
Restoration of  
Keweenaw Bay Indian  
Community’s Sand Point Sloughs  
increases cultural and ecological functionality 
Significant progress made but additional restoration could counter-balance losses 
Recent restoration efforts on eight acres at Keweenaw Bay 
Indian Community’s (KBIC’s) Sand Point Sloughs have improved 
the cultural and ecological functionality of the sloughs’ 
Gichi‑manidoo gitigaan (The Great Spirit’s Garden); however, 
given the significant historical losses, much more restoration 
is needed. Based on methods applied in this study, it would 
take an additional 175 acres of similar Manoomin (wild rice) 
restoration to counter‑balance the lost cultural and ecological 
functionality that have occurred over time. This is equivalent in 
scale to 22 times the current restoration efforts at the sloughs. 
In addition, future restoration actions will need to be adaptive 
to respond to changing climate conditions. 

Threats to Manoomin at Sand Point 
Sloughs
Connected to Lake Superior, Sand Point Sloughs is part of a 
dynamic coastal system. In the early 20th century, a copper 
ore processing plant, Mass Mill, operated on the west side of 
Keweenaw Bay on the south shore of Lake Superior. During 
the copper ore processing, approximately six billion pounds of 

mine tailings, locally known as stamp sands, were disposed into 
Keweenaw Bay. Lake currents continue to carry these tailings 
southward and redeposit them onto Sand Point, located just four 
miles south of the Mass Mill. Sand Point has an extensive beach 
area with approximately 2.5 miles of lake front and is connected 
to the sloughs. These tailings contain high concentrations of 
heavy metals that have the potential to cause environmental 
harm. 

More recently, Sand Point Sloughs has been affected by regional 
hydrologic conditions – including higher water levels – that are 
occurring at a regional scale and are beyond local control. As a 
plant species sensitive to changes in water level, higher water 
levels have negatively affected the establishment and abundance 
of Manoomin in Sand Point Sloughs. The sloughs’ connection to 
Lake Superior also opens the pathway to aquatic invasive species, 
such as carp and reed canary grass. Carp, for example, are bottom 
feeders that uproot Manoomin (Premo et al., 2014). Manoomin 
abundance may be impeded by competing native vegetation, 
such as ginoozhegoons (pickerelweed); and by excessive browsing 
by wildlife on new stands, such as waterfowl.

About Sand Point Sloughs
Sand Point Sloughs are relatively shallow 
backwater sloughs connected to Lake 
Superior that are culturally important to 
the KBIC. Native people used this area for 
hundreds of years, as indicated by the 
existence of ancient burial grounds and 
stories that have been passed on through 
oral tradition (KBIC, 2003). Manoomin is 
believed to have been present in Sand Point 
Sloughs prior to the 1900s (Ravindran et 
al., 2014). Today, the site contains the KBIC 
Pow Wow grounds, a traditional healing 
clinic, extensive wetlands, and Manoomin 
beds. A marina, campground, lighthouse, 
and recreational beaches signify the 
community’s appreciation of this area. 

This area also holds ecological value as 
habitat. It provides for a number of species 
including medicinal plants, insects, fish, and 
other non‑human relatives.



Actions taken to improve the 
abundance of Manoomin at Sand 
Point Sloughs
Sand Point Sloughs are a KBIC Tribal Trust property, wholly 
owned by KBIC and located entirely within KBIC L’Anse 
Reservation boundaries. KBIC took over management of the 
sloughs in the early 1990s, and shortly after began efforts to 
reintroduce Manoomin. Between 1991 and 1997, KBIC seeded 
nearly 1,800 pounds of Manoomin across 8 acres of Sand 
Point Sloughs. By 1999, Manoomin density was sufficient for 
KBIC to engage in the tradition of ricing. Between 1999 and 
2002, community members harvested an estimated 60 to 150 
pounds per year (Ravindran et al., 2014). Since 2013, KBIC has 
seeded annually at Sand Point Sloughs. KBIC continues to 
tend to this site in an effort to keep Manoomin teachings and 
traditions vital. However, since 2002, community members 
have not been able to harvest Manoomin at Sand Point 
Sloughs due to decreased abundance of Manoomin related to 
regional hydrologic conditions. 

