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Protecting and Improving the Paw Paw River
and Ox Creek
The Paw Paw River Watershed drains 446 square miles in Kalamazoo, Van
Buren and Berrien Counties. The watershed is a priority for protection as a
high percentage of natural lands remains intact (7% urban, 47% agriculture,
45% natural). Ox Creek is a smaller stream that flows into the Paw Paw River
in Benton Harbor. Ox Creek is a priority for restoration with 50% urban and
36% agriculture.
Several partners came together to protect and improve the Paw Paw River,
Ox Creek and ultimately Lake Michigan. The Southwest Michigan Land
Conservancy (SWMLC) was awarded a grant from the Michigan Department
of Environmental Quality. The partners will be working on several fronts to
address nonpoint source pollution and water quality issues. Nonpoint source
pollution stems from diffuse sources carried off the land and into surface waters via snow, rain, or wind.
Landowners and Sarett Nature Center will voluntarily work with SWMLC to
protect seven properties containing high priority wetlands along the Paw Paw
River and the contributing streams.
The Southwest Michigan Planning Commission and Two Rivers Coalition will
create an Ox Creek Restoration Partnership to develop a vision for the
Orchards Mall area that incorporates green infrastructure (rain gardens,
swales, porous pavement, etc) to reduce nonpoint source pollutants and
improve hydrology.
Lastly, with this grant project, the Berrien Conservation District is spearheading an effort working with agricultural landowners in the headwaters of
Ox Creek. The District will encourage the adoption of best management practices to reduce pollutants entering Ox Creek. Read more about this effort and
Ox Creek inside!
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A Little Background on
Ox Creek
Ox Creek is a warmwater stream that
flows through Benton Harbor where it
joins the Paw Paw River. It is within
the St. Joseph River Watershed. Ox
Creek originates in agriculture lands
east of the city of Benton Harbor and
drains an area of 16.5 square miles.
The western portion is mostly urban
and the eastern portion is mostly agricultural. Ox Creek appears on Michigan’s impaired waters list.
Causes of the impairment are sedimentation, siltation, total suspended
solids, and flow regime alterations.
Pollution from road and parking lot
runoff following rain events in the
urbanized areas contribute to impairment as well as sedimentation entering the stream and it’s tributaries
from agricultural land.

How can this be
improved?
Our partners are looking at both
urban and agriculture issues.
Berrien Conservation District is
focusing on agricultural practices:
Implement Agricultural Best Management Practices (BMP’s) to reduce sediment and nutrient runoff and restore
hydrology.
What does this mean to me?
If you own or lease agricultural land
there is a lot that you can voluntarily
do, and in many cases there are dollars available to assist you.
Let’s look at some BMP’s:
Field Border - A strip of permanent
vegetation established at the edge or
around the perimeter of a field. It’s
purpose is to reduce erosion from wind
and water & protect soil and water
quality.
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Filter Strip - A strip of vegetation that removes contaminants
from overland flow. It is designed to reduce suspended solids &
associated contaminants in runoff.
Grassed Waterway - A shaped or graded channel that is established with vegetation to carry surface water at a non –
erosive velocity to a stable outlet. This will convey runoff without causing erosion or flooding.
Drainage Water Management - Managing water discharges
from surface or subsurface agricultural drainage systems (field
tile). The purpose of this practice using water control structures is to reduce nutrient, pathogen, and/or pesticide loading
from drainage systems into downstream waters. It also improves productivity and the health and vigor of plants!
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What about Wetlands?
There has been a 72% loss of wetlands in the Ox Creek Watershed;
many acres have been drained for
other land uses.

Why are wetlands important?
They provide a number of benefits by
storing water following rain and snow
melt. By keeping the water in place,
wetlands recharge groundwater instead of the water being discharged
through field tiles and drains. Wetlands help reduce the magnitude and
frequency of flooding events. Sediment and chemicals in water held in
wetlands have time to be filtered out
before the water enters lakes and
streams. They also provide excellent
wildlife habitat.
There is potential to restore up to
1000 acres of wetlands in this watershed. Through the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program, landowners receive assistance to restore
wetlands that were converted to agricultural land. Eligible land includes
farmed or prior-converted wetlands
that can be successfully and cost effectively restored. NRCS pays an
easement payment-currently
$4,275/acre, and a portion of the restoration costs. Contact us for info.
Cover Crop - Grasses, legumes, or forbs planted for seasonal vegetative cover. Cover crops can reduce
erosion from wind and water, maintain or increase soil health, and reduce water quality degradation by
utilizing excessive soil nutrients.
No–Till - Limiting soil disturbance to manage the amount and distribution of crop and plant residue on
the soil surface year round. This has been shown to reduce erosion, and maintain or increase soil quality
among other benefits such as reduced energy use.
Streambank and Shoreline Protection - Treatments used to stabilize and protect banks of streams
or constructed channels, et al. Purposes include the prevention of the loss of land or damage to land uses, maintain the flow capacity of streams or channels, reduce the offsite or downstream effects of sediment resulting from bank erosion, and to improve or enhance the stream corridor for fish and wildlife
habitat, aesthetics, or recreation.
If you live in the area outlined above and are interested in learning more about these and
other practices please contact us at 269-471-9111 x3 or stop in.
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Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program

Fred & Jane Helwig from Coloma were
MAEAP verified in all systems in 2015.
They also received the Berrien Co. 2015
Environmental Stewardship Award for
surface and groundwater protection practices applied on their farm. They farm
corn, soybeans, wheat, & raise beef cattle.

MAEAP is a voluntary program that offers farmers the
opportunity to be proactive about their environmental
stewardship. It provides education through on-farm
risk assessments addressing livestock, farmstead, and
cropping system issues that may pose a risk to soil and
water quality. Most producers participating in the program strive to become MAEAP verified. Each system
is evaluated independently. All farms are different,
therefore, operation-specific and economically viable
solutions are developed and put into an action plan to
help the producer address the identified risks at his or
her own pace. Soil testing, nutrient planning, manure
management, improved record-keeping, irrigation system evaluations, safe storage of fuel, fertilizer, & pesticides, and emergency planning are some examples of
action plan items. If applicable, cost-share opportunities are discussed.
The number of verifications statewide is nearly 3,700.
Berrien County is one of the strongest counties in the
state with approximately 98 verifications to date.
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