Lake Huron Basin DNR Update, May 2025

Alpena Fisheries Research Station (Todd Wills)

Staff spent a substantial amount of time preparing data and presentations for GLFC task
group meetings and GLFC Lake Committee meetings.

Alpena and SLHMU staff gathered in Bay City to discuss the latest results from the
Saginaw Bay fish community assessment, including the status of Walleye and Yellow
Perch. Dave Fielder prepared a great presentation on the background, and current state
of, statistical catch-at-age assessments for both species. The meeting provided an
excellent opportunity for managers and researchers to connect, learn, and share ideas
on the status of Saginaw Bay fisheries.

Staff prepared and gave presentations for Michigan Sea Grant’s spring fishery workshop
series. A combination of virtual and in-person meetings provided attendees with the
latest data on Lake Huron’s offshore fishery as well as the fisheries in Saginaw Bay, the
Les Cheneaux Islands, Lake Erie, and Lake St. Clair.

The R/Vs Tanner and Channel Cat have been launched, and the field season is getting
underway for the Alpena and Lake St. Clair stations. The Alpena crew is preparing for the
annual Lake Huron Lake Trout survey.

Northern Lake Huron Management Unit (Tim Cwalinski)

NLH supervisor attended the walleye committee meeting in St. Ignace. Doug Schultz
provided a talk on Minnesota’s walleye fry stocking program for lakes where spring
fingerlings may not be attainable. The program bases fry stocking rates on littoral zone
acreage and stocking over open water. Stocking rates of 500-1,000 fry per littoral zone
were recommended. The unit started trying this in 2025 for Black Lake as spring
fingerlings have shown low return thus far at the rates we can stock them at, thus we
obtained approximately 2.2 million fry (217 walleye fry stocked per Black Lake littoral
acre). Fry were delivered on one of the two stocking events to members of the Black
Lake Association who provided a boat for deeper water stocking efforts. It is an
experiment that the unit would like to try for a number of years, alternating between
higher and lower stocking densities each year, while also conducting fall electrofishing
assessments. For now, this alleviates the need for large numbers of spring fingerlings.
The Au Sable River biologist and unit supervisor organized and attended the Au Sable
River CAC in April. It was a successful meeting with a wide array of topics from energy
production on watershed, ice storm impacts, natural rivers zoning, habitat improvement
projects, survey analysis from 2024, survey planning 2025, and Mio trout regulations. A
member of the group proposed a regulation change for the main reach of river below
Mio that allowed for brown trout spawner protection (instead of opening all year to
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fishing, closed for a period in the fall). There was some support for the regulation, but
the group will dive into what this regulation should look like at the fall CAC meeting.

An MOU was crafted between the unit, hatchery personnel, and Grayling Hatchery Inc.
that will define roles and responsibilities more clearly. The process went surprisingly
smoothly. The main points are fish are only stocked based on a Division stocking
prescription, Division will provide fish to the private hatchery, food costs are covered by
Grayling Hatchery Inc., fish subsamples are taken by the private hatchery to MSU each
year for testing, and the Division will absorb the costs of the testing.

Much has occurred on the Cornwall Dam renovation project in the last months.
Contracts have been signed with the company and work is expected to start soon. A
meeting between project partners occurred May 2. Roads have just been recently
cleared for access to the site, though they are in rough shape. Staff attended the Pigeon
River Country Advisory Council meeting and provided updates with project partner
Huron Pines. A press release for project progress is set to come out May 13, with work
expected to begin later in May.

The drawdown of the Big Creek Impoundment in Crawford County has begun.
Technicians pulled the first top boards (double stoplog system) and will continue to pull
boards periodically through the spring and summer accounting for a slow drawdown.
This is done by boat making it tricky and taking multiple staff. Roads were not great
getting into the impoundment thanks to the ice storm. Assessment of the structure will
occur post drawdown.

Technician supervisors for Lake Huron basin have been busy assisting in hiring and
training the limited term creel clerks on Lake Huron as some current clerks will be
working the spring and summer at Isle Royale.

Inland lake surveys have just begun in the unit with three scheduled regionally at the
following locations: Island Lake, Ogemaw County; Big Bass Lake, Otsego County; Lake
Esau, Presque Isle County. Technicians are also setting temperature loggers in streams
regionally, inspecting state owned dams in the region, fixing gear, and preparing for the
muskie egg take on the Detroit River.

The public is starting to hear rumors about dam removal at Roberts Lake, another
Division owned dam, and staff have taken some frustrated calls. This small dam near
Indian River is being targeted for 2026 removal with ATBC funds.

