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Owasco Lake Watershed  

Inspection and Protection Division                 

2019 Annual Report 

Inspection Division Mission: 
  

To make regular and thorough inspections of Owasco 

Lake, its watercourses, and its watershed to identify 

compliance with the Rules and Regulations set forth for 

the Owasco Lake Watershed and to provide educational 

outreach within the watershed community that supports 

environmental awareness and lake stewardship.  
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2019 Inspection Highlights 

Watershed Inspection and Protection 
Division 2019 Summary 

 

     The Inspection Division continues its dedication to 
protect Owasco Lake, the drinking water source for 
thousands of residents of Cayuga County, through 
refinements of inspection capabilities and adoption of 
new technologies.  The Inspections Division’s efforts to 
maintain a consistent presence throughout the 205 
square mile watershed expanded in 2019 through the 
addition of staff and new aerial surveillance equipment.   
     Importantly, the Division encourages the watershed 
community to employ measures and practices for the 
protection of water quality, while seeking compliance 
with watershed, state, and federal rules and regulations.   
     The Division achieves high levels of  cooperation and compliance through timely notification of 
potential violations and continuous engagement with landowners.   
     Typically violations are discovered through anonymous tips or close observations of  land uses and 
surface waters throughout the watershed. Overall, staff conducted over 100 site visits (including 
numerous follow-up visits) in 2019, covering thousands of miles and identifying 13 violations of state 
and local watershed rules and regulations.   
     Based on 2019 field observations, the Division applauds the Owasco Lake Watershed community for 
its ongoing commitment to watershed protection and looks forward to assisting watershed residents 
with compliance and conservation in 2020. 

   While the watershed continues to recover from destructive heavy rainfall over the previous two 
years, 2019 weather patterns were slightly less impactful and resulted in two  major precipitation 
events that elevated the Inlet to and above flood stage (Inlet USGS flood stage gage height is 8.5ft*).  
These events occurred in June (9.9ft USGS gage reading*) and October (9.5ft USGS gage reading*).   
     Consistent with weather patterns that persisted over the two previous years, the southern drainage 
area of the basin (Inlet sub-watershed) experienced intense precipitation and associated erosion 
relative to the northern sub-basins and near-shore stream drainage areas. Rainfall events during 2019 
impacted the flood-recovering towns of the watershed, Locke and Moravia. Unfortunately, these 
communities continue to face significant threats and challenges of containing and adequately conveying 
flood waters.   
     The Inspection Division monitors and inspects areas impacted by damaging rainfall events, and 
visually identify contributing factors and origins of problematic flooding throughout the watershed and 
communicate those factors with watershed conservation partners.  Visual observations are made for 
crop field erosion, infrastructure deterioration, streambank erosion, and to locate priority areas for the 
placement of retention and velocity controls.  Collaborative efforts are underway to systemically reduce 
flood impacts and incorporate a variety of protective measures watershed-wide. These measures 
reduce sediment and nutrient loading to Owasco Lake to protect lake water quality.  
     According to Dr. John Halfman (Finger Lakes Institute), 2019 lake water quality monitoring data 
demonstrates lake improvements, including reductions in nutrient levels.  Additionally, reductions in 
the population of Asian Clams present in the north end, and decreased frequencies of seasonal Harmful 
Algal Blooms in 2019, may be indicative of the benefits of widespread protection and restoration 
efforts.  (*Gage/ Flood Information for Inlet Flows, Courtesy USGS Waterdata) 

Watershed and Lake Status 

Owasco Lake, looking North from the mouth of the 

Owasco Inlet.  Photo taken utilizing Unmanned Aerial 

Vehicle (UAV) 



Owasco Lake Watershed Inspection and Protection Division 3 2019 Annual Report 

 

2019 Inspection Highlights, Continued 

 Infrastructure 
Erosive velocities that carve away steep slopes, 

ravines, ditches and streambanks within the 

watershed result in soil and nutrient removal from 

the landscape.  Highway crews are progressing with 

implementation of velocity-reduction and 

stabilization practices throughout the ditch network  

Watershed Feature                           # of Issues 

Road Ditch Miles  -     multiple sites  ~11mi           

Highway Culvert Blockage  -     1 

Water Conveyance  Inspection   -   2 

Roadside Vegetation Disturbances  -  3 (1*) 

Highway Culvert Repair:  -     2           

Total Site Inspections:    8    *Site Violations:  1 

Agricultural  
Despite hundreds of acres of cover crops planted in 

2019, a late spring planting and wet autumn field 

conditions presented challenges for soil stability 

efforts. The majority of ag. operations in the 

watershed continue to demonstrate conscious 

efforts to stabilize soil and protect water resources.   

