
Fish Passage at Round Lake Weir Update 8-12-23



Roles
•  USDA USFS: Owns the actual dam structure (sheet piling). Responsible for operation and 

maintenance of that structure. Follows federal and DNR regulations pertaining to dams. Any 
modifications by dam owner must be approved by DNR. 

Stakeholders: Anyone who has an interest in the Pike Lake Chain. Helps inform the decision.
• Lake Association
• Cabin Owners
• Fishermen
• Tribes
• Hunters
• Out of state tourists
• Kayakers
• Hikers
• List can go on

• WDNR: Regulates all waters of the state. All navigable waters are held in trust by the state of Wisconsin. The DNR is 
charged with the duty to protect and regulate our navigable waters including the fish and wildlife within those waters. 
Comparison must be made between existing ecological, aesthetic, economic, and recreational values versus these 
values after dam modifications. The WDNR makes this decision. 



Dam Ownership
Dams are owned by many entities across the state.

County

Utility

USFS Wilson Flowage

USFS Mondeaux Flowage

Price County-Phillips Chain

Xcel Energy Chippewa Flowage



Current Status of the Fish Passage Project
• ON HOLD-no actions scheduled at this time. Funding being explored.
• Most preliminary data collection already completed from 2015-2019. 

• Needs a published proposed action, finalized NEPA (National Environmental Policy Act) 
documentation including public comment period before anything is constructed.

• Needs funding, finalized engineering plans, contractor, WDNR permits.





DNR Fisheries Plan Direction



DNR Minimum Flow





Round Lake 1938 
Aerial Photo

• 85 years sure flies by!
• A lot has changed

1930’s WI aerial 
survey plane



Historical Perspective: Logging Era
• Logging era disruptions live on: Erosion, river widening, fish passage issues, stand 

composition changes.
• Logged right to the shore where soil is vulnerable.
• No conservation measures: No care was afforded to the land or waters.



Where were all the trees in northern WI?
Down the river!

• It is hard to imagine northern WI 
so barren, but the volume of 
timber removed was unbelievable.

• The S. F. Flambeau was a major log 
drive river.

• The river was blasted, widened, 
scoured, and flooded to facilitate 
timber movement.





Round Lake Historic Photos
Undo past damage. We can provide fish passage and put things 
closer to the way things were before an era that caused much 
watershed harm, while still maintaining water level and 
preserving the historic structure. 





It’s All Connected: The 
Headwater Lakes of the 

South Fork Flambeau River

Big Pine Duck

Favil

Cedar

Emily

Amber

Tucker

Apeekwa

Turner

Emily

Pike

Round

Amik73 miles undammed to N. Fork 
Flambeau

• The Chain reaches wider than just Round, Pike, Turner, and Amik
• Many of Wisconsin’s large and medium rivers might never be free 

flowing. They are “working rivers” meaning they have dams which 
serve a purpose such as hydropower or industrial use.

• South Fork Flambeau system is free flowing except for low head 
dams on Round Lake and the outlet of Amber Lake.

• Fish are drawn to current areas during the spawn. Lots of oxygen 
and clean substrate. 



How Will Passage Affect the Fishery?
Use our years of fisheries data to predict any adverse affects.

Walleye: 50+ years of data has shown the Chains walleye 
are abundant but slow growing. Known walleye spawning 
areas are on main lake shores. Walleye prefer to spawn 
and stay in the lake. Telemetry study showed no walleye 
followed current over the dam. No data points to passage 
negatively affecting any of those parameters on a 
population level. 381mm=15”



How Will Passage Affect the Fishery?
Lean on all available Historic 

Data



1989 Chain Walleye Telemetry
• Walleye spawning congregations were nearshore gravel 

areas on the North and West shores and a few other 
scattered locations.

• Lake walleye in the study were not tracked going over the 
dam or trying to “get out” down the Flambeau.  



Musky and Dams

The musky “run” at 
Lake Wingra. 3ft 
Dam height.
Deep Plunge Pool. 
Seeking warm water 
at ice out. 



Musky and 
Dams

• Unlike many fish, musky don’t seek out 
and spawn over rock.

• Resident river musky need quiet, warm, 
vegetated lake or backwater habitat to 
spawn successfully.

• Passage would give resident river musky 
expanded spawning opportunities.

• Passage would give musky and all fish 
that get washed over the dam a chance 
to get back in. 

• Recent research suggests that musky 
behave strangely near dam currents 
near the crest, often swimming 
headfirst over them. 



Musky and Dams

• 24 of 100 tagged musky went over dam 
within one year

• Most went over during daylight
• Musky would probe edge of dam 

headfirst, and then couldn’t turn 
around or swim backward fast enough. 



Crappie and Panfish

• Crappie ranked highest in 
importance to anglers in 2015 
Management Plan

• No data to suggest passage at 
Round Lake will negatively or 
positively affect the crappie 
fishery. 



