
The Clinton River: A Case Study

 The time is the 1970’s, and the place is Mt. Clemens, Michigan. On a summer afternoon, 

one can see a group of children at play. In their backyard, a slide led right into the Clinton River, 

flowing with a bright glow off its surface. Today, the slide still sits in the backyard, but the scene 

in the river is much different. The glistening stream of the Clinton was replaced with sewage and 

pollution in the river. The clear waters were now a dull, murky brown. A passerby would look at 

the slide in disbelief that anyone in their right mind would want to swim in such infested water. 

The Clinton has had a terrible recent history, from a scenic piece of nature to a garbage dump 

that is a shell of its former self. The Clinton River’s downfall can be attributed to the increase in 

industrialization in Macomb and Oakland counties and the pollutants that follow, but efforts over 

the past twenty plus years have made much progress in cleaning the Clinton River.

 The Clinton River begins in Oakland County, northwest of the city of Pontiac. It 

meanders its way through Rochester, which placed an adjacent nature trail along the river, 

conveniently known as “Clinton River Trail.” Here, the scene is of typical Midwestern river 

running through the woods. Lush, green trees cover the landscape while a crisp, clear Clinton 

River gently pushes its way southeast (Clinton River color). Birds chirping and insects buzzing 

on a late summer afternoon display the wide variety of wildlife in this side of the river, also 

known as the Upper Clinton sub watershed (Clinton River Watershed, para. 3). The river then 

makes its way through urbanized and industrial communities, such as Utica and Mt. Clemens, 

before it deposits in Lake St. Clair in southeast Michigan. In its run through these places, the 

Clinton endures much sedimentation and even pollution, which almost comes natural when 

dealing with urban rivers (Challenges Facing the Clinton River para. 2). The difference is clearly 
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visible between the nature trail river and the urban river. The latter holds a darker color, to show 

the sediments that have been building up in it. Sometimes, trails of slime can be seen from the 

side of the boat docks in Mt. Clemens. Wildlife may include a few seagulls, but not nearly as 

many as the ones that populate the lake to the east. It’s a gradual process, but it’s slowly 

destroying the river’s ecosystem. Even more delightful: the real horrors of the Clinton River are 

the ones that cannot be seen by the naked eye.

 The Clinton River was known as the Huron River in its early history. In 1824, the name 

was changed to Clinton in order to avoid confusion with other locations that shared the “Huron” 

name, and it has stuck since (Leeson, p. 297). The River had a relatively quiet history for over 

100 years, until it was deemed an “area of concern” (AoC) by the EPA in 1985; 

“…because of past reports of conventional pollutants, including high fecal coliform 

bacteria, high total dissolved solids (TDS), sediment contaminants including heavy metals and 

oil and grease, and because of impacted biota” The suspected sources of these problems were 

listed as municipal and industrial point sources, urban and rural nonpoint sources, combined 

sewer overflows (CSO), and in place pollutants (sediment contaminants). (Remedial Action for 

the Clinton River, para. 1).

One of the sources for these problems was the industrial point sources. As it runs through 

Metro Detroit, the Clinton River is exposed to several factories that are related to the automotive 

industry. There are other sources of industry, including a Dupont paint plant in Mt. Clemens. On-

Site, the Dupont plant releases around 30,000 pounds of chemicals a year (Which, as bad as it 

sounds, doesn’t compare to the 80,000 pounds of chemicals released in 2005) (EPA TRI). Some 
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of these are airborne, but others can wash away into the sewers. From the sewer, the chemicals 

can easily find their way into the river through the watershed.

Heavy storms can create combined sewage overflows, which in turn dump sewage water 

straight into the Clinton River (Clinton River Watershed, para. 1). These deadly chemicals come 

not only from industry, but also from our own backyards. “Water running off of our yards and 

paved surfaces (including roads, sidewalks, rooftops and parking lots) discharges into our 

waterways, carrying with it dirt, fertilizers, pesticides, oils, metals and other 

pollutants” (Challenges Facing the Clinton River, para. 2). That’s right; pollution from the simple 

urbanization of a region can have an influence on the neighboring river. This is why the pollution 

is nonexistent on the eastern part of the river; the lack of humans and industrial progress that 

surrounds the river in the nature trail is a prime reason as to why it flourished at its beginning, 

but then struggles to survive at its end.

