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INTRODUCTION

The International Joint Commission (IJC) oversees the management of water levels on
the Great Lakes for the United States and Canada. In 2000, the [JC established the International
Lake Ontario — St. Lawrence River Study Board and commissioned them to undertake a
comprehensive five-year study to assess and evaluate the current criteria used to regulate
outflows from Lake Ontario through the St. Lawrence River. The study board was asked to
examine the effects of water level and flow variations on all users and interest groups and
determine if better regulation were possible than the criteria set by the IJC in 1956. The study
board set up technical working groups (TWGs) representing each of the major interests,
including recreational boating. The recreational boating and tourism TWG sponsored a number
of research projects throughout the study area, including the one reported herein, to examine the
effects of water level fluctuations on recreational boating.

The area downstream of the Moses Saunders Power Dam on the St. Lawrence River is
unique compared to other areas within the larger Lake Ontario-St. Lawrence River area because
of the water level fluctuations caused by the International St. Lawrence Power Project. The
water level below the dam fluctuates on a daily basis (called peaking) due to hydroelectric power
needs. Typically, the water level rises in the afternoon and evening hours when energy demands
are high, and falls overnight as energy demands decrease. The water level also fluctuates over
the course of a week (called ponding) when water is held back on weekend days and released
during week days. Because of these unique conditions, a separate study was undertaken to
examine the impacts of changing water levels on recreational boating use below the dam.

The people living below the dam are primarily members of the St. Regis Mohawk Tribe.

The tribe formed the audience for this study. Through a larger study conducted by the



Akwesasne Task Force on the Environment (2004), members of the tribe identified additional
recreational boating issues beyond those of peaking and ponding that we felt should be included
in our study. These included impacts by large boats, primarily commercial vessels traveling on
the St. Lawrence River, and traditional uses of the river by boaters. Seasonal fluctuations in
water levels, typically seen in other areas of the study, may be less pronounced in this area but
our contacts within the tribe suggested they were nevertheless worth examining.

The purpose of this study was to describe the impacts of water level changes on
recreational boaters on the St. Lawrence River below the Moses Saunders Power Dam as far
downstream as Snye Marsh. Information from this study will help the Study Board and the IJC

better understand the problems boaters face in this unique section of the River.

METHODS

A written questionnaire was developed and sent to all members of the tribe via the Spring
2004 Issue of the Iroquois Environmental Newsletter. Using the newsletter was seen as a
convenient and inexpensive way to reach all tribe members living in the area. It also protected
the privacy of individuals because the mailing list was not given to the researchers and the
questionnaire was truly anonymous when returned. On the other hand, because typical follow-up
methods using several reminder letters could not be used to encourage response the likelihood of
low participation was increased.

The questionnaire asked about recreational boating use on the St. Lawrence River below
the dam and possible impacts on that use from fluctuating water levels and large vessels.
Respondents were asked to describe impacts using open-ended responses and estimate the

number of days their boating was impacted. They were prompted to comment on seasonal



fluctuations and those caused by peaking and ponding as well as impacts by large vessels. They

were also given the opportunity to identify other impacts. Respondents were asked to describe

adaptations they made to deal with any of the impacts.

The questionnaire was sent out in late May to 2,435 recipients of the Iroquois

“Environmental Newsletter. This included all US tribe members living in the area and most

members living on the Canadian side, as they also have a US Post Office box. A reminder notice

was placed in the local paper and announced on local radio approximately one week after the

newsletter was mailed.

Responses were returned via business-reply mail to Cornell University. The data were

summarized by the authors and the results are reported below.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Response Rate

Of the questionnaires sent out, 20 were returned to us. This low response to the survey
severely limits our ability to characterize impacts of changing water levels. However, we will
describe the returns we did receive and endeavor to place them in context with other research
done in the area. We cannot say anything about the extent of a given impact but rather can
describe the impacts experienced by people in this section of the St. Lawrence River.

The majority of respondents (72% [or 13 of 18 who answered this question]) indicated
they had boated on the St. Lawrence River between the Moses Saunders Power Dam and Snye
Marsh in 2003 or 2004. The remainder did not boat in this area in 2003 or 2004 and therefore
were not asked about impacts to recreational boating. They are not discussed further in this

Teport.



Boaters and Boating Activity

In 2003, respondents spent the most time on the water in July and August, with respective
averages of 11 and 12 boating days per month. June (8 days per person) and September (7 days
per person) were the next most popular months. January and February were the only months in
2003 for which no boating days were reported by any of the respondents. In 2004, except for
February, respondents spent some time boating in every month through May (when the survey
was implemented). May had the highest average boating days, at 3 days per person.

On average, respondents who boated between the Power Dam and Snye Marsh in 2003 or
2004 owned and used 1.6 boats. Of these boats, nearly all were motorized (95%) — only one
respondent reported owning or using a non-motorized boat.

Respondents did a variety of activities while boating. Most respondents (70%) fished,
while slightly smaller numbers socialized and went sightseeing. Picnicking and swimming
followed, then gathering plants and transportation. Hunting was the least popular activity; with
15% of respondents indicating they hunted while boating. A few respondents also indicated that

they used their boats for other activities, including camping, work activities and cooling off.

Problems with Water Levels

Prior to conducting the survey, we thought the primary concern with water levels would
be the fluctuating water levels over the course of the day (i.e., peaking). However, we found that
most respondents (70%) did not have a problem with water levels fluctuating over the course of a
day. For those who did, about 6% of their total boating days were affected by this problem in
2003. This averaged out to approximately 9 days per person.

