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This spring, Huron Pines was awarded a $200,000 Consumers 
Energy Foundation Planet Award. Huron Pines will use the funding 
to launch Protect Wild Places, a program to empower Michigan 
communities to support land and water by partnering with Huron 
Pines to restore 5,000 acres of wildlife habitat and recreational land 
and 150 miles of waterways and Great Lakes shoreline.

“We’ve seen people embracing the outdoors and public access 
to nature in staggering numbers over the past year,” Huron Pines 
Executive Director Brad Jensen said. “Now is the time to turn 
enthusiasm for the outdoors into action to protect the wild places 
we all love. We’re also excited that this new effort aligns with our 
vision to support community-driven conservation.”

Huron Pines staff will work directly with local residents, 
municipalities and conservation partners to help communities build 
the infrastructure and skills needed to support the long-term health 
of their unique natural resources. 

“The Consumers Energy Foundation is pleased to support Huron 
Pines’ effort to revitalize and restore Northern Michigan’s natural 
resources,” said Brandon Hofmeister, president of the Consumers 
Energy Foundation. “This effort demonstrates that by working 
together we can preserve our precious land, water and air so that 
our generation and those to come can continue to enjoy the beauty 
of our great state.”
 
Northern Michigan is rich with wild places that are home to rare, 
threatened or endangered species like piping plover, Pitcher’s 
thistle, Blanding’s turtle, dwarf lake iris and Kirtland’s warbler. The 
Consumers Energy Planet Award is the first step in developing large-
scale community programming that can support the health of the 
water and land on which these species rely. 

The grant funding will support program development, community 
planning and hands-on stewardship opportunities and events 
across Northern Michigan. Example projects include threatened and 
endangered species monitoring, invasive species removal, native tree 
and shrub plantings, river restoration and school forest management. 
Events, whether online or in person, will be developed in partnership 
with community leaders and local organizations to inspire long-term 
investment in the conservation of wild places.

“The idea is to mix information with experience so participants will 
not only learn about natural resources, they will also get out on the 
land or in the water to put new skills into practice,” Huron Pines 
Community Program Director Abigail Ertel explained. “When we 
educate and empower communities to prioritize conservation, the 
impact goes far beyond the reach of a single event.”

Connecting Land, Water and People 

Connecting 101 River Miles 
This year, Huron Pines will reconnect over 100 upstream river miles 
by removing and replacing undersized and outdated infrastructure at 
nine road/stream crossing sites across Northern Michigan.  

Crossing Quadrupled to Improve Fish Passage

Our first river restoration project of 2021 replaced a severely 
undersized culvert on Kurtz Creek, a tributary of the South Branch 
Pine River. The culvert replacement occurred where Kurtz Creek 
intersects with Kimberlin Road east of Glennie in Alcona County. 
Until it was removed, the old culvert was perched above the river 
surface, causing issues with erosion and preventing fish and other 
river life from being able to move upstream. 

The new structure, installed at the end of April, is 14 feet wide and 
9 feet high, more than 4 times wider than the original culvert. The 
increased size allows Kurtz Creek to flow naturally through the 
crossing, virtually eliminating any risk of a future washout from 
sudden spring thaws or rainstorms. The improved design allows 
fish to reach 5.8 miles of quality cold-water habitat upstream from 
Kimberlin Road. 

“Kurtz Creek flows through a lot of well-forested public land and is 
a top-tier stream with wild brook trout,” said Senior Project Manager 
Josh Leisen. “The site has been a priority for the Alcona County Road 
Commission and for resource biologists for years and it’s great to 
finally have the site restored.”

“We got to replace a culvert with one that’s going to last a long 
time into the future,” added William Smith, project foreman with the 
Alcona County Road Commission. “These polymer-coated culverts 
will last 4 or 5 times longer than what was there. Water is flowing 
through it quite well and it should be easier for fish and wildlife to 
get through now.”

The project cost approximately $100,000 including materials, 
construction, engineering and project management. It was funded 
with support from the US Forest Service and Walters Family 
Foundation, with in-kind contributions from the Alcona County Road 
Commission. 

Pigeon River Project Breaks Ground

Huron Pines broke ground in May on a Pigeon River restoration 
project that will give fish and other species open access to 50 miles 
of upstream habitat on the Pigeon River. A set of three tube culverts 
at Ford Lake Road in the Pigeon River State Forest are being 
removed and replaced with a 44-foot timber bridge. 

