
Portage County Lake Planning 

Process
Lake Leaders
Kemp Field Station
September 2010

Jen McNelly and Nancy Turyk
Center for Watershed Science and Education
UW-Stevens Point



Types of Planning

• Emotional

• Crisis

• Quick action

• Non-emotional

• Information based

• Discussion



Why Plan?

• Correct past problems, protect and 
improve current conditions, and provide 
for the future.

• Reduces conflicts

• Allows for proactive responses

• Opportunity for informed decision 
making

• Makes data actionable

• Sets a timeframe

• Makes someone responsible for actions



Overview
• 30 Lakes

▫ 21 Completed or in the planning process
▫ Beginning 3rd year

• Over 300 Participants
• Primary support team

▫ Facilitator
▫ 2 technical resources
▫ County Land Conservation employee

• Secondary support team
▫ WDNR specialists
▫ UWEX Lakes
▫ County Parks
▫ UWSP/UWEX Faculty
▫ Golden Sands RC&D
▫ WAL
▫ Other experts



Goals of Portage County Planning 

Process

• Build a network of citizens that are able to make 
informed decisions.

• Establish a structure for effective communication 
between citizens, local and statewide professionals 
that can be continued into the future.

• Enhance the ability of Portage County departments 
and local municipalities to protect and improve the 
condition of Portage County lakes for natural 
ecosystem functions and human uses.



Steps of the Portage County Planning 

Process

• Representatives from the municipalities invited and County 
Board Supervisor notified

• Citizens invited through survey letter, newspapers, e-mail 
listserv

• Series of 4-5 informational meetings addressing specific topics

• Public Meeting for review/adoption of plan

• Plan sent to DNR for approval

• Disseminate plan



Meeting 1

• Background information from the lake study and 
other studies

• Overview and description of the planning 
process

• Develop a vision for the lake

• Establish planning committee 

• Determine decision making process

• Set meeting date, time, and topics

• Disseminate Binders



Meetings 2-5

• Information on identified issues

▫ Input from topic specialists

▫ Check lake (and other) study and survey results

• Discussion

• Develop goals, objectives and action strategies



Public Meeting

• Plan is presented to town/village/city boards 
and/or lake association/district and any 
interested member of the public

• Audience members may provide feedback, 
comments, suggestions and/or changes

• Committee requests that the 

board adopt the plan



Follow-Up

• Incorporate feedback from the public meeting

• Present plan to the WDNR
▫ Incorporate feedback from Buzz

• Post finalized plan on the County website 

• Distribute final version to the committee 
members, municipal board, county, WDNR, and 
any other entities adopting the plan



What Is In A Plan? 

Each Plan Includes Chapters On: Each Topic Includes:

• Background Information

• Water Quality/Quantity

• Shoreland and watershed 
management

• Aquatic Plants

▫ In Lake

▫ Near-Shore

▫ Invasive Species/ Rapid 
Response Plan

• Fisheries and Recreation

• Communication

• Implementation of Plan

• Brief background/description 
of the topic

• Survey results

• Vision

• Goal

▫ Objective

 Actions

▫ Lead Person/Group

▫ Start/End Date

▫ Resources









Key Tools in Planning

• Informational Binder

• Lake Management Menu

• Survey Responses

• Recommendations from the Lake Study



Helpful Hints

• Meeting time limit of about 2 hours

• Meeting noticed in local papers, email listserv, and 
postcard meeting reminders sent a week ahead of time

• Shape of tables in meeting room should facilitate 
discussion

• Posters with questions on what needs to be covered 
that evening

• More then one facilitator and/or a technical resource

• County not take the lead



Challenges – Process and 

Implementation

• Conflicting goals by resource professionals
• Professional not comfortable presenting to lay 

audience
• Incorporation of plans into day to day actions

▫ Highway Departments
▫ Municipal land use decisions
▫ Board of Adjusters
▫ Policies and Plans

• Changes in (trained) personnel
• Long term communication
• Plan collecting dust



Common themes

• Build a sense of community

• Find ways to protect land long term 

• Support change to County conservancy zoning

• Consider support or support WDNR CHDs

• Welcome packets 

• Monitor, monitor, monitor!

▫ Water levels, water quality, aquatic plants

• Invasive species



Lake Helen Planning 2009
• 4 Meetings – Informational and Planning 

▫ 144 Man hours

 Helen Lake District

 Watershed Residents and Non-riparian users

 County Parks Department 

 County Land Conservation Department

 Town of Alban 

 WDNR 

 Sporting Groups 

• 1 Public Information Meeting



The Lake Helen planning committee is committed 
to providing information to the residents of Lake 
Helen in order to improve and protect Lake Helen.  

