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In the 1980s, most conservationists thought of 
County Drain Commissioners as simply “ditch dig-
gers.” The elected offi cials were often at odds with 
environmentalists as they executed provisions of Mich-
igan’s Drain Code. A decade later, a new breed of 
Drain Commissioner emerged, with many demonstrat-
ing a welcome conservation ethic.

In 1993, the Michigan Wildlife Conservancy and the 
Michigan Association of County Drain Commissioners 
agreed to cooperate on wetland restorations and upland 
plantings along the state’s extensive system of county 
drains. Conservancy staff gave training sessions for com-
missioners and produced a manual on providing wildlife 
habitat along county drains. By the following year, the 
new partnership had several projects underway.

Working with Montcalm County Drain Commis-
sioner Don Cooper, the Wildlife Conservancy designed 
and constructed water control systems for two large 
basins. The project on the fi rst basin was completed 
in 1995. It targeted over 90 acres of mostly former 
cropland on muck soils north of Edmore. A previ-
ous owner had kept the basin drained with a system 
of dikes, ditches, and pumps. Eventually, he gave up 
farming the land and defaulted on a loan from the 
federal Farmer’s Home Administration (FmHA). The 
FmHA subsequently sold the land with a conservation 
easement administered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service. It lay idle for several years and beavers tem-
porarily plugged the drainage outlet on the edge of the 
property. The resultant fl ooding attracted many ducks 
and other water-birds. The spontaneous preserve was 
short-lived, however, as some sections of the muck-
based dike washed out and the basin partially drained. 
It still supported a thick stand of cattail and patches of 
other vegetation, but there was little permanent water 
and wildlife use dropped off markedly.

The new landowners wanted enough water kept 

in the basin so that good wildlife habitat could be 
maintained while minimizing maintenance costs. They 
sought help from Drain Commissioner Cooper and 
Wildlife Conservancy staff; together, they analyzed 
the basin and came up with a solution. Part of the 
dike was rebuilt and a water control system with three 
components was constructed. An 18-inch diameter 
fi berglass structure with sliding panels was installed to 
allow draw-downs and to handle normal water fl ows. 
A 36-inch tube with a 42-inch riser was placed in the 
dike to carry excess stormwater. Finally, a 50-foot-wide 
emergency spillway was constructed to handle extreme 
fl ows. This three-tiered system was necessary because 
of the poor soils, yet the cost was modest (less than 
$5,000). The Wildlife Conservancy and the Fish and 
Wildlife Service split most of the cost, with the land-
owners picking up the rest of the tab.

The results were dramatic. The extra foot of water 
changed the vegetation to a a variety of emergent 
plants in a patchy network of open water, a condition 
biologists refer to as a “hemi-marsh.” Wildlife use, 
especially by birds and muskrats, increased greatly.

“We had a couple of thousand ducks and over 500 
geese using the marsh as a night roost and feeding area 
that November,” said Calvin Beach, one of the owners 
of the property. “We’re not sure how much waterfowl 
production occurred earlier in the year, but we suspect 
it was substantial. Even a pair of sandhill cranes hung 
around and may have nested in the marsh. The resto-
ration project really made a difference, although the 
water is only knee deep at most.”

Such projects seemed to open the fl oodgate for 
more work with Cooper and other Drain Commis-
sioners. In Berrien County, Lowell “Spike” Bruce 
worked extensively with Conservancy staff to identify 
habitat improvement sites. He helped complete four 
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wetland restorations involving low-cost modifi cations of 
underground tile systems and assisted with several more 
between 1994 and 1997. About half the drains in Berrien 
County are underground, using 8 to 18-inch diameter tiles. 
Bruce worked closely with the Conservancy to fi nd loca-
tions where water control devices could be added to those 
tile systems to restore wetlands on the properties of coop-
erating landowners, without affecting drainage of other 
lands. The projects were very cost effective, with expenses 
of less than $125 per acre in many cases.

By 1997, the Wildlife Conservancy had completed near-
ly 30 signifi cant habitat projects with Michigan’s Drain 
Commissioners, who were now among the Conservancy’s 
most valuable partners in habitat restoration. The Con-
servancy’s work along county drains was assisted by major 
fi nancial contributions from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Wildlife Unlimited of Allegan and Ottawa Coun-
ties, the Macatawa Bay Chapter of the Michigan Duck 
Hunters Association, and the Ingham County Chapter 
of Pheasants Forever, Inc. These partnerships became a 
model for cooperative projects involving local government 
and conservation groups.

Drain Commissioners such as Steve Van Hoeven (Ottawa 
County – retired), Lynn Fleming (Allegan – retired), Helen 
Laurenz (Gratiot – retired), and John Cosens (Lapeer) 
worked with the Conservancy and local farmers to restore 
“duck-producing” wetlands as large as 80 acres. In more 
developed areas, Drain Commissioners such as Pat Lin-
demann (Ingham County) and Janis Bobrin (Washtenaw 
County) renovated storm water detention basins to boost 
fi sh and wildlife habitat. In Saginaw, Clinton and Wexford 
Counties, the drain channels themselves were improved by 
innovative projects. Some involved removing jams with log 
skidders; others included construction of current defl ectors 
and bank revetments to speed fl ow and develop deep pools.

