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LAKE DISTRICT PRESERVE  

MANAGEMENT AND RESTORATION PLAN  (2009) 
 

 

I. Basis for Plan   

 

This plan builds upon the ñLake District Preserve Management Planò produced by the Lake 

Ripley Management District in 1998.  A new plan was warranted for several reasons.  These 

include evolving landscape conditions and management needs, the implementation of property-

improvement measures, and the expansion of Preserve boundaries due to recent acquisitions.  

The following plan is intended to describe the history and present status of the Preserve, and to 

set forth recommendations for future management action.      

 

II.  Strategic Value of the Preserve 

 

Wetlands and undeveloped natural areas in the watershed are valuable resources that often 

contribute directly to Lake Ripleyôs water quality and ecosystem health.  Wetlands act as natural 

sponges that absorb and then slowly release storm runoff, thereby reducing the severity of 

downstream flooding, erosion and high-water impacts.  A similar function is served by 

woodlands and other natural areas that help intercept, infiltrate and evapo-transpire rainfall.  

Functioning wetlands not only offer tremendous water-storage capacity, but are able to filter and 

trap sediment and other pollutants headed toward the lake.  The lush vegetation found in 

wetlands also provides wildlife habitat for many different species, and is used by fish for 

spawning and nursery areas when connected to surface waters.   

       

In 1903-08, the U.S. Geological Survey mapped approximately 1,500 acres of wetlands within 

the Lake Ripley watershed, then representing about 29% of the total watershed area.  Many of 

these wetlands had already experienced significant agricultural land clearing and drainage 

alterations at the time they were originally mapped.  In 1986, the Wisconsin DNR was only able 

to map 540 acres as functioning or partly functioning wetlands, reflecting a 60% wetland 

reduction.  Today, no more than one-third of the watershedôs original wetland acreage still 

remains in a functioning or partly functioning state (NPS Plan, 1998). 

   

Alert to the value and vulnerability of these important landscapes, the Lake District has long 

targeted them for protection and restoration as a key component of its overall lake-management 

strategy.  Such efforts have resulted in both fee-simple acquisitions and the negotiation of land-

protection agreements (via conservation easements) with willing landowners.  In particular, the 

Lake District was early to recognize the strategic value and high restoration potential of the 

former Probst Farm.  This propertyðnow owned and managed by the Lake Districtðconsisted 

largely of farmed wetlands at the inlet to Lake Ripley.  It is now undergoing a remarkable 

transformation back to functioning wetlands and restored prairie areas.  Today, this land not only 

helps protect the quality and quantity of water entering Lake Ripley, but provides unique 

opportunities for outdoor recreation.     
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III.  Property Description 

 

The 167-acre Lake District Preserve is located less than one-half mile east of Lake Ripley in the 

Town of Oakland.  Area topography is rolling, ranging from flat in valley bottoms to wooded 

hills with 7% slopes.  Soils are primarily Houghton muckðan organic, level and very poorly 

drained soil found in depressions of old lake basins and subject to frequent flooding.  Land cover 

in the Preserve consists predominantly of stream-corridor wetlands (covering over half the 

property) and adjoining uplands, including a 21-acre woodlot.  Currently, approximately 30 acres 

of the adjoining agricultural uplands remain as fallow or actively farmed cropland.  These 30 

acres will be planted to native prairie over a two-year timeframe.     

 

Lake Ripleyôs only inlet stream runs east-west through the southeastern and southwestern 

portions of the Preserve.  This unnamed, perennial stream has been degraded from a long history 

of dredging, channelization, and siltation caused by upstream and adjacent agricultural activities.  

Degradation is evidenced by macroinvertebrate data collected in 1993 at the lakeôs inlet.  These 

data, when compared to standard biotic indices, revealed fair to poor water quality in the inlet 

stream (WDNR, 1994).  During this same period, regular water quality monitoring at the inlet 

found high nutrient levels and low dissolved oxygen concentrations.  Such findings are 

consistent with impacts associated with manure and fertilizer runoff. 

