
Frequently Asked Questions  

School Section Lake (SSL) Drawdown, Dam Repair & Boat Launch Upgrades 
March 2018 

 

Q:  How is the lake water level controlled, and who manages it? 

A:  SSL is primarily an impoundment lake, formed in 1938 (WPA project) by damming a small stream 

with an earthen berm that is over 3,000 feet long and up to 8 feet high along the north and west sides of 

the lake.  The lake’s water level is controlled by a stop log system in a concrete spillway on the 

southwest corner of the lake.  The berm and spillway (jointly called the “dam”), as well as the adjacent 

boat launch are all owned by Waukesha County and operated by the Department of Parks and Land Use.  

Q:  Why is the lake water level so low? 

A:  On January 25, 2018, muskrat burrows in the earthen berm caused a 25-foot wide gully to form 

approximately 400 feet north of the concrete spillway, with lake water rushing through the gully.  To 

prevent total berm failure, Waukesha County immediately began to remove stop logs and draw down 

the lake water level.  By February 1, all stop logs were removed, which lowered the lake water surface 

by 30 inches and temporarily stabilized the berm. 

Q:  Is there a plan to fix the dam? 

A:  Yes, the County is currently working with a team of technical experts to repair the dam in 

cooperation with other lake management efforts such as aquatic invasive species control. The first full 

meeting of the team was on February 27, 2018.  Some key milestones for the project are listed below.   

Task List and Timeline for School Section Lake Dam Repair & Boat Launch Upgrades 

When Planned Task/Activity 

March, 2018 
Complete survey of the berm and spillway structure and soil 

investigations of the berm. Develop public information plan. 

April, 2018 

Complete dam failure analysis, operation and maintenance plan, and 

emergency action plan and submit to DNR. Obtain funding authority 

from Waukesha County Board and apply for DNR dam repair grant. 

June, 2018 
Complete preliminary design and cost estimates for berm repair and 

spillway upgrade.  Submit to DNR and advisory committee for review. 

July, 2018 
Complete final designs for berm repair and spillway upgrade and 

submit to DNR for plan approval.   

August, 2018 
Prepare final bid documents for berm repair, spillway upgrade and 

boat launch improvements. 

September, 2018 Complete bidding process. 

Oct./Nov., 2018 Complete spillway and boat launch upgrades.  

January, 2019 
Complete berm repairs. (Note: frozen soil help prevent further berm 

damage from truck traffic.) 

Late March 2019 

(ice out) 
Return lake water level to design/regulatory elevation (852.80 ft.). 
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Q:  What is being done at the boat launch? 

A:  Planned improvements include a replacing the metal ramp with concrete, upgrading the pier, and 
completing some shoreline restoration work in the area.  This will help ensure a safe access into the lake 
while reducing maintenance costs.   
 
Q:  What happens to the lakebed plants and sediment? 

A:  The drawdown will also help control aquatic invasive species in the lake, mainly Eurasian Milfoil, by 

exposing the lake bottom over the winter months.  This process helps “freeze out” non-native plants 

and allows native species to repopulate the following years, providing improved fish and wildlife habitat.  

Allowing the lake bottom to fully dry out during an extended drawdown will also help compress the silty 

or mucky sediments (called sediment desiccation). 

Q: What will happen to the fish and other wildlife in the lake? 

A: Since the drawdown was completed gradually over a week, fish generally had enough time to locate 

to deeper water or migrate upstream or downstream.  It is possible that some fish perished if they did 

not move to deeper water quickly enough.  It is also possible that oxygen levels in the deep pools may 

become critically low during the mid-summer or mid-winter.  DNR fisheries staff and the School Section 

Lake District are considering the possibility of aerating the deep pools to help prevent this. 

Q: What are our personal dredging options during the School Section Lake drawdown? Are there any 

exemptions? Can I remove any material without a permit? 

A: The dredging exemption is for manual dredging, which means dredging by hand or using a hand-held 

device without the aid of external or auxiliary power. More information on the manual dredging 

exemption is available through the link below (manual dredging checklist): 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/waterways/documents/permitExemptionChecklists/14-manualDredging.pdf 

DNR also has a new Small Scale Dredging Permit, which allows for the removal of 25 cubic yards over 5 

years. Landowners would have to comply with the conditions of the checklist. 

http://dnr.wi.gov/news/Weekly/Article/?id=3995 (WDNR web site) 

http ://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Waterways/documents/PermitDocs/GPs/GP17.pdf  (General permit) 

Larger scale dredging permits need to follow the process outlined on this link: 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Waterways/construction/dredging.html (WDNR web site) 

Q: Do you have a list of contractors that can do shoreline work? 

A: The DNR or County do not generally recommend contractors. 

Q: Can we remove trash from the exposed bed? Can we remove material such as broken glass? 

A: If the removal of the material is by hand, the manual dredging exemption would apply if less than two 

cubic yards. If the removal is not by hand, it would fall under the conditions of a dredging permit. 

Q:  Where can I find out more information on the project? 

A:  More details on the drawdown can be found at www.waukeshacounty.gov/SchoolSectionLake  
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