
Mason Creek is one of three impaired tributary streams in the watershed. It has been 
well documented that this tributary contributes high levels of Suspended Solids and 
Phosphorus to North Lake and downstream water bodies, making it the worst of the three. 
Ironically, it is also rated as a Class I Trout stream in its upper reaches due to cold water 
springs that keep it fl owing all year round.

So, how can a stream support trout and have episodes of high pollutant loading?
It's all about soil erosion off  the land and from channelized portions of the stream.
It’s the channelized areas that are planned to be addressed in a project slated for
2021 north of Hwy CW. 

TALL PINES & OWPP PARTNER
ON MASON CREEK PROJECT

[continued on page 5]
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FROM THE WATERSHED

UPCOMING EVENTS

THURS / JAN 20 / 2021  
All Partner Progress Update

Town of Concord

THURS / FEB 25 / 2021  
An Evening with Michael Perry to 

Benefi t Tall Pines Conservancy

SAT / AUG 14 / 2021  
12th Annual Ride to the Barns

Camp/Quad

Call 262.369.0500 or e-mail
info@tallpinesconservancy.org

for more information.
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Tall Pines Conservancy,  Lake Country Clean Waters and OWPP have taken an active
role to facilitate and fi nancially support riparian buff ers of all kinds. Be it farmers or 
individual shoreline owners, the goals are the same – to slow down and fi lter the movement 
of water and sediment from entering our waterways as well as fertilizers, pesticides, salt, 
leaves and runoff  from hard surfaces. Th e best line of defense is a buff er planted with deep 
rooted native plants.
 

Many of our Lake Country lakes encourage 
shoreline buff ers in various ways. Lac La 
Belle provides their own grant program 
off ering up to $2000 for the plantings.

Other lake groups like North Lake, 
Pewaukee Lake and Lake Nagawicka 
participate in the DNR Healthy Lakes & 
Rivers program, which includes 5 simple 
and inexpensive best practices that improve 
habitat and water quality on shoreline 
properties. Please visit healthylakeswi.com 
to learn more.
 

Th e program will provide $1000 fi nancial support for a 350 square feet planting along the 
shores for either lakes or rivers. If your shore does not work well for shoreline plantings, 
consider the next best alternative – fi nd an area to put in a rain garden to dissipate the 
waters before entering the lake or river. A rain garden is basically a depression in the 
ground fi lled with fl owers and grasses. Good examples of rain gardens can be seen at 
Fowler Lake behind City Hall.  Tall Pines Conservancy has a list of suggested landscapers 
specializing in shoreline restorations. Please contact TPC at info@tallpinesconservancy.org 
to receive a copy or with any questions you may have. 
 
Where to start? Look around your property and defi ne part of the lawn you could 
comfortably allow to convert back to a natural state. 

Th ere are many reasons why 
we needed the fi rst Earth Day 
declaration back in 1970, but most
of us are too young to remember how 
threatened our environment was.

Here’s a look back at the 1960s:

 1.   Many rivers were choked by 
oil and debris fl oating on the 
surface from urban runoff  and 
industry, so much so that they 
would actually catch fi re. Th e 
Cuyahoga River in Cleveland 
caught fi re 13 times. 

 2.   Lake Erie was close to being 
determined a dead lake. Th e 
algae growth was so dense
and the pollution load was
so high it was depleting the 
oxygen to dangerous levels. 
Wastewater treatment plants 
removed less than half of the 
pollutants entering them. 
(Today, they remove 99%. 
If you have the chance, take a 
tour of one of these amazing
high-tech facilities.)

 3.   Air pollution was escalating,
and a cloud of smog was 
common above most large 
cities. Some factory workers 
would have a second “work” car 
because they knew when they 
left their shift, their car would 
be covered in soot.

[continued on page 5]

SHORELINE MANAGEMENT
KEY TO WATER QUALITY by Jill Bedford, TPC Stewardship & Outreach

[continued on page 5]

DO YOU 
REMEMBER 

EARTH DAY?
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DETENTION TIME IN 
THE WATERSHED
Ever wonder how long it takes for a drop of water to travel through a lake, or a 
portion of the river, or the entire watershed? When calculating this, the math 
gets complicated rather quickly. Precipitation totals and wet years VS dry, runoff  
from the land, underground springs entering lakes and the rivers from below, 
evaporation, ambient temperature, and water table levels all aff ect the detention 
time. To answer these questions many generalizations and averages need to be used. 

With the understanding that these are general estimates, the following detention 
times for one drop of water to travel through the lakes listed, during average 
conditions, are provided for your amusement:
 

For the entire Oconomowoc River Watershed, the detention time for one drop of 
water to travel the entire 49 miles would be 376 days or about one year.

ANOTHER FUN FACT:  Th e Oconomowoc River fl ow at the confl uence with 
the Rock River in the Town of Ixonia averages 96 Million Gallons Per Day.  

