
 

 
Testimony in opposition of Senate Resolution No. 150 (2022) introduced by Senator Ed 
McBroom: A resolution to oppose the designation of additional national Wilderness areas in 
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. 

Submitted by: Keep the U.P. Wild Coalition Member and Partners  

Thank you, Chairman McBroom and members of the Senate Natural Resources Committee for 
receiving this testimony.  
 
On behalf of the Keep the U.P. Wild campaign and its more than 350 supporting organizations and 
partners from the environmental, outdoor recreation, academic, religious, political, and business 
communities, we write to share our strong opposition to Senate Resolution No. 150, a resolution 
to oppose the designation of four areas in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula as federal Wilderness areas. 
Over the past three years, Congress has designated new national Wilderness areas in several states 
across the country. Now is the time for Michigan to secure its own valuable, new Wilderness areas.  
 
Senate Resolution No. 150 argues that new Wilderness is not necessary in Michigan, that new 
Wilderness would limit recreation opportunities, and would not be economically advantageous to 
the region. All of these points are incorrect. The Resolution ignores the value that Michigan 
residents place on protecting our most special natural places, the ways in which Wilderness 
encourages and strengthens outdoor recreation opportunities for those looking for adventure, and 
benefits local communities economically. This proposal will enhance economic, social, and 
environmental values in the region. As our population and participation in outdoor recreation 
continue to grow, our responsibility to protect Wilderness and public lands increases as well. 
Environmental stewardship not only means protecting these special places but also ensuring that 
they permanently exist for exploration and adventure as well.  
 
Keep the U.P. Wild is proposing three new Wilderness areas and one addition to an existing 
Wilderness area. A thorough review of past Wilderness proposals in the State and a lengthy 
exploration process for candidates identified four tracts of land for federal Wilderness designation: 
(1) the Ehlco area, (2) the Trap Hills, (3) Norwich Plains, and (4) the Sturgeon River Gorge 
Wilderness Addition. These places were specifically chosen for their Wilderness characteristics 
and their lack of major ATV or snowmobile trail networks. We are working diligently to ensure 
that any designation of Wilderness for these areas continues to ensure robust recreational access. 
 
This large expanse of protected public land would be adjacent to and connected with the Porcupine 
Mountains Wilderness State Park and create a nearly contiguous Wilderness area of more than 
40,000 acres. Likewise, the Sturgeon River Gorge Wilderness Addition would add nearly 2,000 
acres of unique pristine land to the Sturgeon River Gorge Wilderness, creating a total contiguous 
Wilderness area of almost 17,000 acres. In total, this proposal is looking to protect roughly 50,000 
acres in the more than 1.5 million-acre Ottawa National Forest. Or, in other words, 3.34% of the 
total acreage of the Ottawa National Forest. 
 
We have included with this testimony maps and brief descriptions of the areas under consideration. 
 



 

The Wilderness Act has safeguarded some of our most treasured federal lands for generations, 
providing long-term protection to the last of our nation’s wild landscapes — places that possess 
spectacular beauty, offer outstanding solitude, support native plants and animals, protect valuable 
water resources, shelter ancient cultural artifacts, and provide opportunities for primitive recreation 
and dark skies. However, the benefits of Wilderness are economic as well. In 2012, the nation’s 
9.9 million Wilderness visitors directly spent $500 million in communities adjacent to Wilderness 
areas, generating 5,700 jobs. Areas around the country have seen a payoff from Wilderness and 
the Midwest can continue to benefit from this as well. 
 
The Resolution states that active management would be significantly limited in Wilderness. This 
is incorrect. The Forest Service can still manage Wilderness through selective thinning, harvesting, 
and planting as well as prescribed burning and invasive species management. The Forest Service 
can use fires in Wilderness for management objectives and herbicides can be used as necessary. 
 
Wilderness protects ecosystem diversity, offers robust support to native life forms, and represents 
the most pristine land in the State. Keeping Wilderness pristine is something that benefits us all 
and maintaining access to these great places is important, especially for those with motorized 
wheelchairs which are allowed in Wilderness.  
 
Wilderness conserves wildlife habitats, watersheds, scenic vistas, and great forests while offering 
unique hiking, hunting, climbing, wildlife viewing, camping, fishing, backpacking, star-gazing, 
birdwatching, snowshoeing, and other non-motorized outdoor recreation opportunities – an 
invaluable part of Michigan’s character and the economic heart of many Michigan communities. 
Wilderness is an economic driver for Michigan, attracting outdoor recreation and tourism dollars 
to communities where the logging and mining economy has receded. In Michigan, 63% of 
residents participate in outdoor recreation each year. Overall, outdoor recreation generates $26.6 
billion in consumer spending and 232,000 direct jobs in the State. Michigan also ranks first 
among Great Lakes states for jobs created from hunting- and fishing-related purchases, totaling 
$11.2 billion annually. Northern Michigan attracts thousands of people for aurora-viewing events 
who then spend money in surrounding communities on lodging, food, and entertainment. 
Safeguarding areas like the Ehlco area, the Trap Hills, Norwich Plains, and the Sturgeon River 
Gorge Wilderness Addition is not only great for the environment, but for the economy of 
Michigan. 

