Greetings everyone. My name is Robyn Dwight. I am happy to be here to
share what I know about ice belt lakes in Northern Minnesota and Human
Waste, particularly on Upper/Lower Red Lake, Lake of the Woods and Mille
Lacs, and to encourage your support for our work to Keep it Clean.
You may detect my accent - I was born and raised in Canada. As a child,
growing up in Manitoba, I was eager to go fishing, whenever I had the
opportunity. Through my summer jobs with the Manitoba Parks Department as
a teenager, cleaning campgrounds and retrieving trash from lakeshores, I
came to appreciate the importance of leaving no trace when enjoying the
great outdoors.
As an adult living in a progressive Manitoba town, I volunteered with an
organization that focussed on environmental stewardship, once again,
teaching about the importance of Renew, Reuse, Recycle and Reduce in our
area. I taught my students the importance of protecting and preserving our
natural spaces.
a After raising my three sons, I earned a Bachelor of Arts Degree with a major
in Geography and a minor in History, and a Post Bac Professional Education
Degree from the University of Winnipeg. Upon moving to Minnesota in 2009 I
earned my Special Education Masters Level Degree at Bemidji State

University and taught at Bemidji and Blackduck Schools until my retirement
three years ago.
Right now, I am the president of the Upper Red Lake Area Association
and the spokesperson for the local Keep it Clean Committee. As an avid
outdoors person, I keep busy gardening, raising laying hens and chasing our
four Aussies around. My husband, Brian, and I are fortunate to have six kids,
their spouses and nine grandchildren in our lives. Our small community of
Waskish is very important to us, as it is Ground Zero for the best Walleye
fishing in the State of Minnesota. We work hard to enjoy our rural way of life
and we are enthusiastic year round anglers.

I have come to learn that fishing in Minnesota is not a hobby, it is a way of life
and it is an industry.
My first experiences ice fishing with my husband at Upper Red Lake
involved pulling a canvas popup shelter and a wagon full of equipment a mile
out from shore, in subzero weather, with the frozen lake crackling and
thundering around me. After a day of sitting in a black tent, staring down holes
in the ice, warmed by a milkhouse heater, frequently bringing up those tasty
treasures, we would pack up, put ice picks on our boots, and lights on our
heads and trudge to shore, hauling our belongings over the treacherous
surface in the cold and dark. Not sure why, but I was hooked!
Soon after that, we upgraded to a less medieval portable shelter which
made our day trips a lot more enjoyable and frequent. After a few years, we
bought our first wheelhouse and now had the option of staying overnight. With
the addition of propane and a generator we could cook our meals, watch a
little TV and even bring our dog with us. Night fishing was great and the
horizon looked like a sparkling city when all of our neighbors on the lake
turned on their lights.

Over the years we have watched the “ice fishing industry grow to meet
the wants and needs of folks like us - ever drawn to the frozen lake for a
chance to catch a tasty meal or that elusive trophy - the one that got away.
Folks of all ages and abilities are now able to access Upper Red Lake
at a number of private access points for day trips or enjoy extended stays in
luxury RV styled wheelhouses with heated holding tanks for fresh, gray and
black water among other amenities.
Some people choose to rent fishouses from resorts and outfitters while
others, particularly those with V Plows on their trucks, can forge their own
paths to camping destinations all over the 48,000 acres of eastern Upper Red
Lake that fall under the jurisdiction of the State of Minnesota and are public
waters of the State.

Select Categories of Shelter Licenses
sold in Minnesota

2021

2020

2019

Non-resident Shelter

1190*

1281

3924

Darkhouse Shelter/3 year

6302*

6948*

3924*

Residential Dark House Shelter

42,611*

47,248

36,063

https://files.dnr.state.mn.us/rlp/licenses/historical_licenses.xlsx?20220726-54

Lake of the Woods, Upper Red Lake and Mille Lacs are now becoming a
winter getaway destination for not only anglers but individuals and families
alike who want a unique winter experience. Last year, in Minnesota, I
calculated that 59,785 shelter licenses were issued in these categories.

Ice Fishing is Fun!
●

Visitors - Upper Red Lake had over 85,000 Ice ﬁsherpeople in
2020-21 and over 79,000 in 2021-22 (DNR Winter Creel Survey
Report)

●

Leftovers - Too much of what they leave behind becomes a
problem for others to deal with, but there is no consistent
messaging for activities on frozen lakes at the local level or
from the State.

●

Options - stuﬀ trash bins, take it home, dump illegally or What are the options? (we need better awareness, education,
resources and infrastructure, regulation, enforcement and
partnerships)

Visitors: The DNR Winter Creel Survey reports that there were
approximately 85,000 trips onto Upper Red Lake over three months in
the 2020-2021 winter fishing season. In the 2021-2022 season there
were approximately 79,000 trips onto the lake.

