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State of the Greater Milwaukee Watersheds: Highlights and Challenges
The health of our watersheds affects every one of us. And, an unhealthy watershed can be disasterous! 
The Greater Milwaukee Watersheds do many things: fuel economic development, provide recreation, 
and drinking water, help our gardens grow, and protect us from floods. 

Scientists judge the health of a watershed with “indicators,” or measures of habitat, nutrients from 
fertilizer or minerals, dissolved oxygen needed to maintain life, and the presence of fecal bacteria. These 
pages highlight notable successes and significant challenges for the future of clean water in Southeastern 
Wisconsin. For more detailed reports on the state of our watersheds, 
visit www.mmsd.com/wqi or call 414-272-5100.

Habitat
If a waterway supports diverse species of plants and animals, then it is 
considered relatively healthy. Habitat quality varies markedly in the 
Greater Milwaukee Watersheds. In some areas – much of the Kinnickinnic 

River, for example – waterways are lined with 
concrete to whisk floodwater away from 

homes and businesses. While at one 
point this may have seemed like 

the best idea, these areas are now 
unable to support much aquatic 
life. As a result, the concrete 
waterways are relatively 
unhealthy. Two miles of Honey 
Creek is paved over, located under 
Wisconsin State Fair Park! Concrete is not 

forever, though: more than two miles of concrete channel were 
removed along Lincoln Creek and the habitat was restored. The 

result has been a dramatic increase in life in the creek and on its 
banks, as well as natural flood management.

Economic Development 
The economy of Southeastern Wisconsin has long been dependent on its 
water systems. From farming to factories, from transportation to tourism, 
our abundant water has made economic growth possible. But success has 

taken its toll on our watersheds.  For example, manufacturing 
can pollute waterways, and shipping – millions of 

tons of goods pass through Milwaukee’s port 
every year – required major physical 

changes to the harbor environment 
to accommodate lake freighters. 

Also, manure-carrying 
runoff from agriculture 

and lawns is among the 
sources of fecal bacteria 

that can indicate the presence 
of disease-causing organisms in our waterways. 

At the same time, improved water quality is 
spurring development and awareness. For 
example, West Bend, Cedarburg, Wauwatosa, 
and Milwaukee have built riverwalks 
to encourage housing and commercial 
development along the waterways.

Flooding and Infrastructure
Flood management, pollution control, and 

stormwater management are among the priorities 
of the Water Quality Initiative.  Throughout 

the Greater Milwaukee Watersheds, many 
approaches were taken to keep homes 
from flooding, roadways above water, and 
to prevent the storm sewer system from 
being overwhelmed during rainstorms. For 
example, Oak Creek used to flood Ryan 
Road with up to 10 feet of water during 
storms, causing significant problems for 
travel. A storm pump station 

and detention basin, 
constructed in the 

early 2000s, now 
keep the road dry. A 

floodwall protects the 
residents of the Valley 

Park neighborhood, near 
Miller Park, from flooding year 

round.  In addition, under the Conservation 
Plan, MMSD acquires undeveloped land 
to maintain natural stormwater management 
functions.       

Recreation
Recreation is among the key uses of our watersheds, and their value is 
affected by their overall health. For example:
• Visits to the beach are sometimes marred by the odor of a decaying algae 
called Cladophora, a problem that may be exacerbated by phosphorus and 
nitrogen in the water. 
• The quality of fishing depends on habitat to support species and the 
amount of dissolved oxygen in the water. 
Since the North Avenue Dam was 
removed from the Milwaukee 
River in 1997, more than 
30 species of fish lure 
anglers to the river. 
• Many parks and 
trails follow the 
region’s waterways. 
The Seven Bridges 
Trail, for example, 
one of the region’s 
prettiest walks, 
winds through 
the Grant Park’s 
ravines to the point 
where Oak Creek 
meets Lake Michigan. 
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