August 27, 2013

DUNN’S MARSH DEVELOPMENT AND STORMWATER HISTORY
Introduction
This summary is compiled from historical documents describing the degradation of
Dunn’s Marsh from stormwater volume, rate and pollution. The four documents used in
researching Dunn’s Marsh stormwater history were the In Our Own Words: The Best of
the Dunn’s Marsh News, Wisconsin State Journal’s articles Dunn’s Marsh Faces
Strangulation by Man from 1971, Lots in Dunn’s Marsh still Apartment Sites from 1977,
and Runoff may doom Dunn’s Marsh from 1982. In my research I focused on the
observations of residents and professionals documenting stormwater related
environmental damages and issues. I also investigated the history of the marsh north of
the Northwest & Chicago railroad.
Development History
Some of the earlier records and aerial photos document the area surrounding Dunn’s
Marsh as entirely farmland up until the 1950’s building boom. The 1950’s building boom
or parade of house as other know it began the development of the area south of the
Beltline and east of Verona Rd.; however the 144 acres belonging to The Electric
Research Farms directly north of Dunn’s Marsh and the to the south belonging to Gene
Dawley was left undeveloped. The second housing boom was in 1963-1970 where the
ownership of the previously undeveloped areas around Dunn’s Marsh changed. The 73
acres to the west of the marsh along the Illinois Central Railroad was planned for
development by the Allied Development Corporation and the 144 acres occupied by the
Electric Research Farms and 10 acres owned by the Kaltenbergs was purchase by J-K
Development Corporation. In late 1967, rough grading began on what is now the Dunn’s
Marsh Neighborhood north of Crescent Rd. In 1970, the City of Madison bought the
50.59 acres containing Dunn’s Marsh from Gene Dawley, who deeded the land as a
bird sanctuary. The purchase was motivated by the concept of preserving open space
and environmental corridors in an urban area. In 1971, the first big environmental
controversy broke out over two apartment buildings, now known as the Megan’s Bay
condominiums, planned to be built on the fill in the northern buffer of the marsh just
south of the Crescent Rd and Red Arrow Trail intersection.
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Wetland and Stormwater Issues:
Even though the apartment controversy of 1971 marked the first opposition of the
neighborhood to further development around the marsh it was not the first time the
marsh was threatened or depreciated. In 1964, the summit storm sewer was built
beginning north of the marsh 43 and half feet under Verona Rd. and ending under
Crescent Rd. in the northwest corner of the marsh. This storm sewer pipe has provided
most of the marsh’s water volume, rate and pollution problems for 50 years. The
preliminary platting process of the Belmar plat in 1966, provided the option of filling the
marsh for development. This option was rejected by the City of Madison, who insisted
that the marsh be retained for its natural drainage properties. The 1971 attempt to
prevent apartment building on lots 17, 18 in the northern buffer region of the marsh was
to no avail. The building on the lots proceeded and a few months after 5 buildings stood
on the lots. The opposition of the 1971 apartments; however, prevented the building on
lots 19 and 20 on the northern buffer just east of the Megan’s Bay condominiums. In
1975, the Dunn’s Marsh Neighborhood Association initiated meetings with government
officials and the J-K Development Corporation’s attorney. J-K (the owners of the
property) did not agree to rezone the property and proposed 3 new apartment buildings
on the lots. The WDNR; however, ruled that the north section as well as the main
portion of Dunn’s Marsh was navigable and the county confirmed that the shoreline
provisions of the zoning ordinance applied to the lots in question. This decision
ultimately prevented the developer from building on the lots and motivated the
governmental purchase of the land from the private owner and the rezoning to
Conservancy (CO-1) status.
Dunn’s Marsh Northern Buffer:
The 1975 successful preservation of lots 19, 20 in the northern buffer region was a
great accomplishment for the Dunn’s Marsh Neighborhood Association. The following
provides the history and the future problems associated with the northern buffer region.
Dunn’s Marsh was created nearly 10,000 years ago when the last glaciers retreated
across the southern part of Wisconsin. Evidence of the northern marsh’s existence is
present an aerial photo from 1937 and in more detail from an aerial photo from the
1950’s prior to major development. These aerial photos were used to prove that the
northern part of the marsh (north of the railroad) existed before any development
occurred. It was also noted the northern marsh had been part of the main portion prior
to the 1881 construction of the railroads. Brooks Finner, one of the owners of the
Electric Research Farm, confirmed that the area south of the present day Crescent Rd.
was never farmed because of the standing water in the area. The historical aerials in
figures 1 and 2 below show the conditions of the northern buffer region before after the
Megan’s Bay condos were built.
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Figure 1: A photo from 1971 prior to the apartment buildings on lots south of Crescent Rd.

