
SENSITIVE AREAS, 

 

 AQUATIC PLANT 

MANAGEMENT LAWS, 

 

 and WHAT YOU CAN DO 

 



Wisconsin lakes and streams are 
held in trust for all citizens as 
“common highways and forever 
free.” 

    Article IX, Section 1, 
   Wisconsin Constitution 

The Wisconsin Public Trust Doctrine 



Wisc. Admin. Code NR107 
defines sensitive areas:  places 
of aquatic vegetation identified 
by DNR as offering critical or 
unique fish and wildlife habitat, 
including seasonal or lifestage 
requirements, or offering water 
quality or erosion control 
benefits to the body of water. 

 

NR107 also has a provision to 
protect high value aquatic plant 
species from herbicide 
applications. 

 

SAD = Sensitive Area 
Designation 

1995 



SAD and other rules: WHY?  
To try to counter one of the major 

threats to lakes: 

 Lakeshore development 

 Industrial & nonpoint discharge 

 Invasive or exotic species 



Why is Lakeshore Development a 
Threat to Lakes? 

 

Since 1965, lakeshore development has 
increased an average of 216%. 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 



Small cottages are steadily being replaced by year-round 
homes, even mansions, on most lakes. 



Cumulative impacts on water quality, 
fish and wildlife habitat, and the biota of 

lake ecosystems. 
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Aquatic Plant Trends as a result of development 

Source: WDNR 



Herbicide use, and other major activities that could 
harm sensitive places on the lake, are limited. 

 
Recent laws also restrict harvesting and manual 

plant control in sensitive areas. 
 
Could SA’s be re-evaluated?  Yes, but that would 

result in more protected areas, so more 
protection for the lake, and more restrictions on 
major permitted activities. 

What do Sensitive Areas mean to me? 



Public Rights 
set  by common 
law over time 

 Fishing 
 Hunting 
 Fish & wildlife habitat  
 Commercial navigation 
 Water recreation & boating  
 Natural scenic beauty 
 Water quality & quantity 



Critical Habitat Designation (CHD) 
 
 

 

IDENTIFIES 

DOCUMENTS and  

PROTECTS  

outstanding areas of healthy aquatic 
habitat and aesthetic beauty in the littoral 
zone of a lake. 

What is it?  A set of rules that 



NR 1.06 (5) PUBLIC RIGHTS FEATURES IDENTIFIED.  
Public rights features are: 
(a) Fish and wildlife habitat, including specific sites necessary for 
breeding, nesting, nursery and feeding. 
Note: Physical features constituting fish and wildlife habitat include stands of aquatic plants; riffles and pools in 
streams; undercut banks with overhanging vegetation or that are vegetated above; areas of lake or streambed where 
fish nests are visible; large woody cover. 

(b) Physical features of lakes and streams that ensure protection of 
water quality. 
Note: Physical features that protect water quality include stands of aquatic plants (that protect against erosion and so 
minimize sedimentation), natural streambed features such as riffles or boulders (that cause turbulent stream flow and 
so provide aeration). 

(c) Reaches of bank, shore or bed that are predominantly natural in 
appearance (not man-made or artificial) or that screen man-made or 
artificial features. 
Note: Reaches include those with stands of vegetation that include intermixed trees, shrubs and grasses; stands of 
mature pines or other conifer species; bog fringe; bluffs rising from the water’s edge; beds of emergent plants such as 
wild rice, wild celery, reeds, arrowhead. 

(d) Navigation thoroughfares or areas traditionally used for 
navigation during recreational boating, angling, hunting or 
enjoyment of natural scenic beauty. 
Note: Physical features indicative of navigation thoroughfares include shallow water areas typically used by wading 
anglers or areas frequently occupied by regularly repeated public uses such as water shows. 



What can I do to control lake plants in 
front of my home? 



Management should be guided by 
a well-thought out plan. 

A good Aquatic Plant Management 
(APM) Plan will balance resource 

needs with the human need to 
moderate nuisance levels, without 

causing harm to the lake. 





What can I do to control lake plants in 
front of my home? 

