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A Message from the Executive Director
Clean Lakes Alliance envisions a future in which our lakes are viewed and treated as the true center of our
community. The more who share in this vision, the more that clean, safe, healthy, and accessible lakes will be
demanded by all who want to enjoy and benefit from these precious assets. Making lakes Mendota, Monona,
Wingra, Waubesa, and Kegonsa top community priorities is, therefore, foundational to everything we do.
In tandem with building a stronger alliance, we remain focused on the primary goal of reducing phosphorus
pollution—the leading contributor to poor water quality in our lakes. We also strive to draw attention and
resources to other challenges or opportunities that will further our mission, whenever and wherever they may
arise.
Due to the onset of the COVID-19 global health pandemic, 2020 proved to be a year of significant challenges and
stress tests for the organization. It was a year marked by reimagined or canceled in-person events, staffing
adjustments driven by a fearful annual-giving business market, and the sudden shift to an all-virtual working
environment. The good news is that Clean Lakes Alliance’s strength and adaptability allowed us to weather the
storm. With renewed attention to core program services, new event formats, and continued partnership building,
we successfully emerged from a tumultuous year even healthier and more focused than ever.
2020 successes included the official launch of the Yahara CLEAN Compact, with Clean Lakes Alliance convening
and leading a multi-organization effort to update our roadmap to cleaner lakes. We also found ways to continue
to grow our social media presence, while also strengthening our overall reach, voice, and impact within the larger
community. In just ten years since its founding, Clean Lakes Alliance has transformed itself as one of the largest
and most influential nonprofit lake organizations in the nation.

Highlights from 2020
•
•
•
•
•

Directed the Yahara CLEAN Compact, representing a coalition of 19 partners and collaborators who are
updating our community’s plan for cleaning up the lakes.
Reached a milestone of $1.2 million in Clean Lakes Grant awards to leverage needed action (2011-2020).
Released the 2019 State of the Lakes report card, reporting 19,510 pounds of phosphorus diverted from the
lakes, or 42% of the long-term annual goal for practice implementation.
A record 87 trained, volunteer monitors submitted 2,294 LakeForecast condition reports.
1,213 Friends of Clean Lakes (individual donors) and 181 Lake Partners (business/organization donors)
donated $349,063 and $113,935, respectively.

These successes in an otherwise challenging year prove that Clean Lakes Alliance is well positioned to continue
affecting positive change throughout the watershed in 2021 and beyond. Once again, we were recognized as a
GuideStar “Platinum” nonprofit for transparency for the fourth year in a row. Additionally, we emerged from the
year on a strong financial footing as we continue to diversify and shift our revenue streams to earlier fiscal
quarters.
A heartfelt thank you to all our devoted partners, volunteers, and supporters for helping us further our work in
achieving a better water quality future for our lakes.
In Partnership,

James Tye
Founder & Executive Director
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Jason Potter, FarWell
Mark Riedel, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
Sam Robertson, von Briesen & Roper, S.C.
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Michael Rupiper, Capital Area Regional Planning Commission
Sopen Shah, Perkins Coie LLP
Scott Smith, Madison Gas & Electric
Trey Sprinkman, Sprinkman Real Estate
Amy Supple, The Edgewater
Russ Tieman, Mad-City Ski Team
Jake Vander Zanden, UW Center for Limnology
Alex Vitanye, Badger Sports Properties
Christie Baumel, Ex Officio, City of Madison, Office of the Mayor
Dave Merritt, Ex Officio, Dane County Department of Administration
D. Michael Mucha, Ex Officio, Madison Metropolitan Sewerage District
Lyle Updike, Ex Officio, Dane County Towns Association
Robert Weber, Director Emeritus, First Weber, Inc.
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2020 Performance
Vision

Everyone realizes that our lakes are the center of the community

Mission

Continue to build a community of people, businesses, organizations, and government agencies
dedicated to improving and protecting water quality in the Yahara River Watershed and its lakes

Lake Conditions
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Beaches Tracked by Lake
Governor Nelson State Park
Warner Park
Mendota County Park
James Madison Park
Memorial Union Pier
Marshall Park
Tenney Park
Spring Harbor
Monona
B.B. Clarke
Bernie’s
Brittingham Park
Esther Park
Hudson Park
Olbrich Park
Olin Park
Wingra
Vilas Park
Waubesa
Goodland County Park
Mendota

In-lake summer phosphorus concentrations have started to trend upward in recent years. Water clarity,
which is inversely related to phosphorus levels, has so far remained relatively steady and without any
clear trends. Beach closures, which are the result of high cyanobacteria and/or E. coli, remain at or
above long-term rates. LakeForecast monitoring may affect closure rates by alerting authorities to
water quality problems. This all-volunteer initiative directed by Clean Lakes Alliance started in 2014.

