
A Deeper Look Into Skaneateles 
Lake Levels

An average of approximately 42 inches of precipitation 
fall on the Skaneateles Lake Watershed every year.   The 
yield to the lake is the actual amount of water from precipi-
tation that reaches the lake, which varies based on factors 
such as soil moisture conditions and storm intensity.  Yield 
includes runoff (the amount of precipitation that flows over 
land or infiltrates through the soil before entering the lake) 
plus precipitation that falls directly on the lake surface. 

Expressed as volume, annual precipitation produces ap-
proximately 52 billion gallons of water. Annual yield may 
exceed one-half this volume.  Yield from runoff produces 
an equivalent to about 9 feet of lake elevation (2.836 
billion gallons/foot) per year.   Approximately one-third 
of the total yield is precipitation falling directly onto the 
lake surface, which produces approximately 8.5 billion 
gallons a year, equivalent to about 3 feet of lake eleva-
tion.  The remaining volume, approximately 26 billion gal-
lons, is the net loss due to evapotranspiration, soil mois-
ture recharge and groundwater (water table) recharge.

Of the total yield produced, the Syracuse Water Depart-
ment utilizes about 17 billion gallons per year for water 
supply to the City of Syracuse.  The Village and Town of 
Skaneateles use approximately 300 million gallons.  About 
9 billion gallons are discharged through the outlet of the 
lake to Skaneateles Creek.  Dam discharges are managed 
for the various uses of the lake and Skaneateles Creek: 
public and private water supply, storage for seasonal run-
off, fishery habitat and spawning areas and recreation.   

Three basic criteria are used to determine the rate of dis-
charge through the lake’s outlet for lake elevation man-
agement: current lake levels as compared to the NYSDOH 
Drawdown Guideline Levels, current rates of precipitation, 
and the amount of water stored in the snowpack.   In or-
der to estimate the total water content of snow pack in the 

watershed, snow depths are measured and core samples 
are collected at 18 designated sites throughout the water-
shed at weekly intervals.  The water in samples is converted 
into gallons of water stored on the watershed and potential 
feet of lake elevation.  

The maximum diversion of water through the Skaneateles 
Creek Outlet is approximately 200 MGD.  At this rate, criti-
cal areas along the creek are monitored to guard against 
flooding and property damage.  Provided that ideal 
weather and soil conditions exist, combined daily withdraw-
als from maximum dam discharges and flow through the 
City’s water intakes is limited to approximately 1 inch of 
lake elevation per day.    

In an effort to maintain the lake within a range of approx-
imately 2 feet, a high and low lake elevation is set for 
each month.  The lowest lake level is set for February 1st at 
861.25  (Syracuse Datum) and the highest level is 863.27 
for July 1st and August 1st.   Sufficient water storage to en-
sure an adequate water supply during the summer months 
requires that an elevation of 863.00 be reached by early 
June.  Failure to reach this elevation greatly increases the 
threat and problems of low water in the late summer and 
fall.  Extreme weather conditions such as above average 
precipitation in spring months or drought conditions may re-
sult in lake levels fluctuating outside the desired range for 
a period on time depending on the severity of the weather 
conditions.   

The June 28, 2004 Filtration Avoidance conditions require 
the City to continue implementing a lake level management 
program in an effort to reduce turbidity related to low lake 
levels.  Withdrawls through the City water intakes must be 
reduced whenever the lake elevation is below a monthly 
Trigger Level established by the New York State Depart-
ment of Health.  In this case, to compensate for the flow 
reduction within the City conduits, water from Lake Ontario 
must be purchased through the Metropolitan Water Board. 
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The invasive species, Asian Clam, has been found in a num-
ber of New York lakes and as close as Owasco Lake.   An 
unmanaged infestation of this little mollusk (averaging less 
than 1.5 inches across) can cause algae blooms; outcompete 
native mollusk species; clog water intake pipes; and, litter 
beaches with dead shells.  Declining water quality can po-
tentially lead to losses in recreational use, tourism and prop-
erty values.  

So, how does the Asian Clam do all of this?  The Asian Clam 
can populate an area very rapidly.  One clam can release 
over 400 offspring and has been found in densities of up to 
5000 per square meter.  While the clam does have some 
predators, namely, birds, raccoons, carp and largemouth 
bass; the predators are too few to control Asian Clam popu-
lations.  Asian clams also remove phosphorus from lake sedi-
ments and release it back into the water column.  This process 
makes phosphorus readily available to algae and can pro-
mote algae blooms which depletes the oxygen used by other 
animals and plants.

Asian Clam has not been reported to have been found in 
Skaneateles Lake yet.  

Photos courtesy of
 th

e 
La

ke
 G

eo
rg

e 
A

ss
oc

ia
tio

n

ASIAN CLAMS ON THE LOOSE But, as the boating season begins again the movement of 
the clams from other contaminated lakes becomes a concern.  
Small amounts of water can carry young clams that are not 
visible to the naked eye.  

Here are a few steps that can be taken to prevent the move-
ment of Asian Clam1:

• Never move water from one body of water to anoth-
er.

