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“A Pretty Good Lake”: Community Stewardship  
of Lake Champlain 

COMMUNITIES CHANGE, NATIONS RISE AND FALL, BUT 

the need to care for water resources remains. For some 

11,000 years—since long before Europeans and others 

arrived in North America—the indigenous Abenaki 

people have lived along the shores of the lake they call 

“Pitawbagw.” This ancient name is roughly translated as 

“waters between,” denoting the lake’s place in the daily life 

of the Abenaki and its role as a natural boundary between 

WKHP�DQG�WKHLU�ΖURTXRLV�QHLJKERUV��)RU�PLOOHQQLD��WKH�
$EHQDNL�KDYH�WUDYHOHG�DQG�ȴVKHG�RQ�LWV�ZDWHUV�DQG�VHUYHG�
as stewards of its watershed. Today Pitawbagw is more 

commonly known as Lake Champlain, a name that serves 

as testament to its place within the history of European 

colonization and the displacement of indigenous peoples. 

Pitawbagw was renamed in 1609, when the French 

colonist and founder of Quebec, Samuel de Champlain, 

explored the area, claiming it for France. Through all these 

political and social transformations, the health of the lake 

and its watershed have remained linked to the well-being 

and livelihood of the surrounding communities. 

7RGD\��WKH�VWD�RI�WKH�/DNH�&KDPSODLQ�6HD�*UDQW�
works to promote the health of the lake and surrounding 

watershed through a variety of community-facing 

LQLWLDWLYHV��&HQWUDO�WR�WKHLU�HRUWV�DUH�HGXFDWLRQDO�
programs and support for volunteer projects that 

promote stewardship activities by all who live, work, and 

play in the Lake Champlain Basin. In doing so, the Lake 

&KDPSODLQ�6HD�*UDQW�KHOSV�SURWHFW�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�DV�ZHOO�
as the local economies that dependent upon it. 
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Individual actions are essential to promoting the health of Lake Champlain and the surrounding communities. Source: Kris Stepenuck.
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Unusual Challenges for an Unusual Watershed
Although Lake Champlain no longer marks the border 

RI�$EHQDNL�DQG�ΖURTXRLV�WHUULWRULHV��LW�VWLOO�VHUYHV�DV�D�
boundary. Today, it lies between Vermont and New York 

and, additionally, forms about 6 miles of the border 

between the United States and the Canadian province 

of Quebec. It is 120 miles long and 12 miles wide at its 

widest point, reaches a maximum depth of 400 feet, and 

boasts 587 miles of shoreline—no mere puddle. Indeed, 

/DNH�&KDPSODLQ�ZDV�EULHȵ\�DVVLJQHG�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�D�*UHDW�
Lake in March 1998. Because its designation as a “Great 

Lake” lasted only a matter of weeks, people often joke 

that Lake 

Champlain is 

just “pretty 

good.” 

But legally 

recognized 

or not, Lake 

Champlain 

does in fact 

lie within the 

Laurentian 

Great Lakes 

Basin. Like 

Lakes Huron, 

Ontario, 

Michigan, 

Erie, and 

Superior, 

Lake 

Champlain 

drains to 

the Atlantic 

Ocean 

via the St. 

Lawrence 

Seaway. Lake 

Champlain, 

however, 

ȴUVW�GUDLQV�QRUWK�WR�WKH�5LFKHOLHX�5LYHU�LQ�4XHEHF��
While draining to the north makes Lake Champlain 

somewhat unusual, it is by 

no means its only notable 

characteristic. Also noteworthy 

is the sheer size of its 

watershed size compared with 

the lake itself. It has a large 

land-to-water ratio of about 

19 to 1 (the Great Lakes have 

ratios of roughly 1.5 or 2 to 

1). As a result, compared with 

other similarly sized lakes, Lake 

Champlain is vulnerable to an unusually large range of 

SROOXWDQWV�IURP�UXQR��GUDLQDJH��SUHFLSLWDWLRQ��DQG�RWKHU�
nonpoint sources.