In-Stream Conditions

A “State of the Science” assessment by the Yahara CLEAN Compact established that a wetter climate
with more intense rainstorms was increasing phosphorus loads to the lakes. This assessment revealed
that landscape conservation practices, while effective at reducing phosphorus loss, were failing to
overcome the impacts of additional runoff. The figure above shows total phosphorus loading (mass of
phosphorus per unit of time) that is being delivered through the stream tributaries that feed Lake
Mendota at the top of the chain. The 2018-2020 water years (Oct. 1-Sep. 30) were unusually wet, and
the 2013-2020 period saw average annual loadings increase by about 25% relative to the 1990-2020
historical period.
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Phosphorus Reduction Actions
Yahara CLEAN Actions
1. Improve Leaf Management
(Goal 4,100)
2. Improve Construction Erosion Control
(Goal 3,600)
3. Maintain Private Permitted Stormwater Facilities
(Goal 2,500)
4. Stabilize Urban Waterway Banks
(Goal 2,100)
5. Reduce TSS in Municipal Stormwater
(Goal 1,100)
Urban Subtotal (13,400 Goal):
Percent of Goal:
6. Cropping, Tillage, and In-field Ag. Practices
(Goal 14,800)
7. Build Community Manure-Processing Facilities
(Goal 7,700)
8. Recover Additional P at Digesters for Export
(Goal 5,1000)
9. Manage Manure and Nutrients
(Goal 2,100)
10. Stabilize Rural Waterway Banks
(Goal 1,000)
11. Dredge Drainage Ditches
(Goal 600)
12. Relocate/Cover Livestock Facilities
(Goal 600)
13. Harvest Wetland Plants
(Goal 600)
14. Restore Critical Drained Wetlands
(Goal 300)
Alternative Solutions
Rural Subtotal (32,800 Goal):
Percent of Goal:
TOTAL (46,200 Goal)
Percent of Goal:

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2019

2018

2020
In Progress

0

0

0

0

0

117

749

0

424

321

658

911

449

290

0

0

0

0

154

154

154

758

758

1,231

1,256

1,436

1,545

1,815

209

348

467

596

808

900

982

967

1,530

2,019

2,510

3,309

3,165

3,991

In Progress

7%

11%

15%

19%

25%

24%

30%

In Progress

732

1,688

3,506

4,385

7,169

7,154

11,233

537

1,661

1,661

1,661

1,661

1,661

1,661

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

29

629

989

1,334

1,847

2,066

2,562

0

0

0

0

3

3

13

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

18

18

28

28

28

53

52

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

In Progress

3,996

6,184

7,408

10,708

10,937

15,522

In Progress

12%

19%

23%

33%

33%

47%

In Progress

5,526

8,203

9,918

14,017

14,102

19,513

In Progress

12%

18%

21%

30%

31%

42%

In Progress

1,316
4%
2,283
5%
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In Progress
In Progress
In Progress
In Progress

In Progress
In Progress
In Progress
In Progress
In Progress
In Progress
In Progress
In Progress
In Progress

42% to
46,200 lb.
goal

Clean Lakes Alliance projections previously estimated that the current pace of practice implementation,
while steadily advancing, was not sufficient to reach our lake-cleanup goals. This led to a partnership
with Dane County to form the Health Farms, Healthy Lakes Task Force, and led to the inclusion of a
recommendation to re-evaluate and update the Yahara CLEAN Strategic Action Plan for Phosphorus
Reduction (2012). Clean Lakes Alliance subsequently spearheaded the creation of the Yahara CLEAN
Compact in 2019 to fulfill that recommendation. The 19 agency and organizational members met
monthly throughout 2020 to begin crafting updates. They are on track to complete this work by the end
of 2021.
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Plan 2020: A Clear Path Forward

