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A Talk with the RiverKeeper 
Faith Fitzpatrick (USGS) talks with Cheryl Nenn (the Milwaukee River Riverkeeper)

Faith: 
So, what types of things do you with that position then as the River Keeper?
Cheryl:
Yeah, well our mission is basically to protect water quality and wildlife habitat in the Milwaukee River Basin.  So, we work on the Milwaukee, the Menomonee, and the KK.  And, as River Keeper, we essentially, you know, respond to citizen concerns, identify sources of pollution, and then work with partners to find solutions to those problems.  

We do a lot of different types of activities.  We do river cleanups.  This past year we had 47 different sites throughout the Milwaukee River Basin and about 4,700 people that participated.  And, we do river cleanups all throughout the summer and the fall as well, smaller size cleanups.


We’re actually partnering on this project with MMSD to do trash cleanup and water monitoring.  It’s kind of in kind support for the concrete removal project here and have partnered with the DNR and others on advocating for dam removal projects.  And, you know, working and trying to get volunteers for some of the fish passage projects.  We had some volunteers up this morning at the Gainesville Fish Passage.  They were doing some work up there.

Faith: 
Yep, we were up there.
Cheryl:
Were you guys up there?

Faith:
Yep.
Cheryl:
So, we tried to get some – 
Faith: 
We’ve been around today.
Cheryl:
We tried to connect some volunteers for those types of, you know, on the ground restoration projects as well.  And, you know, we do a lot of – we have water quality monitoring, so, we actually have about 88 water quality monitors right now, citizens who test water monthly.
Faith: 
What kinds of things do they test for?
Cheryl: 
They test, generally, water temperature, oxygen, pH, and then we give them, a lot of them, most of them have thermistors, which are, you know, take water temperature hourly.  They look at turbidity, flow, and macroinvertebrates.  
Faith:
Oh, wow.


And, we also are doing very intensive bacteria monitoring right now.  We found this area on the Menomonee that’s between Burline and Hully that’s between 1,000, you know, 100 and 1,000 times higher in bacteria than it should be.  And so, we’ve been very intensively testing for bacteria in that section of the river.  There’s a lot of a big unknown source of bacteria.  And so, we’re looking in that area to identify where that’s coming from and working with the Great Lakes Water Institute, you know, basically looking for bacteroides and human sources of bacteria.

Faith:
Oh, wow.
Cheryl:
Yeah, so trying to get, you know, drill down on where that bacteria’s coming from.  Is it coming from geese?  Is it coming from gulls?  Is it coming from humans?  So, trying to do a lot of that type of monitoring as well.  

We occasionally do litigation.  You know, we have done quite, I don’t know, a half dozen law suits or so.  But, you know, we definitely use that as a last resort.

Faith: 
Yeah, are there other entities like you in other river basins around the state or is this kind of unique to Milwaukee?
Cheryl: 
Well, yeah actually we’re part of a group called Waterkeeper Alliance and it was started by Bobby Kennedy Jr. on the Hudson River.  They started with Hudson River Keeper, but we actually have, there’s, I always get the number wrong, but we have like 189 programs right now throughout the U.S., and Canada, and four other continents.  

So, there aren’t other River Keepers yet in Wisconsin.  There use to be a program in Superior, who was a Lake Superior Water Keeper, but they folded.  But we, you know, have ten different programs throughout the Great Lakes right now.  And, you know, we have a very, you know, really fast developing program internationally.  

We have like 15 Indian Water Keeper programs right now.  We have eight Mexican programs and we’re developing really quickly in particular in South America as well.  We have programs in Ecuador right now, and Peru, and Columbia.  And, programs in China are developing as well.  So, it’s a really exciting time I think for the movement.  

And, the idea is really, you know, we like to say that we’re the local, you know, spokesperson for the rivers, giving the voice to the rivers that don’t, they don’t have a voice.  And so, we’re kind of like the local spokesperson, local scientist, local lawyer, and local advocate for the rivers. 
Faith: 
Wow.
Cheryl:
Yeah, so we keep busy.
Faith: 
Yeah, I had no idea.  I don’t know if you guys – 
Cheryl: 
You know, and we just, we get a lot of people that call us.  You know we get probably, I don’t know, I’d say probably close to 300 calls a year of, you know, the river’s yellow, the river’s fuchsia, the river’s green, you know there’s dead fish, you know, garbage is very common.  And so, you know, we often try to follow up on those.  

We work very closely with DNR, and the spills coordinator to, you know, address those issues.  And, you know, there’s, we had an oil spill a few weeks back as well and a Jiffy Lube that was directly connected to the Menomonee.  So, you know, a lot of times it’s really, you know, it’s really depending on our kind of, our volunteer and our members and their eyes and ears to identify different problems.  And then, you know, working with DNR and others to find solutions to those things.

We had one dye company in West Allis that was turning Honey Creek multiple colors for, I don’t know, probably over a year and it was really hard to figure out where it was coming from, but we eventually did.