 Friess Lake ...... 60 days
 Loew Lake ...... 2.6 days
 North Lake ...... 100 days
 Okauchee Lake ...... 345 days
 Oconomowoc Lake ...... 145 days
 Fowler Lake ...... 7 days
 Lac La Belle Lake ...... 107 days

OUR LAKES 
ENDURE THE
“PERFECT STORM”
Th e last three and a half years have been 
full of weather extremes that have created 
a “Perfect Storm” situation for our area 
lakes. And as a result, we’ve seen the grim 
evidence of this in the form of fi sh kills 
during the month of August.

Go back to 2017 and you’ll see the fi rst of 
three wet years. 2018 was a record year for 
the weather station in Oconomowoc with 
more than 47" of precipitation, 13" more 
than the average of 34".  Th is was coupled 
with at least two January/February thaws 
that moved a lot of water off  the fi elds.

In 2017, 2018, and 2019 we had elevated 
levels of suspended solids and phosphorus 
fl owing into the rivers and creeks and down 
into our lakes. 

Now to 2020. Th is summer we saw warmer 
temperatures and more sunshine than we’ve 
had for the last few years. It’s also been a 
more normal year for precipitation. March 
fl ows in the tributaries was relatively 
high due to early heavy rains, once again 
bringing in more fl ow and sediment. We 
also had the May 17th rain event, which 
brought in signifi cant nutrients. 

Th e warm days and sun raised our lake 
water temperatures earlier and higher 
than in recent years. As temperatures rise, 
water has less driving force to contain 
dissolved oxygen (DO), so the DO levels 
trend lower and fi sh start to be stressed 
and a die off  can occur.

Th e three years of high fl ows and nutrients 
have fed plant growth in our lakes and 
the annual die off  creates increased DO 
demand as the organic material decays. 
All of this combines to create the “perfect 
storm” for our lakes.  

Farmers For Lake Country recently 
completed its 2020 Aerial Seeding 
of Cover Crops. Th is program was 
made possible through the support 
of the City of Oconomowoc, the 
Oconomowoc Watershed Protection 
Program and Tall Pines Conservancy 
as well as grants from the Department 
of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer 
Protection and the Oconomowoc Area 
Community Foundation.  

FARMERS FOR LAKE COUNTRY
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Th e north half of the watershed is drained 
by fi ve rivers: the Coney River in the 
extreme north, Flynn Creek, which begins 
near Holy Hill on the east, the Little 
Oconomowoc River, which begins west 
of Holy Hill, Mason Creek northwest of 
North Lake and the main Oconomowoc 
River. After combining into three rivers, 

Mason Creek, Little Oconomowoc River, 
and the main Oconomowoc River fl ow into 
North Lake. Th ese three rivers contribute 
most of the fl ow to the lake. In May and 
June of this year a study of these tributaries 
was completed to determine the nutrient 
mass loading to North Lake. Th e study 
measured fl ows from each tributary and 
determined concentrations of suspended 
solids and phosphorus. From this data, the 
total fl ow and nutrient loading to the lake 
was calculated.

Th e results of this study have shown that 
more than 100 million gallons fl ow into the 
lake on peak fl ow days. It has also shown 
that Mason Creek is by far the contributor 
of the most mass nutrient loading of these 
three tributaries.

Other fi ndings of the study:
 •   During the study, the average 

fl ow into the lake was 40 MGD. 
Oconomowoc River = 67%, Mason 
Creek = 20%, Little Oconomowoc 
River = 13%.

OWPP COMPLETES STUDY ON 
TRIBUTARIES INTO NORTH LAKE

 •   On the peak day, Mason Creek 
contributed 78% of the total 
phosphorus and 88% of the Total 
Suspended Solids (TSS) loading 
to the lake, while contributing only 
33% of the fl ow. 

 •   On the low fl ow day, Mason 
Creek contributed 24% of the 
total phosphorus and 30% of the 
TSS loading to the lake, while 
contributing only 19% of the fl ow.

 •   On the peak day, Mason Creek 
contributed nearly 600 lbs. of  TSS 
while the Oconomowoc River only 
contributed 60 lbs.

 •   Mason Creek consistently 
contributes a disproportionately high 
amount of mass loading to the lake, 
even during low fl ows.

 •   Th e peak fl ow into the lake from the 
north tributaries was 120 Millions 
of Gallons per Day (MGD) on May 

On August 18th, Farmers for Lake Country hosted a free, physical distanced evening 
of science-driven discussions on cover crops at two local farms. Presentations included 
Growing Cover Crops in Winter Wheat at the farm of Tom Burlington. Th e event 
concluded in Sullivan at the farm of Tom Novak, owner of Total Crop Management LLC.  
Th ere, Jim Stute, a farmer and project consultant, presented the talk, “Do Cover Crops Pay? 
Results from Local On-Farm Research” followed by a discussion by Mr. Novak about, 
“On-Farm Trials: What Th ey Can Do For You.”  

FARMERS & SCIENCE

17th. Th is equates to an approximate 
retention time in the lake of 38 
days assuming all other inputs and 
evaporation = net “0”, and fl ow was 
sustained at this level.

