Manitoulin Streams

Manitoulin Streams to work on two new rehab projects this summer

by Lindsay Kelly

TEHKUMMAH--In an ongoing effort to rehabilitate Manitoulin’s two largest coldwater rivers--Blue Jay Creek and Manitou River--Manitoulin Streams will work to rehabilitate two more sites on the Manitou River this summer, one of which is commencing this week.  

Manitoulin Streams--the community-driven initiative to restore fisheries and protect water quality on Manitoulin Island--has worked diligently over the past five years to rehabilitate sites that have undergone impacts from current and past land use practices which have reduced the health of these valuable watersheds.  The impacts include the removal of vegetation along the edges of the river.  The roots of these species which include cedar, willow and dogwood function to bind the soil particles together which subsequently prevents erosion of the banks.  Without stream side vegetation, the water continues to work away the banks and your left with a wide and shallow stream channel.  There is also a high percentage of surface water with this type of channel which increases the susceptibility of the stream to high temperatures during the summer months.  A healthy trout stream is typically narrow and deep which keeps the water flowing and most of it beneath the surface so it doesn’t heat up much.  Its simple really, trout need lots of oxygen to live and cold water holds a lot more oxygen than warm water.  If we want to have trout in our watersheds we need to the water is kept cool.  
Each watershed undergoes a detailed analysis to identify high-, medium-, and low-priority areas, and the projects are taken on based on their order of importance, explained project coordinator Sean Barfoot.

“This is a unique project, in that it’s very professionally done,” he said. “We’re working with the landowners, and if they want, they can participate in the project, but they don’t have to be attached to it at all. It works very well, because people don’t like to be pressured. They can do whatever they want with their land, but we’re trying to be altruistic about the river. It’s society’s river, and we want to protect the water quality and restore fisheries for all of society to enjoy.”

Over the last few years, the project has had success rehabilitating over fifteen sites along the Manitou River and Blue Jay Creek. Five years ago at the Sandfield dam site, which Mr. Barfoot describes as “one of the major spawning grounds for rainbow trout and salmon,” the group worked to repair damage that had been done in the 1960s and 1970s, when crews plowed the river down to the limestone to make the river wider in an effort to prevent overflow in the springtime. The area became inappropriate for spawning fish, since they need areas with lots of fine gravel to spawn.

To renaturalize the area, Mr. Barfoot said the crew first placed large boulders in the river to break the flow of the current and thus create slower moving pockets behind the boulders.  These slower moving pockets create slack areas for young fish to rest so they are not burning all of their energy keeping up with the strong currents.  Truckloads of pea sized gravel were then added to the river to create spawning areas for the trout and salmon.  Trout and salmon use their tails to dig a hole in the gravel and lay their eggs. The fish then use their tail to cover the eggs with more gravel like a turtle does when it builds a nest on land.   
Finally, trees were planted along the banks of the river to protect against erosion and stabilize the islands located in the middle of the stream.

The impact following the changes to the river was almost immediately detectable, as fish could be seen spawning in the area shortly after the project’s completion, Mr. Barfoot said.  The crew also monitors the rivers health according to the Ontario Stream Assessment Protocol--for fish population, water quality, species diversity, and the presence of aquatic insects--before and after a project is completed to determine whether the results justify the work being done.

“Research shows, so far, that there has been a jump over the last couple of years,” Mr.  Barfoot added. “The fish population has increased by 350 to 360 percent.”

Despite the phenomenal changes that have been made there, Mr. Barfoot said the work is not quite done. Either this summer or in 2007, the crew is planning to narrow the river to further create favourable conditions for the spawning fish.

The repairs that are now being made are result of practices that were used decades, and in some cases, centuries, ago.

“This is stuff from years of impacts, from the early settlers and logging, to current land use practices” Mr. Barfoot noted. This year, the crew has roughly $65,000--thanks to an army of sponsors--to spend on four projects, one of which is in an area of the river near Michael’s Bay Resort. Another prime spawning area, Mr. Barfoot said this location is an ideal one at which the public can get an idea of what the project can do to help the fish population. In this area of the river, a small waterfall lends a picturesque and calming quality to the area, but it also provides fish with a way to spawn upriver.  
“It’s an absolutely critical site, because in low flow periods like last fall, the salmon had a very difficult time reaching the upper reaches of the Manitou River.  Mr Barfoot explained that by providing ideal spawning conditions in the lower reaches of the river, many fish will still be able to successfully spawn in low flow years.

One bank was rehabilitated in the 1980s through dumping tonnes of boulders.  While this method did some good to prevent further erosion of the bank, contemporary techniques used to stabilize the stream banks have improved dramatically over the years.  By incorporating wooden structures such as root wads into the designs we can create many nooks and crannies for fish to hide and seek shelter from predators.  Furthermore, wood functions to dissipate the hydraulic force of water which will reduce erosion downstream. 
This summer, the crew is hoping to employ its knowledge to repair the second bank.

First, the bank will be lined with large boulders and stuffed in between with root wads (large tree roots which provide ideal habitat for fish), after which the slope of the bank will be reduced to a more gradual incline. A final measure will be to plant cedar trees along the bank, which will spread their roots into the soil below, stabilizing the bank.

“Basically, what we want to do is stop the bank from eroding,” Mr. Barfoot said. “Right now it is eroding, and trees are falling in the river and sand is slumping into the river.”

If the sand continues to fall into the river, it gets transported to the spawning beds in the spring, depleting the fishes’ much-needed oxygen, suffocating them.

The project should start in about three weeks.

On another property, the crew is working with the landowner to install a nosepump which will allow cattle to access water in any season. The nosepump is a device which can be activated by the cattle pressing its nose onto the device, pumping up water to the surface from which the cattle can drink.

When the cattle are finished drinking, the remaining water is drained from the device, to prevent freezing, so the nosepump can be used even in very cold winter temperatures. This is a good way to water cattle year-round, while preventing them from fouling up the river, as they often can by excreting in the river, Mr. Barfoot explained.  
The areas on which these projects are undertaken is private, but Mr. Barfoot said the landowners with which Manitoulin Streams has worked with have been wonderful in providing access to the property, as well as being open to their ideas for rehabilitation. Still, he emphasizes that the projects do not go ahead unless the landowners are on board with the project and give permission for the work to go ahead.

“We don’t not want people to use their land,” he explained. “We’re about finding alternative management strategies, not totally restricting access to the river. We’re about utilizing the river responsibly, and maintaining the integrity of the watersheds so the river can still function as a factory for fish and wildlife.”

Mr. Barfoot also believes that tourists visiting the rehabilitated sites can spread the word about the project and encourage people in their own areas to undertake similar projects.

“Tourists from off-Island will see it and say, ‘Isn’t this neat?’ and bring it back to their community, or start up their own restoration project and get involved with it,” he said. “It’s a local project, but it’s got global significance.”
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