Leftovers - Too much of what they leave behind becomes a problem
for others to deal with, but there is no consistent messaging for activities
on frozen lakes at the local level or from the State.

Options - stuﬀ trash bins, take it home, dump illegally or - What are
the options? (we need better awareness, education, resources and
infrastructure, regulation, enforcement and partnerships)

Why is this happening, how often, and how bad is it for the fish and for
us? The Keep it Clean Organization at Lake of the Woods has been studying
the problem of trash and human waste during winter fishing for over ten years.
They have implemented strategies and they have encouraged the public to
practice good waste removal habits with varying amounts of success.
They have provided me with three important studies which laid the
groundwork for my work at Upper Red Lake. I partnered with the Beltrami
County Soil and Water Conservation District in October of 2021 to try to
understand why we have this problem and to figure out what needs to be done
to stop it. We invited the Red Lake Nation to join us, which they have,
because, after all, approximately two-thirds of Upper Red and all of Lower Red
belong to them. The health of the fishery and of the people using it are of
great importance to all of us.
During our meetings with LOW Keep it Clean we learned that we have
many problems in common and that it would be beneficial to adopt their Keep
it Clean Logo and to, in fact, encourage concerned citizens in other ice belt
lake areas to participate in the mission we were developing. An organization at
Mille Lacs joined our efforts last December, and Regional Keep it Clean
Committee was born.

Based on evidence we have seen with our own eyes, and during
multiple conversations with local stakeholders and lake visitors, and with
numerous studies and DNR reports in hand, we have a clear understanding of
the Human Waste issues on and around Upper Red during the winter fishing
season from December to February.
Until now, anglers have accessed Upper Red, which is the property of
the State of Minnesota, through private roads. Each property owner or outfitter
who charges a fee for access and other services is a business, and is required
to provide trash facilities for their customers by the order of the Beltrami
County Solid Waste Department. The businesses must also be registered with
the Solid Waste Management Office and pay an annual fee to operate legally.
Once anglers and visitors are on the lake, they are expected to follow
the rules set out by each business. These rules vary and the methods of
encouraging waste removal and disposal also vary. Some resort folks charge
for trash pickup and removal, others work their costs into lake access fees. In
other words, the rules seem arbitrary and hard to enforce.
Thanks to the good will and hard work of businesses, their staff and
volunteers, tons of disgusting leftovers are removed from the lake on a regular
basis, but it is not consistent and it is not enough.

Better here than on the ice, or on the roadside, but we
can’t have poop bags
mixed with other solid waste.
Sorting it makes people sick.
In any event, the waste that comes off the lake, including general trash
and toilet bags have gone into dumpsters on shore, wherever they are
available, which have then been hauled to local transfer stations as mixed
solid waste.
Some resort owners place portable toilets next to their rented
wheelhouses for their customers’ comfort. Toilet bags are, once again the
problem to be solved. One resort owner is attempting to hire a pumper to
remove sewage from his portable toilets but this is costly and large trucks will
not drive onto the frozen lake.
Businesses at Upper Red, Lake of the Woods and Mille Lacs all have
one thing in common - they lack the infrastructure and resources to be
effective enough.

PATH
FORWARD
Our PILOT 2022-23

So, this is all great. Our little town of Waskish is booming, December
through February. Anglers and recreationalists are able to bring a lot of
consumable goods with them and of course, produce a lot of waste. Until now,
that waste, be it garbage, trash, or toilet bags, has been left in dumpsters on
shore, where they are available, for a fee, or taken home. Leave no trace,
right?
Our local Keep it Clean Committee responded to this problem by
creating a Pilot Program to run during the 2022-2023 winter fishing season,
during which time, fifteen-yard, lidded and labeled dumpsters with sani-liners
will be placed at four major resorts on the shores of Upper Red Lake, solely for
depositing toilet bags.
We also plan to distribute a bulk order of bags for human waste to the
resorts in the Pilot. Added to that will be a media blitz and information about
our solid waste ordinances and the public’s responsibility to do the right thing.
We are working hard to get our message out there, to change human
behavior for the better. The ongoing search for funding is very time consuming
and frustrating form a citizen’s perspective. We could sure use help from
people at the top.

“Stuﬀ” is piling up!
We need better options.
With the help of volunteers
& two grants
( $5K and $54K)
a plan was put in place.

It was a poopy
plan!

