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ABSTRACT 

 

COMMON GROUND OVER COMMON WATER 

 

by 

 

Thomas Anthony Gentine 

 

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2022 

Under the Supervision of Professor Amanda I. Seligman 

 

 

 

 

My dissertation examines government and nongovernment entities’ attempts to restore and 

protect the use and health of the Milwaukee River and its watershed from 1960 to 2000. Under Mayor 

Henry Maier’s leadership, Milwaukee worked to reclaim the urban riverway to stimulate economic 

growth. However, state and federal representatives, after the passage of the 1965 Water Quality Act, 

demanded that the city government prioritize updating the combined storm and sewer system to lessen 

pollution in the Milwaukee River. At the same time, other groups worked to save rural areas from 

unplanned development and further degradation of the waterway. Influential groups included the 

Riveredge Nature Center members, the Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission 

(SEWRPC), the Milwaukee River Restoration Council, and the Milwaukee River Revitalization Council. As 

these groups debated the best course of action, they recognized the benefits of a watershed approach 

to restoring the riverway’s health. However, arguments continued as the communities that purported a 

public interest in the waterway were often identified by boundaries that did not coincide with the 

watershed’s area. My research contributes to historical scholarship by investigating how these groups 

came to recognize the importance of a watershed approach to addressing water pollution problems and 

protecting private property from flood damage. However, searching for a shared public interest that 

reflected urban, suburban, and rural perspectives of the watershed’s future was more elusive as 

economic, social, and historical understandings of the watershed continued to divide people. 
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Primary source materials were gathered through newspaper articles and archival sources. The 

Milwaukee Public Library funds the online storage of the Milwaukee Journal and Milwaukee Sentinel. 

Archival material was located through the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee (UWM) Archives 

Department and the Wisconsin Historical Center. Also, I utilized materials stored by SEWRPC, Riveredge 

Nature Center, and the River Revitalization Foundation.  
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Preface 

 

As a young child, I remember my aunt Mary bringing me to the Nichols Creek Wildlife Area, 

located along the North Branch of the Milwaukee River off County Road N, north of Waldo, Wisconsin. 

Besides the fun of tramping through some mud, the real treat was drinking water from an artesian 

spring. Of course, I questioned, “Will I get sick?” as drinking water came from a faucet, not a spring 

emerging from the ground. My aunt assured me I would not get sick and after drinking the first cup, I 

quickly filled another ground-cooled cup of water. On the day of my dissertation defense, I returned to 

Nichols Creeks for my “drink of courage,” my cup of artesian water. After successfully defending my 

dissertation, I called my aunt to celebrate and thank her for that early childhood lesson that has been 

forgotten or never learned by so many people. 

The story of the revitalization of the Milwaukee River Watershed tells the story of many 

people’s passions, successes, and failures, to improve the quality of its waters from 1960 to 2000, after 

its waters became so degraded that people could not eat the fish or swim in its waters without the 

threat of getting sick. It is also a story of people that provide opportunities for people to have access to 

more spaces to learn how nonhuman life and natural processes can assist in improving people’s 

standard of living.  

However, my dissertation does not promote a single vision to represent the public interest in 

the waterway and its watershed. My experiences and the value I find in the waterway come from 

recreation. The value of the watershed for many others reflects a need to earn a living and protect their 

property from flood damage. Rather, through the many arguments and debates over the best course to 

the revitalization of the Milwaukee River Watershed, I hope readers will recognize that there is room to 

find common ground over our common waters to reflect various people’s remembrances, present 

needs, and future desires to utilize and sustain the precious resources and life throughout the 
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watershed. And how people chose to imagine and work towards a place to play… to reside… and to 

labor… within a healthy and vibrant watershed community. 

 

Thomas Anthony Gentine 

Howards Grove, WI, December 1, 2022 
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Milwaukee River Watershed Map 

 

 
(Map courtesy of Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission) 
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Introduction 

 
Even though humans have interacted with the land and waters of the Milwaukee River 

Watershed (MRW) for thousands of years, geologic forces associated with the last advance of the 

Laurentide Ice Sheet remain the most significant influences on the landscape.1 The MRW is over 900 

square miles, stretching from its headwaters in the southern parts of both Fond du Lac and Sheboygan 

counties to downtown Milwaukee, where it empties into Lake Michigan, 95 miles from its source. The 

northern area of the flood plain is 521 feet above the average level of Lake Michigan.2 The 

predominantly gravel soils in the northern region filter the water into groundwater reservoirs. In the 

southern part, the soil becomes more impervious, and the land becomes flatter, making it more prone 

to flood as the snow melts and spring rains saturate the ground.3 

 

A Brief Social History of the Milwaukee River 

After the last retreat of the Laurentide Ice Sheet over 10,000 years ago, humans migrated into 

the MRW to take advantage of its natural resources. How people have envisioned and used the 

Milwaukee River to serve their needs and wants has regularly changed since they arrived in the area. 

Between 500 BCE to 1200 CE, the Mound Builders civilization resided in the Great Lakes region: utilizing 

the waterways to transport goods; rich soils to cultivate corn, squash, and beans; and lush habitats to 

hunt wild game and gather various foods. Later, the Potawatomi, Ho-Chunk, and Menominee called the 

area home. They adapted to and manipulated the environment similar to the Mound Builders. However, 

                                                      
1 Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission, Milwaukee River Watershed Planning Program 

Prospectus (Waukesha, WI, 1966), 7. 
2 Milwaukee River Technical Study Committee, The Milwaukee River: An Inventory of Its Problems, an Appraisal of 

Its Potentials (Milwaukee, WI: City of Milwaukee, 1968), 35. 
3 US Army Engineer, District Chicago, “Preliminary Report: Summary Flood Control Study of the Milwaukee River 

and Tributaries, Wisconsin” (Chicago, Ill., April 1964), 1, Records of Mayor Henry W. Maier Administration, 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin 1957-1989, Box 83, Folder 20, State Historical Society of Wisconsin; Department of City 

Development, Preliminary Report: On the Milwaukee River, 1963, 7–8. 
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in the 17th and 18th centuries, they began actively participating in the fur trade with the early French 

immigrants. Milwaukee remained a small trading post between Indigenous peoples and European 

immigrants throughout the 1700s, led by Angelique Roy and her husband Jacques Vieau.4 Artists 

represented the efforts of people hunting and gathering the bounty of the land and water’s riches. 

Images depicted European and Indigenous people on water vessels trading goods and early pioneers 

quickly catching fish and shooting their fill of duck.5 Many immigrants and migrants shared these 

perspectives of this natural landscape in the early nineteenth century as more settlement opportunities 

were made for people from the east and across the Atlantic Ocean. 

European migrants referenced the natural abundance of the watershed and depicted the 

centrality of Milwaukee’s relationship to Lake Michigan and its three rivers, the Milwaukee, 

Menomonee, and Kinnickinnic. In the 1830s, the Indigenous people ceded their land to the United 

States government. The federal government then ordered the forced removal of the Potawatomi 

people. This led to the influx of migrants from the eastern United States and Europe. Solomon Juneau, a 

migrant arriving from Montreal, Canada, established an outpost for the American Fur Trading Company 

and later became the first mayor of Milwaukee. Despite these attempts to remove Indigenous people 

from the area, they remain a vibrant part of Milwaukee’s multiethnic community.6  

A land seen as a place of abundance still required the active hand of human labor. For example, 

George Pickney wrote a letter to his sister in 1836 describing the Milwaukee River as “the most 

                                                      
4 Bryan Rindfleisch, “Native Milwaukee,” in Encyclopedia of Milwaukee, ed. Amanda I. Seligman and Margo 

Anderson, 2016, https://emke.uwm.edu/entry/native-milwaukee/; Jacob C. Jurss, “Indigenous Milwaukee in the 

Age of Empire,” in Encyclopedia of Milwaukee, ed. Amanda I. Seligman and Margo Anderson, 2016, 

https://emke.uwm.edu/entry/indigenous-milwaukee-in-the-age-of-empire/. 
5 Wisconsin Historical Society, “Wild Rice Threshing Machine: Wisconsin Historical Museum Object - Feature 

Story,” Wisconsin Historical Society, 2006, https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Article/CS2721; John Gurda, 

Milwaukee: A City Built on Water (Madison, WI: Wisconsin Historical Society Press, 2018), 7, 12; James S. Buck, 

Pioneer History of Milwaukee: From the First American Settlement in 1833 to 1841 (Milwaukee: Swain and Tate, 

Book and Job Printers, 1890), 54, 111, https://archive.org/stream/pioneerhistoryof01buck#page/n5/mode/2up. 
6 Rindfleisch, “Native Milwaukee”; Bethany Harding, “Solomon Juneau,” in Encyclopedia of Milwaukee, ed. Amanda 

I. Seligman and Margo J. Anderson, 2016, https://emke.uwm.edu/entry/solomon-juneau/; Jurss, “Indigenous 

Milwaukee in the Age of Empire.” 
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Goddamned place he ever visited in his life. The town - or what is so called - lies in the middle of a 

swamp. One cannot go one-half mile in any direction without getting into water. The entire place is a 

deep morass. The river is a fine thing – as I expected – but when you have to cross it 3 or 4 times daily 

on a log it ceases to be an enjoyment.”7 

Developers interested in promoting the value of Milwaukee as a shipping hub understood the 

role nature played in shaping a place for a commercial port and the potential economic growth of 

Milwaukee. Increase Lapham, the prominent surveyor and ecologist of Milwaukee, noted that 

Milwaukee Bay was formed from glacial runoff. First, the water carved the valley 100 feet below the 

present floor. Then, as the lake level rose, the process slowed, forming multiple layers, eventually 

forming the upper layer. The top layer of soil consisted of decaying vegetable matter, muck.8 Yet 

developers would not depend on nature’s labor alone. They believed the landscape could be improved 

by dredging the harbor for commercial needs. In June 1837, the Milwaukee Sentinel promoted the 

development of a port that would be the crown of the Great Lakes. Working to reshape the harbor that 

the river carved over thousands of years, humans converted the space to provide a safe place for cargo 

vessels, unloading their shipments in nearby warehouses and connecting the interior of the United 

States to the Atlantic world.9 William Bradford published his emigrant guide, Notes on the Northwest, 

enthusiastically supporting Milwaukee’s standing as a first-class town as it provided a link between 

eastern markets and the timbered and rich soils of the hinterland.10 Similar to ports on the Atlantic 

coast, Milwaukee could be built looking out across Lake Michigan, importing and exporting goods 

                                                      
7 “Another Prophecy about Milwaukee: Dear Jane Letter from George Pickney, Dated August 3, 1836,” Evening 

Wisconsin, January 16, 1873, Increase A. Lapham Papers, 1825-1930, Box 20, Folder 11, Wisconsin Historical 

Society; Gurda, Milwaukee, 10. 
8 Increase Allen Lapham, “Description of the Menomonee Marsh” (1874), Increase A. Lapham Papers, 1825-1930, 

Box 20, Folder 3, Wisconsin Historical Society. 
9 Gurda, Milwaukee, 16. 
10 Bayrd Still, “The Growth of Milwaukee as Recorded by Contemporaries,” Wisconsin Magazine of History 21, no. 3 

(March 1938): 271. 
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around the Atlantic World. Not only was Milwaukee being shaped by local interests, but its landscape 

was also designed to interact with the world. 

In the 1830s, Byron Kilbourn, a land speculator and one of Milwaukee’s three founders, 

envisioned constructing a canal linking the Great Lakes to the Mississippi River. In 1835 the North 

Avenue Dam and one mile of the canal were built before Kilbourn’s canal company failed.11 With the 

river deepened, a water community thrived upstream of the dam. For example, swimming schools 

dotted the riverbanks, attracting many residents to the Milwaukee River. Milwaukee’s own George 

Whittaker, the national swimming amateur champion in 1893, trained in the riverway above the North 

Avenue Dam. Further north in Shorewood, Wonderland Park provided brave thrill seekers the 

opportunity to ride slides skipping into the river.12 Also, in the nineteenth century, Milwaukee’s famous 

breweries managed beer gardens along Milwaukee’s waterways. For example, Blatz brewery’s beer 

garden, located on the river’s east side, was a short boat ride from the North Avenue bridge.13 

In 1857 the “straight cut” was completed near the mouth of the Milwaukee River, which greatly 

expanded navigation up the Milwaukee River to the North Avenue Dam. Direct access to the river and 

the Great Lakes attracted many industries. Although people found value in the Milwaukee River for 

recreation, the riverway became a back door entrance to the city’s tanneries, breweries, coal fields, and 

other local industries, especially below the North Avenue Dam. By the late 1860s, nine tanning 

companies operated in the Milwaukee River Basin, manufacturing over $4.3 million of goods. In the late 

1800s, Milwaukee led the world in producing leather, taking advantage of its proximity to water, hides, 

                                                      
11 Thomas J. Jablonsky, “Byron Kilbourn,” in Encyclopedia of Milwaukee, ed. Amanda I. Seligman and Margo 

Anderson, 2016, https://emke.uwm.edu/entry/byron-kilbourn/; John Gurda, “Water,” in Encyclopedia of 

Milwaukee, ed. Amanda I. Seligman and Margo Anderson, 2016, https://emke.uwm.edu/entry/water/. 
12 Harry Anderson and Frederick I. Olson, Milwaukee: At the Gathering of the Waters (Milwaukee, WI: Milwaukee 

County Historical Society, 1981), 85–86, 139. 
13 Henry H. Anderson, “Recreation, Entertainment, and Open Spaces: Park Traditions of Milwaukee County,” in 

Trading Post to Metropolis: Milwaukee County’s First 150 Years (Milwaukee County Historical Society, 1987), 261; 

Gurda, Milwaukee, 56. 
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and hemlock bark, all used in the tanning process. Over 30 tanning companies occupied the 

Menomonee and Milwaukee River valleys.14 In the 1880s, Milwaukee would be one of the largest wheat 

shipping ports in the world. For most of the twentieth century, these businesses depended on the 

waterway to bring their goods to the market and carry their industrial waste into Lake Michigan. Not 

only was the river used for transportation, but it was also used in the production process. Natural water 

springs and Lake Michigan provided the water for local breweries. Before refrigeration, Milwaukee 

breweries cut ice from the Menomonee River and above the North Avenue Dam on the Milwaukee 

River.15  

Throughout the twentieth century, Milwaukee city leaders considered various proposals to 

develop downtown along the Milwaukee River and improve its water quality. For example, architect 

Angelo Clas (in 1909) and his brother Reuben Clas (in 1922) drew up plans to redevelop the riverfront, 

modeled after European river cities.16 In 1923, Charles Whitnall drafted plans for Milwaukee County’s 

Park system that provided various opportunities to enjoy the riverine landscape for generations to 

come. These plans included conservation areas, protection from flood damage, and open spaces for 

urban residents. Whitnall argued that this was especially important for the inhabitants trapped in one of 

the United States’ most densely populated cities.17 Whitnall’s vision would eventually be reflected in the 

environmental corridor stretching along the Milwaukee riverbanks from the former North Avenue Dam 

to Lincoln Park in suburban Glendale.  

                                                      
14 Anderson and Olson, Milwaukee, 25; Gurda, Milwaukee, 59–60. 
15 Gurda, Milwaukee, 53. 
16 “Plans for Milwaukee Riverfront Beautiful Given Impetus by Decision to Build Walk from Wisconsin to Mason 

Streets,” Milwaukee Sentinel, August 3, 1911, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel Historical Newspapers; Bobby Tanzilo, 

“A Milwaukee River Parkway and Downtown Disney?,” OnMilwaukee, August 7, 2014, 

https://onmilwaukee.com/buzz/articles/1968riverreport.html. 
17 Lorne A. Platt, “Planning Ideology and Geographic Thought in the Early Twentieth Century: Charles Whitnall’s 

Progressive Era Park Designs for Socialist Milwaukee,” Journal of Urban History 36, no. 6 (2010): 771–91; John M. 

McCarthy, “Charles Whitnall,” in Encyclopedia of Milwaukee, ed. Amanda I. Seligman and Margo Anderson, 2016, 

https://emke.uwm.edu/entry/charles-whitnall/; Anderson, “Recreation, Entertainment, and Open Spaces: Park 

Traditions of Milwaukee County,” 284–85. 
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Despite plans to green the riverbanks, local industries and human waste from a growing 

population overburdened the city’s sewer system, making the Milwaukee River an open sewer channel. 

