Environmental Close-Up:  Pigeon River

In 1968, oil was discovered in a remote area of northern Michigan known as the Pigeon River Forest.  The Pigeon River Forest is unique in many ways.  Its 37,600 hectares is regarded as the wildest country in the state’s Lower Peninsula.  Because of its wilderness qualities, grouse, black bear, bobcats, deer, beaver, and many other animals inhabit the region.  Its streams provide excellent conditions for healthy populations of native brook trout.  Hunting, fishing, cross-country skiing, camping, and hiking are major forms of recreation in the forest.  It is also home to the largest North American elk herd east of the Mississippi.


In the early 1970s, five successful oil wells were drilled in the area.  Then, a series of lawsuits filed by environmental groups halted further exploration until 1981.  Oil companies, environmental groups, and the state eventually reached a compromise to restrict and closely monitor future oil drilling.  The agreement limited drilling to the southern 11,700 hectares of the forest, protecting what then was the elk herd’s primary range.  The argument in 1980 was that the oil from the Pigeon River area was needed to combat the energy crisis and that the state of Michigan would get several hundred million dollars in royalties from it, which could then be used to buy other recreational lands.  By the early 1980s, it was clear that most of the glowing promises on which the compromise was based had not been kept.  Much less oil had been found beneath the forest than was originally predicted, so royalties were a fraction of what had been estimated.  More important was that the Pigeon River Forest had changed.

Even with all the safeguards in the compromise, pollution problems did arise.  Groundwater became contaminated with chloride from the drilling when pits meant to store brine began to leak.  Part of the forest’s most prized commodity – solitude – had been lost, despite the best efforts of state officials, citizen watchdogs, and the oil companies to minimize the disruption.


Now even an untrained observer notices a winding two-track road change into a straight, flat, wide gravel-bed highway when it reaches the southernmost facility where gas and oil from wells in the forest are pumped and stored.  At the forest’s northern pumping site, a heavy odor of natural gas fumes is evident.


The Pigeon River was not true wilderness, but it was the closest thing to it, the largest single roadless area in the Lower Peninsula of Michigan, and the legacy of a half-century of careful management aimed at restoring what the early loggers had ruined.  Trade-offs are a way of life in the world today.  The case of the Pigeon River Forest was also a trade-off.  A barrel of oil has a straightforward economic value.  What values do we place on wilderness?  More importantly, what value do you place on wilderness?
