
Arctic Grayling thrived in northern Lower Michigan’s coldwater streams 
until the onset of the 20th Century. Fishermen and wildlife enthusiasts 

visited destinations such as the Au Sable River in Grayling—a town 
named after the Arctic Grayling—to see this beautiful fish. But by 

the 1930s, three factors contributed to their demise: habitat destruction 
from logging, overfishing, and introduction of predatory species. The 
local extinction of this wild, native fish was a tragic loss for Michigan.

By way of Montana’s Arctic Grayling Recovery Program, the 
21st Century brought hope that we can restore this piece of Michigan’s 
natural heritage. During 2016-2017, more than forty partners—including 

state and federal governmental agencies, Native American tribes, 
universities, and conservation groups—joined to form Michigan’s Arctic 

Grayling Initiative. The mission: restoring wild populations of Arctic 
Grayling within its historic range in Michigan. Now this bold Michigan 

initiative needs your help.
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From Alaska to Montana, people are joining 
together to protect this iconic fish that is 
internationally revered and held as a symbol 
of clean, cold, flowing water. Now Michigan 
is following a path of research, science and 
collaboration to restore wild Grayling to 
home waters.

Partners for Michigan’s Arctic Grayling 
Initiative are guided by a 5-year Action 
Plan that outlines four focus areas: 
Research, Management, Fish Production, 
Education & Outreach. View the plan at 
www.migrayling.org.
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Montana’s Model Works, Hope for Michigan
Since the formation of the Arctic Grayling 
Recovery Program in 1990, Montana has been
developing strategies to successfully recover 
Grayling populations. Ideal habitat conditions 
continue to be studied and understood, 

collaborative relationships with landowners 
are improving conservation strategies, and 
educational programming is reclaiming 
cultural heritage. Three building blocks are 
contributing to Montana’s success.

Michigan Rewrites History

Tours, workshops, 
gatherings, and youth 

programs raise awareness 
and provide ways for 

people to appreciate and 
understand the values of

native species. 

*Surridge, M. 2014. 2014 Evaluating 
Planning Successes for the Conservation 
of the Arctic Grayling. Mission:Wildlife.

*Ensuring adequate flow, 
connecting stream reaches, 

annual population 
monitoring, and habitat 
improvement are a few 

conservation actions that 
are contributing to recovery. 

Statewide support for 
protecting headwaters 
and tributaries through 

land protection, 
watershed planning 

and collective action of 
agencies, groups and 

individuals is forming a 
conservation ethic that 

supports the reclamation 
of Grayling. 

*Conservation 
Agreements create 

opportunity for private 
landowners to partner with 

nonprofits to restore 
Grayling. Agreements 

encourage landowners to 
become active and 

responsible stewards. 

Increasingly, local 
government, natural 

resource organizations, 
schools, landowner 

associations and others 
are forming partnerships 

to achieve great things for 
conservation in Michigan.
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What ultimately compromised 
Michigan’s Arctic Grayling populations 
was an insatiable need for lumber to 
build the growing nation, as well as 
commercial exploitation of Grayling as 
a food fish. Grayling were harvested, 
salted, and packed into barrels for East 
Coast and Chicago markets. Unregulat-
ed timbering stripped the land, packed 
the rivers with logs and left riverbanks 
barren in their wake. Spawning grounds 
were smothered by sediments.

Grayling were mostly gone from 
Michigan during the same decade that 
the Michigan Department of Conserva-
tion began managing the state’s natural 
resources. It was too late for Michigan’s 

native, but decades later, in the 1980s, 
the State of Michigan stocked 
Grayling into 13 lakes and 7 streams. 
While efforts were strong, success 
was not achieved as the project was 
met with challenges including: choice 
of waters stocked; not understanding 
the importance of early-life imprinting 
of Grayling to stocking locations; fish 
health issues; and an unusually hot 
summer made it tough on Grayling in 
any marginally warm waters.

The outlook to restore Grayling in 
Michigan was dim, until Montana 
developed a successful program for 
restoring this species.

Learning From the Past
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Number River
1  Rifle
2  Au Gres
3  Au Sable
4  Thunder Bay
5  Cheboygan
6  Black
7  Pigeon
8  Sturgeon
9  Maple

10  Boyne
11  Jordan
12  Boardman
13  Betsie
14  Manistee
15  Little Manistee
16  Pere Marquette
17  Pentwater
18  White
19  Hersey
20  Otter

Map created 01/03/2018 by the Institute for Fisheries Research, 
Michigan Department of Natural Resources and the University of MichiganAdapted from Vincent (1962)

Historic Grayling Locations

Rivers

Watersheds

Distribution of Native 
Arctic Grayling in Michigan

* Vincent, R. E. 1962. Biogeographical and ecological factors contrib-
uting to the decline of Arctic Grayling, Thymallus arcticus Pallas, in 

Michigan and Montana. Doctoral Dissertation. 
The University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
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your support is needed      now

With a 5-year budget of $1,100,000, this ambitious initiative,
for, by and about Michigan needs your financial support.

We can open the door of experience 
by restoring what we thought was 
lost forever. let’s unite michigan 

and return grayling to our waters.”

Consumers Energy Foundation • Rotary Charities of Traverse City  • 
Henry E. and Consuelo S. Wenger Foundation • Little River Band of 

Ottawa Indians • Michigan Department of Natural Resources 

—bill rustem, inaugural recipient of the 
thomas l. washington lifetime conservation award

thank you to the following sponsors of 2017

“

make a gift
call 517.284.5836  
www.migrayling.org