Figure 2: 1974 aerial of Dunn’s Marsh after the apartment buildings were built.
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The Marsh’s Protection and the Buffer Region
As Jim Zimmerman, UW professor and researcher of Dunn’s Marsh stated, “To protect
the marsh from extreme water levels a buffer zone will be necessary”. Jim Zimmerman
sent decades advocating for the protection of the marsh, documenting its conditions and
searching for opportunities to better manage stormwater runoff polluting the marsh. Jim
and his students documented the conditions of the marsh by conducting wildlife
surveys, specifically bird species, and also the amount of silt entering the marsh from
eroded construction sites. Mr. Zimmerman formed several recommendations for the
preservation and future management of the marsh which included creating a buffer
region upstream of the marsh, in order to prevent the marsh itself from being used as a
retention pond. Jim stated if the marsh was used as a silt collection basin it will not be
able to be dredged without destroying the bottom clay layer of the marsh. The clay
bottom of many wetlands limits the groundwater discharge of the surface water. He also
stated the north pond is being used as a silt catch basin protecting the rest of the marsh
from silt build up and that he would like to see two ponds in the marsh collecting the
increasing amount of run off sediment and discharging run off water back into the
groundwater table.
Future Plans and Concerns:
The utilization of northern marsh seems to be imperative to the survival of the entire
Dunn’s Marsh. The installation of the Apache, Red Arrow, Arrowhead East and West,
Nicolet, Charter, Design Mart and Verona Rd. ponds have created a great improvement
to the water volume, rate and quality; however, the main concern for 50 years has been
the 60” summit storm sewer and the 24” outfall at Crescent Rd which continue to deliver
untreated stormwater, oil, trash, and silt into Dunn’s Marsh. The incised channel
transporting the stormwater from the outfall to the culverts under the railroad is currently
littered with trash and sediment deposits and has most likely changed the hydrology of
the northern marsh considerably.
Two options have been provided by the City of Fitchburg Stormwater Master Plan to
alleviate the water volume, rate and quality problems associated with the summit storm
sewer. The first is to utilize the Renaissance on the Park property for a concrete
stormwater treatment device provided by the City of Madison. The second is to utilize
approximately one acre north of the railroad and west of Red Arrow pond as a
constructed wetland. The constructed wetland would detain stormwater from enter the
main portion of the wetland and also capture small sediment particles bound for the
main portion of the marsh. Percolation of water in the constructed wetland maybe
possible since some sand pockets were discovered in the wetland delineation from
Stantec Environmental Services. These best management options reflect the
stormwater quality and volume controls Jim Zimmerman, UW researchers, water
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resource consultants and members of the Dunn’s Marsh Neighborhood Association
have been advocating for almost a half century.
Constructed Wetland Hurdles:
Permitting a constructed wetland in the poorly drained hydric soils in the north marsh
does have its challenges though. The area where the constructed wetland and wetland
restoration practices would be implemented in an existing delineated wetland area and
the DNR and the Army Corp of Engineers have jurisdiction over the wetland’s land use.
Legislation 281.36 regulates the activities that can occur in a wetland area. A resource
guide for the 281.36 legislation is provided in Appendix A. The main issue in permitting
the constructed wetland is the direct discharge of untreated stormwater into the existing
wetland. The legislation was not written to include exceptions for the case of the north
buffer region of Dunn’s Marsh, which is an existing wetland currently receiving untreated
stormwater. The water would receive treatment if a concrete treatment structure was
used to pretreat the water prior to discharge into the constructed wetland, but the
amount of treatment would be difficult to quantify. If the historic environmental advocacy
of Dunn’s Marsh has taught us one thing it is the people living in the neighborhood
believe the restoration and preservation of the marsh is of utter most importance to the
ecology of the community.
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Appendix A

Review: Applicable Wisconsin Statutes and Codes
-

Permits for Discharges into Wetlands: Section 281.36, Wis. Stats.
Water Quality Standards for Wetlands: Chapter NR 103, Wis. Adm. Code
Water Quality Certification: Chapter NR 299, Wis. Adm. Code
Wetland Compensatory Mitigation: Chapter NR 350, Wis. Adm. Code
Wetland Conservation Activities: Chapter NR 353, Wis. Adm. Code

Section 281.36
-

Regulates activities that are known to impact wetlands
Permit required to:
1. “grade, fill, remove or disturb soil in a low area or wetland”
2. “restore or enhance a low area or wetland”

Grade, Fill, Remove or Disturb Soil in a Low Area or Wetland
-

-

-

Must show in application that the project will not have significant adverse impacts
on the wetland functions and values.
1. Review of Regulated Activities under s. 281, Wis. Stats.
2. Review of Wetland Functional Values
General Permits (valid for 5 years)
1. General permit for commercial, industrial and residential development
(WDNR-GP1-2012)
2. Commercial, industrial and residential Wetland Discharge General Permit
3. General Permit for recreation development (WDNR-GP4-2013)
4. General Permit for wetland and waterway impacts for municipal highway,
bridge and culvert improvement projects (WDNR-GP2-2012)
5. Municipal Highway, Bridge and Culvert General permit
Wetland Individual Permits
1. If the project does not fall under any of the general permit categories, then
an individual permit will need to be obtained. A pre-application meeting
with DNR Water Management staff is required for all wetland individual
permit applications and will help design an approvable project.
2. Pre Application Meeting Checklist
3. Wetland Mitigation is required for all wetland individual permits.
4. Complete Wetland Individual Permit documents
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Restore or Enhance a Low Area or Wetland
-

-

-

Step 1: Determine if the project is eligible for a general permit by reviewing the
eligibility standards and permit conditions for Chapter NR 353 Wis. Admin Code
general permit application package.
Step 2:
1. If a project qualifies for a general permit, prepare and complete the
application package with all the information required.
2. If the project does not qualify for a general permit, apply for an individual
permit using the NR 353 Individual Wetland Conservation Permit.
Step 3: Submit complete application with fee.
Step 4: Receive approval or provide more information notification.
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