The original sewer system, active in 1869, purposefully directed wastewater to the Milwaukee River. It 

was seen as the only realistic alternative to the accumulating human, animal, and industrial waste in the 

city streets.18 In 1880, the Board of Public Works set out to build 165 miles of intercept sewers, which 

led waste out to Lake Michigan.19 This combined storm and sewer system (CSS) could never contain 

heavy rains and spring melts. Sewage overflowed into the Milwaukee River on average over 50 times a 

year. In 1921, the Metropolitan Sewage Commission (MSC) was created. Part of its task was to seek 

ways to minimize the water pollution that entered the streams. However, MSC’s decision to utilize a 

combined storm and sewer system to manage the sewage and rainwater in the same pipes presented 

many challenges. The CSS regularly overflowed, degrading the water quality and turning the Milwaukee 

River green.20  

Although the CSS helped remove waste from the city streets, the public grew concerned about 

their polluted waterways. The public interest in better water quality addressed severe health concerns. 

In 1888 the city’s leaders funded the flushing tunnel to maintain a steady flow of water to clean out the 

slow-moving, polluted waters into Lake Michigan. In the early 1900s, the city had multiple typhoid 

outbreaks as sewage from the river polluted Lake Michigan’s water intake system. To lessen the chances 

of sewage and waste flowing out of the Milwaukee River, infecting water supplies, city leaders called for 

a new water intake system extending further into Lake Michigan and the chlorination of the water 

                                                      
18 Gurda, Milwaukee, 138. 
19 Anderson and Olson, Milwaukee, 48. 
20 Congressman Henry S. Reuss, “An Action Program to Clean Up the Waters of the Milwaukee River Basin,” 

September 1966, City Club of Milwaukee Records, 1909-1975, Box 109, Folder 7, UW-Milwaukee Libraries, 

Archives; Herbert D. McCullough and Herbert A. Goetsch to Subcommittee on House Natural Resources and 

Power, September 14, 1966, City Club of Milwaukee Records, 1909-1975, Box 109, Folder 7, UW-Milwaukee 

Libraries Archives; Gurda, Milwaukee, 160. 
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supply to help to kill disease-causing germs.21 Another solution attempted to clean the water rather 

than simply pushing it out into the lake. In 1925 the city government approved the construction of the 

Jones Island Treatment facility to clean wastewater and recycle the leftover sludge into Milorganite, a 

fertilizer for farms.22 Despite these attempts to address water pollution, manufacturing companies 

disposed of more waste in the riverway during WWII as they supplied the war effort. As the economy 

grew in the 1950s, waste continued to enter the Milwaukee River. The combined sewer system was 

bypassed regularly, emptying sewage into the stream 9.4% of the time.23 Due to water pollution, 

swimming holes began to close after WWII. Further provoking many people's desires to change their 

relationship with the waterway, Lincoln Creek, a tributary of the Milwaukee River, caught on fire in 

1951. The landscape provided an excellent place to earn profits, but it was a poor environment to live 

and play.24 However, Milwaukee’s strong economy would not last, and the people’s relationship with 

the waterway would soon change. 

In 1959 the opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway expanded shipping in the Great Lakes. 

However, the ocean-going vessels that now entered the Great Lakes could not navigate the Milwaukee 

River. Thus, industry and shipping moved to the deeper ports in the Menomonee River Valley. 

Furthermore, industries relied more on rail and the trucking industry, which was greatly expanded after 

the Federal Highway Act of 1956.25 Recognizing that the river’s value for commercial traffic was 

dwindling, city leaders closed the river to large trading vessels. The newly elected mayor, Henry Maier, 

and his administration planned to transform the waterway for new economic opportunities and, 
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secondarily, address the recreational appeal and improve the health of the Milwaukee River. The Maier 

Administration saw these plans in the public interest. However, defining the common good or the public 

interest was challenging, with groups representing different economic, political, ethnic, and 

environmental interests. The city of Milwaukee was involved in these visions, and so was the state: 

legally, Wisconsin’s legislative branch was the trustee of Wisconsin’s waters. Their responsibility to 

protect the public interest in the waterways was defined in the Public Trust Doctrine. 

The Public Trust Doctrine dates to the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, before Wisconsin’s 

statehood in 1848, which outlined future states’ responsibilities to defend citizens’ rights to access the 

navigable waters of the Mississippi River and the St. Lawrence waterways. In 1848, the framers of 

Wisconsin’s constitution protected these same rights.26 Although city leaders often defined the public 

interest in practice, state government leaders have spoken of the public interest from a more 

comprehensive, regional perspective since the inception of the Public Trust Doctrine. Also, the trustees’ 

duties have been expanded throughout the twentieth century to safeguard water resources for 

recreation and to maintain pollution-free waters.27 Despite a region rich in water resources, conflicts 

emerged as competing interests fought over what they believed was in the best public interest. 

 

A Watershed Community 

Although the Maier Administration worked to redevelop the riverway, other government 

entities and nongovernment groups had their ideas. What started as a process to revitalize the city’s 

economy in the early 1960s became an endeavor to restore the MRW’s ecological health by the end of 
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the twentieth century. River histories are often seen in the context of their watersheds.28 The MRW 

comprises over 900 square miles of urban and rural land. This relatively small area provides an 

opportunity to examine how various urban and rural interest groups understood the river’s value from 

1960 to 2000. In addition, the MRW is part of the Great Lakes Basin. Thus, not only was the river seen as 

an asset to the residents of Southeastern Wisconsin but also by Canadian and other US citizens. 

Although public interest in a waterway was viewed as a universal right, reflecting human survival needs, 

various environmental organizations and government entities defined the boundaries in which the 

public was recognized. For example, elected government officials often referred to their constituents as 

“the public.” However, political leaders speaking of the public interests included or excluded different 

people’s perspectives based on political boundaries. Thus, the public interest in a waterway demarcated 

by the city limits was not the same group of people representing a watershed community that included 

multiple political units or a government authority identified by wider political boundaries. As individuals, 

civic groups, and government agencies searched for common ground over common waters, it was 

important to address shared needs and recognize the community boundaries in which the public 

interest was defined.  

Using the 1960s as a starting point allows for an investigation of the MRW during a transitional 

period. In the early twentieth century, the urban river was seen primarily as a transportation hub and a 

channel for municipal and industrial waste disposal. These economic exploits degraded the river’s 

overall health and limited other waterway activities. In the 1960s, the city’s planners focused on the 
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changing economy. The city’s leadership worked to reclaim the river and watershed as a recreational 

asset that could provide economic opportunities while the city coped with aging infrastructure. By 

contrast, upstream rural lands consisted of small mill towns and family farms. These residents and 

landowners did not consider closing the Milwaukee River to transportation as an incentive to change 

how they interacted with the riverway. They defended their existing adaptations to the land and water 

rather than seeking to change them. Other people living in new communities formed along the river 

desired to protect property from flood damage and pursue economic opportunities by controlling the 

river’s flow. However, people learned that plans to shape the waterway’s course might threaten other 

people’s property value. 

Proposed solutions led to conflicts concerning the river’s utility. People’s visions of how the 

waterway should be developed and protected reflected urban and rural relationships with nature. 

Attempting to find a holistic solution to watershed problems, government leaders, environmental group 

spokespersons, and residents throughout the watershed generally outlined their vision supporting the 

common good. However, these professed statements included or excluded certain people from their 

conception of the public. The debates over the use and revitalization of the Milwaukee River often 

shifted back and forth from a perspective recognizing a particular community to a regional community. 

For example, environmental and conservation groups often recognized the importance of preserving 

and protecting the freshwater resource of Lake Michigan and the entire Great Lakes Basin, which 

challenged urban and rural citizens to examine how the basin’s ecological health was impacted by the 

various ways people used the Milwaukee River. The state of Illinois also sued the city of Milwaukee to 

address its failing CSS. From this larger perspective, decisions on how to use the riverway needed to 

consider views from a wider geographic area encompassing more diverse interests. 

Examining how decisions to utilize the Milwaukee River took place, how people understood 

their relationship with the MRW, and the consequences of those decisions will help us better 
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understand how the state’s citizens have succeeded and failed to protect Wisconsin’s waters. In 1968 

Garrett Hardin wrote “The Tragedy of the Commons.” Hardin demonstrated how population growth 

places added pressures on shared resources, threatening overuse and degradation. In addition, self-

interest, if left unregulated, worsened the problems. As a result, communities that shared common 

spaces were threatened by human self-interest and unchecked population growth.29 Like the 

metaphorical pasture described in Hardin’s essay, the Milwaukee River was a shared common or public 

space. Unlike other parts of the country and areas of the world, water is plentiful in the Great Lakes 

basin. However, the debates concerning how to protect and preserve these valuable assets were still 

contentious. Unlike Hardin’s attention to the conflict between self-interest and public interest, my study 

concerning the revitalization of the Milwaukee River examines the conflict between public interests. 

Unlike other river and watershed histories, my historical study of the Milwaukee River and its 

watershed examines the difficulties of finding a shared understanding of the public interest from the 

perspective of a watershed community. Although a watershed area can be denoted by the landscape in 

which the waters drain to a particular river, the communities that purport a public interest in the 

waterway are often identified by boundaries that do not coincide with the watershed’s boundary. 

Conflicts emerged between representatives of cities representing a smaller body of people, with state 

and national spokespersons representing much larger territories than the public speaking for a 

watershed. Furthermore, my historical study recognizes that a watershed community was not self-

evident. Thus, I examine how various government and non-government groups came to understand how 

solutions to multiple problems in the watershed required a new outlook representing the public that 

lived, worked, and recreated within the MRW. However, this watershed outlook needed to consider the 

ecological factors and the community's economic, social, and political differences. 
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Sources and Methods 

My interest in a historical study of the Milwaukee River originated in an environmental history 

course I took with Dr. Joseph Rodriguez. The following semester, I researched the failed attempt to 

construct the Waubeka Reservoir (Chapter 3). The sources involved in this study came from researching 

individuals and organizations involved in the debate through newspaper articles and archival sources 

maintained by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee (UWM) Archives Department and the Wisconsin 

Historical Center. In addition, I utilized digitized archives stored by the Southeastern Wisconsin Regional 

Planning Commission (SEWRPC). Similar materials were examined for Chapters One and Four. Through 

this research, I uncovered other debates and sources involving the health and use of the Milwaukee 

River.  

Although sources were gathered from the archives and newspapers for the Riveredge Nature 

Center, I accessed newsletters and meeting notes stored at the Riveredge Nature Center. Although 

many of these sources were stored in binders in their library, I also had the joy of investigating an attic 

space, which I shared with furry creatures. Including the story of Riveredge in my study broadened the 

scope and discussion over how a private organization defined the public interest. In addition, the 

founders of Riveredge looked at the need to conserve areas along the river rather than seeking to 

restore spaces along the river. Moreover, Riveredge demonstrates another path toward forming a 

watershed community from a nongovernment agency. 

The Milwaukee River Restoration Council materials were garnered through newspaper accounts 

and mentioned in letters and meeting notes of other government representatives. Chapter Five 

examines the efforts of the Milwaukee River Revitalization Council. At first, I was under the assumption 

that this organization had changed its name from the Milwaukee River Restoration Council to the 

Milwaukee River Revitalization Council. However, further research taught me that it was a separate 

organization. Ray Krueger, one of the original members of the Revitalization Council, preserved 
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documents of the Revitalization Council. I found these documents at the existing location of the River 

Revitalization Foundation (RRF). After many conversations with Ray Krueger, members of the RRF, and 

staff at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee Archives Department, I am pleased to inform the readers 

that they have since been donated to the UWM Archives Department. With continued funding of the 

archives department, these documents will be safely preserved for many years. Utilizing these sources 

provided my understanding that the course toward a watershed perspective originates from multiple 

locations. Like the Milwaukee River Watershed with its numerous branches and tributaries that feed 

into the main stem of the Milwaukee River that winds its way through the city of Milwaukee, so has the 

idea of a watershed community gathered ideas and perspectives from various government and non-

government agencies throughout the watershed. 

 

Historical Perspectives of the Public Interest 

Central to the argument over the use and protection of Wisconsin’s waters within the MRW was 

that spokespersons for the waterway purported to represent the “public interest.” Ari Kelman, in A River 

and Its City, contends that "the public conveys powerful moral authority and a sense of unassailable 

righteousness. It is a benchmark term against which politicians and politics are measured."30 Despite the 

frequent use of “the public,” a clear definition of its meaning is not easily found. Yet arguments abound 

over how individuals and communities utilized natural resources and provided access to public spaces. 

One of the primary factors over whether resources or lands were considered public involved 

access rights. For example, Laura Alice Watt, in The Paradox of Preservation, notes that one 

distinguishing factor between public and private spaces was that public spaces implied that people, 

regardless of status and ownership of property, had equal rights and access to a public space or 
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resource. Despite the equitable ideal, Watt notes that regulating public spaces often resulted in some 

inequality. For example, something as mundane as the hours of the day that Point Reyes National 

Seashore (PRNS) was open might have been a limiting factor to some people. Contrastingly, owners 

utilized private spaces and resources for their various self-interests.31  

Despite inequalities, public areas were often defined as spaces where the public’s rights were 

paramount. The Wisconsin Supreme Court (WSC) ruled in Muensch v. PSC (1952) that “navigable waters 

were defined as public waters and therefore should benefit the public, not simply private interests.”32 

Thus, public spaces’ primary function should be to benefit a diverse group of people and various ways 

people use the waterways. However, the Wisconsin State Circuit Court in State v. Village of Lake Delton 

(1979) emphasized,  

The use of a given space of water to the single use and user which the space can 

reasonably accommodate at a single time reflects the obvious law of physics that two 

objects cannot be in the same place at the same time. While from one perspective such 

a regulation confers a temporary privilege on the user, from another it merely provides 

a mechanism through which the user may exercise his right, held in common with all 

citizens, to use public property for a legitimate purpose.33  

 

In other words, all citizens shared spaces and resources deemed to be within the “public interest.” Yet 

this did not mean some users would not have greater access to resources or spaces. For example, 

people and businesses that owned land along the Milwaukee River had a connection with and access 

rights to the river that differed from the public’s relationship. Also, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the 

Milwaukee River was developed primarily as a transportation hub and sewer channel, severely limiting 

other waterway uses. Thus, depending on the number of people and the various uses of public space, 

the opportunity to take advantage of the space for other endeavors would be limited. 
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 Scholars have also investigated how producers and consumers define public interest. For 

example, Watt argued that environmentalists (consumers) described PRNS as a place of leisure rather 

than a public place where people worked the land or resided. In other words, the “public interest” was 

best served by protecting a place for recreation rather than a place where people could earn a living. In 

some manner, the public interest was protected when human interests were restricted.34 Similarly, 

Richard White, in “Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work for a Living?” recognizes how people 

have defined a public interest through recreational experiences while neglecting laborers’ 

perspectives.35 Paul Sutter, in Driven Wild, contends that conservationists formed the Wilderness 

Society as a response to modern consumerism’s role in degrading environmental spaces.36 Although 

these understandings of public interest draw significant distinctions, they do not recognize how rural or 

urban experiences with the waterway influenced which uses were deemed in the public’s interest. For 

example, the Henry Maier administration and rural agriculturalists saw their relationship with the 

waterway’s economic potential. Maier argued for the riverway’s development as a space for people to 

gather and consume nature. The farm community recognized the waterway as an efficient means to 

help drain their fields of excess water. Although this understanding could be seen as a conflict between 

special interests or a particular interest against the public will, I argue that their desires reflected 

multiple public interests rather than a debate between a public interest and special interests. 

Recognizing the perceived value groups and individuals have placed on claiming their interest 

was in the public’s interest, scholars have noted it was equally important to consider how the public 

interest came to be defined. For example, some historians contend that something became public if 

                                                      
34 Watt, The Paradox of Preservation, 46, 223. 
35 Richard White, “Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work for a Living?: Work and Nature,” in Uncommon 

Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, ed. William Cronon (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996), 

174. 
36 Paul S. Sutter, Driven Wild: How the Fight against Automobiles Launched the Modern Wilderness Movement 

(Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2002), 16–17. 



