





TURNING A CREEK RESTORATION
PROJECT INTO A MOVEMENT

Community involvement is at the heart of Benton Harbor-area’s Ox Creek revitalization

By Dane Rasmussen, City of Benton Harbor

momentum continues to build on the Ox Creek
restoration and revitalization project in and around
Benton Harbor.

I ike the force of flowing water, community

In June 2024, the City of Benton Harbor hired a
waterfront restoration and revitalization project manager
and community engagement/outreach specialist to
focus on restoration and development throughout the
Ox Creek corridor from |-94 to the Paw Paw River near
Harbor Shores golf course.

The position is funded for three years through a National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) grant.

Efforts focus on leading events and building relationships
among community organizations and residents.

Plans and work continue for funded projects:

e A habitat restoration plan for the creek is near
completion.

Planning and design for the pilot stream restoration
project starting at Highland Avenue at Hall Park is in
progress.

Planning for a bioswale (a vegetated channel to slow
the flow of stormwater) and rain garden at Hall Park
that will manage flooding and improve water quality
along with new parking is underway with an expected
completion in late 2025.

Planning for the design and construction of a green
stormwater project in the Benton Charter Township
retail area is underway that will complement a
massive bioswale built upstream in the Meijer
parking lot near 1-94 in 2023.

(Above) Ox Creek is a focal point for environmental restoration and community revitalization in the Benton Harbor area.
Photo courtesy of EGLE. (Inset) An eastern box turtle - a species of special concern in Michigan - finds cover near Ox

Creek. Photo courtesy of EGLE.
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ENGAGING THE COMMUNITY
AND PARTNERS

The year’s highlight was the July 31 Ox Creek Summit,
which saw the unveiling of the draft Ox Creek
Revitalization Plan and generated community and
stakeholder input and opportunities to join the movement.

The draft plan builds on the city and community vision,
including the 2023 Best Benton Harbor Community
Plan. The partnership will finalize the plan in early 2025
including community input.

The project team also met in July at Hall Park to

seek community insight on plans for the park and a
$958,000 Department of Natural Resources Michigan
Spark Grant awarded to the city. Community members
spoke to the need for bathrooms, accessible paths,
parking, and revitalization of the historic ballfield.
Phase 1 - breaking ground in 2025 with expected
completion in 2026 - will rebuild basketball courts
and fix deteriorating walkways and retaining walls;
additional funding is being sought for further efforts.

BUILDING THE MOVEMENT

Benton Harbor seeks additional funding and
partnerships to realize its restoration vision for healthy
habitats and a revitalized community. The city received
a Community Center and Neighborhood Initiative
Grant from the Michigan Department of Labor and
Economic Opportunity for capital improvements to the
Bobo Brazil Community Center across from Hall Park.
Repairs will begin in 2025.

The City also was awarded a $1,032,500 Marine
Debris Removal grant for Fiscal Year 2024 through
NOAA under the federal Bipartisan Infrastructure
Law to remove large trash items and prevent illegal
dumping. This project will build on volunteer stream
cleanup efforts.

Funding of $2.6 million from the State Land Bank
Blight Elimination Program will support demolition of
the Modern Plastics building, a long-standing eyesore
across from the Harbor Shores golf development along
the creek corridor. Next steps will include addressing
contamination to protect the creek water quality and
create redevelopment opportunities at the site. ¢

WHO’S WHO?

Local governments, organizations, and state and
federal agencies in the Ox Creek Collaborative
Partnership include the City of Benton Harbor,

Benton Charter Township, the Berrien County Drain
Commission, Abonmarche Consultants, the Southwest
Michigan Planning Commission, EGLE, NOAA, and the
University of Michigan.

WHAT'S IN THE PLAN?

