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Riparians are Key to Healthy Green Shorelines
By Sue McCraven

Living on two beautiful inland lakes in Northem Michigan, Elk Lake and Lake Skegemog waterfront
landowners, or riparians, experience nature's glory every day. As riparians, we have ringside seats to
stunning sunrises, f,rery sunsets, and mesmerizing starry nights. We enjoy a myriad of outdoor oppor-
tunities for ourselves and our families, including swimming, boating, fishing, and watching furious
storm clouds roll in over the horizon.

As shoreline homeowners on these lakes, surely we have many reasons to be grateful for the natural
bounty at our doorstep. But do we also understand the serious and inherent responsibility we have to
protect water quality? Do we recognize the importance of green shorelines to keeping the lake
healthy? These are a crucial questions for us. Why? Because today we are facing some bad news: Our
lakes are in trouble.

Why are Inland Lakes in Trouble?

The National Lakes Assessment reports that Michigan's inland lakeshores are losing too much natural
vegetation and need better care. The Michigan Shoreland Stewards Program, an initiative of the
Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership (MNSP), reports:

"The results of the assessment show the loss of lakeshore hobitat is the biggest threat to the overall
health of Michigan's inland lakes. Fifty percent (50%) of Michigan inland lakes have shoreline and
nearshore habitat in poor condition..."

Right now, Michigan's inland lakes are under serious threat. Why? Just look around at the property
development that surrounds the lake. Is the lake bordered mostly by healthy native vegetation? Or do
we see many homes on mostly cleared lots?

Lakeshore development has led to the destruction and removal of native plants and trees along the
shoreline. Michigan Shoreland Stewards explains that development has caused cumulative adverse
effects on our inland lakes:

"Native plants are replaced with expansive lawns up to the water's edge, excessive impervious sur-

faces (paved driveways and rooftops) and houses (are) built too close to the lake and too largefor the
lot. Seawalls and lake level control structures are installed and nearshore aquatic plants and woody
habitat (trees and branches) are removed. Overdeveloped lakeshores cannot support fish, wildlife, or

clean water. "

"A landscaping approach that has expansive lawns, with few trees, shrubs and wildflowers and few to
no aquatic plants or logs in the water is typical of an urban, park-like landscape. Often lakefront Prop-
erty bwneri bring wit6 them this traditional (high-impact) landscaping idea. Unfortunately, this land-

scaping approach causes many problems for the lake."

Elimination of Natural Shorelines: Cumulative Adverse Affects

When natural habitat is eliminated due to riparian development, serious problems result:

Pathways for storm water and pollution runoff are created, especially on sloping lots

Shorelines are left without natural protection from erosion
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Right - Elk River Chain of Lakes Shore-
line Survey 2016 - 2017 of 1078 proper-
ties. Rating rangefrom I (poor) to 7
(best) with each slice of the pie chart rep-
resenting the proportion of the total prop-
erties with that rating. To locate your
specific lakefront property on the interac-
tive map, see https://
www.-fr e s hw a t e r c e n t e r. o r g /e r c o I s s. h t m I #
Riparians can contact Tip of the Mitt Wa-
tershed Council to obtain their I.D.

Without shoreline shade trees, more sun-
light heats the water, decreasing oxygen
levels

Undesirable algal growth is stimulated
As native vegetation is removed, the habi-

tat for animals, birds, amphibians, and
fish is lost

Let's take a moment to think about how a
cleared lakeside view, devoid of native vegetation, could be harming lake water quality. Do we be-
lieve a sterile, shadeless, and pedestrian landscape of fertilized grass and a pile of boulders at the
shore to be property enhancement? How does our home landscaping affect the water quality in Elk
Lake and Lake Skegemog? Especially in light of recent inland lake surveys, these are important
questions to ask ourselves.

"Trees, shrubs, and grasses are critical components of a healthy shoreline and a healthy lake. Even
converting part of your shoreline into a green belt can help retain the ecological functionality of

your property and create beautiful landscapes." - Heather Smith, Grand Traverse BAYKEEPER,
Watershed Center, GTB

The Good News: Riparians Can Help!

There is so much that Elk Lake and Lake Skegemog riparians can do to help expand green shore-
lines. Planning a green shoreline on your property can be creative, fun, and beautiful - and needn't
eliminate your view of the lake. A healthy shoreline landscaping can improve the aesthetics of your
property with a diversity of plants and designs.

For example, rather than cutting down native trees along the shore, consider hiring professional tree
trimmers to thin branches to open up the view as desired. In this way, the expansive roots of mature
trees can continue to serve the lake and and us by filtering surface pollutants and preventing erosion
during storms.

