Zebra Mussels Found In Local Lakes

It’s probably more a question of “when” rather than “if.”  The DNR recently added 10 bodies of water to its list of those known to contain zebra mussels, many right in our backyard.  Upper and Lower Phantom Lake, North Lake, and Fowler Lake, all in Waukesha County, were added, as was Wind Lake in Racine County and Marie Lake in Kenosha County.   Zebra mussels attach themselves to hard surfaces, including piers and boats.  They filter water and consume organisms that small fish and other aquatic life depend on.  Their effect on the food chain and on oxygen levels in a lake can affect fisheries.  

Boating Safety

With our boats stored for the winter, this might not seem like the time of year for boating safety tips.  But this is the time to start looking for a boating safety class, since most start in early spring.  

Why take a safety class?  Simply put, more than 70 percent of all boating accidents are the result of operator errors, including inattention, inexperience, careless/reckless operation, and excessive speed.   And operating under the influence (remember, the legal limit for blood alcohol content in Wisconsin is 0.08 percent) continues to be a concern for the boating community, with intoxicated boaters having about 10 times as many accidents as those operating with a blood alcohol concentration of 0 percent.

Nationwide, there are nearly 8,000 recreational boating accidents each year.  The Coast Guard estimates that only 5-10 percent of non-fatal accidents are reported, so the numbers could actually be more than 150,000.  In Wisconsin, there are about 20 to 30 deaths each year attributable to boating accidents.  Eighty percent of those deaths involve boats less than 26 feet in length and eighty percent of those deaths involve an operator/passenger who was not wearing a personal flotation device (remember, all children under the age of 13 must wear a PFD while on board and you must have a PFD on board for the operator and every passenger).

Wide Open – Is It Worth It?

Running your throttle wide open may be fun in the short-run, but that’s just what it will be – a short run.  Studies show that a marine engine will last about 1,000 hours if properly maintained (the equivalent of 60,000 miles on an automobile engine).  Run it at full throttle for extended periods and the life of the marine engine drops by 30 percent, to 700 hours.  Short periods of wide-open boating generally don’t hurt the engine, but the bursts do create additional safety hazards, so be careful out there!

Walworth County Lakes Association (WCLA)

The WCLA met in December and has mapped out a schedule of meetings and presentations for 2004.  Business meetings are held from 9:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m. and are attended regularly by your District commissioners.  Guest speakers usually speak for about an hour, from 10:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m., and all District residents are encouraged to attend.  

WCLA recently launched its website, and you’ll find information there about the organization and its members (including the Potter’s Lake Protection & Rehabilitation District).  A meeting schedule is also posted on the website as are links to useful lake links.  You’ll find the site at www.walworthcountylakes.org.

WCLA is looking at running a “lakes fair” in 2004, with presentations, booths, and information about lakes and lake issues.  If you are interested in getting involved in the planning of this event or volunteering on the day of the event, which has not yet been selected, please contact Jeff Beiriger at (262) 642-8742 or send an send an e-mail to mail@potterslake.org.

Fisheries Update

Doug Welch, a fisheries expert from the DNR and Rick Reed, a game warden from DNR, addressed the Walworth County Lakes Association at its recent meeting.  They reported the following:

Fish Surveys

The last fisheries survey of Potter’s Lake was done in 1998.  That survey was a “simple” survey (shocking).  Lakes are generally shocked in the fall, when the water temperatures are most suitable.  Shocking is done in 6-10 feet of water, by lowering electric cables into water.  Shocking stuns the fish to the surface, where they are collected, classified, counted, measured and, finally, returned to the lake.  Using the data, the DNR can take note of the mean (average), maximum, and mode (most frequent) for each species and, based on the finding, determine a plan for improving the quality of existing fisheries and for stocking.  

Potter’s Lake is scheduled for a “baseline” fisheries survey in 2004 – which includes both a summer and fall shocking.  Most lakes in the County are shocked once every five years and the most comprehensive surveys are done on only one or two lakes each year.