• Remove plants, animals, mud and water from your boat 
hull, trailer and equipment.

• If possible, dry your boat and trailer in the sun for 5-7 
days before moving from one water body to another.

• Drain, wash, and where possible, disinfect all water 
from boat bilges, live wells, bait buckets, anchor and 
anchor lines, engines and any other equipment.

Measures are being taken in New York to combat this inva-
sive species.  For example, an Asian Clam task force has been 
formed for Owaso Lake to address the issue (www.owasco-
lake.org) and an Asian Clam Rapid Response Task Force for 
Lake George has been coordinating significant eradication 
measures (http://www.stoptheasianclam.info/).  But prevent-
ing of this species from spreading depends on you.  

Skaneateles Lake Watershed residents (particularly lake 
front property owners) should be on the lookout for the pres-
ence of Asian Clam and can learn how to identify this crea-
ture at an upcoming workshop.  Check out Cornell Coopo-
erative Extension’s workshop on Asian Clam identification on 
June 28th!

1:  Modified from Lake George Fact Sheet #53 on Asian Clams
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Skaneateles Lake Watershed Calendar of Events 
Summer 2011

           Erosion Control Landscaping 
           Techniques Workshop
           July 20th, 6:00pm - 7:30pm
           First Presbyterian Church
 97 East Genesee Street, Skaneateles, NY

           Landscaping for Water Quality Workshop
           August 17th, 6:30pm - 8:00pm
           Creekside Books and Coffee
 25 Fennell Street, Skaneateles, NY

           Landscaping for Water Quality Boat Tour
           August 24th, 6:00pm - 8:00pm
           Time and Location TBA

Septic and Well Testing Seminar
September 13th, 6:30pm - 8:00pm
United Methodist Church
26 Jordan Street, Skaneateles, NY

Emerald Ash Borer Workshop
Learn how to prepare and manage for Emerald Ash Borer  
June 18th, 10am - Noon
Skaneateles Community Center,
97 State Street, Skaneateles, NY

Understanding and Managing Natural Gas 
Development on your Property
June 22nd, 6:00pm - 8:00pm
First Presbyterian Church
97 East Genesee Street, Skaneateles, NY
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Funding for these events is provided 
by the City of Syracuse 
Department of Water

Asian Clam Monitoring
June 28th, 6:30pm - 8:00pm
United Methodist Church
26 Jordan Street, Skaneateles, NY

Stream Monitoring Family Activity
July 14th, 6:00pm - 8:00pm
Stream Location TBA

For event details and to register visit www.extendonondaga.org 
or contact Tara Dougherty at 315.424.9485 ext. 232, tmd227@cornell.edu

Project Watershed 
Program joins 

CCE Onondaga

For over 15 years, Project Watershed has led a stream monitoring program 
in the region that is both educational and a community service. This Cornell 
Cooperative Extension program’s staff, with adult volunteers and/or students, 
run biological, chemical and physical tests on a stream’s water to determine its 
health. Any problems detected are brought to agencies charged with insuring 
clean water – and such reports have resulted in a number of “corrective” ac-
tions that have translated to better water quality throughout the region. We 
welcome you to participate in this water monitoring program. By getting your 
feet wet you are doing a real service for our lake ---- and it’s a lot of fun!! 
Stream monitoring typically takes place 2 times per year on any given stream, 
so the commitment is very manageable.    

Project Watershed, originally a program of the Izaak Walton League of Amer-
ica, joined forces with Cornell Coopeartive Extension of Onondaga County this 
past March.  Now, a partnership between.  

Skaneateles Lake can only be as clean as the water entering it from the wa-
tershed.  Citizens can play a vital role in insuring that water, coming to the lake 
via streams, is in good shape.

www.projectwatershed.org
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SYRACUSE, NY

List of Contacts
Syracuse Water Department (Skaneateles)        315-685-6486
Watershed Program Coordinator (Syracuse)       315-473-2609
NYS DEC Spill Prevention and Response       800-457-7362
NYS DEC Petroleum Bulk Storage Help Line                 518-402-9543
NYS DEC Compliance (Permits)        607-753-3095
NYS Parks and Recreation         800-456-2267
Cayuga County Health Department        315-253-1560
Cortland County Health Department        607-753-5036
Onondaga County Health Department       315-435-6600
Skaneateles Lake Watershed Agricultural Program       315-677-4630
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Onondaga County     315-424-9485       

This newsletter is a summary of important issues and events 
in the Skaneateles Lake Watershed pertinent to the City 

of Syracuse Department of Water’s watershed  
protection and water quality management programs.  
This newsletter was edited by Tara Dougherty and 
Jessi Lyons of Cornell University Cooperative 
Extension of Onondaga County. Photos and data 
were provided by

Principal funding for CCE Projects in the Skaneateles 
Lake Watershed is provided by the City of Syracuse.

www.watershed.extendonondaga.org

The Atrium, Suite 170
2 Clinton Square
Syracuse, NY 13202
www.extendonondaga.org


