
The Drought Story  

During the early part of 2004, the water level in the Shawnee Twin Lakes suddenly began dropping at an unusual 

rate. Concerned lake residents contacted City Hall but were told not to worry, there was no leak. Time went on and 

the lake level continued to drop. 

Finally, in late October of that year, city crews discovered a large leak in a 27-inch line in the bed of South Deer 

Creek and another leak a couple of weeks later in a 20-inch line under the North Canadian River. One was repaired 

and the other capped off. 

The water level continued to drop é but not because of a line break this time. With the lake level already low, we 

entered what was to become a 2-year drought. During 2005 and 2006, the weather showed no mercy. The water 

level in the Shawnee Twin Lakes dropped so low that the City Manager banned all recreation (except fishing from 

the shore) for safety reasons. Not even a paddle boat could be seen on the lake.  

All docks around the lake were on the ground, trees grew in the lake bed and periodic wildfires dotted the area. 

Several leaseholders who could not even see water from their cabins became frustrated and sold their watercraft 

and/or homes, thinking even if the drought ended it would take years for the lake to recover. 

On April 11, 2007, the city finally opened the Atoka water line which was built over 20 years ago to transfer water 

from Atoka Lake to Shawnee Lake #1 during emergencies. The line was open only about a week when the rain 

began so it was closed after only 30 days.  

The rains continued throughout the spring and summer and the lake gradually began to recover. Then in August 

2007, a strange thing happened ï something meteorologists called a ñ500-year eventò. According to a newspaper 

account at the time, ñThe radar screen confirmed what the torrential rain was suggesting: Tropical Storm ñErinò 

had confused Oklahoma for the Gulf Coast.ò The storm moved inland, intensified over land and dropped as much as 

10 inches of rain in some areas of Oklahoma. For the first time in years, residents saw water in the Shawnee Twin 

Lakes go over the spillway! 

 

 

An Oklahoma Mesonet picture of Tropical Storm Erin August 19, 2007 

 

Is the water level in the Shawnee Twin Lakes likely to fall so drastically again? It is unlikely another break in the 

distribution line would go undetected for months, as in the past. Shawnee has installed new valves and metering 

devices on the Lake #1 Tower, has plans to do the same on Lake #2, and now has a USGS Monitoring Station on 

Lake #1. And one of the improvements to be funded by the cityôs recent water-rate increase is a new 30-inch 

distribution line from Lake #1 to the treatment plant. 

As for a drought é the weather is cyclical and itôs just a matter of time before Oklahoma experiences another one. 

When this happens, the lake level will most certainly drop. The Twin Lakes have a small watershed and no major 

tributaries feeding them, so are very dependent on rainfall. However, one advantage we have over the past is that the 

city can now successfully treat water in the Wes Watkins Reservoir, whereas before it could only be used by 

blending it with water from the Twin Lakes. 

For now, the lake is full and looking good, so ENJOY!



 

The Story in Pictures é 
 

   DURING       AFTER 

   
                                         Lake #1 Tower in 2007            Recent Picture of Lake #1 Tower at 1072.36 

 

     
          Lake #2 Tower in 2007                 Recent picture of Lake #2 Tower 

 

   
                                 Dry Canal lined with trees in 2006            Canal Fall of 2009 



    

                           Fishing Wharf on the Ground in 2006                         Floating Again in 2007 

 

   
               Recreation banned 2005-2006 for Safety Reasons    Full recreation is back 

 

   
  Old Patterson Brid ge above the water in 2006, dry dock in background            Water over the Spillway August 2007 


