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L ittle Bay De Noc is 
one of the top walleye 

sport fisheries in the world, 
along with the neighboring 
Big Bay De Noc.  Preser-
vation of and access to this 
hydrological resource is a 
community concern and 
should be a major consid-
eration for future planning 
efforts. 
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INTRODUCTION
Recognizing and highlighting the natural features of an area is 
critical for making land use decisions.  Therefore, the following 
sections will highlight some of the natural features of Escanaba.  
Located along the north shore of Lake Michigan, sheltered 
by Little Bay De Noc, Escanaba supports a diversity of natural 
resources.  Little Bay De Noc and the woodlands and wetlands 
to the west provide Escanaba and the surrounding region with 
the ideal climate and habitat to support a diverse ecosystem 
with a wide range of northern wildlife.  Residents of Escanaba 
value these rich natural resources and have enjoyed these 
features for generations.

WATERSHEDS
Two primary watersheds, the Ford River watershed and the 
Escanaba River watershed, divide the northern and southern 
halves of Escanaba.  The Escanaba River watershed drains to 
the north and empties into Lake Michigan just north of the 
city.  The Ford River watershed drains to the south, emptying 
into Lake Michigan just south of the city.  The Escanaba 
River watershed is rather extensive expanding into Delta, 
Menominee, Dickinson, and Marquette counties.  The Ford 
River watershed reaches Delta, Iron, Menominee, Dickinson, 
and Marquette counties in Michigan.  A diverse hydrological 
resource containing numerous streams and tributaries exists 
within each of these watersheds.  
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HYDROLOGY
As previously mentioned, each of the two primary watersheds contains a number of tributaries.  Each of 
the rivers and tributaries converge and empty into Little Bay De Noc of Lake Michigan.  As seen in map 
4.1, the Escanaba River is one of the Upper Peninsula’s largest rivers winding through Delta, Menominee, 
Dickinson, and Marquette Counties, finally emptying into Little Bay De Noc, just north of the City of 
Escanaba.  The Escanaba River contains hydroelectric dams owned and operated by the Upper Peninsula 
Power Company and Cleveland Cliffs International powering the operations of each company.  The river 
supports brook, brown, and rainbow trout along with a variety of warm water species such as northern 
pike, smallmouth bass, and walleye.  

Just south of Escanaba’s southern border, the Ford River empties into Little Bay De Noc.  The Ford River is 
similar in size and has a similar ecosystem to that of the Escanaba River.  

Both the Portage and Willow Creeks flow from the northwest portion of the City, southeast and empty 
into Lake Michigan.  Each of these small tributaries contribute to the Ford River watershed which drains 
into Little Bay De Noc, considered to be one of the community’s greatest assets.

Little Bay De Noc, coupled with Big Bay De Noc to the east, is located on the northern shore of Lake 
Michigan in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.  The Garden Peninsula, the town of Garden, and the small fishing 
town of Fairport border little Bay De Noc on the eastern shore.  Escanaba, Gladstone, and the town of 
Kipling are all located along the western shore of Little Bay De Noc, which extends northerly into the south 
central shore of the Upper Peninsula.  The northern extent of Little Bay De Noc culminates at the town 
of Rapid River where five rivers converge into the bay.  These rivers are the Whitefish River, Black George 
River, Rapid River, Tacoosh River, and the Days River.  Each of these rivers contribute to the ecological 
diversity and abundant wildlife supported by the Little Bay De Noc region.  Little Bay De Noc is one of top 
walleye sport fisheries in the world, along with the neighboring Big Bay De Noc.  Water temperatures, 
depth, spawning habitat, and forage facilitate an ecosystem that supports the growth of large walleye 
populations, and other Great lakes fish species.      

Combined with all of the tributaries, Little Bay De Noc provides Escanaba with a unique fresh water 
resource that is strongly appreciated by the community, as well as visitors.  Preservation of and access to 
this hydrological resource is a community concern and should be a major consideration for future planning 
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Map 4.1:  Hydrology
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efforts. 

WETLANDS  
Wetlands as defined by the US Fish and Wildlife Service are:

“…lands transitional between terrestrial and aquatic systems where the water table is usually at 
or near the surface or the land is covered by shallow water. For purposes of this classification, 
wetlands must have one or more of the following three attributes: (1) at least periodically, the land 
supports predominantly hydrophytes; (2) the substrate is predominantly undrained hydric soil; and 

(3) the substrate is nonsoil and is saturated with water or covered by shallow water at some time 
during the growing season of the year.”

Table 4.1: City of Escanaba Wetland Acreage by Class             
Class  Water Level Acres
Emergent Semi-permanent Flooded 168.3
Emergent Saturated/Semi Flooded/Seasonal 71.9
Emergent Saturated 39.4
Forested Saturated 1,371.1
Forested Saturated/Semi Flooded/Seasonal 1,824.2
Open Water/Unknown Bottom Permanently Flooded 0.7
Open Water/Unknown Bottom Intermittently Exposed/Permanent 0.8
Scrub-Shrub Saturated/Semi Flooded/Seasonal 675.3
Scrub-Shrub Semi-permanent Flooded 47.2
Scrub-Shrub Saturated 481.6
Scrub-Shrub Seasonally Flooded 5.9
TOTAL 4,686.2
Data Source: National Wetlands Inventory, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Dept.