As a State, we have never shied away from protecting our most special, beautiful, and biodiverse 
areas, opting instead to lead on environmental stewardship. Protecting these natural resources 
helps Michigan remain a place where people want to live, where businesses can thrive, and where 
the adventurous can seek unparalleled natural beauty. Michigan has a strong history of being a 
Wilderness champion with the Midwest’s second largest total area of Wilderness and the largest 
number of Wilderness areas, but there is still work to be done by protecting the Ehlco area, the 
Trap Hills, Norwich Plains, and the Sturgeon River Gorge Wilderness Addition. The Keep the 
U.P. Wild campaign and its more than 350 supporting organizations and partners urge you to 
oppose Senate Resolution No. 150 and instead lead on land protection.  

 
Thank you for your consideration, 
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TOP CANDIDATES FOR NEW WILDERNESS DESIGNATION IN MICHIGAN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Ehlco Area 

Ontonagon County, immediately south of the Porcupine Mountains Wilderness State Park 

The Ehlco area is located in Ontonagon County in the Bergland Ranger District of the Ottawa 
National Forest. This 16,000-acre area is just south of the Porcupine Mountains Wilderness State 
Park and was purchased in small parcels mostly by the U.S. Forest Service from the Edward Hines 
Lumber Company (“Ehlco”) between 1937 and 1969, returning to a natural, untrammeled state in 
the decades since. 

Ehlco consists of a young to mid-successional forest containing upland hardwoods, lowland 
conifers, lowland hardwoods, and smaller numbers of hemlock, aspen, and paper birch. Roughly 
half of Ehlco’s area consists of wet drainways, depressions, low-lying areas, and floodplains with 
fine-textured soils. Undergrowing vegetation includes ferns, sedges, and spring ephemerals as well 
as a variety of shrubs, tree seedlings, and forest floor mosses. 

White-tailed deer, black bears, and fishers are common sights along with numerous bird species 
frequently found in the Ottawa region. At least one wolf pack claims Ehlco as its territory.  

Beyond some human activity resulting from intermittent hunting and hiking on Ehlco’s 12 miles 
of the North Country National Scenic Trail, there is little recreation in the area. Ehlco’s rivers and 
creeks are not navigable and can become nearly dry rock beds in the summer. There are two small  



 

inholdings in the area. The first inholding has a private dwelling in the semi-private core of the 
area and requires access. The second inholding does not have any dwellings.  

The Forest Service recommended Ehlco for Wilderness evaluation in 2003, and it remains a 
valuable candidate today. It is expansive, secluded, largely free from non-native vegetation, and 
almost completely federally owned.  

 
The Trap Hills 

Ontonagon County, southwest of Rockland, MI, near the Porcupine Mountains Wilderness State Park 
 

The Trap Hills are located in Ontonagon County between US-45 and M-64. They are about 20 
miles southeast of the Porcupine Mountains. The area has generally resisted human disturbance 
due to its rugged landscape and harsh climate. The highest sheer cliff in Michigan is found in the 
Trap Hills, boasting visibility of up to 40 miles. Little evidence of related human activity remains 
from Michigan’s mid-1800s copper boom. 
 

This pristine and nearly undisturbed habitat has attracted common species like black bears, white-
tailed deer, beavers, and raccoons as well as rarer species like timber wolves, peregrine falcons, 
northern goshawks, and wood turtles. The area is home to boreal and northern hardwood forests, 
cedar swamps, and lichen-encrusted cliffs as well as less common plant species like fairy bells and 
Braun’s holly fern.  
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The vast majority of the Trap Hills is government-owned and within the Ottawa National Forest. 
Much of it is already located in a non-motorized area. The Trap Hills is an excellent candidate for 
Federal Wilderness Designation.  

 

Image: Cascade Creek and Michigan’s highest sheer cliff 

Norwich Plains 
Ottawa National Forest, immediately northeast of Bergland, MI 

Norwich Plains is located in the Ottawa National Forest. The area was identified in the 1986 Forest 
Plan Roadless Inventory through the RARE II process. 
Today, most of Norwich Plains is a prime candidate for protection since the past 36 years have 
given it time to revert back to its wild state. It now consists mostly of second-growth forest mixed 
with areas of old-growth timber, beaver ponds, meadows, and several miles of trout streams. 
Norwich Plains now has roughly 8,000 acres of remote land suitable for a Wilderness designation 
and has significant potential to become more unique ecologically as its forests mature. Further, 
designating Norwich Plains could facilitate the expansion of old-growth forest found in the nearby 
Porcupine Mountains Wilderness State Park. 
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Sturgeon River Gorge Wilderness Addition 
Ottawa National Forest, adjacent to the southwest corner of the existing Sturgeon River Gorge 

Wilderness 
 

The Sturgeon River Gorge Wilderness was designated by the Michigan Wilderness Act of 1987. 
It consists of 16,744 acres of flat to rolling uplands largely covered by forests of northern 
hardwoods, pines and other conifers, and aspen. The Sturgeon River cuts through these uplands to 
form the 10-mile long Sturgeon River Gorge and the spectacular Sturgeon River Falls. While the 
Sturgeon River Gorge benefits from Wilderness designation, roughly 2,000 acres of wild Ottawa 
National Forest land on the Wilderness area’s southwestern border lack the same protection. 
 

Almost half of the proposed addition consists of beaver ponds, wet meadows formerly occupied 
by beaver ponds, and wetland forests. The wetlands and wet soils provide indispensable habitat 
for waterfowl and other wetland species. Additionally, moose and moose sign can be seen 
frequently in the area. Overall, this area provides an essential complement to Sturgeon River Gorge 
and deserves protection under the Wilderness Act. 
 

 
 


