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Introduction 
Buckhorn Creek is in the western Lower Peninsula of Michigan and is in the Muskegon River watershed. 
Scrutiny of satellite imagery shows Buckhorn Creek emerging from farm fields (possibly underground 
drain tiles) in northwestern Mecosta County, just upstream of 220th Ave. Some maps also show Buckhorn 
Creek further upstream. From 220th Ave., it flows generally southeast for approximately 2.2 miles before 
joining the Muskegon River. Land ownership in the upper part of the Buckhorn Creek subwatershed 
consists entirely of private land. Downstream from 23 Mile Road, Buckhorn Creek enters the Haymarsh 
State Game Area, which is managed by MDNR (Michigan Department of Natural Resources) Wildlife 
Division. Downstream of Northland Dr., Buckhorn Creek flows through Mecosta County Parks land 
before joining the Muskegon River.  
 
Land use in the upper subwatershed is agricultural, with some forest as well. Downstream of 23 Mile 
Road on the state-owned land, it flows through a mix of forested land and swamp. Scrutiny of satellite 
imagery reveals that Buckhorn Creek flows through a large wetland complex with obvious beaver 
damming present. Over its 2.2-mile course downstream from 220th Ave., Buckhorn Creek drops 
approximately 75.5 feet, for a gradient of approximately 34.3 ft/mi.  
 
In the period between 1937 and 1954, Buckhorn Creek was stocked by the state in twelve different years, 
always with Brown Trout. No other species were ever stocked, and no further stockings in Buckhorn 
Creek have been recorded since 1954. 
 
There is one known dam in the Buckhorn Creek watershed. It is located on Mecosta County Parks land 
downstream from Northland Rd., approximately 750’ upstream of the confluence with the Muskegon 
River. The dam is slightly upstream of the White Pine Trail crossing. The dam was built sometime in the 
mid-1800s and created a pond for fishing and for harvesting ice (Jeff Abel, Mecosta County Parks and 
Recreation, personal communication). In July 2020, a sinkhole opened up between the dam and the White 
Pine Trail, creating a significant safety hazard and requiring an investigation of the dam (and the White 
Pine Trail crossing as well).  
 
Buckhorn Creek is a Designated Trout Stream. It is managed by MDNR as a Type 1 stream, meaning that 
it is open to fishing from the last Saturday in April through September 30. The minimum size limits are 
7” for Brook Trout, 8” for Brown Trout, and 10” for Rainbow Trout. No more than three trout over 15 
inches may be kept. 
 
Historical Fisheries Surveys 
Buckhorn Creek was surveyed once previously, in 1969 by the Michigan Department of Conservation 
(MDOC; the precursor to the MDNR of today). That survey was a backpack electrofishing survey. While 
the exact location is unclear, the survey took place in section 4, somewhere between 220th Ave. and 23 
Mile Rd. In this survey, which covered 500 feet of the stream, 128 Brown Trout from 2.1 to 10.4 inches 
were caught. Sculpins were the only other species noted as present.  
 
Methods 
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The most recent MDNR Fisheries Division survey of Buckhorn Creek was conducted on July 26, 2021. 
Sampling was conducted using one Wisconsin battery-powered 12-volt backpack shocker with one probe. 
Three locations on Buckhorn Creek were surveyed. 
 
Results 
The furthest upstream station on Buckhorn Creek was at the Northland Dr. crossing. The station started at 
the crossing and extended 150’ upstream. Fish caught at this station consisted of Brook Trout, Brown 
Trout, Green Sunfish, and Sculpins (Table 1). The station averaged 10 feet wide and 6 inches deep, with 
the maximum depth being 2.5 feet. Substrates were 60% gravel, 25% cobble, 20% boulder, and 5% sand. 
The stream channel morphology consisted of 50% run, 35% riffle, and 15% pool. In this area, the stream 
flowed through a closed-canopy forest, with mature cedar being the primary riparian cover type. Fish 
cover was present in the form of instream woody debris. At 1:41 pm, the stream temperature was 58.8F.  
 
The next station surveyed was a short distance downstream of the Northland Dr. crossing. The station 
began at the footbridge just upstream of the impoundment. The site was 200’ in length. Fish caught in this 
station included Brown Trout, Green Sunfish, and Sculpins (Table 2). The station averaged 10 feet wide 
and 1.5 feet deep, with the maximum depth being 1.5 feet. Substrates were 80% gravel and 20% silt. The 
stream channel morphology consisted of 70% run, 20% riffle, and 10% pool. This reach is just upstream 
of the impoundment created by the dam at the White Pine Trail. In this area, the stream flows through a 
forest, with tag alder along the stream and abundant instream woody cover. At 1:00 pm, the stream 
temperature was 57.3F, while the air temperature was 83.1F.  
 