2020 Achievements by Focus Area
Yahara CLEAN Implementation

Leveraging phosphorus-reduction actions where we can add the greatest value to accelerate progress

Yahara CLEAN Compact
GOAL
Our community adopts and fully funds a community-endorsed action plan for cleaner lakes
OBJECTIVE
Lead partner effort to update, formally adopt, and set completion timelines for the Yahara CLEAN
Strategic Action Plan for Phosphorus Reduction (2012)
o
o
o
o
o

Developed and refined our virtual-engagement capabilities with the Compact Steering Team
Formed a Public Engagement Subgroup to advise on Compact outreach and involvement strategies
Secured needed funding and retained contractors to support the Compact’s plan-development work
Tasked the Compact’s Phosphorus-Loading Subgroup to evaluate the current state of the science
Produced the 2019 State of the Lakes Report as a component of the Greater Madison Lake Guide

Innovative solutions
GOAL
Our community supports new, innovative approaches to reducing runoff and phosphorus pollution
OBJECTIVE
Explore best practices, advocate for proven new technologies, fund research, and leverage action
through Clean Lakes Grants
o Grew membership in the Yahara CLEAN Compact, and continued serving as its managing director
o Introduced E. coli bacteria reduction as an objective under the Compact to help keep beaches open
o Partnered with Dane County, Friends of Pheasant Branch Conservancy, City of Middleton, The
Nature Conservancy, and Hy Cite Enterprises on a Seed the Need fundraising campaign to restore a
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160-acre acquisition to the Pheasant Branch Conservancy to a “platinum prairie”
o Committed funding, volunteer assistance, and public outreach to support Dane County’s expansion
and restoration of Pheasant Branch Conservancy
o Partnered with Pheasants Forever to help fund a Precision Agriculture Specialist position
o Developed guidance and led a multi-media promotional blitz to champion our Top 10 Resilient
Landscapes Actions

Farmland management
GOAL
Agricultural stakeholders more efficiently manage nutrients and reduce soil erosion
OBJECTIVE
Build coalitions, provide funds, and advocate for best farming practices
o Sought farmer representation as part of the Yahara CLEAN Compact, and developed publicengagement priorities focused on the agricultural community
o Facilitated Compact discussions and deepened relationships with partners such as UW Discovery
Farms, Dairy Farmers of Wisconsin, and Department of Agriculture, Trade & Consumer Protection
o Continued fundraising through the Conserve-An-Acre program, the Protect-Restore-Preserve
Fund, and a Seed the Need campaign to advance on-the-ground practices and restore conservation
lands
o Advocated for Dane County to continue implementing Healthy Farms, Healthy Lakes Task Force
recommendations

Urban management
GOAL
Urban communities lead in using green infrastructure, keep construction sites clean, and maintain leaffree streets
OBJECTIVE
Create tools and incentives for actions that will lead to a more resilient and healthier watershed
o Integrated leaf-free streets messaging and objectives into a Resilient Landscapes initiative
o Hosted virtual Yahara Lakes 101 events to promote leaf-free streets, rain gardens, shoreline
restorations, and native plantings
o Issued a Resilient Landscapes press release during the week of Earth Day that was picked up by local
news outlets on seven occasions
o Supported City of Madison in the updating of its stormwater ordinance to help mitigate the impacts
of climate change
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Community Engagement

Increasing awareness and participation to create stronger connections to the Yahara lakes

