by the Department of Natural Resources Wildlife Habitat Program
and the Pigeon River Country Association.
goals of each landowner. Outcomes
included sharing costs to enhance
wildlife vegetation and habitat, installing native plants to create greenbelts along the river and establishing
conservation easements for long-term
land protection.
Roughly 100 landowners were involved in the effort, resulting in the
protection of 8 wildlife corridors.
Several thousand acres were protected through permanent conservation
easements and thousands more were
enhanced and protected through forest
stewardship plans.
“They really found that connection to
conservation and were able to help

improve this space that was near and
dear to them,” Ramsdell said.
Everyone came together to become
better stewards of the land. Partnerships that were built twenty years ago
between private landowners, conservation agencies and nonprofit organizations have had a lasting impact on the
people and wildlife of the PRC.
Whether it’s 2 acres or 2,000, whether
the land is public or private, it’s all part
of the diverse landscape that makes
this a place worth protecting. Setting
the highest standard for stewardship
and conservation ensures a future full
of new reasons to fall in love with
Northern Michigan.

HEALTHY WATER
Montmorency County Restoration Projects
Address Flooding, Erosion and Fish Passage

A week after trout opener welcomed
fishermen back to the streams of
Northern Michigan, we broke ground
on our first river restoration project
of the year. After cancellation notices,
funding cuts and spring snow, it was a
moment worth celebrating for Huron
Pines and the Black River.

moved 30 miles down the road to start
the next restoration project of the
season on Gilchrist Creek.

A Bridge Over Trouty Waters
Similar to the East Branch Black River
restoration, the improvements to
Gilchrist Creek will correct seasonal
flooding problems and improve fish
passage, this time by replacing three
undersized culverts with a 32-foot timber bridge to connect Harwood Road
from bank to bank.

Until this spring, the 26-foot wide East
Branch Black River flowed through a
pipe culvert under County Road 622
that was only 9 feet in diameter. The
size of the culvert made it difficult for
fish to move upstream during high
water when the river was moving with
excessive force through the culvert.
In addition to impeding fish passage,
the culvert also posed a safety hazard because it was prone to flooding
during heavy rains. The flooding made
the road impassable and caused erosion that could eventually lead to a
complete road washout.
To solve the problem, Huron Pines
managed the removal of the original
pipe culvert and replaced it with a 27foot bottomless arch culvert. The new
arch allows the river to flow naturally
beneath the roadway, correcting seasonal flooding and improving connec-

tion to 20 miles of the East Branch
Black River, the premier brook trout
fishery of the Lower Peninsula.
“The East Branch doesn’t have too
many scars but this was one of them
and it was time to replace it,” said Tim
Cwalinski, biologist with the Department of Natural Resources’ Fisheries
Division and representative on the
Upper Black River Council. “This is one
of our highest quality trout streams in
the Northern Lower (Peninsula) and we
want to make sure it stays healthy for
another 50 years.”

The project was made possible with
funding from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service National Fish Passage and
Partners for Fish and Wildlife programs, Walters Family Foundation and
the Montmorency County Road Commission, with additional support from
Huron Engineering and Surveying, Inc.,
MacArthur Construction and the Upper
Black River Council.

“Gilchrist Creek is one of the highest-quality tributaries of the Thunder
Bay River and is known for its coldwater fishery for both brook and brown
trout,” said Josh Leisen, Senior Project
Manager for Huron Pines. “This project
will help ensure fish have access to important spawning, refuge and feeding
habitat in the upper part of the stream,
which enhances and protects this fishery for the enjoyment of anglers and
other river users.”

When the project wrapped up in late
June, MacArthur Construction and the
Montmorency County Road Commission packed up their equipment and

The new bridge will allow fish
unobstructed access to 11.5 miles
of upstream habitat and resolve
road safety and maintenance issues

Left: Before photo of the East Branch Black River culvert, construction progress and
assembly of the new arch culvert. Above: The completed arch culvert at County Road
622. Before photo of Gilchrist Creek at Harwood Road.
for the Montmorency County Road
Commission.

Passage Program, Great Lakes Fishery
Trust and Walters Family Foundation.

This project is being managed by Huron Pines and supported by the Montmorency County Road Commission,
MacArthur Construction and KPM Engineering with funding from the Great
Lakes Restoration Initiative through
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA), the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service National Fish

This is the first in a series of roadstream crossing projects planned for
Gilchrist Creek and Hunt Creek. All four
projects are funded in part by NOAA
and slated for completion in 2021.
The projects will improve fish passage
in the Thunder Bay River watershed
and enhance road safety by replacing
outdated infrastructure.

