
2019 Survey Summary

Sandhill Lakes 

Northeast District
Andrew Glidden, Fisheries Biologist

Jeff Schuckman, District Fisheries Supervisor
Phil Chvala, Fisheries Biologist

This summary pertains to those Sandhill lakes located in the Northeast District that were surveyed in 2019.
Earlier data has been retained for comparisons. Panfishspeciesand northern pike are sampledat various
timesin the springwith framenets. Largemouthbassaresampledin the springwith night-time electrofishing
gear. Walleyeare best sampledwith gill nets in the fall. Somelakesare sampledannuallybut most are
surveyedrotationally every other year or every 3 years. Sandhilllakescan be naturally formed and are
typically shallowand spring fed. Sometimesthese lakeswere formed when upstreamhay meadowswere
ditchedduringthe earlysettlementdaysor a drainagewasblocked. Theselakesareveryproductiveandwell
suited to panfishspeciessuchas blackcrappie,bluegill and yellow perch as well as largemouthbassand
northern pike. Additionally, we now have an expandingwalleye population in Willow Lake. Current
regulationsincludean aggregate15 fish daily bag limit on panfishwith a possessionlimit of 30. Statewide
minimumlengthlimits are15έfor bassandwalleyewith a dailybagof 5 and4 respectively,possessionlimit is
twice the daily bag. Onlyone bassin the daily bag limit canbe over 21έand only one walleyeover 22έis
allowed. Thestatewidedaily bag limit for northern pike is 3 with only one 34έor longerwith a possession
limit of 10.

Thedrought of 2012 hasbeen affectingmany lakesin the Sandhillregion, extendedperiodsof low water
levelsmayleadto summerand/or winter kills. Whilerainfallwasaboveaveragein 2013-16 in the NEDistrict,
someof the lakesdiscussedin this report continuedto declinein depth dueto lower groundwater levels. In
2017BrownCountyrecordedthe driest springon record,then after late July,one of the wettest falls. Last
year was one of the wettest recordedand these lakesbeganto fill. Thereare 8 lakesdiscussedin this
summary: Clear,Cozad,Goose,Swan,Tower,Twin and Willow. All were full or overflowingat the end of
2019. OnlyPetersonfallsshort of beingat full pool. Droughtyearscanprovidean excellentopportunity to
conduct renovationsto remove commoncarp from Sandhilllakes. Becauserenovationsare so costly and
verydifficult for 100%successin largeSandhilllakes,anglersmust not movecarpor other unwantedspecies
backinto renovatedlakesfrom a minnow bucket. After the completionof the TwinLakescarpbarrier in the
fall of 2018, recordhighrunoff in Marchfilled the lakeandcarpwere foundabovethe screensthissummer.
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Clear Lake

Clear Lake is locatedapproximately19milessouthand9 mileswestof Ainsworth. It isa privatelyowned
natural sandhillslakewith no inflow or natural outflow. Carphad gainedaccessto the lake via a man-
madeditch and they eventuallydestroyedthe water quality. Thisdrainageditch hassincebeen filled.
Thelakewasrenovatedin Decemberof 2012by NGPCFisheriesDivision. TheNew ClearLakeClub,the
USFish& Wildlife Serviceand the SandhillsTaskForcesplit the costof the chemical(rotenone)that was
usedto removethe carppopulation. A year-round public fishingaccesson the eastend of the lakehas
beenprovidedthrough an agreementwith the New ClearLakeClub. Thelake is at άŦǳƭƭǇƻƻƭέpluswith
currentmaximumdepthof over12 feet. The Clubiscurrentlyinvestigatingoptionsfor anoutlet.
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The lake was frame netted in May of 2019. No
blackbullheador carphavebeensampledsincethe
renovation and only six black crappie were
collected,verysimilarto lastȅŜŀǊΩǎfive. Theillegal
crappiestockingmayhavehada negativeinfluence
on the establishment of perch and bluegill
populations. All fish populations usually άōƻƻƳέ
following a renovation but we are finally seeing
improvement. Later May frame netting targets
bluegilland crappieand maymissthe largerperch.
Thisyearthe perchcatchrate wascut in half but at
least all sizeclasseswere sampled. Bluegillcatch
was very similar to last year and the population
exhibited good size distribution. We did not
electrofishfor bassdue to flooded roads,hopefully
we can next year. Angler successhas been
improvingfor summer/fallandthroughthe icewith
some crappie being caught. The basspopulation
looksgoodand it will haveits work cut out for it to
control panfish numbers as aquatic vegetation
becomesestablished. Waterclarity isexcellent,it is
onceagainά/ƭŜŀǊ[ŀƪŜέ.