The ice storm event in northern Michigan was nothing short of a natural disaster and
categorized loosely as a category 5 ice hurricane by the Forestry Division assistant chief.
NLH staff biologists and supervisors have been working with other Divisions on freeing
up access sites for fish stocking. The Parks and Recreation Division is working on state
park cleanups and access sites, while the national guard, DNR, and road commissions
have been busy clearing roads. This has been a landscape altering event and its impact
will continue for many years. Access into and along streams is unknown at this point and
we will learn much more as time passes. The amounts of treefall and stream blockages
depends on riparian types and ages. Remote access (think hiking trails, two tracks) will
be inaccessible as other priorities are addressed. Assessment of storm impacts and
cleanup has consumed a considerable amount of NLHMU staff time.
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e With ice-out comes cormorant migration and associated challenges. Hatcheries have
been coordinating stocking activities with APN volunteers, and Fish Division staff have
been coordinating with Wildlife Division and APHIS staff to the extent possible. Overall,
this is going exceptionally well this year, with one location identified for inclusion on
future permits. Ed Beckley and Ed Rutherford have been providing considerable
assistance at stocking sites with hazing assistance and coordination this spring.

Southern Lake Huron Management Unit (Jeff Jolley)

e SLHMU deployed acoustic receivers in the East Branch Au Gres River and completed
additional brown trout acoustic tagging as part of the evaluation of the brown trout
program in the Rifle and Au Gres Rivers.

e Completed walleye jaw tagging in the Tittabawassee River after a slow start due to cold
water temperatures.

e Completed northern pike and general fisheries survey work at Little Long Lake.

e Trout Lake Dam (Gladwin County)

o Ownership and History: Trout Lake Dam is owned by Fisheries Division;
adjacent campground is managed by PRD, and surrounding land by FRD.
Resource Bureau recommended dam removal in 2004.

o Recent Action: In April, SLHMU Supervisor, EGLE, and Basin Coordinator held
a community meeting on dam status. Emergency drawdown began the next day
with EGLE support to relieve pressure from rotting stoplogs and reduce failure
risk. Further drawdown and inspection planned for summer.

o Public Response and Coordination: Despite media outreach, public concern and
frustration remain high. Coordination is ongoing across DNR Divisions, partner
agencies, and local governments.

o Funding Status: No funding is currently available for significant repair,
rehabilitation, or removal. This reflects a statewide issue with aging dam
infrastructure and inadequate financial resources.

o Monitoring Work: Electrofishing surveys conducted above Dow Dam and below
Sanford Dam as part of pre-enhancement monitoring for Dow Dam fish passage
(construction delayed to 2026 due to permitting timelines).

e Nearshore surveys for northern pike in Saginaw Bay were initiated this year in response
to frequent angler reports of abundant pike. Early spring sampling targets spawning
movements immediately after ice-out, as late-summer bay-wide gillnet surveys may not
adequately capture northern pike population dynamics. Electrofishing in the Quanicassee
River resulted in the capture of 23 pike ranging from 17 to 37 inches total length. Fin
clips were collected for future age and growth analysis. Notably, one marked fish was
observed the same day 9 miles away in a county drain, confirming spring spawning
migrations.

¢ Basin staff attended and presented at three Michigan SeaGrant workshops specific to
Lake Huron and attended the combined Michigan-Huron workshop.
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e The SLHMU presented updates on NRDA-funded projects in the Saginaw Bay area to
the annual Dow NRDA Trustees meeting, of which the BC is a member.
e The BC attended the Lake Huron Committee meeting, the CLC meeting, and Dow
NRDA site visits.
e Shelter and Channel Island fish spawning reef scheduled to be completed in late 2025
o SLHMU Unit Manager continues to manage the project
o Construction currently open for bids — bidding closes on June 11.
o Biological pre-monitoring is complete.

