Section 3
3.1

Lake Description

General Location and Characteristics

Lake Vernon is a mid-sized coldwater lake located within the Town of Huntsville in the District
Municipality of Muskoka and is split between the geographic townships of Stisted and Chaffey (Map
2). Lake Vernon encompasses a surface area of 1,505 hectares (15.05km2) and has a total
shoreline length of approximately 50 km. It is the largest lake in the chain of four Huntsville Lakes
(Vernon, Fairy, Peninsula and Mary). Additional general characteristics are provided in Figure 5.
Map 2 – General Location

Source: Parry Sound District Land Tenure Map, MNR
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Figure 5 – General Characteristics
Latitude:
Drainage Area
Length
Mean Depth
Max. Depth

45o 20’
119.07 km2
53,536.78 m
41.7 ft
122 ft

Longitude
Surface Area
Perimeter
Total Volume
Flushing Rate

79o 07’
15.05 km2
50 km
148,259 acre feet
Continuous

Source: Lake Vernon MNR Map (1970)

Map 3 provides the bathymetry (water depths) of Lake Vernon and the location of twenty year-round
and seasonal streams that flow into the lake and one outlet. Further information on streams is
located in Section 4.4 Streams.
There are many upstream lakes that drain into Lake Vernon from the Buck River and the Big East
River. Lakes in the Buck River sub-watershed include Round, Buck, Fox and Axe. The Big East
River drains Rain, Islet, McCraney and West Harry lakes, which are located on the western side of
Algonquin Park, and Tasso, Bella, Rebecca and Waseosa lakes between Algonquin Park and Hwy.
No. 11. Waseosa Lake is a coldwater lake and Round, Buck and Fox are warmwater lakes.
Waseosa, Buck and Fox lakes have extensive shoreline development and Round and Axe lakes
have minimal development. Waseosa, Fox and the south end of Buck are located within the Town
of Huntsville. The north end of Buck Lake and all of Round Lake are located in McMurrich
Township.

3.2

Historical Development Pattern

Surveyor John Dennis and his crew made the first recorded visit to the lower Big East River in 1860.
When arriving at Lake Vernon, Dennis named it after his student assistant Vernon B. Wadsworth. At
about the same time the government was pushing a colonization road north from Washago into the
Muskoka Region, called the Muskoka Road. This colonization road reached Lake Vernon in 1870.
The lake was officially opened for settlement through the Free Grants and Homesteads Act of 1868,
which was legislation that gave free 100-acre parcels to settlers. Although homesteads were
already in existence to the west, and natives and trappers regularly frequented the area, substantial
numbers of settlers from metropolitan areas, as well as new immigrants, moved into the area. By
1879 much of the land around the lake was in private hands with most sites being cleared for farm
operations. Map 4 shows the ownership of the lands in the area in 1886.
During the 1870’s, Huntsville’s population reached 200. Road construction was slow, which made
the waterways the most efficient form of transportation. In 1877 the Brunel dam and locks were built
allowing steam powered boats to operate between Mary, Fairy and Vernon lakes. This gave way to a
steamboat era that lasted about 75 years. Lumbering was the predominant industry, and sawmills
operated in town.
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Map 3 – Lake Bathymetry and Tributaries
MNR Map
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Map 4 – Original Survey of the Townships of Chaffey and Stisted 1886