Flambeau River fish that can jump low head 
obstacles given deep enough plunge pool.

• Musky
• Northern Pike
• Smallmouth bass

Resident Flambeau River fish that can’t or won’t jump 
low head obstacles given deep plunge pool depths. 
Need passage that doesn’t require jumping. These river 
fish are important components of a healthy Chain. 

• Walleye
• Lake Sturgeon
• Shorthead Redhorse
• Golden Redhorse
• Greater Redhorse
• Northern Hog Sucker
• White Sucker
• Perch
• Logperch
• Johnny Darter
• Bullhead
• Channel Catfish
• Burbot
• Creek Chub

Species not adapted for dealing with high flows.
Won’t make it back into lake anyway.

• Bluegill
• Crappie



Its All Connected
Tucker Lake

• Connection benefits Tucker 
and other lakes in the Chain

• Natural musky and walleye 
movement in Tucker Lake.

• 1988: 45” musky caught in 
conibear beaver set in 
Tucker Creek moving 
between Amik and Tucker



“So, if historic data suggests that passage 
won’t have a large affect on abundance or 
growth of gamefish and panfish in the 
Chain, why do we need passage?”

•   All comes back to reconnecting a 
complete ecosystem the best we 
can, damaged by an era when 
conservation was not a priority.



Lake Sturgeon
• Long lived (80+ years) WI record (that’s known) 120 years, slow 

growing, slow maturing. 
• Regional Forest Sensitive Species targeted for conservation measures.
• Populations in the Chippewa and N.F. Flambeau River are fragmented 

because of hydroelectric generation. 
• The S.F. Flambeau River population can travel freely within the river, 

into a section of the North Fork, and up to the Round Lake Dam.
• Important sport fish on the Flambeau system during sturgeon season. 

Why do sturgeon need to get past the dam if they are 
already living just fine in the river?

• Fragmented Spawning: There could be unknown spawning areas 
further up the Chain. 

• Food: Large expanses of soft lake sediment provides more of the 
invertebrate food sturgeon prefer. Ex: Lake Winnebago “worm 
beds”

• Wintering habitat: Also connected to food, sturgeon prefer to 
winter in the slowest portion of rivers or stay in lakes where the 
water is marginally warmer, expend less energy and has more 
food. Ex: Chippewa River system, Bear Lake, Blaisdell Lake, Black 
Lake Michigan, Winnebago system.

• Habitat Choice: More available habitat choices offers built in 
resilience to environmental stressors.

 



Lake Sturgeon
• Sturgeon can jump and jump very well. BUT for some reason don’t attempt jumping to get 

over obstacles. They will lift their head up and slide over them. 
• Sturgeon breach like whales. Activity increases with water temperature peaking in summer. 

Why they do it has never been definitively proven. 



Sturgeon Diet
• Benthic Generalists-Prefer invertebrates that live in the lake sediment 

(think vacuum cleaner) like insect larvae, but will also take live or dead 
fish, frogs, mussels, crayfish, near bottom. Don’t target fish eggs. 

Mayfly larvae 



Butternut Lake Example
Has historic low density sturgeon population with open connection to North Fork Flambeau.

78”- Largest Jeff has handled 

• Fish, including incredibly large fish, can show up 
in unexpected spots at any time of year. 





Partnership: Project grants and other funding opportunities are 
more competitive with private/public partnerships.   

• Requires no monetary expenditures from PLCLA

https://www.fws.gov/program/national-fish-passage



Nature-Like Fish Passage Examples on Lakes in Minnesota

Cass Lake



habitat.fisheries.org



Nature-Like Fish Passage Examples on Lakes in Minnesota

White Earth Lake MN

Barrett Lake MN



Wingwalls maintain surface elevation

Barrett Lake MN



Nature-Like Fish Passage Examples on Lakes in Minnesota

Potato Lake
Many Point Lake



2017 Round Lake 
Engineering Review



2017 Engineering Review



2017 Engineering Review



2017 Engineering Review











2017 Engineering Review



In Review

• The fish passage project is ON HOLD. No construction planned at this time. No 
designs have been finalized. Funding being explored through national fish 
passage programs.

• Chequamegon-Nicolet Forest Plan guidelines state that infrastructure be 
maintained in a way to minimized disruption of fish and aquatic life migration and 
movement. Concurs with WDNR Chain management plan. 

• USFS needs to maintain dam in a way that doesn’t dry up the South Fork 
Flambeau during times of drought. WDNR minimum flows are set to protect 
downstream users and habitat. 

• USFS is requesting PLCLA partnership the same as in 2016.
• Official comment period would be after a proposed action has been finalized and 

NEPA process has started. This process has not started yet. 



Slide Review and Questions
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