* Restore habitat and increase resilience
* Improve water quality and manage water quantity

* (Create economic redevelopment opportunities
that align with ecological goals

* Create and revitalize places to enjoy, explore,
play, and gather

* Create an interconnected system of pedestrian
trails, parks, and amenities

* Clean up and stop illegal dumping, littering, and
other debris

* Build community capacity and stewardship

Community participants share input at the Ox Creek
Summit. Photo courtesy of PLY+ Architecture.
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Drafting a regional
blueprint for

Partners prepare a new tool to improve planning
and conservation of vital ecosystems

By Jenny Wong, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service; and Katie Mika,
Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy

‘ ) r etlands were everywhere in Michigan until 200 years
of development and agriculture crowded out soggy
ground. By 1979, nearly half of Michigan’s wetlands
were gone. Their decline continues to this day.

A new tool aims to change that.

In fall 2024, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) was
preparing to launch the Saginaw Bay to Western Lake Erie
Coastal Wetland Conservation Blueprint, a community planning
tool for conserving coastal wetlands from the northernmost
point of Michigan’s Saginaw Bay to the end of Ohio’s Western
Lake Erie Basin.

Conservation planners and local decision makers will be able to
use it to center coastal wetland ecosystems when considering
local and regional development initiatives — a major step in
protecting and enhancing critical wetland ecosystems.

Wetlands’ vital role

Wetlands are areas of land covered by or saturated with water
seasonally or year-round: marshes, bogs, swamps, fens, etc.
While some are easy to spot, typified by shallow and slow-moving
water, cattails, and ducks, others may appear as meadows with
tall grasses or scrubby plants. All are critically important.

They provide habitat for insects and aquatic life at the bottom of
the food chain, supporting all manner of birds, fish, mammals,
reptiles, and amphibians. They support the most sensitive
aquatic life with their ability to filter and purify water that
eventually flows back into the Great Lakes. Along the Great

(Left upper) Newly restored forested wetland. Photo courtesy
of EGLE. (Left lower) Researchers weigh a black tern chick at a
coastal wetland restoration site. Photo courtesy of FWS.

Lakes shoreline, they buffer changes in lake water levels
and the effects of increasing precipitation.

Restoration of wetland ecosystems is a top priority of
Michigan’s Department of Environment, Great Lakes,
and Energy (EGLE). The department’s Water Resources
Division (WRD) has helped develop a Michigan Wetland
Monitoring and Assessment Strategy, Landscape Level
Wetland Assessment tools for identifying and managing
wetland resources, and an interactive Wetlands Map
Viewer showing wetland data.

A regional approach

Individual swamps and marshes function as pieces of a
regionwide system providing habitat, water quality, and
flood prevention all along the Great Lakes shoreline.
This is where the blueprint comes in.

Initiated in 2016 by the Upper Midwest and Great Lakes
Landscape Conservation Cooperative, the program was
developed into the blueprint by the FWS and partners
including state agencies, academic institutions, the Saginaw
Chippewa Indian Tribe, nongovernmental organizations,
local advocacy organizations, and land trusts.

The program’s Decision Support Tool, expected soon,

is a mapping application from geographic information
system software provider ArcGIS that delineates coastal
wetland areas, categorizes them by current condition,
and provides ecological and socioeconomic data to
help planners decide where and how to deliver effective
wetland conservation.

Users can explore current conditions and distribution

of wetlands; actions needed for restoration or
enhancement; and the ecological, economic, and social
benefits of doing so. The tool is also useful for community
members to raise local awareness.

The voluntary and partnership-driven blueprint
supports coordinated conservation among disparate
communities. It represents wetlands as a holistic
system supporting economic, social, and environmental
needs through three goals:

1. Ensuring a balance of species and supporting
populations of priority species. Healthy coastal
wetlands provide important habitat for a variety of
species, and wetland biodiversity provides essential
ecosystem services for wildlife and people, including
clean water, business, and recreation. The blueprint
selects a set of indicator species to represent
the suite of ecosystem services coastal wetland
biodiversity provides.

The new blueprint covers a large area in Michigan’s
eastern Lower Peninsula and northwestern Ohio. Map
courtesy of FWS.

2. Safeguarding a diverse range of wetland types
and hydrological processes. Diverse wetland types
provide the broadest range of ecosystem services.
For example, certain types of wetlands are better
at reducing flooding and flashiness (frequency and
speed of streamflow changes during runoff events)
and filtering runoff. The blueprint offers planners
and decision makers perspective on wetland
diversity and prioritizes ecosystem service variety in
development initiatives.