VIBRANT COMMUNITIES
Staying Connected to Nature and Our Supporters
This spring we were faced with an
opportunity to rethink our approach to
environmental education and outreach.
We traditionally rely on community
events, field days or classroom visits
to connect people to nature and help
them learn more about their unique
natural environments. With schools
closed and everyone asked to stay
home and stay safe, we knew that getting outside would be more important
than ever for many Michiganders.
We started by posting simple nature
activities online that encouraged
exploration and observation with
topics like nature journaling and
wildlife counts. We followed the
activities with our first online learning
series that launched in April and ran
through May. Connecting to Nature
featured a different conservation topic
each week presented in a 30-minute
session by various Huron Pines staffers
and Huron Pines AmeriCorps member
Jennifer Klemm. Each lesson concluded

with its own outdoor activity, moving
learning beyond the computer by
taking it outside.
The program was a resounding success. Between the live lessons and recordings, over 500 people from across
the state and beyond have viewed our

lessons.
We’re already analyzing feedback from
the many evaluations we received to
improve and expand the series in the
future. Be on the lookout for more
online learning from Huron Pines this
winter.

Committed to Conservation
Huron Pines AmeriCorps Members Continue Statewide Service
The Huron Pines AmeriCorps program
continues to provide members with
professional conservation experience
as they actively enhance natural
resources in communities across
Michigan. We received the great news
this spring that the Corporation for
National and Community Service
approved our request to continue the
Huron Pines AmeriCorps program for
the next three years. We are grateful
for the ability to plan ahead and move
forward with this incredibly important
program.
Though the 2020 Huron Pines
AmeriCorps service year has looked a
little different, our 24 members from
across the state took their stay home
orders in stride, striving to learn and

serve close to home this spring. Here’s
a glimpse into what some of our
members have been up to over the last
few months.
“Little Forks Conservancy has a
Conservation@Home program
that encourages people to bring
conservation practices into their yards,”
said Huron Pines AmeriCorps member
Shelby Cain. As part of that program,
Cain, who is serving with Little Forks
Conservancy in Midland, created a
video about how to compost at home.
The video is part of the Foster’s Field
Studies video series hosted by Director
of Programs and Partnerships Andrea
Foster. You can find it at the Little
Forks Conservancy website or on
YouTube.

Huron Pines AmeriCorps members
Kyler Moran and Layla Khorsheed
started getting out in the field
with Grand Traverse Regional Land
Conservancy as soon as weather
and restrictions allowed. In addition
to invasive species removal and
management, they also helped plant
250 trees at Timbers Recreation Area
in Grand Traverse County this spring
after an Earth Day volunteer event was
canceled due to the pandemic.
Celeste LaFleur, serving with the U.S.
Forest Service, spent a day planting
red and white pines with the Mio
Ranger District crew at Kneff Lake
Campground in the Huron-Manistee
National Forest. “There is a lot of
oak wilt in the campground, which is

killing off the oak trees, so we were
reforesting the area,” said LaFleur.

are, which means it’s a healthier
stream.”

Stream monitoring provides
important information about the
health of waterways by looking at
the organisms living there. In May,
Nicolas Theisen, serving with the
Missaukee Conservation District,
was able to collect stream data and
macroinvertebrate samples at Morrisey
Creek with the help of Environmental
Education Coordinator Andrea Mayer.
Meanwhile, two conservation district
board members collected samples at
Ham Creek and Hopkins Creek. “Two of
the creeks had excellent stream scores
and one had a great score according
to MiCorps scoring guidelines,” said
Theisen. “The better the score, the
more diverse the macroinvertebrates

Joe Dewan with Michigan United
Conservation Clubs (MUCC) in Lansing
joined the MUCC field team in early
April for a trash clean-up day at the
Gratiot-Saginaw State Game Area.
“Since our spring got wiped clear of
events, we have started an initiative
for folks to get out to their local
state game areas and be stewards by
picking up trash and reporting invasive
species,” said Dewan.
Each winter, Huron Pines AmeriCorps
members — some coming from
states away — move to a new town
to begin their 10 months of service
at conservation organizations across
Michigan. They are driven to learn

and educate, to gain experience, to
get their hands dirty and feet wet and
to connect with people who share
their same passions. While these
connections have been more distant
and less certain this year, we are as
proud as ever of our 24 members for
their resilience and commitment to
conservation as they continue serving
their communities.

Clockwise from left: Shelby Cain with
Little Forks Conservancy, Kyler Moran
with Grand Traverse Regional Land
Conservancy, Celeste Lafleur serving with
the U.S. Forest Service, Nick Theisen
and Andrea Mayer with Missaukee
Conservation District, Joe Dewan with
Michigan United Conservation Clubs.
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