Project Summary

Ann Arbor began as a single piece of property established along the banks of Allen’s Creek.  The Allen’s Creek drainage valley consisted of a continuous patchwork of woodlands, shrublands, and grasslands which possessed a great ability to absorb stormwater.  Stormwater collected and was stored in the organic material on the forest floors and other ecosystems leaving little runoff for flow to the Huron River.  Development and farming practices compacted soils changed this water absorbing capacity as these native patches were converted or severely reduced in size.  And with increasingly higher creek effluent rates, more frequent polluting practices by the people in the homes and businesses adjacent to the creek were acceptable.  As the population increased and development became more compact the natural drainage valley that needed to be augmented to prevent flooding and placed underground to hide the polluted water.

As water sciences were developed across the world and put into practice by local hydrologists, testing uncovered high levels of toxins which potentially could adversely affect the health of humans.  Water pollution and water velocities after storm events began to be realized as active threats to human life and property.  This realization generated the need for highly engineered, large-scaled, storm and sanitary sewers.  It was at this point that the responsibility of (and subsequent ability to understand or become involved in) stormwater diversion began to be controlled by the municipality, not those living in the watershed.  

The solutions proposed by the six engineering/health reports generated for Allen’s Creekshed all circumnavigate around the use of larger storm sewer systems or a change in management practices of the existing system by the city of Ann Arbor.  Using the tenets from two concepts, large-scale watershed planning and environmental psychology, recommendations were made.  These recommendations:

1. Provide an alternative to large-scale engineering solutions by controlling stormwater runoff at the source upstream before volume and velocities become difficult to manage

2. Offer a localized plan of action for those citizens and business owners with structures in the creekshed

3. Allow those that are interested in the natural processes which occur on their property, a method by which they can understand and participate in the storage and use of this vital resource.

4. Also challenge the conventional thought of conveying stormwater outward at all costs.  This detachment of water from the land in the minds of residents will only continue to give rise to the unavoidable need for continuously larger stormwater systems.

From these recommendations comes the expectation that the city and community groups can raise awareness of the size and faults of the current stormwater system, the magnitude of the impact impervious surfaces and increased density has on the creekshed, and the merits of capturing and detaining stormwater has on the health of the greater Huron River watershed.  With the establishment of a watershed planning body, efforts to plan for the good of the Huron River downstream at the large scale can be combined with the efforts to involve citizens and business owners at the small scale.

Finally, a shared cooperative plan representing a majority of the issues presented by the stakeholders must be completed.  This plan should not focus only on the tangible engineering practices that will prevent flooding, reduce or eliminate toxins in the water, or those that preserve natural features.  It must realize the needs of those that live and work in the creekshed, empower them with a method by which they can control factors that threaten them or their property, and the tools to initiate this plan.  The inventory of the seemingly infinite facets of this troubled watershed is intuitive.  The difficultly lies in finding a solution that sparks a revolution of social change in the way we view our use of land and the natural processes which occur regardless of our existence.  
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