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Our Community 
Is Presented 
with a Major 
Economic 
and 
Environmental 
Threat to Lake 
Leelanau

• We would like to brief you on:
• The Problem
• The Response 
• A Long-Term Solution



Tom Hiatt, President, Lake Leelanau Lake Association 
§ Entrepreneur, Corporate and Nonprofit Leader
§ Lives on North Lake Leelanau

Nancy Popa, Board Member, LLLA
§ Former Environmental Professional; Past President, Leelanau Christian Neighbors
§ Lives on South Lake Leelanau

Brian Price, Lake Biologist, LLLA
§ Coordinating response to threat
§ Former Executive Director, Leelanau Conservancy
§ Grew up on South Lake Leelanau

Steve Martineau, LLLA Committee Member, Attorney
§ Board member and former Board Chair, Leelanau Conservancy
§ Lives on North Lake Leelanau

Introductions



§ For many years Lake Leelanau has been among the most pristine 
inland lakes in America.

§ Increased property development, record tourism, and substantially 
greater boat traffic have brought new challenges.

§ With 11 public boat launch sites and no boat washing stations, Lake 
Leelanau is especially vulnerable to invasive species.

§ Today we’re going  to talk with you about a very grave threat Lake 
Leelanau faces from one invasive species: Eurasian watermilfoil

Recent Trends Have Led to a Crisis We Cannot Ignore



§ Several government entities—and one small non-profit organization—
ostensibly share responsibility for Lake Leelanau’s stewardship but all 
lack the authority and funds to effectively combat serious threats to the 
Lake. 

§ We acknowledge some people may question the need for additional 
governmental oversight and some may be reluctant to contribute to the 
cost of protecting Lake Leelanau, but….

§ The Lake is faced with an unprecedented challenge which requires a 
fresh perspective and bold action.

Shared Responsibility is Not Enough



§ Eurasian watermilfoil (EWM) is the single most invasive aquatic weed 
in North America

§ Introduced to US in 1940’s, probably as an aquarium plant

§ Now spread throughout the US and Canada

§ Presents an enormous challenge to many Michigan lakes

§ First confirmed in South Lake Leelanau by Brian Price in mid-2019

The Problem: Eurasian Watermilfoil



Why is EWM a Grave Threat?

§Very aggressive; grows rapidly
§Easily survives very cold winter temperatures and returns 

each spring
§Prefers depths of 3 to 15 feet; forms dense mats on surface
§Will grow in much deeper, colder water though may not 

reach surface
§Grows in streams as well as lakes



Environmental Consequences of EWM

§ Easily breaks; each fragment 
can start a new plant

§ Crowds out native plants, 
reducing habitat and food

§ Hybridizes with native 
watermilfoil, making control 
more difficult

§ Decreases oxygen levels in 
lake

§ Once introduced, EM is 
impossible to eradicate.



EWM’s Impact on Recreation 

Swimming:  Unpleasant if not 
impossible

Boating:      EWM likely 
introduced by boats; 
Boating becomes 
challenging and  
difficult; exacerbates        
the problem. 

Fishing:    Reduces fish population;
weeds frustrate anglers



Economic Consequences of EWM

Academic studies show EWM 
lowers property values of lakeside 
homeowners by at least 15%

EWM endangers economies of 
lake communities dependent on 
tourism

Leelanau County’s economy and 
the livelihoods of its residents are 
highly dependent on seasonal 
tourism

County tax receipts are directly 
tied to taxes on property values 
and income from tourism



What Happens if EWM is Unchecked?
A Case Study
§ Houghton Lake, in Roscommon County, is three 

times larger and shallower than Lake Leelanau
§ Identified EWM 20 years ago; battling it ever since
§ EWM covered surface of lake, snarling boat 

propellers
§ EWM piled up on beaches two feet high; smelled 

terrible
§ Houghton Lake now spends several hundred 

thousand dollars each year to keep weed in check 
and to educate public about aquatic invasive 
species



EWM Infestation in Lake Leelanau

§ LLLA retained independent engineering firm to 
conduct vegetative survey in 2020. 

§ EWM infested sites: 7 to 10 acres in South Lake 
Leelanau and south of Narrows

§ As map shows, EWM favors shallow areas of lake. 
Narrows and Leland River particularly susceptible 
due to depth and traffic.

§ Annual weed control programs, vigilant 
monitoring and educational outreach will be 
required for years to come



EWM Infestation in Lake Leelanau: 
The Response was a Herculean Effort
§ LLLA raised and spent more than $100,000 to remove 3-4 acres of EWM in 

2020. Most of these funds came from a few generous donors.

§ Thanks to Brian Price, the Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa 
Indians joined us in this massive effort.  The Band’s naturalists worked 
shoulder-to-shoulder with LLLA contractors and volunteers. The Band 
received a federal grant to support its work and spent an additional 
$40,000.

§ These costs do not include more than 1000 hours volunteers spent writing 
letters, raising money, meeting donors and driving boats.

§ Efficacy of program will be measured this spring by outside engineering 
firm.



Our control strategy in 2020 and 2021 included 
lake bottom blankets (below), hand harvesting 
(upper right) and diver assisted suction 
harvesting (lower right)



EWM Infestation in Lake Leelanau
2021 Program: Similar to last year’s program

Lessons learned:
üLLLA is tapped out. We have been operating at full tilt and this level of 

activity is simply not sustainable for a small nonprofit like ours.
üThis problem is too big and too important for any small volunteer 

organization to manage—especially since the Lake will face this threat 
for the foreseeable future.

üA long-term solution is needed now to address this long-term problem 
before EWM gets out of hand and becomes an even more expensive 
problem.



The Solution:

The Lake Leelanau Preservation Board



The Solution
§ To be clear: our proposed solution does not require the County to spend any 

funds.

§ We are asking the Board of Commissioners to pass a resolution to form the                     
Lake Leelanau Preservation Board, as authorized by Public Act 451 Part 309.

§ More than 100 lake communities in Michigan have taken this step.

§ The statute specifies who will serve on the lake board, what projects and 
programs it may undertake and how the costs of these projects are 
financed.



How a Lake Board Works

§ After the resolution is passed, a lake board is named:
§ The County Commissioner may appoint one representative
§ Each township bordering the lake may appoint one representative
§ The Drain Commissioner serves or appoints a representative
§ These individuals choose a lakeside homeowner to join the Board

§ The board members meet and commission feasibility studies and cost 
assessments to address the lake’s needs. 

§ The statute then authorizes the lake board to suggest an assessment 
based on these studies and determine who will be assessed.

§ The statute specifies that public hearings are required as these 
decisions are made.



Summary
Lake Leelanau and the County face a grave environmental and economic 
threat.

The problem is too big and too important for a small nonprofit to handle. 
LLLA does not have the resources to handle this problem alone.

Moreover, it is simply unrealistic to expect private donors to address a 
problem of this magnitude for years into the future. 

By establishing an independent lake preservation board, the Board of 
Commissioners can solve this problem and save Lake Leelanau before it is 
too late.



Questions 
and 
Discussion