Cozad Lake is locatedon SouthPineWildlifeManagementArea(WMA) approximately12milessouthand
1 mile westof LongPine. It is a naturalsandhilllakewhichusuallyhasno inflow or outflow. Duringvery
high water events,water cancomefrom a marshto the south and runsout the northeastcornerof the
lake and flows down a bar ditch headedeast, but runs out into a pasture. It has never had a carp
population, water quality is excellentand it grows a tremendousamount of vegetation. A handicap
accessibleparkingarea and boat ramp were installed in 2001. The biggestchallengewith this lake is
related to water levels. In Juneof 2010there waswater over the road for almosta mile of the county
road leadingto the parkingarea. From2013-17 it wasover3 feet below the highwater mark. Currently
the lakeisat full pool,overthe roadagainandrunningout, the boat rampis fully in the water.

Cozad Lake
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Framenetting wasconductedin mid-April, whichwas
a similar timeframe for the 2016 perch sample.
Bluegill are typically sampled in June but we were
unable to accessCozadat that time due to road
conditionsso the 2019data in the graphare from the
April sample. At the endof 2019this lakewasfull and
running out. All of the speciesin this lake should
respond favorably to the high-water. Bluegill
condition (plumpness)tends to be below averagein
this lake, but with low numbers they showed some
improvement in the last two surveys. We ran into
someweatherissuesin 2015that wasreflectedin our
perch catch but showed improvement for the 2016
survey. Bassnumbersdo not fluctuateasrapidlywith
the water levelsand predators tend to capitalizeon
crowdedpanfish. Thislakecanproducefish over the
5 pound mark during those yearswith near or above
averagewater levels. It would be a fair assumption
that ice anglershavea tendencyto crop the top end
of the perchandbluegillpopulations.



Goose Lake
Goose Lake is located approximately23 miles south and 4 miles east of hΩbŜƛƭƭ. It is state owned and
managedas a WMA. It is a natural sandhilllake which hasseasonalinflow and outflow. The inflow and
outflow channelsaredikedwith screenedflow-throughstructures. Thelakewaslast renovatedin 2003but
carpre-enteredin the fall of 2009andspringof 2010when the barrierswere inundatedandoverwhelmed
by extremelyhigh water levels. In 2015 an infestation of EurasianWater Milfoil completelycoveredthe
lakebut wassuccessfullytreatedwith anaquaticherbicide. Currentlythe lakeisat άŦǳƭƭǇƻƻƭέwith 8-9 feet
maxdepth. A renovationthat wasplannedfor the fall of 2017hasbeenpostponeduntil water levelsallow.
A concreteboat ramp is availableand there is an irrigation well that canbe usedto maintainwater levels
duringdry years. Overthe last two yearsthe bright spot for the lakehasbeenbassfishing. Anglershave
been catchinggood numbersof bass,many of them really nice fish. Bluegillnumbersare improvingbut
most of the fish were small. Unfortunately,pike havebecomerelatively rare in the lakeand harvestable-
sizeperchhavealsobeentoughto comeby.
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Framenetting wasconductedin earlyMarchto targetpikeandperchwhile later framenet samplingoccurs
in May or Juneto assessthe bluegill population. Bassare alsosampledin the May to Junetime period.
Highcarpdensitiesin the lakecausemost other fish speciesto declinewhether it be in abundanceor size
structureor both. Without carpthe lakeit is capableof growingthick standsof nativeaquaticvegetation
and supportinga fast growingbassand panfishfisheryalongwith an exceptionalpike fishery. However,
given the ƭŀƪŜΩǎcurrent state, fishermen are struggling to catch much outside of early spring bass
opportunity.



