Abstract of Manny’s presentation at Great Lakes Urban Habitat Restoration Symposium

Title:  Restoration of fish spawning habitat in the Detroit River.

Fish habitat originally present in the Detroit River has been destroyed over the past 100 years by urbanization of the shoreline, filling of coastal wetlands, creation of deep-draft shipping channels, and disposal of dredge spoils. Over 97% of the coastal wetlands once found along the entire Michigan shoreline of the Detroit River have been filled and are now occupied by industries and housing. Most of the reputed, historic spawning grounds in the river have been destroyed by creation of over 96 km of deep-draft shipping channels in this 51-km river that removed over 250 million cubic meters of bottom substrates and covered over 4,000 hectares (40 square kilometers) of river bottom with dredge spoils. To restore fish spawning habitat in the Detroit River, we created 1,080 m2 of rock-rubble and coal cinders on the river bottom in 2004 in Michigan waters near Belle Isle and 3,300 m2 of rock-rubble on the river bottom in 2008 in Ontario waters near Fighting Island. Each of these projects was a collaborative venture funded from multiple sources at a cost of more than $200,000. Pre-construction assessment revealed no fish spawned at Belle Isle and only two fish species spawned on sub-optimal substrates at Fighting Island. Post-construction assessment showed that sixteen species of fish quickly spawned on the constructed Belle Isle habitat, including 14 native species and two exotic, invasive species. Results of these two fish habitat construction projects has shown that:

1. Fishery production in the Detroit River is limited by lack of river-bottom spawning substrates.

2. Fish spawning habitat can be restored successfully in the degraded, urban Detroit River.

3. Connectivity must be established by design between upstream fish spawning grounds and downstream, coastal wetland, nursery habitat for survival of produced larval fish.

4. Habitat can be restored to enhance populations of valuable, migratory fish in this degraded connecting channel, including lake whitefish and walleye.

