
Lake Lines
NOTES FROM THE COMMISSION CHAIR
Joseph Grube, Chair LAWPC
Happy New Year. It seems that as I get older the years just go by faster. It seems I was just writing about  successful  2015 
watershed activities and looking forward to 2016 and here I  am reporting out that 2016 was also a good year for the 
Watershed and that I am looking forward to more of the same for 2017.
The Commission and I are proud of the exemplary work performed by the professional staff this past year. Activities that 
are  routinely carried out include: educational outreach, water resource studies, watershed planning and monitoring and 
many other watershed related protection activities that allow for the continued avoidance of an expensive filtration system.
When you get a chance,  take a moment to appreciate the beauty and valuable resource that is Lake Auburn. It is beautiful in 
every season. The hope for 2017 is that it continues to remain the source for clean water for Auburn and Lewiston residents 
as it has for the past 140 years.We continue to collect and analyze data.  Although we have to deal with climate changes as 
they come, it is safe to say that by keeping Lake Auburn free of pollutants we have a greater chance to prevent algal blooms 
in our drinking water source.    
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The Microscopic Universe 
Mary Jane Dillingham, Water Quality Manager
What you don’t see won’t hurt you….there really is a microscopic universe in Lake Auburn. It is fascinating to me, a Biologist 
with the privilege of seeing it.   Precious as Lake Auburn is as a source of safe drinking water, Lake Auburn is also important 
to the organisms that live in it.  Yes, there are living things, some of them invisible to the unaided eye, in our Lake.  Aside from 

plants, water fowl, fish, turtles, frogs and insects, the living creatures I am talking about 
go unnoticed by almost everyone.  “They” are called plankton.  They fall low in the 
food chain and are consumed by small fish, snails, etc. and each even other.  They are 
extremely small.  Individuals are seen only with the aid of my microscope.  Seemingly 
insignificant, they are important and they are part 
of the marvelous systems that work together to 
make our natural world alive and healthy.  Some are 
beautiful and some are rather creepy looking but 
judgement aside, they are identified, monitored, 
and tallied regularly.  We use this unique data to 
assess the health of the Lake.   By knowing what 
plankton is living in our water at any given time, we 
can make various decisions that help us keep Lake 
Auburn a healthy and safe source of water drinking 
water.  So next time you gaze at our beautiful Lake, 
just imagine what you don’t see.
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Educating for Our Water Future! 
The L.A.K.E. (Lake Auburn Kids Education) school-based water education 
program is in full swing!  We are presenting a series of lessons to students 
around the watershed and some of them also participate in our FishKids 
program to raise trout in the classroom.  Each month we deliver a lesson to 
the class, so that by the end of the year the students have participated in 6-7 
lessons and hopefully have a pretty good overview of how water works.  Our 
lessons this year are: 
 • The Hydrologic Cycle- An Incredible Journey:

With the roll of a cube, students simulate the movement of water within 
the water cycle.  Students learn how water moves within the water cycle 
and will identify the state of water as it travels. 

 • Overland and Underground Flow: Watersheds and Groundwater
Using a variety of supplies students will learn how water moves across a watershed and how this movement also occurs 
below the ground in aquifers, and how this movement might affect a drinking water source.

 • People Pollution- 
In desktop models of Lake Auburn’s tributaries, students will learn how common behaviors can pollute not only the body 
of water they enter, but because many waterways are connected, ultimately the pollutants can make their way to a common 
body of water.

 • Lake Auburn – Flipping Out!
Students will learn how lakes form layers – or stratifies – when the ice melts and summer approaches, and discover how 
this change in the lake affects the organisms living there AND our drinking water. 

 • Tales of Tails and Parts (fish costume) for those participating in the trout program. 
In a fun and very silly lesson, students learn how fish form is related to fish function and how Maine’s Brook trout are 
especially adapted to our clean habitats.

 • VIP of the VP: Become a Very Important Protector of Vernal Pools and the forest food web
Can you speak frog?  Students will learn the calls and lifecycles of 7 Southern Maine frogs, and they’ll learn how vernal 
pools form the foundation of forest food sources. 

 • Little Teeny Lake Life:  Microorganisms (recommended for grades 7+)
Students examine water samples under the microscope and identify common algae, diatoms, and other organisms.  

Coming Soon: 
 • Tap Water Travels

Students will examine how communities rely on the a water resource and how such use can affect that source.  They will 
then construct a water delivery system to model tap water travels from Lake Auburn to their home and school.

Visit the LAWPC 
website at:
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New signs!
Throughout this issue of the newsletter, you will find photos of our new signs.  We 
are renewing our messages to visitors with spiffy colors and graphics and updated 
contact information.  Hope you like them!
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Local Stewards Improve Spring Road 
for Low-Impact Recreation Activities
For years, local running clubs have attempted to mark out distances along Whitman Spring 
Road; a favorite trail for running groups and individuals.  Volunteers tried painting the 
ground, planting stakes along the road, orange flagging, and last year they painted the trees 
bright orange. This was noticed by people who would rather see natural colors in the woods.