The Dupont plant shows only one example of the effect of industry on the local 

environment and its degradation over the years. Plants that create car parts and manufacture 

other goods dot the Clinton River watershed from Pontiac to Mt. Clemens. Contrasted to the 

nature trail, where there isn’t a factory in miles, the differences show in what human involvement 

can do to the existence of nature around them. This industrialization, combined with the dumping 

of sewage into the ecosystem, helped bring on bacteria that would unfortunately call the river 

home for many years – E. Coli. 

E. Coli is the name of a germ, or bacterium, that lives in the digestive tracts of humans 

and animals (Web MD, para. 1). Since the early 80’s, as far as scientists know, E. Coli has 
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resided in the Clinton River in alarming numbers. The Michigan DNRE sampled stretches of the 

river, especially its main branch, where most of the sewage was dumped and the industry was 

organized. The results were staggering; at one point there were over 3500 E. Coli in 100 

milliliters of Clinton River water (Total Maximum Daily Load for E. coli in the Lower Clinton 

River, p. 27). As with most bacteria, it caused sickness if too much of it was absorbed into the 

body. With much of the region’s drinking water coming from the watershed, this presented a 

danger to the local populace. It wasn’t just the Clinton River involved here – a Michigan State 

Park, known as Metropolitan Beach in Harrison Township, was going to take the hit as well.

Shortened to Metro Beach, the park sits adjacent and just downstream from the Clinton 

River. As such, sediments are deposited along the beach coming in from the river. This may 

include some sand or a rock, but this also includes any bacteria in the water, which includes E. 

Coli. A number of times the E. Coli levels at Metro Beach were so high that the beach would 

have to closed down for days until the levels were to recede. “Metro Beach Metropark 

voluntarily closed its swimming beach on Thursday, May 26 at the urging of the Macomb 

County Health Department in anticipation of elevated e-coli levels following sanitary combined 

sewer overflows in nearby communities” (Metroparks open Memorial Day Weekend, some 

facilities closed, para 2). The problem again comes from the sewer overflows, which carries 

much of the bacteria from the watershed, into the river, and onto the beach. The visitors of a 

State Park, on a holiday weekend, should not have to worry about such things like water quality 

at the beach, but the pollution and degradation of the Clinton River proves otherwise, 

unfortunately.
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A number of communities in both Oakland and Macomb counties have strived hard in 

order to clean up their once beautiful river. The effort is spearheaded by the Clinton River 

Watershed Council, which made its personal goal to clean up the River. They have an annual 

river clean up event in May, which in this upcoming spring would make nine straight years of 

commitment (Clean-Up of the Clinton River, para. 2). The Oakland County Water Resources 

Commissioner holds an annual conference known as the Clinton River Review – open to the 

general public for free – to update county members on the condition of the river and its progress 

in restoring the beauty of the watershed (2012 Clinton River Review, para 2). A $13 million 

dollar project is set to replace and repair sewer systems to prevent overflows (Hotts, para.2). 

Everything from debris to bacteria is looking to be plucked out of the water now, and 

concentrated efforts are being made to bring more wildlife back into the ecosystem. But is too 

little too late?

Before industrialization, the Clinton River enjoyed a quiet existence in southeastern 

Michigan. Once the car industry got rolling, however, exposing thousands upon thousands of 

pounds of pollutants to the environment, environmental degradation really began to kick in. 

Wildlife disappeared from the main branch; the color of the river developed into a murky brown, 

and bacteria was free to roll rampant as sewage was poured into the watershed. There is a price 

to urbanization and industrialization; it is the environment. As more factories and plants spun 

around, more chemicals entered the ecosystem, and the pollution from the population centers 

washed away in rains only to become pollutants in “our own backyard,” to coin a phrase. In the 

end, the evidence clearly shows that the pollution that infests the main branch of the river had 

indeed come from the industrial centers that dotted the landscape. However, instead of accepting 
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the loss of an entire ecosystem, the local population has been taking several steps to bringing a 

struggling environment back to life. Historically, the future of the river is still uncertain, but it is 

much brighter today than it has been in over thirty years. It will take time to undo decades of 

damage done unto the river, but a focused and concentrated cleanup effort, along with 

precautionary measures to prevent such pollution in the future (such as the sewer project) will 

eventually bring the Clinton River back to its former glory.
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