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Lake District 101
Lake Wandawega Improvement Association



Introduction to Wisconsin Lake Districts
What is a Lake District and how might this be relevant to us?

We currently have homeowner’s associations (WCC, IPOA) and a lake organization – 
Lake Wandawega Improvement Association – so how is a “lake district” any different? 

“While their activities are similar, lake districts operate in a different way than lake 
associations. A lake district is a specialized unit of government designed to manage a lake. 
One of the major differences between lake districts and lake associations is that lake 
districts have the ability to tax property within the district. Legislation allowing the 
formation of public inland lake protection and rehabilitation districts was enacted in 1974. 
Since then, over 200 lake communities have formed lake districts. Lake districts have a unique 
blend of powers and governance provisions tailored to fit the needs of local lake communities. 
A lake district’s day to day operations are carried out by a board of commissioners composed 
of elected volunteers and local officials. The financial direction of the district is determined 
by district residents and property owners at an annual meeting.”


              – Excerpt from “A guide for Wisconsin Lake Organizations.” 

Chapter 33 of Wisconsin legal code 
is the literal “letter of the law” when 
it comes to Lake Districts. “The 
legislature finds environmental 
values, wildlife, public rights in 
navigable waters, and the public 
welfare are threatened by the 
deterioration of public lakes; that the 
protection and rehabilitation of the 
public inland lakes of this state are 
in the best interest of the citizens of 
this state; that the public health and 
welfare will be benefited thereby.”

People of the Lakes, A Guide for 
Wisconsin Lake Organizations, Lake 
Associations & Lake Districts. 12th 
Edition - 2018. For over 40 years, 
UW-Extension has published a guide 
book that has served as a 
fundamental tool for people creating 
a lake organization. An example of 
the "Wisconsin Lakes Partnership" 
at work: the Wisconsin Association 
of Lakes, the University of Wisconsin 
Extension and the Department of 
Natural Resources working together 
to revitalize, perpetuate and protect 
healthy lake ecosystems.

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/33.pdf
https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/UWEXLakes/Documents/organizations/Lake%20Districts/Lake_Org_Guide2018.pdf
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Walworth County Lakes Association: 
The purpose of the WCLA is to provide 
a resource for Walworth County Lakes 
to share lake-related information and 
concerns among one another and with 
governmental units.

http://walworthcountylakes.org/documents/reports/Lake%20District%20FAQs%20from%20Lake%20Tides.pdf


Lake Districts
Definition/Purpose

Lake districts are special purpose units of government. The purpose of a district is to maintain, protect, and 
improve the quality of a lake and its watershed for the mutual good of the members and the lake environment. 
Lake districts are established by town or county boards, and usually based on a formal petition of lake area owners. 
The boundaries of a lake district usually include the property of all riparian (waterfront) owners and can include off-lake 
property that benefits from the lake or affects the lake’s watershed.  
Lake districts are governmental bodies with elected or appointed leaders and annual budgets funded from tax levies 
or special assessments. Districts also have some capabilities to regulate lake use, such as boating ordinances. Within 
a lake district, all property owners share in the cost of management activities undertaken by the district. Residents who 
live in the district and are eligible voters and all property owners have a vote in the affairs of the district.



What problem does a lake district solve?
Inconsistent, unpredictable funding, and lack of funding

From (current state) 

Inconsistent Funding, varies year by year, based on 
voluntary donations


Inadequate funding


A very short list of individuals and organizations “foot 
the bill” for the entire community


Inability to plan lake improvement activities in advance, 
given no guarantee of funding

To (future state) 

Consistent, predictable annual budget 

Appropriate funds for lake improvement activities


All members of the lake district contribute to the 
annual budget


Ability to plan lake improvement activities in 
advance, given guaranteed funding



What action has been taken to date?
In short, primarily informal community dialogue

The formation of a successful, viable lake district is dependent upon active, willing participation of the 
community it serves. As such, we are fostering dialogue to gauge interest of the community and the related 
associations. Thus far: 
• LWIA consulted with an attorney to advise us on the lake district formation process 
• LWIA has shared high-level information at community meetings and announced intent to explore our options 

related to the formation of a lake district 
• LWIA shared an earlier version of this presentation at the May 2021 Annual meeting 
• No “formal” actions have been undertaken to proceed with the formation of a lake district



What might a Wandawega lake district look like?
For discussion, let’s explore three potential scenarios

The boundaries of a lake district must be determined in advance of seeking approval 
from the township, in order to petition the residents and landowners from within that 
boundary. There are a number of different scenarios for the specifics of the 
boundaries, and there’s no one right answer. For the sake of preliminary community 
dialogue, we shared three potential approaches… 

Riparian Model                    Riparian-plus Model            Entire community Model

General Principles on Boundaries 
The organizers typically make the initial 
decision on the proposed boundaries of a 
lake district. The final decision is made by 
the township, and the boundary is 
established when the official order to 
establish the district is adopted. 

