 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 ADVANCE \d 4
So you wondered who controls the water levels on Lake Temagami

Ted Tichinoff and Peter Healy

Water level management on Lake Temagami has sometimes seemed to be a hit and miss thing. In recent years there has been much more attention paid to how the dam at Cross Lake is controlled and what determines the flow from the dam.  As a result, the TLA has become more proactive in monitoring the process.

During the “summer” Ontario Power Generation attempts to keep the lake water level in what they term a “band” or “range” of between 293.6 and 294 meters above sea level. This is a self imposed goal and it is not in any way enforceable. It was apparently set some time ago in consultation with various effected parties and with an eye to stable water levels during the various fish spawns. 

The time frame for the summer band is, generally speaking, from the long weekend in May (they hope to be in the band by that weekend) until the end of October. We believe the summer range has been both exceeded (2009) and has not been achieved (2010) in the last two summers. 

Many Lake residents, seasonal and permanent, have expressed concern there does not seem to be a lot of fine tuning by OPG at the Cross Lake dam. Generally, at some point every winter they draw the lake down to provide steady flow to the power dams on the Sturgeon. This is done by a crew taking some logs out at the dam. Then in the spring they close the dam. It's not clear if the date of closing is in response to conditions in the watershed or just when the crew gets around to it. The water then builds up through the spring freshet.

In 2009 water levels rose through the spring and then at break-up rose again to very high levels. In conjunction with wind and ice conditions, the high water contributed to a number of docks and boathouses being damaged. Complaints were made that OPG was slow in responding to high water levels on our lake. It has been suggested that they could have foreseen problems and let some water out as the lake began its rise to the high end of the band. 

In the spring of 2010 the situation was the opposite. Conditions in the watershed were dry and the lake was at a very low point. Questions have been raised as to why, when the snow in the watershed was so minimal compared to other years, that OPG continued their winter draw-down to its usual point and did not close the dam earlier than they did.  

It has become apparent that Lake Temagami residents, through their various associations, should be more active in pressing OPG about their concerns as to lake levels. The TLA watershed committee does have a representative within the Sturgeon River/Lake Nipissing, French River Watershed Advisory Committee which is hosted by the MNR, but the better way may be to correspond directly to OPG.  The TLA and concerned residents should be pressing OPG as to what their plans are to get the lake into the summer range. 

At this point in time many of us have become more knowledgeable about the way that the OPG operates. However, it continues to be the case that OPG is not really being held to account for what they do and why they do it. In years of normal precipitation many of these issues do not arise. It is in years where we have little snow in the Lake Temagami watershed (which may be a pattern for the future) or too much that OPG has to do a better job.
The table below was created for the April 26, 2011 freshet meeting. Based on the chart the following was the situation on that date.

1. Water level on Lake Temagami was 293.44 m

2. The minimum goal is 293.60 m or another 16 cm (6.4 inches)

3. The highest they would like to see is 294 m or another 56 cm (inches).

4. The dam is closed and water is rising

Sturgeon River/Lake Nipissing/French River Watershed
Elevation/Discharge Information
Date: April 26, 2011
Lakes or Rivers Elevation Flows Summer Operating Range Trending
                                               (metres)   (m3/sec.)      (Min)         (Max)

OPG– Lake Temagami             293.44       0            293.60       294.00       