Goal: Create informational and communication 
opportunities for Lake Helen landowners and users 
to develop interactions with others that are 
involved in decisions at affect lake Helen.

Objective 1: Provide information about lake stewardship to 
new and existing landowners and residents on Lake Helen

▫ Welcome packet for new property owners *
▫ Informational Packet for property owners *

Information and Education



Informational Opportunities

Objective 2: Increase communications 
between all residents (part-time and 
full-time) on Lake Helen.

▫ Newsletters *

▫ Website *

▫ Wisconsin Lake Conference *



Water Quality Measures  in 

Lake Helen

GOOD FAIR POOR

Total P 
(Spring 

Overturn)

On Average 

<30 ppb

During July 

97 & 50 
ppb

Inorganic N
(spring overturn)

>0.3 ppm

Chlorophyll a
(Summer)

<8 ppb

During July 
and Aug 

7.1 to 12 
ppb

Clarity X During July

Trophic Scorecard 
2002-2003
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Goal: Reduce phosphorus loading from residential areas and the 
watershed to reduce the frequency of algae blooms

Objective 1: Reduce average summer total phosphorus to 17 
ug/L.
▫ Septic systems and holding tanks
▫ Monitor water in culverts

▫ Install rain gardens *
▫ Native vegetation near the lake *
▫ Best management practices in watershed

Objective 2: Develop ownership/responsibility for management of runoff and the 
quality of Lake Helen for every landowner in the watersheds.

▫ Landowners are responsible for runoff from their property.
▫ List of green cleaning product
▫ Explore other sources of possible contamination to Lake Helen. *

Watershed and Water Quality
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Goal: Create, restore, and protect healthy, 
stable shoreland habitats near and around 
Lake Helen.

Objective 1: All landowners are knowledgeable about 
the importance of shoreland habitat to Lake Helen’s 
ecosystem.

▫ Understand current rules for shoreland zoning.
▫ Native vegetation near the lake *

Shorelands



Objective 2: Protect existing primary amphibian areas 
indentified in the Portage County Lake Study and identify 
other important habitat.

▫ Habitat in the county park and public boat landing.
▫ Lake walk – sensitive area and habitat areas*
▫ Critical habitat designation - DNR

Shorelands





Steve C. Garske

Eurasian Milfoil- EXOTICNorthern 
Milfoil- NATIVE

http://wisplants.uwsp.edu/photographers.html


Objective 2: Prevent the introduction of aquatic invasive 
species into Lake Helen

▫ Clean Boat-Clean Waters Program *

▫ Monitor for invasive aquatic species *

▫ Aquatic Invasive Species Rapid Response Plan *

▫ Promote prevention of Aquatic Invasive Species *

Aquatic Plants



Goal: Maintain and enhance low-impact activities 
on lake Helen that promote a sense of 
community and allow all users to enjoy the lake.

Objective 1: Maintain and develop new activities on Lake 
Helen that promote a sense of community.

▫ Lake picnic *

▫ Lake walk *

Recreation



Goal: Keep the information and resources within 
the Lake Helen Lake Management Plan current 
and up to date.

▫ Annually review the Lake Helen lake Management 
plan and update*

Update and Revisions



Spring Lake



Goal 8: Create communication strategies for citizens who 
are interested in Spring Lake

▫ Establish a Friends of Spring Lake Organization*
▫ Work with other lake/river citizen organizations that have 

similar goals
▫ Send representatives to Lake Leaders Institute and/or State 

Lake Convention

Implementation



Goal 9: Incorporate goals, objectives, and actions 
outlined in the Spring Lake Management Plan into 
local land management and comprehensive plans.

▫ Incorporate the Spring Lake Management Plan into the 
Portage County Comprehensive Plan and the Portage 
County Land Management Plan

▫ Incorporate the Spring Lake Management Plan in to the 
Town of Lanark and Town of Buena Vista 
Comprehensive Plans

Implementation



Goal 3: Protect and restore healthy stable shoreland 
habitats for water quality, habitat, and privacy near 
and around Spring Lake 

Objective 3.1: Protect the healthy stable shorelands around Spring Lake

▫ Disseminate information on vegetative buffers and setbacks*
▫ Protect steep shorelines through information and working with 

the county
▫ Explore conservation easements*
▫ Pursue future shoreline protection strategies

Shorelines



Goal 4: Protect the critical habitat areas on/near Spring 
Lake. 