Source: Guide Book and Atlas of Muskoka and Parry Sound 1879
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In 1874 Charles and Janet Hood purchased land around the Hoodstown Rapids at the northwest
corner of Lake Vernon and constructed a dam and water-powered sawmill (Map 5 indicates the
location of watermills and dams). By 1879 the community, known as Hoodstown, had a post office,
3 general stores, 2 churches, 1 hotel and more than 12 homes. In 1880 Janet Hood filed subdivision
plans and sold over 100 lots, with the expectation that the railway extension would be located
through the community. However, on the east shores of the Muskoka River Captain George Hunt,
who settled in 1869, had evolved the rival community of Huntsville. The Huntsville fathers convinced
railway authorities to direct the rail extension through their community with the argument that
Huntsville would make a better lumbering community. In 1886 when it was decided that the railway
would run through Huntsville, the community of Hoodstown withered away. Despite access to Lake
Vernon by rail and steamboat, the lake was considered to be at a navigational dead end and
therefore escaped major resort development (Gary Long - This River The Muskoka, Susan Pryke Explore Muskoka).
By the late 1890’s, tourism equaled logging in economic importance to the area. At the start of the
20th century, growth continued in the area. In 1911 the town was electrified and a water purification
plant established in 1915. By 1921 the population of Huntsville had risen to 2,246. At about the same
time an increase in the number of cottages on Lake Vernon had occurred, and the recreational use
of the lake had become more diversified. With the development of better roads, and the availability
of personal motorboats, cottagers had easier access to their properties.
In the 1940’s and 1950’s Muskoka’s image as an international tourist resort began to change. More
and more it became a playground for families from Southern Ontario. The completion of Highway 11
in the early 1970’s improved access to Muskoka and facilitated commercial links with other markets.
Many cottages had been winterized and permanent homes were being constructed on the lake.
During the 1960’s and 1970’s the demand for more retail, business, social, and hospitality services
increased. Development resulted in growth of these services as well as the construction of
Huntsville’s first shopping mall.
Huntsville’s population growth continued and reached 3,342 in 1966. In the next ten years the four
Townships of Chaffey, Brunel, Stisted and Stephenson were amalgamated into the Town of
Huntsville, resulting in a population of 9,784. As a result of the increased population and residential,
commercial and industrial development, Huntsville’s first sewage treatment plant was constructed in
1959 on the Muskoka River. By 1996, Huntsville’s population was 15,918. Map 6 shows the
location of past tanneries, lumber mills and historical sites on Hunters Bay and along the Muskoka
River.
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Map 5 – Location of Dams and Watermills in 1886

Source – Gary Long - This River The Muskoka
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Map 6 – Past Tannery and Lumber Mill Sites – Hunters Bay and Muskoka River

Source: Huntsville With Spirit and Resolve, Susan Pryke, 2000

Observations – Historical Development Pattern
The economic base for Huntsville’s livelihood has changed over the years. The
economic influence of the original logging, watermills and tanning industries has
been largely supplanted with a residential and commercial tourist industry and
associated services.
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Recommendations – Historical Development Pattern
1.

Local planning officials should be encouraged to consider the impacts resulting from
residential, commercial and industrial expansion on historical features and sites.

2.

The economic importance of the tourist industry is essential to Huntsville and should be
supported. New development on Lake Vernon must be balanced with the protection of the
natural and social amenities that attract people to the area. The protection of the lake’s
environmental elements must have a higher priority.

3.3

Watershed

The Lake Vernon watershed is located within the Muskoka River Watershed, which is a large
watershed containing more than 2000 lakes with numerous interconnecting waterways (see Map 7).
The Muskoka River Watershed is comprised of three smaller basins; the North Muskoka River, the
South Muskoka River, and the Indian, Moon, Musquash and Gibson River sub-watersheds.
Map 7 – Muskoka River Watershed

Source: Draft Muskoka River Water Management Plan (Acres & Assoc., 2002)
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The drainage area of Lake Vernon is located within the North Branch of the Muskoka River and it
flows directly into Fairy Lake. The North Muskoka River starts at the outlet of Hunters Bay and
stretches about 50 km in length to Bracebridge. The Lake Vernon sub basin comprises a very small
area of the entire Muskoka River Watershed (about 4%). The Lake Vernon basin is generally
characterized as being a second order watershed.
Map 8 - Lake Vernon Watershed

The Muskoka Watershed Council was recently formed by the Muskoka Heritage Foundation to make
recommendations on water and land management within the entire Muskoka Watershed. Through
cooperative efforts with its partners, the Muskoka Watershed Council will pursue four primary goals
that reflect its underlying principles and will contribute to the sustainability of the watersheds in
Muskoka:

• Identify and implement programs to assess and monitor on a regular and on-going basis
the health of Muskoka watersheds;

• Develop and implement effective education and public information programs that identify
threats to the long-term health of the environment and increase awareness and
understanding of the importance of strengthening the sustainability of Muskoka’s
watersheds;

• Identify and promote sound land and water use planning that protects Muskoka’s
watersheds; and

