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River Restoration & Reforestation 

Road Stream Crossings

Tree Planting

Reconnecting Streams

Streambank Stabilization & Habitat



Boardman River Watershed
State Designated Natural River & Blue Ribbon Trout Stream



Boardman River Dams
3 removals & 1 modification

#1  Brown Bridge, river mile 18.5 #2  Boardman & Cass Rd Bridge, river mile 6.1

#3  Sabin, river mile 5.3 #4 Union Street, river mile 1.5



Determining the Fate of the Dams
 Traverse City Light & Power relinquished 

their lease in 2005

 City of TC & Grand Traverse County 
each owned 2 dams

 Settlement Agreement signed May 2005

 Locally-led Boardman River Dams 
Committee, created in 2005

 $1.1M in funding + $780k in-kind 
services

 Feasibility & Preliminary Engineering 
Studies (13) incl. 81 possible options

 Public process included monthly 
community meetings, started 2005

 Public opinion polls

 Decision finalized in 2009 to remove 3 
dams & modify Union Street Dam



*Various other partner groups, contractors, individuals 
were involved in related project activities.



The Team is Essential to Success



Environmental:

Community:

Economic:



Project Cost over the15-year effort, 
blended grants from 30 sources:

 

*Project management, grant and contract administration, 
monitoring, invasive plant species control, tree/shrub planting, 

communications and outreach



*Addl. funders involved in related activities in the Boardman watershed may not be listed.



Originally named the Odawa Nawdouway Ziibi 
(Ottaway River) by the Ojibwa & Odawa People 



A river changed…

Early accounts tell of the 
river running clear and swift 
from Boardman Lake to the 
west Grand Traverse Bay 

(“Bay”) through a pine forest 
so park-like and open that 

one could “ride through it in 
all directions on horseback 

at a rapid pace” (Leach, 
1883)



The logging era changed the 
land & water of Michigan as 
can be seen in this photo of 

Boardman Lake.

“These (log) jams date back in 
buried centuries. As evidence, 

we find deep-worn trails around 
them, where Indians have 

dragged their canoes…  Cutting 
to the heart of a cedar 20 inches 

in diameter, growing over the 
center of the river.  I counted 

160 years of growth.” 

– History of Manistee County, 
1869 the River Improvement 

Company explored the Manistee 
River for floating logs.



Brown Bridge 
Dam built in 

1921.

Earthen 
embankment 

was 1,650’ long 
& 46’ high.



Dam #1 Former Brown Bridge Pond – 191 acres



During removal – September 2012



River returned, 2.9 miles – October 2019



Before During

After



Many aspects…

Former 
Powerhouse

Canoe/kayak 
launch steps



Before - 2011

After - 2019

Before - 2011
During - 2012

• 1.4M cubic yards of 
sediment accumulated

• 277,000 cubic yards of 
sediment managed to 
recreate river 45’ wide, 
floodplain bench 30’ wide



Turn the camera around…

Overlook



Recreating the river – 
moving it out of the tree stumps & into relic channel



Dam #2 Boardman Dam & Pond – October 2012

Photo by Jim Anderson   
         

Core wall

Future bridge

Powerhouse

Island



Boardman Dam Removal – July 2017

New 
Bridge

Island



River Returned, 1.8 miles - October 2019

Island



Finding the relic 
channel…

• Bathymetry
• Gravel & stumps
• Depth of refusal (DOR)
• Site surveys
• Modeling 
• Sediment sampling



1. Build Cass Road 
Bridge. (2016)

2. Begin floodplain excavation
    & channel restoration.

3. Construct  channel, auxillary spillway
 & draw down impoundment. 

4a. Construct sediment traps
       & manage sediment migration
       throughout drawdown process.
       Excavate floodplain benches.

4b. Demolish existing spillway/bridge/powerhouse.
      Fill & grade intake channel.

5. Complete floodplain bench excavation, install instream 
habitat, & bank stabilization measures. Seeding & live plantings.



Dam #2 Boardman Dam Powerhouse & Cass Rd Bridge

Single lane “bridge” – 

6,500 vehicles/day in 2006

Spalling & deterioration 

of safety rails. 



Robbins Bridge 
$3.31M, 252’ span

First, build the 
bridge in 2016

Before

After



During – dewatered by 14 gravity fed siphons & a 
concrete auxiliary channel.



Siphons comprised of 30” diameter pipes fused together to 
make 300’ lengths; they drained the pond 21’ down.



The auxiliary channel was heavy duty.  
Measured 40’ wide, 70’ long & comprised of drainage stone, mesh geotextile, 

overlaid with articulated concrete block mats grouted in between to ensure water 
didn’t undermine the channel.



Before

After – w/access & trailDuring



Engineers estimated that 788,000 cubic yards of 
sediment had accumulated in the impoundment.



Building the river – 
300,000 cubic yards sediment moved but stayed onsite.



Wood is Good –
 streambank protection & instream habitat

Timber piles

Root wads

Root wads

The 
old forest

Original leaning 
stumps



Fabric encapsulated soil (FES) lifts – 
They keep the river in place.





Post restoration - Before During

After



Photo provided by John Russel

Dam #3 Sabin Dam & Pond – 
October 2012



Sabin drawdown – 
August 2018

Photo provided by 
Brett Fessell, GTB



River Returned - 
October 2019



Dewatering through 
spillway

Muck machine

Staking the River

Sediment management – 
122,316 cyds.



Relic channel - Gravel abounds in the Ottaway.













Bottomlands 
Restoration

• Tree & shrub 
planting

• Invasive plant 
species control









What’s next for the 
Boardman/Ottaway River…





Thank you!

www.rivercare.org

http://www.rivercare.org/




Dam Events on the Boardman/Ottaway River



During - Bridge Under 
Construction in June 2016, 
note beaver ponded area in 
background “downstream.”



After - Robbins Bridge $3.31M, constructed in the 
“dry” year before dam removal.
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