The MWC continues to work in partnership with Drain 
Commissioners. A project involving the Conservancy and 
the Stony Creek Conservation Association is using trian-
gular defl ectors to redirect and speed the current during 
low water times. The upper two-thirds of Stony Creek in 
Clinton County were channelized as an agricultural drain 
during the last century. The last major dredging occurred 
in the late 1970s. The newly installed current defl ectors 
allow the stream itself to scour accumulated sediment 

from potential fi sh spawning areas, creating deeper pools. 
These provide better natural cover. Bank revetments help 
curb erosion. The same basic design has worked well for 
the Michigan Wildlife Conservancy on many other streams 
including Bigelow and Martin Creeks in Newaygo County. 
There, follow-up studies have shown dramatic improve-
ments in trout populations. Smallmouth bass are expected 
to respond in similar ways to the work on Stony Creek.

“The primary responsibility of a Drain Commissioner is 
to establish and maintain drains as provided by the Drain 
Code,” says Montcalm County’s Cooper, “but there are 
sometimes good opportunities to conserve natural resources 
while making sure drains still carry their design fl ows. In our 
partnership with the Michigan Wildlife Conservancy, Drain 
Commissioners are keeping an eye out for chances to serve 
the public without adding costs to those in the drain assess-
ment districts. If we can do this together, everybody wins.”
The potential for habitat restoration along county 
drains is huge!

In some counties, the Drain Commissioner controls 
more land than any other entity. There are great opportu-
nities to provide important wildlife habitat along the thou-
sands of miles of county drains that crisscross Michigan.

Detention basins and wide drain channels may provide 
important habitat for wetland dwelling wildlife, particularly 
if some water is retained year-round or at least during most 
of the growing season (i.e., April through July). Water 
depths of 6 to 18 inches are ideal and can often be provid-
ed in detention basins while still retaining adequate storm 
water storage capacities. Occasional short-term fl ooding 
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of a basin will not necessarily eliminate important wildlife 
uses, especially if the water management and bottom type 
of the detention basin allows for growth of some emergent 
vegetation (e.g., cattail) and development of a detritus-
based food chain (i.e., aquatic insects and other inverte-
brates that break down organic matter). Wetlands have 
been established in detention basins at little or no cost to 
the local Drain Commissioner (i.e., drainage districts.)

Lands along drains (both within and outside the right-of-
way) may be suitable for wetland restoration. Spoils from 
drain construction or maintenance can be used to block 
outlets of potholes, swales, borrow pits, or other basins, 
where spoil banks act as dikes. Water control structures, 
often of very simple design, can be inexpensively installed 

during construction. With cooperation from landowners 
and conservation groups, such projects have preserved or 
restored wetlands in many Michigan counties.

Mini-wildlife refuges can be created on lands associated 
with county drains even though they are often narrow or 
odd-shaped. On typical 66-foot-wide drain rights-of-way, 
the ditch bottom and required 2:1 side-slopes often occupy 
at least 30 feet. Even if an access lane for travel and main-
tenance equipment is maintained on only one side of the 
drain, it takes up at least another 10 feet. That leaves a 
maximum of just 25 feet or so that can potentially be 
maintained as relatively permanent wildlife habitat. Rights-
of-way and excess land blocks can, nevertheless, provide 
patches or strips of nesting meadows and prairies, impor-
tant winter cover, and feeding areas for wildlife.
Urban wildlife habitat 

In and around cities, habitat on drain rights-of-way can 
be especially benefi cial to song birds and other wildlife. 
In Southern Michigan’s agricultural areas, ring-necked 
pheasants could get a real boost by establishment of spe-
cial nesting covers on rights-of-way. Nest box trails for 
bluebirds and kestrels could be very effective along county 
drains. Ruffed grouse, turkeys, pheasants and other resi-
dent wildlife could benefi t from fruit-bearing shrubs and 
trees planted near the outer edge of rights-of-way or on 
excess land blocks.
Linking habitat fragments 

County drain rights-of-way can be very valuable in 
linking scattered woodlots, grasslands, and other habitat 
types, especially in areas of intensive urban development 
or agriculture. Habitat fragmentation is one of the most 
challenging problems in wildlife conservation. Numerous 
studies have shown that wildlife use is reduced in habitats 
that are isolated; strips serving as travel lanes can be criti-
cally important in linking habitats.

Studies indicate that strip-type habitats, like fencerows 
and drain rights-of-way, are often classic “edge” habitats, 
providing maximum potential wildlife benefi ts per acre 
where they border large feeding (grain) or nesting (hay) 
areas. They can provide thickets for wildlife to escape 
predators, nesting sites, protection from winter winds, and 
feeding areas. Strip-type habitats may catch drifting snows, 
making left-over crops downwind more accessible to win-
tering wildlife and they are important travel lanes, espe-
cially in winter and spring when crops are not growing. 

Drain channels can provide important habitat Strips of habitat provide winter cover




