
R i v e r  R e v i t a l i z a t i o n  F o un d a t i o n       M e n o m o n e e  R i v e r  M a i n s t e m L a n d  P ro t e c t i o n  P l a n   2 0 0 8- 2 0 0 9    

 

R I V E R  R E V I T A L I Z A T I O N   

F O U N D A T I O N  
Milwaukeeõs Urban Rivers Land Trust  

 

 

River Revitalization Foundationôs 

Menomonee River Mainstem 

Land Protection Plan 

2008-2009 

 
Prepared by Kristen Wilhelm  

Jason Schroeder, GIS support 

Funding provided in part by The Joyce Foundation  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



R i v e r  R e v i t a l i z a t i o n  F o un d a t i o n       M e n o m o n e e  R i v e r  M a i n s t e m L a n d  P ro t e c t i o n  P l a n   2 0 0 8 - 2 0 0 9    

2 

Table of Contents  
 
                                                                                                                     

 Executive Summary ééééééééééééééé..é...3 

 
 Introduction ééééééééééééé..ééééé.é...4 
 

Overall Goal and Primary Objectives ééééééé....é.é..5 

 

Menomonee River Watershed Overviewéééééé...é..é.6 

 

Menomonee River Watershed Map ééééé.ééééé.....7 

 

Existing Land Use and Considerations ééééééééé....8 

 

Corridor Protection and Areas of Ecological Significance éé..9 

 

Areas of Ecological Significance Map ééééééééé...10 

 

Data Sources and Methods éééééééééééééé.12 

    

Menomonee River Mainstem Descriptions by Reach éééé13 

  

  Reach 1,   ééééééééééééé.16 

  Reach 2,   ééééééééééééé.19 

  Reach 3,   éééééééééééé.é21 

  Reach 4,   ééééééééééééé.25 

              Reach 5,   ééééééééééééé.27 

 

Land Protection Methods éééééééééééé..éé.28 

 

Planning Initiatives and Partnership Opportunities éé..é.é30 

 

Recommendations éééééééééééééé..é.éé33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



R i v e r  R e v i t a l i z a t i o n  F o un d a t i o n       M e n o m o n e e  R i v e r  M a i n s t e m L a n d  P ro t e c t i o n  P l a n   2 0 0 8 - 2 0 0 9    

3 

 

 

Executive Summary 

 

 

The River Revitalization Foundation (RRF) is a member and partner of the Southeastern 

Wisconsin Watershed Trust (SWWT). The Foundationôs mission is aligned with the watershed 

approach being taken by the SWWT Executive Steering Council and members. This concept 

applies a watershed perspective to problem solving and decision-making in the Lake Michigan 

basin, with the ultimate goals of improving habitat and water quality. Methods used throughout 

this process improve community potential by recognizing the links between quality of life and 

access to the natural world. 

 

The Menomonee River Land Protection Plan was developed to provide the Foundation with a set 

of priorities for assisting with land and water quality improvements, trail linkages and public 

access and management opportunities to revitalize the Menomonee River. The plan is modeled 

after Phase I & II of the Milwaukee River Land Protection Plan. The plan will be used to identify 

and recommend priority parcels to invest in for the most positive water quality improvements.  

 

Approximately 16 miles of riparian lands within 100 feet of the Menomonee River inside 

Milwaukee County are covered in this plan. A total of 101 riparian parcels were identified as 

privately owned. The assessment work included field data, collection and analysis of existing 

plans, and compilation of GIS data from several sources.   

 

Much of the river is highly developed and has been rerouted or channelized. Access is difficult in 

several areas, although important restoration and recreation projects have been completed 

elsewhere. A rich foundation for future work is provided by the extensive Menomonee River 

Parkway, owned and maintained by the Milwaukee County Parks, Recreation and Culture 

Department.  

 

Opportunities identified are listed and mapped by reach, then grouped with their corresponding 

landowner tax keys and parcel identifiers. Recommendations for future action, acquisition, and 

partnership opportunities are provided for each of the five river reaches and include potential 

restoration, conservation easements, public access and trail linkage improvements.  

 

Because time is of the essence, the most immediate project is collaborating with the City of 

Wauwatosa and Milwaukee County Parks during the update of their Menomonee River Parkway 

trail layout, as identified in the Cityôs Comprehensive Plan Draft. Other recommendations are 

supplemental to public lands or projects already completed or in process. The recommendations 

incorporate the Foundationôs experience as a land trust and restoration agent as well as its role as 

a non-profit to leverage funding that can assist with implementation of the plan.  
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The River Revitalization Foundation (RRF) was formed as a nonprofit conservation organization 

to implement the recommendations developed by the Milwaukee River Revitalization Council. 

