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SICK TROUTSTREAMS 
In the Southwest I have seen many a mountain stream which carried trout when stockmen 

arrived in the 1880’s become a dry rockpile, wet only during floods . . .   
Our Wisconsin troutstreams will never experience so radical a change because our rains and 

our soils are gentler.   
But all streams, including ours, deteriorate for the same causes: 
1. Overgrazing, especially of steep slopes. 
2. Exhaustion of organic matter in the soil. 
Both have the same effect:  they allow the rain to run off instead of sinking in.   
It is not within the power of fishermen to rebuild the soils of Wisconsin, but they can do a lot 

of good by rebuilding the streambank itself.  At least they can show the public a few samples of 
what a “civilized” streambank ought to look like. 

My advice is:  let’s build our samples on headwaters, for floods are less severe there, and 
there is less chance of their washing out plantings and fences.  Plantings in plowland need not be 
fenced, but plantings in pastures must be.  Stick to native trees and shrubs, especially those found 
elsewhere on the same stream.  Be careful not to choke the flood channel with tall trees on both 
banks;  this may cause the creek to move elsewhere.  Do not plant tall trees on banks which 
undercut;  they may pry off chunks of bank and thus accelerate erosion.  Do not put expensive 
plantings vulnerable to rabbits near rabbit cover. 

I heartily commend the Association for its courageous attack on this difficult problem. 
 



SICK TROUTSTREAMS 
Examined & Diagnosed: In the Southwest I have seen many a mountain stream which carried 

trout when stockmen arrived in the 1880’s become a dry rockpile, wet only during floods . . .   
Our Wisconsin troutstreams will never experience so radical a change because our rains and 

our soils are gentler.   
But all streams, including ours, deteriorate for the same causes: 
1. Overgrazing, especially of steep slopes. 
2. Exhaustion of organic matter in the soil. 
Both have the same effect:  they allow the rain to run off instead of sinking in.   
It is not within the power of fishermen to rebuild the soils of Wisconsin, Prescribed: but they 

can do a lot of good by rebuilding the streambank itself.  At least they can show the public a few 
samples of what a “civilized” streambank ought to look like. 

My advice is:  let’s build our samples on headwaters, for floods are less severe there, and 
there is less chance of their washing out plantings and fences.  Plantings in plowland need not be 
fenced, but plantings in pastures must be.  Stick to native trees and shrubs, especially those found 
elsewhere on the same stream.  Be careful not to choke the flood channel with tall trees on both 
banks;  this may cause the creek to move elsewhere.  Do not plant tall trees on banks which 
undercut;  they may pry off chunks of bank and thus accelerate erosion.  Do not put expensive 
plantings vulnerable to rabbits near rabbit cover. 

Furthered the relationship of trust: I heartily commend the Association for its courageous 
attack on this difficult problem. 

Leopold did NOT say: “Build channel devices.” 



Neess, John.  1974.  Protection and preservation of lakes. Unpublished talk, 
UW-Extension Conference on Lake  Protection, University of Wisconsin-
Madison campus, October 22, 1974.  Available from R. White: rw@seanet.com.
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- Aldo Leopold



Photo: Mark Beardsley, EcoMetrics



Wisconsin Historical Society

Wisconsin Dept. of Natural Resources









•

•

•

•

•

•

•







“The  time  is  here  for  bold  
vision and  strong,  resourceful  
leadership.”

“Mother  Nature  operates  on  a 
watershed  basis.  We  should 
follow  this  lead  and . . .      
operate  our  programs  on  such  
a  natural  basic  unit . . .”

Transactions of the 22nd North American Wildlife 
Conference, March  1957. Published by the Wildlife 
Management Institute, Washington, D. C.

1957
D.  J.  O’Donnell
Wisconsin  Watershed  Program
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Beechie et al. (2010). Process-based principles for restoring river 
ecosystems. BioScience, 60(3).



Iowa DNR is “reducing the dependence 
on rock for bank stabilization and 
relying more on native vegetation to 
stabilize entire riparian zones.”

Bill Kalishek (Iowa DNR) Driftless Area Symposium 2006

“River restorations must use natural templates and 
account for river processes if they are to restore stream 
functions over the long term.”

L. Aadland (Minnesota DNR) Driftless Area Symposium 2006

“The ecological integrity of river ecosystems depends on 
their natural dynamic character.”
Poff et al. 1997. The natural flow regime: a paradigm for river conservation & restoration 
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Cluer, B., & Thorne, C. (2014). A stream 
evolution model integrating habitat and 
ecosystem benefits. River Research and 
Applications, 30, 135-154. 
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Aldo Leopold’s Wisdom - 1939

A wildlife professional has:

Conviction of need for science in accomplishing conservation

Ability to diagnose the landscape to discern trends in its biotic community and 
modify them where necessary for conservation

Knowledge of plants, animals, soil and water

Familiarity with other professions and their influence on the landscape

This was inadequately followed in the watershed program of the Wisconsin 
Conservation Department (Department of Natural Resources after 1965).