Stocking

Since 1998, 18 lakes in Walworth County have been stocked by DNR, including Potter’s Lake, which was stocked in 1998 with 844 Northern Pike fingerlings.  With an approved permit, stocking can also be done by lake districts and associations.  When done by districts/associations, only DNR approved fisheries can be used for stock.  The cost to stock depends on the type of fish and the age of the fish.  Delevan Lake stocked smallmouth bass recently.  The fish were extended growth fingerlings (3-5 inches) at a cost of approximately $1.00 per fish.


Problems

The biggest problems for fisheries in the Walworth County area are shoreline development and run-off.  Boating has little impact on most fisheries, as boating is done in June, July and August and in deeper areas.  Most spawning is done by then, excepting some panfish, which spawn year-round.  Weeds are useful for fish habitat, but the removal of exotic weeds such as Eurasian Watermilfoil is desirable.  The use of harvesters or chemical treatments has little impact.

In shallow lakes, aeration may be useful, but most lakes have deeper waters for fish to move to if oxygen levels drop.  A spring fish kill is normal on most lakes because of lower oxygen levels.  It is the quantity of the fish kill that will trigger concern on the part of DNR.  Lower lake levels and oxygen levels affect different fish differently.  Northern Pike and rough fish can sustain themselves with lower oxygen levels than can other types of fish, such as Walleye and Smallmouth Bass.

Enforcement

The number one enforcement issue for game wardens is the taking of “short fish,” or those that are under the legal minimum length.  Enforcement is done randomly, but mostly based upon complaints registered with the DNR.  Generally, State rules regarding minimum lengths apply, unless regulations specific to the lake have been approved by the DNR.  It takes about 3-5 years for a fish to mature to the legal minimum length.

The use of nets to harvest large numbers of fish in the winter months is probably an “urban myth.”  What causes problems with ice fishing is that areas not otherwise available for fishing, primarily because boats can’t enter the areas, become available to people walking on the ice or riding ATVs or snowmobiles.  While there is no State ordinance at this time, local ordinances can be created and enforced to restrict motorized vehicles from lakes, generally by creating weight restrictions. 

When it comes to enforcement, you don’t need to get to everyone, but you need to get to a few.  Word travels fast within the tight network of sportsmen.  In the end, education is still the key.  Budgets remain very tight, so enforcement will remain a difficult issue to address.


Winter Safety – Ice Warnings

In Walworth County, 30 ATVs and 18 snowmobiles fell through the ice in the winter of 2002-2003.  The use of flotation devices for these vehicles, when used on ice, can be required by ordinance.  The time necessary to respond to a vehicle falling through the ice and the accounting for the driver/passengers can be difficult and time-consuming.

Who’s Got The Vote?

Under State law and the District’s bylaws, all residents of the District have the right to vote at all meetings.  Any registered voter – a U.S. citizen, age 18 and older, residing in the District for 10 days prior to the meeting – can vote.  There is no substitute for education and information when it comes to exercising your right to vote.  

Since our mailings generally go only to the property owner, we depend on you to pass this information along to others in your home.  If you’d like this information to go directly to others in your home, please send us an e-mail and we’ll add the name(s) to our mailing list.  

Parents!  Are you talking about District issues in your home?  Even if your children aren’t yet ready to vote, would they benefit from learning more about lake ecology, District activities and State, local and District laws governing lake use?  Send us an e-mail and we’ll add the name(s) to our mailing list.

Lake “District” Or “Association”

Many are fond of calling us the “lake association.”  And mostly, it’s an innocent use of the term, based on the belief that an “association” and a “district” are pretty much the same thing.  We are, in fact, a lake district.

But occasionally, we’ll get a phone call from a real estate agent looking for information about the lake “association.”  They want to know whether dues have been paid or whether the property owner is not in arrears, whether dues are pre-paid for the current year, how much the dues are, and whether there are any covenants and restrictions on the property.

If you are selling your property, remind your real estate agent that Potter’s Lake has a lake district, not an association.  The District is a taxing body, organized, recognized, and governed by State law.  There are no “dues,” but there are taxes, and those taxes are included in the bills we receive each December.  As long as there are no tax liens on a property, the District’s charges and assessments have been paid for that tax year.  

