PIPE & NORTH PIPE LAKES P&R DISTRICT

NEWSLETTER—MARCH, 2005

We hope all of you had an enjoyable winter. Now as we approach spring, we trust your thoughts are turning towards returning to “the lake” for the summer. Contained in this Newsletter is a summary of the lake study conducted by our consultant Steve McComas, some comments on the Creel (fishery) Study conducted last summer and an announcement of a special meeting on May 21. Also included is a section on LOONS. I attended a presentation last summer by an organization called Loon Watch and I included many interesting facts that I learned.

LAKE STUDY & RESULTS—The final report on the planning grant analysis of our Lakes by Steve McComas has been published. The goals of this project were:

· to characterize existing lake conditions, and

· to develop a lake management plan that protects, maintains and enhances Pipe Lake’s and North Pipe Lake’s water quality.

LAKE & WATERSHED CONDITIONS


Watershed Conditions—The watershed area for North Pipe is 1168 acres (including lake) and the watershed for Pipe Lake is 2475 acres (including both lakes). Land use is primarily forest comprising 53% of the overall watershed, with agriculture accounting for about 9 % of the total area. The water quality of the tributary streams is good and does not appear at the present to be the primary source of algae blooms. Phosphorus concentrations have been measured and generally range from 50 to 150 ppm, but some readings have been over 300 ppm. These concentrations are generally low which helps to maintain good water quality. If both lakes tributary streams had phosphorus concentrations at the max or higher, the lakes would have more algae than they presently do.


The highest phosphorus loads appear to flow into North Pipe from the extreme northeastern watershed area. By far, the largest contributor to Pipe Lake’s phosphorus levels is North Pipe Lake. A distant second contributor is the stream down towards the southeast part of the lake, which drains the wetlands and farmland on the lake’s east side.

Lake Conditions—Lake water clarity in Pipe Lake is excellent with a summer average around 14 feet. North Pipe Lake has lower clarity with a summer average of 6.5 feet. North Pipe has lower clarity for several reasons which include: larger watershed to lake surface ratio (18 to 1 for North Pipe & 8 to 1 for Pipe), receives more phosphorus per unit surface area, higher color content derived from wetlands and peat soil and less water volume which makes it more sensitive to phosphorus inputs and resulting algae growth. 


Phosphorus concentrations in the Pipe Lakes are low when compared to other lakes in our ecoregion. A growing season average in 2003 for North Pipe was 35 ppm and for Pipe was 10 ppm.


Aquatic plants are very important to lakes. They act as nurseries for small fish, refuges for larger fish and they help to keep the water clear by absorbing phosphorus. There are fair stands of emergent vegetation in shallow water near the shoreline. However, submerged aquatic vegetation coverage in the lakes is low. Because of the relatively steep drop-offs around a large part of both lakes, the overall amount of aquatic plants reducing phosphorus is low resulting in increased amounts of algae. 


Groundwater inflow was evaluated by measuring lake water conductivity in the shallow nearshore area around both lakes. An increase or decrease in conductivity from a base measurement could indicate inflow of groundwater from septic systems or springs respectively. No readings above the base reading were observed which could indicate that there is minimal groundwater input from septic systems. Overall, it appears that the amount of groundwater inflow to our lakes is minor. The major inflow of water results from rainfall either directly or runoff from near shore areas or from the watershed area by was of intermittent flowing streams.


Even though the conductivity results indicate minimal input from septic systems, it doesn’t mean there weren’t any. With proper maintenance, onsite systems are an excellent wastewater treatment option. The challenge is to maintain systems in good working condition.


Dissolved oxygen and temperature profiles of both lakes show that they are thermally stratified in the summer. This means that there is a narrow zone where the water temperature decreases rapidly and oxygen levels drop to zero or near zero. This depletion of oxygen releases phosphorus, which collects on the bottom of the lake. We see this by the measurement of significantly higher levels of phosphorus close to the bottom compared to topwater. When the lakes turn over in spring and fall, this releases high phosphorus concentrations throughout the water column. This phosphorus is now available for algae formation. Recall that this process is referred to as internal recycling. This process appears to be the major source of phosphorus loading of our lakes.