We are hopeful that once anglers and visitors know how, where and
why their leftovers and waste must be handled and that it cannot be left on the
lake, under the lake or along the shoreline, they will do a better job of
removing and disposing of it the right way.
This Pilot is costly and we are operating it, this year only, through
generous grants from the Red Lake Watershed District and the Upper Red
Lake Area Association.

https://www.google.com/maps/d/vie
wer?mid=13sudWhBGJbjbaNx0c3t
5a-vAegA&ll=47.72793527831898
%2C-93.9511130905829&z=8

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/fishing/
shelter.html#garbage

There are other scenarios on Mille Lacs and Lake of the Woods which
are working to a certain degree but with the increasing popularity of winter
fishing due to the availability of RV styled wheelhouses, there is the added
concern of what to do with a holding tank full of human waste and toilet
products at the end of an overnight or extended stays on the ice.
The Minnesota DNR has a paragraph on the fishing shelter regulation
page of their website with a link to RV Dump station sites across the country.
Unfortunately, there are none in Northern Minnesota for winter use with the
exception of two locations in the city of Baudette that have experienced sparse
usage. The problems associated with dumping holding tanks in subzero
temperatures make sani-dump stations costly to build and to maintain.

Winter RV Dump Sites
at Baudette, MN

Here are the two existing dump sites in Baudette, Minnesota - our only northern
option. We have to do better.

Big RV styled wheelhouses are fabulous and
fun for long stays on the frozen lake.

➔

What
What do they do with the sewage they
hold?

➔

Where
There are no winter dump stations
anywhere near Upper Red Lake. Could
there be?

➔

When
winterized Sani-dumps are needed
near lake exits during the winter
ﬁshing season

Our local Keep it Clean Committee met with Beltrami County
Environmental Services and the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency to learn
about Four Seasons Sanidumps in March of 2022.
We met again with the City of Kelliher, since all wheelhouse traffic to
Upper Red goes through them, to inquire about their interest in building this
type of infrastructure. A grant of $8,000 was provided by the SWCD to hire an
engineering firm to analyse their existing waste treatment system and to make
recommendations. We eagerly await their report.
Local resort owners and businesses realize that winter dump stations
are a sustainable solution to an overwhelming problem, but they need help
with planning and they need funding to make new infrastructure a reality.

● DRAFT LEGISLATION
● MASWCD DRAFT RESOLUTION
● SEAT AT ROUNDTABLE
● MEDIA PRESENCE
● PARTNERSHIPS
Back at the Keep it Clean headquarters, our regional team
continues to work on a number of fronts. We have put together draft
language for a Keep it Clean Bill which we hope will be carried to
legislature this year. In its current language, we ask for funding to be
allocated to the Board of Water and Soil Resources fort grants to
counties, SWCDS, and/or Watershed Districts. With these grant funds
we can begin to take much need action to address our concerns.
We have also prepared a draft resolution for the Minnesota
Association of Soil and Water Conservation Districts (MASWCD) to
guide their responses to our needs. Not only do we need help financing
winterized sani-dump sites, we need changes in the language of
statutes regulating human behavior on frozen lakes. Further to that, we
need to make sure the solid waste ordinances we have in place in our
counties are relevant and enforceable.
At Upper Red Lake, I am asking that our officers enforce a rule
stating that anyone on the frozen lake must keep personal items in
their wheelhouses, in their vehicles or, if on the ice - inside hard
sided containers with tight fitting lids at all times. This includes
food, trash, fuel, garbage and human/pet waste. All human/pet
waste must be collected and disposed of on shore separately from

other solid waste in designated containers. Nothing that has
the potential to contaminate the surface of the ice or be a health
hazard to people may be placed or left on the lake at any time.
Our sheriff and conservation officers are patrolling a large area
and attempting to police tens of thousands of visitors who have never
been given a clear consistent message about what to do with human
waste and the consequences for disregarding state law and local
ordinances. I’m sure they have ideas of how to do a better job of
enforcing good rules during the winter fishing season, just as they do
during open water fishing.
We all know the devil is in the details, so our Keep it Clean
Committee is asking for a seat at a Roundtable Discussion with agency
leaders, and representatives from government, lake businesses and
the fishing industry. We do not want another winter to go by without
taking action to stop the dumping of human leftovers on our lakes.
Keep it Clean is reaching out to media folks and has been
introducing ourselves to respected experts and personalities in the
fishing and outdoors world. We are excited to be working with partners
who care about our lakes and rivers and who can help us to make a
difference.

Is our health important to you?
Human waste does not
belong on the ice, under
the ice or along our
shorelines.
Please do your part to
protect and preserve this
valuable resource
now, and for generations
to come.

Our local and Regional Keep it Clean Committees are ready to work
with you to get things done right now. We encourage all communities within
the Ice Belt to join us and we ask our State Agencies and Representatives to
work with, us and support us, as we take measures to protect and preserve
our fishery and our Minnesota Treasure now and for future generations.