Land Use Concern            # of  Issues 

*Animal Access to Stream -     1*    

Barnyard Runoff -        4*    

Manure application/disposal  -     2 (1*)   

Field Drainage -       4 

Total Site Inspections:  11    *Site Violations:  6 

Stormwater/Construction Activities 
Residential & commercial construction sites   

Town      Sites Inspected 

Owasco -        8    

Niles -         5    

Fleming -        3    

Skaneateles -       1     

Groton -         3     

Moravia -         4     

Scipio -        5 

Locke -          6 (1*)  

Venice -          1     

Total Site Inspections:  36   *Site Violations:  1 

Ditching on Gahwiler Road, Town of Niles 

Fall Saturated Field Conditions, Wyckoff Road, Scipio 

Residential Construction, Skinner Hill Road                                 

Town of Moravia 
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Categorical Locations  

Map Legend 

Infrastructure: 

Construction/Stormwater Site Inspections:  

Agricultural Issues:    

Miscellaneous:   

Note:  Many of these sites were visited multiple times 

for verification of compliance  

Miscellaneous Inspections 
Watershed Concern             # of Occurrences 

Lake Sediment Dredging -    1      

Ice Buildup/Jam  -       1            

Road Salt Spill -            2       

Unauthorized Garbage Disposal  -    4* 

Suspicious Septic Systems  -     6(1*) 

Suspicious Surface Water Flow -    1 

Well Water Contamination -     2          

Suspicious Odors -               3              

Shore Survey / Litter Collected -   22miles/200lbs  

Harmful Algal Bloom -  Multiple Locations 

Turbid Pond Water  -                      1 

Streambank Disturbance -      7  

Animal Carcasses in stream -     1 

Beaver Stream Restrictions -    1 

Spring Fish Die-off -      Multiple Locations 

Total Site Inspections -         30 

*Site Violations-         5  

Identifying Infrastructure risks is part of Inspection 

Division efforts {photo:  Goodrich Hill Road, Locke}  
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   Watershed Management Council  2019 Summary 

      One of the defining characteristics of the Finger Lakes’ landscape is the abundance of drinking 
water sources from surface water.  However, over the last decade, Owasco Lake, the source of 
our local drinking water, has been plagued with harmful blue-green algae blooms (HABs), forcing 
the City of Auburn and Town of Owasco to address HAB treatment challenges through expensive 
upgrades.  Further, the degradation of water quality that threatens lake recreation and the local 
economy have accelerated water quality protection and restoration efforts. 
     The inter-municipal Owasco Lake Watershed Management Council (OLWMC) has advanced as 

a central hub for coordinating watershed protection and restoration efforts through: (1) organizational, personnel, 
education, and outreach capacity building; (2) increased revenue generation; (3) and new technologies. It is the 
OLWMC’s vision that collective municipal representation and sharing of information will advance the Council’s mission 
to identify, coordinate, and prioritize water quality protection efforts and improvement projects.  
     Over the course of the 2019 calendar year, the OLWMC has elicited buy-in from three watershed municipalities that 
now offer representation on the Council with newly appointed directors on its board.  These include the Town of 
Summerhill and the Villages of Moravia and Groton.  The OLWMC welcomes new representative municipalities and is 
committed to engaging with and encouraging remaining municipalities to participate.    Based on its organizational 
structure, the Council was designated in 2019 as a local authority through the New York State Comptroller’s Authorities 
Budget Office, and the Council continues to resolve to meet the administrative requirements  of that distinction. 
     Throughout the 2019 calendar year, the Council has played an active role supporting both the Watershed Rules and 
Regulations (WRR) update project and the 9E Watershed Plan, which will serve to guide stakeholder interest, prioritize 
watershed improvement projects, and ultimately act as a pathway for New York State (NYS) project funding for the 
Council and its partners.  A New York State approved update of the WRR will advance and better define local 
requirements relative to current WRR. 
     The OLWMC is underway with pursuing grants that can fund watershed protection initiatives.  In 2019, the Emerson 
Foundation graciously funded the Council $8,200 to cover the cost of a new water quality monitoring sonde for the 
Inspection Division (OLWIPD). The equipment will enable Division staff to gather quantitative and objective field data to 
better identify problem areas and secure regulatory support from the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation when State water quality standards are violated. Furthermore, recently submitted project proposals 
request funding the creation of an aquatic corridor assessment tool and the development of mathematical 
relationships between water quality parameter levels and remote sensing technologies. 
     The water purveyors, City of Auburn and the Town of Owasco, recognize the sense of urgency in the community for 
a clean and safe lake water resource, as well as the positive momentum demonstrated by the Council in 2019. As a 
result, both have increased annual funding contributions to the OLWMC budget for 2020 by $50,000 and $25,000, 
respectively.  In addition, the towns of Fleming and Niles now contribute $7,000 and $2,000, respectively, and the town 
of Scipio increased its contribution from $1500 to $2500.  
     The Council is looking forward to continuing to build relationships throughout the watershed community and will 
continue to strive towards advancing watershed protection and restoration efforts to protect Owasco Lake as a 
cornerstone to the community. 
     For more information, please visit our website: www.OLWMC.org 