In addition to seeding efforts, KBIC and partners have 
undertaken remediation along the Sand Point shoreline, 
which was listed as a brownfield site. Remediation efforts 
included capping stamp sands to stabilize the tailings; 
planting native plants, trees, and shrubs to increase habitat 

for birds and other wildlife; and installing mounds and 
boulders to provide relief in the topography, reduce erosion, 
and protect valuable coastal wetlands, including Manoomin 
beds (Ravindran et al., 2014).

Floating wild rice. Credit: KBIC NRD
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Manoomin seeding and acres of Manoomin coverage at the Sand Point Sloughs, 1999 to 2019 
(data were not collected before 1999, and Manoomin coverage data were not recorded after 2014). 
Sources: Ravindran et al., 2014; Karena Schmidt, personal communication, October 31, 2019.



Approach to characterizing Manoomin at Sand Point Sloughs
Twelve metrics characterize the cultural and ecological functions of Sand Point Sloughs’ Manoomin and its associated habitat. 
These metrics describe how Manoomin at the Sloughs contributes to maintaining connections with the Anishinaabe culture, how 
it supports ecological functionality and is resilient to changing conditions, and how it allows for continued learning and sharing of 
Anishinaabe values.

Biodiversity – Healthy Manoomin and 
appropriate habitat at this place supports 
diverse biological communities (e.g., free 

of invasive species) that indicate the 
capacity of the place to support 
abundant associated plant and 

animal species (e.g., other 
native aquatic vegetation, fish, 

waterfowl, muskrat), providing for 
spiritual and subsistence needs.

Integrity – Physical habitat and 
hydrology, and water and 

sediment chemistry support 

Water quality – This place has clean water 
(e.g., sulfate levels below 10 ppm) and sediments 

that can support robust stand density and 
wildlife diversity; is free of contamination or 

impacts from industrial, agricultural, 
recreational, or residential influence; and is of 
sufficient areal extent to sustain a Manoomin 

population. 

Water level – This place has a natural or managed 
hydrologic regime that can maximize resilience 

under variable or extreme climatic conditions across 
the growing season (maintaining optimal depth range 

and flow).
Knowledge generation – 
This place allows for 
continued learning and 
generation of the 
Anishinaabe practices, 
values, beliefs, and 
language through 
experience. 

Knowledge sharing – This
place allows for the continued 
sharing and transmittal of the 
Anishinaabe practices, values, 
beliefs, and language among 
family members and community.

Educational opportunities – This place provides 
opportunities for language, land stewardship, and other 
educational programs, such as educational rice camps.

Cultural Metrics Ecological Metrics

Cultural and Ecological Education 
Metrics 

Anishinaabe (original people) – The place 
provides Manoomin, which is sacred to the 
Anishinaabe and central to the 
foundations of their culture, 
sovereignty, and treaty rights.

Community relationships – 
Manoomin at this place 
contributes to bonding, traditions, 
and strengthening family and 
community connections.

Spirit relationships – 
Manoomin at this place enables 
the Anishinaabe to maintain 
connections and balance with spirit 
beings (or relatives) from all other 
orders of creation (first order: rock, 
water, fire and wind; second order: 
other plant beings; third order: 
animal beings; fourth order: human 
beings).

Manoominikewin – This place allows for the 
Anishinaabe to harvest, prepare, and share (gifting, 
healing, and eating) Manoomin in the ways practiced 
by their ancestors for centuries.

Food sovereignty and health – This place 
provides the capacity to provide for the 
sustenance, health, and independence of the 
Anishinaabe.
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Cultural and ecological characterization at Sand Point Sloughs

Sand Point Sloughs’ Manoomin and its associated habitat were characterized over four time periods. Each metric was ranked using 
the following five‑point descriptive scale: No use Very bad Not very good Pretty good Doing great

This characterization begins after the copper ore processing plant ceased operations around the 1920s. 