During the winter last year LAWPC staff met with 
Ralph Fletcher, Ben Fletcher, and Josh Gould and 
we came up with a great solution; install 4 x 6 posts 
every quarter mile, and note the distances at the tops 
of the posts. LAWPC funded the posts, volunteers 
used gps to delineate exact quarter mile locations, water district crews dug the holes, and 
the volunteers installed the posts.   The LAWPC then added messaging signage to each. 

We’ve had many positive comments; it seems that 
people really like to know how far they’re traveling!  
This project is a terrific example of collaborating to 
meet the needs of users with different priorities.     

Steve Webster, of Webster Tree Service, donated a lovely bridge to span the brook over 
Merrick’s Way near where it meets Spring Road.  The bridge was built for Steve’s wife 
Cyndi, who unfortunately lost her battle with cancer last year.  Users of those trails now 
can appreciate a sturdy and pretty solution to the crumbling boards that were replaced 
and the crossing is much safer now.  

As always, the Lake Auburn Community Center (LACC) enjoys access to Spring Road 
and the Hotel Loop.  This year, the LACC is adding a public bathroom and skating rink 
in addition to free parking at 115 North Auburn Rd.  LACC Representatives were instrumental in facilitating the donation of the 
new bridge, and they do an excellent job of grooming the trails from Middle Gate to the North Gate during snowmobile season 
and promoting outdoor activities all year round.  In appreciation, the LAWPC  added a new sign at the bottom of Merrick’s Way 
to show folks how to get to the LACC and their amenities. 

Our local Master Naturalist, Paula Curtis-Everett, has added Conifers to her series of brochures 
about Spring Road’s flora and fauna.  We now have three; Ferns, Broad-leafed Trees, and Conifers; 
and Paula is working on another to showcase lichens and mosses.  Her brochures include photos 
that she has taken along with great descriptions of the species so that you can identify them in 
the field.  You can find the brochures on the website at lakeauburnwater.org, and you can find 
Paula on the trails most days!

The LAWPC appreciates the many contributions from local residents and trail users to improving the experiences for anyone 
wishing to access the LAWPC lands. Last fall we instituted a permit program for hunters so that we could understand how those 
users were accessing the properties. We had terrific feedback about the state of the forest and its wildlife and few complaints or 
issues were reported.  We believe, and users are proving, that these properties can protect the drinking water source while also 
providing priceless opportunities to enjoy large tracts of nature in an urban area. 



Watershed Wildlife: Beavers, Muskrats & Otters
By Ben Nugent

Who is the fiercesome predator of the water and woods that makes it a priority to 
incorporate playtime into their day?  If you said otter, you guessed it! This animal is a 
member of the weasel family and can weigh up to 30 pounds and measure over 4 feet long. 
The otter has been equipped for life in the water with a long streamline body, webbed feet, 
dense oily fur, and a long powerful tail.  This intelligent animal is very proficient at preying 
on fish, crayfish, frogs, and other aquatic life.  So proficient in fact, that the otter has plenty of 
time in its day to play and have fun.  Otters can be observed sliding down riverbanks, rolling 
in the water, or playing with objects.  

Like other members of the weasel family, the otter can be secretive and rarely observed.  
However, they leave some of the most exciting sign to be observed along our rivers and 
lakes.  In the winter, you can follow otter tracks and see where the otter went from bounding 
into a long slide through the snow.  The slide is usually 6” to 10” wide, and can be found on 
a slope or along flat ground.  Often, tracks and slides will be found along water, but can be found in the middle of the woods, 
as otters travel from one watershed to another.  Another unique sign that otters leave behind is their scenting area (also called 
a toilet or otter roll).  These areas can be found on a shoreline and are visited by otters on a regular basis.  Otters roll around 
at these sites and mound up the vegetation and leafy debris and deposit scat, mucus, 
and glandular secretions there.  The acid from the otter’s secretions usually turns the 
vegetation dark brown or black at the scenting area.  The scat is very unique as it is usually 
full of fish scales and crayfish shell parts.

To me, otters are one of the most fascinating and exciting animals to watch.  All of 
my otter sightings have been exciting and memorable.  Otters inhabit the Lake Auburn 
watershed and if you would like to see one, you should slow down as you near the North 
end of Lake Auburn, where Lake Shore Drive crosses over the brook.  This is an easy place 
to observe this elusive and playful predator of Lake Auburn.
Article written by Ben Nugent, Wildlife Biologist, USDA Wildlife Services

Can You Guess Who Lives Here?
By Deb Charest

At first glance one might think that this den belongs to a beaver.  Its wetland 
location and dome-like structure fit our expectations, but believe it or not this isn’t a 
beaver den. Muskrats, distant cousins to beaver, also build dens and while the general 
appearance of their dens is similar, a closer look will reveal a few differences.  