3. Identifying and enhancing economic and social
benefits. Without requirements or regulations,
planners need a clear picture of the social and
economic benefits of coastal wetland conservation.
Wetlands can boost tourism and recreation that
supports hunting and fishing industries and
draws visitors to parks and streams. A 2009
study estimated that each acre of coastal marsh
accounted for $1,870 in recreational value - a
critical consideration for any development plan.
Wetlands also act as nature-based infrastructure,
mitigating millions of dollars’ worth of flood damage
every year.

The blueprint also notes the social benefits of enhanced
access to wildlife and green spaces. Researchers
studying the impacts of nature on society increasingly
find communitywide improvements in mental and
physical health, social well-being, and more.

The blueprint stands to be an excellent resource for
planners and decision makers who want to leverage

the vital ecological, economic, and social services our
coastal wetlands provide.
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MAKING ROOM FOR MORE RAIN

Overdue for expansion, Michigan’s stormwater infrastructure benefits from new tools

By Christe Alwin and Izabel Hartman, Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy

hile Olympians were breaking records in Paris in
WSummer 2024, rainfall was breaking records in

Michigan.
The remnants of Beryl - the earliest-forming Category
5 hurricane on record - reached Michigan in July and
shattered one-day rainfall records in at least three cities,
two of which had hit previous records just a few years
prior. A week later, another round of intense Michigan
storms caused flooding and property damage. Only a
few small areas of the state reported normal rainfall
from mid-June to mid-July.

The extreme weather is consistent with trends and
predictions for Michigan’s changing climate.

Stormwater is best managed by systems that first keep
rainfall close to where it falls so it can recharge into the
ground, then convey excess runoff elsewhere to protect
water quality, public health, and safety. Too often, aging
20th century stormwater infrastructure isn’'t up to the
task. But upgrades are costly.

NEW AND IMPROVED TOOLS

This is where municipal stormwater utilities and

changes to Michigan’s Clean Water State Revolving
Fund (CWSRF) come in.

The CWSRF provides low-interest loans for municipal
water pollution control projects, including eligible
stormwater infrastructure projects. Each year, Michigan
identifies available financing and the list of fundable
projects. The fiscal year (FY) 2025 interest rate for
stormwater-only projects is 0% for up to $5 million. The
interest rate can change each year.

Applicants identified as overburdened or significantly
overburdened may also be eligible for a portion of loan
principal forgiveness.

Many municipalities are not able to utilize the CWSRF
for stormwater projects because their budgets do not
include a repayment method. A stormwater utility could
provide that.

(Below) Floodwaters intrude on Moores Park in Lansing. Heavy rain events and flooding are increasingly common in

Michigan. Photo courtesy of EGLE.
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APPLYING FOR FUNDS

Municipalities considering CWSRF
financing must submit an Intent to
Apply by Nov. 1 of the year before
submission of a project planning
document. For more information
and program contacts, visit
Michigan.gov/CWSRF.

A municipal stormwater utility is
a funding structure that collects
fees related to the control and
treatment of stormwater and
uses those fees to pay for local
stormwater management - much
like a sanitary sewer utility or
drinking water utility.

These projects can support both
environmental and community
benefits. For example, in Aaron
Perry Park and Oakland Park
in Pontiac, work includes
construction of two wetlands for
stormwater treatment, starting in
2025. These wetlands will reduce
pollutant discharge and stormwater
runoff using native vegetation and
create community gathering spaces
as part of a sustainable green stormwater
management program to be maintained by the
Oakland County Water Resources Commissioner.

Stormwater utilities are a norm around
the nation, but Ann Arbor is currently
Michigan’s only city with a traditional
stormwater utility.

In November 2023, Michigan lawmakers introduced the

Stormwater Management Utility Act (Senate Bill 660) to Supporting best management practices for stormwater
allow local governments to create stormwater utilities by infiltration and installation of green infrastructure meets
meeting criteria - including a stormwater management long-term state goals of supporting climate-resilient
plan and utility fee ordinance - that satisfy the stormwater management.

definition of the utility as a fee and not a tax.