EVERY plant management 
method has RISKS and 

BENEFITS 

 Herbicidal control 
 Mechanical harvesting 
 Manual harvesting 
 Biological methods 
 Plan approval required 



Herbicides 

 Regulated by Wisc Admin Code NR107 
 Must do no harm 
 Not OK in Sensitive Areas 
 Chemicals are not very selective (this is new info) 
 Potential drift 
 Possible use restrictions 

 Can result in algae blooms 

   Photo by F.Koshere 



2001-2003 Biennial Budget Bill 
WI ACT 16 

 Aquatic Plant Protection Laws 
 Directs the DNR to implement a 

statewide program 
 Education 
 Research 
 Control/Containment of 

“invasive plants” 
 Aquatic Plant Protection 
 Penalties 

 
 



 Large-scale, long 
term commitment 

 Results 
immediate 

 Water >3’ deep 
 Open areas 
 Takes up small fish, turtles, etc. 
 Can augment OR harm fish habitat 
 Requires high plant density to be scale-appropriate 

and cost-effective!  
 Plan and permit are required 

   Photo by K. Welke 

MECHANICAL 

HARVESTING 



Aquatic Plant Protection Law 
Manual Removal Permits 

 Public waters 
 Lakes & Rivers 

 Exemptions  
 Wild rice  
 Stream beds 

 Waivers by rule 
 Private ponds 
 Riparian lakefront – under certain conditions 
 Purple loosestrife 

 



Conditions for Manual Removal 
Without a Permit 

 Removal of exotic species without harming natives 
 Removal of dislodged plants that drift on-shore 
 Native plants, as long as all the following TRUE 

 NOT located within a designated Sensitive Area 
 Single area of width 30’ 
 Only if that width is not new, + not in addition to 

other zones of treatment via other method 
 Out into lake without limit 

 
Always: All cut plants must be removed from lake 



SUMMARY OF MANUAL AQUATIC PLANT REMOVAL RULES 

Remove 
exotic 
plants 
without 
harming 
natives? 

Clean up 
dislodged 
plants? 

Remove 
native 
plants? 

Sensitive Area shore 

 

 OK 

 

 

 

 OK 

 

    With permit only 

Not a SA shore 

 

 OK 

 

 

 

 OK 

 

Permit requirement    
waived under 
some conditions 



Aquatic Plant Protection Law 
Penalties 

 Establishes forfeitures for permit violations  
 $200 for first time violations 
 $700-2,000 or  
 6-9 months prison 

 
 Gives the court ability to order abatement and 

restoration 



Take-Home Messages 



Lakes are a reflection of their watershed. 



Interactions in lakes are complex – 
everything is connected. 

(From Scheffer et al. 1993) 



Annual variation in water quality, plant 
growth, and most things in nature, is 

normal. 



The area where aquatic plants grow, the 
littoral zone, is vital to the lake’s health. 



Algae are important sources of food 
and shelter for lake organisms.  



Nutrient inputs and zebra mussels may 
have contributed to the 2010 
filamentous algae problems. 



Zebra mussels and climate change 
may affect algal populations in the 

future. 

? 



A diverse native aquatic plant 
community provides many benefits, 

including providing habitat and 
maintaining water quality. 



Rock Lake has a very healthy aquatic 
plant community when compared to 

other lakes in this ecoregion. 



Based on surveys of the bulrush bed 
in 1998, 2002, and 2009, the areal 
extent and density is unchanged. 



Sediment Core Summary 
 -highest sedimentation rate at top of core 
 -highest soil erosion during 1930s 
 -highest P levels also during 1930s 
 -present day P conc. are about twice that of presettlement 
 



 
The quality of the water in Rock Lake is better than 
most lakes in the area….but phosphorus and 
chlorophyll are higher in the last 7 years  compared 
with the previous decade. 
 
      Protection of this fragile lake is key! 
 



What can I do to help protect 

Rock Lake? 



What can I do to help protect 

Rock Lake? 

Know and follow the plant management laws. 

If in doubt, ask for assistance. 

Support RLIA, and stay informed & involved. 

Choose some activites from the What You Can 
Do handout to do with your family. 

Take pride in helping protect this beautiful and 
fragile lake for future generations! 



Protecting in 

Partnership… 
 

OUR LEGACY 
OF LAKES 

 
      Thank You! 