 

Connecting to the inlet are two drainage ditches which cross through the Preserve.  While their 

channels are still evident, both ditches were subsequently plugged by the Lake District in 

partnership with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  Thick beds of watercress observed growing 

in and around the east ditch are indicative of significant groundwater seepage.  Efforts were 

made to avoid any groundwater-discharge areas (springs) at the time of ditch plugging.  Such 

areas are important for supplying clean water and maintaining year-round, open-water habitat for 

fish and wildlife.      

 

IV.  Wildlife and Habitat Values 

 

Whitetail deer, eastern wild turkey, fox, ring-necked pheasant, muskrat, great blue heron, 

sandhill crane, northern pike and a wide variety of frogs, turtles and ducks are among the many 

common sightings at the Lake District Preserve.   

 

Federally-designated, ñpriority migratory waterfowl speciesò observed within or near the 

Preserve area include wood duck, mallard, northern pintail, American black duck, American 

wigeon, and the lesser and greater scaup.  The Preserve directly benefits these particular species 

by increasing the extent and quality of their desired habitats.  In particular, the northern pintail 

will benefit from the establishment of upland grassland areas adjacent to the wetlands which can 

be used for nesting.  The lesser and greater scaup will benefit from year-round open water areas 

around the creek, springs and nearby lake that offer excellent migrational habitat.  The 

restoration and protection of adjacent woodland and upland grassland areas will further benefit 

many of these species, namely by ensuring adequate nesting, cover and foraging sites.     

 

Non-game, migratory waterfowl species observed in and around the Preserve area include black 

tern, sandhill crane, blue-winged teal, bobolink, northern harrier, eastern meadowlark, sedge 
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wren and Virginia rail.  Since some of these wetland-dependent birds are grassland species that 

nest in adjacent uplands, they will directly benefit from the outcome of prairie-restoration efforts, 

including the eventual conversion of adjacent cropland to native tall-grass prairie.  Furthermore, 

the addition of the 21-acre woodlot will  serve as prime nesting and foraging habitat for wood 

ducks. 

 

The Preserve is also likely to directly or indirectly benefit 

endangered, threatened and special-concern species as identified 

by the Wisconsin DNR.  Prior inventories have documented the 

following such species within a one-mile radius of the Preserve:  

Blandingôs turtle (threatened), black tern (special concern), 

bullfrog (special concern), carrion beetle (endangered), least darter 

(special concern), chubsucker (special concern), pugnose shiner 

(threatened), and cuckoo flower (special concern). 

 

When fully restored, the Preserve will consist of approximately 100 acres of stream-corridor 

wetlands, 23 acres of woodlands, and 43 acres of native prairie.  It represents the only place of its 

kind within Lake Ripleyôs 10-square-mile watershed.        

 

V. Acquisition History  and Justification 

 

In late 1997, 99 acres of the former Probst Farm was acquired by the Lake District.  The property 

consisted of 55 acres of farmed wetlands drained by ditches, 40 acres of non-farmed but 

degraded wetlands, and 4 acres of farmed uplands.  While large sections of the non-cropped 

wetland areas were found to contain dense stands of reed canary grass, much of the wetland was 

found to support a fairly diverse and healthy plant community.  The purchase of this property 

was made possible through a Wisconsin DNR Lake Protection Grant and donations from various 

contributors, and represented the original scope of the Lake District Preserve boundaries.   

 

In 2001, two additional acres that adjoined the Preserveôs northeast side were acquired by 

condemnation for the purpose of plugging an existing agricultural drainage ditch.  A map of the 

Preserve as it existed between 2001 and 2008 is shown in Figure 1.  Then, in late 2008, another 

66 acres of the original Probst Farm were purchased from the Johnson Family.  An aerial 

photograph depicting the full extent of todayôs Preserve in relation to the lake, inlet, and a 40-

acre wetland parcel owned by the State of Wisconsin is provided as Figure 2.   