• Promote the implementation of activities and best practices that respect the environment
and do not damage the resource base of Muskoka.
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As noted in Section 1, Introduction, Fox, Peninsula, and Fairy lakes have initiated or completed a
Lake Plan, which contains similar recommendations about the protection of watershed values. As
well, the local lake associations together with the Huntsville Ratepayers Association have
established the Huntsville Lake Council to encourage local lake associations to establish and
implement environmental planning guidelines and stewardship actions to protect the environmental
and social integrity of their lakes.
Observations – Watershed
Although Lake Vernon constitutes a small fraction of the Muskoka River Watershed,
its health and well-being has an immediate impact on those bodies of water
downstream of it. Conversely, the lake is directly affected by the condition of lakes
and rivers upstream of it.
Local community groups have become very active in the maintenance of healthy lakes
and watersheds. The Lake Associations of Vernon, Fairy, Peninsula and Fox have
either initiated or completed a Lake Plan. The Huntsville Ratepayers Association and
local lake associations have initiated a Lake Council and the Muskoka Watershed
Council has initiated a program to protect the health of the Muskoka Watershed.
Recommendations – Watershed
3.

4.

5.
6.

Ensure local official plans include policy that considers the impacts of all development within
the watershed. Ensure that the impact of development from upstream development is
considered in any water quality modeling or land use decision.
Support the ongoing water quality monitoring program, and initiate a local program to monitor
development within the Lake Vernon watershed.
Encourage all lake associations in the watershed to prepare lake plans.
Continue contact with Buck and Fox Lake Associations (upstream) and the Fairy, Peninsula
and Mary Lake Associations (downstream) to foster awareness of watershed issues and to
collaborate on joint projects

7.

Request the Town of Huntsville to notify the Lake Vernon Association about major
development applications (i.e. Official Plan and Zoning By-law Amendments) located within
the watershed, especially those developments located on upstream lakes and tributaries.

8.

The Huntsville Lakes Council and the Muskoka Watershed Council should be supported and
watershed management should be promoted.
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3.4

Water Levels

Current water management of the Muskoka River system focuses on water flow and levels for the
following activities:
•
•
•
•

Water sports and navigation, which need high, stable water levels;
Nine hydro-electric generating plants on the system, which must have a steady flow
for best operation;
Spring run-off, which requires lake levels to be lowered in the spring; and
Lake Trout propagation, which is enhanced by ensuring water levels do not drop
after eggs are laid in the fall.

