
 

The Case for Iowa's Lakes  
 

All summer long – in fact, all year long – IEC has been keeping a close eye on the health and vitality of 

Iowa’s lakes and waterways. We’ve seen algae blooms, E. coli advisories, microcystin concerns, runoff 

issues, and much more across the state this summer. One area we’ve been particularly engaged with in 

2019 is the Iowa Great Lakes region (Spirit Lake and the Okobojis), which we see as a model of what other 

lakes in Iowa could offer to their local communities and visitors from around the state.  

In early August, IEC’s water team visited the area, meeting with local leaders, residents, and groups to 

hear their primary water quality and lake concerns. In some cases, those concerns were similar to what we 

hear around the rest of the state – algae blooms due to excess nutrients, bacterial pollution like E. coli 

(Emerson Bay Beach on West Lake Okoboji experienced three advisories this summer) and turbidity.  

 

 

 

 

But some other issues they raised were less familiar, like 

zebra mussels and water levels, but also development 

pressure and overcrowding. Development and crowding are 

not unique to the Iowa Great Lakes, but they were top of 

mind for many locals. There is a sense that these lakes are 

getting “loved to death” thanks to the area’s natural beauty, 

abundance of activities, and historically good water quality.  

  

 
 



Looking at the numbers it’s not hard to see why. Three of the top ten lakes based on visitation in Iowa are 

Great Lakes – West Okoboji, East Okoboji, and Big Spirit Lake. In total, the Great Lakes area draws in more 

than 15% of the total statewide spending and job effects of recreational lakes. This amounts to more than 

$286 million per year in tourism and travel-related spending and approximately 2,000 jobs, based on 2017 

data. In fact, more than 20% of the jobs in Dickinson County are related to the lakes.  

What would a fraction of that kind of spending do for your county? For your town? For your 

business? What would even a small number of employment options mean for your area?  

An interesting point brought up during the visits was the idea that if other lakes in the state had better 

water quality, it would take some crowding pressure off the Iowa Great Lakes. According to the U.S. Travel 

Association, travel and tourism is the seventh largest employment sector in Iowa. We have the resources 

to increase tourism and recreation as economic drivers – now we need just need to ensure those resources 

are clean and inviting to make that tourism happens.  

Unfortunately, that’s where the state seems to come up short. This summer, there were 24 beach 

advisories for microcystin and 60 advisories for E. coli across the state. That represents a 

300% increase in microcystin advisories from 2018. This trend is disappointing when we think 

about not only lost tourism opportunities, but also about the Iowans that want to live, work, and play here.  

Every time a beach has a warning for microcystin or E. coli, it represents lost opportunity for recreation and 

tourism dollars. Cleaner lakes could replicate the spending and tourism dollars that are brought into the 

Great Lakes area in their own local communities.  

It's time to put our money where our mouths – and our boats, fishing poles, and splash pads – 

are. Mandatory conservation practices to reduce pollution at the source, adequate funding for water 

quality monitoring and enforcement by the DNR, and significant progress with the Nutrient Reduction 

Strategy are just a few of the measures we are calling for to clean up and preserve Iowa’s waters over the 

next few months and throughout the Legislative Session.  

Thank you for follow ing along w ith us this summer - we hope you'll stay involved w ith water 

quality issues by signing up for our Legislative News Bulletin, attending our Environmental Lobby 

Day at the Capitol on March 11, 2020, and continuing the conversation with us about the importance of 

water quality in Iowa.  
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We also hope you'll join us for the End of Summer Beach Bash at Confluence Brew ing on 

September 10, where we will be training attendees to write opinion columns and become advocates for 

Iowa’s water. We hope to see you there!  

 

   

 

Notable statistics from summer 2019  

• Total number of E. coli advisories = 60  

• Total number of microcystin advisories = 24  

• Honey Creek Resort Beach, Lake MacBride, and North Twin Lake East Beach experienced their first 

recorded advisories for microcystin since data collection began in 2006.  

• Of 37 weekly monitored beaches, 20 beaches recorded swim advisories this summer. 17 beaches did 

not record an advisory.  

• Backbone Beach was under advisory for E. coli for the first 13 weeks out of 15 weeks total.  

• McIntosh Woods Beach at Clear Lake was under advisory for E. coli the last 9 weeks of the summer 

out of 15 weeks total.  

• If Iowa adopted the EPA’s recommended advisory threshold for microcystin, which is 8 

micrograms/L, an additional 14 advisories would have been issued for microcystin in 2019.  

See our updated trend data  
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What's New in Iowa's Water News  

 Treading Water: Millions of dollars riding on water 

quality in the Midwest (The Gazette)  

 Researchers looking into the effects of pharmaceuticals 

on fish in Iowa's waterways (Iowa Water Center)  

 In the Public Health: Testing drinking water (The Hawk 

Eye)  

 Carney: Commissioners seek law requiring more land 

between crops and waterways (The Globe Gazette)   

 Another clear message to lawmakers on water 

quality (The Gazette)  

 

Recent Research & Reports  

• An Uncertain Future: The outlook for Iowa 

communities and flooding as our climate changes

 (Iowa Policy Project)  

 

  
 

  
 

Upcoming Water Events  

 Leisurely Float on the Middle Raccoon - Coon Rapids - 

September 7  

 IEC's End of Summer Beach Bash - Des Moines - 

September 10  

 Eastern Iowa Green Infrastructure Conference - Iowa 

City - Sept. 19  

 DMWW Citizen Water Academy - Des Moines - Application 

due September 20  

 Iowa Outdoor Expo - Des Moines - September 28 & 29  

 American Water Works Association Iowa Section 

Annual Conference - Ames - October 22-24  
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