 19

there was a sense of control beyond an elite few. However, one may also note that it was not just the 

number of voices heard but also which were prioritized. For instance, shifting attention to how decisions 

were made rather than who made them, Karl Jacoby, in Crimes against Nature, emphasizes that in the 

late 19th and early 20th-century national conservation groups disregarded local constituents' previous 

environmental practices and criminalized them.37  

In another example demonstrating how public interests came to be defined, Kelman, in A River 

and Its City, notes that the development of New Orleans has been clothed in the language of “public 

interest.” However, this often masked the reality that the public was divided and lacked a single vision of 

how to develop the Mississippi River. Kelman contends that reformers used the language of 

improvement to meet the needs of business interests.38 Also, Bonnie McCay, in Oyster Wars and Public 

Trust, claims that practical ways of thinking had made their way into law chambers and courts, making it 

possible for owners of factories to successfully argue for the greater social good and gain without 

recognition of the costs. Although groups purporting a utilitarian argument argued for a more significant 

benefit. They often required the acceptance of a lesser harm. In contrast, McCay notes that public 

interests in waterways for navigation, recreation, and other uses may be considered inalienable rights, 

which may not coincide with a utilitarian argument.39  

Again, these understandings of public interest rest on an acceptance that geographic boundaries 

defining the public interest were less consequential. I demonstrate how people’s experiences with 

nature residing within urban and rural landscapes contributed to how they utilized the Milwaukee 

River’s resources. Similarly, William Cronon in “The Trouble with Wilderness” notes that when concerns 

over the protection of the wilderness arose, urban residents and rural residents often defined public 
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interests from their particular perspectives rather than considering a public interest, which incorporated 

a broader perspective.40 However, I emphasize that a perspective originating from an urban or a rural 

lens may reflect a broad perspective, qualifying each to be in the public’s interest. For example, in the 

1980s, Maier’s administration and the Wisconsin government leaders emphasized the importance of a 

watershed perspective or a “Little TVA” to address water quality issues. However, representatives from 

upstream communities balked at the idea, assuming the more populous urban voices would drown out 

their rural perspectives.  

The WSC ruling in Muench v. PSC (1952) drew attention to local interests versus a state-wide 

concern. Although not directly defining public interest, the justices highlighted the differences between 

state-wide and local problems. At issue, in this case, was whether the state or the residents of 

Washburn County had the power to determine whether a dam on the Namekogen River was built.41 

Alexander von Hoffman, in Local Attachments, notes how universal ideas regarding the use of public 

space conflicted with residents’ interests in a Boston neighborhood. As a result, residents protested to 

protect their local public interests from an overarching universal conception of a public interest.42 

Ultimately, these conceptions of public interest represented conflicts over whose voice may be 

prioritized or weighed more heavily than other public voices. Thus, claiming to speak for the “public 

interest” required recognizing the body of people included and excluded to represent the “public.” In 

1965 after the passage of both the Federal Water Quality Act and the Wisconsin Water Law, federal and 

state leaders gained more power over how and when to clean up the Milwaukee River. 

The WSC also ruled that the public interest should recognize the long-term consequences of the 

people’s actions. In Hilton ex rel. Pages Homeowners’ Ass’n v. DNR (2006), the WSC noted that human 

                                                      
40 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” in Uncommon Ground: 

Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, ed. William Cronon (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996), 21. 
41 Muench v. Public Service Comm. 
42 Alexander von Hoffman, Local Attachments: The Making of an American Urban Neighborhood, 1850-1920 

(Baltimore, MD: The John Hopkins University Press, 1994), 89, 117. 



 21

activity in a waterway may be regulated and limited when “to a reasonable degree of scientific 

certainty… further damage to the environment (will impair) the public’s interest in the lakes.” For 

example, in the case of the MRW, government and non-government agencies would argue that sewage 

overflows from the CSS needed to be addressed to protect the long-term health of Lake Michigan. Like 

the WSC in 2006, they claimed the “cumulative impact” must be considered. Further emphasizing the 

rights of all citizens, the court interjected private riparian rights and the reasonable use of the waterway 

was “subordinate to public rights” to the waterway.43 Thus, not only should the public interest be 

defined by the public residing in a territory but also by future generations.  

Defining the public interest, one assumes that communities’ actions should provide more 

benefits than harm. For example, in “Whose Nature?” James Proctor distinguishes between intrinsic and 

instrumental value by arguing that “Intrinsic value in nature implies that its worth is independent of its 

utility to humans; instrumental value implies that its worth depends on its ability to serve a human 

end.”44 Although Aldo Leopold did not speak directly on the public interest, his view of the “land ethic” 

suggests that for people to recognize the public interest, they must understand that all living organisms 

in a community are interconnected. Leopold saw people’s role not as conquerors, subduing the land to 

fit human desires, but rather as citizens of the land, committing themselves to care for the land for all 

living creatures.45 Similarly, Heather Hoag, in Developing the Rivers of East and West Africa, notes that 

the Warufiji understood their surrounding waterscape as a beneficial, potentially dangerous, and above 

all, changing force of nature. They attempted to understand the physical and spiritual aspects of the 

Rufigi River. Farming, fishing, and religious practices were shaped around the changing identity of the 
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river.46 The Warufigi recognized the erratic nature of the Rufigi River and adopted economic and 

spiritual practices that worked with this nature, as opposed to presenting a common good that shaped 

the river to conform to human desires. Public interest, in this case, was defined in unison with natural 

forces. 

The importance of recognizing how the public’s experience or lack of knowledge was further 

explored by Jennifer Bonnell, in Reclaiming the Don, and Ann Vileisis, in Discovering the Unknown 

Landscape. Bonnell depicts the various ways people interacted with the Don River and how these 

interactions shaped the values people attached to the river.47 Vileisis recognizes that people’s lack of 

experience can also shape the values humans have attributed to wetland spaces. She notes that 

people’s perception of wetlands as part of the public’s interest has lessened as wetlands have been 

drained away.48 Similarly, Kelman describes the public’s alienation from the Mississippi River. He argues 

that the development along the Mississippi River changed people’s perception of the river. The river lost 

the Arcadian landscape that travelers and immigrants once recalled and attracted people to the region. 

In other words, the river, at least in the eyes of most New Orleanians, was not sublime; they looked at it 

in the same way we might view an interstate highway today.49 

Bonnell, Vileisis, and Kelman call attention to the difficulty of determining what is in the public’s 

interest. They recognize how people have come to understand our relationship with shared natural 

resources and how people have forgotten previous ways of interacting with the land, water, and other 

living creatures within the spaces where people live, work, and play. Although significant engineering 

feats, like the Deep Tunnel System, improved the water quality of the Milwaukee River, the Riveredge 
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members and the Milwaukee River Revitalization Council labored to educate the public about how 

changing people’s relationship with the waterway would benefit the watershed community in ways that 

were forgotten. The challenge for these groups was addressing sustainability questions and “nature’s 

role” within conflicting visions of the common good. 

 

Historiography 

Historians have argued whether decisions over water use in the United States have been 

defined by capitalist interest rather than the public interest. For example, Donald Worster and others 

contend that an alliance between the government and capitalists has controlled the construction and 

use of water systems across the country.50 Worster maintains that this alliance treated water as a 

commodity and threatened American democracy.51 Rather than see environmental debates as a conflict 

between environmental and economic interests, Matthew Klingle, in Emerald City, and Laura Alice Watt, 

in Paradox of Preservation, question the idea of a single ecological or environmental choice. Depicting 

the environmental transformation of Seattle, Klingle highlights how social class and ethnicity shaped 

how people understood nature. Investigating the land and water use in the PRNS, Watt contends that 

the sustainability of natural resources evolved to favor the absence of human activity in PRNS. Yet she 

claims the value of sustainability might be more productive when human influence and labor are 

recognized and included within the water- and landscape at PRNS.52  

These scholars emphasize how humans’ interactions with the environment, or nature, are often 

shaped by various self-interests. My story of the MRW will examine how people’s perspective of the 
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public interest was reflected in their arguments. However, I will pay closer attention to how geographic 

places, rural and urban, influence people’s conceptions of public interests and the common good. 

Similarly, Rubin Jasper, in A Negotiated Landscape, contends that the San Francisco waterfront is not 

just a creation of the free hand of capitalist development. Instead, Rubin emphasizes that historians 

must recognize how local conditions and power contributed to places' creation and recreation.53 

Although not ignoring self-interested motives of how humans sought to interact with the MRW, 

recognizing the conflict between rural and urban perspectives over the utilization of the waterway, 

which flows through both landscapes, offers insights into how compromises were fostered and divisions 

became more entrenched. In addition, how these ideas worked to include or exclude forces of nature 

provides insight into how these conflicting ambitions provided sustainable or unsustainable paths for 

development. For example, the debates over the Waubeka Reservoir and the Saukville Diversion 

Channel (Chapter Three) highlighted how the public interest was expressed differently based on the 

geographic area people represented. 

Some historians have examined conflicts over the common good and public interest as a 

reflection of people’s understanding of a particular place. For example, Catherine McNeur, in Taming 

Manhattan, notes how boundaries between the city and the country were defined by activities that 

were included or excluded in each domain.54 Paul Sutter, in Driven Wild, notes the efforts of wilderness 

advocates in the second half of the twentieth century to exclude the automobile from various 

geographical spaces.55 Ari Kelman, in A River and Its City, depicts how the Mississippi riverbanks served 

                                                      
53 Jasper Rubin, A Negotiated Landscape: The Transformation of San Francisco’s Waterfront since 1950, 2nd ed. 

(Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2016), 3. 
54 Catherine McNeur, Taming Manhattan: Environmental Battles in the Antebellum City (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2014), 235. 
55 Sutter, Driven Wild, 4. 



 25

as a public space for recreational, political, cultural, and commercial uses. In addition, he notes how 

these spaces could be occupied by competing interests simultaneously and shift over time.56  

Although historical inquiry about a particular section of a river can be valuable, my study 

investigates how these interests were reflected or projected throughout the MRW. Rather than 

examining the revitalization of the MRW as a conflict between people residing in a single place, it is 

essential to recognize the interactions between people representing the public from multiple territories 

that share an interest in the MRW. 

Other historians also argue that the context for historical change is best seen from a regional or 

watershed perspective. They contend that examining what intertwines various spaces is more important 

than what separates them. For instance, in Nature’s Metropolis, William Cronon demonstrates the city 

of Chicago’s connections with the hinterland and that both spaces are better described in relation to 

one another rather than separated by geographic distance.57 Similarly, Richard White, in Organic 

Machine, contends that humans have treated the river like they treat a machine. Its users seek to 

separate it into different functional parts for other interests. However, he emphasizes that river 

histories must see the entire waterway as an organic machine to understand it truly.58  

Similarly, Mark Cioc traces the Rhine River’s history through the shared boundaries and 

negotiated interests, which transformed the river for various uses. However, Cioc contends that these 

projects, though designed to improve human life, fail because they sought short-term objectives and did 

not recognize the complexity involved in reaching stated goals to transform the entire river system. One 

of the flaws related to engineering projects which investigated the river in small parts while disregarding 

how these projects impacted the entire river’s ecosystem. Although the river continued to interact with 
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human needs; it endlessly worked against the forces that impeded its path. Thus, human labor was 

necessary to maintain the infrastructure against nature’s ability to destroy what humans created.59 

My study of the MRW, like Cronon, White, and Cioc, seeks to examine the conflicts over 

waterway use from a regional lens rather than emphasizing only a rural or urban space. However, 

although various interests may speak of the river in its entirety, their perspectives, shaped by specific 

geographic relationships with the waterway, reflected rural- or urban-centric paths toward 

development. Likewise, Sarah Elkind, in Bay Cities and Water Politics, notes that the support of 

regionalism during the Progressive Era was fostered by a desire to improve environmental conditions 

and public health. However, Elkind notes that “regionalism offered fewer benefits to the rural 

communities that surrendered their water or land for urban expansion.”60 Thus, despite attempts to 

recognize shared resources facilitating cooperation, regionalism appeared to create more conflict 

between urban and rural interest groups.61 Thus, the disputes over the use of the Milwaukee waterway 

may be better understood as conflicts over various public interests conditioned on their situatedness. In 

other words, although multiple entities spoke of the public interest and public defined by the 

boundaries of the MRW, they often identified more with a public defined by political or other regional 

divisions. Even though Maier’s administration argued that addressing nonpoint source pollution was in 

the public interest, this perspective was formed from the city’s experience downstream from 

agricultural landowners. 

Historians have examined the conflicts over public interests and rights to water through debates 

over what was considered a public good for the short term and how a public good may project future 

aspirations. For example, in Reclaiming the Don, Jennifer Bonnell often uses the term “imagined 
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futures.” She notes that in the 19th and 20th centuries, human development of the landscape was built 

on an “imagined future” that would alter an unpredictable wilderness and transform it into a productive 

and efficient garden. In addition, she notes that these imagined futures must also displace or replace 

earlier visions.62  

Carl Smith, in City Water, City Life, contends that viewing the infrastructure of a city’s water 

system not only represented the technological knowledge of the period but also “cultural anticipation” – 

an expression of the city’s beliefs, values, and aspirations that designed and managed the system. These 

ideals were heavily contested and often required people to negotiate with one another how to define a 

public good and what constituted the public interest. Smith demonstrates how discussions over matters 

of water overlapped with discussions of how political leaders desired to create a certain kind of 

community. In other words, plans to construct a water system were never just about the water system. 

They were also about social values.63  

The story of “imagined futures” or “cultural anticipation” was complicated in the history of the 

MRW since 1960 as future conceptions involved watersheds and the Great Lakes Basin areas rather than 

segregated urban, suburban, and rural interests. However, one must not overlook how regional lenses 

might reflect these geographically divided interests. Regional approaches that coped with the overall 

health of the Milwaukee River’s ecosystem and its uses envisioned by the Southeastern Wisconsin 

Regional Planning Commission, the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, and federal regulations 

since the Water Quality Act of 1965 must also be seen within the context of rural and urban interests 

and how they envisioned human and river relationships in the future. Moreover, the desire for a 

regional approach also reflected the statewide interest in recreational opportunities and Great Lake 

Basin’s interest in its water resources’ overall health and protection. I contend that people’s use of the 
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“public interest” in debates centered on revitalizing the Milwaukee River Watershed often reflected a 

particular geographic interest rather than a regional or watershed perspective.  

 

Dissertation Outline 

My dissertation examines the struggles to find an agreeable public interest in the use and health 

of the Milwaukee River and its watershed. Government and nongovernment agencies often represented 

a public defined by different territories. Although individuals and groups began to speak about the need 

to address water-related problems from a watershed perspective, this was a difficult task as people did 

not see themselves as part of a watershed community. In other words, ecologically speaking, people 

recognized that a watershed approach was beneficial to address water pollution or concerns of potential 

flood damage. However, I argue that solutions to these problems were not just ecological solutions. 

People held various economic, social, and historical concerns about how the waterway and its 

surrounding lands were utilized. Thus, when various government and nongovernment agencies spoke of 

the public interest in solving watershed problems, a watershed approach seldom aligned with the 

multiple public interests, representing a public from sections of the watershed or a public representing a 

more expansive territory. Also, this study examines the various paths various entities took to understand 

the importance of a watershed approach and the struggles they endured to recognize the public interest 

representing a watershed community. For example, when a watershed outlook was taken to address 

various riverway problems, rural and urban constituents often clashed over what a watershed approach 

would look like and how perceived improvements would benefit or burden them. Debates over the 

revitalization of the waterway involved conflicts between urban and rural interests within the watershed 

that held different beliefs on the value and use of the Milwaukee River. Also, local, state, and national 

political leaders argued the best course of action from the perspectives of their constituents. 

Furthermore, people’s understanding of their relationship changed as various groups educated people 
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about how their actions impacted the waterway’s health. Although the water quality has improved since 

1960, the maintenance of the MRW’s ecological vitality coincides with a public interest reflecting the 

residents of the watershed community. 