Beaver build dens from coarse wood pieces such as freshly downed branches and 
trees which they take down themselves. Muskrat, on the other hand, make their dens 
from plant matter such as tall grass and cattails.  These dens not only provide shelter 
and protection from predators, but they are also a food source for the animals through 
the winter months.  Beavers are herbivorous and nibble away on the soft tissue that 

grows under the bark of the branches that make up their den, aspen being their favorite. Muskrat also prefer a plant diet, but 
theirs typically consists of cattails (which you can see in the picture above), sedges, water lilies, pondweed and ferns; however, 
if plant foods are scarce, muskrat will eat shellfish, snails, fish, frogs and salamanders. 

Both animals belong to the rodent family, are both dark reddish brown in color, and in pictures they can appear to look quite 
similar. However, muskrat typically weigh around 3 lbs., are roughly 20 inches long, and 
have a long thin sparsely haired tail, whereas beaver, the largest of the rodents, can weigh 
up to 40 lbs. and can grow to be more than 3 ft. long including the well-recognized flat tail. 

Both animals have been spotted on Lake Auburn Watershed land, but it’s quite possible 
that another aquatic animal is nearby; the river otter. The otter is not part of the rodent 
family but is also known for making or using dens like those of the beaver and muskrat.  
River otter are carnivorous; eating mostly fish, but they also take crayfish, amphibians, and 
freshwater mussels.  If you happen to see one of these critters nearby try to get a picture and 
let us know, we love hearing about residents of the beautiful Lake Auburn watershed.  
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Winter Water Science:  Will the lake ever freeze solid?  
Luckily for fish and for those who like to fish, lakes don’t freeze solid, due to 
water’s unique chemical characteristics. 
Temperature is a measure of the heat- energy in a substance. This energy 
is related to the rate at which the molecules in the material move.  At any 
temperature above absolute zero, the molecules in a substance are moving.  
As the temperature rises, the molecules begin moving faster. The faster the 
molecules move, the greater the average distance between the molecules 
becomes.  
The opposite is also true.  As the temperature drops, energy and therefore 
motion of the molecules is reduced.  With less energy to keep them apart, the 
molecules gather closer together and eventually, most substances solidify. 
Because of the greater number of molecules in a space, solids are more 

dense and heavier than the material in its liquid state.  It makes sense, then, that heavier denser materials will sink.  But not 
water…
Water’s special structure makes it behave differently.  At 39 degrees, water breaks the rules. 
Water molecules will slow and become closer until 39.2 degrees F, or 4 degrees C.  Below that temp water crystallizes, which 
creates space between molecules.   The crystallization of water molecules actually causes solid water to be less dense than the 
surrounding liquid water and therefore solid water; ice, is more buoyant and floats.  You see this in your glass of ice water, 
and you see it in the lakes of Maine.  
So while most of the year temperatures in a lake are normally highest at the 
surface and cooler at the bottom; in the winter the opposite happens.  Lake 
ice is frozen at 32 F and floats at the surface, while the water beneath remains 
a liquid at 39 degrees or higher. 
This special characteristic of water is significant; if lakes froze from the 
bottom to the top we would lose all living things in our lakes each winter!  
Also, a lake filled with ice might never completely melt in cooler states such 
as Maine.  Instead, lakes support lots of life all year round, contributing 
mightily to nature’s food webs and energy systems.  

Lake Auburn Watershed 
Protection Commissioners
Joseph Grube;  Chair; Lewiston Representative
David Jones; City of Lewiston Public Works
Michael LaChance;  City of Lewiston
John Bonneau;  Auburn Representative
Tizz Crowley;  Auburn Representative
Bethel Shields;  Auburn Representative
Bob Thompson;  Androscoggin Valley Council of Governments
Richard Thibodeau; Turner Representative
Stephen French; Minot, Hebron, Buckfield Representative
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319 Grant Progress   
It was a busy work season this past summer/fall; a few large projects 
were completed and a number of consultations provided education 
and ideas for future projects, hopefully.  We were happy to install 
close to 100’ of buffer plantings, replace an important failed culvert, 
and a few other projects that will help keep the lakes in the watershed 
clean.  In fact, our EPA method of calculation indicates that we 
are keeping from the lake 73 Tons of sediment and 62 pounds of 
phosphorous per year!  
Every little bit helps, so if you are a shoreline resident who would like 
some advice and financial assistance with erosion control projects, 
let me know.  Soon!  The grant period is winding down; we have just 
a couple of projects slated for spring 2017.  

For instance, this property consisted of a compacted slope leading to the 
lake.  Sand and salt from the road could travel unimpeded to the water.  
We installed a flat gravel parking area, then created stone lined terraces 
to intercept the runoff.  A nice buffer planting will help to absorb any 
flow, and the rest of the area was covered with inches of erosion control 
mix.  There should be little to no runoff from this property now.  The 
homeowner and we believe this represents a beautiful way to protect 
water quality!


