
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
During the summer of 1999 in an effort to better 
understand the lake users’ perspective of Geneva 
Lake, the Geneva Lake Environmental Agency, the 
UW-Extension and the Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources conducted a lake users’ survey on 
Geneva Lake.  Twelve hundred surveys were mailed 
to property owners around Geneva Lake with 
approximately 49% completed and returned. 
 
This Survey will be used as a guide in the preparation 
of a new Geneva Lake Management Plan.  The 
management plan will not only look at the data 
collected from a three-year 
diagnostic feasibility study, 
but also will establish 
management goals and 
recommend management 
strategies on how best to 
achieve those goals. 
 
 
A key intent of conducting the 
survey was to allow for input 
by the lake users from the 
very beginning of the 
planning process.  Lake 
management must be a 
combination of research and 
technology, with the lake 
user’s local knowledge and 
perspectives.  This 
combination integrates the 
lake users with the lake’s 
need.  If the lake user does not 
have a sense of being a 
stakeholder in the lake and its 
management plan, lake 
management will not be 
successful. 

HISTORY OF GENEVA LAKE’S 
MANGEMENT 
 
Geneva Lake residents have a long history of taking a 
proactive attitude toward managing Geneva Lake.  
This may in part be a result of the lake having very 
desirable water quality.  Protecting what is there has 
been the major emphasis of Geneva Lake’s 
management.  Although some lake management 
efforts were taking place before the turn of the 
century, there was no coordinated effort to manage 
Geneva Lake until the early 1970’s. 
 
During the mid 1970’s the Geneva Lake 
Environmental Agency was formed as an inter-

municipal lake management 
agency under Chapter 66.30  
of the Wisconsin Statutes.  
The sole purpose of the 
Agency as defined in its by-
laws is to manage Geneva 
Lake.  
 
 
 
The City of Lake Geneva, the 
Villages of Fontana-on-
Geneva Lake and Williams 
Bay and the Towns of Linn 
and Walworth, signed a 
Uniform Agreement 
committing them to lake 
management through the 
Geneva Lake Environmental 
Agency.  A significant aspect 
of the Geneva Lake 
Environmental Agency’s 
formation is that is uses the 
physical boundaries of the 
lake’s watershed as its realm 
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GENEVA LAKE USE SURVEY  

AND ITS ROLE IN GENEVA LAKE’S MANGEMENT 

History of Lake Management Efforts 
on Geneva Lake 

 
1894 - Geneva Lake Level Corporation formed to  
            control lake level. 
 
1927 - Water Safety Patrol formed to assure safe lake  
            use. 
 
1935 - Geneva Lake Association, a lake-wide property  
            owners association was formed. 
 
1946 - Linn Sanitary District formed to deal with the  
           Town’s sanitary issues. 
 
1973 - Geneva lake environmental Agency formed as  
            an inter-community lake management agency. 
 
1980 - Geneva Lake Association Environmental  
            Education Foundation formed to promote  
            environmental education within the Geneva         
            Lake watershed. 
 
1982 - Geneva Lake Conservancy formed to protect  
            Lands vital to Geneva Lake’s quality. 



 

Major Reasons for Using the Lake 

The respondents told us their top three reasons for using 
the lake are;  Viewing, tranquility, and entertaining.  

Excluding 
entertaining, which 
could include a 
variety of activities, 
these uses are 
relatively non-
consumptive and 
rather passive.  They 
involve using the 
lake with minimal 
infringement upon 
other uses.  Yet, 
they are uses that are 
easily interfered 
with by other uses.  
 

 
Respondents Perspective of Geneva Lake 
 
The lake user feels that Geneva Lake is a good water 
resource and is the source of quality recreation.  Yet 
changes are taking place that moderately impact their use 
in a negative way.  The respondents felt that boats - 89%, 
urban storm water - 84% and fertilizers - 82%, are the 
major contributors to pollution.  Septic  systems are 
thought to be a contributor to pollution by 68% of the 
respondents.  
 
The respondents’ attitudes that boats are a major 
contributor to pollution is not surprising.  It is the third 
most popular use.  There are over 4,900 boats docked or 
moored o the lake of which 63% are motorboats.  Despite 
this negative attitude about boats, 77%  of the respondents 
boat on Geneva lake.  
 
Although many respondents are unfamiliar with 
protective regulations around the lake, those that do know 
something about them feel that their enforcement is good.  
The three most important things that need to be done to 
deal with the respondents concerns are; better boat 
management, better environmental and safety laws 
enforcement, and improved sanitary waste management. 
 

 

 

 

of operation rather than the 
political boundaries of the 
individual municipalities. 
 
In the late 1970’s, a 
comprehensive and 
cooperative lake study was 
completed that resulted in 
the “The Geneva Lake 
Water Quality Management 
Plan.”  This plan defined the 
resources, established needs 
and goals, evaluated the 
resource in relation to those 
goals and developed options 

to achieve those goals.  It was then up to the Agency to 
build the team with the key players needed to make the 
plan a reality.  
 
 
THE GENEVA LAKE USE SURVEY 
 
Sixteen years after the preparation of the first Geneva 
Lake Water Quality 
Management Plan, Geneva 
Lake continues to be a 
quality water resource.  
However, new threats and 
new dangers await it as it 
faces ever increasing 
demands.  A new lake 
management plan is needed. 
 
In an attempt to get lake 
users’ input throughout the 
plan preparation process, a  
lake user’s survey was 
conducted.  The lake user 
will be involved from the very beginning in the plan’s 
development.  This will be accomplished through the use 
of the Geneva Lake Use Survey’s findings and public 
meetings.  
 