The Council is an advisory committee appointed in 1987 by the governor to advise and develop a 

plan for the Milwaukee River Basin. The Riverway Plan (1991) adopted by the Milwaukee River 

Revitalization Council; helped establish the Foundationôs mission to establish a parkway for 

recreation, education and public access to the Milwaukee, Menomonee and Kinnickinnic Rivers, 

as a foundation for neighborhood revitalization and water quality improvements. RRF has a 

strong and dedicated board to guide and carrying out the organizationôs mission (See below). 

 

A larger local area partnership in which the River Revitalization Foundation participates is 

modeled after an Illinois organization - Chicago Wilderness. The partnership was formally 

named the Southeastern Wisconsin Watershed Trust (SWWT) in spring of 2008. The Trust was 

created to initiate a new approach to water quality issues. Rather than using a municipal 

boundary approach, a regional watershed approach was selected, based on recommendations of 

the Environmental Protection Agency, to assist communities with setting priorities where they 

will have the largest positive outcome. 
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The focus of this Land Protection Plan is on land acquisition and the preservation of riparian 

lands along the Menomonee River mainstem within Milwaukee County. The plan identifies 101 

sites that may provide water quality improvements, connection to other public lands, and trail 

opportunities within an approximate 16-mile stretch of the Menomonee Riverôs mainstem.  

 

The planning process provides valuable education about the river and its related watershed. 

Fragmented riparian parcels and trail linkages are targeted for their water quality benefits and 

ability to connect people with the river. Priority parcels were initially identified and ranked by 

applying a modified version of the criteria developed by the consultant Mayes-Wilson and 

Associates; after primary determinations were made, the Mayes-Wilson and Associates criteria 

were applied to those initial parcels. The plan addresses the five primary purposes outlined in the 

SWWT memorandum of understanding and is designed to work in harmony with both 

organizationsô missions. 

 

The five primary purposes this plan aims to fulfill are: 

 

Å Achieve water resource goals and objectives, such as clean water, 

conservation and ecological function, through innovative and 

sustainable practices 

Å Improve water quality in the greater Milwaukee watersheds for a 

healthy regional economy and quality of life 

Å Test and then implement innovative approaches and practices that 

will achieve improvements in water resources in a cost-effective 

way 

Å Build partnerships and enhance collaborative decision-making and 

joint project implementation 

Å Engage government, business, the building industry, agriculture, 

environmental and other stakeholder organizations for a broad 

consensus on where funding could provide the greatest benefit 

Å Through collaborative actions, increase the region's success in 

attracting new funding and leverage existing funding for water 

quality and water resource improvements 

 

The focus of SWWT is watershed based and this plan provides an excellent opportunity to direct 

revitalization efforts where they are needed most. RRFôs land trust efforts have provided added 

value to existing projects and established target areas, which compliment several greenway 

plans. RRF encourages land use patterns that promote a clean river system capable of supporting 

wildlife habitat for the publicôs enjoyment. The ability of the organization to bring partners 

together creates results that may not otherwise be possible. 

 

 

 

Overall Goal and Primary Objective  
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Menomonee River Watershed Overview  

The Menomonee River watershed drains approximately 135 square miles covering portions of 

Washington, Ozaukee, Waukesha and Milwaukee Counties before reaching its confluence with 

the Milwaukee River just upstream of Lake Michigan (See map). The watershed encompasses 17 

separate communities and a dozen watercourses. The tributaries that feed into the Menomonee 

River mainstem include the Little Menomonee River and Creek, Butler and Dousman Ditch, 

Nor-X-Way Channel, Willow, Lilly Dretzka Park, Grantosa, Underwood, Woods and Honey 

Creeks. The mainstem of the Menomonee River is about 28 miles long with an estimated 16 

miles included in this report. The cities of Greenfield, Milwaukee, Wauwatosa, West Allis and 

the villages of Greendale and West Milwaukee are in the watershed drainage portion of 

Milwaukee County. For the scope of this project, only lands along the Menomonee River 

mainstem and located inside Milwaukee County have been evaluated. Future needs within each 

municipality include researching riparian ordinances, investigating each tributary, and making 

landowner contacts. 
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 Menomonee  River Watewrshed Overview Map  
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The Menomonee River watershed 

contains merely remnants of the original 

historical natural resource features. Over 

60 percent of the watershed is developed. 