Swan Lake is located25 miles south of Atkinsonand is a privately owned lake that is leasedfor public
fishing access(no hunting access). It was renovated to remove carp in 2006 and they have not been
sampledsince. Onewasobservedon the eastsideof the outlet structure in 2010but it doesnot appear
anywereableto swiminto the lakeevenafter highwater the followingyear. In 2012improvementswere
made to the berms and outlet to keep carp from re-entering the lake. Following above-average
precipitationin 2017-18 the lakeattained its 9Ωmaxdepth andwater hasbeenrunningout the overflow,
somethingthat ƘŀǎƴΩǘhappenedsince2012. Thelakewashigh enoughin March to run out of both new
emergencyoutlets. A blacktoproadrunsalongthe north sideof the lake to the parkingareaandprimitive
boat launch. Bankanglerscanaccessa parkingareadirectly acrossthe lakeon the south shorevia two
tracktrail.

Swan Lake

Fishpopulationsin Swanhavestruggleddue to water quality issues. A partial summerkill in 2009along
with substantialwinterkill in 2014-15 impactedall gamespecies. Duringsubsequentsamplingin the spring
of 2015 electrofishingefforts collectedmostly small basswith very few over 8 incheswhile frame net
samplingfailed to catchanybluegillor perch,just numerousbullheadsanda few greensunfish. Following
someintensestockingefforts the gamefishpopulationshavegreatlyimproved,both in abundanceandsize
structure. Additionally,bullheadcatchdeclinedsubstantially,likely due to the rebound in bassnumbers,
andonly 69 were sampledin 2019(1,806 in 2017). In the graphabovebluegillcatchappearedquite poor
prior to 2019. The2015 (winter kill year) and 2019numbersare representativeof later samplingtimes
(i.e., June)while the otherswere from earlyto mid-April duringperchsamplingefforts whenthe water was
quite a bit colder. Perchcatchdroppedoff quite a bit in 2019but mayhavebeena function of the survey
occurringtoo late. Openwater fishermenwere pickingup someperch alongwith abundantbluegill this
past summerthough, so they are there. Recruitmentissuesfor the variousfish populationshave been
dealtwith throughthe aggressivestockingefforts mentionedabovebut a full lakeshouldhelpwith natural
recruitment.
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Tower Lake

Tower Lake is located12 miles south and 2 miles east of Ainsworthand is owned by the USFishand
Wildlife Service. Thisis a naturalsandhilllakewith no inflow or outflow. Thereis a berm that separates
this lake from a marshto the west with a drop-boardstructureto control flow into Tower. Theselakes
are carpfree and cangrow tremendousamountsof aquaticvegetation. Water levelsin theselakesvary
greatly in associationwith precipitation. With the record rainfall in 2019, Toweris full pool with a max
depth near8 feet. We did not surveyhere in 2016due to the low water levelsandresultingpoor access
and time constraintsprevented us from surveyingin 2018. The last basssurveywas in 2014 which
showeda high catchof fish from 15 to 20 inches. Thislakefull of water with all the floodedcattail and
willows maymakegetting a fish on the end of a line more difficult, but within the next two-three years
thisshouldbe a lakefull of fishaswell!
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This lake struggled to reach άŦǳƭƭŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅέ
followingthe veryhighback-to-backwater years
in 2010-11 andevenwith recordprecipitationin
2018 still remained below a άŦǳƭƭǇƻƻƭέstatus.
Somebeaversthat were hindering the flow of
water from the west marshwere removedand
water beganflowing into the east lake last year.
With recordprecipitationagainin 2019the lake
is finally full. Thelakewasframe netted in mid-
April, we had an fairly low catchof crappie,but
the majorityof them wereover8 inches. Bluegill
size structure was acceptablebut catch could
have been twice as high. We only collected8
perch total with none of the largersizepresent.
I ŘƻƴΩǘknow where these fish were hiding, but
open-water anglerswere fairly successfulfinding
them in the fall. Ice fishermenwere also fairly
successfulon the perch in addition to some
larger bluegill. With the improved water level
and associated flooded habitat, reproduction
and recruitment shouldbe fantasticand equate
to some excellent angling opportunities in 2-3
years.