If they are estimating your taxes, your previous year’s charges and assessments for the District will be awfully close if not identical, since the District did not increase its budget for 2004.  And if they want to know about covenants and restrictions related to lake properties, the District has no special guidelines, but all construction must be in compliance with local, county and State regulations governing construction in near-shore areas.  Penalties for non-compliance are severe, and may include the removal of the non-compliance structure!  The folks at Town Hall, Walworth County and the DNR can help and most regulations can be accessed through links on our website at www.potterslake.org.

Lake Rules

Would you like a laminated copy of the laws governing the use of Potter’s Lake?  Put it in your storage compartment on board your boat.  Better still, punch a hole in it and attach it to your boat key.  Share it with your friends and relatives who visit but may not know the special rules governing the use of Potter’s Lake.  If you’d like a copy, drop us a line at mail@potterslake.org or send us a note at Potter’s Lake District, P.O. Box 808, East Troy, WI  53120.  Be sure to give us your name and address so we can deliver it.

National/International Success Story

At the Annual Meeting, we mentioned that one of our District residents had won both the collegiate and national wakeboard championships.  In the weeks after the meeting, Tim Keepers was waiting to find our whether he would be added to the roster for the U.S. Wakeboard Team that would compete in the world championships in Sydney, Australia.  Keepers was, in fact, added to the team and he brought home a fourth place finish.  We know everyone isn’t a fan of wakeboarding and waterskiing.  But we still think it’s quite an accomplishment, to grow up on Potter’s Lake, with a four-month season, and compete with year-round boarders from Florida, Texas, California and the world.    Congratulations, Tim!

Neighbors To The West

Want to know what’s up with the Lake Beulah Protective and Improvement Association and Lake Beulah?  Stop by their web-site at www.lakebeulah.org.

Want to know about the Lauderdale Lakes and their improvement association?  Visit them on-line at www.llia.org.

Beaver Update

Yes, the beavers were back this fall and early winter, just doing what beavers do.  If they didn’t pay your property or a neighbor’s property a visit, you can find out more about beavers and their activity by seeing the “Beavers” movie at the IMAX theater at the Milwaukee Public Museum.  

If they did pay you a visit, you probably lost a tree or two.  Along the west shore, there are dozens of trees and bushes missing, and a 75-100 year old oak was damaged so badly that it needed to be cut down.  

Once the beavers strike once, it’s surprising to see how quickly residents make time to hit the hardware store and pick up some wire mesh in an effort to save the other trees.  Trust us.  Make time NOW to protect your trees! 

Let’s face it, nobody likes to lose their trees, but the beavers are, like the geese and fish and ducks, part of the Lake’s ecosystem.  They’re doing what comes natural.  To that end, the District did not take any position to have the beavers trapped or removed, though we know some residents contacted the DNR and private trappers on their own.  

Wrap your trees!  Take away the food source and the beavers will move on.  They weren’t here before and they won’t be here forever.  
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Aquatic Plant Survey

It will come as no surprise that Eurasian Watermilfoil was found in every part of the Lake and, while not there yet, it is quickly returning to its per-Sonar treatment levels.  Milfoil is the main plant targeted for control in the survey recommendations.  The plant diversity in the Lake remains only fair and has not improved since the Sonar treatment.  What isn’t known is whether Potter’s Lake never had a diverse plant population or whether more than twenty years of dense milfoil have adversely affected plant diversity.  The summary and discussion suggests that spot treatments and harvesting, while part of the overall plant management plan, are not going to be as effective a plant management alternative for the Lake as a another whole lake treatment for this fall.

Water Clarity

The results from the most recent water samplings from Potter’s Lake indicate a TSI, or trophic state index, of 64.  A TSI of 64 indicates a eutrophic lake, where blue-green algae is dominant, algal scums are possible, and extensive plant growth is probable.  Sounds dead-on for Potter’s Lake.  It was suggested that our TSI might be lower, since the TSI is based on Secchi disk (clarity) readings only, rather than actual measurements of chlorophyll and phosphorus.  Potter’s Lake (and other lakes like it) is, by its very nature, likely to have a large amount of organic sediment in suspension, affecting clarity and our TSI rating.  

In some respects, a single TSI reading based on a Secchi disk reading is a bit like describing your cholesterol level after a single, non-fasting blood test.  Interesting information, but there are better measurements that can be made.  And the better information still doesn’t tell you enough.  

