What’s happening in the AOC?
Today, the St. Louis River continues to be an
important resource for commerce and industry
as well as a place for recreation and public
enjoyment. The Wisconsin DNR has been
working with Minnesota and our local and
federal partners for more than 20 years to address pollution and habitat loss in this area. To learn more
about St. Louis River AOC projects and progress visit http://dnr.wi.gov, search “St. Louis River AOC.”
For more details, refer to the Area of Concern Remedial Action Plan Updates.

St. Louis River
Area of Concern
What is an Area of Concern?
An Area of Concern (AOC) is a location in the Great Lakes
that has experienced extensive environmental degradation. Historical pollution due to untreated sewage and
unregulated industrial practices has resulted in contaminated sediments and degraded water quality. Additionally, waterfront development in these areas has reduced
the quantity and quality of fish and wildlife habitat. The
St. Louis River is one of 43 Great Lakes AOCs in the U.S.
and Canada.

Important Moments in St. Louis River History
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1800’s– Early 1900’s
European explorers and French fur traders
arrive at the St. Louis River’s pristine waters,
long after they were first paddled & fished
by the Ojibwe.

1972
The Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement
is signed by the US and Canada, establishing
a commitment to resolve water quality
issues in the Great Lakes Basin. The Clean
Water Act is passed by Congress, which
establishes goals to make the nation’s waters
fishable & swimmable.

1987
Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement is amended to identify “Areas
of Concern” that require special attention for cleanup and restoration.

1990’s
A citizen advisory
group was formed to
develop a plan to
address problems. This
group later evolved
into the St. Louis River
Alliance.

Late 1800’s - Mid 1900’s
Industry develops in the Duluth Superior
Harbor. A lack of environmental regulations
leads to discharge of sewage, toxic contaminants, grain dust, wood waste, and other
industrial byproducts directly into the river.

1978
Wastewater treatment facilities are
established in Superior, Wisconsin
and Duluth, Minnesota.

2010
The Great Lakes Restoration Initiative
(GLRI) begins, providing significant
federal funding to address impairments.

Why is the St. Louis River an Area of Concern?

Restrictions on Dredging Activities

Since the mid-1800’s, the St. Louis River has been re-shaped and degraded by
manufacturing, logging, sawmilling, and shipping practices prior to modern
environmental policies and regulations. These practices eventually led to the St.
Louis River becoming one of the Great Lakes’ most polluted waterways.

Excessive Sediments and Nutrients

Nine specific impairments are identified:
MN DNR

Fish Consumption Advisories

Beach Closings and Body Contact Restrictions
Bacteria and toxic pollution in the river has resulted in the closure of
beaches and body contact advisories. The next steps to remove this impairment include cleaning up contaminated sediments, identifying the
source of bacterial contaminants, and addressing the source if it is due to
human activities. The AOC goal is to remove no-swimming signs at contaminated areas and address beach closures due to wastewater pollution.

WI DNR

Contamination, poor water quality, and loss of critical habitat have resulted in
reduced abundances of fish and wildlife. The next steps to remove this impairment include monitoring bird and fish populations, completing a survey for
semi-aquatic mammals, and restoring habitat for piping plover. The AOC goal
is for monitoring to show that fish and wildlife populations are not limited by
physical habitat, food sources, water quality, or contaminated sediments.

Loss of Fish and Wildlife Habitat

Fish Tumors and Deformities

WI DNR
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Degraded Sediment-Dwelling Organisms

From top: Juvenile lake sturgeon naturally reproduced in the
estuary is a sign of fish population improvement.
Trail cameras document small mammals such as these otters.
Benthic invertebrates are assessed for population health.

Degradation of Aesthetics



Impairment
Removed!

A history of unregulated pollution in the industrial port
caused the aesthetics qualities of the river to be degraded.
The Clean Water Act and other environmental regulatory
programs resulted in improvements in aesthetics and the
removal of this impairment. The AOC goal of no persistent
occurrences of oils, films, chemical residues, scums, discoloration, or obnoxious odors in the river has been met.

WI DNR

Development and contamination has reduced the quantity and quality
of habitat in the AOC. The next steps to remove the impairment include
restoring aquatic, wetland, dune, tributary, and upland habitat and
addressing invasive species. The AOC goal is to restore 1,700 acres of
aquatic habitat, clean up contamination, and restore and protect
From top: Industrialization has led to habitat loss.
additional shoreline and upland habitat.

Contamination may have resulted in increased rates of fish tumors and deformities. The
next steps to remove this impairment include cleaning up contaminated sediments and
monitoring fish tumor and deformity rates. The AOC goal is to have fish tumor and deformity rates which are not elevated compared to fish tumor rates in the larger region.

Alteration and contamination of bottom sediments has resulted
in degraded communities of benthic (sediment-dwelling) organisms. The next steps to remove this impairment include cleaning
up contaminated sediments and restoring aquatic habitat. The
AOC goal is for communities of benthic organisms within restored
sites to be approximately the same as in comparable un-impacted
sites.

Lack of appropriate sewage treatment prior to the 1980’s resulted in elevated nutrients in the river. Extensive logging and removal of shoreline vegetation resulted in increased erosion in the Nemadji River and increased sediment in the St. Louis River. The next steps to remove this impairment include monitoring water quality improvements since upgrades to wastewater
treatment facilities and assessing the sources and impacts of sediment in the
Nemadji River. The AOC goal is for nutrient and sediment monitoring data
to show that water quality does not restrict habitat or recreation.
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Contamination has resulted in fish consumption advisories based on Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and Mercury. The next steps to remove this
impairment include cleanup of contaminated sediments and monitoring fish
tissue for contaminants. The AOC goal is for consumption advisories for the
St. Louis River to be no more conservative than the larger region.

Degraded Fish and Wildlife Populations
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Contamination has resulted in special handling requirements of dredge
materials that may contain toxic pollutants. The next steps to remove this
impairment include testing sediment for contamination throughout the
AOC, cleaning up contaminated hotspots, and developing a bi-state
approach to inform partners and public about restrictions on dredging.
The AOC goal is to understand and communicate the extent of contamination and for contamination hotspots to be cleaned up.

Storm events which cause erosion and sewer overflows
contribute to excess sediments and nutrients. Sediments
in Howard’s Bay are sampled for hazardous chemicals.

Celebrating Success!
In August of 2014, the St. Louis River AOC reached a
major milestone when the Degradation of Aesthetics
impairment was officially removed. The other impairments will be removed over the next 10 years.
The intent of AOC partners is to remove the St. Louis
River from the list of Great Lakes AOCs by 2025.