Suggested inclusions for a lake district: 
Include all riparian parcels, because they are 
the most directly benefited from the lake. 
Include parcels which are not on the lake but 
their use is assumed to be benefited by the 
proximity of the lake. 

- People of the Lakes, A Guide for Wisconsin Lake 
Organizations, Lake Associations & Lake Districts.



How much might someone be taxed?
Ultimately it depends on the annual budget and the 
number of tax parcels included in the district

All property that’s subject to general property taxes, and is within a lake district’s 
boundary, is taxable by the lake district. This tax, called a mill levy, is used to fund 
most general lake district activities. The mill levy, which appears on property tax bills, 
may not exceed the rate of 2.5 mills, which is $2.50 per $1,000 of property value, and 
is typically much less. For the sake of discussion, the following hypothetical examples 
use actual Wandawega assessments at the rate of 1.50 mills ($1.50 per thousand 
dollars of assessed value) to provide a sense for how some individual property 
owners could be taxed: 
$152,000:      $228.00  
$168,400:      $252.60 
$199,600:      $299.40 
$224,900:      $337.35 
$284,400:      $426.60 

Is there a limit on how much a lake 
district can tax? Yes - general property 
taxes levied by a lake district are capped 
at a rate of 2.5 mills or $2.50 per $1,000 
of equalized valuation ($250 for a 
property valued at $100,000). Lake 
districts are also authorized to use 
special charges for services identified in 
the annual budget. Similarly, special 
charges are capped at $2.50 per $1,000 
of assessed valuation. 
Special assessments can also be used, 
but are typically reserved for larger 
capital projects and involve fairly complex 
notices, hearings and procedures.



What would the annual budget be?
The residents/property owners of the district set the annual budget 
and thereby determine major policies at the annual meeting.

Existing and new lake districts often wonder what their fellow districts are doing to 
raise funds. There is no central office in Wisconsin that compiles lake district budget 
information, however UW-Extension Lakes periodically surveys lake organizations 
to learn more about their operations. Currently they only have budget data on a little 
over half of lake districts; the other half may have no budget (indicating that they are 
largely dormant) or they have not sent updated budget information. For the districts 
that do report, more than half report annual budgets under $25,000.

Typical Budget Items 
• Chemical Treatment 
• Aquatic Plant Management Plan 
• Aquatic Plant Survey 
• Weed Harvesting 
• Goose Control 
• Purchase and Maintenance of 

Equipment 
• Operation of Equipment 
• General Administration



Scenario 1: Riparian model
A lake district that includes only riparian landowners
In this model, only true riparian landowners are included, as they are 
the community members and organizations most likely to benefit 
from the ongoing protection and renovation of the lake. 

Actual mill rate would be based on assessed value of each tax ID, but for 
the sake of simple math: this is approximately 65 tax parcels. 

- If a hypothetical annual Wandawega Protection & Rehabilitation Lake 
District budget was $25K, each parcel would be taxed an incremental 
$385 per year on average. 

(This is for illustrative purposes, based on a hypothetical equal division of 
the budget – in reality it would be prorated based on assessed value of 
each parcel.) 

Pros of this model: 

- The majority of the community would not be taxed, but would still 
benefit from the activity of the district. 

- Fewer landowners within the district could make it easier to get to a 
51% majority petition. 

Cons of this model: 

- A few landowners would carry all the burden of the tax, yet the whole 
of the community would benefit. 

- Only those landowners within the district would have voting rights for 
lake district matters, yet the decisions of this minority would impact the 
lake which is used by the entire community.



Scenario 1: Riparian model
A lake district that includes only riparian landowners



Scenario 2: Riparian-plus model
A lake district that includes riparian landowners, plus the next “row”
In this model, riparian owners are joined by the next “row” of owners; 
a somewhat arbitrary distinction, specifics subject to discussion. 

