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The Waters of Dane County

Dane County is blessed with 69 named lakes, and more than 400 miles of streams and rivers including 14
miles of the Wisconsin River. The total surface water coverage in Dane County is more than 23,000 acres, or
36 square miles. Dane County is also home to 52,000 acres of wetlands. These waters are part of what make
this area so special. Water-related recreation activities contribute substantially to the region's economy, with
lake users spending an average of $15.00 -$22.00 on each outing for fuel and supplies alone, according to a
1995 study.

In 2011 Dane County brought in $893.7 million in tourist dollars. (7/5/2012 Waunakee Tribune “Study finds
tourism thrives in Wisconsin”)

Water resources contribute to business, industry and agriculture as well. We use 42 million gallons of water a
day for business and personal purposes. The Dane County State of the Waters Report (follow link above) is a
convenient single reference for those seeking in-depth information about area waters and watersheds.

Yahara Lakes History & Setting

The Yahara River lakes - Mendota, Monona, Waubesa and Kegonsa - are important in providing scenic
beauty and swimming, boating and fishing opportunities to area residents and visitors. As a result, the lakes
are highly valued physical resources and an integral part of the quality of life the Dane County residents enjoy.

The lakes were formed about 10,000 years ago when the last glacier deposited a thick layer of glacial till
(unsorted sediment) over the landscape and dammed up the large pre-glacial Yahara River Valley. The
Yahara watershed (land area draining to the lakes) now covers 359 square miles. The Yahara River begins
just north of Dane County in Columbia County and flows south to connect the four lakes, finally joining the
Rock River in Rock County. Much of the watershed is farmed; however, the watershed also contains most of
the urban land in the Madison metropolitan area. In addition, the Yahara watershed includes some of the
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largest wetlands that are left in Dane County. The lakes' watershed includes all or parts of five cities, seven
villages and sixteen towns and is home to about a quarter million people.

What Kind of Lakes are the Yahara Lakes?

The Yahara lakes are classified as eutrophic lakes. Eutrophic lakes have an ample supply of nutrients and
usually an abundant crop of weeds and algae. Natural eutrophication is a slow process in which sediment and
nutrients enter a lake from runoff, causing an increase in plant life and a gradual filling in of the lake. The time
required for this filling or "aging" depends greatly on the surrounding landscape and on the nature of the lake
itself. The rate of aging can be speeded up by human input of sewage and polluted runoff from farms and
cities. Through this process of "cultural" eutrophication, blue lakes can quickly become green lakes.

The Yahara lakes are certainly victims of cultural eutrophication. Problems with algae growth were first
reported in the 1880's, possibly caused in part by sewage discharging into Lake Monona from an expanding
urban population. Although Lake Mendota never received large quantities of sewage, Lake Monona, Waubesa
and Kegonsa were all heavily affected by the discharge of treated sewage from the Madison area. Most
sewage was diverted from Lake Monona in 1936 and from Lakes Waubesa and Kegonsa in 1958. Following
these diversions, the lower three lakes improved greatly. In 1971, remaining treatment plant discharges from
small communities upstream from Lake Mendota were diverted around the lakes; and in the 1980's, remaining
wastewater discharges tributary to any of the Yahara lakes were also diverted, so that none of the lakes now
receives any significant impact from sewage or "point" sources of pollution. However, the lakes continue to
receive sediment, nutrients and other types of pollutants from runoff from the surrounding farmlands and cities.

What You Can Do

The Yahara lakes are a prized resource and we all must be good stewards of this resource so that 50 or 100
years from now the lakes will still be a highly valued asset to the region. Many of our individual activities and
land use practices can affect the lakes; thus, we must always be conscious of what we are doing in the
watershed so that lake conditions do not deteriorate further. A list of what you can do to protect the lakes
follows:

 Limit your use of pesticides and commercial fertilizers on gardens, lawns and fields. Fertilize according to
soil analysis recommendations and carefully follow label instructions.

 Minimize soil erosion by installing conservation practices such as grassed waterways, contour strip crops,
terraces, and riprap on steep streambanks.

 Keep empty cans, bottles, and trash out of gutters, storm sewers and the lakes.
 Alert officials if you observe spills or conditions that look potentially dangerous or severe erosion from

construction sites.
 Divert your roof downspouts to the lawn or a gravel drain; do not direct them to a street, driveway or

paved surface leading to a storm sewer.
 Wash your car in a location where the water will slowly infiltrate, such as the lawn or gravel area.
 Take automobile oils to a recycling center. Don't drain oil onto the streets.
 Obey fishing, boating and shoreline regulations.
 Compost or mulch your leaves and grass clippings, or at least bag them for pickup. Keep leaves out of

the street gutters.
 Persuade your local officials that the lakes are an important issue, since the quality of the lakes depends

on adequate continuing action and funding for maintenance and protection.


