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SHAWANO AREA 
WATERWAYS MANAGEMENT

A report to the community by SAWM and NEW Media

The biggest challenge for boaters is sometimes getting the boat into the water, but boaters found their way onto Shawano Lake on May 29, including this boat owned by George Corbel, a visitor from Bellevue 
at the ramp at the Shawano County Park on Shawano Lake. Shawano Area Waterways Management, a local volunteer organization, keeps an eye on water levels, water safety and water quality on Shawano Lake, 
the Wolf River, and the channel that connects them.� CAROL RYCZEK | NEW MEDIA
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The effort to hold water at 
its historical level year-round in 
Shawano Lake, the channel and the 
Wolf River pool above the Shawano 
paper mill dam started May 28 
when Eagle Creek Renewable Ener-
gy asked for a two-year amendment 
to its dam operation permit.

Bill Monfre, a Shawano Area 
Waterways Management board 
member, said June 1 he received an 
email from David Fox, ECRE regu-
latory process director, confirming 
the application to the Federal En-
ergy Resources Commission. FERC 
is the national agency with jurisdic-
tion over dams.

If allowed, the water level at the 
dam would be maintained at 802.9 
feet above mean sea level (msl) 
year-round. The 802.9 foot level 
had been the norm since at least 
1985.

Monfre stressed that SAWM is 
not seeking to raise water levels, 
only a return to the historical level.

Monfre added Fox said ECRE 
would what it can do to expedite 
the process. However, it is Fox’s 
opinion that an interim order re-
turning the water level to its higher 
level was unlikely and the regula-
tory process will follow its usual 
course. This includes a public com-
ment period, usually for 15 days.

Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources, the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service, SAWM and 
other local organizations will use 
the two-year window to find a 
permanent solution to the ongoing 
controversy on annual water levels.

This year, records from the dam 
operator show the water is being 
maintained at 802.5 msl required by 
FERC despite local observations of 

the water being too low.
Typical of recent experiences, 

George Corbel, Bellevue, didn’t 
have any problems launching his 
boat. He added he fishes Shawano 
Lake about twice a year. Corbel 
said he noticed that in one of his 
regular fishing spots, his depth 
finder reported eight feet when it 
usually says 10, but he cautioned 
that the depth finder did not always 
provide exact readings.

Chris Schiavo, Appleton, said 
water levels only seem to be an is-
sue at boat launches. “Launches are 
kind of a pain,” he said.

Schiavo did not report any prob-
lems once he was on the water.

Fox said his company wants 
to pursue a two-year temporary 
amendment of its operating permit 
from the FERC before addressing a 
permanent change.

FERC initially concurred with 
Shawano resident Brian Knapp’s 
May 2015 complaint of high water 
and ice damage to his riverside 

residence and ordered a drawdown 
of the water at the paper mill dam 
from 802.9 feet msl to 802.5 feet 
msl.

Since that initial change, there 
has been pushback from boating 
groups, waterfront landowners, 
fishing groups and other organiza-
tions representing interests above 
and below the paper mill dam.

Fox said earlier in May there 
has not been any negative impact 
from the higher water level and 
the dam’s operation. The dam’s 
electric’s output goes exclusively 
to power the adjacent Little Rapids 
Paper Mill, Fox added.

An additional year “will buy us 
adequate time to get the permitting 
process done,” Fox added.

“Biologically, we’ve come to 
terms with the year-round water 
level and there is no impact at all,” 
Jean Romback-Bartels, secretary’s 
director for the Wisconsin DNR, 
said May 12.

Romback-Bartels is the agency 

administrator with water issue 
responsibilities for northeastern 
counties. She agreed with ECRE’s 
plan to apply for a two-year amend-
ment to its current permit.

“It affords us the opportunity, 
meaning all groups affected, to take 
a look at the one outstanding issue 
of impacts of going year-round,” 
she said.

That “one outstanding issue” is 
the potential flood impact above 
the paper mill dam, requiring a 
hydrologic and hydraulic study, she 
said.

Romback-Bartels said her agency 
now has five years of data on the 
seasonal water level changes and 
noted there were some impacts.