To examine the revitalization of the Milwaukee River since 1960, I have divided the dissertation 

into five chapters. Each chapter investigates how various individuals, groups, and government agencies 

defined the public interest and the resulting conflicts. Through these conflicts, one begins to recognize 

how difficult it is to create a sense of community around a watershed. Part of this struggle results from 

an entrenched belief in the role of political districts that do not match the ecological boundaries which 

define the watershed. In addition, as the boundaries that defined a public body changed, the interests 

often conflicted. Chapter One begins with a description of the urban waterway and the economic 

realities that motivated city leaders to redevelop the downtown along the Milwaukee River. After 

winning the 1960 Milwaukee mayoral race, Henry Maier and the Milwaukee Department of City 

Development (MDCD) sought ways to expand the public interest in the riverway and improve the local 

economy. However, after the passage of state and federal water laws in the mid-1960s, conflicts 

between a local perspective (city of Milwaukee) and a regional perspective (state and federal) emerged 

over how best to redevelop the downtown and restore the health of the urban waterway. Although 

both entities looked to restore the waterway in different manners, they prioritized the cleanliness of the 

urban waterway more than the entire watershed. Chapters Two, Three, and Four investigate three 

separate attempts to seek a watershed view to improve the riverway’s health and change how people 

used the natural resources and spaces within the watershed. Chapter Five appraises the efforts to find 

common ground over common water. Between 1960-2000 the Milwaukee River became cleaner, and 

public access to these waters expanded. However, a shared public interest in the waterway remains 

more elusive than realized. 
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Chapter One explores the disagreements over how the Milwaukee River should be revitalized in 

the 1960s. I argue that seeing the Milwaukee River revitalization from the perspectives of city leaders’ 

perspectives as opposed to state and national leaders’ outlooks was best understood by recognizing 

how they prioritized the overall well-being of the city of Milwaukee. Both groups understood the 

degraded health of the Milwaukee River ecosystem. Yet after the Federal Water Quality Act of 1965, 

local, state, and national interests vied to understand the public interest. Milwaukee Mayor Henry 

Maier’s administration contended that the economic development and overall health of the city of 

Milwaukee needed to precede water quality concerns. The Maier Administration investigated ways to 

enhance people’s experience and recognize the beauty of the Milwaukee River. Revitalizing the 

waterway was a city endeavor and seemed like a means to strengthen the economy and increase 

people’s desire to live downtown. If pollution abatement programs were prioritized, the city’s well-being 

would be in jeopardy. These efforts collided with state and national representatives that had a broader 

perspective of the public interest of the Milwaukee River, which included people who lived outside of 

the city boundaries. State and federal leaders argued that the public’s primary interest required plans to 

lessen the pollution in the urban waterway. For example, Congressional Representative Henry Reuss, 

speaking for a broader geographic audience, prioritized the waterway’s health. In addition, residents 

from this larger area viewed urbanization as part of the problem. In other words, the city was the cause 

of the problem and was responsible for cleaning it up. Created in the early 1960s, the Southeastern 

Wisconsin Regional Planning Committee (SEWRPC) began recognizing degraded areas throughout the 

watershed. However, for most of the 1960s, the primary concern of government leaders was the urban 

waterway rather than the health of the MRW. 

Chapter Two explores the creation of the Riveredge Nature Center (RNC) from its founding in 

1968 through the duration of G. Andrew Larsen’s term as the lead naturalist and later administrator. He 

was the first hired naturalist at RNC. Suburban women from the Whitefish Bay Garden Club and the 
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Junior League of Milwaukee were the primary motivators of the RNC. The primary actors were not 

public officials but were members of a privately run nature center. Although they were a private 

organization, they worked to attract a broad membership throughout southeastern Wisconsin. To help 

raise funding, the Riveredge Foundation, Inc. was established in 1968. The foundation’s mission was to 

create and conserve habitats for nonhuman species and human education. The founders looked for a 

place to develop a refuge or sanctuary away from where they lived and worked. Riveredge would 

provide a place for people to learn about plants and landscapes absent in their suburban properties. 

Rather than seek to improve the river corridors within the city of Milwaukee, as the Maier 

Administration attempted, the RNC founders restored lands along the river corridor that were relatively 

removed from the urban landscape. Like the Maier Administration in the 1960s, the founders of 

Riveredge saw their mission as an attempt to develop a particular location along the Milwaukee River. 

Unlike the Maier administration, they sought to conserve lands from urban development rather than 

revitalize and develop lands and water to expand the city’s economic growth. However, the goals of the 

RNC would evolve. 

Initially portrayed as an island removed from urbanization, members worked to spread what 

they learned to their communities. Soon the RNC board promoted the image of a place interconnected 

to rural and urban areas throughout the watershed. The Riveredge community fostered an interest in 

the Milwaukee River Watershed that united urban and non-urban environmental interests, worked to 

conserve natural domains and improved people’s understanding of nature’s role in a watershed 

community. This demonstrated an evolution of their efforts to serve the public interest. First, the 

community-led efforts to save lands from urbanization. Then, it evolved into an organization that 

viewed its relationship to urban and rural lands as interconnected rather than an island removed from 

the city. Furthermore, the RNC, like the Revitalization Council (Chapter Five), demonstrates the role of 

education in developing a watershed perspective and searching for a shared public interest. 
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Chapter Three focuses on the Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission’s 

(SEWRPC) efforts to study regional problems and advise local and county governments in the seven 

counties of southeast Wisconsin of possible future development and conservation of lands. SEWRPC was 

formed in the early 1960s. It was made up of representatives from the seven counties in southeastern 

Wisconsin. The commission’s purpose was to find solutions to government inefficiencies in Milwaukee 

County involving problems that crossed political boundaries.64 Unlike the Maier Administration and the 

RNC board, SEWRPC sought a regional perspective. In effect, it represents a public body much more 

extensive than RNC’s membership and the city limits of Milwaukee. SEWRPC was responsible for 

examining water pollution and flooding within the MRW in the mid-1960s and published its study of the 

MRW in the early 1970s. SEWRPC defined water problems from a watershed perspective. Wisconsin 

politicians and real estate planners were concerned over the projected growing population of southeast 

Wisconsin and the need to maintain, protect, and find new natural recreational opportunities. In 

addition, suburban dwellers, alarmed over the unpredictable flow of the Milwaukee River, clashed with 

residents in rural landscapes concerned over how to preserve their property from the encroachment of 

urban and suburban interests. To address these concerns, SEWRPC studied various proposals to control 

the water flow of the Milwaukee River and zone lands in the watershed to meet future development 

and recreation demands. The three most contentious proposals were the Saukville Diversion Channel, 

Waubeka Reservoir, and the environmental corridor.  

In Chapter Three, I argue that the failure to gain a consensus or a holistic solution reflected the 

inability to find common ground between people’s conceptions of nature and people’s relationship with 

natural resources. Although SEWRPC stressed the importance of a watershed approach to address 

regional concerns, the commission found translating these proposals into a shared public interest 
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challenging. A watershed perspective did not reflect a public interest but multiple public interests. These 

perspectives, urban and rural, also express historical and sociological understandings of a river’s value 

and the imagined futures each region portrayed as the best public interest. As a result, the Saukville 

Diversion Channel and the Waubeka Reservoir were never constructed, while the environmental 

corridor would be gradually expanded. Despite struggles to gain a following to support various 

proposals, SEWRPC emphasized the revitalization of the Milwaukee River Watershed rather than 

disconnected areas. 

Chapter Four examines the second half of the Henry Maier Administration between the early 

1970s and the end of Henry Maier’s term in 1988. During the 1960s, arguments over how to revitalize 

Milwaukee River primarily involved representatives of the city, the state of Wisconsin, and the federal 

government. International representatives and the state of Illinois put forward their demands in the 

1970s and 1980s. In addition, representatives of the newly formed Milwaukee River Restoration Council 

were emboldened to project their pleas for cleaner waterways. The public interest represented by these 

groups fought for water quality throughout the Great Lakes Basin. The Federal Clean Water Act (1972) 

and other environmental protection laws of the early 1970s extended the federal and state 

government's authority to mandate changes. These laws required the city of Milwaukee to comply with 

new regulations. One of their primary areas of concern was the Milwaukee River. Leading the charge, 

the state of Illinois sued the city of Milwaukee for its continued neglect to address pollution entering 

Lake Michigan. Legal opinions also challenged a broader audience, encompassing the Great Lakes Basin, 

to take responsibility for supporting pollution abatement strategies.  

Disagreements also continued between the state of Wisconsin and the city of Milwaukee. 

However, the formation of the Milwaukee River Restoration Council (Restoration Council) further 

pressured the city of Milwaukee to prioritize the abatement of water pollution over other 

environmental health concerns. As regional and local interests argued over the intent and expectations 
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of the federal and state water laws, the Milwaukee River Restoration Council pushed various entities to 

stop water pollution on a faster timetable and allied themselves with groups representing a wider 

geographic area in the name of protecting the public’s waters in a local community. In effect, the 

Restoration Council, located within the MRW, challenged the Henry Maier Administration over its claim 

to represent the public interest of the MRW’s residents. 

As these debates evolved, a watershed approach to improving the waterway’s health became 

more prominent. As Milwaukee updated its CSS in response to the public outcry, Mayor Maier pressured 

Wisconsin lawmakers and the watershed community to hold upstream municipalities and agricultural 

landowners responsible for the Nonpoint Source (NPS) pollution entering the waterway. Like SEWRPC’s 

efforts to promote a watershed solution to address flood damage, a watershed approach was 

underscored. As Henry Maier’s administration was forced via mandates to address point source 

pollution, tackling the CSS via the Deep Tunnel System, Maier argued that improving the health of the 

Milwaukee River was also the responsibility of suburban and rural communities. If NPS pollution was not 

abated, the riverway would not achieve the “fishable and swimmable” standards being mandated. 

However, like the divide between rural and suburban perspectives on controlling the river course, so 

had a fork emerged around a bend on how and when cleaner waters would flow. How the public 

interest was defined and who was responsible for pollution abatement illustrated the difficulty of 

finding a shared public interest for the MRW. More prevalent was the rural and urban divide. In 

addition, those who want a healthier waterway questioned the idyllic nature of the country as 

something to be conserved and saved from urbanization. Nevertheless, the importance of a watershed 

perspective became more ingrained. Just as the members of Riveredge evolved to understand their link 

rather than separation with urban areas, so did the city and farm communities further their connection, 

despite their divisive stances.  
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In Chapter Five, the work of the Milwaukee River Revitalization Council is examined. The 

Revitalization Council worked under the auspices of the WDNR, searching for ways in which the MRW’s 

water quality might improve under the funding of Wisconsin’s Priority Watershed Program. Firmly 

committed to a watershed approach, the state government and WDNR charged the Revitalization 

Council with the responsibility of building awareness of the interconnectedness of the communities via 

the Milwaukee River and its tributaries. Also, Milwaukee Journal and Milwaukee Sentinel writer Don 

Behm brought attention to the problems in the watershed through his series, Ill Waters. Although the 

introduction of railroads in the 19th and 20th centuries, along with the Highway Act of 1956, moved much 

transportation to land networks, the link between the city and the hinterland was still intertwined 

through its waterways. As communities embraced cleaner rivers, they realized the need to share 

responsibilities for improving the water quality and the benefits of a watershed approach. The 

Revitalization Council encouraged cities and rural landed interests to address nonpoint source pollution 

to clean the waterways through voluntary abatement programs to improve the water quality. In 

addition, the city of Milwaukee’s leadership, the WDNR, and the Revitalization Council worked together 

to construct the Milwaukee Riverwalk in compliance with the Public Trust Doctrine.65 In this chapter, I 

argue that the Revitalization Council acted as an intermediator between rural and urban communities to 

develop a shared public interest in the value and human use of the Milwaukee River. Working with 

Mayor John Norquist and his administration, the Revitalization Council helped to expand green space 

and access to the Milwaukee River through the extension of the Riverwalk. Working with the broader 

watershed community, the Revitalization Council educated the public on the efforts to address 

Nonpoint Source (NPS) pollution. The Revitalization Council’s efforts helped improve the Milwaukee 

River’s water quality through voluntary programming by demonstrating its effectiveness to residents of 
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the MRW. However, building the idea of a watershed community that shares a particular public interest 

remained more elusive than realized. 

In the conclusion, I revisit themes and note considerations for the future health of the 

Milwaukee River Watershed and the significance of a watershed approach to address water pollution. 

However, it is equally important to recognize that multiple watershed approaches can lead to solutions 

to a healthier ecosystem. Thus, to find common ground over common water, policymakers need to 

envision a watershed community that considers the public interests expressed by the communities that 

depend on the Milwaukee River Watershed. 
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Milwaukee argued this was beyond a reasonable cost and outside of the intent of current federal law.60 

Maier noted that the district court was ordering the city of Milwaukee to clean its wastewater to a level 

six times the requirement of the current regulations. In Maier’s view, this was ridiculous in that it would 

cost an additional $300 million to $600 million more on top of an already estimated $1.3-billion clean-up 

program currently underway.61 Even more, Wisconsin residents were being held to a water quality 

standard higher than the standards set by Illinois for its communities.62  

Part of the issue was that the federal government was not funding its mandates, despite laws 

requiring federal spending and support.63 Maier wrote James McIntrye, Director of the Office of 

Management and Budget of the Natural Resources Division of the US Department of Justice, warning 

that if Illinois won its case against the city of Milwaukee, Maier would be forced to sue the EPA for 

funding that was promised to Milwaukee.64 After multiple appeals, the US Supreme Court ruled in favor 

of Milwaukee on April 28, 1981.65 However, over the next 40 years, the Milwaukee Metropolitan 

Sewerage District, along with state and federal government support, would spend over $3 billion on 

clean water infrastructure programs, including expanding the Deep Tunnel System. Since 1994, less than 

2% of the stormwater and wastewater has entered the system untreated. This amount exceeded the 
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national standard in capturing and cleaning 85% of the wastewater and stormwater.66 However, as 

SEWRPC and Milwaukee’s government leaders warned, all these efforts were still not enough to 

revitalize the waters. 

 

Struggling to Build a Watershed Solution 

Throughout the 1970s, Mayor Maier emphasized that the Milwaukee River’s uncleanliness was 

not just the city’s responsibility. Many levels of government, upland farmers, suburbanites, other 

property owners, and city dwellers all shared a role in the waterway’s health.67 The public quickly 

identified the city’s outdated CSS for its contribution to pollution. However, urban and rural landscapes 

degraded watershed habitats, as they were designed to drain polluted water into the river to support 

city development, housing construction, and agricultural interests. Commenting on the need for 

government authorities to work together, Harry Brockel, former head of the Milwaukee River Technical 

Committee, noted that communities along the upper branches of the waterway also needed to change 

their practices. Farming strategies, housing developments, and inefficient sewage systems continued to 

pollute the waterway. If not addressed, these problems would only worsen as the population expanded 

upstream.68 Stressing the need for a regional approach, Mayor Maier promoted a “Little TVA” to fight 

pollution.69 The “Little TVA” was intended to draw a comparison to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 

                                                      
66 Lawrence A. Michael, “Milwaukee Water Pollution Abatement Program - In Line Storage,” March 2, 1981, 

Records of Mayor Henry W. Maier Administration, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 1957-1989, Box 78, Folder 10, UW-

Milwaukee Libraries, Archives; Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District, “History,” 2022, 

https://www.mmsd.com/about-us/history. 
67 Henry W. Maier to Milwaukee Common Council, “Milwaukee River Strategy Report to Council Members,” 

January 28, 1977, Records of Mayor Henry W. Maier Administration, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 1957-1989, Box 115, 

Folder 11, UW-Milwaukee Libraries, Archives. 
68 “Editorial: Fight Pollution,” Milwaukee Sentinel, April 3, 1972, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel Historical Newspapers; 

“Milwaukee River Pollution Focus Shifts Upstream,” Milwaukee Sentinel, April 15, 1971, Milwaukee Journal 

Sentinel Historical Newspapers. 
69 Kenneth R. Lamke, “‘Little TVA’ Eyed for River Cleanup,” Milwaukee Sentinel, August 11, 1972, Milwaukee 

Journal Sentinel Historical Newspapers; Kenneth Starr to Henry W. Maier, “Museum Staff Little TVA,” August 15, 

1972, Records of Mayor Henry W. Maier Administration, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 1957-1989, Box 115, Folder 8, UW-

Milwaukee Libraries, Archives. 



 160

Tennessee Valley Authority, formed in 1933 to address residents’ flood control and energy needs living 

in the Tennessee River Watershed.70 Maier favored a regional response to address the financial burden 

that included urban and rural residents of the Milwaukee River Watershed.  