 
THE SURVEY’S FINDINGS 
Typical Respondent 
 
The typical survey respondent is a 
male between 50-59 years old 
with a college education.  He is retired or self-employed 
and is a permanent resident.  He has had some type of 
association with Geneva Lake for over 25 years and has 
been using the lake year round for over 10 years.   
He lives within a half a mile of the lake.  
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THE NEW  
MANGEMENT PLAN 
 
The new Geneva Lake 
management plan will look 
beyond just managing for 
desirable water quality.  
Although very significant in the 
overall well being of the lake, 
water quality by itself is only 
one aspect of a lake.  Watershed 
land use, biological integrity 
and social interactions/
perspectives all contribute to 
making the lake a quality 
resource.  

 
 
The same approach will be used in developing the new 
plan as was used in developing the original plan.  It is 
anticipated that the new plan will still be centered on 
protection.  It will address some of the other lake 
aspects as well as water quality.  
 
The lake’s recreational, environmental and economic 
value still drives the need for management plan.  A 
three-year diagnostic feasibility study defined the lake 
quality.  Once the lake’s management goals are 
identified, objectives to achieve those goals will be 
defined and evaluated.  
 

The lake user’s input has been a 
part of the planning process 
from the beginning.  They 
shared their perspective of what 
the lake is, or should be, and 
what should be done to 
maintain that perspective.  This 
information will be reviewed 
for its social, regulatory, and 
scientific practicality and then 
incorporated into the 
management plan. 

CONCLUSIONS FROM 

THE GENEVA LAKE 

USE SURVEY 

In general the respondents 
indicated that the lake is a 
very significant part of their 
life.  They have a close 
relationship with “their lake” 
and understand a need for it 
to be managed.  They 
expressed a willingness to 
have lake management both 
conducted and paid for at the 
local level with some help 
from the state.   
 
Their understanding of lake management is directly 
tied to what they can 
see and understand.  
They came to this 
area because of the 
lake’s quality and 
uniqueness and 
would like to keep 
the lake the way it is.  
They feel that there 
are some minor 
changes happening to 
the lake and the lake area.  Most respondents feel that 
increased numbers of people and boats are a major 
reason for those changes.  
Although they feel there is 
some need to be concerned, 
they do not yet feel seriously 
threatened by these changes.  
The certain social awareness 
currently in place needs to be 
extended to an informed 
environmental awareness. 
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Respondent’s Perspective  
of Geneva Lake 

  
     61 %  - Satisfying place to live 

      60 %  - Fishing as fair to good 

      59 %  - Degraded lake use experiences 

      51 %  - Increased impact from cities 

      48 %  - Impacts of growth are negative 

      43 %  - Right amount of aquatic plants 

      29 %  - Water quality = water clarity 

Respondent’s Attitude Towards 
Boating on Geneva Lake 

  
   60 %  - Change boating plans on weekends 

    57 %  - Feel some boaters are discourteous 

    43 %  - Want to restrict number of boats at   

      private residences 

    41 %  - Feel congestion is a major problem 

    23 %  - Need better boat management 



 

Incorporating lake user concerns early in the process along 
with a concerted effort to educate not only the lake user, but all 
who interact with Geneva Lake will help assure the success of 
Geneva Lake’s management.  Geneva Lake must continue to 
offer a quality recreational experience for all who enjoy this 
most precious resource.  With all of us working together it is 
possible. 
 

The survey  respondents 
very clearly told us some 
of the things they feel 
should be included in the 
management plan.  Most 
obvious is their concern 
about boats and the need 
for them to be better 
managed.  The authority 
for boat regulation lies with local, state and federal 
agencies.  Attempts to address many boating issues will 
require a joint effort by all three with education playing a 
major role in the success of addressing boating concerns. 
 
Some things the lake user told us in an indirect means by 
not necessarily stating them but by their lack of 
understanding them.  There seemed to be some 
uncertainty that needs to be addressed as to who regulates 
what and just what is regulated.  Non-native species, one 
of the most threatening things to Geneva Lake was not 
even mentioned in the survey.  The lake user’s 
unfamiliarity with the dangers and long term impacts of 
non-native species’ invasions into the lake system will 
need to be addressed in the new plan.  It as also uncertain 
if the respondent fully understood the impacts of growth 
and development.  Increased storm water runoff, changes 
in runoff quality, loss of habitat and ecological diversity, 
greater demands on the lake and social infrastructures are 
changes that will come As the area becomes more 
developed. 
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Consideration for New Management 
Plan 
 
• Manage Boat numbers, size, speed and activities 
 
• Enforce environmental / safety laws 
 
• Address sanitary waste management 
 
• Develop lake / land use management plans 
 
• Address unfamiliarity with protective regulations 
 
• Educate lake user on non-native species threats 
 
• Expand awareness of development’s impact on the 

lake 
 
• Consider that boat issues do not appear to be water 

quality issues but more social issues 
      

Geneva Lake Environmental Agency 
      Village of Fontana  •  City of Lake Geneva •  Town of Linn   

                                  Town of Walworth  •  Village of Williams Bay

      

350 Constance Blvd. •  P.O. Box 914, Williams Bay, WI 53191 

This information sheet is the second in a series of information flyers that are being put together for those who wish to have a better understanding of Geneva Lake and its 

management.  Summary Sheets are educational publications that summarize larger  more detailed reports on Geneva Lake.  These summaries are prepared by the Geneva Lake 

Environmental Agency, with the assistance of the original authors,.  They are financially made possible by Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources Lake Planning Grant 

and with local monies from the Geneva Lake Environmental Agency.  This summary is from a presentation given at the North American Lake Management Society’s 

International Symposium in Madison Wisconsin on November 8, 2001 by Ted Peters.  Additional copies are available at the Geneva Lake Environmental Agency,                  

262-245-4532 or Email at glea@genevaonline.com. Ask for SIS #2 