Fish Production (Paul Stowe)

e Arctic Grayling egg takes have begun at Marquette State Fish Hatchery and will continue
for a couple weeks. These are 2019 x 2021 crosses that will be deployed to floating
basket incubators or remote site incubators with a subset of eggs being held at MSFH for
the 2025 brood lot. The ceremonial eyed egg transfer to our partners (Little River Band
of Ottawa Indians — Upper Manistee River, Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa
Indians — Boardman-Ottaway River, and Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa Indians —
Maple River) will occur at Oden State Fish Hatchery on May 12th. All three tribes are
assisting with egg collections. The tribes will deliver and monitor the eyed eggs at the
FBIs and RSls in the associated watershed.

e Steelhead egg collections at the Little Manistee River Weir went as planned. The eggs
are currently developing in incubators, initial condition is good, and numbers are
expected to produce allocations. Eggs were also collected for Ohio and Indiana this
season.

e The Muskegon River walleye egg collections went as planned. The eggs are hatched and
have been stocked as fry or transferred to grow-out ponds.

e The Bay De Noc walleye egg collections came up a bit short this season due to
unpredictable fecundity and the extremely short window of opportunity for egg
collection. These eggs are currently incubating and there should be enough to cover the
Fisheries Division’s needs, however we are still early in the incubation cycle.

e Mass Marking efforts came through in the eleventh hour, are complete for Chinook and
went as planned. The coho effort will be conducted this summer as fish are transferred
to the outdoor raceway complex.

e The Fish Marking Review Committee approved a fair number of marking projects on
rainbow trout, brown trout, muskellunge, and coho salmon that are completed for the
season or in progress on the marking side of the projects.

e Fish stocking is complete at many facilities and continues to move towards completion at
others. The stocking season continues to roll with very few and relatively minor speed
bumps.

e Fish health site inspections have been completed by Tom Loch and associates at
Michigan State University. All facilities are in good shape with no glaring issues on
upkeep and attention to details at the facilities.
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e The Eyes in the Field program has mellowed out over the last few weeks following the
onslaught of winterkill issues this spring. Many incidents were isolated to shallow,
smaller waterbodies.

e The ice storm of 2025 affected many across northern Michigan in late March. Oden State
Fish Hatchery was not exempt; the community around them came to a grinding halt.
OSFH ran on back-up power, which did not come without hiccups, for five-plus days at
top-end biomass. The event is a testament to Fish Production's emergency
preparedness, safety training, and on-call policies and procedures. The event yielded
zero fish losses and no injuries. Hats off to the OSFH team and all those who assisted,
including assisting team members in need.

e A number of ongoing Capital Outlay projects to address hatchery infrastructure needs
are progressing nicely. Projects include building needs (i.e. roofs), pond and raceway
repairs, replacing ageing generators, well and circulation systems, and other critical

upgrades. These projects have been awarded, are being bid, or having bid packages
finalized.

MDNR Law Enforcement Division (Lieutenant Torsky)

General LED:

e Training Academy 13 has completed Phase One at the Michigan State Police Academy.
15 recruits have moved on to the Ralph A. MacMullan Center for 8 weeks of fish, game
and outdoor recreation enforcement training.

e Several transfers have occurred, and with the addition of the 15 recruits, LED is near
capacity — until the next retirements.

e Body-worn cameras are nearly deployed throughout the state.

e Division-wide training occurred in April, including Aquatic Invasive Species and Tribal
Enforcement.

Lake Huron/Great Lakes Enforcement Unit:

e Cpl. Craig Milkowski’s position has been filled by the lateral transfer of Cpl. Todd
Sumbera from the EUP to the Northern Lower. Cpl. Sumbera’s vacancy has been filled by
Cpl. Cole VanQOosten, a 7-year veteran of LED. Cole has developed a reputation as a
networker, a hard worker, and an excellent officer. He also has a fisheries background,
having worked for Fisheries Division in the Tribal Coordination Unit. He’s an excellent
addition to the team.

e Patrol vessel H. Ransom Hill, Lake Huron patrol vessel stationed in Mackinaw City, is still
in Cleveland, OH. Planning to return to port as soon as additional work has been
completed and the vessel is sea trialed. Patrol vessel Huldah Neal, stationed in Saginaw
Bay, returned in October.
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e One net entanglement occurred near Rockport. Investigation revealed a combination of
unfamiliarity with nets in that area, and net markings that had been disturbed by
weather.

e A commercial trap net tug at Rockport partially sank in the harbor. A hole in the hull
developed, causing the vessel to rest on the bottom and tilt on the keel. Negligible fluid
spill from the bilge occurred, with no leaks from the engine, transmission, or reservoirs.
USCG, EGLE, and Tribal law enforcement, in addition to LED, were involved in the
investigation. The vessel has been temporarily repaired, and is tending nets. The fisher
plans to leave the area due to lack of whitefish.

e GLEU officers responded to an oil spill in the Les Cheneaux Islands last week.
Approximately 700 gallons of diesel fuel leaked from onshore storage tanks into the soil,
and eventually into the lake. EGLE and USCG have taken over the investigation.
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