As municipalities addressed their outdated sewage treatment facilities, Maier’s administration 

and the Restoration Council took aim at NPS pollution. If the public desired swimmable and fishable 

waters, then the landscapes and infrastructure, shaped by human development, would need to be 

upgraded to address NPS. Unlike industrial and municipal sewer sources of pollution, NPS often 

originates from multiple sources, as rainfall and snowmelts collect pollutants as it drains to the rivers.71 

One of the top concerns was the phosphorous levels in the waterways. Phosphorous was a significant 

contributor to the growth of algae. In 1979 Kurt Bauer of SEWRPC recommended setting a goal of 1/10 

of the current levels or 60lbs per day in the MRW. He warned that one pound of phosphorous could 

stimulate 10,000 pounds of additional algae growth. At the current levels, phosphorus and the ensuing 

algae growth made many streams un-fishable and un-swimmable. Humans exposed to blue-green algae 

sometimes experience temporary bowel discomfort. In cases of acute exposure, humans can suffer liver 

damage and respiratory failure.72 SEWRPC’s recommendation was to spend $6.7 million on technology 

to improve water treatment facilities’ ability to remove phosphorus. SEWRPC estimated that 90% of 

southeastern Wisconsin’s streams would be fishable and swimmable if the plans were adopted. The 

Restoration Council supported the effort and noted that the cost to deal with the problem was high, but 

it would only increase if it were left unchecked.73  
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Maier expressed his frustration to WDNR secretary Caroll D. Besadny over Milwaukee’s 

mandated multi-billion-dollar Deep Tunnel System without equal attention being placed on other 

projects to address NPS pollution. The agreement between Wisconsin state authorities required the 

Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District (MMSD) to take measures to prevent sewage overflows, but 

rural landowners were being asked to address dangerous runoff from their lands voluntarily. Maier 

emphasized that the MMSD had no control over NPS pollution. If NPS pollution was not deterred, the 

city would be unable to meet the “swimmable and fishable” standards demanded of them.74 Maier had 

focused on reducing the cost and increasing the clean-up time to reduce the burden on the city. 

However, he claimed this financial burden could not be justified without “fishable and swimmable” 

waters. The Mayor’s Task Force on Pollution from Sources Outside the Milwaukee Metropolitan 

Sewerage District published a report in July 1983, highlighting the city’s pollution abatement strategies 

but dismay at the lack of NPS abatement programs throughout the watershed. SEWRPC member Kurt 

Bauer argued that the water quality standards would not be met without addressing NPS pollution 

outside of the MMSD. Mayor Maier argued that more point source pollution could not be exchanged for 

less NPS programming.75  

In August 1982, Paul Hayes, Milwaukee Journal editor, praised the work of cities and 

environmental groups for raising public awareness to address the inefficiencies of municipal treatment 

facilities. The Restoration Council was one of the environmental groups he praised for its efforts. 

Interviewed by Hayes, Robert Fuller and Helen Jacobs mentioned that there was more to do. They both 
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recognized the continued problem of NPS pollution. Robert Fuller stressed the difficulty of generating 

public support for a more complex problem to understand and correct.76 Restoration Council member 

Joseph Zingsheim wrote Maier to support his effort to reduce farm runoff. He noted several suggestions 

to clean the river, from fencing to keep animals out of the stream, buffer zones between streams and 

croplands, and better fertilizing techniques. He also criticized the WDNR for not doing its job.77  

On the surface, the watershed community shared an interest in the Milwaukee River’s water 

quality. However, many communities debated how to clean the riverways and timetables to complete 

abatement programs. Besadny mentioned that in Wisconsin, NPS pollution reduction was a voluntary 

program. He argued it was the only way to succeed, as mandated NPS regulations would have faced 

political opposition.78 Challenging the effectiveness of voluntary programming, Maier claimed local and 

state governments would not be incentivized to address NPS. Maier noted the importance of seeing 

water quality as a watershed community issue. Thus, river health would continue to suffer if the state 

focused only on urban areas.79 Reemphasizing this claim for a mini-TVA, Maier explained that the 

watershed community needed to address rural runoff to revitalize the river. Furthermore, if the city of 

Milwaukee taxpayers were paying over $2.5 billion to rectify the CSS, then they should expect clean 

waters.80 Part of Maier’s reaction stemmed from WDNR’s fast-track push to address the CSS problem by 
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1996.81 Maier issued a public statement condemning Governor Tony Earl’s decision to keep a hearing on 

NPS pollution entering the Milwaukee River off the July 1983 agenda. He referred to SEWRPC studies 

that indicated NPS pollution would continue to plague the watershed for 140 more years if abatement 

programming remained voluntary in rural communities. This was too long, considering the forced 

mandates placed on the city of Milwaukee, and MMSD needed to remediate point source pollution in 

10-12 years.82  

Fuller emphasized that the city and rural areas were to blame for NPS pollution. In addition, he 

did not agree with the need to create another layer of government or “Little TVA.” He argued that the 

government just needed to fulfill its existing responsibilities.83 However, residents in the watershed did 

not just argue over another layer of government but also the assumption that a watershed community 

had a shared interest. As previously discussed in the debates surrounding the Waubeka reservoir 

proposal, common ground over common water was elusive between urban and rural interests 

throughout the watershed. Although both areas shared resources, the communities within the MRW 

saw themselves as separate entities rather than part of a collective group. For example, residents in 

Ozaukee County were concerned that their perspectives would not be valued as much as visions 

reflected by people in Milwaukee.84 Thus, a shared public interest between residents of the MRW failed 

to emerge. 

Farmers questioned why agriculture and dairy practices were being targeted. When 

Milwaukee’s economy thrived and the waste of industrial and manufacturing filled the waterways, there 

was little concern over agricultural runoff. However, as these point sources of pollution were addressed, 
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the problems of rural NPS pollution entering streams became a more significant concern. Farmers 

argued that farm waste was only cited for 50% of the NPS pollution, but they were being blamed 

disproportionately. However, farmers’ use of fertilizers, insecticides, and herbicides (familiar sources of 

NPS) had rapidly increased, and the number of small farms steadily declined since 1950. Although these 

chemicals contributed to the increased productivity of farms, applying these chemical and synthetic 

products on cropland had potential environmental consequences, including the pollution of rivers.85 

The state legislature considered laws to regulate barnyard runoff (another NPS source) of farms 

with over 1000 cattle, manure equivalent to a city of 10,000 people. Yet this would only include 1% of 

the farms in Wisconsin. The state budget would provide $10,000 for the larger farms to address runoff. 

Yet many small farms could not spend the time or the money addressing some of these issues.86 Also, 

farmers wanted the State Department of Agriculture Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP) to 

regulate the farms rather than the WDNR.87 This proposal gave farmers more control and would be 

addressed during the Tommy Thompson administration (Chapter 5). 

Even though Earl and Maier were part of the Democratic Party, they were at odds over how best 

to address NPS pollution. Maier’s letter to Governor Earl in July 1983 emphasized his dismay that rural 

nonpoint pollution was not being addressed with the same diligence as the city of Milwaukee was being 

charged to do by federal and state mandates at great expense to all parties. If the sources of pollution 

entered the river upstream from Milwaukee, the city’s clean-up efforts would still result in polluted 

waters. MMSD would not be able to meet the water quality standards imposed on it by the state 
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without NPS abatement.88 If Milwaukee residents were required to pay the expense necessary to 

address the failings of the CSS, Maier expected fishable and swimmable rivers.89 Maier called for the 

WDNR to require NPS abatement programs to match what was being asked of the MMSD.90 However, 

Governor Tony Earl reminded Maier that all levels of the government were under budget constraints.91  

In 1984 the Wisconsin State Legislative Audit Bureau recommended a plan to address NPS 

pollution. They called for watershed-focused efforts first to identify the most drastic NPS sources of 

pollution. Then state agencies and local landowners could collaborate to lessen NPS pollution and 

improve water quality. The idea was first to consider what worked before assuming one project worked 

better, especially when heavy or unexpected rains might foil plans.92 In June 1984, the WDNR 

announced that it would begin a new study of the Milwaukee River. As before, the Restoration Council 

argued that the river had been studied to death, and it would be better to spend $200,000 on efforts to 

clean the river with already established knowledge. For example, the state could give money to farmers 

as incentives to provide buffer zones between fields and the riverway. More importantly, despite calls 

for mandatory regulations, NPS abatement remained voluntary.93 Edwin Laszewski, Milwaukee engineer, 

speaking before the State of Wisconsin Senate Energy and Environmental Resource Committee, noted 
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Milwaukee’s frustration that the urban sewers were regulated but NPS pollution on rural lands was not, 

even though 50% of the pollution in Milwaukee and Menomonee rivers came from rural lands.94  

Supporting Maier’s call for a government advisory committee, the state designated the 

Milwaukee River as a Priority Watershed (MRPW). Wisconsin legislature enacted the MRPW program to 

assist the MMSD’s efforts to address NPS pollution throughout the watershed. This designation also 

approved funding for NPS pollution abatement programming.95 Neil O’Reilly, a DNR water resources 

manager, called on people at the meeting to stop pointing fingers at each other, noting the squabbling 

between rural and urban land interests. WDNR was content with landowners’ voluntary efforts to 

reduce runoff. However, the WDNR and the Restoration Council agreed that the endeavors to improve 

municipal waste treatment facilities over the past 15 years would not make rivers swimmable and 

fishable if field and farm runoff were not addressed.96 In his inaugural letter to the city in 1984, Maier 

mentioned his continued frustration that the city of Milwaukee would pay $500 million towards a $2.6-

billion project, equivalent to Milwaukee’s entire capital budget to address pollution abatement over 

seven years. Yet even then, the waters would not be fishable or swimmable if NPS pollution in rural 

areas was not averted.97 The WDNR indicated that NPS should be significantly reduced in the Milwaukee 

River Watershed by 1996. Yet this goal required continued funding by the state and, hopefully, 

additional support from the federal government.98 
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Further pushing the need to address NPS, Maier held a symposium on non-point pollution on 

May 11, 1984. He continued to speak about the expenses Milwaukee County citizens were paying to 

clean up the waterway, while NPS pollution had no timetables and mandates. He mentioned Milwaukee 

residents, on average, could be asked to spend $3000 to clean up a river that would still be dirty. Bauer, 

Executive Director of SEWRPC, reported on the findings from their study that addressing NPS pollution 

was crucial to making waters fishable and swimmable. Yet, at the current rate, it would take 80-140 

years if landowners were not required to participate and state funding of the program remained low.99 

Chairperson of the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage Commission Dean Showers reported on the 

federal and state government’s efforts to address NPS pollution. Both emphasized the watershed 

approach and that voluntary NPS programming was the only way to pass legislation. Thus, Governor Earl 

continued to move forward with voluntary programming, unwilling to challenge the farm lobby.100 

 

Conclusion 

Despite the Restoration Council’s attempts to build public interest to address the overall health 

of the Milwaukee River, the community defined by the watershed stumbled to find common ground 

over its common waterway. The Maier Administration initially stressed the importance of recognizing 

mandated abated programs’ social and economic impact. At the same time, the Restoration Council and 
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state and Federal government agencies pressured the city government’s compliance. However, as the 

Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewer District and the city administration worked to construct the Milwaukee 

Deep Tunnel System, the Maier demanded a more comprehensive pollution abatement program, which 

included NPS pollution. The Milwaukee Deep Tunnel System became active on August 1, 1993. In the 

first year of operation, 4.1 billion gallons of flow and another 4.1 billion gallons of inflow were collected 

in the tunnels. This prevented billions of gallons of untreated wastewater from entering the waterways. 

The work and effort of the Milwaukee River Basin communities and partnerships were showcased at the 

National Watershed Conference in 1995.101 Unfortunately, Maier noted that the rivers remained 

polluted without additional efforts to address NPS. 

In Chapter Two, I demonstrated how the Riveredge community initially looked to separate itself 

from what it perceived as the degradation caused by urbanization. In Chapter Three, I described the 

difficulty of forming a shared public interest in the watershed. SEWRPC shared proposals to limit flood 

damage and expand recreation opportunities that emphasized engineered solutions without considering 

the social implications held by rural and urban residents. Similarly, Maier’s administration was forced to 

interact with the state of Illinois and rural areas of the MRW, even if they desired to emphasize their 

separation. The use of the waterway in one section of the river influenced the use of it in another area. 

If water quality was to be prioritized, a watershed approach was required. However, the communities 

that separated themselves would not agree to the terms. 

Attempts to address NPS pollution continued to stagger through the end of Maier’s 

administration. In September 1985, Maier appointed Milwaukee City Engineer Edwin J. Laszewski to the 

Milwaukee River Priority Watersheds committee; however, Maier remained skeptical of the 

organization moving forward as the Wisconsin legislature gutted the program’s effectiveness by not 
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funding SEWRPC’s research that coincided with it. He did not see it as a priority of the state legislative 

branch and wondered about its ability to have much success or value without the necessary funding.102 

In addition, voluntary programming for NPS abatement became the standard, and advisory committees 

and state agencies would seek a 25% reduction through voluntary programming as a push for 

mandatory controls was seen as a threat to the state’s watershed programming.103 

The Restoration Council continued to push for cleaner waters. Regularly on the defense of 

Restoration Council attacks, industrial, agricultural, and elected officials came to despise the group.104 In 

1989, Oliver Fick mentioned his support for programs to give farmers incentives to improve structures 

and drainage to limit the amount of phosphorus and material that enters the Milwaukee River. 

However, Fick argued that the program should have been mandatory. Fick compared letting farmers 

continue to pollute the river was like allowing car drivers to drive as fast as they like but requesting that 

they voluntarily follow posted speed limits. Robert A. Fetcher, a farmer and county supervisor in 

Ozaukee County, expressed his dismay that the WDNR was focused on farmers rather than the 

expanding development in the area.105  

The Restoration Council continued to work under the assumption that the best way to improve 

water quality was to address pollution at its source. Their efforts helped to inform the public of water 

pollution violations and the inability of state and local governments to enforce water regulations. 
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Although studies performed by SEWRPC helped to shape the clean-up debates on the need to take a 

watershed perspective, the Restoration Council worked under the assumption that lessening pollution 

entering the stream today was better than waiting until tomorrow. Despite an active membership for 

most of the 1970s and 1980s, the Restoration Council would terminate in the early 1990s. The 

Milwaukee River Revitalization Council assumed the quest to develop a watershed perspective. 
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Chapter 5: Milwaukee River Revitalization Council 

 

The Milwaukee River Revitalization Council (Revitalization Council) was formed at the beginning 

of Governor Tommy Thompson’s first term of office in 1988. Unlike the non-profit Restoration Council, 

which worked outside the reins of government, the Revitalization Council was an active government 

advisory group through 2010 under the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources’ (WDNR) 

leadership.1 As noted in the previous chapter, Mayor Henry Maier consistently argued that the WDNR 

and the state must do more to clean the waters, especially addressing nonpoint source (NPS) pollution. 

Maier and the state authorities’ primary contention against one another revolved around the timing of 

NPS abatement in the Milwaukee River Watershed. Maier demanded that the NPS abatement 

programming have mandatory regulations and finish in a similar period as the point source 

requirements placed on the city. However, the WDNR and Governor Tony Earl argued it was impossible. 

They claimed that the state’s political will was not present and that the public outcry against mandatory 

NPS regulation would not allow it. Carroll D. Besadny, Secretary of the WDNR, further defended the 

work of the WDNR, claiming that long-range education programming would inform the public of the 

waterway’s value and generate more community involvement to make cleaner waters a reality in the 

Milwaukee River Watershed (MRW).2 In 1988 newly elected Governor Tommy Thompson formed the 

Revitalization Council to foster public interest in the river and to improve the MRW’s overall health. 

Although 18th and 19th-century developers sought ways to separate nature from the urban 

landscape, William Cronon, in Nature’s Metropolis, draws connections between the city of Chicago and 

the hinterland through economic processes. Challenging the perspective that the hinterland and urban 
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landscape were separate spheres of influence, Cronon demonstrates how the city’s development 

shaped the landscape of the hinterland.3 In the late twentieth century, water quality initiatives 

attempted to reshape urban areas and hinterlands to support cleaner riverways. The Revitalization 

Council’s efforts to improve water quality stressed the importance of forming a watershed perspective 

to achieve many of its goals. How people utilized the waterway in one section of the river impacted the 

use and water quality in other parts of the river. For example, in the 1990s, the agricultural uses of the 

waterway in the upper sections influenced downstream recreation and economic development. 

