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Algae. Small aquatic plants containing chloro-
phyll and without roots that occur as a sin-
gle cell or multi-celled colonies. Algae form 
the base of the food chain in an aquatic 
environment.

Algal bloom. A heavy growth of algae in and 
on a body of water as a result of high nutri-
ent concentrations.

Aquatic Invasive Species (AIS). Refers to 
species of plant or animal that are not 
native to a particular region into which 
they have moved or invaded. Zebra mussels 
and Eurasian water-milfoil are examples 
of AIS. Wisconsin has laws preventing the 
spread on boats and trailers.

Bathymetric map. A map showing depth con-
tours in a water body. Bottom contours  
are usually presented as lines of equal 
depth, in meters or feet. Often called a 
hydrographic map.

Chlorophyll. Green pigment present in all 
plant life and necessary for photosynthesis. 
The amount of chlorophyll present in lake 
water depends on the amount of algae and is 
used as a common indicator of water quality.

Cultural eutrophication. Accelerated eutro-
phication of a lake that occurs as a result of 
human activities in the watershed. These 
activities increase nutrient loads in runoff 
water that drains into lakes. 

Decomposition. The act of breaking down 
organic matter from a complex form to a 
simpler form, mainly through the action of 
fungi and bacteria.

Deionized water. Water that has been passed 
through a column or membrane to remove 
ions present.  

Distilled water. Water that is boiled in a still 
and the condensate collected and distrib-
uted. Distillation removes both ionic and 
nonionic organic contaminants.

Dissolved oxygen. A measure of the amount 
of oxygen gas dissolved in water and avail-
able for use by microorganisms and fish. 
Dissolved oxygen is produced by aquatic 
plants and algae as part of photosynthesis.

Drainage lake. Lakes fed primarily by streams 
and with outlets into streams or rivers. 
They are more subject to surface runoff 
problems but generally have shorter resi-
dence times than seepage lakes. Watershed 
protection is usually needed to manage lake 
water quality.

Epilimnion. The uppermost circulating layer 
of warm water that occurs in stratified 
lakes in summer because of the differences 
in water density.

Euphotic zone. That part of a water body 
where light penetration is sufficient to 
maintain photosynthesis.

Eutrophic. Lakes characterized by high nutri-
ent inputs, high productivity, often expe-
riencing algal blooms and abundant weed 
growth. This term can also refer to a nutri-
ent-rich lake, as large amounts of algae and 
weeds characterize a eutrophic lake.

Eutrophication. The process by which lakes 
and streams are enriched by nutrients caus-
ing an increase in plant and algae growth.

Georegion. Wisconsin’s lake “georegions” orig-
inated from a grouping of lakes made in 
the early 1980s by Wisconsin DNR senior 
limnologists. These groupings are based 
on the best professional judgment of the 
scientists most familiar with Wisconsin’s 
lake resources. The georegions roughly 
reflect “hydro-chemical lake regions” which 
are based on the state’s bedrock geology, 
glacial geology and soil type, and the more 
recently described “ecoregions” which are 
based on geological characteristics as well as 
the dominant vegetation.

Hypolimnion. The cold, deepest layer of a lake 
that is removed from surface influences.
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Lake association. A voluntary organization 
with a membership generally comprised of 
those who own land on or near a lake. The 
goals of lake associations usually include 
maintaining, protecting, and improving 
the quality of a lake, its fisheries, and its 
watershed.

Lake classification. A way of placing lakes 
into categories with management strategies 
best suited to the types of lakes found 
in each category. For example, lakes can 
be classified to apply varying shoreland 
development standards. They can be 
grouped based on hydrology, average 
depth, surface area, shoreline configuration, 
as well as, sensitivity to pollutants and 
recreational use.

Lake district. A special purpose unit of 
government with the cause of maintaining, 
protecting, and improving the quality of a 
lake and its watershed for the mutual good 
of the members and the lake environment.

Limnology. The study of inland lakes and 
waters. The study of the interactions of 
the biological, chemical, and physical 
parameters of lakes and rivers.

Macrophyte. Large, rooted or floating aquatic 
plants that may bear flowers and seeds.

Meniscus. The curved upper surface of a still 
liquid in a tube caused by surface tension.

Mesotrophic. Lakes characterized by their 
moderately fertile nutrient levels. Falls in 
between the oligotrophic and eutrophic 
levels of nutrient enrichment. 

Metalimnion. Sometimes referred to as 
the thermocline. The narrow transition 
zone between the epilimnion and the 
hypolimnion that occurs in stratified lakes.

