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The Skaneateles Watershed Education Program works to protect the 
water quality of Skaneateles Lake, a treasured community resource 
that serves as the primary drinking water for 200,000 homes from 
Skaneateles to the City of Syracuse. The City of Syracuse has funded this 
program since its inception in 1996. 

Through educational workshops, events, trainings, publications, and 
stakeholder coordination the program connects residents, municipal 
officals and watershed stakeholders of all age with information and 
opportunities to implement evidence-based best practices for protecting 
water quality. 

Complex scientific developments and evolving technologies can feel 
intimidating, and it can be difficult to keep up or know how to get 
involved. However, there are agencies, professionals, and organizations 
in the Skaneateles Watershed that can help connect you to resources to 
take environmental action on your property and in your community. 

Join the community wide effort to ‘take a stake in the lake’ and protect 
water quality of this beautiful and vital shared natural resouce.

Watershed contacts and resources can be found on the back of this 
newsletter.

What is a watershed?
A watershed is an area in which all water above land and underground 
flows to a common place., like a river, lake or ocean.  

Do I live in a 
watershed?
YES! Everyone lives 
in a watershed. 

Why do 
watersheds 
matter?
Water quality is affected by all of our decisions and actions on, above 
and below the land within a watershed. We can’t control everything that 
affects water quality (i.e. rainfall and weather), but it is important that 
we take steps to control what we can.  Look inside for examples!



Small Changes, Big Imacts
  7 Steps to Better Water Quality: A Homeowner’s Guide

Shannon Fabiani, CCE Onondaga

A simple way to join a community wide effort to ‘take a stake in the lake’ and help protect water quality are to 
adopt small changes in your routine that have a much larger impact than the effort that went into them.* 

On your Property

1.  Inspect septic tank every 3 years, have it pumped every 5 years.

2. Use less (or no) fertilizers on your lawn, always test soil before to determine 
application need.

Nutrients from fertilizer and a leaking septic system contribute to HABs, 
degrades water quality and soil health, and pose health threats to humans.

3. Bigger, better riparian buffers along shorelines and streams.
Riparian means an area adjacent to a stream or lake. Buffers contain native trees and 
shrubs.

Riparian buffers act as a barrier, their roots significantly slowing runoff and reducing 
the amount of nutrient and sediment deposited.  Above the surface, leaves slow 
rate at which water is falling. Under the surface, roots keep soil in place, prevention 
erosion and pollution to lake.

4. Naturalize lawns and shorelines. 
Keep your grass taller (less mowing too!) and add more perennials. Keep slopes 
gentle. In its natural state, the shoreline area is perfectly engineered to protect 
against erosion, from the natural slope to the native vegetation’s roots. Working 
against nature can have drastic negative impacts like costly structural damage.

In your Home
5. Conserve your water use.
Turn off faucet when not in use, take shorter showers, use water collected from a rain 
barrel to wash car, invest in water saving toilets and faucets. Reducing the amount 
of water entering drains reducing the stress on your septic system, decreasing the 
likelihood of a leak and failed system and nutrient loading to lake.

In the Community
6. Prevent the spread of invasive species while you recreate.
Follow the Clean, Drain, Dry protocol and allow SLA Boat Stewards to    
inspect your watercraft to prevent bringing aquatic invasive species into the lake. 
Aquatic invaders degrade water quality and can cause costly damage to watercrafts.

7.  Share this knowledge, take action, and don’t give up!
Take advantage of the groups and networks that exist to get involved and share these 
steps. Utilize agency and municipal resources and guidance. Water is a shared 
natural resource: it takes a community to protect a lake!

*This guide was created based on potential impact of action, achievability, available support 
programs in the watershed and the NYS DEC HAB Action Plan for Skaneateles Lake.



Skaneateles Lake Water Quality Update
Aimee Clinkhammer- Finger Lakes Water Hub, NYS DEC

Water quality monitoring in progress. Photo by Bob Werner.

Sign-up for the Electronic Wave Reviews to learn more about your 

Skaneateles Lake Watershed visit www.CCEOnondaga.org

Maintaining a healthy lake is a marathon, not a sprint
“Poor water quality, in many fresh waters, is a symptom of 
long-term watershed degradation and because of this it will 

take a long-time to recover.  I encourage people to think 
about managing this problem as a marathon, not a sprint.” 

-Dr. Tim Davis, Bowling Green State University/ Panelist at NYS DEC’s 
HAB Summits/ Keynote speaker at CCE’s HABs Risk Reduction Forum.

Soil and Water Conservation District Update
______, Onondaga County Soil and Water Conservation District

HABs may have the appearance of green pea soup, 
green and white spilled paint or streaks, and generally 

are found near the shore. Photos by NYS DEC



Important Contacts for the Skaneateles Watershed
Cayuga County Health Department 315-253-1405
Cayuga County Soil & Water Conservation District 315-252-4171
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Onondaga County 315-424-9485
Cortland County Health Department 607-753-5036
Cortland County Soil & Water Conservation District 607-756-5991
NYS DEC Compliance (Permits) 607-753-3095
NYS DEC Spill Prevention and Response 800-457-7362
NYS DEC Finger Lakes Water Hub-
Onondaga County Health Department 315-435-3252
Onondaga County Soil & Water Conservation District 315-457-0325
Skaneateles Lake Watershed Agricultural Program 315-457-0325
Syracuse Water Department (Skaneateles) 315-685-6486

‘Know It, Avoid It, Report It’ HABs protocols by NYS DEC and NYS DOH. For more information 
regarding health effects of HABs please visit  https://www.health.ny.gov. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an equal opportunity program and employment provider. 
If you need special assistance, please contact our office at 315-424-9485.

Skaneateles Lake Education Program
Funding for Cornell Cooperative Extension programming in the Skaneateles Lake Watershed is 

provided by the City of Syracuse Department of Water.
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This newsletter was edited by Shannon Fabiani of 
Cornell University Cooperative Extension of Onondaga County. 