The crossing has long caused problems during times of high water. 
This was demonstrated in October of 2020 when over three inches 
of rain fell in the Vanderbilt area, causing the river to swell, and 
flow over Ford Lake Road washing out part of the roadway and 
one campsite on the river’s west side. Past washouts have been 
a recurring source of sediment entering the trout stream and an 
ongoing maintenance issue for the road commission.

“In addition to the road damage, these problematic culverts impair 
fish passage and cause erosion that sends sand and other pollutants 
into the river. To improve both river health and road safety, we’ll be 
installing a new timber bridge to eliminate these issues,” said Josh 
Leisen, Senior Project Manager for Huron Pines.

The new timber bridge will allow the Pigeon River to flow 
unhindered through the crossing even at flood stage. 

“This area has had issues with washouts and costly flood-related 

Consumers Energy Community Affairs Manager and Huron Pines Board member 
Rich Castle dropped by a recent student stewardship event at Hubbard Lake 
Nature Preserve to help put some native plants in the ground and present the 
$200,000 Planet Award check to Community Program Director Abby Ertel. 
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Above: For a sense of scale, Watershed Planner Amy Nowakowski stands next to the 
new structure designed to replace the undersized culvert at Kurtz Creek.
Left: A before photo of the original, 3-foot-diameter culvert.

Consumers Planet Award Connects Communities to Conservation Goals



repairs for some time. The completion of this project will correct 
those issues and enhance the natural resources of the area,” said Kirk 
Harrier, Managing Director of the Otsego County Road Commission.

Due to damage from the October washout and the scale of the 
bridge project, the single campsite on the west side of the crossing 
(site 19) will be eliminated. The day-use picnic area, also damaged 
in the washout, will be temporarily closed for safety reasons but will 
reopen once the project is complete, according to Kelly Kinser, Unit 
Supervisor for the Michigan Department of Natural Resources’ Parks 
and Recreation Division. 

“The majority of the Pigeon River campground will not be impacted 
and will remain open during the construction,” Kinser said. “Parks and 
Recreation Division is excited to see a new bridge being installed at 
this crossing that will allow the river to flow freely again.”

Tim Cwalinski is a biologist with the DNR Fisheries Division and 
describes the Pigeon River as a classic, cold-water trout stream 
holding a good population of wild brook, brown and rainbow trout. 

“All rivers have scars and this one is next in a long line of healing 
them,” Cwalinski said.

This project is being managed by Huron Pines, contracted by 
Hillman-based MacArthur Construction and supported by Otsego 
County Road Commission. Funding comes from the National Fish and 
Wildlife Foundation’s Sustain Our Great Lakes Program, U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service’s National Fish Passage Program and Great Lakes 
Basin Fish Habitat Partnership, Michigan DNR Fisheries Habitat 
Grant Program and Walters Family Foundation.

Committed to the Future of Land Protection 

Our greatest conservation successes have always been achieved 
through an approach that balances community and environmental 
goals. As we developed our Land Protection Program, we carried 
that approach forward to create a model that blends ecological 
prioritization with community engagement. The intended result is 
to help our communities leverage more state and federal dollars 
for land protection and stewardship in Northern Michigan. Greater 
community investment in natural resource protection means more 
public access to wild places, improved community well-being and a 
greater impact on the ecological future of the region. 

Time spent in nature and equitable access to outdoor space is 
invaluable. Studies have shown that forest walks can decrease 
stress hormones, blood pressure and heart rate. Protected, accessible 
spaces have direct health and wellness benefits for communities. 
They also help foster a connection to nature. Creating personal 
connections to conservation is the best way to ensure that our rarest 
natural spaces are protected and cherished for generations to come. 

When additional investment from state and federal sources are 
brought to the region, our communities can take advantage of 
the economic benefits as well. The outdoor recreation industry 
contributes $10 billion annually to Michigan’s economy. Our 
communities are full of unique recreation opportunities, and now is 
the time to come together to protect, maintain and promote them. 

Lake Huron Coastal Preserve    

Our newest community partnership and land protection effort is 
the Lake Huron Coastal Preserve property in Alabaster Township. 
The property, just south of Tawas City, includes nearly a mile of 
Lake Huron frontage. It is the perfect example of land that mixes 
ecological and recreational priorities for Huron Pines and the 

surrounding community. The property includes the Alabaster 
Township Bike Path and Arboretum trail along with natural 
shoreline, mature hardwood forest and a wetland ecosystem.