Changes to Michigan’s CWSRF legislation implemented
in FY 2024 also increase resources for stormwater
infrastructure by expanding eligibility for this funding.
The CWSRF now can finance municipal construction of
any device or system for treating, storing, recycling, or
reclaiming stormwater that is separate from a sanitary
sewer and provides a water quality benefit.

Stormwater projects now have their own scoring system
separate from wastewater projects, and 5% of the total
available funding for a given FY cycle is to be made
available to stormwater projects.

Eligible projects include infrastructure such as green
roofs, bioretention basins, bioswales, rain gardens,
permeable pavement, and gray water systems.

Recent stormwater projects funded as part of the
CWSRF have aimed to improve water quality by
rehabilitating storm sewers and manholes, installing
stormwater wetlands in municipal parks, and reducing
stormwater runoff to nearby drains.

A rain garden is part of stormwater management at the
Library of Michigan in Lansing. Photo courtesy of EGLE.
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LING SEPTIL

C SYSTEMS

New state loan program brings costly repair and replacement within owners’ reach

By Anne Mitchell, Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy

5@ ut of sight, out of mind,” goes the
expression, but ignoring septic systems
that treat millions of gallons of sewage

each day threatens the pure Michigan waters we all
rely on for drinking, recreation, habitat, and more.

Now, the new Septic Replacement Loan Program
(SRLP), which provides low-interest loans, is available

to help Michigan homeowners with the high costs of
repairing or replacing failing septic systems.

In Michigan, more than 1.3 million septic systems, also
known as onsite wastewater treatment systems, treat
wastewater from toilets, sinks, washing machines,
showers, and more from homes, businesses, and small
communities, before returning it to the environment.

Especially in rural areas where costly public sewer
systems are out of reach, septic systems are a cost-
effective, long-term option to protect public health

and meet water quality goals - when the systems are
properly designed, installed, and maintained.

Old septic systems beyond their life expectancy,
outdated system designs and installations, improper

use or overuse, and lack of maintenance can lead to
untreated wastewater rising to the ground surface or into
groundwater, potentially exposing people and animals to
harmful bacteria and viruses.

Properly designed and maintained septic systems

are especially crucial in developments, such as
waterfront homes, near environmentally sensitive
areas to prevent inadequately treated wastewater from
contaminating our waterways.

By some estimates, more than 20% of septic systems
in Michigan are failing, threatening public safety,
drinking water sources, and the natural environment of
our lakes, streams, and rivers.

(Above and opposite page) Workers install septic system equipment. A new Michigan program offers low-interest loans
to help homeowners replace failing and near-failing septic systems. Photos courtesy of Michigan Saves.
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HELP FOR HIGH COSTS

For many owners, replacing a failing septic system is

a new experience that can be stressful and come with
a hefty price tag. It has been estimated that nearly
56% of Americans are unable to afford a $1,000
emergency, and with replacement septic system costs
ranging from $8,000-$30,000, Michigan homeowners
need solutions. Historically, resources to help cover the
costs of a septic system replacement have been few.

In May 2024, Michigan launched the SRLP, the first
statewide resource for Michigan homeowners to
replace failing and near-failing residential septic
systems through low-interest loans.

The Michigan Department of Environment, Great
Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) developed the SRLP after
Governor Gretchen Whitmer signed Public Act 53 in
March 2022, allocating $35 million to EGLE’s Onsite
Wastewater Management Unit for such a program. To
implement the program, EGLE partnered with Michigan
Saves, the nation’s first nonprofit green bank.

The SRLP offers low-interest financing on loans of

up to $50,000 to Michigan homeowners needing to
replace their failing or near-failing septic systems. The
program is divided into two tiers of financing with both
an income-based loan and a market-based loan:

¢ Tier One loans offer a fixed 1% interest rate to those
who meet the income-based eligibility guidelines.

e Tier Two loans offer standard market-based loans
for those homeowners with incomes that exceed
the Tier One requirements.

To qualify for the program, the replacement septic
system must be permitted by the local health
department in accordance with the SRLP minimum

standards for design and installation, and it must
be installed by a Michigan Saves Authorized Septic
Installation Contractor.

