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Pleasing environmentalists and business interests alike is rarely
easy, which is why the state Department of Natural Resources
deserves credit for its proposal to raise the water level of Lake
Koshkonong by 5 inches.

Environmental groups, concerned raising the water could hurt
plant and wildlife, can take comfort in knowing the DNR’s plan is
less ambitious than the Rock-Koshkonong Lake District would
prefer. It calls for raising lake levels by only 3 inches starting June
15, 2017—far less than the 7.2 inches sought by the lake district.

The lake would rise to 5 inches only after the DNR examined the
effects of raising it by 3 inches. If wetlands show no signs of
“dramatic injury,” lake levels would rise another 2 inches in 2019
for a total of 5 inches.
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Neither side can claim victory here, a sign that the DNR’s proposal
is a fair compromise.

Often the scapegoat in environmental disputes, the DNR has tried
to craft a credible proposal aiming to persuade competing parties
to drop their threats of litigation.

True, the DNR’s plan could fail long before that 5-inch mark is
reached. Starting at 3 inches, the two sides could start fighting over
what constitutes “dramatic injury” and whether higher lake levels
caused the injury.

But for the moment, let’s celebrate what appears to be a path
forward.

The DNR’s 5-inch plan recognizes the importance of factoring in
economic interests, which the state Supreme Court ruled in 2013
the DNR must consider in formulating a lake level plan.

Koshkonong, a 10,500-acre Rock River impoundment backed up
by the Indianford Dam, is Wisconsin’s sixth-largest inland lake.
But it’s a shallow body of water with an average depth of just 7 feet,
while its 27 miles of shoreline include more than 12 miles of
wetlands.

A few inches make a difference in determining whether boaters can
use the lake and, ultimately, whether tourists decide to go
someplace else. Water levels mean everything to the lake’s
economy, and the DNR rightly recognized that refusing to raise
lake levels was no plan at all.

A Sound Off caller opined last week that the best solution was to
remove the Indianford Dam and allow the lake to become
“Koshkonong swamp like it was originally and help the earth heal
itself.”

Yeah, that would be wonderful. It would be great, too, for
Wisconsin’s landscape to revert to its pristine condition when
European settlers arrived in the 17th century. Ideally, all dams
would be removed to restore waters to their natural habitats. We
wouldn’t use pesticides, either, and everyone would only use
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biodegradable bags at the grocery store.

But let’s face it: Protecting the lake’s environment at any cost is not
realistic. The DNR’s job is to balance our pro-growth economic
reality against the needs of frogs, herons and other creatures
deemed sensitive to landscape alterations.

With its lake-level proposal unveiled last week, the DNR
accomplished its mission. Now, environmental and business
interests need to do their part by accepting the proposal even if it
wouldn’t give them everything they want.
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