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AFTER  
THE STORM

Natural disasters create opportunities to 
restore native brook trout habitat.
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For the past several decades, one of the state’s most 
important brook trout streams—Mill Creek in Pocahontas 
County—had been a concern. Timbering at the turn of 
the 20th century significantly modified the stream. The 
area was once a dense, dark Appalachian forest loaded with 
old growth trees. But as loggers moved into the region 
to harvest those trees, they created roads that often went 
through the stream bed. “They removed obstructions from 
the river,” says David Thorne, a DNR coldwater fisheries 
biologist and program manager for the agency’s aquatic 
habitat restoration. “Those ‘obstructions’ are what we call 
‘fish habitat.’”

This, along with the impacts of the railroad construction 
that followed, led to flooding. The floods washed out even more 
debris and impediments from the stream, features that had 
created the small pools, safe cover, cool temperatures, and slow 
flow trout prefer. “When a stream receives precipitation, a lot of 
our streams now behave in ways described as ‘flashy,’” says Steve 
Brown, a retired DNR wildlife biologist. “They come up fast 
and go down fast. That is not a good situation for trout.”

In 
June 2012, a derecho blew 
through West Virginia. Then, 
that October, remnants of 
Hurricane Sandy joined forces 
with a Nor’easter to dump heavy, 
wet snow on the state. Each 
storm left thousands without 
power, caused millions of dollars 

of destruction, and downed countless trees. 
But these natural disasters also presented the West 

Virginia Division of Natural Resource with a unique 
opportunity to restore habitat for the state’s native 
brook trout.  

“Not a Good Situation”
The brook trout is the only trout species native to West 
Virginia, which is why the Legislature made it the official 
state fish in 1973. The fish thrive best in well-shaded 
mountain streams that are less than 15 feet wide and feature 
numerous pools and temperatures below 70 degrees. 

As part 
of DNR’s 
restoration 
efforts on Mill 
Creek, workers 
built structures 
from trees 
downed by 
2014 storms.
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A Long History of Restoration
Efforts to improve Mill Creek’s trout habitat began 
in the 1930s with the Civilian Conservation Corps: 
the same federal program that built many of the 
Depression-era log cabins and picnic shelters still in use 
at parks throughout the state. The state’s Conservation 
Commission—the predecessor to today’s DNR—
continued the restoration efforts in the 1950s. But 
decades of flooding eventually erased all that work. 

Then came 2012. With so many downed trees in 
and around Mill Creek, DNR officials realized they 
had more than enough raw material to build back trout 
habitat. Workers used the wood to build new structures 
in the stream that would slow the water and provide a 
smoother, more stable flow. The wood also helps in food 
production and provides cover for the fish. “Trout don’t 
like to be exposed in the open,” Brown says. “They look 
for overhead cover, things to hide under.”

Starting in 2014 and working for the next three years, 
the DNR, partnering with West Virginia University, 
built habitats over a three-mile section of Mill Creek, 
from the log cabins at Kumbrabow State Forest to the 
forest headquarters office upstream. The project was 
not without its setbacks. When extreme flooding hit the 
area in 2014, the waters washed away about half of what 
workers had installed. But while some might have seen 
this as a disaster, DNR and WVU again viewed it as an 
opportunity for the Mill Creek project. 

“Some would look at this and say ‘that’s terrible,’” 
Brown says. “We looked at what stayed, and why, and 
learned from it. We came back in 2015 with more of an 
effort to do what worked. The structures we first built, 
you would recognize them as structures. Logs don’t just 
fall that way. In 2015, we got more subtle. The stuff 
we did in ’16 looks completely natural and works really, 
really well.”
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The Fish are Biting
With Mill Creek’s habitat restoration 
completed, biologists now want to figure 
out whether all that work is boosting fish 
populations. Habitat restoration efforts are 
nothing new, but the state had never studied 
their effects on fish populations. The DNR has 
again partnered with West Virginia University 
to take a closer look at Mill Creek. The study 
is not yet complete, but Thorne and others 
anticipate positive results. 

To further improve fishing, in January 2017 
the state made the restored stretch of Mill Creek 
a catch-and-release stream. Thorne says this 

will allow native trout to grow larger, eventually 
providing anglers with bigger catches. Brook 
trout streams often support large numbers of 
fish, but those trout tend to be small—averaging 
five to six inches in length. A native brook trout 
over 10 inches is a rare catch. 

Brown says the DNR has received lots of 
positive feedback from its restoration efforts at 
Mill Creek, and the fishing public also believes 
those efforts are paying off. Mill Creek has 
already become a more popular fishing spot. 
Brown says that, too, was by design. 

“Part of what we did was for the fish and part 
was for the fisherman.” w

Although work was 
only completed in 
2016, anglers have 
already noticed 
improvements in Mill 
Creek’s brook trout 
populations.
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