This collaboration ensures that supported replacement
septic systems funded by the SRLP are designed and
installed in accordance with industry best practices
and protect both public health and the environment.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

Within three months of launching, the program approved
more than 84 loans totaling more than $1.3 million

in funding. As of Sept. 1, 47 septic systems had been
installed, approved by the local health department, and
funded by EGLE through Michigan Saves.

Additionally, as of Sept. 15, 38 approved installation
projects were pending, and Michigan Saves was
receiving an average of five new applications a week.
The program’s early success has resulted in an
estimated 17,000 gallons of sewage per day now being
safely and adequately treated so clean water can re-
enter the environment.

EGLE and Michigan Saves are excited to continue
connecting Michigan homeowners with financial
resources through this program while protecting Michigan’s
water resources and safeguarding the well-being of
residents, visitors, and the water in our great state. 4

DIG INTO DETAILS

Learn more about septic systems by searching

“SepticSmart” at Michigan.gov/EGLE. For more
about the SRLP, visit MichiganSaves.org/septic.
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Increasing water efficiency
and conservation

Projects aim to improve practices in agriculture, business, and more

By Jeannine P. Schweihofer and Younsuk Dong, Michigan State University Extension; and Katie Mika, Michigan

Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy

ichiganders know careful stewardship is
crucial to sustaining water - our most precious
natural resource.

Even in a water-rich state like ours, water efficiency
and conservation are essential to protecting rivers,
lakes, streams, and underground aquifers. They
reduce demand for water withdrawals - lowering
customers’ water bills and saving energy consumption
and greenhouse gas emissions required to transport
water long distances - and limit runoff that can
pollute local water bodies.

Healthy waterways support thriving fish and wildlife,
supply safe drinking water for communities, and fuel
Michigan’s water-based blue economy.

Among water conservation and efficiency efforts
underway in Michigan are two projects the Michigan
Legislature funded in Fiscal Year (FY) 2022: one
through the nonprofit Alliance for Water Efficiency
(AWE) to explore water conservation best practices, and
one focused on helping agricultural growers adapt to
climate change.

The projects were funded as part of $10 million
appropriated for recommendations in the state

Water Use Advisory Council’s (WUAC) 2020 Biennial
Legislative Report. The WUAC works with the Michigan
Water Use Program to advance Michigan’'s Water
Conservation and Efficiency Program (WCEP).

Water-saving best practices

The Office of the Great Lakes in Michigan’s
Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy
(EGLE) awarded AWE a grant of $89,648 to identify
innovations and technological advancements in water
conservation practices.

This project will summarize sectors’ existing processes
and best management practices, or BMPs, with a
focus on business and industry. The team will also
collect information and research water sectors
implementing innovative and advanced water
conservation BMPs across the region and broader
U.S. to inform Michigan’s WCEP.

(Below) As one of Michigan’s largest water consumers, agriculture is a focal point of water conservation efforts. Photo

courtesy of MSU Extension.
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(Right) Researchers evaluate the uniformity of a drip
irrigation system in a Michigan cherry orchard. Photo
courtesy of MSU Extension.

Throughout 2024 and early 2025, AWE will conduct
interviews and convene a work group to understand
commercial and industrial water conservation in
Michigan. A final report is anticipated in 2025.

Water conservation in agriculture

Michigan has one of the nation’s most diverse
agriculture economies with available fresh water
and is one of Michigan’s largest water users. Several
efforts support sustainable water use in agriculture
and agribusiness.

The sector is significant as both a user of water and
an implementer of new water efficiency technology
and management practices.

A new partnership among the Michigan Plant
Coalition, the Michigan Department of Agriculture

and Rural Development (MDARD), and Michigan State
University (MSU) will help agricultural growers adapt to
climate change while protecting and efficiently using
state water resources.

The Agricultural Climate Resiliency Program was
established with a one-time $5 million investment
for a competitive grants program and $1 million a
year through the MDARD budget to support six new
faculty positions and two MSU Extension educators.
It’'s administered by MSU Extension and MSU
AgBioResearch.