Much of the soils in the Menomonee 

watershed have low infiltration and high 

water runoff capacities with bedrock 

found between 100 to 200 feet below the 

surface.  

 

The wetlands that are more prevalent in 

the northern reaches are providing 

significant natural storage and water 

filtration. These remaining areas have 

considerable importance for the water 

quality of the river. The Milwaukee 

County Parks Department owns most of 

the undeveloped riparian areas. 

 

Flooding has been substantial along several river 

reaches posing a threat to property and public 

safety. Peak flood flows and velocities have increased over the past few decades because of 

watershed development, the straightening of the channel, and the installation of concrete lining 

in downstream reaches. Heavy commercial and residential development practices have also 

impacted wetlands and encroached on floodplains, affecting water quality and quantity, resulting 

in the need to locate areas that can serve as flood storage sites. Through the Milwaukee 

Metropolitan Sewerage Districtôs ñGreenseamsò program, locations to reduce flood impacts 

have been identified and are being constructed or purchased to alleviate the potential for flood 

damage. 

 

While the Greenseams program focuses on acquiring lands containing hydric soils for flood 

storage, there are water quality and habitat protection benefits that complement the goals of the 

River Revitalization Foundation. A signed partnership agreement is in place that has allowed 

collaboration and leveraging of funding resources where these goals coincide. 

 

Despite the significant hydrologic and physical alterations the Menomonee River has suffered, it 

does include a large proportion of riparian corridor under public ownership. The County-owned 

Menomonee River Parkway covers much of the corridor along the north-south trending reaches 

of the river, and there are about ten other parcels that are named parks or public recreation sites 

along the river. There are several partners working on DNR, DOT and locally-funded trail 

connections throughout the river corridor from 6
th
 Street downtown, and continuing upstream to 

Silver Spring Drive where the river meets the county line. The most well-known, and perhaps the 

most significant of these projects, is the Hank Aaron Trail. Continuing challenges often include 

the lack of public access to the river, its flash-flood behavior, and poor fishery values. 

Existing Land Use and Considerations 

            Concrete lining of t he Menomonee River 
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The river is frequently difficult to see or locate due to the recessed aspects of the channel and 

isolation by surrounding development. A river protection overlay district such as the one in 

process for the Milwaukee River has limited utility in Reachôs 1 & 2 because the riparian 

corridor is completely built-out. Improvements to buffer the river and restore aesthetics would be 

tied to the pace of redevelopment and ñGreenò re-development would be a logical approach.  

 

 

Corridor Protection and Areas of Ecological Significance  
 

The Menomonee River Parkway provides the most continuous network of natural lands in this 

watershed (See map). This contiguity is enhanced by nineteen parcels with significant natural 

values. These unique 

natural areas are either 

in very close proximity 

to the river or they are 

providing indirect 

support by their large 

undeveloped and 

pervious soils in the 

upper reaches of the 

watershed. Each 

remaining remnant of 

undeveloped land 

within the watershed 

has the capability to 

filter storm water and 

provide groundwater 

recharge that can 

improve water quality 

of the Menomonee 

River. The many 

tributaries are equally important. Further land use development and redevelopment should 

protect these features and encourage a clean river system capable of supporting wildlife habitat 

while accommodating public access.   

 

The 19 natural areas identified by the Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission 

as areas of significant resource value are in need of invasive plant management and additional 

protection from development if they are to retain a natural area status. Several of the natural 

areas have already been encroached upon beyond sustainability. 
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Areas of Ecological Significance in Menomonee River Watershed 
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Benefits of Sound Land Use 

 
The revitalization and greening of a city begins with restoring and weaving small yet meaningful 

areas for reflection into the urban fabric. This approach can lead to increased awareness of the 

riverôs protection needs as it reconnects people to the river. Houses become neighborhoods when 

opportunities provide a broad public good and a focal point for the community. Opportunities to 

expand riverfront trails allow for physical access to the river and create meaningful connections. 

 

Natural areas within urban centers bring back the historic living laboratories that were once a 

part of childhood. Children learn to embrace not fear the natural world when they are allowed to 

explore it at an early age. Adults tend to find pleasure in a setting that is opposite of their 

everyday urban existence. These areas of reflection can provide us a sense of place in a society 

that is being driven from nature by the rapid pace of an urban lifestyle. 