Education
GOAL
A majority of the community understands that lake challenges are solvable and take action
OBJECTIVE
Increase awareness about the challenges and benefits of cleaning up our lakes, promote science-based
solutions, build alliances, and focus action
o Shifted to a lake-access-themed Lake Explorer Camp focused on providing safe paddling excursions
o Shifted to virtual Yahara Lakes 101s, partnering with UW-Extension Lakes to expand our reach to a
statewide audience and opening the events to non-donors
o Elevated our community presence through social media, Lake-O-Grams, and printed materials
o Combined the Greater Madison Lake Guide and the annual State of the Lakes Report into a single
online and print publication
o Produced videos showcasing best farming practices
o Organized a coalition of partners to promote Top 10 Resilient Landscapes actions you can do at
home, consisting of Fund for Lake Michigan, UW-Madison Arboretum, Friends of Lake Wingra, Aldo
Leopold Nature Center, Allen Centennial Garden, Madison Audubon Society, Olbrich Botanical
Gardens, Weed Man Lawn Care, City of Middleton, Madison Community Foundation, and Wisconsin
Nursery and Landscape Association-Madison
o Developed online-module prototypes to enhance virtual learning opportunities for 3rd-5th graders
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Volunteerism
GOAL
Volunteering for the lakes as individuals and groups becomes part of our culture
OBJECTIVE
Create rewarding experiences that empower businesses, board/committee members, and residents to
act on behalf of our lakes
o Offered both self-directed and socially distanced Volunteer Days with reduced group sizes
o In partnership with Dane County and Friends of Pheasant Branch Conservancy, planned future
volunteer opportunities as part of a multi-year restoration of the Acker Farm acquisition
o Through the Governance Committee, initiated a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) assessment of
board and committee representation
o Started planning for the creation of a Founders Council to capitalize on the passions and talents of
former board and committee members
o (See “Monitoring” focus area below for LakeForecast-related volunteerism highlights)

Monitoring
GOAL
People are aware of lake and beach conditions and the factors that influence those conditions
OBJECTIVE
Monitor all five Yahara lakes, enhance awareness of conditions, and advocate for effective beach testing

o
o
o
o
o
o

Updated and converted LakeForecast.org into a free app for Apple and Android users
Increased the number of volunteer monitors and site coverage
Conducted no-contact equipment exchanges and virtual trainings for volunteer lake monitors
Acquired more grant-funded monitoring equipment to support the recruitment of new volunteers
Partnered with WISC-TV (Ch.3000) to incorporate LakeForecast reports into weather segments
Presented a summary of beach-testing needs and recommendations to the Economic Impact &
Policy Committee, Dane County Lakes & Watershed Commission, and Wisconsin Environmental
Health Network Board

Capacity Building
GOAL
Sufficient community resources are available to improve and protect water quality
OBJECTIVE
Increase capacity by building alliances with local groups and community members, building our Clean
Lakes Alliance brand, and increasing financial support for the lakes
o Produced and distributed the Greater Madison Lake Guide, and used the distribution list to send a
fundraising solicitation to increase our donor base
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Secured paid and in-kind media partnerships to enhance brand awareness and educational outreach
Increased both Instagram and LinkedIn followers by 31%
Increased the number of Facebook likes and monthly website page views over the prior year
Attracted a record 8,000-10,000 visitors to the Frozen Assets Festival
Shifted to a staggered-start Fore! Lakes and an all-virtual Loop the Lake Bike Ride and Big Swell
Swim, with Loop the Lake participation equaling 2019 levels (900) and net income rising 43%
o Netted $4,000 from Waubesa Surf ‘n Turf, and saw participation levels comparable to 2019
o Instituted staffing adjustments and an emergency COVID-19 budget
o
o
o
o
o

Overall participation in Clean Lakes Alliance events and programs continued its upward trend, mostly
due to increased Frozen Assets Festival attendance. Total education hours delivered in 2020 fell after
peaking the year before as most Volunteer Day events had to be canceled due to COVID-19.
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Total volunteer involvement fell over the last couple of years due to a combination of COVID-19 and
weather-related Volunteer Day cancelations. Fortunately, attendance at Yahara Lakes 101 science
cafés remained strong as we transitioned to a virtual format and initiated a statewide promotional
partnership with UW-Extension Lakes.

Involvement in LakeForecast monitoring returned to strong levels in 2020 with additional recruitment.
This was observed in volunteer numbers and donated hours (above), as well as monitoring stations and
condition reports (below). Use of the website and app (below) has continued to remain at strong levels.
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The Frozen Assets Festival saw record numbers of participants in 2020, mainly due to favorable
weather conditions and the event’s growing popularity. Despite needing to shift to an all-virtual event,
Loop the Lake also managed to hit a new participation record. Big Swell Madison (formerly called
Shoreline Swim) and the Fore! Lakes Golf Outing each experienced participation declines, likely because
they were held in-person during a pandemic year.
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Monthly Lake-O-Gram recipients continued to climb as more people connect with Clean Lakes Alliance.
2020 also showed continued increases in Facebook Likes as regular followers interacted with this
platform. Page Likes by new followers and overall impressions fell in 2020, likely from pausing Weekend
LakeForecast Reports and the social media saturation caused by the COVID-19 environment. (NOTE:
social media algorithms have changed in how material is presented and shows up in people’s feeds.)

