
FRESHWATER ESTUARIES are unique 
Great Lakes coastal wetlands. They occur 
where rivers and Great Lakes water mix  
in shallow wetlands located near the 
mouth of a river. There are more than 20 
freshwater estuaries along Wisconsin�s Lake 
Superior shore.

Why are freshwater estuaries important?

Freshwater estuaries contribute to the quality of life enjoyed 

by Lake Superior residents. They are an important part of the 

identity of many communities, and serve 

as places for recreation and tourism. 

These wetland areas protect and 

improve our water quality by 

trapping sediments and other 

pollutants before they reach Lake 

Superior.
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The mixing of lake and river water  

within a freshwater estuary creates an  

important habitat shared by species that use both the river 

and the lake. Many wildlife species, including �sh and 

waterfowl, use freshwater estuaries as a source of food and 

shelter, and depend on them as nursery and nesting areas.



WISCONSIN�S 

FRESHWATER ESTUARY

INITIATIVE

This initiative is a statewide effort 

to increase our understanding and 

stewardship of Wisconsin�s freshwater 

estuaries. A key component of the 

initiative is establishing a Lake Superior 

Freshwater Estuary Center.

The Freshwater Estuary Center will be 

part of a nation-wide network of 27 

estuary sites that are designated and 

supported through the National Estuarine 

Research Reserve program.

Lake Superior Freshwater Estuary Center  
Three steps toward making it a reality

1. Bring local and state partners together.

UW-Extension, the Wisconsin Coastal Management Program, and the 
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources are working in partnership 
with other agencies, organizations, local governments, and stakeholders 
on developing the Freshwater Estuary Center.  This effort complements 
many other federal, state, tribal, and local programs that focus on water 
quality research, management, and education.

The Freshwater Estuary Center will be supported 
with federal and state funds. It will include  
an area of existing state-owned or controlled  
land that will be available for education 
and research. Research done through the 
Freshwater Estuary Center would advance 
the knowledge and stewardship of freshwater 
estuary systems locally, regionally, nationally, 
and internationally. The Freshwater Estuary Center�s 
educational programs will allow individuals to experience freshwater 
estuaries and their unique resources, making it a community asset and 
destination for students and visitors. Education and research facilities for 
the Freshwater Estuary Center will be housed at an existing facility or in  
a newly constructed facility. 

2. Develop federal support.

Over the last three years, more than 20 partner organizations on 
Wisconsin�s Lake Superior shore have closely studied the idea of 
designating a National Estuarine Research Reserve (NERR) site on Lake 
Superior. Based on their unanimous grassroots support, Governor Doyle 
formally petitioned the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA), the federal agency that oversees the NERR program, to provide 
technical assistance and support for designating a site. In 2006, NOAA 
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formally entered into an agreement to work with Wisconsin to conduct a 
site selection and feasibility study of the Lake Superior freshwater estuary 
or estuaries best suited for a NERR site.  The designation of a NERR site is 
an essential part of developing the Freshwater Estuary Center.

3. Select and nominate a site.

The National Estuarine Research Reserve designation process must 
follow federal requirements involving a detailed site selection, site 
nomination, and public involvement process. The entire process may 
take 3 to 4 years to complete. A Site Selection Technical Team and Public 
Involvement Team with extensive local participation have been organized 
to provide leadership and expertise for the designation process. All of 
Wisconsin�s Lake Superior freshwater estuaries are being assessed, and  
public involvement is being integrated throughout the process. The Governor 
will nominate the selected site for of�cial designation by NOAA.

Managing and paying for the Freshwater Estuary Center

The National Estuarine Research Reserve program requires that the  
Freshwater Estuary Center must be managed by a state agency or 
institution. Local communities, organizations, and tribes will remain 
important partners to help guide research and education priorities.  
Many established NERR sites have Community Advisory Councils that 
provide important advice and guidance for program development  
and management. UW-Extension is currently leading the site selection 
and public involvement process for the project.

After of�cial designation, direct �nancial support for the Freshwater 
Estuary Center will include approximately $750,000 annually in federal 
and state funds for staff, applied research and education needs, and 
infrastructure maintenance. Additional funding will be available for 
facility construction and protection of critical conservation sites, if needed. 
As a nationally recognized resource, the Freshwater Estuary Center 
can attract additional dollars to local communities through increased 
opportunities for research, education, recreation, and tourism.

What are the 
potential bene�ts of 
a Freshwater Estuary 
Center?

Establishing the Fresh-
water Estuary Center as 
a designated National 
Estuarine Research Reserve 
will make it eligible for 
federal and state funds. 
Those funds would support 
integrated research and 
education programs that 
increase the understanding 
of freshwater estuaries and 
coastal wetlands.

Management techniques 
will be researched and 
applied to important issues 
for our communities, such  
as water quality, wildlife  
habitat, and invasive species.   
The research conducted 
at the Freshwater Estuary 
Center could improve the 
health of local freshwater 
estuaries and assist other 
communities across the 
Great Lakes system.  
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Sources for more information

Patrick Robinson, Freshwater Estuary Specialist, UW-Extension, 920-465-2175, patrick.robinson@ces.uwex.edu

Becky Sapper, Lake Superior Freshwater Estuary Outreach Coordinator, UW-Extension, 715-685-2652, becky.sapper@ces.uwex.edu

Wisconsin�s Freshwater Estuary Initiative website: freshwaterestuary.uwex.edu

National Estuarine Research Reserve System Website: www.nerrs.noaa.gov

Brochure authored by Cathy Techtmann and Patrick Robinson, with assistance from the Freshwater Estuary Center Public Involvement Team

Editing by Bruce Webendorfer and graphic design by Jeffrey J. Strobel, UW-Extension Environmental Resources Center

How will the Freshwater Estuary Center help me or my community?

The Freshwater Estuary Center will work in partnership with local communities to apply 
research to issues affecting their coastal resources. Water quality, �sh populations, and 
wildlife habitat will all bene�t from work conducted through the Freshwater Estuary Center. 
Educational programs for schools and community groups will provide opportunities for better understanding and stewardship 
of coastal wetlands. Because the Freshwater Estuary Center will be open for public use, it will be a community attraction for 
tourism and recreation.

Will private land be taken for the Freshwater Estuary Center?

No. Only land under federal or state ownership or control can be considered for inclusion within the Freshwater Estuary Center�s  
boundary. Due to national program requirements, tribal lands cannot be included within a site boundary. Private, non-tribal land  
could only be included within the boundary if the landowner chooses to participate through a voluntary agreement.

Are local funds or taxes required for the Freshwater Estuary Center?

No. Local funds or taxes are not required for the designation or operation of the Freshwater Estuary Center.

Will the Freshwater Estuary Center require additional restrictions on the public use of the area?

No. A Freshwater Estuary Center will not require any additional restrictions on public access or use of the site.

Will the Freshwater Estuary Center require additional restrictions on hunting and �shing?

No. A Freshwater Estuary Center will not require any additional restrictions on hunting, �shing, trapping, or other traditional 
uses of a freshwater estuary. In addition, the Freshwater Estuary Center will not change, abolish, or negatively affect tribal 
reserved or treaty guaranteed rights.
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