To learn more, you need to monitor the data over time.  Is the TSI (or your cholesterol level) going up or going down?  Are there controllable (TSI = run-off, cholesterol = diet/exercise) and uncontrollable (TSI=lake level, cholesterol = heredity) factors?  Are you doing everything you can to address the controllable factors?  For Potter’s Lake, the TSI was at 60 ten years ago.  In 1996, it dropped suddenly and markedly to 50.  In 1997 it rose, and it rose again in 1998 and 1999, returning to the low 60s, where it has remained since.  

Lake Level

The boating season ended with the Lake down some 16-20 inches.  Nothing much came in the fall.  And the year ended without a major snowstorm.  For the year, precipitation was down more than 14 inches, according to some tracking stations, and follows a couple of years of less than average precipitation.  

The Lake continues to be low and, barring any major precipitation yet this winter or spring, we’re going to have serious problems next year.  We remain optimistic, but it’s totally out of our control.  The first major snowstorm of the season is expected this week and hopefully will bring on the return of more typical weather patterns for the season and the year.  We really do need the snow and the rain, much as we hate it spoiling our travel and party plans, so keep thinking snow and April showers!  

Lake Michigan and Lake Huron are both down nearly two feet, but 9 inches above their all-time lows.  Boaters are concerned, but some like the larger beaches and concentrated fishing holes that the lower levels create.  With only average precipitation, it could takes several years to return area lakes to their normal levels.

Annual Meeting & Picnic

Budget 

Boat Show

Going to one of the area boat show this winter?  If you’re looking at a new boat or motor, consider a newer, 2-cycle or 4-cycle version.  The motors run cleaner, more efficiently, with less smell, and with less noise.  The motors do, however, carry a slightly higher price tag and they do weigh more.  If you’re replacing a motor, make sure your boat can handle the weight before you buy!


Phosphorus Free Fertilizers

The issue of phosphorus-free fertilizers came up at our Annual Meeting.  A few local governments have passed ordinances prohibiting the use of any fertilizers containing phosphorus except if a soil sample indicates it is necessary.  Most soils contain plenty and the addition of phosphorus, when used in the watershed, makes its way into nearby lakes and streams.  While some lakes have naturally high phosphorus levels, additional phosphorus in any lake can stimulate plant growth.  

In Minnesota, a state law regulates the use of phosphorus in fertilizers and Walworth County and Wisconsin may be looking at something similar.  Some believe, however, that a county or state law, if it were to pass, would probably set a minimum level, rather than ban its use.  Lake districts will probably still seek the need for more restrictive ordinances on a local level.   

For the Town of East Troy to pass an ordinance regarding phosphorus in fertilizers, representatives from both the Lake Beulah and Potter’s Lake Protection Districts will need to bring a proposal forward, an action that has already been agreed to by the residents in the Potter’s Lake Protection and Rehabilitation District and being pursued by your commissioners.  Stay tuned for more information….

Understanding Lake Data

We sometimes throw around words to describe Potter’s Lake – words like “eutrophic,” and “seepage,” for instance.  From time to time, we need to remind residents about the meaning of these words.  Let’s start with “seepage.”

Potter’s Lake is a seepage lake.  A seepage lake is a natural lake fed by precipitation, runoff and groundwater.  

Tax Levy

Well, the tax bills have arrived and many of you have paid them in part or in full.  You probably don’t get too many “thank you” notes from taxing bodies, but you will from us.  

Thank you for continuing to support our efforts to protect and rehabilitate Potter’s Lake.  We have made tremendous progress over the life of the District and there is much work yet to be done.  When we look at the difficulties faced by lake associations, we can only thank the wise folks who established the District years ago.

With a total levy of $50,000, the tax dollars you have voted to commit to District activities have not increased in several years.  And we’re not likely to increase the levy any time soon.  In fact, we’ve been putting money away each year, in anticipation of years like this year, when we expect to spend more than we take in to support our aquatic plant management plan – harvesting weeds, conducting near shore and whole-lake chemical treatments, and continuing our lake surveys, and studies.  

State Legislation

NR 115

AB 486/SB 246

AB 665/SB 313