Objective 4.1: Protect the critical habitat areas near Spring Lake that were 
identified in the Wisconsin DNR Critical Habitat Report.

▫ Review and possibly endorse WDNR critical habitat designations
▫ Seek conservation easements/stewardship funds for agreeable 

landowners in critical habitat areas.
▫ Re-evaluate rules, ordinances, etc.

Critical Habitat



Water Quality

GOOD FAIR POOR

Total P 
(Spring overturn)

44.3 ppb

Inorganic N
(spring overturn)

2.81  
ppm

Chlorophyll a
(Summer)

11.8 ppm

Clarity
Avg. 10 

ft.



Goal 6: Reduce phosphorus concentrations in Spring Lake 
to 36 ug/L with algae blooms occurring 39% of the 
summer.  

Accomplished by reducing nutrient inputs through the 
implementation of BMPs on 25% of the agriculture and 
developed land in the watershed.

We will know that we have achieved this goal when 
summer average total phosphorus concentrations are 
less than 36 ug/L for 3 consecutive years.

Water Quality and Watershed Scale Land Use



Objective 6.1: Reduce nutrients that are applied to the Spring Lake watershed(s) 
landscape by partnering with watershed landowners and agencies that can 
provide assistance/information to about water quality based BMPs.

 Ask county to assist with water quality based nutrient management plans*

 Encourage landowners to work with NRCS on erosion control and sodded
waterways *

 Encourage limited use of fertilizers

 Work with UW Ag Extension to provide education about BMP’s

 Support current restrictions on livestock grazing and manure spreading

 Discuss nitrate reduction options with T. of Buena Vista & T. of Lanark 
Groundwater  Citizen Advisory Committee Reps.

Objective 6.4:  Towns of Buena Vista and Lanark will make informed decisions 
about land use in Spring Lake watersheds.

▫ Presentation of build-out results and water quality to Town of Lanark and 
Buena Vista town boards and plan commissions.

Water Quality and Watershed Scale Land Use



Water Quality and Watershed Scale Land 

Use

Objective 6.5: Restore shorelands around Spring Lake 
that currently do not meet state/county shoreland
zoning ordinances

▫ Information on native shoreline buffers 
▫ Work to restore all shorelands to meet the county/state 

shoreland ordinance or better*



Goal 7: Provide recreational opportunities on 
Spring Lake that do not conflict with the 
scenic nature and peacefulness of Spring 
Lake.

Objective 7.1: Provide recreational opportunities that provide 
opportunities to enjoy Spring Lake while minimizing conflicts 
between users and protecting lake water quality and habitat.

▫ No-wake sign at boat landing*
▫ Monitor no-wake rule*
▫ Work to make south side access carry-in only
▫ Explore an electric motor only rule

Recreation



How Portage County is 

Using the Lake Study and Plans

• Park Commission
▫ Management of 9 

County Parks on 
lakes

▫ Increased no mow 
zones

• Board of Adjustment
▫ Considering 

variances and special 
exceptions to zoning 
ordinance



How Portage County is 

Using the Lake Study and Plans

• Land Preservation Fund 
Committee
▫ Considering property to 

purchase
 Sunset, Ministry and 

possibly Wolf Lakes
▫ Contributed to purchase of 

Conservancy Easement

• Planning and Zoning 
Committee
▫ Considering subdivision and 

re-zoning requests
▫ Shoreland zoning 

compliance required for new 
permits



• Planning and Zoning 
Department
▫ County Comprehensive 

Plan
▫ Providing planning 

assistance to 
municipalities

• Land Conservation 
Committee
▫ Help target limited 

resources
▫ Liaison with lake groups 

How Portage County is 

Using the Lake Study and Plans



• Land Conservation Department
▫ Educate landowners on 

conservation BMP’s 
▫ Subdivision  and non-metallic mine 

review
▫ Inform watershed residents about 

their connection to the lake via 
groundwater or surface 

▫ Assist with riparian erosion control
▫ Answer citizen’s questions
▫ Control invasive aquatic species

How Portage County is 

Using the Lake Study and Plans



Next Steps

• Complete Plans

• Implementation

▫ Meet with Portage County & affiliated 
organizations

 Parks, Highway, Planning, Zoning, Land 
Conservation, Public Health, County Executive, UW-
Extension, NRCS, RC&D

▫ Continue support of groups and conduct programs 
over the next year through recent DNR grant

Plan to Plan

Collect and 
analyze data

Identify  
issues

Develop 
goals, 

objectives 
and action 

items

Implement 
Plan

Monitor 
and 

evaluate
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