1920 to 1990: Before KBIC ownership

Based on the combined ranking of cultural and ecological 
metrics, Sand Point Sloughs was characterized as “not very 
good” during this period. This ranking reflects the absence 
of Manoomin from the sloughs and the deposition of mine 
tailings onto Sand Point. Although Manoomin was absent, the 
sloughs were still a place of cultural and ecological importance: 
waterfowl and other wildlife foraged at the sloughs; and 
community members fished, hunted, and gathered there and 
held Pow Wows on the grounds. Given the intrinsic cultural 
and ecological values of the sloughs, some cultural metrics – 
including spirit relationships, knowledge sharing, and food 
sovereignty – were characterized with a higher ranking. 

1991 to 1998: With active management of 
Manoomin

Once KBIC took over management of Sand Point Sloughs in 
the early 1990s and began seeding activities, Manoomin grew 
modestly. Although community members could not yet harvest
Manoomin, the presence of Manoomin significantly improved 
the ranking of most cultural and ecological metrics. During this 
period, Sand Point Sloughs ranked as “pretty good” based on 
the combined ranking of cultural and ecological metrics. 

 

For each of the four time periods, the water level 
metric was ranked as “not very good.” Due to their 
location, the Sand Point Sloughs are influenced 
by regional factors such as Lake Superior water 
levels, which are beyond local control.

1999 to 2005: With active management and 
harvesting of Manoomin

Once Manoomin was adequately established at Sand Point 
Sloughs, KBIC was able to open Sand Point Sloughs to their 
community members for harvesting. Harvesting allowed the 
recovery and sharing of Anishinaabe practices, values, beliefs, and 
language at the sloughs in ways that had not been practiced for 
years. During this period, Sand Point Sloughs ranked as “doing 
great” based on the combined ranking of improved cultural and 
ecological metrics.

2006 to 2019: With higher water levels

Sand Point Sloughs is connected to Lake Superior, and is 
affected by changes in the lake’s water level and invasive 
and competitive species. Invasive species and competing 
vegetation that have been documented at Sand Point Sloughs 
may be impacting Manoomin abundance. Water levels have 
also fluctuated in Sand Point Sloughs, with lower water levels 
recorded in 2006 and 2007, and higher water levels in recent 
years (Ravindran et al., 2014). During this period, Sand Point 
Sloughs’ functionality decreased to “pretty good” based on 
the combined ranking of cultural and ecological metrics. The 
decrease in ecological and cultural functionality provided 
by Manoomin in recent years suggests the need for adaptive 
management of Manoomin. Actions taken that may have 
been successful in restoring Manoomin in the past may 
need to be adjusted to respond to additional threats, such as 
climate change, to be successful in the future. 



Cultural and ecological characterization at Sand Point Sloughs
The cultural and ecological functionality provided by the Manoomin and its associated habitat at Sand Point Sloughs varied over 
time, both in aggregate and for individual metrics.
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Additional restoration needed
Based on the characterization of the degree of cultural and ecological 
function over the four time periods, a Habitat Equivalency Analysis 
demonstrates the additional equivalent units of restoration needed 
to counter‑balance the severity and timespan of degradation. Given 
the success of restoration on 8 acres of Sand Point Sloughs, 175 acres 
of similar Manoomin restoration is needed to counter‑balance the 
lost habitat functionality that has occurred over time. In other words, 
22 equivalent restoration efforts at Sand Point Sloughs (from 1991 
to 2019) are needed to counter‑balance lost cultural and ecological 
habitat functionality (from 1920 to 1990).
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About this effort 
This case study is part of the Lake Superior Manoomin Cultural and 
Ecosystem Characterization Study. The project was initiated by a 
team of Lake Superior Basin Anishinaabe communities, and federal 
and state agencies, with technical support from Abt Associates. This 
project aims to describe the importance of Manoomin to help foster 
community stewardship and education; and to inform Manoomin 
stewardship, protection, and policy in the Lake Superior region and 
throughout the Great Lakes. Funding for this project was received 
via Great Lakes Restoration Initiative. For more information on the 
Initiative and Action Plan go to https://www.glri.us/.
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