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Iron County is in Hardiness Zone 4a which has a very short growing season. With the last frost
as late as June 15th, and the first frost as early as September 3rd, we get about 12 weeks for
plants to establish themselves.

The short season limits the types of plants gardeners can choose. Another limiting factor is
opting for native species, especially ones that are deer resistant so your garden isn’t nibbled to
stubby stems.

Folks who live on lakes they hope will stay healthy for generations have a special obligation to
landscape wisely. Before a lake is populated and developed, the shoreline has a tree canopy,
abundant shrubs, and plants that transition from the land into the lake. The plants support fish
and wildlife by providing food and sites for nesting and raising young.

When people move in it is often the case that trees are removed, roads are built and paths are
paved. Sometimes artificial retaining walls are installed and ‘weeds’ on the land and in the lake
are banished.

This activity is called ‘human disturbance’ on the National Lakes Assessment (NLA) which is
conducted every five years. Although the 2022 NLA results are not yet available, in 2017 the
Upper Midwest Ecoregion (Michigan, plus much of Wisconsin and Minnesota) showed 9% of
lakes having heavy human disturbance. Forty-eight percent had moderate disturbance, and
43% had low disturbance.

Other key indicators showed that 66% of lakes had good habitat complexity and 78.5% had
good shallow water habitat. Both habitat complexity and shallow water habitat refer to the
amount and variety of living and non-living features at the water’s edge which support healthy,
diverse aquatic life. These include overhanging vegetation, emergent plants, woody snags,
boulders and rock ledges.

When lake property resembles a suburban lawn, wildlife is lost. This isn’t the only unfortunate
consequence. Without native shoreline vegetation, grass alone is unable to slow and filter
stormwater runoff and it does not protect the lake’s edge from wave and ice erosion. Canada
geese love a lawn that extends to the lake’s edge. They’ll gather, graze and poop all day long
because they have a clear sightline.

As Zone 4a’s growing season approaches, lake property owners have an opportunity to restore
any shore that has lost its natural beauty. Native plants are best adapted for our climatic
conditions. Their root structures often run deep, making these plants ideal for shore stabilization
and wave absorption.



Finding plants, shrubs and trees that are native can be challenging. Dr. Jo Latimore at Michigan
State University made two recommendations, both in Marquette.

For plants: Designs by Nature/UP Native Plants, https://www.upnativeplants.com/

For trees and shrubs: EverGreen Nursery, https://www.evergreennurserymi.net/native-shrubs

The Iron Barrage Conservation District also has an annual tree sale,
https://ironbaragacd.org/tree-sale-info which supports their operations.

Discovering that long-held beliefs about shoreline landscaping might actually be unhealthy for
the lake can be surprising and unsettling. Several organizations offer inspiration and
encouragement for making better choices.

The Midwest Glacial Lakes Partnership just published the second volume of a booklet they call
‘Shoreline Living’. Each volume contains stories about real lake property owners. Visit their
website at http://midwestglaciallakes.org/resources/shorelineliving/

The Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership at https://www.shorelinepartnership.org/ is a rich
resource for learning about shorelines. Their site contains a link to an interactive conservation
tool that allows the user to find information about shoreline and watershed disturbance on
specific lakes.

Loss of the natural shoreline is a huge threat to wildlife and the lake itself. For Iron County
lakes, the vast majority of lakes still have long stretches of shoreline that are diverse and
undisturbed. Learning is the link to longevity of our lakes!
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