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December 2013 
 
 
Background 
The St. Marys River is a globally unique river that 
forms the binational connecting channel 
between Lake Superior and Lake Huron, two of 
the largest freshwater systems in the world, with 
shared jurisdiction between the Canadian 
Province of Ontario and the State of Michigan. 
Both communities have a strong tourism-based 
economy that is centered on sport fishing and 
other recreational activities tied to the St. Marys 
River. Despite its popularity for recreation, the 
entire reach of the St. Marys River is designated 
as one of Michigan’s 14 Great Lakes Areas of 
Concern (AOCs) due to pollution and habitat 
alteration. The river is listed for 10 of the 14 
Beneficial Use Impairments (BUIs) evaluated 
under the AOC program, including Fish and 
Wildlife Populations and Habitat.   
 
Rapids habitat on the St. Marys River has been 
impacted by various forms of development, 
including dredging, filling and diversion, and 
urban development. At Little Rapids, 
construction of a causeway from the Sugar Island 
Ferry dock at Island No. 1 to Sugar Island 
restricted and greatly reduced the flow of water needed to maintain the rapids. The loss of rapids significantly 
impacted the fisheries community; however, with proper engineering and design, this site can be restored to 
provide foraging, spawning, and nursery habitat for a wide variety of sport fish as well as other aquatic 
organisms. Restoring the Little Rapids stretch of the St. Marys River has been identified as a key project for 
addressing fish and wildlife impairments and is an important step toward delisting the river as an AOC.   
 
Little Rapids Restoration Project 
Funding in the amount of $5.9 million has been made available through a Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 
(GLRI) grant from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) through a partnership with 
the Great Lakes Commission (GLC) to implement the Little Rapids Restoration project. The GLC is partnering 
with the Chippewa County Road Commission, Eastern Upper Peninsula Regional Planning and Development 
Commission (EUP), Lake Superior State University and other local agencies to implement the project starting in 
2014. Planning for the project was initiated over a decade ago, with input from the region’s many 
stakeholders. In 2011, the EUP received GLRI funding from the NOAA to fund the engineering design. The EUP 
led a multi-agency, interdisciplinary team that has brought the project to “shovel-ready” status in late 2013. 
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Restoration Goals and Objectives 
The primary goal of the Little Rapids Habitat Restoration 
Project is to restore water flow to improve 50-70 acres 
of aquatic habitat including the rapids conditions 
historically present in the River. Restoration of water 
flow will be facilitated by modifying the Sugar Island 
causeway between Island No. 1 and Sugar Island, which 
currently restricts water flow. The project would 
replace the two existing culverts with a series of large 
box culverts, creating an opening approximately 600 
feet wide that will improve water flow. Restoration will 
provide critical habitat to a variety of aquatic species, 
and ultimately help achieve the removal of the St. 
Marys River impairments related to fish and wildlife 
populations and habitat.  
 
Project partners have completed feasibility studies, hydraulic flow modeling, and engineering designs, coupled 
with ongoing stakeholder relations. Permits are currently under review by the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality and the U.S Army Corps of Engineers and it is anticipated that construction may be 
initiated as soon as spring 2014.   
 
Funding for the project is being provided by NOAA through the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI - 
www.glri.us), a five-year, $2.2 billion program to implement a comprehensive restoration strategy for the 
Great Lakes. The Initiative represents the largest investment in the Great Lakes in more than two decades.  
 
Partners: 

Chippewa County Road Commission 
Chippewa Ottawa Resource Authority 

Eastern Upper Peninsula Regional Planning and Development Commission 
Great Lakes Commission 

Lake Superior State University - Aquatic Research Lab  
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality - Office of the Great Lakes  

Michigan Department of Natural Resources 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration  
St. Marys River Binational Public Advisory Council 

St. Marys River Fisheries Task Group 
 

For More information, contact: 
 

• Matt Doss, Policy Director, Great Lakes Commission, 734-971-9135 mdoss@glc.org 
• Rob Laitinen, Superintendent/Manager, Chippewa County Road Commission, 906-635-5295 

surveyer@sault.com 
• Jeff Hagan, Executive Director, EUP Regional Planning & Development Commission, 906-635-1581, Toll 

Free:  855-885-3690 jshagan@eup-planning.org 
• Mike Ripley, Chair, St. Marys River Binational Public Advisory Council, 906-632-0072, 

mripley@sault.com 
• Jessica Berrio, Grant Manager, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 301-427-8654 

jessica.berrio@noaa.gov 
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