The urgency to secure permanent protection and ensure public 
access to the lake and forest increased as the demand for waterfront 
real estate has grown across the region. Huron Pines worked with 
Alabaster Township to purchase the property before it had a chance 
to be developed.

“It’s an extremely rare event when a small community is presented 
with such a remarkable opportunity,” Alabaster Township Supervisor 
Stephanie Wentworth said of the acquisition.

Huron Pines secured a short-term loan from The Conservation Fund 
to set the land protection process in motion but the goal has always 
been to transfer the property to Alabaster Township for permanent 
protection and public use.

To make that goal a reality, Alabaster Township has applied for 
a Michigan Natural Resources Trust Fund grant to cover the cost 
to purchase the property from Huron Pines.  The grant has been 
submitted and a decision will be made this December. In the 
meantime, Huron Pines and Alabaster Township will be reaching out 
to residents and visitors to the area to help bolster support for the 
project and make sure the Trust Fund board knows how important it 
is to the people of Northeast Michigan. 

“This opportunity, to protect precious shoreline in the heart of a 
residential and commercial area, is a way to engage the community 
and its visitors in conservation for decades to come,” said Executive 
Director Brad Jensen.
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Clockwise from top: The original, three-culvert structure at Ford Lake Road in high water. Associate Director Lisha Ramsdell and Project Manager Josh Leisen install 
signs in the Pigeon River Country State Forest to notify visitors of the crossing closure due to construction. A view of the partial road washout caused by heavy rain last 
October.

A view from the interior forest of the 145-acre Lake Huron Coastal Preserve.
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Conservation Leaders in the Making

From Students to Stewards

When students gain a deeper understanding 
of the natural resources in the places they 
live and have connections to, it sets the 
groundwork for lifelong stewardship.

This is the goal of place-based stewardship 
education— the lessons students learn in 
their classroom are applied directly to their 
community through immersive stewardship 
activities. Giving students ownership to drive 
projects with a direct and positive impact on 
their environment strengthens their sense 
of place and responsibility for their com-
munity’s natural resources now and into the 
future.

This May, 100 students from Alcona Com-
munity Schools took a field trip to Hubbard 
Lake Preserve where they learned about 
stewardship and natural resource protection 
at hands-on stations that covered topics 
related to native plants, forest invasive 
species, nature journaling and observation 
techniques. Over two days, the students, 
teachers and Huron Pines staff were able to 
get almost 800 native plants and shrubs in 
the ground to create a demonstration area 
near the preserve entrance. 

The field trip was an extension of classroom 
learning through collaboration with Huron 
Pines and the Northeast Michigan Great 
Lakes Stewardship Initiative (NEMIGLSI) net-
work. Resources were shared ahead of the 
trip with 1st, 4th and 10th-grade teachers 
to prepare their students for conversations 
about native habitats and the threat of 
invasive species. Land Protection Director 
Heather Huffstutler walked the 10th-grade 
students through the Hubbard Lake Preserve 
management plan so that they could con-
nect their trip to the long-term goals of the 
property. 

“Field days supported by our staff help 
foster deeper connections to natural re-
sources and public spaces in and around a 
student’s community, and the empowerment 
that comes with students driving their own 
projects can make a big impact on their 
learning,” said Abby Ertel, Community Pro-
gram Director for Huron Pines.

Dan O’Connor is a board member of Huron 
Pines and superintendent of Alcona Commu-
nity Schools, whose campus is minutes away 
from Lake Huron and the Huron-Manistee 
National Forest. He sees place-based stew-
ardship education as an opportunity for his 
students to appreciate and take ownership 
of the places they live.

“We want our students to engage in our 
community and the natural resources we 
have here in rural Northern Michigan,” he 
said. “Our students are only limited by their 
experiences. I do my best to make sure 
my teachers and students don’t miss any 
opportunity.”
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Huron Pines AmeriCorps member Samantha Peterson plants a white pine in the Vanderbilt Area School Forest. A Vanderbilt student fills a newly built garden bed with 
soil to prepare it for planting.

Clockwise from top: Alcona 1st-graders plant native shrubs and flowers with the help of Stewardship Technician Kelly 
Draeger. Students take turns at the boot brush station to prevent the spread of invasive species as they arrive. 10th-
grade students practice observation techniques through nature journaling.