Actual mill rate would be based on assessed value of each tax ID, but for 
the sake of simple math, let’s call this 100 tax parcels. 

- If a hypothetical annual Wandawega Protection & Rehabilitation Lake 
District budget was $25K, each parcel would be taxed an incremental 
$250 per year on average. (For illustrative purposes, based on a 
hypothetical equal division of budget – in reality it would be prorated 
based on assessed value of each parcel.) 

Pros of this model: 

- The majority of the community would not be taxed, but would still benefit 
from the activity of the district. 

- Fewer landowners within the district could make it easier to get to a 51% 
majority (not as easy as the first model, riparian owners only). 

- More landowners than Scenario 1 means the budget is spread across 
more people. 

Cons of this model: 

- A few landowners would carry all the burden of the tax, yet the whole of 
the community would benefit. 

- Only landowners within district have voting rights, yet the decisions of 
this minority would impact the lake used by the entire community. 

- More taxpayers included in the district would make it harder to get to 
51% for approval.



Scenario 2: Riparian-plus model
A lake district that includes riparian landowners, plus the next “row”



Scenario 3: Entire community model
All members of Wandawega associations as well as other 
significant properties within the watershed.
In this model, all members of the Wandawega lake community are 
included. For example, this could include all members of related 
homeowners associations as well as additional significant 
properties within the watershed. 

Actual mill rate would be based on assessed value of each tax ID, but for 
the sake of simple math, let’s say this is approximately 300 tax parcels. 

- If annual Lake District budget was $25K, each parcel would be taxed an 
incremental $83 per year on average. 

(This is for illustrative purposes, based on a hypothetical equal division of 
the budget – in reality it would be prorated based on assessed value of 
each parcel.) 

Pros of this model: 

- The district budget is spread across all members of the community. 

- All community members get a vote in lake district matters. 

Cons of this model: 

- If prior community dialogue is any indication, it would be very difficult to 
get 51% of the entire community to sign a petition in favor of the 
formation of the district.



Scenario 3: Entire community model



Recommendation: Scenario 2, Riparian-plus model
While there is no “one right answer” we believe the Riparian-plus 
model strikes the right balance. 

The Riparian model places the burden of taxation and the control of decision-making 
on too small of a subset of our community. The Entire Community Model would make it 
virtually impossible to get a majority of residents to vote for a lake district. However, we 
believe the Riparian-plus model is the happy medium. The Riparian-plus model 
spreads the burden of taxation and decision-making beyond the riparian residents to 
include the next row of residents who are also likely to be engaged with the lake and 
also likely to benefit from the activities of the lake district. We think of this scenario as 
the “Goldilocks solution” that isn’t too hot or too cold – but just right.

Riparian-plus Model benefits 
• The vast majority of the community would NOT be 

taxed, but would still benefit 

• The reasonable number of landowners within this 
proposed district would make it feasible to get to a 
51% majority. 

• The lake district budget would be spread across a 
reasonable number of residents, so the riparian 
owners alone would not have to carry the full burden



“Lake districts in Wisconsin have tremendous opportunities to address lake and 
watershed management issues. The Wisconsin Legislature has consistently recognized 
their potential by giving lake districts legal standing, the ability to tax, and eligibility for cost 
sharing funds and other state assistance. 

Since the 1970s, lake districts have shown that small public institutions can achieve 
remarkable results when it comes to lake management. A key to lake district success is 
a core of dedicated volunteer leaders willing to learn and work hard to maintain 
their lake. Through the work of these individuals, Wisconsin communities have identified 
and addressed threats to water quality, restored habitat, improved recreational boating 
and generally enhanced the vitality of inland lakes in the state.” 

                          - People of the Lakes, A Guide for Wisconsin Lake Organizations, Lake Associations & Lake Districts.



Next Steps
• LWIA board to vote on recommended approach: Scenario 2, “Riparian-Plus” model 
• If LWIA board is aligned, then: 

• We will establish specifics of the proposed district boundaries 
• We will mobilize board members and volunteers to petition landowners within boundaries 
• Draft bylaws 
• Draft annual budget 

• If we get a majority of residents within proposed boundaries to approve, we will then seek 
Township approval 
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Thank You
Lake Wandawega Improvement Association