A more general definition would be land that is regularly wet or flooded with a water table at ground level 
or above for the majority of the year.  Wetlands are one of the most biologically productive ecosystems 
in the world, and therefore perform a variety of functions.  They provide fish and wildlife habitat, control 
storm water and flooding, improve water quality, provide water recharge areas, aid in shoreline erosion 
control, and support a diverse biological ecosystem.  Protection of these significant ecosystems falls under 
the Goemaere-Anderson Wetlands Act of 1979.  The State of Michigan oversees regulation and permitting 
of wetland uses.  

Wetlands are prevalent throughout the western quarter of Escanaba, totaling 4,861 acres.  Table 4.1 
represents the calculated acreages by classification for the city. Map 4.2 depicts the spatial distribution of 
these wetlands throughout the city.  The predominant wetland area exists along 30th Street North, westerly 
to the city limit and beyond.  The southern extent of this area is around Willow Creek Road and 5th Avenue 
South, the northern extent continues through the northern city limit.  Smaller pockets of wetlands exist 
throughout the city and along the southern lakeshore.
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Map 4.2: Wetland Distribution 
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WOODLANDS
The wooded areas of Escanaba are 
characteristic of the northern lowland 
climates along the Lake Michigan 
shoreline.  Historically, the area was 
predominantly tall coniferous forest.  
Following European settlement, the 
region changed dramatically with 
primary impact evident in the woodland 
landscape.  Heavy logging operations 
led to the reduction in red and white 
pine as well as the white cedar.  
Intensive logging activities promoted 
the growth of more upland conifers, as 
well as hardwood stands.   

The existing woodland landscape 
consists primarily of coniferous and 
deciduous trees that thrive on the 
low-lying poorly drained soils.  Stands 
of white cedars are still predominant 
throughout the region, interrupted by 
beach ridges of sandy well-drained soils 
supporting populations of white pine, 
hemlock, and spruce.  Higher, better-
drained areas of lacustrine or sandy 
soils support populations of hardwoods, 
such as sugar maple and beech.  The 
majority of the undeveloped shoreline 
of Escanaba is composed of a marshy 
habitat of native grasses.  The inland 
wooded areas beyond the city limits are 
primarily composed of upland conifers 
with more intermittent hardwood 
populations scattered with jack pine 
stands throughout.  

Distribution of the woodland areas for 
Escanaba and the surrounding region is 
depicted in Map 4.3.  
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Map 4.3: Woodland Distribution



Escanaba Master Plan - 200626

Chapter 4 - Natural Resources

TOPOGRAPHY
As with the rest of the Upper Peninsula, Escanaba was shaped by glacial activity and the Great Lakes.  As 
shown in Map 4.4, Escanaba is located in a gently sloping region in the ancient lakebed of Lake Michigan. 
Escanaba drains toward Lake Michigan and is situated in a low-lying area with little slope or elevation 
change.  Further north and west, elevation begins to rise and greater slopes begin to occur.  Overall, 
Escanaba contains little if any areas with steep slopes, and has a gentle elevation increase moving toward 
the inland regions. 
     
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR ESCANABA
The abundance of natural resources throughout Escanaba is a significant asset that the community strongly 
values.  Utilization and preservation of these scenic resources is a primary focus of enhancing the high quality 
of life residents and visitors experience.  

Little Bay De Noc and the Escanaba River are two water resources that truly enhance the quality of life for the 
residents of Escanaba.  Recreation activities common within each of these features include boating, fishing, 
sight seeing, and other water sports. While not all residents utilize the water for these purposes, most 
residents still have a strong relationship to the water and its natural beauty.  Escanaba has the opportunity 
to use this natural resource as a premiere attraction to draw interest and investment into the area.  The 
most desirable and effective use of the water resources would involve the transformation of Escanaba’s 
waterfront into an attractive recreation and residential destination.  People would be drawn to the waterfront 
to experience entertainment, retail, restaurant, and residential opportunities while preserving the natural 
beauty and recreation assets the community values.  The existence of both the Escanaba River and Little Bay 
De Noc provides the City of Escanaba with a great potential to enhance the community and local economy 
through the utilization of the waterfront and water recreation opportunities plentiful throughout.    

The community has acknowledged the importance of existing wetlands and understands the value of 
preserving these features.  The City has actively pursued opportunities with the Environmental Protection 
Agency to obtain funding to further study the quality and management of wetlands within the community 
and along their jurisdictional boundaries.  Furthermore, a wetland study will identify wetlands to evaluate 
their hydrologic and biologic functions as well as determine the biodiversity of the wetland.  Based on the 
study results, Escanaba will create a Wetland Management Plan that will evaluate the existing conditions 
of the wetlands, determine the quality of the wetlands, and determine the steps needed to create best 
management practices for urban and urbanizing areas.  Based on the study, Escanaba will determine those 
areas that are considered environmentally sensitive while at the same time recognizing that the urbanization 
of certain other areas may be needed for city growth, expansion and development.  Escanaba will continue 
to evaluate the wetland areas to ensure the protection and management of these vulnerable and valuable 
resources.     

In order to ensure the preservation of wetlands, brownfield areas may also need to be restored to allow for 
new development.  Some areas along the lakeshore have been contaminated through the intense industrial 
uses in the past.  In order to determine a detailed location of these sites, it is recommended that these areas 
be carefully evaluated.  Concentrating efforts on the remediation of these sites will present Escanaba with 
opportunities to develop some of the more desirable land along the lakeshore.  Furthermore, by opening 
brownfield areas within the heart of the City, demand for buildable land along the major thoroughfares will 
decrease limiting sprawling commercial development.
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Map 4.4: Topography