 

Through the years many reports and studies have been completed that include the Menomonee 

River. Planning initiatives of several organizations and governmental units support and 

complement the environmental, water quality and partnership goals promoted by RRF. There are 

many benefits of putting these plans into practice. These include the prevention of nutrient 

loading and pollutants, decreased flooding and a more visually appealing community where 

people want to live and work. A healthy watershed enhances property values increasing property 

tax revenue. An increase in retail and tourism activities helps support the local economy and 

attract skilled workers.  Preserving natural resources offers a natural solution to increasing water 

quality, safeguarding our public water supply as well as providing opportunities for recreation, 

scientific study, and 

community building. 

Parks and natural areas 

significantly improve 

air quality and provide 

important habitat for 

wildlife and are a 

critical component of 

an urban revitalization 

strategy. 

 

Lost opportunities in 

land preservation or 

restoration will usually 

increase the cost of any 

future attempts.  

 

Costs associated with 

not protecting important 

natural water filtration 

and storage lands are 

discernable items in  

governmental budgets.  

 

Native restoration adds beauty and  softens the urban landscape. (Wisc. Ave. bridge) 
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Lost revenue from structural damages, overtime, equipment use and needs can stress municipal 

budgets. Advanced watershed planning and resource protection can provide reasonable solutions 

to offset these costs and take advantage of opportunities as they arise. The River Revitalization 

Foundation can best help with these planning and restoration efforts by continuing to build 

capacity and increasing its conservation profile in the community as Milwaukeeôs urban rivers 

land trust.  

 

 

The data to generate the parcel lists and GIS mapping for this study was supplied by the 

Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission (SEWRPC), The Conservation Fund 

through the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District program (MMSD), the County Parks and 

Recreation Department. Internet research and personal communications were completed for 

additional municipal data. 

 

Digital color ortho-photography in MrSID format and hydrography data using ESRI 

Geodatabase format was compiled using ArcGIS 9 software. Tax parcels were investigated using 

automated mapping and land information system shape file data. The GIS computer system, 

purchased using a grant from American Society for Quality (ASQ), allowed for improved 

mapping, greater accuracy and a significant time savings in comparison to the methodology for 

the Milwaukee River corridor.  

 

Riparian parcels along the Menomonee River mainstem were identified as either under public or 

private ownership and then separated into five river reaches. Each reach was described in detail 

and arranged to correspond to the map on the adjoining page. Site visits were made where access 

was available in order to gain firsthand knowledge of the watershed and surrounding habitat.  

However, site access was difficult in many locations because of the isolation of the river behind 

fences, structures and other impediments on private property. After careful examination and 

discussion with RRF staff and board members based on this plan, the parcels received 

prioritization and were assigned a suggested method for restoration, partnership, or protection.  

 

Analysis 

 

Within the five river reaches, 201 total parcels were identified and mapped using our GIS 

mapping system over SEWRPC ortho-photographs. The resulting parcel lists are included on the 

pages that follow. Remaining areas with significant natural resources within the watershed 

boundaries were also identified and mapped. The lands highlighted and mapped as ñAreas of 

Ecological Significanceò have all been recommended for preservation in several other 

community plans.  

Data Sources and Methods 
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Menomonee River Mainstem Descriptions by Reach  

 

The Menomonee River Land Protection Plan covers approximately 16 miles of the estimated 28 

mile river stretch. The lands discussed here included those lands adjoining and within 100 feet of 

the river banks and only those lands along the Menomonee Riverôs mainstem in Milwaukee 

County. This land includes parcels in the cities of Milwaukee and Wauwatosa, as well as the 

villages of Menomonee Falls and West Milwaukee. 

 

The estimated mileage of Reach 1 is 3.6 miles. Reach 2 is 2.3 miles. Reach 3 is around 3.7 miles, 

Reach 4 is the longest at 3.9 miles, and Reach 5 is 2.2 miles. The river is described separately for 

every reach because the river frontage changes in character or controlling governmental entity.  

Conservation opportunities focus on the lands highlighted in red on the river reach maps. These 

parcels signify those lands under private ownership, each markedly different because of parcel 

width, density or connectivity. Many of the ñredò parcels provide greenway linkage 

opportunities. River reaches are described here beginning at the confluence near Lake Michigan 

and then continue upstream. Additional information and priority ranking for each reach are 

included in the recommendation section. 

  

Description, Reach 1  

Reach 1 is approximately 3.6 miles long and begins at the confluence of the Menomonee and 

Milwaukee rivers before they enter Lake Michigan in the City of Milwaukee and extends into the 

Menomonee Valley near Miller Park and I-94. Most of the riparian land area in this reach has 

very little porous surface and these lands have been subject to years of industrial abuse.  