MSU Extension also hired two agriculture water use
efficiency and irrigation educators through a contract
with EGLE and MDARD. The goal is to provide local
and statewide leadership and teach efficient irrigation
management for crop production as well as efficient
water management for raising animals.

Irrigation schedules and sensors

Several collaborations underway with MSU and
agricultural industry partners, including commodity
organizations, involve field days, demonstration
projects, and research. Most of the irrigation projects
focus on improving water use efficiency through
scheduling methods and sensor technology.

Field tests for automated smart irrigation systems and
upgraded sprinkler packages on center-pivot irrigation
systems show significant efficiency improvements.
One MSU irrigation lab demonstration study in a
commercial corn and soybean field found that smart
irrigation sensor technology saved water while
maintaining the same and/or higher yield as before.

While 1.9 inches of water saved in the cornfield and
two inches saved in the soybean field may sound
modest, scaling up the technology across Michigan’s
irrigated corn and soybean acreage could save up to
29 billion gallons of fresh water.




STEWARDSHIP

From Students to Stewards Initiative develops
new opportunities for learning in the field

By Eileen Boekestein and Katie Mika, Michigan
Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy;
and Megan Schrauben, Michigan Department of Labor
and Economic Opportunity

founding aim of the Office of the Great Lakes
(OGL) in the Michigan Department of Environment,
Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) is to promote

stewardship and care to shape the next generation of
water champions, leaders, and decision-makers.

Building a force for Great Lakes stewardship is about
combining deep, personal connections with a strong
scientific understanding of water, watersheds, and how
people’s actions affect water resources.

People who connect personally with water resources are
more likely to value and steward them. That’s one of the
common-sense ideas behind Michigan’s growing From
Students to Stewards (FS2S) Initiative.

Michiganders of all ages can build this connection
through learning experiences in the field. For K-12
students and educators, doing so aligns with Michigan’s
statewide strategy of using place-based, problem-
based, project-based (3P) learning to focus on science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). This
approach presents opportunities for activities derived
from a community’s culture, economy, and geography
and focused on a sustained project or problem.

FS2S supports implementing and expanding 3P learning

and helping teachers and administrators develop these
practices in schools and communities.
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Students bring the outdoors into the classroom with a

write-to-learn activity using pencil rubbings of bark texture.

Photo courtesy of Washington Middle School.

DOING MORE, LEARNING MORE

For its initial 2021-22 school year, FS2S funded six
schools to demonstrate strategies and best practices.
The Michigan Department of Labor and Economic
Opportunity’s (LEO) MiSTEM Network adapted the
experiences and lessons from FS2S into one of its
resources for school use, the MiSTEM Freshwater

Literacy and Stewardship playbook.

During Phase 2 of FS2S, 16 districts implemented 3P
projects and provided feedback on their experiences using
the playbook. Phase 2 projects included field trips, mini-
libraries, teacher trainings, informal yard signs for local
water conservation, pollinator gardens, and beekeeping.

Through both phases, state partners and grant
participants created and refined a tool kit of resources,
information, and real-world opportunities for students
and educators, including the MiSTEM Freshwater
Literacy and Stewardship playbook.

FS2S has also provided insights into what helps these
3P programs survive and thrive over the long term and
where the most significant challenges lie. Participants
shared common challenges of 3P implementation,
including curricular alignment, sufficient training

and support for teachers, and budget constraints on
planning and transportation.

Eileen Boekestein, environmental education manager
with the Michigan Department of Environment, Great
Lakes, and Energy (EGLE), demonstrates water quality
tests in the H20 Q Kit backpack educators can check

out from EGLE’s environmental lending station. Photo
courtesy of EGLE.

In summer 2024, the OGL received funding for FS2S
Phase 3, designed to fill gaps discovered in the first two
phases. It includes funding a Wheels to Water program
to provide up to $1,000 to cover transportation costs for
school field trips to freshwater ecosystems in Michigan.

In 2025, Phase 3 funding will also provide grant funding
ranging from $5,000-$10,000 to schools or Local
Education Agencies to implement projects in which
students work with communities to address local water
issues that impact the Great Lakes ecosystem.