Ecologically one defined the watershed as the area in which waters drained from land into a 

common river or lake system. Although people resided in a watershed together, a shared perspective of 

a watershed’s use and importance did not come automatically. People might have identified with 

residents in politically defined areas or other geographic regions more than they might have associated 

themselves as part of a shared watershed. Although the Revitalization Council promoted and educated 

the public on the importance of a watershed perspective, this did not appear to be a common way 

people recognized their relationship with one another. 

As noted in previous chapters, the city of Milwaukee was required to address its combined 

storm and sewer system (CSS), which had contributed to the Milwaukee River’s degradation when 

overflows occurred throughout the sewer district. However, rural agricultural lands, cultivated to 

support the growing population of Milwaukee and beyond, also contributed to MRW’s poor water 

quality as pollution and soil runoff entered the riverway. Although the city administration attempted to 

stimulate economic growth through the river’s revitalization along the banks downtown, the waterway’s 

health required more than closing the Milwaukee River to commercial traffic and addressing pollution 

within the city limits. However, unlike the businesses and industries that had closed along the riverway 

in Milwaukee, agricultural interests strove to keep their family farms solvent and to use the river as a 

                                                      
3 William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W. W. Norton, 1991), xvi, 18. 



 173

channel to remove access water from the fields. Thus, the Revitalization Council needed to encourage a 

watershed perspective that met the public’s rural and urban interests. 

Scholars have depicted the stories of a city’s renewal and attention to addressing environmental 

degradation as a Phoenix rising from the ashes. For example, David and Richard Stradling note how 

Cleveland and other cities sought to remake themselves by embracing nature and transforming 

waterfronts for residential and recreational use. Industrial cities evolved into service cities as urban 

developers worked to maintain healthy environments for the residents to live, work, and play.4 Jennifer 

Bonnell, in Reclaiming the Don, emphasizes the need to recognize the “imagined futures” of the Don 

River Valley. She defines imagined futures as the practice of re-envisioning a landscape in harmony with 

the economic and political realities, and technological capabilities of a particular time and place.5  

As the Revitalization Council worked with the WDNR and Milwaukee’s city government to 

reimagine the human interactions with the riverway and the watershed’s health, they were required to 

adapt their strategy to promote a shared public interest, reflecting on the social and economic needs of 

rural and urban residents within the watershed community. Unlike city leaders attempting to redevelop 

the downtown into a service-orientated economy, the rural farm communities fought to maintain, 

rather than change, their economic livelihood. From this urban and rural divide, the Revitalization 

Council members tailored their strategies to educate the public on how rural and urban landscapes must 

be redeveloped to improve the MRW’s water quality. 

Although the Revitalization Council was involved in programs to address water quality, I argue 

that working with rural and urban communities to develop a shared public interest in the value and 

human use of the Milwaukee River was essential to the success of improving the watershed’s overall 
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health in the late twentieth century. Representing Milwaukee residents, Mayor John Norquist and his 

administration (1988-2004) worked with the Revitalization Council to expand green space and access to 

the Milwaukee River through the extension of the Riverwalk, long supported by Mayor Henry Maier’s 

administration. Working to address NPS pollution required the Revitalization Council to work with 

people throughout the watershed. The WDNR, with the Revitalization Council’s assistance, hoped to 

capture a broader audience and build public support for voluntary NPS pollution abatement. Despite 

Mayor Maier’s outcry that a lack of mandatory programming would leave the Milwaukee River 

“unswimmable and unfishable” for decades, the Revitalization Council strove to clean the waterway 

through voluntary programming.6  

Examining the efforts of the Revitalization Council to find common ground over the common 

waters of the MRW, I will first discuss the formation of the Council. Then, I will share how the 

Revitalization Council addressed NPS pollution within the confines of a voluntary approach. This 

required changing the people’s will and the redevelopment of lands to lessen NPS pollution from 

entering the riverway. The Revitalization Council succeeded in educating the public through workshops, 

video productions, and other programming. The Revitalization Council made significant strides in 

addressing water quality. They demonstrated how some farmers’ voluntary contributions to the 

watershed’s overall health occurred without damaging their economic well-being. However, NPS 

pollution still degraded the waters through the twentieth century. Finally, I will look at the Revitalization 

Council’s determination and success in creating more urban green space and improving residents’ access 

to the waterway, especially after the formation of the Riverway Plan in 1991 and the removal of the 

North Avenue dam in 1997. Like the efforts of Riveredge’s Teacher-Naturalist program to bring wild 

planting into people’s suburban landscapes, the Revitalization Council worked to restore urban lands by 
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expanding city residents’ access to the waterway and places to experience nature’s wonders within the 

city boundaries. In the 1990s nonprofit River Revitalization Foundation (RRF) was formed. The work of 

the Revitalization Council provided the base for the RRF and other civic organizations to further expand 

Milwaukee’s green space along the Milwaukee River. Although these efforts can be seen for their 

attempts to improve the ecological balance in the MRW and develop the environmental corridor, they 

also recognized the need for people to understand the value of nature within both urban and rural areas 

and how human actions may foster or hinder water quality. 

 

Formation of the Revitalization Council 

The Revitalization Council’s primary purpose was to help fulfill the expectations of Wisconsin’s 

Milwaukee River Program. Governor Tony Earl and the Wisconsin legislature designated the Milwaukee 

River as a Priority Watershed in 1984. The WDNR would oversee the efforts to address NPS pollution 

and help to allocate funding to programs addressing Milwaukee River water quality issues.7 At first, 

Governor Tommy Thompson desired the Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection 

(DATCP) to address water quality issues in the state instead of the WDNR. This would give farmers more 

control over the enforcement and creation of regulations.8 Mayor Maier and Carrol Besadny expressed 

their opposition to transferring power away from the WDNR, especially NPS pollution and soil erosion 

programming. Maier argued that the DATCP was more likely to take a county-by-county approach rather 

than a basin-wide approach, which was most efficient for looking at the problem. In addition, the DATCP 

aligned with farm interests that favored voluntary rather than mandatory programming.9 With public 
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outcry against removing the WDNR from its responsibility, a compromise was reached, agreeing to 

shared duties between the two agencies. Both agencies acknowledged that urban and rural NPS needed 

to be addressed and that a cooperative approach between the DATCP and WDNR was critical.10 

In 1988 Wisconsin State Senator Barbara Ulichny and Wisconsin State Senator Gary George 

helped draft the legislation to form the Revitalization Council. The Council was a government agency 

that reported to the WDNR representatives. Both Senators mobilized private and public support for 

water quality initiatives. Newly elected Milwaukee Mayor John Norquist also provided his insights. 

Governor Tommy Thompson appointed the Council members to work with the WDNR. Although people 

shared an interest in clean waters, the public’s will to revitalize the Milwaukee River slowly drifted. The 

first Revitalization Council members came from a variety of backgrounds. Gary Ahrens and Ray Krueger 

were attorneys. James Williams and Charles McNuer represented southeastern Wisconsin companies. 

Judith Murphy and Janet Hessler represented banking and finance institutions. Loren Anderson was on 

the Milwaukee Department of City Development. Ron Kazmierczak worked for the WDNR. Gerald 

Ninneman represented northern sections of the Milwaukee River and wrote for the Campbell Sports and 

News. Michael Mervis owned a public relations firm. Richard Snow was the first president of the 

Revitalization Council. He sparred with Delbert Cook of the Cedar Creek Restoration Council over 

enforcing state water regulations limiting effluent overflow from the sewer systems when he 

represented the Associated Contractors of Greater Milwaukee (Chapter Four).11  

WDNR employees Carroll Besadny, Sharon Gayan, Jo Mercurio, and Therese Gripentrog worked 

actively with the Revitalization Council. Sharon Gayan was the coordinator of the Milwaukee River 
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Program and liaison to the Revitalization Council. She provided the coordination and direction for the 

Integrated Resource Management plans and the Nonpoint Source Pollution Abatement Program for the 

five watersheds in the Milwaukee River Basin. Program planning agent Jo Mercurio worked with Gayan 

on planning and implementing water quality programming. Landscape architect and park planner 

Therese Gripentrog provided staff assistance to the Revitalization Council working on identifying 

recreational activities in the Milwaukee River Basin.12 

Despite the previous efforts to address the water quality, Besadny and the Revitalization Council 

argued that much was still left to be accomplished. The state of Wisconsin and its residents had failed to 

live up to their responsibility to protect Wisconsin’s waters.13 Working with the Revitalization Council, 

Besadny insisted that the Council’s vision for the riverway utilize the Public Trust Doctrine to guide 

them.14 Legally, Wisconsin’s legislative branch was the trustee of Wisconsin’s waters and was 

responsible for protecting the public interest as defined by the Public Trust Doctrine. These legislative 

duties date back to the federal Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which outlined states’ responsibilities to 

protect the public’s rights to access the navigable waters of the Mississippi River and the St. Lawrence 

waterways. In 1848, these same water rights were written into the Wisconsin constitution.15 In addition, 

the trustees’ duties were expanded to protect water resources for recreation and maintain pollution-

free waters.16 Despite a region rich in water resources, conflicts emerged as competing interests fought 

over what they believed was in the best public interest.  
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Although the federal Clean Water Act in 1972 demanded that streams be fishable and 

swimmable by 1983, Wisconsin still struggled to achieve clean waters in 1989. The EPA gave Wisconsin 

waters an “F” rating and declared them among the worst in the nation. WDNR disputed their grade as 

Wisconsin collected more data than other states, which skewed their data. However, the WDNR 

stressed that more pollution abatement was still needed. The report identified the southern two-thirds 

of the state’s agricultural activities as contributing to most of the water pollution, now that point 

sources of pollution were widely addressed. Although much attention was given to rural problems, the 

WDNR also identified urban sources. The promising news in 1989 was that most industrial and municipal 

waste was widely corrected, and the construction of Milwaukee’s Deep Tunnel System to reduce the CSS 

overflows would be finished in 1993.17  

The Revitalization Council members were not the only people working to inform the public of 

Wisconsin’s degraded water resources. In 1989 Don Behm, a Milwaukee Journal writer, published the 

series, Ill Waters, describing the problems of NPS pollution in the MRW. Behm explained that the WDNR 

reported that 93% of lakes and 40% of Wisconsin streams were polluted and that most pollution came 

from diffuse sources or NPS pollution. Behm identified agriculture and construction as the primary 

sources of NPS pollution. For example, farmers were blamed for overplanting and fertilizing to maintain 

crop yields. Concerning Behm, livestock owners who dumped manure into streams went without 

prosecution, while a recreational fisherman could be fined over $1000 if caught overfishing. Behm 

argued that NPS pollution would likely have caused more harm to the fish population than one person’s 

overabundant catch.18 Manure runoff of 100 cows caused the same water pollution as untreated 

sewage of 1500 humans. Noting the inconsistency, Behm highlighted that communities were required to 
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clean up water by installing sewage treatment facilities costing 1.5 million dollars or more, equivalent to 

$1000 per person. However, farmers were asked to address manure runoff voluntarily.19  

Behm highlighted farmers’ practices that were a cost to others, as river harbors needed to be 

dredged and storm sewers unclogged. Federal soil research estimated that approximately 6.8 tons of 

soil were lost in fields per acre of land each year. The soil runoff filled streams, clogged recreation 

routes, disrupted fish breeding and spawning grounds, and blocked light for submerged plants. Glenn 

Stoddard of the Wisconsin Farmers Union noted that Wisconsin farmers had soil losses 4-5 times the 

established tolerable rate and still received federal subsidies. He argued that the federal farm program 

encouraged soil erosion, water pollution, and cultivation of marginal lands at an environmental cost to 

the rest of the citizens, resulting from the subsidies the federal government provided to farmers.20 

Blaming the urban development of rural lands, Behm noted that construction sites cause 25 to 

200 tons of erosion from each acre. In addition, wetlands were often drained for the creation of 

suburban plots. On the one hand, these practices were often recognized as signs of economic growth. 

On the other hand, these changes to the landscape might destroy fish breeding grounds. Although the 

city of Milwaukee adopted ordinances to lessen soil runoff into streams, it did not have adequate 

enforcement due to budget cuts. Behm praised the city of West Bend, which required the installation of 

erosion controls before building permits were granted.21 

Doug Haag, a WDNR community service specialist, reported to the Revitalization Council that 

Behm’s articles should be seen as public service announcements to motivate a public response. Dan 

Kaemmerer, WDNR and Revitalization Council member, noted how NPS abatement programs could lead 
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to dramatic changes in the overall water quality of the Milwaukee River.22 However, as much as the 

Milwaukee Journal and Sentinel stories reported a public need, they also highlighted the failures of the 

WDNR and state government that the Restoration Council and Maier’s administration had asked them 

to address for many years. Not only did the WDNR have work to accomplish, but they also had to 

restore their reputation. Although regional agencies had worked to address environmental degradation 

in the past, the Revitalization Council needed to address the social and economic impact of various 

proposals to support the public interest. 

 

Addressing NPS Pollution in Rural and Urban Communities 

The Milwaukee River Watershed is a geographic area representing the lands that drain excess 

water to the Milwaukee River and its tributaries. Although various groups argued it was in the public 

interest to address problems in the waterway from a watershed perspective. The communities 

throughout the watershed sometimes disagreed over what constituted the public interest and the best 

course of action to address watershed concerns. Acknowledging these differences, the Revitalization 

Council members tried recognizing geographic standpoints when addressing NPS pollution and the 

river’s overall water quality. 

Howard Richards, secretary of the DATCP, agreed that NPS should be addressed to make waters 

fishable and swimmable. These programs required the public to pay to clean it up. In this manner, 

Richards focused on a broader community responsibility. He argued that the federal, state, and local 

governments committed over $3 billion to address untreated urban sewage and industrial wastes. Yet 

they collectively only provided $65 million to clean and abate NPS. 
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Addressing NPS pollution, the Revitalization Council primarily focused on education and public 

information. Nearly fifteen years before the creation of the Revitalization Council, the Southeastern 

Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission (SEWRPC) published a report identifying construction sites’ 

responsibility for soil erosion in streams. Mayor Maier had claimed this disproportionately held his 

administration responsible for abatement programming, while rural communities did not have similar 

mandates. Although the WDNR and Revitalization Council still encouraged city ordinances to address soil 

erosion, they moved forward on the belief that whether programs were voluntary or mandatory, each 

required an understanding of best practices.23 The Revitalization Council worked to promote Milwaukee 

River programs in its annual report. The publication included descriptions of various endeavors to clean 

up the riverway and the impact on the overall water quality.24 The Revitalization Council worked closely 

with the WDNR to build public awareness of the riverway’s problems and the efforts that made a 

difference. They argued that more people would support the government oversight to improve the 

waterway by demonstrating the achievements more than the failures. Highlighting people’s support and 

participation in the various restoration enterprises also revealed the value to the community and the 

waterway’s health.25  

Another aspect of the Revitalization Council’s publicity role was producing a video series with 

the Milwaukee Information and Education Subcommittee and the Milwaukee River Basin Citizen 

Advisory Committee. These videos showed the problems related to urban and rural NPS pollution and 

the WDNR’s tactics to revitalize the Milwaukee River Basin. For example, cropland management, 

livestock management, and stream corridor protection strategies were highlighted. These videos sought 
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to improve citizen knowledge of how they impacted the waterway’s quality and what they could do to 

lessen the harm they caused.26 

Educating the public in 1990, the Revitalization Council and the WDNR provided erosion control 

workshops for construction sites. John Pfender, a WDNR environmental specialist, reported at a seminar 

at UW-Milwaukee that 50% of the city’s pollution entered the Milwaukee River from Lincoln Creek, 

including approximately 10,000 pounds of lead.27 One of the significant lead sources came from the 

highways and roads. It was not until January 1996 that the federal government banned leaded gasoline 

vehicles in all new cars.28 Speaking on behalf of Mayor Norquist, John Erickson reported to the 

Revitalization Council that the city’s administration was interested in cooperating with the Revitalization 

Council to address NPS pollution. For example, the Milwaukee Common Council approved the creation 

of detention ponds to contain stormwater runoff to reduce the burden on the CSS and help to filter 

pollutants. However, the city’s administration continued to emphasize that NPS pollution and the overall 

quality of the river required abatement programs upstream of the city boundaries.29  

Besadny reported on the WDNR’s desire to address nonpoint pollution throughout the 

watershed through the cooperation of all municipalities. The Revitalization Council published a report 

that highlighted cooperative activities. In addition, the annual report put forth goals to create a healthy 
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ecosystem that could support fish populations and opportunities for recreation in the Milwaukee River 

Watershed.30  

Working to emphasize the progress of voluntary NPS programming, the Revitalization Council 

highlighted the positive gains. Jo Mercurio mentioned that 400 landowners were contacted regarding 

participation in the voluntary NPS abatement programming in 1989, and another 700 would be 

contacted in 1990. 31 Farm families were also cooperating with the Revitalization Council. For instance, 

Bob and Cindy Roden put in a system to divert rainwater from the barnyard and filter pollutants before 

entering the stream at their Saukville farm. Also, Gerald Arndt of the Town of Scott constructed a runoff 

management system to divert waste from the waterway. Arndt mentioned that cleaner water led to 

cleaner cows.32 Demonstrating people’s participation in the voluntary programming would also help 

family farm owners recognize how they benefitted from the programs while also helping to address NPS 

pollution. Validating a mutual benefit helped to create a shared public interest. 

