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Sent: Sun, Jan 5, 2020 8:49 pm 

Subject: Watershed Management Plan 

 

January 5th, 2020 

 

Dear ICLRA members, 

Iron County Lakes and Rivers Alliance invites you to a conference on management of the Turtle 

River watershed, January 29th in Mercer. Details will follow. 

 

A few  months ago the president of the Rice Lake Association came to ICLRA with a problem.  

Three years ago they had discovered an aquatic invasive species, curly leaf pondweed, in their 

lake. They contacted the Wisconsin DNR as required.  At the time Rice lake had a current DNR 

Lake Management Plan in effect, but due to bad advice and misunderstandings the invasive 

species grew and spread.  He complained that dealing with the DNR on this issue was 

frustrating. 

 

Since one of the missions of the Iron County Lakes and Rivers Alliance is to advocate for our 

members, we began to research the Rice Lake problem. 

 

The State of Wisconsin has a Public Trust Doctrine regarding the waters of the state.  All waters 

with any public access are the property of all Wisconsin citizens.  That means the shoreline real 

estate owners, riparian owners, may not damage, encroach on or change the lake in any way, 

and may not restrict the public access to the lake or stream.  This doctrine is rigorously 

enforced by state and local authorities. Iron County zoning regulations recognize it. 

What we found in our research was that the policies of the DNR appear to contradict the Public 

Trust Doctrine.  If a problem, like curly leaf pond weed, occurs on a public lake, it is the financial 

and actionable responsibility of the riparian owner[s] to resolve it, according to DNR 

regulations.   

 

Rice Lake is relatively small, only 147 acres.  There are not many homes on the lake and even 

fewer full time residents.  All of those full time residents are older, retired folks.  Those people 

are worried about the lake.  They were made to understand that under their Lake Management 

Plan the state would take care of any ecological problem.  They assumed the plan made them 

stewards, protectors, of the lake and that the DNR was their big brother.   

 

They had spent thousands of dollars to create their plan, with the blessing of and under the 

rules of the DNR.  Now, three years after discovery of the AIS, the DNR seemed to be 

abandoning them saying that their plan was “out of date” and that in order to get any help they 
had to pay for a new, revised, plan.  They also learned that they had just missed a deadline for 

any grants to help with the cost of renewing the plan or having the DNR assist with solving the 

AIS problem.  Essentially, if the invasive was to be stopped, they had to pay for it. Also, they had 



to pay for someone to tell them how to solve the problem.  The Public Trust Doctrine would not 

allow them to take the problem into their own hands. 

 

The contradiction was not lost on us or on the Rice Lake Association members.  Further, Rice 

Lake is not a solitary, land-locked lake.  It is a lake through which the historic Turtle River flows 

and is thus  perfectly capable of carrying the seeds (turions) of the curly leaf pond weed 

downstream to Pike Lake, Lake of the Falls, and into the 13,000 acre Turtle Flambeau Flowage.  

The potential damage is inestimable.    

 

This illogical situation is due to the Wisconsin DNR’s lake management policies.  They seem to 

consider lakes as more or less isolated entities, the responsibility of the riparian owners,  even if 

they are in a “chain,” part of a connected river watershed, or even if only one person lives on 

the lake.  And, the ultimate absurdity, if a serious environmental problem occurs on a lake with 

no riparian owners, it’s NOBODY’S RESPONSIBILITY.  The lake, apparently, is on its own. 

We vowed to do something.  First step was to contact George Meyer, former secretary of the 

Wisconsin DNR and current president of the Wisconsin Wildlife Association.  We discussed the 

ironies.  Why are public lakes the responsibility of private shoreline owners when those owners 

are not allowed to do anything to that lake?  Why are lakes not considered as part of a greater 

environment, a watershed for example?  Why are lakes that have no human neighbors 

abandoned?  What we agreed upon was that lakes need to be considered as part of a larger 

system – a watershed.  

 

We then approached officers of the Wisconsin Lakes Association, the Wisconsin River Alliance, 

the Wisconsin Wetlands Association and the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission 

with a  watershed-level governance idea.  They agreed. 

 

We met some resistance, but we were able to convince some very cooperative DNR officials 

that a new category of stakeholder should be considered at the watershed level. The DNR, as it 

turns out, has been considering “upscaling” their grant system to watersheds for several years.  

People at the very top of the DNR wanted to do it.  The limiting factor in upscaling turned out to 

be a rule requiring any lake association which wanted to establish a lake management plan to 

have a Point Intercept plant survey – an identification of all plants within a lake done by a 

process of plant sampling on a 200 foot grid.   

 

For a small lake the cost of that survey was about $7,000, roughly $50 per acre, 66% 

reimbursed by the state – if you had a lake management plan (current) and produced a 

successful grant application.  As it turned out, for the 70,000 acre Turtle River watershed, there 

was not enough money anywhere and not near enough trained staff to do some tens of 

thousands of “rake on a rope” samples. 
 

The bottom line is that that, because of our input, the people at the DNR have created new 

rules allowing a Watershed Management Plan paradigm which does not require PI surveys 

(unless activities requiring modification of existing plant populations are required) and allows 

the Watershed Management grantee to apply for monies to protect and improve endangered 



lakes, rivers, streams and wetlands within the Turtle River watershed regardless of the human 

neighbor population numbers.  Further, this new paradigm, will save hundreds of thousands of 

dollars which can then be applied to help more lakes and, hopefully, be used in preventative 

programs. The very first of those plans in Wisconsin will be the Turtle River Watershed 

Management Plan, to be administered by the Iron County Lakes and Rivers Alliance, Inc.   

Jason Laumann at the Northwest regional planning commission has provided a LIDAR-based 

watershed map which is attached to this email. 

 

Because the ICLRA can become the grantee, the onus is removed from individual lake riparian 

owners, but, it now falls on all of us in the watershed to band together, to volunteer to help 

gather “baseline” water quality data on our lakes, to watch for invasives, to watch for 
environmental  problems, to help people on lakes other than “our own.”  This does not mean 

that individual lake associations cannot receive lake management grants and does not mean 

that ICLRA can “tell anyone what to do.”  It simply means that we can advocate for those who 

need help in a more effective manner. 

 

For the past month ICLRA has been working on the first Watershed Management Plan.  We 

prefer to call it a stewardship plan.  On January 29th, we will host a “kickoff” conference in 
Mercer which will feature speakers on the Public Trust Doctrine, grant application rules and 

services offered.  You are invited to attend that conference.  More information will be 

forthcoming next week.  Please contact us with any questions via email or at 276 664 4001. 

 

Best Regards, 

 

Dick Thiede 

Secretary, ICLRA 

 