Followers of Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter have been steadily rising since tracking began in 2018.
While unique website users increased in 2020, page views declined slightly compared to the year prior.
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Organizational Capacity

Education: One of the most important aspects of building a lake-centered community is helping people
understand values and threats, and what can be done to improve water health. Clean Lakes Alliance has
developed educational opportunities for kids, including an immersive Lake Explorer Camp and online
learning modules for grades 3-5. We also provide learning experiences for adults, such as our monthly
Yahara Lakes 101 Science Cafés. Greater awareness and education are the pillars of true cultural change.
The more we know, the more we will account for the impacts of our daily decisions and actions.
Outreach & Resource Development: We are an alliance of community members, local business and
organization leaders, and government representatives. Growing the alliance helps propel us toward our
vision of a future in which our lakes are the center of the community. Clean Lakes Alliance uses many
tools to connect with friends, raise funds, and build a larger network of supporters. Major events like the
Frozen Assets Festival, Community Breakfast, Loop the Lake, and Fore! Lakes Golf Outing help raise
important funds and awareness. Additionally, we continue to bend the ear of decision-makers about the
problems our lakes face, opportunities for improvement, and what can be done to spark change.
Watershed Programming: Programming is donation dollars at work – both in terms of getting needed
projects completed and in the spearheading of initiatives that generate real results. Examples include
LakeForecast water quality monitoring, which provides near-real-time condition reports from nearly 80
points around all five lakes. They also include the grants we award – more than $1.1
million over the last ten years – to leverage the good work of our partners and
advance vital projects. Additionally, it involves targeted advocacy that leads to
important policy improvements in our watershed. And it includes our State of the
Lakes Report, which tracks lake conditions and phosphorus-reduction progress
each year, and the creation of the Yahara CLEAN Compact. With the Compact, an
updated roadmap for cleaner lakes is now being developed, with a coalition of 19
member organizations working together in common cause.
Administration: To ensure donation dollars are invested and tracked in the best way
possible, Clean Lakes Alliance retains qualified experts to manage our incoming
funds, external audits, business insurance, and general operating costs. We also
regularly report on key performance metrics, earning Clean Lakes Alliance the
GuideStar Platinum Seal of Transparency for four years running. This
exceptional designation sets us apart from other nonprofits, demonstrating our
trustworthiness to the public and how our work exceeds national nonprofit
standards. It also shows we provide prospective donors with the information
necessary to make smart giving decisions.
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The number of Lake Partners and associated donations reflecting our business/organization donors fell
in 2020. This was primarily due to a few larger contributors having to eliminate or significantly reduce
their annual commitments due to COVID-19 revenue impacts. Individual (Friends of Clean Lakes)
donations, however, continued to trend higher, helping to push total supporting contributions to new
highs. Pandemic-related staffing reductions, event cancelations, and other cost-cutting measures
reduced expenses to pre-2014 levels.
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Our Lake Partners and Friends of Clean Lakes (red pins) are spread throughout the community. This
reflects the value and importance of our lakes to the whole Greater Madison region. Those who serve
on our Community Board (blue pins) are equally dispersed across and beyond the boundaries of our
watershed.
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Clean Lakes Alliance’s 49-member Community Board functions as a support and advisory body that
helps guide our work. Local leaders who serve on the Board are affiliated with the private, public, and
nonprofit sectors. One of our governance goals is to increase diversity. We believe a diverse Board will
make us even stronger and more reflective of varied backgrounds and perspectives.

Between 2011-2020, Clean Lakes Alliance has provided more than $1 million in grants to fund projects
and support partner efforts across the watershed. Most of these grants have gone to support farmland
conservation efforts and agricultural partners like Yahara Pride Farms (a group we helped form).
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Revenues & Expenses
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