
Benefits of a Healthy 
Rouge Oxbow

$256,000+ in grant funds provided by 
the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 
(GLRI) through the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) for design and $1.3 million 
from the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) for implementation

The Rouge Oxbow Restoration Project:
•	Restored 2,200 foot functioning riverine wetlands.
•	Restored historic flow characteristics & ecological functions through hydraulic connection.
•	Restored valuable habitat & connection to the Rouge River for benthic macro-invertebrates, 

amphibians, birds, fish & small mammals.
•	Provided benefit to bass, channel catfish and bowfin by the creation of lacustrine habitat.

In partnership with:

Wayne County, in partnership with The Henry Ford and the Alliance of Rouge Communities (ARC), received GLRI EPA funding to complete 
the Rouge River Oxbow Restoration Phase 3 Project to restore Rouge River habitat.  This project represented over 17 years of efforts to 
restore the Henry Ford Oxbow and a final connection to the Rouge River.

The Rouge River watershed is a designated Area of Concern (AOC) under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement (GLWQA) and has 
three Beneficial Use Impairments (BUIs) associated with fish and wildlife habitat: Degraded Fish and Wildlife Populations, Degradation of 
Benthos, and Loss of Fish and Wildlife Habitat.  The Rouge River Advisory Council (RRAC), the Public Advisory Council (PAC) for the Rouge 
AOC, in March 2016 approved a list of projects that need to be completed to remove the Rouge AOC habitat BUIs.  The Rouge Oxbow 
Restoration Project is considered to have a significant impact on the removal of the BUIs.  

Continued flooding in the 1970s caused the federal government to channelize the Rouge River by constructing a concrete channel that was 
hydraulically efficient and cost-effective.  However, this cut-off oxbows associated with the river, limiting much of the aquatic habitat and 
all but precluded the passage of most fish from the Detroit River to the Rouge River.  In an effort to provide habitat, resting locations for 
migratory fish, recreational opportunities and restored wetland areas, Wayne County, The Henry Ford and the ARC began to restore the 
Oxbow.  In 2002 the main Rouge Oxbow channel was recreated providing 13 acres of aquatic wetland and upland habitat.  Then in 2005, 
the southeast open cut connection of the Oxbow to the Rouge River was restored.  The 2018 EPA GLRI project made the last hydraulic 
connection and habitat improvements needed to completely restore the former Oxbow.  This allowed for the establishment and access 
to valuable habitat along the concrete channel for fish and wildlife migrating from the Great Lakes.  The oxbow restoration continues to 
provide a unique opportunity within The Henry Ford to provide a forum for experiencing a variety of natural ecosystems and educational 
opportunities.
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This project was funded through a grant from the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative Environmental Protection Agency (grant number 00E02040-1) 
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The ARC is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization consisting of local municipalities, counties, educational institutions and stewardship groups working 
together to improve the Rouge River. Founded in 2005, the ARC is funded by membership dues from local governments and supported by grants. 
The ARC and its partners work cooperatively to meet water quality requirements mandated by the state’s stormwater permit and to restore 
beneficial uses, such as canoeing, fishing and other recreational activities, to the Rouge River.  That means better water quality for less cost to its 
members!

For more information about this project and other ARC activities 
visit our website at:  www.allianceofrougecommunities.com

Amphibians
& Reptiles

Birds & Mammals

Fish

The Oxbow Restoration Project provides benefits for a number of native amphibian and reptile species.  
The open-cut to the Rouge River provides turtles in the river cover and refuge in the backwater area of 
the Oxbow.  The natural shoreline and muddy bottom of the Oxbow includes habitat that can be used for 
foraging, cover, breeding and nursery, and overwintering refuge that the Rouge River in this area does not 
provide.  The Oxbow Restoration Project included installation of habitat features that benefit amphibians 
and reptiles such as basking logs, woody aquatic structure, hibernacula sites, and nesting locations.  

The benefit to fish, amphibians and reptiles due to the Oxbow Restoration Project benefits wildlife in 
general, as these animals play a major role in ecological food webs, both as predator and prey.  As the 
diversity and abundance of these animals grow, opportunities for increased use by avian species such as 
great blue herons, and mammals such as raccoons improve because of new foraging opportunities.          

PollinatorsAquatic Bugs
Improved vegetation and restored 
natural flow to the Oxbow attract and 
are home to numerous insect species 
such as dragonflies, dobsonflies, 
and caddisflies.  These species are 
important for the cycling of nutrients 
in the benthic environment and act 
as a food source for amphibians, fish, 
and other aquatic fauna, contributing 
significantly to the health and well-
being of aquatic systems.

Both territorial native bees and 
migratory butterflies have suffered 
from habitat loss. The Oxbow 
restoration provides additional 
habitat that function within the 
existing framework of native habitat 
already existing along the Rouge 
River.

About the Alliance of Rouge Communities

Connection of the Oxbow to the Rouge River benefits the resident fish population in a number of ways. 
The open cut helps maintain a healthy population of prey species for many resident fish, which can help 
to produce big and healthy recreational sport fish. The Oxbow has become a nursery spot for younger 
individuals and the reconnection to the Rouge River provides more access to the young fishes residing in 
the Rouge River seeking nursery habitat. The open cut also provides lots of diverse habitats, which can help 
improve degraded fisheries. Having a wider variety of native Rouge River species inhabiting the Oxbow helps 
to maintain and restore the degraded fishery by offering high quality habitat for numerous species.

This project was funded through a grant from the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 
Environmental Protection Agency (grant number 00E02040-1) 

Native plants and seed mixes chosen for the Oxbow Restoration Project enhance habitat for wildlife and 
increase opportunities for wildlife viewing. Native plants installed along rivers and streams provide food and 
shelter for a variety of insects, amphibians, reptiles, songbirds, mammals and fish. Native vegetation also 
helps to prevent the establishment and spread of non-native and invasive plants and protect the streambank 
from the erosive forces of moving water. The deep, extensive root structure of native grasses, shrubs, and 
trees prevents erosion and undercutting of banks.  Native riparian vegetation acts as a living filter to protect 
water quality by slowing runoff and increasing the amount of water that is absorbed into the soil which 
allows nutrients and pollutants to be taken up by the plants instead of running into the river.
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