“The interesting thing about the 
system is that when they start to 
fill up the lake, the sturgeon have 
already spawned as well as walleye, 
red horse and white bass” but the 
need is to keep eggs wet and oxy-
genated, the DNR director said.

Noting fish in Shawano Lake 
have the same need, Romback-
Bartels said, “A year-round level 
avoids all of those possible im-
pacts.”

This year, records from the 
Shawano paper mill dam operator 
show the water is being maintained 
at the level required by FERC 
despite local observations of the 
water being too low.

SAWM waits for action on year-round water level request
Looking for 2-year 

amendment to dam 
operating permit

Water pours through the spillways at the Shawano paper mill dam. Water levels at the dam have been 
the center of a controversy since May 2015 when Shawano resident Brian Knapp complained to the Fed-
eral Energy Resources Commission (FERC) of high water and ice damage to his riverside residence. FERC 
initially concurred with Knapp and ordered a drawdown of the water at the paper mill dam from 802.9 
feet msl to 802.5 feet msl. The 802.9 foot level had been the norm since at least 1985. Since that ini-
tial change, there has been pushback from boating groups, waterfront landowners, fishing groups and 
other organizations representing interests above and below the paper mill dam. Currently, a two-year 
level of 802.9 msl year-round is being proposed.� GREG MELLIS | NEW MEDIA

DID YOU KNOW?
What does “msl” mean? Put simply, according 

to the National Geographic Society, “Sea level is 
the base level for measuring elevation and depth 
on Earth.” Mean sea level, the measurement at the 
heart of the ongoing controversy over water levels 
in the Shawano Lake area, is calculated from the 
average of hourly measurements of sea levels over 
a period of 19 years at various locations, according 
to the National Geographic web site.

However, “Gauging average global sea level 
is trickier than sticking a ruler in the depths and 
noting the day-to-day or year-to-year changes,” 
according to climate.gov, a service of the National 
Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA).



A management plan, now nearing 
completion, will guide Shawano Area 
Waterways Management in address-
ing issues for boaters, property owners 
and other users for the next 5-10 years, 
Tim Day, a SAWM board member 
involved in guiding the document, said 
June 1.

SAWM members will get an update 
at the June 5 annual meeting.

“The whole purpose of the organi-
zation is to maintain our local water-
ways,” Day said. He expects the plan to 
be revisited and revised in about five 
years to consider changes in the water-
ways and new issues that emerge.

Day said the issues most visible to 
people on the waterways covered in 
the plan are navigability such as moni-
toring aquatic plants when quantities 
get in the way of boating and resolving 
the six-year-old water level issue.

SAWM also wants to increase 
education and outreach to everyone 
around the lake, Day said. He ex-
plained that SAWM covers about 50% 
of property owners on the waterways. 
He said he appreciated members also 
donate money beyond the annual $50 
membership fee.

“We want people to be aware of is-
sues that impact water quality” so they 

will understand and support activities 
that impact them, he said.

As one example, Day said not only 
is it a priority from the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources to 
have more natural shorelines instead 
of unfiltered runoff from grass lawns, 
but SAWM can educate property own-
ers on alternatives and hook them up 
with resources.

Day explained the plan does two 
things for SAWM.

The plan evaluated the lake from 
several perspectives, providing baseline 

information leading to a list of items for 
the non-profit group to address.

The second benefit is that it is “a 
focus for managing all of the waters” 
in Shawano Lake, the channel and the 
Wolf River pool above the Shawano 
paper mill dam, Day said.

Involved in overseeing the docu-
ment’s completion are three other 
SAWM board members and three 
stakeholders representing interests 
in the waterways including property 
owners and Ken Vandenplas, the 
leader of the Shawano Walleyes for 

Tomorrow chapter.
After the organization completes its 

review and accepts the document, Day 
said SAWM will send it to the DNR 
for review and acceptance. Agency 
acceptance will make SAWM eligible 
for any grant programs that become 
available.

Onterra, an environmental engineer 
company, is providing the technical as-
sistance, editorial services and support 
to create the comprehensive plan. Day 
said the De Pere company has a long 
association with SAWM and that fa-
miliarity with SAWM as well as DNR 
regulations has been helpful in getting 
the plan done.

The plan started in 2019 and in-
cluded a detailed study of quantity and 
type of aquatic plants.

