
To Become a Lake Association or Not? 

Not sure if forming any kind of lake association is a good use of your time and energy?  Ask 
yourself and your lake neighbors to do this exercise:  

Imagine your lake in 20 years.  Will change over the next 20 years?  Will Water Quality be better 
or worse?  Will there be AIS problems or will they have been controlled?  Will the fisheries have 
changed and for better or worse?  Will there be conflicts over different styles of recreational 
use?   

Or, will it be the same in 20 years?  If it is the same – who/how will protect the lake given 
threats from: AIS?  Increased development on the lake, and in the watershed?  Changes in 
recreational habits?  

Those who are most intimately tied to the lake and most affected by changes on the lake are 
the best positioned to notice when changes occur and to make the health of the lake their 
priority.  The surface waters of Wisconsin are a public resource belonging to all the people of 
the state, and there are agencies charged with their care, but the tragedy of the commons 
looms.  So, the people who are the most aware of the health of your lake are those that live on 
the lake and in the watershed.  By pooling your time, energy, and talents as a lake association, 
you can be much more effective than any agency or regional or state-wide NGO.  

What kind of Lake Groups are there?  The range of Lake groups forms a continuum from 
Informal to Formal; from neighborhood associations with minimal formal leadership that are 
organized for social purposes, to Lake and Sanitary Districts which are units of government with 
taxing authority.  Types of Lake Groups are: 

   Unincorporated Voluntary Lake Associations  

   Incorporated (Chapter 181 WI Statutes) Voluntary Lake 

   Qualified Lake Associations (allows the group to receive grant funding, also 181 groups) 

   Lake Districts 

   Sanitary Districts 

 

 

 

 



What kind of Lake Association should you form? 

Lake associations, (both Unincorporated and 
Incorporated), have the abilities to: 

 Raise money through dues, fund 
raising and grants  

 Borrow money 
 Make contracts 
 Acquire and Sell Property 
 Sue and be sued 
 Have educational programs 
 Communicate with units of 

government and others 
 Conduct lake management activities 

such as: 
 Monitor water quality 
 Inventory/monitor aquatic 

plants 
 Manage  invasive/nuisance 

aquatic plants 
 Purchase lands to protect 

sensitive areas 
 Restore wetlands 
 Develop erosion control 

programs 
 Develop long range lake 

management plans 
 

Lake associations also have these 
characteristics: 

 Invest money 
 Receive grants (for qualified lake 

assoc.) 
 Do not need to meet any formal 

requirements to form 
 Have no powers over their members 
 They cannot regulate activities on land 

or water 
 The membership is voluntary  
 Are not subject to open meeting or 

public records laws  
 Typically operate using by-laws and 

Roberts Rules of Order 
 Are not required to establish 

boundaries 

 

Lake associations may be either Unincorporated or Incorporated.  A group can incorporate by 
filing “articles of incorporation”.  

Unincorporated lake associations are easy to 
form, but can have some drawbacks: 
 
 Exposure to risk of liability in the event 
of damages due to injury or loss 
 Exposure to financial and tax liabilities 

Benefits of being an Incorporated lake 
association: 
 
 Creates a “separate entity” and reduce 
exposure to liability for volunteers, directors, 
officers, and members 
 WI law limits the liability of nonstock 
corporations that own property used for 
recreational purposes 
 

 



 

To qualify for funding by grants from various state sources a lake association must be 
“qualified”.  Since these are tax funds, the organization must meet specific standards to ensure 
that they are organized and operated for public benefit and do not unreasonably exclude 
participation.  To become a state qualified lake association in WI an organization must: 

 Must be incorporated under Chapter 181 

   Declare in by-laws the main reason for being is to benefit inland lakes  

   Show that past actions benefited inland lakes 

   Allow membership to those who reside within 1 mile at least one month of the year 

   Allow membership to those who own real estate within one mile of the lake 

   Does not limit or deny any member or class of members 

  Have at least 25 members 

  Fees $5 - $50 

Qualified lake associations have all the same abilities that non-qualified lake associations have. 

  

 Things to remember as you move forward to getting involved in the health and well-being of 
the lake: 

1) Start as a transparent organization, and maintain that transparency. 
2) Maintain good communication with group members, non-member residents, local 

governmental officials, etc. 
a. Webpage, newsletters, email list, phone tree, etc 

3) Baby steps!  Do not let the “go-getters” get too far ahead of the majority of the 
members or everyone will be frustrated. 

4) Consider the Citizen Lake Monitoring Network (CLMN) if your lake does not already have 
an active water quality monitoring program, (see http://dnr.wi.gov/lakes/clmn/ ). 
 

 

 

 

http://dnr.wi.gov/lakes/clmn/


You are not alone in your endeavors:  

1. The Lakes Partnership – a statewide, multi-faceted effort that reaches far beyond the 
core group of WDNR, UWEX-Lakes, and Wisconsin Lakes, to include regional, county, 
tribal, non-profit, and  federal partners: 

a. The WDNR provides technical expertise and grant funding 
b. UW Extension – Lakes provides education and advice 
c. Wisconsin Lakes provides statewide advocacy 
d. The University of Wisconsin system provides research 
e. Individuals and lake associations do a lot of monitoring, advocacy, management 

planning, and on the ground (in the water) fieldwork 
f. County Land and Water Conservation Departments provide local technical 

expertise and education, as well as assistance in forming organizations 
2. Places to go for help 

a. UWEX-Lakes, Check out their website ( http://www4.uwsp.edu/cnr/uwexlakes/ ) 
for information on: 

i. Lake Tides – a lakes journal that comes out 3 times a year 
ii. Lake Leaders Institute – training programs for people who work with lake 

issues 
iii. The Lake List – an online list with all the Lake Organizations in Wisconsin 

and their contact info 
iv. Publications such as “The People of the Lakes” a how to form lake 

organizations. 
b. Other lake organizations including Vilas County Lakes and Rivers Association 

(VCLRA www.vcla.us), WI Lakes (a state-wide citizen advocacy group for lakes 
http://wisconsinlakes.org/ ) 

c. Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lakes/  
d. Conferences and workshops: 

v. Every April there is a statewide Lakes Convention in Green Bay.  (See the 
UWEX-Lakes webpage). 

vi. Lake Leaders Institute.  The Lake Leaders Institute assists citizens in 
developing and enhancing both their technical and people skills, to enrich 
their communities and the waters within them.  (See the UWEX-Lakes 
webpage). 

e. Vilas County Land and Water Conservation Department by phone, email, in 
person or on our  webpage www.vilasconservation.org 
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