Educators from the Lake Champlain Sea Grant thus 

place a heavy emphasis on implementing actions on 

that land that can help to minimize nonpoint source 

pollution to the lake. A critical educational message in 

the watershed: what happens on the land has strong 

SRWHQWLDO�WR�LPSDFW�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�
Promoting Responsible Stewardship

The Lake Champlain Sea Grant pursues these goals 

through a variety of targeted educational programs 

that encourage everyday actions to improve water 

TXDOLW\��7KH�ROGHVW�RI�WKHVH�SURJUDPV��D�\RXWK�HGXFDWLRQ�
program called Watershed 

Alliance, began in 2002 and 

is supported in partnership 

with the University of Vermont 

Extension. Undergraduate 

interns from the University of 

Vermont, SUNY-Plattsburgh, 

and other basin colleges 

are hired and trained to 

guide middle and high 

school students in collecting 

Students test dissolved oxygen alongside a forested stream. Since 2002 the Watershed Alliance has brought together 

college interns and local high school students to help monitor the health of Lake Champlain’s watershed. Source: 

Ashley Eaton. 

A critical educational message 
in the watershed: what happens 
on the land has strong potential 

to impact water quality.
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chemical, physical, and 

biological stream-monitoring 

data at sites near participating 

schools. In the last 10 years 

alone (including a hiatus of 

in-person programs during 

the COVID-19 pandemic), Lake 

&KDPSODLQ�6HD�*UDQW�VWD�DQG�
interns have helped more than 

7,500 youth monitor streams 

within the watershed. The 

Watershed Alliance has also 

RHUHG�RYHU�������VWXGHQWV�
and 200 members of the public the chance to directly 

assess Lake Champlain’s health aboard the University of 

Vermont research vessel, the Melosira. 

In addition to educational programs, the Lake 

Champlain Sea Grant works directly with a variety of 

government and private entities to promote stewardship 

RI�WKH�ZDWHUVKHG��7KH�6HD�*UDQW�VWD�ZRUN�ZLWK�
municipal and private winter maintenance contractors 

to reduce use of salt during winter maintenance, real 

estate professionals to enhance home buyer and seller 

NQRZOHGJH�RI�VHSWLF�V\VWHP�PDLQWHQDQFH�UHTXLUHPHQWV��
DQG�UHFUHDWLRQDO�ERDWHUV�WR�ȴQG�DQG�XVH�DYDLODEOH�
sewage pumpout facilities. Lake Champlain Sea Grant 

also recently partnered with the Vermont Department 

of Environmental Conservation to cosponsor the 

Vermont Lay Monitoring 

Program, a volunteer program 

established in 1979 that 

monitors more than 100 

inland lakes and 40 Lake 

Champlain sites.

The tools developed by the 

Lake Champlain Sea Grant are 

WDLORUHG�WR�WKH�XQLTXH�IHDWXUHV�
of the watershed—but they 

are of clear value to other 

lakes and water bodies as 

well. These include

• a product application rate calculator for winter 

maintenance professionals based on New 

Hampshire’s Green SnowPro program;

• a short ȴOP to share Abenaki ways of knowing water; 

• a short video to help homeowners understand the 

ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�EHQHȴWV�RI�UDLVLQJ�WKHLU�ODZQPRZHU�
blades to about 8 centimeters;

• a smartphone app developed by the San Francisco 

Bay Estuary Partnership that recreational boaters can 

use to identify the nearest marina sewage pumpout 

facility, its costs, and its opening hours;

• a stormwater education and stewardship curriculum 

for upper elementary, middle, and high school 

students;

• a watershed explorer challenge booklet designed 

for use by youth and their families with minimal 

HTXLSPHQW�DQG�QR�ΖQWHUQHW�DFFHVV��

The tools developed by the 
Lake Champlain Sea Grant are 
tailored to the unique features 
of the watershed—but they are 

of clear value to other lakes 
and water bodies as well.

AWRA student memberships are for full-time
undergraduate and graduate students studying in a

variety of programs related to water resources.

