
Environmental groups consider water quality threats, 
future projects

BY CAROL THOMPSON cthompson@record-eagle.com Feb 16, 2016 

TRAVERSE CITY — Sixty percent of the water in Grand Traverse Bay flows through the Elk 
River Chain of Lakes — a system of streams, rivers and inland lakes in Antrim and Kalkaska 
counties that represents half of the bay's watershed.

That water is pretty clean, said Sarah U'Ren, program director at The Watershed Center Grand 
Traverse Bay. And a group of environmental groups wants to keep it that way.

"We don't have a lot of polluted water in our watershed," she said. "We have really great, high-
quality waters, especially in the Chain of Lakes. Our focus is going to be on protecting all of 
that."

Environmental organizations are combining forces to write a management plan for the Chain of 
Lakes that will guide future restoration projects, said Grenetta Thomassey, program director for 
Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council. They're parsing through data to determine the state of the 
watershed's water quality, looking for environmental threats and prioritizing projects to manage 
those threats.

The Chain of Lakes' headwaters are located in East Jordan. Water flows through more than 55 
miles of lakes and streams before reaching East Grand Traverse Bay at Elk Rapids.

Environmental advocates drafting the plan foresee challenges facing the watershed in the next 
decade.

Thomassey said nonpoint source pollution, especially stormwater, is a top concern. Nonpoint 
source pollution comes from many places, making it challenging to follow, regulate or stop. She 
said increasing development results in more paved surfaces in the watershed, which reduces 
the number of places water can infiltrate the ground and get filtered before it hits a lake or 
stream.

"We're just growing and growing," she said. "We're getting more and more urbanized. We're 
paving over more surfaces. Therefore, precipitation and snow can't melt into the ground the way 
it used to."

U'Ren and Haley Breniser, executive director of the Grass River Natural Area, agreed poorly 
designed road-stream crossings that cause erosion and prevent fish and sediments from 
moving through streams are a major concern. Fixing those crossings can improve conditions for 
wildlife.



"Now you've opened up, say, 1,000 acres of fish habitat," Breniser said. "It can make a huge 
impact, but it is an expensive project."

Ruth Bay, president of the Elk-Skegemog Lakes Association said those lakes have stayed 
mostly clean and clear despite increased development and more activity on the water. "Brown 
crud," or golden-brown algae, has started to appear.

"That takes away from the prettiness of the lake, and it comes and goes," Bay said. "It can be 
there, thick and thick, and then it's beautiful and clear."

Three Lakes Association is conducting a study of similar algae they've seen on Torch Lake, Bay 
said. She's unsure what causes the algae growth.

Information from studies performed by watershed groups, nature centers, conservation districts 
and lake associations will be added to information University of Michigan students are collecting 
and analyzing, Thomassey said. She expects the first draft of the management plan will be done 
this spring.

The groups will submit the management plan to the Michigan Department of Environmental 
Quality and Environmental Protection Agency for review, Thomassey said. Projects laid out in 
plans accepted by those agencies are more likely to get grant funding.

Bay considers more than grant funding when she thinks about the watershed management plan. 
She wants to pass pristine lakes to future generations and believes it takes a community to care 
for a watershed that crosses political boundaries.

"If we want something we can pass on to our children, our grandchildren, we want to put into 
place the practices and keep the practices that will allow this to happen," she said. "It's all of our 
responsibilities, I think, of anybody who uses the lake to keep it the way it is today."