Blandingôs Turtle found near 
Preserve in 2008 
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Figure 1:  Map of original, 101-acre Lake District Preserve showing site features 

(Update map to show 66-acre acquisition) 
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Figure 2:  Aerial photograph showing acquired Lake District Preserve parcels in relation 

to Lake Ripley, its inlet tributary, and a wetland parcel owned by Wisconsin DNR 

(Update map to clearly distinguish Preserve in relation to DNR land) 

 

The latest acquisition includes a segment of the inlet tributary, and consists of a mix of farmland, 

woodlands and riparian wetlands.  Protection of these particular lands was specifically identified 

as a recommendation of the Jefferson County Parks, Recreation and Open Space Plan (2005-

2010; pg. 26).  It is also generally supported in the Town of Oaklandôs Comprehensive Growth 

Plan (1997; pg. 3, 7), the Lake Districtôs Lake Ripley Management Plan (2001; pg. 58), and the 

Nonpoint Source Control Plan for the Lake Ripley Priority Lake Project (1995; pg. 36, 46).  In 

addition, a Lake District Board-appointed citizen advisory committee recently issued a report 

identifying the acquisition as a top priority for improving the existing Preserve. 

 

Aside from increasing the acreage of the Preserve by 65%, the most recent acquisition will be 

instrumental in allowing the Lake District to better control erosion while establishing permanent 

protective buffers around stream-corridor wetlands.  It also will allow for greatly improved 

access to critical headwater lands for the purpose of ongoing habitat restoration and water quality 

management work.  Additionally, it will provide for a larger refuge for migratory waterfowl and 

other wildlife, while linking the property to a 40-acre wetland parcel owned by the State of 

Wisconsin.  In addition to its conservation and inlet-protection benefits, the combined 167-acre 
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property offers the community an abundance of educational and outdoor recreational 

opportunities.  Popular and permitted activities include hiking, hunting, trapping, birding and 

nature exploration.    

 

The expanded Preserve is part of a larger environmental corridor that will likely attract more 

diverse numbers of wildlife species, and gives the Lake District greater access and control over 

tributary waters flowing into Lake Ripley.  According to Jefferson Countyôs Land and Water 

Conservation Plan, environmental corridors are known for their unique natural features and 

environmentally-sensitive areas.  These include floodplains, wetlands, public parks and 

recreation lands, conservancy lands, at least 10 acres of contiguous woodlands, and land with a 

greater than 20% slope.  A map showing the 167-acre Preserve in relation to the Lake Ripley 

Management District and watershed boundaries is included as Figure 3.   

Figure 3:  167-acre Lake District Preserve in relation to Lake Ripley Management District 

and watershed boundaries 
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VI.  Management Goals 

 

A. Primary Goals:  

1.  Improve and protect the quality of water flowing into Lake Ripley through its only inlet 

2. Create and restore quality fish and wildlife habitat 

 

B. Secondary Goals: 

1. Reduce downstream flooding and high-water impacts by restoring wetland function  

2. Provide low-impact opportunities for public outdoor recreation 

3. Develop site facilities that increase the publicôs understanding and appreciation of the 
Preserve and its resource values   

4. Promote watershed conservation practices and the permanent protection of wetlands and 

high-value natural areas  

 

VII.  Management History (1998-2008) 

 

A. Wet and Mesic Prairie Restoration:   

Native prairie was planted in June of 1998 to take advantage of the existing soybean cover, 

absence of aggressive weeds, and friable soil condition. Roundup was sprayed to kill weeds that 

germinated prior to planting.  Approximately 35 acres of mesic prairie was planted using a seed 

drill.  Another 10 acres of wet prairie was planted by hand broadcasting native seed. 

 

Due to limited project funding and the high demand for prairie seed, most of the mesic prairie 

seed was purchased from Osenbaugh Grass Seeds, a large seed distributor headquartered in 

Iowa.  Ideally, grass seed should be purchased from local distributors to ensure that strains are 

suited to local conditions.  Future plantings should incorporate seeds from local sources 

whenever possible.  The prairie seed mix contained the following species: big bluestem, Indian 

grass, switch grass, black-eyed Susan, purple coneflower, and purple prairie clover.  In addition, 

the DNR provided about 90 pounds of pure live seed to supplement the mix, containing about 22 

different species.  Forbs were planted at an average rate of one to three ounces per acre. Grasses 

were planted at the following rates: big bluestem at three pounds per acre, Indian grass at two 

pounds per acre, and switch grass at one pound per acre.   