 

This reach contains two (very low flow) tributary barge canals known as the South Menomonee 

and the Burnham Canals. Near this area is the MMSD building and the newly constructed Harley 

Davidson Museum. Attempts at revitalizing the area have included native plantings near the 

watersô edge and the construction of the Hank 

Aaron State Trail. Sigma Corporation has 

native landscaping unlike the U.S. Postal office 

on the opposite bank. Following upstream, the 

trail passes between the river and the Marquette 

University fields where the water is confined by 

steel bulkheads and the land is intensely 

developed. 

 

The river proceeds upstream near Canal Street 

near the railroad yards making a sharp turn south past the Falk Corporation and then flows near 

Miller Park.  
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There are 38 parcels under private ownership in this reach (See list). This area has been 

drastically altered from its natural state by years of intense industrial development. For example, 

the 50 acres of impervious surface at the Falk Industrial site would never meet todayôs water 

retention requirements. As a major industrial center with high density residential much of the 

primary environmental corridor is non-existent and revitalization has been challenging. Lands 

that are in public ownership are mainly owned by the City of Milwaukee or Wisconsin 

Department of Transportation as road right-of-way. Lands are viewed as highly valued from a 

development and tax revenue standpoint. Soil contamination from years of abuse is likely.  

 

Re-development is beginning to take place in this reach. The Hank Aaron State Trail benefits 

both re-development and water quality by providing restoration and setbacks where lands have 

been available. Despite the land use, however, these industrial parcels may provide some of the 

best partnership 

opportunities for 

small water 

quality 

improvement 

projects, 

volunteers and 

fundraising 

efforts. The 

Menomonee 

Valley Partners is 

very active in this 

reach. Green 

development 

following the 

concepts of the 

Milwaukee 

County Green 

Print is a valid 

application for 

redevelopment of 

this area.  

 

 

 Green redevelopment along this reach can be used to integrate ecology and real estate. 

(6th Street Viaduct) 
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WDNR Hank Aaron State Trail map  
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Reach 1 
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Description, Reach 2  

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Continuing up river beyond Miller Park, Reach 2 is approximately 2.3 miles in length and 

contains 26 private parcels (Parcel List B). The general location is from I-94 north then turning 

west upstream to 68
th
 Street. Parcels in this reach, in comparison to Reach 1, tend to be larger 

with more consideration given to public lands such as Doyne and Jacobus County Parks. In 

recent years more than one hundred structures in Milwaukee (Valley Park area) and Wauwatosa 

have been damaged by floods along this reach.  Flood damages have extended further into 

Wauwatosa along Reach 3, in the area of Hart Park and Harmony Avenue. Trail connections 

have been compromised by the extensive freeway intersections and private parcel configurations 

in this reach. A recent purchase using the MMSDôs Greenseam program will provide restoration 

and public access on the north bank near Doyne Park (above). 

 

 

Restoration will reclaim the former Central Ready - Mix site  

Doyne Park, west of US HWY- 41 and south of State St. 
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This MMSD floodplain lowering project is accessible from State Street through a controlled 

railroad crossing. The project includes lower the existing ground surface 15 to 18 feet to the 

historic floodplain level, removal and rebuilding sections of the floodplain wall, and 

bioengineering to stabilize the riverôs edge. A bridge that is no longer in use could be restored to 

allow foot traffic over the river connecting the MMSD site with Doyne Park. The woodland and 

trail along the south bank of the Menomonee River are in need of management and 

improvements. The walking trail shown above would increase public visibility to the river 

making it a valuable partnering project.  

 

Parcel 301, north of Doyne Park and opposite the river, has been removed from consideration 

due to environmental contamination. To the east of Doyne Park on parcel 341 is a stormwater 

basin that has many positive native plant features. A trail linkage from this parcel to the 

woodland walking trail along the river could also be improved.  

 

Upstream from Doyne Park is Jacobus Park also owned by Milwaukee County. The once very 

diverse habitat of this woodland park has been compromised and continues to decline from the 

impacts of aggressive non-native plants.  

 

 North of State Street between North 64
th
 and North 66

th
 Streets in the City of Wauwatosa is a 

unique and national historic landmark known as Schoonmaker Reef. Although not a riparian land 

it does offer partnership, open space and public benefit potential.  

Restoration along the Menomonee River provides  

water quality benefits and recreational opportunities.  
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Reach 2  