These efforts to promote public awareness of successful NPS programming continued 

throughout the 1990s. Ruth Johnson and Jim D’Antuono, NPS Coordinators of the Southeast District – 

WDNR, reported on the efforts to reduce NPS. 80% of the watershed and 100 rural landowners 

participated in the NPS programs. For example, with the help of the WDNR, Karl Schultz, a Fond du Lac 

County farmer, restored a wetland on his farm. Both WNDR representatives stressed the importance of 

cooperative efforts between community leaders, landowners, and local and federal agencies. Jim 

D’Antuono, WDNR- Urban NPS Programmer, argued that these joint programs embodied the 

collaboration required to cope with the 125 years of neglect and disregard of the MRW’s health. He also 

noted the programming that thirty communities had begun to curb urban runoff. By the end of 1995, 
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364 landowners participated in a cost-share program to curb rural runoff, costing them three million 

dollars. State initiatives funded approximately six million dollars.33  

 

Green Space 

In the late 1980s, the Revitalization Council worked with other city agencies to improve urban 

residents’ access to green spaces along the Milwaukee River. Fourteen years after the publication of the 

1975 River Strategy by the Milwaukee River Technical Task Force, the Milwaukee Department of City 

Development (MDCD) published its planning guide for the middle and upper portions of the Milwaukee 

River in June 1989. Although they recognized some changes along the river, the most concerning was 

that minimal land had been purchased along the river to expand green space. The only land purchased 

by the city was a 2.3-acre parcel funded through the state Land and Water Conservation (LAWCON) 

fund. LAWCON was a federally financed fund administered by individual states to expand recreational 

activities. The MDCD argued that green space would improve the river’s environmental quality and 

provide opportunities for the public to view the riverway. In addition, the purchase of private lands 

would help to extend the environmental corridor. One option to extend public ownership of green space 

along the river would become available after the Milwaukee Deep Tunnel System was finished. 

Furthermore, the WDNR studied the feasibility of removing the North Avenue Dam. Removing 

the dam would expand public land for trails along the riverfront. City advisory groups and the 

Revitalization Council believed that expanded green space along the river and waterway access would 

help build public interest in water quality issues.34 In addition, unlike the effort to conserve lands from 
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urbanization outside the city’s limits, these programs stressed the need for green space in urban and 

rural watershed areas. 

In 1989 the city administration presented the Milwaukee Riverwalk Guidelines to the 

Revitalization Council. Loren R. Anderson and Larry Baker from the MDCD mentioned the economic 

impact of revitalizing waterways using Racine and Kenosha Harbor projects as examples. The Riverwalk 

proposal sought to expand public access to the waterway.35 These proposals reflected the local 

community’s interest in recreational use and economic development in Milwaukee. 

Investigating other American city riverwalks, Krueger visited the San Antonio Riverwalk and 

spoke with city officials. Officials claimed the walkway generated one billion dollars and provided 22,000 

jobs. Sue Oshman, the Southeast District Park Planner, led the Revitalization Council to develop goals 

and objectives for the Riverway Plan. Public participation was a vital component of the Riverway Study. 

The Milwaukee City Council approved the 12-month study option and sought to expand recreational 

corridors along the major rivers within the basin.36 

In hopes of raising additional revenue to purchase green space along the waterway and restore 

degraded lands, Ray Krueger of the Revitalization Council sought to have the Milwaukee River 

designated as a Scenic Urban Waterway.37 The Revitalization Council emphasized the importance of the 

Scenic Urban River Designation to secure funding to clean up the Milwaukee River and expand 

recreational and economic opportunities along the river. These plans reflected Mayor Maier’s previous 

assertions that a healthy environment required more than just clean water.38 
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In January 1991, the Revitalization Council announced the completion of the Riverway Plan, 

calling for more green space along much of the Milwaukee River.39 The Riverway Plan recognized the 

importance of the Riverway for urban residents and the changes in how people utilized the river and its 

bordering space. However, rather than distinguish urban versus rural or private versus public interests, 

the Revitalization Council recommended a watershed perspective, which shared these interests. The 

desire was to build consensus around the public interest of the watershed. The goals of the Riverway 

plan included improving environmental quality, restoring degraded resources, increasing opportunities 

for public access, and preserving cultural and historic spaces.  

They were promoting the benefits of NPS abatement programs that coincided with these 

programs to expand green space. The waterway revitalization would benefit the watershed community 

by working towards a cleaner and healthier water system.40 Rural farm communities learned that 

improving the waterway’s ecological health did not interfere with their economic well-being and that 

their interest in maintaining their family was not threatened. In addition, land conservation was not 

limited to rural lands; urban areas could also benefit from green spaces. The WDNR emphasized that the 

path toward the perspective of the watershed community was to embrace the Public Trust Doctrine.41  

 

North Avenue Dam Removal 

Balancing various interests in the flow of the Milwaukee River, the WDNR not only asked the 

Revitalization Council to oversee the funding of programs, but they also asked them to take a role in the 

study to remove the North Ave Dam. Before the WDNR approved the necessary safety upgrades to the 

                                                      
39 Department of Natural Resources, “MRRC Recommends the Riverway Plan,” January 1991, Box 1988-1994, 

Folder 975504 (1991-1995), MRRC - Ray Krueger Collection. 
40 Milwaukee River Revitalization Council and Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, “The Riverway Plan - 

Executive Summary,” January 1991, Box, Priority Watershed, Box 00001852140, Folder MRRC Initial Materials, 

2005, MRRC - Ray Krueger Collection. 
41 Donald Tills, “Southeastern Wisconsin’s Lakes - The Access Issue,” Natural Resource Horizons, Spring 1991, Box 

1988-1994, Folder 975504 (1991-1995), MRRC - Ray Krueger Collection. 



 187

North Avenue dam in 1990, they studied the cost and benefits of demolishing or repairing it. The study 

examined the ecological consequences and economic and social implications of the dam’s removal. For 

example, the Revitalization Council investigated the historical uses of the dam and the public interest in 

maintaining the dam for these various activities. Revitalization Council member Gary Ahrens, a rowing 

participant, noted that the drawdown would impact the current site but that the rowing club had been 

looking for a spot in the estuary below the North Ave Dam. On purely biological grounds, the WDNR 

favored dam removal.42 Ahrens stressed that the potential water quality benefits should be balanced 

with current uses of the waterway that would not exist if the dam was removed.43  

Similar to plans for the Waubeka Reservoir construction, not all agreed with the dam 

demolition. Mayor Norbert Hynek and the common council of Glendale called on the WDNR to hold 

public hearings on removing any dams. The Glendale Common Council supported the continued 

maintenance of the North Avenue Dam. They feared its demolition would lead to the removal of both 

the Estabrook and Thiensville dams.44 Glendale officials and residents actively promoted the 

construction of dams (Chapter 3) to protect property interests in their communities from flood damage. 

Moving ahead with the Riverway Plan, the Revitalization Council gathered public input through 

public meetings, especially regarding how the dam removal would impact public waterway use.45 One of 

the top concerns involved the drawdown of the Milwaukee River behind the North Avenue dam. This 

occurred in December 1990 to aid in conducting the dam removal feasibility study. Various groups 

organized clean-up campaigns with the water level lowered behind the dam. The Youth Conservation 
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Corps, Trout Unlimited, Sierra Club, and Kiwanis Club sponsored clean-ups, removing over 200 tires and 

over 600 yards of debris. Most of the debris removal was possible only with the drawdown.46 Also, the 

Revitalization Council was concerned about the environmental impact of exposing polluted sediment.47 

The Revitalization Council stressed that the Riverway Plan focused on the waterway’s health and 

promoted the understanding that the river was universally owned.48 To improve access to the 

Milwaukee River, the WDNR sought representatives from various programs, wildlife fisheries, real 

estate, and property management to investigate a Milwaukee River Trail system.49 The study committee 

needed to address the concern that many Wisconsin citizens did not have equal access to many of 

Wisconsin’s waterways as private development limited public use. Revitalization Council oversight also 

examined how modern technology complicated acceptable water recreation activities and the possibility 

that expanded public use could degrade the waterways, especially the size and number of boats that 

might crowd the river.50  

Harry Anderson of the Milwaukee County Historical Society and Will Wawryzn reported to the 

Revitalization Council on the historical significance of the North Avenue dam. They noted that the dam 

was initially constructed in 1835 as an attempt to build the Milwaukee and Rock River Canal, a project 

that Byron Kilbourn soon abandoned. Poorly made, it washed out five times between 1841-1882. The 

dam, which existed in 1990, was built in 1891. The dam provided opportunities for recreation and 

industry upstream of its current location. The waters behind the dam became a popular swimming 

location and recreational gathering spot. Also, commercial ice houses were constructed along the river. 
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However, water pollution and changing economics led to many of these facilities closing. Anderson 

mentioned there was little information on the river before the dam was constructed other than the river 

was narrow with mud flats after the dams were washed away.51 However, Wawryzn noted that the 

Woolen Mills Dam removal in West Bend improved fishing and water quality.52 

The public input over the North Avenue Dam removal study demonstrated how a decision in 

one section of the river would impact people and communities throughout the watershed. In 1994 the 

North Avenue Dam feasibility study was completed. The WDNR report recommended the removal of the 

dam. Not only was this seen as the best biological option, but it was also less expensive than restoring 

the dam. Also, gathering public input and studying the social, economic, and historical perspectives on 

the dam’s value beyond the ecological implications likely contributed to broader support. The WDNR 

was now working with the city of Milwaukee, other municipalities impacted, and the landowners to 

realize the most effective management strategies to address the dam removal and the lands around the 

river.53 The following year, the Milwaukee County Parks Department approved a feasibility study to 

construct hiking trails from the North Avenue Dam to Good Hope Road. County Supervisor Penny Podell 

reported to the Revitalization Council that the North Avenue Dam removal helped with the 

development of the trails as lands once submerged became the property of the City of Milwaukee.54  

Helping to fund more public access to the river and business development, Mayor Norquist 

announced that he sought $10 million from the Milwaukee Common Council to finish the Riverwalk 

from Clybourn to Walnut Street along the west side of the river. Gary Grunau, chairman of the 

Milwaukee Riverwalk District, led the charge for the mayor. Other Common Council members supported 
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the program, but some expressed concern about how it fits the rest of the budget.55 To promote a 

watershed community interest, the Revitalization Council wrote letters to government leaders of 

municipalities along the Milwaukee River seeking to afford space for canoe launches.56  

Fostering a watershed community, the Revitalization Council hosted the Milwaukee River 

Summit on June 2, 1994. The Summit highlighted renewal activities and the groups working to enhance 

people’s experiences with the river.57 Additionally, one of the Summit’s goals was to foster partnerships 

between agencies and groups working to restore the Milwaukee River. At the summit, Mayor Norquist 

of Milwaukee drew attention to his work to invest in the walkway downtown. Michael Miller, Mayor of 

West Bend, showcased his city’s accomplishments. Also, Sherry Burocker, Land and Water Conservation 

Board member and dairy farm owner, praised the work accomplishment through Wisconsin’s Nonpoint 

Source Pollution Abatement Program (NPAP).58 While complimenting the agencies actively involved in 

revitalization efforts, the Summit recognized the importance of finding common ground over common 

water. Continuing to acknowledge the work of various environmental agencies within the watershed, 

the Revitalization Council began meeting at different agencies and locations. The first of these meetings 

was held at Riveredge Nature Center, further connecting rural and urban interests in the MRW.59  

Recognizing the need for more funding and looking for more control over where money was 

spent on restoration efforts, members of the Revitalization Council formed the River Revitalization 
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57 “Milwaukee River Summit Agenda,” June 2, 1994, Box 1988-1994, Folder Michael, Best, Friedrich - Milwaukee 

River Revitalization (Miscellaneous), MRRC - Ray Krueger Collection. 
58 “DNR Appointees,” Wisconsin State Journal, May 8, 1993, https://www.newspapers.com/clip/56065051/betty-
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Foundation (RRF) in July 1994. Although the Revitalization Council remained an active state advisory 

group throughout the 1990s, the River Revitalization Foundation sought funds to purchase lands along 

the river to form a Greenway Space. The foundation supported educational programs seeking to combat 

environmental degradation and acquire lands bordering natural waterways and rivers, expanding public 

use of green spaces and recreational areas. These goals facilitated the implementation of the Milwaukee 

River Revitalization Plan created by the WDNR and Revitalization Council. The RRF helped to build public 

interest and support for public uses of the waterway for study, recreation, and historic preservation. 

Joining the RRF was James Grootemaat, a long-term member and one of the founders of the Riveredge 

Nature Center. The RRF remains an active foundation in 2022.60  

The Revitalization Council remained focused on being an advocate for river restoration projects 

and played a supportive role for the RRF during its infancy.61 Working with the broader watershed 

community, the Revitalization Council continued to praise landowners who were addressing NPS on 

farms, utilizing state cost-sharing programs. These efforts were coordinated with the Riverway Plan to 

make the river cleaner, safer, and more enjoyable for environmental, recreational, cultural, and 

entrepreneurial activities and improvement. Much of the work to encourage voluntary efforts to 

address NPS pollution was educational programming. C. D. Besadny noted the educational efforts of the 

Riveredge Nature Center’s Testing the Waters Program (Chapter Two). He also praised the Revitalization 

Council’s Nutrient and Pesticide management programs, watershed tours, and local assistance grants 

that help local municipalities, state agencies, citizen advisory groups, and private landowners revive the 

region’s ecosystem. He encouraged the public’s continued support to restore one of Wisconsin’s 
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greatest riches. The Revitalization Council took the approach that a good paddle forward was stroked in 

the riverway, but more needed to be accomplished.62 

In 1997 the North Avenue Dam was demolished. With the help of multiple civic organizations, a 

group known as the “River Rats” formed to continue the plans for the urban wilderness. In 2005 the 

River Rats evolved into the Milwaukee River Work Group, followed by the Milwaukee River Greenway 

Coalition in 2010. These groups brought together other water-centered environmental groups to 

safeguard what is now referred to by some as “Milwaukee’s Central Park.” Today, over 800 square miles 

of land bordering the Milwaukee River are attended to, affording a unique space within an urban setting 

that embraces a habitat for many living creatures to thrive and humans to find sanctuary. 63 

 

Conclusion 

Like the divide between urban and rural interests in the Waubeka debate, the differences 

between urban communities and rural communities presented a challenge to forming a watershed 

community with a shared interest in the waterway. Although the two communities were interested in 

protecting the river, it was not for the same use. Thus, the efforts of the Revitalization Council to 

educate the agricultural community and the state government to fund voluntary programs that 

contribute to the health of the soil and water were the means to seek common ground over common 

water. 

The Riverway Plan reflected various outlooks for the Milwaukee River’s revitalization. Private 

interest in the community reflected service industries along the waterway. Public interest in green space 

and recreational spaces within the city were intertwined. However, the more encompassing watershed 
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community included farmers’ private interests. They saw the river as a vehicle to remove water from 

fields. Farmers looked to survive, continue their lives as farmers, and protect lands from urban 

encroachment. They were not seeking to transform the rural landscape for a service economy to thrive, 

as city leaders looked to renovate the downtown. Thus, the Revitalization Council’s efforts focused on 

educating farmers on how their agricultural practices could be improved to address water quality issues 

in the watershed and maintain their way of life.  

