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Frequently Asked Questions 
About the 2016 Belle Isle Fish Spawning Reef Project 

 
What is a fish spawning reef? 
Many fish use rocky areas for spawning (laying and fertilizing their eggs). The construction of 
commercial shipping channels removed much of the rocky habitat that historically existed in the 
Detroit River. This project involves installing reefs that recreate  these natural spawning areas. The 
reefs consist of loose rock strategically placed on the river bottom. The rock will provide a safe 
place for the eggs to incubate until the fish larvae hatch out and drift down the river.  
 
What size will the reef project be? 
The planned Belle Isle reef project includes 3 reef units that together create 4 acres of new, high-
quality spawning habitat.  Each reef unit is a bed of rock about 2 feet thick. 
 
Where will the reef be built? 
After carefully evaluating the fish populations and physical conditions throughout the Detroit River, 
the project team selected three sites around the head of Belle Isle to create fish spawning reefs in 
2016. This part of the river is fairly deep, with clean, fast-flowing waters that will keep the 
spawning reefs clear of fine sediments and will help deliver oxygen to fish eggs that are deposited 
on the reefs. 

• Belle Isle Reef A is 1.2 acres in size and is located 200 feet offshore from the southeast 
corner of Belle Isle and 100 feet from the edge of Fleming Channel. 

• Reef B is 1 acre in size and is located 1,200 feet from the shore of Maheras Gentry Park. 

• Reef C is 1.8 acres in size and is located 1,000 feet offshore from Shorepointe Village and 
800 feet from the shore of Alfred Brush Ford Park. 
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Who is involved in this project? 
The restoration team is made up of local, state, national, and private partners working to bolster 
local fish populations. The team includes scientists from the U.S. Geological Survey, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, the University of Michigan, Michigan Sea Grant, SmithGroup JJR, and the Michigan 
Department of Natural Resources. Local construction firms were invited to bid on the project and 
Durocher Marine (a division of Kokosing Industrial) was selected to build the reef project.  Funding 
comes from the federal Great Lakes Restoration Initiative with additional support from the 
cooperating agencies. 
 
How will the spawning reefs be constructed? 
Our contractor, Durocher Marine, plans to place the rock using a crane with a clamshell bucket 
mounted on a barge. Buckets of rock will be placed directly on the river bottom and placement will 
be continuously monitored by a survey control system. A variety of survey methods will be used by 
the contractor and research team to ensure that the rock is placed in the location specified by 
project plans. 
 

  
Construction barges used to build a fish spawning reef in 
the St. Clair River. 

4-8-inch limestone pieces that will be used for the 
Belle Isle reef project. 

 
What type of rock is used and where does it come from? 
The reef will be made of broken limestone, about 4 to 8 inches in diameter. The limestone comes 
from Stoneco Quarry in Maybee, Michigan. The rock has been inspected and will not affect water 
quality. Rock will be transported by trucks to a staging area on the Detroit River and then loaded 
onto material barges. 
 
When will construction begin and how long will it last? 
Construction is expected to begin in mid-November and last 4 to 6 weeks. Construction vessels will 
only be on the water during daytime working hours, Monday through Friday, with some possible 
work on Saturdays. 
 
Will the project affect shipping or boating or change the flow of water? 
No. The reefs will be located in water 18 to 22 feet deep, and they will only rise 2 feet above the 
river bottom. The reefs are located outside of commercial shipping channels and will not interfere 
with personal boats or freighters. Project plans have been carefully reviewed by a number of 
agencies, including the Lake Carriers Association, to ensure that there will be no impacts to 
navigation or water flow in the river. 
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Why is this project needed? 
Historically, large numbers of fish migrated to the Detroit River to spawn on bedrock, cobble, and 
gravel areas. However, many of these rocky spawning areas were destroyed during the 
construction of commercial shipping channels or made inaccessible by dams in tributary rivers.  
Constructed spawning reefs aim to replace this rocky habitat and help fish populations recover. 
 
What species of fish will use the reef?  
This fish habitat project was designed to enhance the reproduction of lake sturgeon (a state 
threatened species), walleye (a popular sport fish), and lake whitefish (a commercially harvested 
fish). These three species, as well as a number of suckers, catfish, and perch, seek out rocky areas in 
fast-flowing water to deposit their eggs and will likely use the constructed reef.  
 
How will you know the reefs are working? 
The project team will perform ongoing monitoring of the Belle Isle reef project as well as at other 
completed habitat projects in the St. Clair and Detroit rivers. Project scientists will study the 
numbers and types of adult fish, eggs and fish larvae in the area before and after the spawning reefs 
are created. Data will be collected at the reef site during spring and fall spawning seasons and 
compared to reference areas without spawning reefs. In addition, underwater cameras, sonar, and 
scuba divers will be used to evaluate the condition of the reef material over time. 
 
Will these projects improve fishing? 
Eventually. The reef is designed to enhance the reproduction of specific types of fish such as lake 
sturgeon. Most of these fish will only spend time on the reefs during spawning season, and 
therefore, fishing directly above the reef is not expected to be exceptional. However, over time, the 
projects should improve fishing in the St. Clair and Detroit rivers. After many years, the spawning 
reefs could expand the fishing opportunities for lake sturgeon, the largest fish in the Great Lakes 
that currently provides a unique — but tightly regulated — fishing experience. 
 
How else will these projects benefit people? 
This spawning reef project is part of a large effort to remediate the Detroit River and remove the 
area from the list of Great Lakes Areas of Concern. Despite a variety of changes to the shoreline and 
water quality, the St. Clair and Detroit rivers are home to the largest remaining population of lake 
sturgeon in the Great Lakes. Projects like this help improve the region’s environment and unique 
fish populations, which can boost the region’s identity and reputation and ultimately help attract 
talented people and businesses.  
 
Where can I find more information? 
Please contact us if you have any questions that are not answered here.  
Visit: www.miseagrant.umich.edu/restoration or contact: 
Mary Bohling; bohling@msu.edu; (313) 410-9431 
Lynn Vaccaro; Lvaccaro@umich.edu; (734) 763-0056 
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