But, you know, a lot of times there’s plumbing work done and there’s a sanitarium that, you know, are not connected properly or some misconnections done.  

Faith: 
Right, yeah, it’s really very common, yeah.
Cheryl:
And, you know, you don’t really find out about it until someone’s walking, you know, their dog along the river and notices the river’s chartreuse or something.  So, yeah, so we basically just try to keep our eyes and ears out and address those problems as well.
Faith: 
Oh good.
Cheryl: 
Yeah.
Faith: 
Okay.
Cheryl:
We’re also really involved in Sweet right now and the Watershed Action Team’s for the Menomonee, and the KK, and you know trying to come up with these plans for implementing, you know, cost effective projects that we’re hoping will lead to, you know, measurable improvements in water quality.  

I mean, I think there’s been really great progress.  I’ve been with the organization for about nine years.  And, you know, we’ve seen a lot of really amazing projects in the Milwaukee area.  But, we’re hoping to be, you know, to work together and be a little bit more smart about where we spend our money.  And, spending our money in areas where we think we’ll actually be able to, you know, get measurable improvements.  So, that’s really exciting.  


You know, we have these great models now.  We’ve kind of made these watersheds, you know, into smaller pieces if you will, smaller subwatersheds and, in some cases even, you know, drainage areas.  And, we know kind of where the TSS is coming in, and where the phosphorous is coming in, where there’s bacteria issues.  


So, really being able to kind of use that information to concentrate even, you know, where we’re working with volunteers to do riparian restoration, where we’re, you know, doing bank stabilization projects.  You know, and then, we have other groups that, for example, land trusts that are purchasing property.  So, you know, kind of really using the information that we have in a smarter way.
Faith: 
Yeah, and kind of prioritize the issues and problems and fixes on that smaller area.
Cheryl: 
Yep, exactly, yep.
Faith: 
And then, you probably get more buy-in from the locals too and the volunteers that are doing a lot of the work. 
Cheryl:
Definitely.
Faith: 
So, yeah. 
Cheryl: 
Yeah, so it’s exciting.  We’re hoping, you know, that we’re, that a lot of great things are gonna happen and there’s, you know, great work happening on the Menomonee with the Fish Passage work and, you know, we’re hoping to also involve citizens to look for kind of smaller fish passage impediments, you know, culvert issues, and perch culverts, and areas of sedimentation.  

You know, we’ve got some areas of the Menomonee that have very huge debris jams that are, you know, are posing major fish passage issues right now.  So, we’re hoping to get our volunteers involved in identifying those issues as well.  And then, you know, hopefully fundraising to address those fish passage issues as well once we get this big one dealt with.
Faith: 
Now, Sweet Water is also involved in some protection type projects too, or like enhancing, like agricultural areas that have agricultural ditches that you could do some work on the streams and then get a big bang for the buck for more water absorption, kind of up in the headwaters.  
Cheryl:
Yep.
Faith: 
Is there a few of those projects going on or?
Cheryl: 
Yeah, there’s a lot of different projects going on.  I mean, a lot of the members of Sweet Water, like the counties you know are obviously trying to push farm build projects and trying to enroll farmers and conservation reserve program and other, you know, programs that exist to, you know, put in riparian buffers along the stream and those kinds of things.

And, we also have, you know, MMSD and the Conservation Fund are purchasing properties with hydric soils and other properties to, you know, make, for basically for flood management purposes, and also preservation purposes.  So, there’s a lot of different, you know, really great projects that are happening already.  


And, we’re looking to kind of, you know, even do more work with farmers on the Menomonee.  There’s not that many.  There’s probably a handful left, but really working with them to, you know, do better land management to reduce the runoff from the agricultural areas that we have.  You know, clearly on the Milwaukee there’s very significant ag left still on the Milwaukee, probably about 80 percent of the watershed or so is still ag.  So, there’s a lot of opportunity to work with farmers.


We haven’t done as much of that, but we’re really hoping to move in that direction and start working with them, as well as, you know, working with municipalities and, you know, just getting people working together.  And, you know, also just making sure that the money that we do have for county and municipal government is being spent, you know, spent the best way that it should be spent.  


And, you know, we’re also hoping to provide value as well to the municipalities and government agencies and, you know, helping them meet their goals as well.  A lot of them have permits for example, to do education and outreach pertaining to stormwater, to do elicit discharge detection.  And, we’re really helping them with a lot of that work, which they don’t have the resources to do.  


So, you know, we’re hoping to develop educational materials that they can disseminate to their residents and, you know, to help them with monitoring as well so they can use that information to better focus their funds that they do have, you know, to fixing the pipes that we know are causing issues directly.  So, I mean, that’s the kind of exciting thing I think, just getting people together and hopefully trying to just work together more effectively and use our resources more effectively.
Faith: 
Wow, that’s great.
Cheryl:
Yeah.
Faith: 
Okay, thank you.
Cheryl: 
Awesome, thank you.
Faith: 
Yeah, that’s good.
Cheryl:
Thank you.
[End of Audio]
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