The Ministry of Natural Resources directs the operation of the twenty-five dams in the Muskoka
River System. MNR follows operating plans that make use of a series of zones of operation
reflecting low, optimal, and high levels. The zones take into account the changing water level
priorities during the year and are used as benchmarks for comparison with actual levels. Figure 6
shows the rule curve that the Ministry of Natural Resources staff uses to operate the water levels.
The Ministry of Natural Resources is currently in the process of preparing the Muskoka River
Watershed Management Plan. “The purpose of water management planning is to ensure that due
consideration is given to all aspects of the existing ecosystem when selecting a preferred water
management strategy that may encompass hydroelectric power, flood control, and natural resource
management, as well as commercial, residential, cultural and heritage activities.” The focus of the
Water Management Plan is to develop strategies with respect to the management of water levels
and dams in the Muskoka River Watershed. A consulting firm, Acres and Associated Environmental
Ltd., has completed a draft Background Information document, which contains the following
information on the dams in the Lake Vernon watershed.
There are four dams within the Lake Vernon Watershed, three of which are located upstream and
one located downstream and none of which have power-producing turbines.
The Axe Lake Dam is an MNR spill structure located 4 kilometres downstream of Axe Lake
on Axe Creek near the community of Yearley. The concrete structure is 15 metres long,
1.5 metres high and holds back 1 metre of water at normal summer levels. The discharge
flows 4 kilometres downstream to Buck Lake.
The Buck Lake Dam is a 3 metre high concrete dam located on the Buck River, 2.2
kilometres downstream of Buck Lake. The MNR dam is a stop-log equipped structure with
overflow spill walls that holds back 0.92 metres of water at normal summer levels. The
discharge enters Fox Lake, which is 3.6 kilometres downstream.
The Fox Lake Dam is located at the outlet of Fox Lake on the Buck River. The dam was
reconstructed in 1979 as a concrete 2-sluice structure measuring 3 metres high and 15
metres long. The dam holds back 1.2 metres of water at normal summer levels and is
used to manage water levels for recreational purposes.
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Figure 6 – Rule Curve for Operation of Water Levels on Huntsville Lakes
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The Huntsville Dam and Navigational Locks were constructed in 1877 to manage water
levels for steamboat navigation. The 6-sluice concrete dam is 4.5 metres high and 51.24
metres long and is located 0.7 kilometres downstream from the Fairy Lake outlet. The dam
is used to control water levels for recreation, navigation, spring flood control, winter power
production, and fisheries.
In 1940, the Ontario Government and Ontario Hydro (now OPG) signed the Hackner-Holden
Agreement in order to formalize the control of lake levels and river flows within the Muskoka River
drainage area for the purposes of navigation. While this agreement was amended in 1969 it still
forms the basis for managing water levels on the Huntsville Lakes. The Hackner-Holden Agreement
indicates that:
“The draw down period on Vernon, Fairy and Peninsula Lakes, shall begin December 1
and proceed steadily downward to the allowable Hackner-Holden minimum levels by March
15. In accordance with the request of Fish and Wildlife Branch Department of Lands and
Forests, in interests of trout propagation, the water level of Vernon, Fairy and Peninsula
Lakes shall not be lowered more than 1.5 ft below the level that existed in the lake on
October 15, before March 1 following.“
The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources controls the water level on the Huntsville Lakes through
adjustments to the height of Huntsville Dam at the lake’s southern outlet to the North Branch of the
Muskoka River, beside the Brunel Locks. The MNR rule curve showing the 2002 optimum level,
high and low operating levels for Huntsville Lakes, which include Peninsula Lake, Fairy Lake, and
Lake Vernon, as measured at Huntsville Dam, is shown in Figure 6. No public notice is given for
controlled reductions in water level, although high water level warnings are issued in the event of
flooding.
The outflow from the Huntsville dam travels approximately 8.7 kilometres down the North Branch of
the Muskoka River to Mary Lake. The river then passes through the Port Sydney dam before
continuing on to the hydroelectric generating stations at High Falls, Wilson Falls and Bracebridge
Falls.
Observations – Water Levels
Water levels in the watershed are controlled by MNR through several dams on the
system.
Flood warnings are issued as increases in water levels occur.
MNR regulation of the Lake Vernon water level can sometimes result in a decline to an
unsafe level and increase navigational hazards. There is currently no notice provided
when these drawdowns occur.
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Recommendations – Water Levels
9.

The MNR should be requested to establish a system of notifying the public when the water
level in Lake Vernon and Fairy Lake is routinely lowered in the fall.

10. The Lake Vernon Association should contact the Ministry of Natural Resources to ensure that
the lake residents are notified of any decisions that may alter the management of current
water levels.

3.5

Access and Ownership

The land within the Lake Vernon watershed and along the shoreline is predominately in private
ownership, except for ten small parcels that are access points by the Town of Huntsville. The
Crown owns two rural parcels of land (about 200 hectares) located within the watershed, as well as
the lakebed of Lake Vernon (see Map 9 – Crown lands).
Map 9 – Crown Lands

Source: Parry Sound District MNR Map
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Vehicle access to Lake Vernon is gained from Hwy #11, Ravenscliffe Road (Muskoka Road 2) and
Aspdin Road (Muskoka Road 3). Road Networks around the lake are shown on Map 10, Road
Network and Town of Huntsville Owned Lands. There are three boat access points on the lake;
Peacock Bay Marine, Kinsmen Beach and Avery Beach on Hunters Bay. Water access to the lake
can also be achieved through the waterway connections to Fairy, Peninsula and Mary lakes.
Public access to the lake is available from any shoreline town owned lands or unopened road
allowances. Map 10 shows the location of town owned shoreline properties where access to the
lake is available. Some of these access points include beaches and parks, as well as unopened
road allowances.
Observations – Access and Ownership
Shoreline maintenance and improvement is mainly in the hands of individual private
property owners.
There are three boat ramp accesses to Lake Vernon and numerous means of access
via the other three lakes.
Recommendations – Access and Ownership
11. Existing public access points should be retained and more effectively identified.
12. Foster stewardship projects that encourage shoreline owners to ensure the naturalness of
their properties.

