
   

 

On June 9, 2009, the 

County was awarded a 

$4.7 Million Grant from the 

National Atmospheric and 

Oceanic Administration 

(NOAA) as part of the 

American Reinvestment 

and Recovery Act (ARRA) 

to remove documented bar-

riers on the Milwaukee 

River and 9 tributaries.  

Ozaukee County was one 

of 50 in the nation, one of 

three in the Great Lakes 

Basin and the only one in 

Wisconsin to receive ARRA 

funding through NOAA. 

This program has received 

national and international 

interest from a variety of 

fisheries and natural re-

source experts.  

Fish and other aquatic   

organisms need a variety of 

habitats to complete their 

life cycles. These species 

move throughout streams 

and watershed to find suit-

able conditions to spawn, 

feed, develop, or survive 

winter.  

Unfortunately, barriers such 

as dams, some culverts, 

and debris jams can pre-

vent animals from access-

ing critical habitats. Recent 

natural resources manage-

ment trends support remov-

ing artificial barriers to cre-

ate streams that are pass-

able for fish and other ani-

mals. This strategy revital-

izes fisheries and directly 

improves recreational op-

portunities. It also tends to 

be less expensive and more 

productive than creating 

artificial habitat.  

During 2005-2007, Ozau-

kee County completed an 

inventory of fish barriers in 

select Milwaukee River Wa-

tershed tributaries, docu-

menting over 150 impedi-

ments on 11  streams. 

Making the Most of 

What We Have 

Approximately 50% of Wis-
consin's wetlands have 
been lost. Artificial aquatic 
habitat is expensive to cre-
ate and is    often inferior to 
quality natural habitat. 
Many pockets of quality 

natural  aquatic habitat re-
main in Ozaukee County 
along the Milwaukee River 
and tributary streams, but 
are ecologically isolated.  
 
Several critical habitat 
types are found in the Mil-
waukee River watershed 
including: lush riparian 

vegetation, as well as 
reaches of exposed bed-
rock and gravel/cobble 
channel are present. Each 
habitat is significant to dif-
ferent fish and aquatic or-
ganisms. Riparian vegeta-
tion provides cover, food 
and spawning grounds for 
certain species, such as  
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Barrier Removal 

northern pike. Undercut 
banks beneath vegeta-
tion provide shelter fish. 
Exposed fractured bed-
rock is associated with 
higher stream veloci-
ties, perfect spawning 
habitat for Lake Stur-
geon.  Gravel and cob-
ble habitat found in 
shallow riffles provides 
spawning habitat  for 
many native species. 
 

Barrier Types 

A barrier prevents mi-
gration of aquatic or-
ganisms. They do not 
affect all organisms 
equally, and may not 
necessarily be effective 
throughout the year.  
 
Impediments directly  
resulting from human 
activities include: dams, 
improperly designed/
installed culverts, ex-
cessive water velocities 
and insufficient refuge 

in “improved” stream 
reaches, pervious fill 
deposits, artificially 
lined channels, and 
channel-constricting 
bridge abutments.  
 
Impediments indirectly 
resulting from human 
actions include: intensi-
fied sediment accretion 
and debris accumula-
tion, entrenchment re-
sulting from channeliza-
tion and development, 
channel dispersion re-
lated to dense invasive 
vegetation, and compro-
mised hydrology.  
 
Naturally occurring bar-
riers include: some de-
bris jams and sediment 
accretions, some high-
gradient  reaches , 
ephemeral and losing 
streams, natural chan-
nel dispersion in wet-
lands. The Program is 
removing approximately 
135 barriers on the main 

Culverts 

Forty five improperly 
placed culverts are be-
ing redesigned to incor-
porate natural sub-
strates, adequate water 
depths, and velocities 
suitable for fish pas-
sage. Designs include 
bottomless, arched cul-
verts, or buried box cul-
verts and sometimes 
incorporate grade con-
trols. These are being 
constructed by the 
Ozaukee County High-
way Department.  
 

Other Barriers 

The Milwaukee Commu-
nity Service Corps 
(MCSC) is a job skills 
training program for at-

risk inner-city youth. 84 
barriers including log 

jams and pervious fill 
were set to be removed 
this year by the MCSC 
and volunteers using 
hand labor and small 
equipment. As of mid-
summer 50% of these 
barriers have been re-
moved, confirming that 
we are on-schedule with 
removal work.  