Twin Lakes
Twin Lakes North and South are located18 miles south and 2 miles east of Bassettand are part of a state
owned WMA. Theyare natural sandhill lakesand water levels fluctuate widely dependingon wet or dry
seasons. Water flows into the North lake from the west almostannuallywith averageprecipitation,but has
only left the lake twice in the last 30 years. On thoseoccasionswater floods the county road to the west of
each lake and flows out to the northeast, the last time was 2010-11. In April of 2015 we salvagedand
relocatedadult bass,blackcrappie,yellow perchand northern pike to other nearbypublic fishinglakes. In
March 2016both lakesand manysmallpuddlesin the watershedwere renovated. The last couplemarshes
were renovatedunder the ice in Februaryof 2017. Four larger private sandhill lakesand someassociated
marsheswere also renovated in 2015 by the NGPCbut since public fishing accessǿŀǎƴΩǘan option the
chemicalwas purchasedby the SandhillsTaskForce. Fishstockingbeganat Twin Lakesin April 2016 and
continuedthrough Julywith largemouthbass,bluegill , blackcrappieandyellow perch. Consideringthe high
water the two lakes are currently connected with both at their approximate max depth of 8.5Ω.
A handicapaccessibleconcreteboat rampanda vault toilet were installedat TwinSouthanda concreteramp
at Twin North. Both are accompaniedby largerdesignatedparkingareas. Theserampsare designedto be
user friendly for vesselslarge& small. Fundingwasprovided in part from the boat launchfacility deferred
maintenance& matchingU.S. CoastGuardboatingsafetydollars.
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Framenet samplingwasconductedaroundmid April in 2017
and 2018 but was delayed until June in 2019 to more
effectively sample crappie and bluegill. Very high perch
catcheswere observedin the north lake in 2017and in the
south lake in 2018 with moderate catchesin other years.
Notable is the improved sizedistribution that can be seen
between2017and 2018. After 3 growingseasonsin these
lakesperchover 10έare present. Thecrappiepopulationin
eachlake wascharacterizedby moderateabundanceand a
sizedistribution dominatedby small fish while the bluegill
populationsexhibitedlow to moderatedensitywith decent
sizestructure. Perchover 11έwere caughtthrough the ice
early this winter with some bluegill and crappieangledas
well. Thus,three yearsafter the renovationthe variousfish
populations appearedto be developingnicely. Now that
these lakes have filled, all fish populationsshould have a
positive response. However,an unfortunate result of the
high water was abundant, prolonged connectivity that
allowedcarpto regainaccessto the lakes. X=This length category number times 10



Willow Lake is located approximately21 miles south and 11 miles west of Ainsworth. This is a state
ownedWMA. It isa natural sandhilllakewith seasonalinflow from the west. Whenthe lakeis full water
passesthrougha drop-boardstructurein a bermon the eastendof the lake. Improvementsto the berm
andgratedemergencyoverflowwere completedin 2016. Thelakewasrenovatedin Septemberof 2013
anddueto anunexpectedrisein the lakelevelwe werenot successfulin eliminatingthe carppopulation.
In addition to stockingsof blackcrappie,yellow perch,bluegilland largemouthbass,walleyehavebeen
stockedannuallysince2015 to provide an additionalάǘƻƻǘƘŜŘέpredator to help limit carp recruitment
andprovideanadditionalangleropportunity. ThelakereachedάŦǳƭƭpoolέnear12Ωlastyearafter having
been drawn down for the outlet work. Water flowed through both the main agri-drain outlet and the
emergencyoutlet all of 2019.