In addition, the OGL will work with partners to

update the Freshwater Education Program Database
developed during earlier phases into a user-friendly
online platform with new features. The database will
include mapping functionality and other sustainability
features to ensure the database is kept updated

and accessible to support all who want to provide 3P
freshwater learning and career preparation programs
in their school districts and communities.

WHY 3P FOR FS2S?

The From Students to Stewards Initiative is
committed to the MiSTEM state strategy of
place-based, problem-based, project-based
(3P) learning to increase engagement
compared with traditional classrooms. The 3P
approach also fosters:

* An improved teacher environment,
reducing burnout and reinforcing a
supportive and innovative school culture.

Increased student engagement by
connecting learning to immediate
surroundings and real-world applications.

Stronger school connections with local
organizations and expertise through
partnerships and community projects to
solve local problems.

A freshwater focus that naturally helps
engage students with outdoor education and
career exploration through project work.

ABOUT THE PROGRAM

The From Students to Stewards Initiative
launched in 2020 to teach Michigan K-12
students about the Great Lakes, watersheds,
and people’s impact on water resources.

Participating schools can integrate the program
into curricula and continuous improvement
plans to prepare future water stewards,
leaders, and decision-makers. All schools can
use the MiSTEM Network’s STEM Toolbox and

Freshwater Literacy and Stewardship playbook

to develop Great Lakes-based 3P experiences.

FS2S is a partnership of EGLE’s OGL and
Environmental Education program and LEO’s
MIiSTEM Network. The OGL has funded the
program through the Michigan Great Lakes
Protection Fund, LEO through MIiSTEM School
Aid Funds, and the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency through the Great Lakes
Restoration Initiative.

Learn more on the OGL's Stewarding the Great
Lakes webpage.
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Valuing Michigan’s water-wellness connection

Access to healthy waters fuels healthy states of mind and body

By Jeff Johnston, Michigan Department of Environment,
Great Lakes, and Energy

dancing on waves. Consider how a walk on the beach or

a paddle down a river can revive your spirits and improve
your outlook. Now think about the abundance of waterways in
Michigan. With four Great Lakes bordering our state, more than
11,000 inland lakes, and 76,000 miles of rivers and streams,
Michiganders are never more than six miles from a body of
water (and that doesn’t even include the vast groundwater
reserves beneath our feet). If water and wellness go hand in
hand, Michigan’s waters are a vast resource of healing and
renewal worth protecting - for our own good and theirs.

Think of the soothing sound of surf or the sight of sunbeams

That's one reason the Michigan Department of Environment,
Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) and the Southeast Michigan
Council of Governments (SEMCOG), the main partners in
Michigan’s annual Great Lakes and Fresh Water Week
recognition, chose “Water-Wellness Connection” as the week’s
educational focus for 2024 and reinforced it with a webinar on

the topic.

Dr. Debra Pinals, medical director for behavioral health and
forensic programs for the Michigan Department of Health
and Human Services, said water access of almost any kind
can be restorative.

Pinals joined the June webinar along with Emily Finnell, Great
Lakes senior advisor and strategist with EGLE’s Office of the
Great Lakes (OGL); consultant Mike Shoreman (see sidebar);
Tim Novak, trails section chief with the Parks and Recreation
Division of the Michigan Department of Natural Resources
(DNR); and psychologist Dr. Michael Comer, who correlated
good mental health with the “blue space” of water experiences.

(Left upper) A couple visits the island at the Lower Falls in
Tahquamenon Falls State Park - a location inaccessible to
wheelchairs before the installation of the Ronald A. Olson
Bridge. Photo courtesy of DNR. (Left lower) An accessible beach
walkway mat extends from the parking lot to the shoreline at
Bay City State Park. Photo courtesy of DNR.

A modern “whole health” perspective on well-being
takes in not just physical fitness but mental and
emotional wellness and more. A recent study led by
researcher Richard Coss of the University of California-
Davis found merely gazing at bodies of water can help
lower a person’s heart rate and blood pressure and
increase feelings of relaxation.