Onterra also managed a survey of 
1,200 riparian property owners in the 
waterways in early 2020 with 50-60% 
of owners completing the survey, 
considered to be a very good response 
rate. Day said SAWM aims to conduct 
a landowner survey every three to five 
years.

The published document will go 
to DNR, local communities and other 
stakeholders and be displayed on the 
SAWM website, Day said.
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Comprehensive plan guides SAWM for next 5-10 years

Shawano Area Waterways Man-
agement (SAWM) is a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to protect-
ing and preserving the waters of 
Shawano Lake, the Wolf River and 
the channel connecting them on 
behalf of 1,200 waterfront property 
owners.

With the support of more than 
600 active members, SAWM is the 
leading advocate for the waterways 

and actively engaged with the local 
communities as well as various state 
agencies.

VISION
• Caring for Shawano Lake — 

now and for generations
• Restore, protect and maintain 

the chemical, biological and physi-
cal integrity of the Shawano water-
ways.

MISSION
• Enhance Shawano Lake prop-

erty owners’ and visitors’ under-
standing of lake issues and increase 
their involvement in protecting and 
improving the lake. Communicate/
network with all stakeholders.

• Manage native and invasive 
aquatic plants according to the 
goals, objectives and activities out-
lined in the Aquatic Plant Manage-

ment Plan. This is a top priority.
• Improve and maintain water 

clarity and quality in Shawano Lake.
• Protect, maintain and improve 

fisheries and fish and wildlife habi-
tat in and around Shawano Lake.

• Promote the preservation and 
restoration of natural vegetation 
and scenery along the shoreline.

• Maintain and enhance recre-
ation and navigation.

SAWM’s vision and mission explained

Sunset Island and much of Heritage Park in Shawano were still undeveloped in the early 1970s when 
this photo of the channel as it enters the Wolf River was taken. The photo was supplied by SAWM.
� CONTRIBUTED
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Shawano Area Waterways Man-
agement (SAWM) holds its biggest 
fundraiser June 8 with its 16th annual 
golf outing, held this year at Shawano 
Lake Golf Course, Shawano.

Kort Knope, SAWM board member 
and one of the event’s organizers, said 
the proceeds support the nonprofit 
organization’s programs such as water 
quality monitoring and development 
of the organization’s comprehensive 
plan.

Charlies County Market returns as 
the title sponsor.

American Marine & Motorsports 

Super Center, Prime Power Sports and 
Denmark State Bank are the hole in one 
sponsors.

Hole sponsors include:
Stifel Nicolaus, Lee’z Gas & Mini 

Mart, Bamboo Shores, Olson’s Rural 
Electric, Rosin Woodwork, Valley 
Tool, Shawano Dairy Queen, Shawano 
Auto Sales, Northern Heating & Cool-
ing, Senzig’s Furniture, Temperature 
Systems, Hometown Insurance, Laney 
Cheese, Dreier Pharmacy, Thrivent 
Financial Wolf River Associates, Sha-
wano Lake Golf Course, 

Kerber Rose & Associates, Com-
plete Canine Care, Ralph Horsens 
Dental Clinic, Edward Jones - Joe Mies-
bauer, The Sand Bar Grille, Nutrition 
Services, David Cooper Agency, EDS 
Restoration.

Kassidy’s Studio Lounge & Din-
ing, Stubborn Brothers Brewery, The 
Mooseyarders, Moede & Sons Plumb-
ing, Nordin Properties LLC, Fox Valley 
Wood Products, Great Northern 
Amusement, Executive Auto Sales, 
Mike’s Country Meats, Knope Heating 
& Cooling, Bonduel State Bank, Floors 
Unlimited, Qualheim’s True Value, 
Toms Tap, Premier Community Bank, 
Jason & Debi Schmidt, 

World Wide Signs, Shawano Title 
Services, Torch Lite LLC, Knueppel 
Livestock, Golden Sands Golf Course, 
The Lighthouse, North Country 
Homes, J&R Machine, James Slatky 
CPA, Greg & Raquel Strayer, Toni 
Properties LLC, Dearco Paint & 
Glass, James Grunewald, All Season 
Repair, Shawano Ski Sharks, Timber 
Pro,Edward Jones - Jon Aumann, Shore 

