
 

TThhee Self-Help Lake Monitoring program began in Wisconsin in 1986, relying on 
volunteers that to assist with collection of data on their lakes.  These volunteers monitor 
water clarity, water chemistry, dissolved oxygen, and plants.  The data is used by the 
DNR to supplement its own monitoring efforts.  Since the Self-Help Monitoring 
program’s beginning, over 3,200 volunteers have collected data on over 1,000 lakes in 
Wisconsin.   
 
Self-help lake data has been collected on Lake Winnebago since 1996.  Four sites on 
the lake have multiple years of data and another three sites have one year of data.  The 
longest term of data collection is four years, collected on two different sites.   
 
Data collection on Lake Butte des Morts dates back to 1988.  Two sites have been 
sampled, with one of the sites having seven years of data.  Lake Poygan has two 
sample locations, one of them with five years of data dating back to 1991.  Lake 
Winneconne only has data from two sites both of them sampled in 2000. 

 
A majority of the data collected on the Winnebago Pool is water clarity in the form of 
secchi depths, collected primarily during the spring, summer, and early fall months.  
While none of the sample sites have a long-term record of data collection, which would 
allow for an analysis of trends, the information is still useful for several reasons.  First, 
the information is useful for comparative purposes.  The DNR can compare the data it 
has collected with the data collected by the self-help volunteers to verify findings. The 
data comparisons also point out differences across different areas of the lakes, which 
highlight the variable nature of the system.  A few of the self-help sampling sites have a 
large number of data points for a certain year.  This is useful to give a clearer picture of 
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Table shows Self-Help Monitoring effort on the Winnebago Pool since 1986.  Shaded in box 
indicates sampling occurred in that calendar year.  Seven years (Site 1, Butte des Morts) is 
the longest stretch of monitoring.  Five of the sites were only monitored for one year each. 

1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002
Winnebago Deep Hole-S. End

Sea Bouy
Wendt's Landing
Menasha
Southeast
North End
Black Wolf Point

Butte des Morts Site 1
Site 2

Winneconne Central
Site B

Poygan Site 1
Deep Hole

Water Quality in the Lake Winnebago Pool  33 



how the lake behaves over the course of a summer.  The DNR's data is typically only 
collected a few times each year. 
 
One sample site located on Lake Butte des Morts had water clarity recorded 22 times 
during 2001.  The range of observations exhibits little variation but the data does show 
how water clarity slowly decreases over the course of a summer.  This decrease in 
water clarity is usually attributed to an increase in algae production, fed by warmer 
water temperatures.  To verify this, the chlorophyll-a concentrations can be examined.  
An increase in algae would show up as an increase in chlorophyll-a concentrations.  
Unfortunately, the Self-Help Program volunteers did not collect chlorophyll-a samples at 
this site in 2001. A review of DNR-collected data for 2001 only shows that chlorophyll-a 
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Graph showing water 
clarity data collected 
by Self-Help 
Monitoring Program 
volunteers on Lake 
Butte des Morts in 
2001.  Data collected 
during one year 
illustrates how water 
clarity decreases 
from spring to 
summer to fall.  Solid 
line indicates actual 
data collected while 
dashed line shows 
the trend.   
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was sampled three times on Lake Poygan.  This information is not enough to correlate 
the decreasing water clarity to algae concentrations.   
 
As a new water quality monitoring strategy is developed for the Winnebago Pool, the 
Self-Help Monitoring Program volunteers will undoubtedly play a key role.  It is 
imperative that the volunteers continue to collect their data throughout the Pool so that 
the data can be used to adequately supplement the DNR’s data collection efforts.  It will 
only be through this combined monitoring effort that the true state of the Pool’s water 
quality will be determined.   
 
 
For more information on invasive species you can visit one of the following web pages. 
 
The DNR Self-Help Monitoring Program Site at  
http://dnr.wi.gov/org/water/fhp/lakes/selfhelp/index.htm 
 
The Secchi Dip-In Program, another volunteer water quality monitoring project, at 
http://dipin.kent.edu 
 

Water Quality in the Lake Winnebago Pool  35 


	 
	The lakes that collectively make up the Winnebago Pool encompass over 166,000 surface acres (67,178 ha).  This total accounts for nearly 17% of the state’s surface water area.  Lake Winnebago, at 137,708 acres (55,728 ha), is the largest lake in Wisconsin and one of the largest lakes in the United States.  Despite its large size the average depth is only 15.5 feet (4.7 m) and the maximum depth 21 feet (6.4 m).
	 
	Reason for Sampling
	Water Temperature

	The National Water Quality Monitoring Council at

	 
	The DNR has monitored water quality in the Lake Winnebago Pool since 1979. This initial monitoring was done as part of a statewide lake monitoring effort that sampled nearly 600 lakes.  A more consistent, thorough monitoring strategy did not begin until the late 1980’s on Lake Winnebago and the mid-1990’s on the remainder of the Pool.  Of the Upriver lakes, Butte des Morts has been monitored the most extensively.  Three sites were monitored for 5 to 7 years beginning in 1986 as part of a canvasback duck habitat study on shallow lakes.  Another 7 sites were monitored in 1995, after the completion of the Terrell’s Island breakwall.  Two sites have been monitored continuously since 1998.  On Lakes Winneconne and Poygan, monitoring data has been collected consistently since 1998.  
	Dissolved Oxygen.  Oxygen makes up 21%, or 210,000 parts per million, of the air we breathe.  Water also contains oxygen although at a much lower concentration.  The amount of oxygen dissolved in water varies but 0.001%, or 10 parts per million, is a typical figure.  The solubility of oxygen in water varies with water temperature.  The warmer the water, the less oxygen it can hold.  Therefore, dissolved oxygen levels in water are typically highest in the Winnebago Pool during the winter and lowest during the summer.  The constant mixing of the lake allows oxygen exchange with the atmosphere.  In addition, aquatic plants produce oxygen through photosynthesis.  Oxygen is consumed in a lake through plant respiration and decomposition of dead plants and animals.  Oxygen is also consumed as bacteria and other microscopic organisms feed on and break down pollutants in the water.
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