Shoreland Conditions—A summary of the shoreline inventory results indicates that about 64% and 99% of the shoreline for Pipe and North Pipe respectively meet the natural ranking criteria for shorelines and upland areas. However, proactive volunteer efforts to restore Pipe Lake’s shoreline to natural conditions will contribute to maintaining quality water in the future. To this end, the Lake District along with the Polk County Department of Lakes and Rivers is sponsoring the restoration of one parcel of shoreland as a demonstration project. Two additional parcels will receive Polk County financial support for restoration efforts. It is hoped that when others see the results of these projects, they will voluntarily restore their own shorelands by constructing suitable buffer zones.

Computer Analysis—Much of the data collected over the past several years has been analyzed by several computer-modeling programs. These programs can determine the total phosphorus loading of a lake and predict the quality of the water in the lake. These results are then compared to actual clarity, phosphorus and chlorophyll measurements. The comparison of this actual data and computer predicted conditions for North Pipe was fairly good. However, when Pipe Lake actual vs. predicted conditions was compared, it was found that Pipe Lake is actually much cleaner that it should be. The best guess for an explanation of why Pipe Lake is so clear is probably related to a biological phenomenon, and more specifically to the feeding activities of zooplankton. Zooplankton are small microscope animals that feed on algae. It is possible that an above average zooplankton population exists in Pipe Lake and may account for better than expected water clarity.

Lake Management Plan (LMP)—You have all received copies of our Plan for the near future in previous newsletters, budget details and at the annual meeting. Accordingly, I will not go into these details herein. 


Overall the key recommendations by our consultant for improving water clarity in Pipe Lake are: 1) improve water quality in North Pipe, 2) improve shoreland buffers and 3) optimize the biological influence of zooplankton in Pipe Lake. Our consultant advises that the best candidate technique to reduce sediment phosphorus release in North Pipe is an alum treatment. This kind of treatment is expensive and the results have been mixed. Therefore our LMP is designed to fully evaluate this process and to investigate alternate means to reduce the phosphorus loading in North Pipe.

More Information—Our consultant’s final report contains much more detailed explanation than I have summarized herein and has numerous charts, graphs and tables of data. This report is 84 pages long plus 24 pages of appendix. This full report is large and detailed and would be too costly to supply copies for everybody. We do have, however, several extra copies, which will be loaned to you for a few weeks if you desire to study the details. Simply contact Carol Vantine or myself for these copies.


Our consultant has also prepared a five page executive summary report which is available to you for the asking. This report contains no charts or graphs and summarizes his analysis and the LMP that we have adopted. Simply contact Carol or myself for your own copy.

CREEL STUDY—Some of you are aware that a Creel or fishery study is being done by the WDNR on our lakes starting early in 2004 and continuing through the winter into 2005. This study determines the type, size and population of the fish in our lakes. Based on this study, fish management recommendations will be made. This study will not be completed until mid-summer of this year and a report will be finalized during the winter of 2005-2006. HOWEVER the man responsible for this study, Heath Benike a fisheries biologist for WDNR, has a pretty good idea now on where we need to go with Pipe Lake and is willing to attend one of our meetings. Accordingly, we have invited Heath to attend our Special Meeting on May 21 (details below). He will present his findings to-date and wants to get some idea on where people want the fishery to be headed into the future before he starts the report.

SPECIAL MEETING OF THE DISTRICT—Now stop what you are doing and walk over to your calendar and find Saturday, May 21. Now mark on that date at 10:00 a.m. there will be a Special Meeting of the District at Christ Lutheran Church on the corner of County Roads G & T. In addition to the Creel Study results, we will address any comments/questions from the consultant’s report summarized above and start planning for the 2005 boat parade and picnic. A detailed agenda will be sent out about the first of May.