Willow Lake
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Framenets were set in mid April to target
the perch population, a later effort was
made last year to samplebluegill and black
crappie. Anextremelyhighcatchof carpand
bullheads discouragedus from trying that
again. Ascanbe seenour bluegill catchhas
been declining since 2015, only 2 were
sampledlast year and 5 this year. However,
there was a showingof GreenSunfishand
Bluegillhybrids(GSH)in trap netting in May
of 2018. The2019fish were collectedwhile
electrofishing. Thesefish cangrow fairly fast
and get over a pound. We may try some
later frame netting after the basspopulation
returns. A blackcrappiestockingis planned
for 2020.

Nighttime electrofishingwas conductedin early
Juneto samplelargemouthbass. Ourbasscatch
is far below the numbersthat are usuallyfound
following a renovation. Before we had carp in
this lakethe catchrangedfrom 29 to 55 bassҗ8
inches per hour of effort. Fish over 20 inches
were commonly sampled. In 2015-16 we lost
most of our basspopulation due to a bacterial
infection. Theinfection alsoimpactedthe other
fish speciesin the lake,includingcarp. We have
beenstockingfingerlingbasswhenavailableand
that is most likelywhat we sawin 2017, someof
those fish havegrown into the next sizeclassin
2018. The larger sizes are remnants of the
originalstockings. A healthypopulationiscrucial
in an effort to control blackbullheadsand limit
carprecruitment. Bassstockingsare plannedfor
2020to boostthis population.



Willow Lake - continued
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Perchcatchhasbeenfluctuatingsinceinitiating
our samplingfollowing the renovation. Things
were lookingreallygoodafter the 2015trap net
samplewith a fair numberof 8-10 inchersin the
population. However,it seemswe lost a large
number of fish from those original stockingsto
the bacterial infection mentionedearlier. Prior
to carp infestation the growth rates for Willow
Lakeperch were faster than any other sandhill
lake we sampled in a statewide SandhillLake
Studyand it looks like we are beginningto see
that again. Age analysisfrom 2019 indicated
that they are approaching10έby age 3. Our
catchdroppedfor both the 2019springtrap net
and fall gill net surveysand,similar to 2018, we
sawa few more of the anglerdesirableperchin
our gill net samplethan in the trap net survey.
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Following our discoveryof carp in the summer of
2014 we requested an annual stocking of 20,000
fingerling walleye to begin in 2015. Walleye were
observedin decentnumbersduringspring-time frame
net samplingin 2017 and 2018. However, the best
method to evaluatea walleye fishery is with fall gill
nets. In 2018, with the exceptionfish over 25έΣthe
gill net sampling captured representatives of all
length groups. Thosefish were representedby all
four year-classesthat hadbeenstockedin the laketo
that point. Someof these fish are reachingthe 15έ
mark at the end of their secondgrowingseasonand
evenif anglersfind them difficult to corner,we hope
they canhelp thin carpnumbersin the future. These
fish should provide an anglingopportunity that ƛǎƴΩǘ
foundtoo closeby.

Peterson Lake is located20 milessouth and 4 mileseastof Bassett. Thisis private lakethat is leased
for public fishingaccessthrough the OpenFieldsand WatersProgram. LǘΩǎa natural sandhilllakewith
no inflow but flows out to the north during extremelywet years. It is carp free and shallowso it can
grow tremendous amounts of aquatic vegetation. The ƭŀƪŜΩǎwater level fluctuates widely with
precipitationand is currentlynear full pool @ 8Ωdeep. It wastrap netted in 2012andelectrofishedfor
bassin 2013. Pikeup to 36έhavebeenobservedin the lakebut they are targetedheavilydue to this
lake being one of the closestpike fisheriesto our heavier population centers. The basspopulation
lookedgoodwhenit wassampledin 2013andit seemsthat it ƛǎƴΩǘheavilytargeteddueto the presence
of goodpopulationsin other area lakesthat are easierto access. Additionally,the lakehasproduced
fair numbersof big bluegill and perchwhich are targetedheavilythrough the ice. Accessto Peterson
Lakewasnot possiblefor mostof 2019dueto the conditionsof the countyroad.

