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The Conklin Bay wetlands, locally known as “The Kettle” are located at the western end of Lake Wawasee.  This area is the large cattail marsh you see from State Road 13.  Whether you view this marshy habitat as a pristine natural area or as a physical nuisance to boating, it is an area of extreme importance to the health of Lake Wawasee.   The Kettle contains over 57 acres of emergent marsh.  It is one of two large wetland filters or “kidneys” associated with the lake. The other large wetland filter is Johnson Bay which is located in the northeast corner of the lake. The Conklin Bay Kidney averages five feet deep and consists of living and decayed vegetation that, in addition to performing the equivalent of dialysis services to the lake water, provides important nesting habitat and cover for wildlife including birds, amphibians, and mammals.  

Since 1938, the size of this kidney has been reduced by over 7% or nearly 4.8 acres. Of the total acreage lost, nearly 0.5 acres occurred in the last four years alone.  If the lateral recession continues at its current rate of 20 to 25 feet per year, it is predicted that this emergent marsh will completely disappear in 55 to 75 years.  The IDNR worked with the WACF and the WPOA in 2002-2003 to establish this area as a protected eco-zone.  The original proposal of a 200’ deep Eco-zone area was revised after reviewing safety issues with the size of the bay and amount of traffic.  WACF and WPOA worked with the IDNR to limit the protective area around the marsh eco-zone to only 50-feet.  However, this has not halted the continued loss of this valuable resource.   Personal watercraft, skiers, and wake boarders all use the remaining open water adjacent to the marsh for high speed boating activities.  These activities are generating excessive wave action that travels into the marsh unabated.

Water levels in Lake Wawasee have remained fairly consistent since the control structure was installed in 1918.  The maximum fluctuations have been less than one foot; therefore, it is doubtful that water level increases are playing a major role in the loss of the marsh.  A more likely scenario is the continued increase in the size and wave capacity of recreational watercraft using the lake.  All of the lost marsh acreage has occurred on the lakeside edge of the vegetation.  After windy days, it is not uncommon to see large cattail islands floating across the lake or washed up on the eastern shoreline of Lake Wawasee.  A constant battering of waves during the summer boating season loosens the organic matter from under the living vegetation. Since the organic matter is lighter then water, it floats, dispersing throughout the Kettle causing tea or coffee colored water for several days.  Once the organic matter has loosened, the living vegetation on top of it is no longer anchored and various size blocks are torn from adjacent areas. Think of this activity like releasing your pier from its posts—the large sections float away with the wind and water currents and are carried to other parts of the lake. However, unlike your pier, it is difficult to return these emergent vegetation blocks to the Kettle and reattach them.
Several suggestions have been made to reverse the process and save the marsh from further deterioration.   The surest way to reverse the process is to barricade the entire bay from any boat access and allow the marsh to rebuild itself.   That is impractical due to the number of private homes and businesses that rely on access to the main lake from this bay.  A compromise solution is to allow passive recreation including sail boarding, canoeing, kayaking, fishing, and no-wake boat access into the bay, while restricting high speed boating.  A further compromise might include making this restrictive line for high speed boating from Oakwood Park southeast to the existing cattail prominence.    Establishing this line will not guarantee the reestablishment of lost wetland, however it will reduce the existing pressure enough that the wetland will not continue to recede at its current, excessive rate. 

Establishing a restrictive barrier may also allow for an upcoming Vegetation Re-establishment Project to be successful by allowing the proposed plantings to take root. This summer, WACF is working in coordination with the DNR for Lake Wawasee to act as one of four experimental lakes in northern Indiana for the reestablishment of emergent and submergent vegetation.  The Kettle will be one of several areas on the lake chosen to attempt reestablishment of the native lake species.   Ultimately though, it will be the cooperation from recreational boaters that will determine whether the kidney continues to function or whether it disappears within this generation.  