3.6

Current Land Use and Shoreline Structures

The current land use surrounding Lake Vernon is identified on Map 11, which was prepared by the
Town of Huntsville. The shoreline is predominantly residential with tourist commercial nodes located
in five areas of the lake. There are three nodes of general industrial areas located on Hunter’s Bay
and the North Muskoka River; KWH Pipe, Kimberly Clark and Tembec. The rural areas surrounding
Lake Vernon are predominantly forested rural lands with a mixture of residential, agriculture and
resource extraction land uses. A substantial amount of land in the rural portions of the watershed is
currently undeveloped.
The shoreline of Lake Vernon is essentially privately owned, and there are significant portions that
are not developed. Figure 7 provides an estimate of the number of residential and commercial
shoreline properties. In addition there is one private residential community that is located on the
western shoreline of Lake Vernon, known as Norvern Shores. It contains a number of residential
dwellings that are located throughout the rural portions of the property, and all lots have a common
access to the water.
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Map 10 – Road Network and Town of Huntsville Owned Lands
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Map 11 – Lake Vernon Land Use
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Figure 7 – Number of Shoreline Lots
Lake

Developed

Hunter’s Bay
Main Basin
North Basin
Total

34
202
104
340

No Development
Potential
0
5
4
9

Commercial

Vacant

Total

0
3
1
4

6
107
32
145

40
317
141
498

Source: Draft Muskoka River Water Management Plan (Acres & Assoc. 2002), District of Muskoka

There are 5 commercial developments on the lake; two summer camps (Tawingo and
Wabanaki), one lodge (Falcon Lodge), one bed and breakfast operation with housekeeping
cottages (Muskoka Moments) and one marina (Peacock Marina). Commercial resorts and
private camps have a long history on the lake and are part of the lake’s heritage.
Camp Tawingo – was founded in 1961 and its name is derived from the Algonkin term
“running water.” The camp’s name comes from the three streams that flow through its
property into Lake Vernon. The camp can accommodate 400 summer campers and 150
staff and has private college/school programs that run year-round. The camp encompasses
an area of 80 hectares (200 acres).
Camp Wabanaki – was established in 1925 as a girl’s camp and was named Onawaw,
which is a Cree word meaning “Spirit of the Dawn.” At that time the camp could
accommodate approximately 40 people. The site is comprised of 40 acres consisting of
one large island, one small island and 23 acres of mainland. The site was sold in 1970 to
the Kitchener-Waterloo YMCA for Camp Wabinaki. It now has a capacity for 140 campers
and approximately 60 staff.
Falcon Lodge – is located at the mouth of the Narrows on Lake Vernon. The lodge offers
housekeeping accommodations in 5 main lodge rooms and 4 cottages. The capacity of the
lodge is approximately 41 persons. The lodge does not offer dining facilities.
Muskoka Moments Bed & Breakfast – is located on Lake Vernon, next to Camp
Tawingo. The bed and breakfast has three guest rooms that can accommodate 6 persons.
Muskoka Moments also has 4 cottages available for rent on their three and a half acres of
property. These cottages can accommodate 21 persons. The bed and breakfast offers a
dining room for guests only.
Peacock Bay Marina – established in 1970, is located on 2.63 acres on Peacock Bay,
Lake Vernon. The marina provides fuel, full marine servicing and sales and docking for 40
boats.
Docks and boathouses are prevalent along the shoreline and almost all residential and commercial
properties have at least one shoreline structure. The areas with the highest concentration of docks
and boathouses are along Vernon Shores and in the Narrows leading to Hunters Bay. The District of
Muskoka undertook a detailed shoreline assessment in the summer of 2002. Map 12 (insert at back
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of report) indicates the location of all shoreline structures (docks, boathouses, shorewalls and boat
ramps). Figure 8 indicates that there are a total of 412 shoreline structures on the shore of Lake
Vernon (excluding Hunters Bay). There are 333 docks, 43 boathouses, and 36 other structures
including one airplane hanger and one bridge. About 46% of all docks are constructed on cribs. Crib
docks have the greatest impact on the littoral zone of the lake (A Guide to Shoreline Management in
Muskoka, Muskoka Heritage Foundation).
Figure 8 – Count of Shoreline Structures
Type of Structure
Docks (total)
Crib
Floating
Pole
Boathouse (total)
1 Slip
2 Slip
On Land
Marine Railway
Decks
Ramps
Airplane Hanger
Bridge