Annual dues of $39 give you access to discounted rates on events,  free
webinars, a professional mentor network, a career center,  and the

opportunity to connect with one of 22 university chapters.

www.awra.org/jointoday

https://www.uvm.edu/seagrant/deicing-product-application-rate-calculator
https://www.uvm.edu/seagrant/resources/videos/nebi-abenaki-ways-knowing-water
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u-8CdXJfo0I
https://dbw.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=29601
https://issuu.com/sadrury/docs/uvm_005_21_stormwaterrunoff-curriculum_fin
https://www.uvm.edu/seagrant/watershed-explorer-challenge
https://www.awra.org/jointoday
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• a series of educational videos about lake challenges 

and processes; and 

• a rain garden manual for homeowners.

Small Steps, Major Impact
These programs have already had a measurable 

impact in the region as more individuals take concerted 

action to protect the environment. For instance, a 

recent evaluation showed that after participating in 

Watershed Alliance–led stream-monitoring activities, 

56% of schools (n = 31) had engaged in further 

stewardship projects, including stream and river 

cleanups, tree planting to prevent erosion, invasive 

species pulls, and rain barrel installation. 

The study also revealed that teachers got in on the 

action. After learning about ways to reduce nonpoint 

source pollution through Watershed Alliance programs, 

teachers reported reducing their use of single-use 

plastics, adopting recommended lawn care practices, 

minimizing use of salt during winter maintenance, 

changing washing habits to minimize microplastic 

pollution, directing downspouts to pervious surfaces, 

and installing rain barrels and rain gardens. 

(RUWV�ZLWK�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�SULYDWH�HQWLWLHV�SURYHG�
fruitful as well. Follow-up evaluations showed that after 

WZR�VDOW�UHGXFWLRQ�HGXFDWLRQ�VHVVLRQV��PXQLFLSDO�VWD�
and private contractors implemented best practices on 

����ODQH�PLOHV�RI�URDGV��%\�FDOLEUDWLQJ�HTXLSPHQW�PRUH�
IUHTXHQWO\��DGGLQJ�FDPHUDV�WR�SORZ�WUXFNV��LQVWDOOLQJ�
material control spreaders, reducing the amount of 

product applied to treat surfaces, and using advanced 

weather forecasting, they could protect the health of 

the lake while also saving time and money.

Whether known by its indigenous name or by its 

newer, European appellation, Lake Champlain is both a 

FUXFLDO�UHVRXUFH�DQG�D�XQLTXH�FKDOOHQJH�IRU�WKH�SHRSOHV�
of Vermont and the Adirondack region of New York. 

Through cooperation with the Lake Champlain Sea 

Grant and its partners, the people and organizations 

that rely on Lake Champlain have become its active, 

responsible stewards. Working together, all residents of 

the region can take everyday steps to ensure that this 

“pretty good” lake remains great for years to come.  !

Kris Stepenuck (kstepenu@uvm.edu) is extension program 

leader for Lake Champlain Sea Grant and extension 

associate professor of watershed science, policy, and 

education in the Rubenstein School of Environment and 

Natural Resources at the University of Vermont.

:H�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�WDS�LQWR
D�WDOHQW�SRRO�RI

FDQGLGDWHV�ZLWK�WKH
H[SHULHQFH��WUDLQLQJ��DQG
HGXFDWLRQ�QHHGHG�IRU
ORQJ�WHUP�VXFFHVV�

AWRA is a partner of the
Engineering & Science

Career Network. 

3RVW�MREV
0DQDJH�DSSV
6HDUFK�UHVXPHV

Get started on the AWRA
Career Center. 

CAREERS.AWRA.ORG/EMPLOYERS

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLX4Epplbh76gaN4rjiKgUy4yj_zz-EYjl
https://www.uvm.edu/seagrant/sites/default/files/files/publication/Rain_Garden_Manual_Web.pdf
mailto:kstepenu@uvm.edu?subject=
https://careers.awra.org/employers/