Sincerely, 

Adam Effler, PhD, Executive Director                   Ed Wagner, Chair 

 

 

 

Owasco Lake Watershed Management Council Directors: 

Town of Owasco: Ed Wagner, Cayuga County: Aileen McNabb –Coleman, City of Auburn: Debby McCormick,  

Town of Niles: Joan Jayne, Town of Locke: Mary Alice Stetz, Town of Scipio: TBD, Town of Fleming: Don Oltz,  

Town of Moravia: Terry Baxter, Village of Moravia: Gary Mulvaney   Village of Groton: Nancy Niswender,  

Town of Summerhill: Susan Stout 

http://www.olwmc.org
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Useful Watershed and Lake Facts  
 

Owasco Lake Watershed Facts & Figures  
 

 
Drainage Area:                     208 square miles 
 
 

 

Maximum Lake Depth:     ~177 Feet 
 

 
Lake Length:       11 Miles 
 

 
Lake Average Width:          1.2 Miles 
 

 
Lake Average Depth:                 96 Feet 
 

 
Finger Lakes Rank:               6th Largest 
 

 
# of Residents Consuming  
Owasco Lake Waters:                       45,000 +  
 

 
Land to Lake Ratio:                              20:1                                                     
(Largest in Finger Lakes) 
 

 
Average Volume of  
Water in Owasco Lake:    ~260,000,000,000 gallons 
 
Hydraulic Retention Time:    3-4 Years 

Townships  within the boundary of the basin:
               

  Owasco -    Town and Hamlet 
  Fleming 
  Venice         
  Groton -   Town and Village 
  Scipio   
  Skaneateles  
  Moravia -   Town and Village  
        Sempronius  - Town and Hamlet 
  Locke -   Town and Hamlet  
  Genoa  
  Lansing  
  Niles                 
  Summerhill  
  Dryden 
  Sennett 
 

Counties:        
  Cayuga 
  Onondaga                    
  Tompkins 
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I 
 

f there is a suspicious issue or concern effecting the lake or streams within the watershed, please contact 

us ASAP!  All reports received will remain anonymous! 
 

 To report a suspicious algae bloom (HAB) on Owasco 

Lake, please call 315-427-5188, or visit: 

www.owascoinspection.org for instructions on reporting. 
 

Important Reminders: 
 

 To avoid disruption of trout spawning, in-stream work 

should be avoided to the greatest extent practicable from:      

   November 1 - June 15. 
 

 Shoreline Construction Medium High Water level (DEC):  

   713.9’ 
 

 New York State Lake Classification for Owasco Lake:                                  

   AA—source for drinking water 
 

 Stream Classifications:  The watershed has protected 

stream segments that may require permitting.  Before 

performing any shoreline or streambank construction, 

make certain state and federal permits are in place. 

 

The Inspection Division welcomes Kaitlyn Shanahan 

as the new Deputy Watershed Inspector.  

Ms. Shanahan embarked on her new role on 

September 31st, 2019. She graduated from SUNY-

ESF with a BS in Environmental Policy, Planning, and 

Law.  

Her professional background includes education and 

outreach on the protection of water resources in 

both New York and Texas, and field work for the 

New York State Department of Parks, Recreation and 

Historic Preservation.   

Ms. Shanahan is enthusiastic about her new role at 

OLWIPD, and is excited about the opportunity 

to engage with residents, partner organizations, and 

help protect the water quality of Owasco Lake 

through a watershed-wide community based and 

collaborative approach.  

Staff Updates and Important Reminders 

Left to Right:   Drew, Adam, Kaitlyn 
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Contact Info:      

 Website:    www.owascoinspection.org  
 E-mail—Drew:   asnell@owascoinspection.com 
 E-mail—Kaitlyn:    kshanahan@owascoinspection.com  
  Phone|Text:     (315) 427-5188    
             (315) 209-9840 

 
Owasco Lake Watershed Inspection & Protection Division Committee Members: 
 Ms. Debra McCormick, Councilor, City of Auburn 
 Mr. Ed Wagner, Supervisor, Town of Owasco 
 Ms. Aileen McNabb-Coleman, County Legislative Representative 
 Mr. Seth Jensen, PE, Director of Municipal Utilities, City of Auburn 

PLEASE NOTE:     

The Inspection Division is now 
located at the Cayuga County 
Parks and Trail office at Emerson 
Park.   
 

Our mailing address and physical 

location is: 

   
6914 East Lake Road 
 Auburn, NY 13021 

Kindly  
recycle this           
publication 

Find us 
on        

Facebook 

http://www.owascoinspection.org
https://www.facebook.com/Owasco-Lake-Watershed-Inspection-Program-243918938954386/?ref=aymt_homepage_panel