 

The following species were planted in wet prairie areas with little existing natural vegetation:  

bluejoint, cord grass, stiff goldenrod, big bluestem, switchgrass, New England aster, culverôs 

root, prairie blazingstar, rosinweed, and bergamot.  Due to the wetness of the ground, this seed 

was planted entirely by hand broadcasting.  Planting was focused on areas with exposed soil and 

very little existing weed competition.  Specifically, seed was planted along the margins of the 

existing wetland and the wet areas between the wooded hill and the existing wetland 

(approximately 10 acres total). 

 

The planted areas were mowed in August of 1998 during the initial growing season.  Mower 

blades were set at 8 inches to cut the taller weeds and allow sunlight to reach the sprouting 

prairie vegetation.  Planted areas were mowed again during the spring of 1999.  At that time, 

mower blades were set at 6 inches.  The prairie has since been maintained by periodic burning 

and the hand-pulling of invasive species.   
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B. Wetland Scrapes:   

Wetland-restoration activities began in late summer of 1998, starting with the excavation of two, 

half-acre wetland scrapes on the east side of the property.  Although scrapes are not ñtrueò 

wetland restorations, these features provide excellent spring wildlife habitat and trap sediment 

from upland runoff.  The two scrapes were excavated to a depth of 12 to 24 inches in the middle, 

with spoils placed on the adjacent uplands.  All necessary permits were obtained prior to 

restoration, and construction plans were developed to meet NRCS standards and specifications 

for wetland restorations.  Wetland vegetation was not planted since it was assumed that there was 

still a viable seed bank present in the soil.   

 

C.  Ditch Plugs: 
Wetland restoration work also included the plugging 

of both drainage ditches located on the property.  A 

ditch plug involves collapsing or filling in a section 

of the ditch so that water is then forced to back up 

and pool in low-lying areas, creating conditions 

suitable for wetland habitat.  Project designs allow 

water to reconnect via a spillway with drainage 

systems and prevent flooding on adjacent properties.  

Ditch plugs are commonly used to restore wetland 

hydrology and trap sediment previously carried by 

the ditches.  All ditches on the Preserve were private 

ditches and therefore able to be manipulated, or  

plugged, as long as drainage would not affect adjacent  

properties. 

 

The Preserveôs west ditch was plugged in 1999, resulting in about a 17-acre pool of up to one 

foot deep.  The east ditch (which also drained lands extending north of USH 18) was plugged in 

late 2001, .  Prior to plugging and as a result of gully erosion, a section of the bank was re-

shaped to a more stable 3:1 slope and seeded to prairie grass.  Both ditches, totaling 1.7 miles 

(9,000 feet), were plugged in partnership with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  Channelized 

drainage and agricultural runoff is subsequently diverted back into wetland areas.  Surface runoff 

and associated pollutants now have a much greater chance of being absorbed and cleansed, 

thereby reducing flooding and improving downstream water quality.     

 

A 3-foot-high spoil bank runs east-west along the west ditch.  Although an unnatural feature, it 

was allowed to remain on the site to help maintain a wetland pool, thereby enhancing shallow-

water wildlife viewing opportunities and site aesthetics.  Most of the trees on this bank were cut 

in August, 1998.  However, due to ground wetness and time constraints, a few trees were left 

remaining at that time.  A subsequent effort was made to remove trees growing along the old 

ditch banks in late 2004.  Most of the trees were densely-clustered willow colonies that were 

encroaching into the wetlands.  While the bank may provide for excellent wildlife viewing, 

public access is restricted along most of it to limit human disturbance in the wetland.  Restricted 

bank access also prevents trampling of bank vegetation, minimizing its appeal to large numbers 

of Canada geese, which are attracted to open areas near water.  Trees were also growing along 

Flooded wetland area at the Preserve 
located next to a ditch plug 