 •   At low fl ow conditions, the retention 
time in the lake is approximately 173 
days. At average fl ow the detention 
time is approximately 100 days.

 •   Based on average fl ow, TSS, and 
phosphorus values during the study, 
the lake is receiving 15 billion 
gallons annually, 11 tons of  TSS, 
and 5 tons of phosphorus.  



4.   Land was being gobbled up by 
development. Wetlands weren’t 
protected and natural habitats 
were vanishing.

5.   On our coast lines, garbage was 
shipped out to sea and dumped. 
Th e theory at the time was that 
our oceans were so large we’ll 
never pollute them.

6.   Sludge from our Wastewater 
Treatment Plants was also being 
dumped in the oceans.

7.   Pesticides and herbicides were 
being used at alarming rates, 
mostly unregulated, resulting in 
unintended declines in birds and 
other wildlife populations.

8.   Our Bald Eagle population was 
rapidly diminishing from the 
eff ects of the pesticide DDT. 
Th e chemical would cause the 
eggs of eagles to be too thin to 
support the weight of the parent 
bird and break open prematurely.

Luckily, forward thinkers like Senator 
Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin saw the 
need to address these and many other 
environmental concerns in the late 
1960s and the fi rst EARTH DAY 
was recognized on April 22, 1970.  

TAKE CARE OF OUR 
PLANET AND...

MAKE EVERY DAY 
— EARTH DAY! —

EARTH DAY... [from page 2]
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MASON CREEK PROJECT... [from page 1]

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, when farmland was being planted for the fi rst time, 
many streams were ditched and straightened to allow water to drain from the fi elds and 
allow crops to be grown and harvested. Unfortunately, this ditching was not always good 
for water quality. In the proposed project on Mason Creek, 1,200' of straight channel 
will be re-meandered to return the stream to what it was in the early 1900s. Th e new 
meandered stream section will measure more than 1,600' and have pools for fi sh habitat, 
riffl  e sections for aeration, armoring to protect the banks from eroding, and have fl ood area 
shoulders to allow high fl ows to be dampened and calmed.

Tall Pines purchased the 26-acre fi eld area where the stream runs through and a DNR 
Surface Water Grant is being pursued for the re-meandering. In addition to the re-
meandering of the stream, buff er areas adjacent to the stream will be planted in permanent 
pollinator cover to reduce runoff  into the stream. Th is project is scheduled for completion 
by the fall of 2021.  

Th ere are many low growing sedges, grasses and wildfl owers that will not block the view of 
the water but only enhance it with a soft colorful forefront for the sky blue waters. 

Th e benefi ts are many including the satisfaction of knowing you are doing your part to 
help us protect our waters. If every landowner devoted a patch as small as 10 feet it would 
make a huge diff erence.  

SHORELINE MANAGEMENT... [from page 2]

In our infi nite wisdom, back in the 
mid-1800s we imported Buckthorn into 
the US from Europe. What a beautiful 
landscaping shrub it was with its glossy 
leaves and black berries. Many plants 
were planted to beautify the landscape 
and eventually along parking lots to meet 
zoning codes requiring minimum number 
of new plants. Wow what a mistake this 
was! Buckthorn has now invaded many of 
our forests and is VERY, VERY prolifi c. It 
is spread easily as the berries are eaten by 
birds and then the seeds are expelled later, 
often miles away. Cutting it down only 
causes the stump to multiply into many 
sprouts during the next year.

In addition to choking out other plants 
and trees, these thorny brushy plants, 
which eventually become trees, are a 
detriment to water quality. When they 
grow to 6' to 8', they block the light and 
cause the forest fl oor or stream bank to 
become bare of any vegetation. Th e bare 
soil is then subject to erosion, causing soil 
and nutrient loss and diminished water 
quality in nearby ditches, creeks and rivers.

Inspect your property for this invasive plant 
or tree. Remove them by pulling small 
shoots or cutting at the stump and covering 
the stump with a black bag or a tin can. Th e 
stumps can also be sprayed (best done in 
late fall but use chemicals wisely. Buckthorn 
is very hard to control once it gets a 
foothold so remove any plants found before 
they get out of control. Th ere are a number 
of helpful hints on controlling buckthorn to 
be found on the internet.  

BUCKTHORN & WATER QUALITY
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WHO’S WHO
For more information on the OWPP, please contact us:

OWPP KIOSK INSTALLED 
AT HWY Q LAUNCH
DEDICATED AT PADDLE EVENT
Th is year’s annual OWPP Paddle Event was held at the HWY Q Boat 
Launch on July 18th, which was the location of our fi rst Annual Paddle 
in 2015. It's a great drop-in spot for kayaking and canoeing. Th e gentle 
current allows paddlers to easily paddle up stream to Loew Lake and 
return or tailor their trip to the length they want. It was appropriate 
to return as the launch and bridge have been rebuilt AND we recently 
installed our fi rst OWPP Kiosk. Rob Wessburg of the DNR and many 
paddlers were present to dedicate this important information station 
for conveying our program progress and upcoming events.  