Count
333
154
112
67
43
28
3
12
11
11
12

Total

1
1
412

Source: District of Muskoka (2002)

Observations – Current Land Use and Shoreline Structures
The shoreline of Lake Vernon is privately owned yet, significant portions of the
shoreline remain relatively undeveloped.
There are 333 docks and 43 boathouses on the lake. 46% of all docks are constructed
on cribs.
Recommendations – Current Land Use and Shoreline Structures
13. Ensure that the water quality impact of new shoreline lots is assessed before they are
approved.
14. Ensure that the official plan includes appropriate standards for the development and
redevelopment of existing properties.
15. Assess the potential commercial development permitted under current zoning regulation and
determine the impact on water quality.
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16. Become more involved in the planning approval process for new development. Request the
local planning approval authorities to advise the Lake Vernon Association about major
development proposals in the watershed.
17. Encourage the District of Muskoka to update background information (e.g. development
levels) for its water quality analysis.
18. Conduct a survey in 5 years to identify current development levels and provide information to
the District of Muskoka for their water quality program.
19. Encourage residents to install post-supported docks or floating docks instead of crib docks.
20. The balance between natural state and built sections of shoreline activity should be
appropriately maintained by regulations to restrict the cumulative size and location of docks
and boathouses. The following should be considered:
a. Shoreline construction should total no more than the following:
For single residences, 25% of shoreline frontage or up to 23 m, whichever is less.
For residential cluster development, 25% of shoreline frontage of the open space
block or up to 30 m, whichever is less.
For resorts commercial development, 33% of shoreline frontage.
For marinas 50% of shoreline frontage.
b. A natural vegetative buffer, at least 15m in depth, should be maintained on all lots.

3.7

Residential Occupancy

The number of people living on and using the lake will have a direct effect on water quality and can
result in social impacts such as aesthetics, noise, recreation and boating activity. Occupancy refers
to the number and length of time that residential users stay on the lake. Increased stay increases
the amount of phosphorus generated through sewage that may ultimately end up in the lake and
impacts water quality and the coldwater fishery. Increased occupancy may also affect aesthetics,
boat activity and other social factors.
The conversion of seasonal homes to a permanent use has remained fairly stable for the past 15
years. The Summer 2002 Residential Survey indicated that about 27% of those surveyed live on the
lake permanently, and 61% were seasonal (the survey is representative of 17% of the Lake Vernon
population). The Summer 2002 Residential Survey also indicated that only about 13% of the current
seasonal residents intended to convert their cottages to permanent use. About 63% intended to
continue to use their cottages on a seasonal basis and 25% did not know whether or not they would
convert to permanent use.
The Summer Residential Survey indicated that the average length of time that people have been on
the lake is 17.8 years and the average number of generations was 1.7. Figure 9 indicates the
average number of days that seasonal residences are used by lake residents.
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Figure 9 – Seasonal Residential Occupants
Summer use
61.4

Fall use
40

Winter use
34

Spring use
39.7

Source: Residential Survey - Summer 2002

Observations – Residential Occupancy
According to the Residential Survey, the use of the lake is primarily seasonal and only
a small number of seasonal residences have plans to convert their cottages to
permanent residences.
In comparison to other larger lakes in the vicinity, there is very little commercial
development on Lake Vernon, which includes one marina, one lodge, one bed and
breakfast and two youth camps.

Recommendations – Residential Occupancy
21. Provide the District of Muskoka with current occupancy information for water quality analysis.
22. Consider a requirement to inspect and upgrade (if necessary) sewage disposal facilities for
conversion of seasonal residences to permanent residences.
23. Conduct a survey in five years to determine if there is a greater permanent occupancy of
lands and ensure the water quality program includes these figures when conducting
modeling.

Lake Vernon Plan
French Planning Services Inc.

29

Section 3.0
Lake Description