Dams 

“Fish ladders” or 
“fishways” are being 
designed for the Thiens-
ville-Mequon and Bridge 
St. Dams, utilizing his-
torical features such as 
abandoned mill race-
ways. These fishways 
circumvent the dam and 
incorporate a series of 
weirs, pools, and riffles 
to allow fish resting 
time to pass the eleva-
tion change around the 
dam. They will also in-
clude measures to ad-
dress aquatic invasive 
species should they 
appear in the water-
shed. The Lime Kiln 
Dam is scheduled to be 
removed in October 
2010.  
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F i s h  a r e  un a b l e  t o  

s w i m  t hr o u g h  c u l -
v e r t s  t ha t  a r e  t o o  

l o n g  o r  p er c h e d  
a b o v e  t h e  wa t e r ,  l i k e  

t h i s  o n e  on  H a w-

t h o r n e  D r i v e  C r e ek .  

A  b e f o r e  a n d    a f t er  

v i e w  o f  a  d e b r i s  ja m  
o n  M o l e  C r e e k .  

stem Milwaukee River 
and 9 project streams in 
Ozaukee County.  
 

Native Fish         

Performance 

Our native fish are large 
and deep bodied. They 
are good for rapidly 
swimming short dis-
tance, or “bursts” for 
less than 15 seconds 
and for “sustained” 
movements against cur-
rent velocities at less 
than 2 ft/s.  However, 
they are poor for pro-
longed swimming and 
jumping. Most road 
crossing culverts are 
designed to efficiently 
pass water at greater 
than 2 ft/s, and many 
are also perched. North-
ern Pike are  poor sus-
tained swimmers and 
jumpers, therefore have 
been chosen as the tar-
get species. 
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“We are fortunate to 

have pockets of 

superb aquatic habitat 

throughout Wisconsin. 

Unfortunately, many 

have been biologically 

isolated from their 

watersheds. They act 

like fences, preventing 

animals from migrating 

to survive. 

Reconnecting natural, 

high-quality habitat is 

the best — and 

oftentimes least 

expensive  —  method  

for improving aquatic 

habitat in many 

watersheds.” 

— Dale Buser, Hydrologist, 

Bonestroo / Northern 

Enviromental   

Outcomes 

The removal of approximately 

130 passage barriers for fish 

and aquatic life on 9 tributaries 

and the Milwaukee River main 

stem will: 

Reconnect 158 miles of 

streams 

Link to over 119,000 acres 

of habitat, including 14,000 

acres of wetlands 

Improve natural resources 

and recreational opportuni-

ties 

Increase migratory fish 

populations 

Benefit endangered species 

&  species of concern 

Compliment sturgeon rear-

ing/stocking & walleye res-

toration efforts 

Raise awareness and a 

sense of stewardship 

governmental organizations 

(NGO’s), citizens and landown-

ers, volunteers, and State and 

Federal agencies. New con-

The Fish Passage Program 

reconnects high quality habi-

tat in tributaries to Lake 

Michigan, the Milwaukee Es-

tuary, and lower reaches of 

the Milwaukee River main 

stem. It also forges new con-

nections between Ozaukee, 

Milwaukee, and other coun-

ties, municipalities, busi-

nesses, schools, non-

nections forge ideas and op-

portunities. Public partner-

ships with a variety of national 

experts on fish passage and 

these collaborations will be 

reflected in innovative de-

signs. Engaged citizens and 

partners have volunteered 

countless hours thus far, and 

will be crucial to the long term 

aspects of the program.  

Making Connections 
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Contact Us 
 

Matt Aho 

Program Manager 

Phone: (262) 268-2045 

Email: maho@co.ozaukee.wi.us 

Katherine Disterhaft 

Program Assistant  

Phone: (262) 268-2053 

Email: kdisterhaft@co.ozaukee.wi.us 

Ryan McCone 

Program Assistant 

Phone: (262) 236-2006 

Email: mccone@co.ozaukee.wi.us 

Ozaukee County Planning and Parks  

Department 

121 W. Main Street, PO Box 994 

Port Washington, WI 53074 

 

Visit our website for updates and  

Information: 

http://www.co.ozaukee.wi.us/

PlanningParks/

PlanningParks_Fish_Passage.htm  

 

Or Visit our Facebook Page: 

Milwaukee River Watershed: Fish  

Passage Program 
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Andrew Struck 

Director 

Phone: 262-238-8275 

Email: astruck@co.ozaukee.wi.us 




