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NATURAL SHORELINES FOR WATER QUALITY

This Month by
the Numbers

2
2

186 Feet of shoreline
restored
3 Classroom stream
surveys
1 septic inspection

David Comeau is the Watershed
Coordinator at the Barry Conservation
District and he writes about local water
quality issues. He may be contacted for
more information on his project or for
assistance by email at
david.comeau@macd.org or by calling
269-908-4099

Did you know that at least 50% of Michigan
lakes are shown to have poor nearshore
habitat? Healthy shoreline habitat includes
three tiers of vegetation: trees, shrubs, and
smaller plants like forbs and grasses to provide
habitat and protect shorelines from eroding.
The native vegetation of natural shorelines
provides many benefits such as absorbing and
filtering runoff and holding soil in place to
prevent erosion. Reducing erosion and runoff
obviously protects the environment and water
quality, but it also protects your shoreline and
your property value. Keeping things natural
along our shorelines, helps protect the water
quality in our lakes. Vegetated shorelines will
help protect and enhance water quality by
slowing and filtering runoff. This can result in
lower turbidity (less sediment), less frequent
algae blooms, and lower levels of E. coli at your
favorite swimming spots.
Natural shorelines provide critical habitat for
many of Michigan’s native species. Over 200
species of amphibians, reptiles, fish, birds, and
mammals as well as countless native plants
depend on shoreline habitat along inland
lakes. Some examples include the Blanding’s
turtle and the Eastern Massasauga which are
both species of concern in Michigan.
A big complaint of many lakefront
homeowners is geese. They love to congregate
on manicured lawns and tend to leave behind
a big mess for the homeowner. Manicured
lawns provide wonderful grazing grounds for
geese and are inviting places to nest and raise
young because there are no places for
predators to hide. While natural shorelines
with taller native plants may not completely
stop geese from accessing your yard, they will
tend to choose the easier path and
congregate on lawns without natural
shorelines.
Natural shorelines can vary depending on
the lake, but they all typically have one thing
in common: abundant native plant
communities. However, a common sight along
Michigan shorelines is seawalls. They are
generally hard structures such as concrete or
steel and lack vegetation and are used to stop
erosion. Some issues with seawalls include
expedited erosion, barriers to wildlife, and
habitat loss due to scouring of the lake
bottom. A healthier alternative to “traditional”
seawalls is natural shorelines.
In some cases, it may not be feasible to rip
out a seawall and jump right into native
plants. This is especially true with the waves
caused by boats on many inland lakes. That’s
where a cross between harder yet more
natural structures come in. This is called
bioengineering. Two of the more common
methods of bioengineering on natural
shorelines are rock riprap and plant fiber rolls
or bundles called coir logs.

These materials are generally placed along the
shoreline and coincide with native plantings to
give the shoreline an added level of protection.
When choosing plants for a native shoreline,
always remember to choose native! Native
plants are not only better for wildlife, they tend
to have better root structures to anchor the
shoreline soil and they will be more adapted to
handling the conditions along shorelines such
as fluctuating water levels.
If you need help deciding what to plant on a
natural shoreline project, the Michigan Natural
Shoreline Partnership (MNSP) webpage
(www.mishorelinepartnership.org) lists great
options based on the zone you want to plant
in.
Shorelines consist of four different zones and
it is important to determine which zone(s) you
will be planting in to have successful natural
shorelines.
The first zone is below the water level. These
plants will be rooted and growing within the
lake. Plants in this zone are called “aquatic” or
“emergent” depending on if they grow in the
water or above the surface.
The next zone is between the water level and
the ordinary high-water mark or OHWM. These
plants like to have wet roots, but they don’t like
to grow in water year-round. They can
generally handle seasonal flooding and will be
able to stand up to some waves and ice.
Zone three is above the OHWM. These plants
can handle limited flooding but need to have
very moist soils to thrive. This area occurs a
little further up the shore from the lake edge.
Lastly is the upland zone. Plants in this area
like more dry soil. Although not on the
shoreline, native plants in the upland are
important as a first line of defense against
erosion and runoff headed for the lake. Upland
habitat is also very beneficial for a wide array of
wildlife.
Natural shorelines may seem like a daunting
task to consider on your own, but there are
many resources available to help through the
Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership.
Trainings for homeowners are held throughout
the year, check with your local Conservation
District or by checking out the calendar of
events on the MNSP webpage. If you would like
professional help with your next shoreline
project, there is a list of Certified Natural
Shoreline Professionals on the MNSP webpage.
To see a natural shoreline in person, you can
find demo plots on the MNSP website. Locally,
there will be a site installed at Charlton Park
this summer/fall. If you do decide to move
forward with any shoreline work, remember to
contact EGLE (formerly DEQ) to find out permit
requirements.