Peterson Lake



Check the Boating Guide for details:
http:// digital.outdoornebraska.gov/i/1186614-2020-boating-guide-web

Nebraska Invasive Aquatics:
http://neinvasives.com/documents/Aquatics-Field-Guide.pdf

Fishing regulation & public waters information consult the 2019 fishing guide at:
http:// digital.outdoornebraska.gov/i/1196022-fishing-guide-2020-web

http://digital.outdoornebraska.gov/i/1186614-2020-boating-guide-web
http://digital.outdoornebraska.gov/i/1196022-fishing-guide-2020-web


Common carp find their way into many Sandhill
lakes. Sometimesthey are unknowinglybrought in
via minnow bucket but often they swim in during
high water. They degrade water quality by
disrupting the lake bottom, thus destroyingwater
clarity. This limits aquatic vegetation growth and
prevents other desirable fish from maintaining
healthy populations. A large amount of fisheries
ōƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘΩǎtime and ŦƛǎƘŜǊƳŜƴΩǎmoney is spent
trying to control common carp. In the Northeast
District, carp are still found in Long Lake SRA&
GooseLakeas well as many private sandhillslakes.
Asmentioned,Willow andTwinlakesalsohavecarp
once again. Additionally, carp swam back into
OvertonLakefrom upstreamsources. We do hope
to renovatewhen funding is available,water levels
decline,and all the landownersagreeto chemically
removing carp from those waterbodies. The MOU
for public fishinghasexpiredat Overtonandall the
lakesin the watershedshouldbe renovatedbeforeit
is renewed. AnAquaticHabitatProjecton Valentine
NationalWildlife Refugehasinstalledwater control
structuresthat are alsocarpbarriers. Pelican(found
carp in 2019) & its downstreamwaterbodieswere
renovated in 2018, Hackberryis next on the list.
Future barriers and renovations on other sandhill
lakesmay be possiblewith joint funding and other
assistancefrom Ducks Unlimited, Sandhills Task
Force, US Fish and Wildlife Service, NE
Environmental Trust, NE Dept. of Environmental
Quality,NEGameand Parksand possiblyothers. A
study is beingconductedto documentthe benefits
to all wildlife populations by eliminating common
carpfrom sandhillslakes.

Eurasian Water Milfoil is an invasive speciesof
aquatic vegetation that completely chokes out
native plants. Thisplant can spreadrapidly from a
singlefragmentof stemor leaf which takesroot and
forms a new colonygrowingup to 2 inchesper day.
Onceestablished,the plant can form densesurface
mats that interfere with boating,fishing,swimming,
and other forms of recreation. Plant fragmentscan
be transportedon boats, trailers, and other aquatic
sporting equipment. Zebra Mussels have been
found ascloseasLewisand ClarkReservoirand are
within 100 milesof Goose. Anglersmust be careful
to follow the Clean-Drain-Dry protocol to keep our
lakesfree of unwanted hitchhikers. Fishermen and
all other boaters must be diligent not to move
unwanted or destructive species from one system
to another by boat or bucket.

Eurasian Water Milfoil at Goose Lake 2015

Headwater lake for Twin renovation 2015

Zebra Mussels at Lewis & Clark 2016



Access Clear Cozad Goose Peterson Swan Tower Twin Willow

Bank/Wading NO YES YES YES YES YES YES YES

Boat YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES

Daytime Only NO NO NO NO NO YES NO NO

Ice FishingOnly NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO

Modern BoatRamp YES YES YES

Primitive Boat Ramp YES YES YES YES YES

Location of NE District public access Sandhill lakes

Access for these sandhill lakes vary due to ownership.  Cozad, Goose, Twin & Willow are owned by the 
State of Nebraska and are managed under Wildlife Management Area regulations.  Tower Lake is part of 
Yellowthroat WMA and is owned by the Fish and Wildlife Service.  Clear, Overton, Peterson & Swan are 
privately owned lakes with public fishing agreements.

Formore informationcontactthe GameandParksFisheriesstaff:
Jeff Schuckman, Phil Chvala ςNorfolk Regional Office ς402-370-3374
Andrew Glidden ςBassett Field Office ς402-684-2921

Please remember that these fishing areas have limited services and no trash pick up. If you
pack it in, pack it out, and keep our wild places looking wild!