PROJECTS TO LOOK FOR THIS SUMMER—In accordance with our Lake Management Plan, your Board has secured three shoreland restoration projects for this summer. These projects are being done with the support and cooperation of the Polk County Land and Water Resources Department. Through a funding program available with the county, the L&WR Department will refund 70% of the cost of each project. The Lake District will pay for the remaining 30% for one of these projects as approved in our LMP and 2005 budget. These will be demonstration projects to show that effective buffer zones can be constructed and still look real good. The purpose, of course, is to get more of the property owners to construct similar buffer zones, which are one of the more effective means for controlling the flow of nutrients into the lake. I will furnish more details of these projects as they are started.

We want to take a proactive approach for the prevention of exotic plants and animals that could enter our lakes. This program calls for the inspection of boats and trailers for exotics at the public landing. Ideally we would like to inspect every boat and trailer that enters our lakes. This is probably not feasible, but we could inspect many boats and trailers on weekends. IN ORDER TO CARRY OUT A PROGRAM LIKE THIS, MANY VOLUNTEERS ARE NEEDED. Now I know it is always tough to get people to volunteer for anything for a few hours on weekends. However let me ask you the following question: Would you rather spend a few hours on weekends inspecting boats to stop the entrance of exotics in our lakes or would you like to navigate around our lakes in weed choked waters or scrape zebra mussels off your dock pillars and boats every year? I know of lakes where you cannot play in the water without water shoes for fear of getting your feet cut up by zebra mussels. To volunteer, please contact me by e-mail or call Carol Vantine at 612-926-7990 or Bob Matson at 612-889-4463. Training for this will be done by the DNR in late May or early June.

THE COMMON LOON—What is a Loon? A voice of the north, an echo in the night, a symbol of wild places. A Loon is all of these and more. The Loon, with its dramatic call and dark silhouette, is the emblem of a pure, unspoiled North Country. Sigurd T. Olson said about the Loon “Its wild, weird calling does more to create the indescribable feeling of being apart from civilization and being closer to the primitive than any other natural phenomenon in the wilderness country.” At the top of aquatic food webs, the Loon is an environmental barometer. Its presence indicates a sound lake country, while its disappearance warns us of our own dependence on a healthy environment.

There are five species in the Loon family that range across the northern portion of the Northern Hemisphere. Arctic and Pacific Loons were once thought to be the same species, but were recently separated into two species. The Red-throated Loon is the smallest of the five, while the Yellow-billed Loon is the largest. And then there is the Common Loon, which is the only Loon that nests in the lower 48 states.

We live here on the very southern edge of the Loon’s summer range and breeding zone. Loons are rare or non-existent in the lower half of Wisconsin and Minnesota. Current estimates put the Wisconsin Loon population at 3,131 nesting adults. This compares to more than 12,000 Loons in Minnesota and fewer than 800 in Michigan. AND THAT IS IT IN THE USA. 

As days lengthen in spring, ADULT Loons prepare to head north to their breeding territories. Young Loons will typically stay in the south until they reach maturity, acquiring their black and white breeding plumage, at three years old. The male adult usually arrives a day or two after ice-out with the females a few days behind. For many, the arrival of the Common Loon is a true sign of spring.

It was commonly thought that Loons would mate for life. Recent studies have disproved this mirth. Loons don’t mate for life in the typical sense that swans and geese do. If both the male and female survive the winter, they migrate separately as noted above; but return to the same lake and MAY re-unite. However, a Loon’s allegiance is to the nesting lake, not its mate. If last years mate fails to return, the Loon will select a new mate.

Common Loons can nest on a variety of lakes but there are three characteristics needed for a productive territory: 1) an adequate supply of food, 2) a nest site close to the water, and 3) an area to rear their chicks, often called a nursery. Loons are opportunistic foragers, which means that they adjust their feeding habits depending on available food. Loons primarily eat fish; but they will also consume crayfish, leaches, aquatic insects and even some vegetation. They find their food (consuming up to 2 pounds per day) by peering underwater from the surface or during dives. Because Loons are visual predators, the water must be clear enough to see prey, with minimal vegetation to obstruct visibility. 