The furthest station downstream surveyed on July 26, 2021, ran from the Muskegon River confluence 
upstream to the White Pine Trail crossing. The station was 750 feet in length. Fish caught here included 
Blackside Darter, Brook Trout, Brown Trout, Burbot, Common Shiner, Longnose Dace, Rainbow Trout, 
Sculpin, Smallmouth Bass, and White Sucker (Table 3). The station averaged 15 feet wide and 1 foot 
deep, with the maximum depth being 4-5 feet. Depth at the mouth of the stream likely depends on the 
water level of the Muskegon River. Substrates were 50% gravel, 25% cobble, and 25% boulder. The 
stream channel morphology consisted of 50% run, 40% riffle, and 10% pool. In this area, the stream 
flows through a mature forest. Fish cover was present in the form of instream wood, boulders, and 
pockets. Field notes indicate that the stream had high gradient and appeared to be flashy in nature. At 
11:15am, the stream temperature of Buckhorn Creek was 55.9F, while the air temperature was 83.2F. The 
Muskegon River temperature was 72.1F. 
 
Discussion 
The 2021 fisheries survey showed that Buckhorn Creek continues to be a high-quality coldwater stream, 
despite being impounded just upstream of the White Pine Trail. The previous survey of the Buckhorn 
Creek, conducted in 1969, documented only Brown Trout, while the 2021 survey documented the 
presence of Brown Trout at a location further upstream in the watershed. The 2021 survey marked the 
first documentation of Brook and Rainbow Trout in Buckhorn Creek. All salmonids upstream of the dam 
are naturally reproducing and self-sustaining since they have not been stocked in the watershed in over 50 
years. The Rainbow Trout and possibly some of the Brown Trout had likely been stocked in the 
Muskegon River and moved into Buckhorn Creek to find suitable temperatures. MDNR annually stocks 
Rainbow and Brown Trout into the reach of the Muskegon River between Hersey and Big Rapids. 
 
Recommendations 
The dam just upstream of the White Pine Trail should be removed immediately to restore natural function 
to the stream to the maximum extent possible. The dam currently blocks all fish passage, essentially 
cutting off most of the Buckhorn Creek watershed to fish from the Muskegon River. The dam also raises 



 
 
  

 
Fish Collection System Page 3 of 4 Printed: 01/10/2022 

the water temperature of Buckhorn Creek downstream of the dam. In addition, the White Pine Trail 
crossing should be investigated to ensure that the crossing remains safe and is not negatively impacting 
the stream.  
 
Protection of Buckhorn Creek is of paramount importance. Poor land use practices near the stream or its 
tributaries have the potential to do permanent damage to Buckhorn Creek and its fish populations. 
Riparian management along the stream should be for a forested condition, with runoff directed away from 
the stream. Agriculture in the upper portion of the watershed has the potential to significantly degrade 
water quality, and may already by doing so, based on satellite imagery that seems to show the headwaters 
of the stream being routed into underground drain tiles under farm fields. This is extremely unhealthy for 
any stream, let alone a coldwater stream that hosts wild Brook and Brown Trout. In addition, buffer strips 
should be maintained along streams in agricultural areas. Buffer strips serve to protect the stream by 
intercepting and slowing runoff, preventing erosion and sedimentation, and preventing excess nutrients 
from reaching the stream. These recommendations will also build resilience to the effects of climate 
change in the Buckhorn Creek watershed.  
 

Table 1. Number of fish caught per inch group in a July 26, 2021, electrofishing 
survey of the Buckhorn Creek, Mecosta County, MI.  The station was 
approximately 150 feet in length and ran upstream from the Northland Dr. 
crossing. 

 
 

 

            
 

 Inch class          

Species  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total:  

Brook Trout       1    1  

Brown Trout  23 12 5 16 2 9 10 6 3 86  

Green Sunfish  1 1        2  

Sculpin spp.   2 1 1             4  

      Total:     93  

 
 

Table 2. Number of fish caught per inch group in a July 26, 2021, electrofishing survey 
of Buckhorn Creek, Mecosta County, MI.  The station began at the footbridge 
upstream from the impoundment and proceeded 200' upstream from there. 

 
 

 

             
 

 Inch class           

Species  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 Total:  

Brown Trout  53 6 12 23 9 6 7 8  1 125  

Green Sunfish 1           1  

Sculpin spp.   12                   12  

           Total: 138  
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Table 3. Number of fish caught per inch group in a July 26, 2021, electrofishing survey of 
Buckhorn Creek, Mecosta County, MI.  The station began at the confluence with the Muskegon 
River and proceeded upstream approximately 750 feet to the White Pine Trail crossing. 

 
 

 

               
 

 Inch class             

Species  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 14 16 Total:  

Blackside Darter 2 1 2           5  

Brook Trout  1   1         2  

Brown Trout  13 24  8 6 1 7 1 2 1  1 64  

Burbot    1 6 2  4 1   1  15  

Common Shiner 1             1  

Longnose Dace   1           1  

Rainbow Trout       3  1 1    5  

Sculpin (spp.) 5 8 1           14  

Smallmouth Bass 1             1  

White Sucker 1 1                       2  

           Total:   110  

 
 
 
 
 
 


