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Last week, LSPA staffers, Bonnie Lewis and Robert Wood (Woody) with Nancy Brook-Heckel took 

water samples from Lake Sunapee. To do this, they annually trek out onto the central portion of the lake 

and auger through the ice.  Woody believes that motors should not be used when human effort can be, so 

they bored through 26 inches of ice manually. It was a sunny, calm day--one of the best days in years for 

this task. 

They haul instrumentation and water collection materials out on a sled. The instruments and water 

samples allow them to measure dissolved oxygen, temperature, pH, conductivity and other chemical 

parameters such as phosphorus. This data combines with other seasonal data to inform us on water 

chemistry trends in Lake Sunapee.  

 

While all bob houses must be off the lakes and ponds by April 1, it is somewhat a guess as to what day 

ice-out will occur on Sunapee.  "Ice-out" is the term typically used to describe when the ice leaves a 

lake in the spring. On Lake Sunapee, this is when the ice has melted and broken up enough to 

navigate a boat from one end of the lake to the other, traditionally done by the Osborne family in 

Sunapee. According to NH Department of Environmental Services (DES) some lakes consider it 

to be when the lake is completely free of ice. Although the definitions may vary, the important 

thing is consistency in utilizing the same method to determine ice-out for each lake each year. 

"Ice-in" is the term used to describe when ice covers a lake in the fall or winter and is more 

difficult to determine.  

 
For Lake Sunapee, we are blessed with a long history of ice out data beginning in 1869 through 2014. The 

latest ice-out on Sunapee occurred in 1888 on May 14th and the earliest ice-out occurred in 2012 on 

March 22nd. Ice-out data follows a trend toward earlier ice-outs in the more recent years. The 

preponderance of ice-outs around the late 19th and early 20th century were in late April and early May, 

with none in March.  The most recent ice-outs were in early-mid April, with an occasional March date. 

The Sustainability Institute of UNH, in their publication "Climate Change in Southern New Hampshire 

Past, Present and Future", agrees that spring ice-out dates have been getting earlier over the past 115 

years. They state that since 1970, ice-out dates on Lakes Winnipesaukee and Sunapee are occurring about 

a week earlier.  

 

They note that lake ice-out dates are frequently used as indicators of winter/early spring climate change 

and find close correlation with surface air temperature. Changes in the timing of lake ice-out can increase 

phytoplankton productivity and potentially lower summer oxygen levels as the phytoplankton blooms are 

decayed through bacterial respiration. Earlier ice-out dates also impact the ice fishing and snowmobiling 

industry by shortening the winter recreation season. 

 

If we consider this year's ice-out on Lake Sunapee: the trend is for earlier ice-outs, but we had cold air 

temperatures in recent months and have 26 inches of thickness. I'll bet on April 22nd for this year.  

 

 