And Michigan agencies and advocates are working hard
to increase accessibility to these peaceful blue spaces for
all Michiganders. During the webinar, Novak shared many
of the ways the DNR is working to increase accessibility
for people of all abilities to parks and natural resources,
including putting in more ramps, purchasing track chairs
for outdoor use, and broadening paths and trails.

Here are just some of the ways experts say
connecting with Michigan waters can improve health for
the better:

 Calming influence: Water can have a naturally
calming effect. Settle into the soothing sights and
sounds of the Great Lakes and other waters.

» Mindfulness: Sitting by a lakeshore or riverside and
observing the water’s ebb and flow (or taking in a
virtual view online) is a great way to be present in
the moment.

« Nature connection: The natural world can foster awe,
gratitude, and perspective. Explore lakeshore trails,
birdwatching spots, or wildlife preserves to deepen
your nature connections.

e Physical activity: Whether for fun or fitness, the
physical exercise of swimming, kayaking, walks
along the beach, etc., can improve moods and ease
depression or anxiety.

« Social connection: A day at the beach with friends,
a river cleanup with a community organization, or a
fishing trip with family can strengthen social ties that
support mental health.

e Opportunity for adventure: Exploration and
adventure, from waterfall hikes to lighthouse tours
to shipwreck diving and more, can boost confidence,
resilience, and satisfaction with life.

Returning the favor

Michigan waters enhance your health, and there are
many ways to give back to theirs. Great Lakes and Fresh
Water Week is just one part of the stewardship focus of
EGLE’s OGL. Learn more on OGLs Stewarding the Great

Lakes webpage.

KEEPING AFLOAT
THROUGH LIFE’S STORMS

Great Lakes become great therapy,
great inspiration for healing

Canadian paddle boarder Mike Shoreman endured a
debilitating disease, then a mental breakdown.

Treatment for both helped, but what really turned life
around - for himself and others — was getting back out

on the water he loved. Shoreman, a consultant, speaker,
author, and filmmaker, is the first person with disabilities to
paddle board across all five Great Lakes.

In 2021, he started intense physical and mental training for
his mission and assembled a 38-person team of coaches,
nutritionists, boat captains, support crews, writers, weather
experts, and more.

In August 2022, he and his team made history when he
stepped ashore after crossing his fifth lake, Ontario.

He shared his story in a Southeast Michigan Council of

Governments webinar on wellness and stewardship co-hosted
with EGLE as part of Great Lakes and Fresh Water Week 2024.

Shoreman said it’s commonly reported that one in five people
live with mental health challenges, and society puts the
burden on the one who is struggling. He prefers to focus on
the other four people in the equation whose support can help
people through their challenges.

Today, Shoreman travels throughout North America with a
message of building resilience and confidence to meet and
surpass personal and professional goals.

Toronto native Mike Shoreman has paddle
boarded across all five Great Lakes. He joined
a wellness-focused webinar for Great Lakes
and Fresh Water Week 2024. Photo courtesy of
Mike Shoreman.
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Thank you.

Many thanks to the experts, contributors, partners, writers, editors, and designer
who contributed their time and efforts to this 2024 Michigan State of the Great
Lakes Report. The contents reflect the dedication of our region’s natural resource

stewards and community voices within our state who all share a passion for

Michigan’s Great Lakes water resources. The views and opinions expressed within
this publication are those of the individual authors and do not necessarily reflect
the official policy or position of the Michigan Department of Environment, Great
Lakes, and Energy; the Office of the Great Lakes; or their partners.

Gretchen Whitmer, Governor Phillip D. Roos, Director, EGLE

This report is available digitally at the Michigan Office of
the Great Lakes webpage, Michigan.gov/OGL.

The Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy does not discriminate

on the basis of race, sex, religion, age, national origin, color, marital status, disability, political
beliefs, height, weight, genetic information, or sexual orientation in the administration of any of
its programs or activities and prohibits intimidation and retaliation, as required by applicable
laws and regulations. Direct questions or concerns to the Nondiscrimination Compliance
Coordinator at EGLE-NondiscriminationCC@Michigan.gov or 517-249-0906.

To request this material in an alternative format, contact EGLE-Accessiblity@Michigan.gov or
call 800-662-9278.
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