One respondent depicted fluctuating water levels as problematic because his/her dock

was under water when the level was high, and when the level dropped, the dock broke as a result



of tension in the rope securing the boat to the dock. However, most problems occurred only
when the water level was low: boats were stuck on the river bottom, exposed shoals made
boating dangerous, navigation into boathouses and docks was difficult, damage to boat motors
was feasible, and it was impossible to set minnow traps.

Some of the people who described problems with fluctuating water levels did something
to adapt to or deal with the problem, such as pulling their boats from the water when necessary
and lifting their motors higher to avoid getting stuck. In regards to exposed shoals, one person
who commented did nothing to deal with the problem; another respondent explained there was
nothing that could be done, since water levels were controlled upstream.

The vast majority of respondents (85%) had no problems as a result of the water level
being higher than usual for a2 number of consecutive days (seasonal highs). Those who did have
this problem were affected for an average of 1.5 days per person in 2003 (about 2% of their
boating days). Between January and Méy 2004, no respondents reported having this problem.

People who had problems when the water was too high experienced things like docks
being submerged under the water and being unable to gather [medicinal] plants at the shoreline.
To deal with a submerged dock, one respondent pulled his boat completely out of the water,
while the person who was unable to gather plants simply questioned, “What can I do?,”
indicating his/her lack of control as to how to adapt to the situation.

Slightly more people (27%) had problems when the water level was lower than usual for
a number of consecutive days than when the water level was higher than usual (15%). For
respondents who had problems in 2003, an average of 8 days per person, or just over 7% of

boating days were affected by this type of problem.



Respondents who had problems with low water almost exclusively described problems in
which their boats had been grounded. Even while tied to a dock, boats were reported to be found
“lying on the ground” at times. Also, one respondent was unable to launch his/her boat when
the water was too low. Another respondent indicated the water would often be too shallow “for
a long distance from shore.”

To deal with these problems, most respondents simply moved their boats into deeper
water, possibly further out on their docks. One person adapted by not going boating on days the

boat could not be launched.

Problems with Larger Boats

The majority of respondents (70%) were not impacted by larger vessels (primarily
commercial boats) using this portion of the St. Lawrence River. However of those who were,
nearly 70% of their total boating days were impacted in 2003. These people were affected an
average of 56.5 days in 2003. This compares with only 6-7% of days being affected by low or
fluctuating water levels. Thus, the percent of people affected was similar but the extent of the
impact on the boating experience was much more severe. There were a variety of complaints
relating to large boats. Some respondents felt the wakes caused by these boats were too big —
they said these waves eroded the shoreline, damaged personal property, and made it difficult to
navigate or keep small boats from capsizing. Other people said these boats moved too fast
without any enforcement of the speed limit, and still others commented that they polluted the
water.

In general, respondents did not make adaptations to deal with this problem. Aside from

stopping in the water, people did not seem to know what to do regarding the problems they faced



because of large vessels. However, one respondent commented that there really was no problem
so long as people used small channels to avoid the larger vessels.

Other Problems

Few people reported any other type of water-related problem while boating in this area.
Those mentioned included issues with boat repair, and respondents said they adapted by planning
ahead.

Additional Comments

Several respondents added comments about other problems they faced or their opinions
of issues that need to be addressed in this stretch of the river. Many reiterated their qualms about
large private and commercial vessels going too fast and generating waves, and some suggested
that speed regulations should be enacted and enforced. Other people felt that jet skis and speed
boats caused safety hazards and suggested restrictions should be placed on their use. Another
area of concern was the local ﬁshery.' Respondents reported decreases in fish harvests in the past
few years; and one linked the lack of fish available to eat to a rise in chronic illnesses such as
diabetes and high blood pressure. Additionally, one person recalled a decrease in the number of
muskrats in the area and another remarked on the difficulty in getting minnows by trapping.
Some people blamed the decrease in the amount of fish on the Seaway itself, while others

attributed it to cormorants.

CONCLUSIONS
From our limited results, it appears that most people within the Mohawk Territory of
Akwesasne are not impacted by changing water levels as they relate to recreational boating.

One-third or less indicated impacts from a specific type of water level fluctuation. Also, the low



response rate, while certainly due to a variety of factors, may indicate a lack of interest/concern
with this specific topic. Other research has shown that those who do not respond are less
involved, active or interested in the topic (Brown and Wilkins 1978, Loker et al. 1999).
Furthermore, the study conducted by the Akwesasne Task Force on the Environment (2004) also
inquired about impacts to recreational boating, among other topics, and reported few impacts to
recreational boating from fluctuating levels. That study identified impacts to the environment
(fish, mammals, medicinal plants) in its executive summary as of particular concem. For
recreational boating, that study indicated that most people use pontoon boats or personal
watercraft, both of which have shallow drafts, making them more useable in low water
conditions. Recreational boating issues related to changing water levels, which were raised in
that study, did include usability of docks as water levels changed and potential economic impacts
to local marinas. However, the recommendations from the report relatéd to recreational boating
focused on safety issues of marking submerged shoals and enforcement of speed limits for large
commercial vessels (and development of speed limits for large recreational boats).

Our results suggest that while peaking and ponding is definitely an issue for some,
perhaps the most persistent/dominating impact to recreational boating in this stretch of the St.
Lawrence River is the impact of large commercial vessels. About one-third of our respondents
indicated that large boats were a problem, but more importantly, they were impacted almost

every day that they went boating.

RECOMMENDATIONS
This study did not specifically look at how the current situation could be improved with

water level regulation; instead we were able to describe a variety of impacts to recreational



boating. These impacts should be taken into consideration by the Study Board, IJC, and others
when any water regulation plans are discussed for the area.

To quantify, rather than just describe, the impacts discussed in this report a different
methodology will be needed. We would have felt comfortable quantifying the results if we had
obtained at least 300-350 responses using this methodology. Future research might focus on

different methodological approaches to address this need.
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