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Rugg Pond Dam Removal Enters Desugn Stage

The Rugg Pond Dam Removal and River Restoration

Project has officially entered the design phase, marking

an important step toward restoring natural river flow,
improving aquatic habitat, and strengthening the ecological
health of the Rapid River system in Kalkaska County.

The project centers on the historic Rugg Pond Dam,
originally constructed in 1904 to power local homes and

businesses through the Kalkaska Power and Light Company.

Ownership later transferred to Consumers Power in 1950
and then to Kalkaska County in 1953 when the dam was
decommissioned. Since then, the aging structure has
remained in place. Now more than 120 years old, the

dam impounds a 20-acre reservoir that is over 80%

filled with sediment. The structure continues to alter the
river’s natural flow and block aquatic organism passage,
including cold-water game fish seeking access to upstream
spawning habitat.

In early 2026, Kalkaska County and the Conservation
Resource Alliance (CRA) partnered with the Inter-Fluve
engineering team to lead the project’s design phase. This
work includes engineering design and permitting for the
safe removal of the deteriorating dam infrastructure,
replacement of an undersized culvert at the Hanson

Road crossing on the Little Rapid River, and restoration of
approximately one mile of river channel and connected
floodplain along the Rapid and Little Rapid Rivers.

When complete, the project will reconnect nearly 22 miles
of upstream river to more than 12 miles of the Rapid

River downstream, while also restoring connectivity to an
additional 3.2 miles of the Torch River system.

Beyond ecological restoration, improving public access

is also a priority for Kalkaska County, which manages the
102-acre Rugg Pond Natural Area. As the design phase
progresses, partners are working to ensure the project
supports both river restoration and continued opportunities
for community access and recreation.

CRA and its partners are working to secure the funding needed to
bring the Rugg Pond Dam Removal and River Restoration Project
into construction. You can help restore the Rapid River by making a
donation to support this effort!

CRA’s Tori Wolever examines the deterloratmg Hanson Road
crossing just upstream of the Rugg Pond Dam.
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About CRA

Founded in 1968, Conservation
Resource Alliance (CRA) restores
rivers and revitalizes habitats
through collaborative, on-the-ground
conservation across Northern
Michigan. CRA is a private,
not-for-profit 501(c)(3) organization.
Through our River Care™ and Wild
Roots™ programs, we restore and
protect over 700 miles of rivers, 5,000
miles of tributaries, and 4 million
acres of diverse forests throughout
Northern Michigan.

We’ve been able to care for this
region’s natural resources because
our partners and supporters continue
to be the backbone of our
organization. Thank you to all of our
donors for supporting hands-on,
feet-wet conservation. If you haven’t
donated, please join us. Your
commitment is critical to keep this
important work moving forward.
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Restoring Fish Passage on North Cole Creek

Construction wrapped late last year on a long-standing barrier along North Cole
Creek, a cold-water tributary to the Baldwin River in the Pere Marquette watershed.
The project replaced three undersized and perched culverts with a channel-spanning
timber bridge, restoring the creek’s natural flow and reconnecting more than three
miles of high-quality upstream habitat.

The former culverts restricted fish passage, increased water velocity, and trapped
sediment upstream. As a result, juvenile trout and salmon—along with native species
such as sculpin, white sucker, western blacknose dace, and pearl dace—were unable
to reach important spawning and rearing habitat near the creek’s headwaters.

Site conditions revealed deep organic muck soils, making a bridge the most effective
and durable solution. By fully spanning the stream channel, the new structure allows
water, sediment, nutrients, and aquatic organisms to move freely, restoring natural
stream processes and fish passage.

With the barrier removed, North Cole Creek once again functions as a fully connected
cold-water stream. This project complements ongoing dam removal and restoration
work on the Baldwin River mainstem and helps advance broader watershed efforts to
restore full, bi-directional fish passage.

In addition to ecological benefits, the project provides lasting value to Lake County’s
recreation economy. The Baldwin and Pere Marquette rivers are nationally recognized
fishing destinations, and improved access to high-quality habitat supports healthy
wild fish populations and local businesses. The before-and-after transformation at
North Cole Creek shows how well-designed infrastructure can strengthen rivers while
supporting the communities that depend on them.

For more details and a complete list of partners and funders,

The new timber bridge restores natural flow and reconnects North Cole Creek.



Several trees and rootwads now line the eroding bank along this river section, providing habitat and stabilizing the streambank.

Reviving the Little South Branch

The Little South Branch of the Pere Marquette River is
known for its cold, clear water and exceptional fisheries. But
like many Northern Michigan rivers, sections of the stream
have lost the natural features that once supported healthy
habitat for fish and wildlife. To help restore this important
tributary to the Pere Marquette River mainstem, dedicated
private donors and CRA launched the Little South Branch
Pere Marquette River Habitat Improvement Project —

a multi-year effort focused on strengthening river health
through strategic in-stream habitat improvements.

Work began last summer and will continue over the next five
years, with crews installing large woody debris along a five-
mile stretch of river between Forman Road and James Road.
These installations mimic natural log jams and fallen trees
that historically shaped the river’s flow, stabilized banks,
and created critical habitat for fish and wildlife.

A 2024 evaluation found this section of river lacks in-stream
large wood — an essential component of healthy stream
ecosystems in forested landscapes. Without it, streambanks
become unstable and excess sediment enters the channel.
By carefully placing whole trees, including rootwads and
tops, along eroding banks, the project will slow water
velocity, reduce erosion, and restore natural river function.
Beyond stabilizing banks, added wood provides cover

and resting areas for trout, improves spawning habitat,
enhances overwinter survival, and supports aquatic insects
that form the foundation of the river’s food web. The work
also creates habitat for turtles, birds, and other wildlife that
depend on healthy riparian ecosystems.