In August 2001, the WDNR released its “The State of the Milwaukee River Basin” report. The 

Milwaukee River Basin contains approximately 600 miles of perennial and 450 miles of intermittent 

streams. According to the report, 12% of these streams consistently failed to meet quality water 

standards. Many of these streams were in the most densely populated areas. The most common 

pollutants were contaminated sediment and NPS pollution. Although the Revitalization Council would 

continue through 2010, its efforts focused on expanding the public trail system and entrepreneurial and 

cultural activities as laid out in the Riverway Plan (1991). The WDNR’s report focused on ecological 

problems and potential solutions to improve the health of the Milwaukee River Watershed. 

Representing the assistance of many people and organizations, issues and solutions continued to be 

seen from a watershed perspective. What remains to be seen after the Revitalization Council faded is 

whether the work to promote a watershed view would include social, economic, and historical along 

with the ecological understandings of the public interest in the waterway.64  
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Conclusion: An Interconnected Web 

 

One of the factors that drew European immigrants to the lands in the western hemisphere 

reflected people’s perspective that there were limited opportunities in Europe for growth. In 1853 New 

Rome or the United States of America was published. Karl Goepp and Theodore Poesche argued, 

The old world had no room for the expansion of new ideas; Columbus opened a new 

arena upon the virgin soil of the new-found continent. As Mother Earth of the Grecian 

fable upreared the island of Delos on her bosom, wherein to conceal the infant Jupiter 

from the murderous fangs of his unnatural father, Time, so the Genius of humanity 

transported the new ideas to America, there to gather their forces for the impending 

conquest of heaven and earth.1  

 

Migrants saw America as a place free of the natural resource constraints felt by many in Europe. The 

land was a place of natural abundance. Yet, people believed they could improve it to support their 

livelihood and aspirations. One such region for opportunity was found in the Milwaukee River 

Watershed (MRW). The largest city, Milwaukee, was linked to the hinterland via its three waterways--

the Milwaukee, Menomonee, and Kinnickinnic rivers—and the world market via the Great Lakes. The 

newly arrived migrants shaped the landscape and waterways to meet their diverse needs while 

destroying others’ livelihoods. Some residents worked to harness the water’s energy through a series of 

mills along the Milwaukee River. Other humans’ relationship with the waters involved recreation. Where 

the dams existed, the mill ponds created a space for the community to gather. During the winter, people 

skated on the mill ponds and swam or floated on the calm river in the summer. Some people would fish 

the waters, casting the riverbanks or trolling the expansive waters of Lake Michigan. While some people 

saw an opportunity, others saw the Milwaukee River as an obstacle to move around, finding bridges to 

traverse to the other side. Still, others took pleasure in the sounds of the stream trickled past them, 
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while others were threatened by the waterway when spring rains threatened their homes, businesses, 

and property. Water, sometimes seen as an opportunity for life’s sustenance, was very much, at times, a 

threat to survival.  

Left behind after the Laurentide Ice Sheet retreated, the Milwaukee River labored to cut 

through the soils and rocks over centuries, pushed debris out to Lake Michigan, and provided habitats 

for aquatic life. The early leaders of the United States and the state of Wisconsin recognized the 

importance of these waters. They charged the state legislature to protect the public interest in its 

shared water resources. This approach became known as the Public Trust Doctrine. However, rather 

than defend these waters from degradation, people managed the waterways to transport goods and 

dispose of waste away from human living and working spaces. Although the riverways labored to 

remove the wastes humans disposed of into the waters, the river’s natural flow was not strong enough 

to disperse all the debris. People recognized the harm to the waterways and attempted to clean the 

Milwaukee River. However, the land and water of the MRW degraded to the point that would be 

unrecognizable to the Potawatomi, Ho-Chunk, and Menominee, who had hunted, gathered, and 

harvested the MRW’s natural resources before Europeans and Americans migrated to the area. As much 

as people worked to improve the land of natural abundance for some uses, the waters were neglected. 

The land and waters that once represented an opportunity for unlimited growth reflected its limits in 

the 1960s. 

Donald Worster, in Shrinking the Earth, recognizes the earth as a powerful agent in human 

history, both when it was a place of natural abundance and an area with a shrinking natural abundance. 

He contends that many stories ignore the persistence of natural limits that no human power can wholly 

overcome.2 My account is about the attempts to reclaim human relationships with the Milwaukee River 
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and its watershed since the 1960s. It demonstrates how people worked to expand opportunities for life 

to flourish where it had shrunk away. Growth would have to occur from a state of degradation rather 

than natural abundance. Recognizing the degradation of the MRW’s ecosystem, groups like the 

Riveredge Nature Center (RNC) founders, the Milwaukee River Restoration Council, and later the 

Milwaukee River Revitalization Council worked to conserve, expand, and reintroduce natural habitats 

threatened by human development. Although many individuals and groups pointed to cities and 

urbanization as the main threats to life in the watershed, researchers at the Southeastern Wisconsin 

Regional Planning Commission (SEWRPC) and Mayor Henry Maier emphasized to people that the 

dangers of nonpoint source (NPS) pollution were a product of human development in the rural and 

urban areas. Working to change peoples’ relationship with the waterway and each other throughout the 

ecosystem, individuals and groups reimagined a new future that protected the life-sustaining qualities of 

the region’s shared resources. 

This river revitalization was not only an ecologically and economically driven endeavor but also 

reflected the vision for a watershed community. Often these reimagined plans to abate pollution or 

control the water flow of the Milwaukee River conflicted with the interests of others that shared the 

same resources. How people experienced the river in different places along the waterway shaped their 

understanding of its value or lack of value. Hence, part of the effort to restore the waterway was a tale 

of creating places along the riverway that provided opportunities to recognize its value. This process 

required a new outlook on how the community lived its daily life and how people from different 

communities within the area shaped a new public interest. 

In Chapter One, we examined the efforts of the Mayor Maier Administration through the 1960s 

to not only refocus attention on the Milwaukee River as an economic asset to the city but also to renew 

the waterway’s health. The mills, dams, and sewer systems constructed to meet the needs of many 

watershed residents had outlived their workable lifespans. Although the ports and the lands adjacent to 
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the waterway continued to produce resources and goods traded around the Great Lakes region and the 

world, Mayor Maier and his administration recognized that a revitalized riverway could be an asset for 

new economic growth. However, the city government’s plans conflicted with the state and national 

governments’ aspirations. The city government’s interest in prioritizing economic development was not 

in line with the state and federal government’s commitment to pollution abatement. Henry Maier 

argued that the health of the city’s economy and its overall well-being needed to coincide with cleaner 

waters. The story of new public interest in the MRW started in the urban stretches of the river and 

involved a conflict over priorities. 

In Chapter Two, we examined how the Riveredge Nature Center (RNC) founders sought to 

protect lands along the Milwaukee River from further urban development. In this protected space, 

people could foster a habitat to witness life with less human interference. The founders argued that the 

river and its adjacent lands must be protected from urbanization. Unlike the Maier administration, the 

founders of the RNC did not see the city’s growth as beneficial. It was a threat. The idea of an island, a 

place to witness an alternative to the urban experience, is still seen today. However, as the RNC 

community evolved, it embraced its relationship with suburban and urban communities rather than 

emphasizing its separation. The Riveredge community emphasized its connections with metropolitan 

areas to foster a public interest that searched how urban and nonurban areas would not only coexist but 

may come together to promote a broader regional interest. Teacher-Naturalists, Andy Larsen and Laurie 

Otto encouraged people to bring native plantings to their suburban living spaces. Other educators 

taught children to search outside the RNC’s boundaries to witness the workings of non-human life. Also 

embracing their role in a watershed community, the educators at the RNC involved volunteers in the 

Testing the Waters program. The community once formed to distance itself from the urban landscape 

helped foster the need to understand the interconnected relationships between urban and rural lands 

and life throughout the region. 
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In Chapter Three, we explored how SEWRPC studied regional solutions and mediated 

discussions between municipalities and people from different communities. Created in 1960, SEWRPC 

examined how to control flood waters in the MRW. As Matthew Klingle, in Emerald City, notes that 

attempts to control nature were also attempting to manage human activity.3 SEWRPC not only needed 

to recommend projects to limit flood damage, but they also needed to address how proposals to divert 

water, contain water or limit human development in some areas benefitted some residents while 

presenting a burden to others. SEWRPC recommended ways in which to change the way that people 

shared the public space of the watershed. However, only some residents desired change and had the 

same vision of what activities the future landscape would support. Just as the Maier Administration 

sought to protect the city of Milwaukee’s well-being from what was seen as the state and national 

governments’ disregard for the city’s overall environmental health, rural communities held their ground 

to protect their way of life from further encroachment. Some people desired more water recreation 

opportunities and fought to create the Waubeka Reservoir. Other people argued for the Saukville 

Diversion channel to divert flood waters from their private property to Lake Michigan. In the end, plans 

for an environmental corridor, first envisioned by Milwaukee County Parks commissioner Charles 

Whitnall in the 1920s, became the standard means to protect property from floods. However, this plan 

also struggled to find community support. Similar debates over control of the Milwaukee River’s flow 

continued throughout the 20th century and into the 21st century. 

In Chapter Four, we examined debates over the water quality and the use of the Milwaukee 

River that continued throughout the 1970s and 1980s between the Milwaukee River Restoration 

Council, the state government of Illinois, the state government of Wisconsin, and Milwaukee’s city 

government. Mayor Maier continued to work for what he saw was in the city’s public interest. However, 
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the State of Illinois and the Milwaukee River Restoration Council pushed the Maier Administration and 

other government authorities to recognize a Great Lakes Basin or MRW public interest in clean waters. 

Federal and state laws mandated that the waters be swimmable and fishable. The public interest in the 

waterways demanded that the polluted waters needed to be cleaned and waters sustaining life needed 

protection. These were the rights of the people residing throughout the watershed. To hold responsible 

parties accountable, the State of Illinois brought the city of Milwaukee to court, and the Restoration 

Council engaged the public in clean-up activities and campaigned for municipalities to upgrade their 

facilities. This eventually led to the “Deep Tunnel” and sewage center upgrades to limit sewage 

overflows into the riverway. Despite the great strides that improved the overall water quality, the MRW 

and the Great Lakes Basin communities remained divided, hindering pollution abatement programs. 

Mayor Maier professed that the waters would not be fishable and swimmable despite the great expense 

and human labor. He anticipated that the problems associated with NPS pollution would take many 

more years to address.  

On the one hand, the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) and the Wisconsin 

government, under Governor Tony Earl’s leadership, supported mandatory regulations to update 

municipal sewer systems and other point sources of pollution. On the other hand, state government 

leaders were unwilling to demand mandatory efforts to address NPS pollution, especially from 

agricultural practices. This raised the question of what price the public should pay for clean waters and 

what people should expect to gain from their efforts. Moreover, one’s sense of a watershed community 

and public interest in the shared natural resources required cooperation from urban and rural residents. 

This continued to be an elusive goal throughout the twentieth century. 

In Chapter Five, we examined the role of the Milwaukee River Revitalization Council under the 

authority of the WDNR to foster public interest in the Milwaukee River’s water quality and shared use of 

the waterway. Paddling ahead, the Revitalization Council recognized the challenge of building a 
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watershed community that promoted and took responsibility for improving the ecosystem. The 

Revitalization Council worked with Mayor John Norquist’s administration and civic organizations to 

expand the environmental corridor and access to the Milwaukee River within the city of Milwaukee. 

These efforts led to expanded green space within the city’s boundaries. They also helped to extend the 

Riverwalk, long supported by Mayor Henry Maier. In addition, the Revitalization Council worked to 

address the problems of NPS pollution throughout the MRW. Although attempts to make NPS pollution 

abatement mandatory failed, the Revitalization Council worked to build community support, educating 

the public about voluntary efforts that made contributions to the overall health of the watershed. In this 

manner, the Revitalization Council worked to find common ground over the common waters of the 

MRW. 

Today various government and nongovernment agencies continue to foster a sense of 

community and public interest in the waterway. Nature centers pursue opportunities to demonstrate 

the watershed communities’ ties with each. One effort, the sturgeon restocking program, unites groups 

throughout the region.4 Also, the Ozaukee County Clean Farm Families organization works with farmers 

and landowners to preserve agricultural lands by promoting the best soil and water conservation 

practices. These practices engage people directly involved with agriculture and the community in the 

efforts to protect the MRW’s ecosystem. These programs are designed for community members to take 

ownership and responsibility for protecting the watershed’s health.5 However, groups continue to be 

divided over various ways to conserve and protect natural resources and how the land and waterways 

should be used. These debates over controlling the river’s flow, like the water quality concerns, revealed 

the significance of a watershed approach and the importance of community building. Without a shared 
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interest in the watershed, the visions of what is in the public’s interests will seldom be collectively 

agreed upon. 

Harold Platt, in Sinking Chicago, notes how the transformation of the city of Chicago from its 

wet riparian landscape to an urban space laced with canals and a stormwater infrastructure has hidden 

the long history of Chicago’s interactions with water. Examining the decisions made to construct 

systems separating the water from the land, Platt cautions about the potential economic and social 

consequences that may occur if climate change increases the yearly rainfalls.6 Platt and others challenge 

histories to consider longer time scales when demonstrating how people have related to the natural 

world.7 Milwaukee’s own Increase Lapham also took an interest in climate change. He took meticulous 

notes on Lake Michigan’s water level in the 1830s and 1840s. Although the water level was relatively 

constant in this period, in 1849 he created a plot map that portrayed the impact of a twenty-five-foot 

rise in the lake’s water level on the city of Milwaukee’s landscape.8 The concern over the water level 

reflected the inhabitants’ experiences of Milwaukee. Newspaper accounts after floods in the late 

nineteenth century spoke of how the river took away people’s property, eroded the banks, and swept 

the land out to the lake. Also, Silas Chapman, an early settler in Milwaukee, noted that land speculators 

were more than happy to sell people anything, even land plots underwater.9 Although people believed 

that one’s property rights were permanent, the path of the river, or “will of the river,” continues to 
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change despite human desires. More importantly, this study recognizes the importance of finding 

common ground to create solutions to regional problems. As concerns over the impact of climate 

change will require similar efforts to find common ground, finding solutions will become more 

complicated when the region becomes the world community. 

Not only will it be challenging to find common ground, but the ability to address the decisions 

made in the past will have more significant consequences. David Pietz, in The Yellow River, explores how 

past choices to harness the Yellow River for various uses have framed future constraints and 

opportunities for development. The power and strength of China reflected the state’s ability to allocate 

water supplies to both urban and agricultural interests at a particular time. However, Pietz asserts that 

the maintenance of these past systems is necessary to prevent human and environmental catastrophes. 

For example, if lands are turned back to swamplands, then massive dislocations of rural people will likely 

occur. Thus, political stability in China requires a tenuous balancing act of addressing modern concerns 

of allocating scarce water supplies and coping with polluted streams and the myriad of systems that are 

dependent on an outmoded water system. More importantly, Pietz predicts that these problems, which 

may appear to be confined within Chinese boundaries, will undoubtedly overflow into economic and 

security concerns throughout the world if this balancing act is not maintained.10 This was one of the 

questions communities of the Milwaukee River watershed addressed between 1960-2000 and will 

continue to be discussed in the future. Not only were there ecological and economic costs to address 

environmental degradation but challenges to how people perceived their communities. As the public 

learned about the obstacles to restoring the MRW, they learned of the equally significant challenges to 

reshaping the community’s understanding of how it adapts and manipulates the environment. 
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With these debates also comes a question of whose river it belonged to and for what purpose. Is 

the goal for something that must remain indefinitely, or is it a temporary purpose? Damming up the 

river provided an opportunity to harvest ice from the river. This greatly benefited the breweries and 

meat packers that occupied Milwaukee’s landscape. Damming the river also provided power for the saw 

and gristmills that found spaces along the river. However, the river was also once seen as a part of a 

land of natural abundance, producing wild rice and a habitat for fish, wild game, and fowl. Questions of 

whose waterway and for what purposes will continue throughout the history of the MRW. Yet, it is 

inevitable that the river will continue its labor, transforming the land regardless of the human debates 

over its ownership and use. Moreover, the struggle to find common ground over common water will 

continue as the people of the Milwaukee River Watershed cope with new challenges. 
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