For their nesting habitat, Loons prefer islands or bog mats because they are more protected from terrestrial predators; but they will use any shoreline that is protected from disturbance and provides easy access to the water. Nests are usually located within a few feet of the waterline because a loon’s legs are so far back on their bodies that they cannot walk upright and literally have to push themselves overland. Loons often use the same nesting site or an area nearby from year to year. After a nest is established, the female lays one or two olive colored eggs.

Both the male and female take turns incubating the eggs for approximately 26 to 31 days until the eggs hatch. Once they hatch, the chicks only stay on the nest for a day before entering the water. The adults then take the chicks to a nursery area, which is typically a quiet cove or stretch of shoreline where the young are protected from wind, waves, and other disturbances. Adult Loons feed and protect the chicks until they can dive and catch their own food at approximately eight weeks of age. 

Adults begin flying south in late August or early September. Chicks stay on the nesting lake, feeding and taking their first test flights, until nearly ice-over. Chicks born early reach adult size by this time and are able to fly out. Chicks born late (mid-July through August) may not be old enough by ice-time to fly south and will perish.

Once reaching their winter habitat, which is either in the Gulf of Mexico or the South Atlantic Coast, a winter Loon molts to a non-descript gray plumage, rarely calls, looses the red in its eye and fishes all day. It is as if the loon reserves its charisma for the North Country is symbolizes.

Don’t know if you caught what I think to be an amazing ability of the Loon. Recall that the adults leave for their winter home in late August or September. But the Chicks hang around until maybe November and then head to their winter habitat. Now they have never been there and there is nobody to show them the way. How do they know where they are going and how do they find their way there? Also recall that chicks stay at their winter habitat for 3 years before they fly north again. Remember they are territorial and will return to the lake at which they were born. Again, how do they know where they are going and how do they find their way? Truly an amazing bird.

Common Loons were once nesting on lakes as far south as northern Iowa, California, and Pennsylvania. Since the 1800’s their breeding range has been shrinking north away from populated areas. The greatest threat to the Loon’s ability to live and reproduce on northern lakes in the long term is the loss of lakeshore habitat through shoreline development. In Wisconsin from the 1960’s to the 1990’s, 2/3 of previously undeveloped lakes greater than 10 acres were developed. In the same time period, the average number of homes on privately owned shoreline more than doubled.

How property owners manage the lakeshore contributes significantly to the health and quality to the entire lake ecosystem. Property owners tend to remove trees, shrubs and plants along the shoreline, not understanding that plant communities are the basis for wildlife habitat. Native plants with their deep root systems, stabilize the shoreline, reducing erosion and turbidity in the water. Lakeshore plants filter contaminants and nutrients, purifying water entering the lake from the watershed. And plants, both live and dead, provide food and habitat for a wide variety of wildlife species, including fish. So by altering the shoreline, people can impact the lake qualities that Loons depend upon: nesting areas, clean and clear water and a stable fish population.

Loons can be tolerant of human recreation and even raise young successfully on lakes that have regular recreational use – if people using the lakes are mindful of the Loon’s presence and give them some space.

The presence of Loons successfully reproducing on a lake is a visible sign that the lake is relatively healthy. By observing what happens to Loons in the long term, we can keep tabs on the levels of change occurring on our lakes. In turn, to ensure that we continue to hear loon music on our lakes, we must protect the habitats upon which loons depend.

ALL LOONS ASK FOR IS A PLACE TO LIVE, CLEAN WATER, SOME FISH TO EAT, AND A LITTLE PRIVACY. FOR WHAT LOONS GIVE TO PEOPLE, THAT SEEMS A SMALL PRICE TO PAY.

The Common Loon is protected by State and Federal laws as a migratory, non-game bird. It is also a species of Special Concern in Wisconsin. Harassing protected waterfowl carries a fine of $500 and/or time in jail. Harassing a protected species like the Common Loon carries a $1000 fine and 90 days in jail. If you witness a violation, you are encouraged to call the local DNR enforcement officer.

Dick Hollar

March, 2005