Master, Buss Automotive, Hilgenberg 
Realtors, Launching Pad, Russ Konkel 
Lawn Care, Seasons Restaurant & 
Lounge, Total Fitness, 

Twig’s Beverage, WTCH WOWN, 
Culligan of Shawano, Lakeshore Lanes, 
Ed Moede, Hughes Double Vision All 
World Ford, Torborg’s Lumber, Felts 
Construction, Braatz Welding, CoVan-
tage Credit Union, Jenda Trucking, B

amboo Bar, Crossroads Country 
Cabinetry, John Kadletz Wealth Man-
agement, Village Tractor of Bonduel, 
Brothers Pub, Christensen Printing, 
Classics Lounge, Four Seasons Hotel & 
Resort, Kerber Rose Wealth Manage-
ment, Maple Creek Farms,

 Cellcom, Luigi’s Pasta & Pizza, Re-
inhart Food Service, Shawano Leader, 
Shawano Lake Boat Club, Shawano 
Shopper.

Golf outing swells coffers for SAWM programs

1473 E. GREEN BAY ST. SHAWANO
(715) 524-4215 

WWW.KNOPEHVAC.COM

Shawano Area Waterways Management
Working, living and supporting our community for over 75 years!

Proud supporter of
9 YEARS

IN A ROW!

Annual fundraiser 
keeps SAWM afloat

This will be the last season for the 
fear of head scrapes under the bridge 
at County Road HHH.

The bridge, which is low enough 
that boaters frequently duck into the 
boat to avoid hitting their heads, will 
be replaced next year.

It crosses what residents call “the 
channel” and what planners call 
Shawano Creek, just north of the East 
Green Bay Street/Airport Road inter-
section on the east side of Shawano.

Grant Bystol, Shawano County 
highway commissioner, said about 
90% of the design work has been 
completed on the new bridge and road 
approaches and he expects bids to be 
let this winter. 

He said he could not share design 
details until the plans were finalized, 
though he did say the bridge height 
will be raised by 2.2 feet.

He said he would not have a final 
cost until bids are in. The Wisconsin 
Department of Transportation will pay 
80% of the costs, and the local commu-
nity will pick up the remaining 20%, 
he said.

Construction is expected to begin 
July 12, 2022, and will continue into 
early November of that year, Bystol 
said.

An original proposal from the Wis-
consin Department of Transportation 
that called for replacing the current 
bridge with a version the same size 
and width met with opposition from 
the Shawano Area Waterways Man-
agement, as well as other boating and 
fishing enthusiasts, when presented in 
October 2019.

Their input helped shape the deci-
sion to replace the bridge with one that 
is higher by 2.2 feet. Current clearance 

puts it at 5.1 feet above the base of the 
bridge, though that varies somewhat 
due to changes in water levels, he said.

The new design will be roughly the 
same bridge structure that is over the 
channel on North Main Street, he said.

The new bridge will also be wider, 
with shoulders that accommodate 
snowmobilers, hikers and bicyclists.

The construction will mean that all 
road traffic will be routed from County 
Road HHH for the entire project, and 
there will be some interruptions in 
boat traffic during parts of the con-
struction process.

Bystol said the July 12 start date 
was selected to allow lake visitors and 
residents easy access to the lake for 
the early part of summer, through the 
July 4, 2022 holiday. 

Unfortunately, he said, the project 
had to be started in mid-summer so 

it could be completed before winter 
weather shuts it down.

Even during construction, he said, 
workers will try to minimize week-
end work and have the least possible 
impact on lake traffic. 

But, he noted, the bridge will be 
taken out. 

The small area does not allow a 
temporary or one-lane bridge to be 
installed during construction.

“It’s all got to go out and all got to 
go in,” he said of the new structure.

He acknowledged that the detour 
will be an inconvenience for many, but 
the long-term benefits will be worth it, 
he said.

“When you think about the impact 
of tourism and the use that it gets, we 
need to replace it the right way,” Bys-
tol said. “The community will be very 
happy with it.”

HHH Bridge design in final stage  
Bridge over the channel in Shawano will be replaced in 2022