Jennifer Schroeder is one of those teach-
ers. The K-5 science teacher and facilitator 
routinely partners with Huron Pines and the 
NEMIGLSI network and has most recently 
been utilizing Alcona’s 43-acre school forest 
for lessons in biodiversity. For the last sev-
eral months, 4th-grade students have had 
motion-sensitive trail cameras set at differ-
ent locations to study mammal diversity on 
the property.

“We’ve found 10 different species of mam-
mals including deer, bobcats, coyotes and 
foxes,” she said, noting most animals were 
seen in a wetland area versus an all-birch 
forest. “Students are making the connec-

tion that plant diversity leads to mammal 
diversity. Place-based stewardship educa-
tion connects them to their community and 
immerses them in real-world science and it’s 
quite heartwarming to watch them develop 
ownership of their school forest.”

Community Conservation 

Each spring, the Huron Pines AmeriCorps 
program leads a day of service for 
AmeriCorps members from across the region 
to come together and support a community 
project. This year’s day of service focused on 
Vanderbilt Area School.

For more than five years, Huron Pines has 
been partnering with Vanderbilt Area School 
as they reimagine their school forest prop-
erty. With a forest stewardship plan in place, 
they have been building trails, clearing land 
to plant new trees and create new recreation 
spaces, and installing an outdoor classroom. 

This year’s day of service was a way to 
continue the school’s efforts to connect stu-
dents to stewardship while engaging Huron 
Pines AmeriCorps members in a meaningful 
project that will benefit the students and 
residents of Vanderbilt well into the future. 

Over 100 volunteers came together at 

Vanderbilt Area School on May 21 to en-
hance the school grounds and school forest 
through landscaping, tree planting and trail 
building. The entire student body participat-
ed alongside local volunteers, 25 AmeriCorps 
members and Huron Pines staff.  

“Vanderbilt Area School is a great location 
for this year’s service project because of 
their school forest and trails which are open 
for students and the public to use through-
out the year,” said Amanda Vanaman, Huron 
Pines AmeriCorps Program Manager. “The 
bonus is that our AmeriCorps members get 
to work directly with students on a project 
that’s beneficial to their school and commu-
nity.”

Over 2,000 red and white pines were plant-
ed on the school forest property as the first 
major step in a forest management initiative 
that aims to cut new trails and plant 9,900 
trees across the 110-acre forest over the 
coming year. The tree planting project is 
supported in part by the Michigan Depart-
ment of Natural Resources’ Forest Steward-
ship Program with funding from Great Lakes 
Restoration Initiative, Project Learning Tree 
and the Arbor Day Foundation.

Volunteers worked across several other proj-
ect sites that day. Huron Pines AmeriCorps 
members and Huron Pines staff led faculty 

and K-12 students in landscaping and plant-
ing hardwood trees near the school, trail 
clearing and building, and the completion of 
a school forest classroom.  

“One of our goals is to instill a sense of 
pride in the students in their school and the 
property and days like this really accomplish 
that,” said Principal Matt Saunders. “This is 
something the kids will talk about for years 
to come.”

To prepare for the Day of Service, Vanderbilt 
students built wooden garden boxes for the 
schoolyard, a weatherproof classroom supply 
storage box, and additional seating for the 
school forest classroom that were installed 
during the event.

Huron Pines AmeriCorps is a program of 
Huron Pines and is supported in part by the 
Corporation for National and Community 
Service, Michigan Community Service Com-
mission, Huron Pines and contributions from 
host sites. The Vanderbilt Day of Service was 
supported by the Otsego Community Foun-
dation COPS Fund, Kohnert Family Fund, 
Rotary Club of Gaylord Fund, Cwik Holly by 
Golly Fund, Youth Fund and the Kiwanis Club 
of Gaylord. In-kind materials, equipment and 
assistance were provided by Bunker & Sons 
Sawmill, Home Depot and M&M Excavating.
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It is our mission to conserve and enhance Northern Michigan’s natural resources to ensure 
healthy water, protected places and vibrant communities. We have worked for over 45 years 

to restore rivers, steward the land and build meaningful connections to conservation. 

Whether you’re a full-time resident, a frequent visitor or a fan from afar, we’re happy to know 
you share our love of Northern Michigan’s natural resources.

huronpines.org  
info@huronpines.org 

(989) 448-2293

4241 Old US 27 South, Suite 2 
Gaylord, MI 49735

122 W Chisholm St 
Alpena, MI 49707