Nitrogen. One of the major nutrients required 
for the growth of aquatic plants and algae.

Oligotrophic. Lakes characterized by low nutri-
ent inputs and low productivity. They are 
generally deep with high water clarity. 

Parts per million (ppm). An expression of 
concentration indicating weight of a sub-
stance in a volume of one liter. Milligrams 
per liter (mg/l) is an equivalent unit.

pH. The measure of the acidity or alkalinity of 
a solution. Neutral solutions are defined as 
having a pH of 7.0. Solutions which are 
known as acidic have a pH lower than 7. 
Solutions which are known as basic have a 
pH greater than 7.

Phosphorus. The major nutrient influencing 
plant and algal growth in more than 80% 
of Wisconsin lakes. Soluble reactive phos-
phorus refers to the amount of phospho-
rus in solution that is available to plants 
and algae. Total phosphorus refers to the 
amount of phosphorus in solution (reac-
tive) and in particulate forms (non-reac-
tive.)

Photic zone. The surface and underwater 
lighted zone in a lake that usually has a 
depth around 1.7 times the Secchi reading.

Photosynthesis. Process by which green plants 
convert carbon dioxide (CO2) dissolved 
in water to sugar and oxygen using sun-
light for energy. Photosynthesis is essential 
in producing a lake’s food base and is an 
important source of oxygen for many lakes.

Phytoplankton. Very small free-floating aquatic 
plants, such as one-celled algae. Their 
abundance, as measured by the amount of 
chlorophyll a in a water sample, is commonly 
used to classify the trophic status of a lake.

Qualified Lake Association. To be eligible for 
state lake planning, protection and recre-
ational boating facilities grants, a lake asso-
ciation must meet certain standards set out 
in section 281.68 of the Wisconsin statutes. 
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Respiration. The reverse reaction of photo-
synthesis. The complex process that occurs 
in the cells of plants and animals in which 
nutrient organic molecules, such as glucose, 
combine with oxygen to produce carbon 
dioxide, water, and energy. Respiration con-
sumes oxygen and releases carbon dioxide. 
This process also takes place during decom-
position as bacterial respiration increases.

Runoff. Water from rain, snow melt, or irriga-
tion that flows over the ground surface and 
into streams or lakes. 

Secchi disk. A 20-cm (8-inch) diameter disk 
painted white and black in alternating 
quadrants. It is used to measure light trans-
parency in lakes.

Seepage lakes. Lakes without a significant inlet 
or outlet, fed by rainfall and groundwater. 

Spring lakes. Lakes that have no inlet, but 
have an outlet. The primary source of 
water for spring lakes is groundwater flow-
ing into the bottom of the lake from inside 
and outside the immediate surface drainage 
area. Spring lakes are found at the headwa-
ters of many streams and are a fairly com-
mon type of lake in northern Wisconsin.

State Laboratory of Hygiene. The state of 
Wisconsin’s public health and environmen-
tal laboratory.

Station # (or Storet #). A number assigned 
to sampling locations on a waterbody. The 
Station # makes it easy to track secchi and 
chemistry data. Each sampling site on a 
lake will have a separate Station #.

Stratification. The layering of water due to 
differences in temperature and density.

SWIMS. Surface Water Integrated Monitoring 
System. The database where all CLMN 
data and other water quality data is stored.

Tannins. Natural pigments found in organic 
matter such as leaves and bark.

Thermocline. Sometimes referred to as the 
metalimnion. The narrow transition zone 
between the epilimnion and the hypolim-
nion that occurs in stratified lakes.

Trophic state. The extent to which the process 
of eutrophication has occurred is reflected 
in a lake’s trophic classification or state. 
The three major trophic states are oligotro-
phic, mesotrophic, and eutrophic. 

µg/L. micrograms per liter is an expression of 
concentration indicating weight of a sub-
stance in a volume of one liter. Parts per 
billion (ppb) is an equivalent unit.

Waterbody # or WBIC (Waterbody 
Identification Code).  

A unique identification number the 
Wisconsin DNR uses to identify each 
waterbody in the state. Every one of the 
15,000 lakes in Wisconsin has a unique 
WBIC. 

Watershed. The area of land draining into a 
specific stream, river, lake, or other body  
of water. 

Zebra mussel. A tiny bottom dwelling mollusk 
native to Europe.

Zooplankton. Plankton that is made up of 
microscopic animals, for example, protozoa, 
that eat algae. These suspended plankton 
are an important component of the lake 
food chain and ecosystem. For many fish 
and crustaceans, they are the primary source 
of food.