CRA works closely with local landowners and partners to
design each installation, ensuring restoration efforts protect
sensitive areas while maintaining recreational access.

By using natural materials sourced on-site, the project
strengthens long-term ecosystem resilience and supports a
healthier, more dynamic river system for the region.

This work is made possible through the support of funders including
private landowners, the Pere Marquette Watershed Council, the
Charles A. Fellows Chapter of Trout Unlimited, the Pere Marquette
Chapter of Trout Unlimited, the Lake County Riverside Property
Owners Association, the Lake County Sheriff’s Department, Great
Lakes Energy, and Restaurant 876 in Baldwin, along with project
partners such as the Michigan Department of Natural Resources
(MDNR), the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes,
and Energy (EGLE), Knoop Excavating, and private landowners.

Project Manager and Biologist Nate Winkler
surveys the site in March 2026.



Reclaiming Buried Wetlands on the Maple River

Since 1999, CRA and dedicated partners have led long-
term restoration efforts across the Maple River watershed.
This work reached a major milestone in 2023 with the
replacement of the last remaining undersized road-stream
crossing on the mainstem and the East and West Branches
of the river. Through the Free-Spanning the Maple River
Initiative, 21 projects improved stream health through
crossing replacements, in-stream habitat enhancements,
and the removal of the Lake Kathleen Dam.

With mainstem connectivity restored for the first time in
more than a century, restoration efforts shifted toward
in-channel improvements and the recovery of wetlands
revealed after Lake Kathleen was dewatered. These
wetlands play a vital role in the river’s long-term health by
increasing groundwater storage, improving water quality,
and providing essential wildlife habitat.

This large-scale effort restored more than eight acres

of wetlands at the confluence of the Maple River’s East
and West Branches on the Holton family’s Twin Branch
property. Crews removed more than 2,400 cubic yards

of sediment that had accumulated during decades of
impoundment, uncovering groundwater seeps and organic
soils long buried beneath sand deposits. After reshaping

the site and redistributing organic material, more than five
acres of riparian habitat were seeded with a diverse mix
of native trees, shrubs, and plants to support long-term
ecological recovery. As spring unfolds, the site will begin
to bloom, continuing to accelerate ecological recovery
across the landscape. The next phase of restoration on
the Maple River responds to the impacts of last spring’s
ice storm, which caused widespread damage across
Northern Michigan. Downstream of the wetland site, CRA
and partners plan to strategically place select downed
trees within the river channel to stabilize eroding banks
and enhance fish habitat. This large woody debris will
help direct water flow away from vulnerable banks while
creating essential cover, riffle, and pool habitat for trout
and other native species—restoring natural river function
while turning storm impacts into opportunity.

CRA and its partners are working to secure the funding
needed to implement this next phase of restoration on
the Maple River. Support the large woody debris work by
making a donation to the project today!

Scan the QR code or visit the link below to learn more,
view partners and funders, and follow updates: https://
www.rivercare.org/project/maple-river/reclaiming-
buried-wetlands-at-the-maple-river-confluence/

The timber bridge at Woodland Road, just downstream of the former Lake Kathleen Dam site,
was one of several projects completed as part of the Initiative.


https://www.rivercare.org/project/maple-river/reclaiming-buried-wetlands-at-the-maple-river-confluence/
https://www.rivercare.org/project/maple-river/reclaiming-buried-wetlands-at-the-maple-river-confluence/
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The Maple River flows freely through wetlands once submerged by the Lake Kathleen Dam impoundment.



Thank You for Your Support!
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@ RIVER CARE"

Our cherished River Care funders propel multi-year and
tremendously impactful projects. A special thanks to these
funders for their unwavering support: Packaging Corporation
of America, Serra Family Foundation, Andrew R. and Janet

F. Miller Foundation, Walters Family Foundation, The George

Fund, The Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa
Indians, Bell’s Brewery, and The Brookby Foundation.
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- A Legacy Takes Root -

In July 2025, Dick Schwikert, the second president of the
Pere Marquette Watershed Council (PMWC), a friend of
CRA, and a proud old-timer, approached us with an idea: to
honor Paul Bigford for his many years of dedicated service
to the river he loves as president of the PMWC. Together,
we chose to carry out this tribute through CRA’s Wild

Roots program, creating a living legacy through hands on
restoration. By fall, plans took root.

Dick identified a parcel of USDA Forest Service land across
from the Rainbow Rapids launch site as an ideal location.
One of Paul’s favorite fishing spots, the area had been
heavily impacted by Emerald Ash Borer and was in need of
restoration.

CRA developed a plan and enlisted support from the Pere
Marquette Chapter of Trout Unlimited, PMWC, and SEEDS
EcoCorps. With help from drift boat captain Walt Grau, who
ferried the crew and supplies across the river, work began.

Together, the team planted a riparian buffer consisting of:
95 Cedars, 30 White Pines, 25 Swamp White Oaks
25 Sycamores, 25 Black Willows.

In time, these trees will form a shaded canopy that cools
the river by blocking direct sunlight. Their leaves will feed

macroinvertebrates and enrich the ecosystem, while their
roots anchor stream banks, reduce erosion and runoff, filter
stormwater, and reduce flood risk.

Like Paul Bigford’s steady stewardship, this restored stretch
of riverbank will continue giving back to the Pere Marquette
for generations.

Volunteer Wayne Andersen helps transport tree cages
during the planting event.



