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l STEP 6

 A Watershed  
 Walk Through Time –  

 Learning From the Past to Protect the Future

Step 1: Strength in Numbers – Assembling a Review Team

Step 2: A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words – Mapping Your 
Watershed

Step 3: Get Your Feet Wet – Finding Information About Your 
Watershed

Step 4: Putting Pen to Paper – Rating Your Watershed Features

Step 5: Which Watershed Features Get the Spotlight –  
Selecting Important Features

Step 6: A Watershed Walk through Time – Learning From the 
Past to Protect the Future

Learn:  

	 •	Identify	changes	by	looking	at	historic	
and current information

	 •	How	to	determine	the	recovery	
potential of important watershed  
features if land use management 
changes are made

	 •	How	to	use	this	valuable	hydrologic	
information to help in watershed 
planning

Walk Back in Time  _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

You have put together all of the information you can.  
Let’s compare the current condition with our known 
historic conditions. Again, it’s tough in the Lake 
Superior basin to find information; find and use 
what you can and don’t sweat the rest.  

This is a good time to quantify and compare 
historic information with current information for 
the main factors you found in Step 4 that influence 
the flow, habitat quality and timing of water in the 
watershed (see example table above).

Now that you have identified and rated the  
factors influencing the flow amount, quality and 
timing in your watershed, and determined which had 
the most significant impact on the hydrology, it’s 

Watershed 
Features

Current 
Informa-
tion

Historic 
Informa-
tion

Overall Affect 
on 
the Watershed 
(from Table 5.1 
translated to a 
numerical value)

Recovery 
Potential

Rating 
Logic

Factor 1

Factor 2

Factor 3

time to compare the reference levels and current 
levels to determine if there are any trends. To do 
this you should 

 1. Create a column in a table with current 
information using information you found 
during the Finding Watershed Data step.

 2. Create a column in a table with historic 
information using the information you 
found during Step 3 or during this step 6.

If you don’t find any baseline information, don’t 
worry. Record the fact that you could not find any 
information and move forward with what you have.

Field Prior to Conservation Practices (1962) Same Field Four Years Later (1966)

Table 6-1

Red Clay 
Interagency 
Committee
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Historic information used for the Marengo River Watershed Pilot area included some that 
showed pre-European settlement. This information is used for comparative purposes only 
and is in no way intended as the desired condition, or that we should move the restoration 
toward that level. These type of reference levels are simply the conditions expected if the 
watershed	operated	without	significant	human	influence.

Use the ratings from Table 5.1 and translate to 
a numerical value as follows:

Overall Affect on the Watershed

Significant = 1

Moderately Significant = 2

Slight / no difference = 3

Determine the “recovery potential.” In other 
words, determine whether it is likely that through 
changes in land management for each of the important 
watershed features, you can affect the hydrology of 
the watershed. (Table 6.1) 

You should have all the information you need, 
let’s compare the current information with the historic 
information you found and whether there is a chance 
for recovery.

Reducing sediment runoff and tracking from construction 

sites and maintaining vegetation or Best Management 

Practices that reduce sediment runoff from construction 

sites help to improve the hydrologic condition of  

watersheds, whether in a rural or more urban setting.

Ashland, S. Schultz, Stable Solutions llc

Recovery potential – lies somewhere between the current 
watershed conditions and the historic or reference conditions.

Protecting town roads from runoff damage can also incorporate fish and wildlife habitat improvements. This town 

road located in Morse in central Ashland County was a continual problem (shown in inset before restoration). Grant 

funding helped to improve this road by placing rock lining with boulder weirs directing the current away from the 

bank and a black top surface to reduce the chance of more gravel washing into Ballou Creek. The project saves the 

town money and reduces sedimentation to a Class I Trout Stream.    Stable Solutions llc
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East Altamont Road, Town of Lincoln road failure, 

Marengo River, 2004.

Stable Solutions llc

East Altamont Road, Town of Lincoln following sediment 

removal, root wad installation for habitat improvement 

and bank protection, 2005.

Inundated road ditch during spring 2005 runoff event. 

Swirling at the entrance or exit of culverts can eat away 

the road bank and cause the culvert to fail. Proper culvert 

installation is important to help reduce the potential 

for failure. Additional upland practices to store some of 

the water for slower release would reduce the amount 

of water these culverts would need to pass.

S. Schultz, Stable Solutions llc

Proper road ditch maintenance can have a major impact 

on the stability of the road ditch and the culverts 

associated with them.
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What if You Can’t Find Any Information?  _________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Sometimes you may only be able to find one or two 
pieces of information and you may need assistance 
drawing conclusions. Rely on your work group and 

their expertise to help you make conclusions, no 
matter the amount of data available.

Make Recommendation to Agencies  __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

This process would be easy if all the resources you 
needed were available and groups just needed to 
plug in the data. That is definitely not the case in the 

Lake Superior Basin. Don’t be shy about letting your 
local natural resource managers that there needs to 
be some work done.

Where to From Here  _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The valuable hydrologic information you have 
found will be a great starting point for your water-
shed planning process. Again, we focused here on 
how water affects your watershed’s condition by the 
amount, timing and quality of the flow entering and 
moving through the watershed.

Even if information is difficult or impossible to 
find, you can still create a big picture view of your 
watershed. This big picture view will be critical for 
natural resource planning and restoration.

This analysis will help you understand the lay 
of the land and that is the foundation of every land 
use, watershed or comprehensive plan. The Marengo 
River Watershed Test Case shows the hydrologic 
assessment for that project. Step 6 of that analysis 

(Table 6.1A) lists recommendations for the water-
shed planning process resulting from the hydrologic 
assessment. Some examples are management of 
open lands and identification of high risk areas for 
sediment contributions.

A hydrologic assessment will indicate the features 
that are most important for amount and timing of 
water flow in the watershed and its affect on habitat 
quality. It also provides an understanding of which 
features can be influenced by management and which 
have the most recovery potential.

This information will jump start your watershed 
planning – where you develop goals and identify the 
actions you want to take to protect your watershed.

Watershed Planning & Implementation Process

 1. Build Partnerships

 2. Characterize the Watershed
 3. Finalize Goals and Identify Solutions

 4. Design an Implementation Program

 5. Implement Watershed Plan – take actions!

 6. Measure Progress & Make Adjustments

Hydrologic Assessment is an 
important part of characterizing the 
watershed and identifying causes 
and sources of pollution for the 
Lake Superior basin.

Natural Resource Inventory  
is another important part of  
characterizing the watershed  
for planning.
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