Cutting down trees and removing native vegetation is especially damaging on sloped lots. On mostly
barren sloped sites, runoff pollution from roads, cars, animal waste, fertilizer, and stormwater can
flow straight into the lake.
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A lovely greenbelt adds interest to your landscaping while allowingfor mowed grass further upland. Green shore-
lines needn't block your view, and they provide habitat for birds, animals, fish and amphibians. Best of all: a green
belt is critical to keeping the lake healthy! Courtesy: Heather Smith, Grand Traverse BAYKEEPER, Watershed

Could We Envision This?

Instead, could we envision a more green and natural shoreline, with a lake vista framed by an East-
ern White Pine or a lovely White Paper Birch to add interest and character to our shoreline and to
our views?

And don't forget the slinky Mink, stalking Great Blue Heron, or crafty Belted Kingfisher canvass-
ing the shallows for lunch! All the glorious shoreline diversity of mammals, birds, fish, and am-
phibians need a green lakeshore environment to live. Let's ponder how we may be robbing our-
selves, our families, our neighbors, and nafure itself when we insist on maintenance-intensive
lawns and hard shorelines.

Lists of native trees, shrubs, and flowers are exciting and fun to explore: there's Red Osier Dog-
wood, Highbush Cranberry, Blue Flag lris, swaying grasses and more. There are many healthy and
beautiful landscaping plans out there! And a big benefit for riparians are our wonderful local agen-
cies and organizations that offer greenbelt design guidance and information.

There's Help Available

Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council and The Watershed Center of Grand Traverse Bay both offer
professional guidance to help you plan a green shoreline. Michigan Shoreland Stewards website
has photos of native plants, planting zones, and options for finding locations to purchase these spe-
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cies. Conservation Districts, nurseries, and state guidebooks are also available with suggestions for
planting designs.

Jennifer Buchanan, Watershed Protection Director, Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council:
"The Michigan Shoreland Stewards program is a great online resource for riparians to self-assess
how well they are practicing good stewardship of their lake. We encourage all riparians to register

and take the online survey. The site includes a lot of great information on how to improve your
stewardship practices and why those actions matter for the health of the lake."

We Can Do This!

As lakeshore property owners, each of us can make small changes to improve and protect the health
of Elk Lake and Lake Skegemog. It's our responsibility to protect the lake and repair some of our
unhealthy shorelines! We can do it!

Julia Kirkwood, Nonpoint Source Program, Water Resources Division,
Department of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy:

"Often a riparian's first reaction to creating a green shoreline is: 'Well, I have a small lot and very
liule space. I can't do this!' To counter this immediate reaction, I always say in my presentations:

'Not everyone can do everything. but everyone can do somethin.'r"'

Sources for Native Plants
Grand Traverse Conservation District, 1450 Cass Rd. 231 941-0960 www.natureiscalling.ore
Antrim C onservation District. www. antrimcd. com
Four Seasons Nursery,7557 E. Harry's Rd. TC 231932-7400
Pine Hill Nursery, 1126 Carver Rd. TC 231 267-5972
Barker Creek Nursery, 7048 M-72. Williamsburg.23l 267-5972

Shoreline Information & Resources
The National Lakes Assessment www.epa.org
The Michigan Shoreline Stewards www.mishorelandsstewards.org

http ://www.mishorelandsstewards. org
Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership (MI,{SP). www.mishorelinepartnership.org MI Shoreland
Stewards Program Guide; List of Native Plants Appropriate for Each Planting Zone
The Watershed Center Grand Traverse Bay. www.gtbay.org . 231 935-1514 Up North Shoreline
Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council www.watershedcouncil.org 231 347-1181 Waterfront Land-
scapes - Designing Shoreline Greenbelts for Beauty and Water Quality; Designing a Shoreline
Greenbelt; Property Owner's Permit Guide; Protect Your Lake Improve Your Shoreline Sensible
Shoreline Development - A Guide for Shoreline Homeowners; Living with The Lakes - Under-
standing the Impacts of Vegetation Removal and Beach Maintenance; A Homeowner's Guide to
Watershed Protection; Natural Shorelines for lnland Lakes;
Elk-Skegemog Lakes Association (ESLA) www.elk-Skegemog.org Best Practices for Riparian
Property Owners
U.S.Fish & Wildlife Service, Division of Environmental Contaminants; www.contaminants.fivs.gov
Homeowner's Guide to Protecting Frogs - Lawn & Garden Center
Michigan State Extension www. expert.msue.msu. edu
Van Buren Conservation District" www.vanburencd.org . 269 657 -4030; Landscaping for Water
Quality
Northern Michigan Native Plan Nursery www.msue.anr.msu.edu/county/info
Leelanau County www.leelenau.cc. Choosing Plants, Shrubs & Trees for your Shoreline


