
Generated by slow moving storms, heavy rainfall fell in four 
Wisconsin counties on 5th July 2024.  The greatest impacts 
occurred in Waupaca County in Manawa City where the lake 
overtopped Manawa Dam and eroded the right abutment. The dam 
had penstocks set daily according to weather forecasts and the 
inflows carried significant debris that reduced available outflow 
capacity. The failure wave occurred after the rain ceased and the 
gate releases had been brought back under control. Impacts 
included property flooding, potable water quality issues, and 
hazardous floodwaters. Post event issues included public safety 
with people sinking into the silt in the lakebed requiring rescue and 
the risk of wind-borne bacterial disease from entrained sediment. 

The dam was 104 years old according to the Manawa City website. 
The 176-foot crest gravity earth dam was built across the Little 
Wolf River for hydroelectric and recreation purposes with a full 
supply level of 1078 acre feet (1329ML) and a max storage of 1270 
acre feet (1577 ML), 17% greater than full supply level storage. 

The catchment of the dam is 275 square miles, or 712km2.

Wisconsin Dam Failure - July 2024 

Event learning examples 

How do we manage   
significant, but 
temporary increases 
in downstream risk?  

How do we rely on 
forecasts? Is there a risk 
if observed conditions 
are different?  Is this 
within our risk appetite? 

Do we have a policy 
for rainfall forecast 
use? 

Do we have a 
defin

Resources available

• Rainfall data – unofficial
• Reservoir data - official
• Media coverage
• Timeline and Manawa

City event presentation

Useful to

• Regulators
• Insurance
• Government
• Dam owners
• Critical infrastructure
• Disaster managers
• Boards

Right: Dam aerial post failure. 
(Credit Rails n things website) Below: 
Dam during failure event (Credit Al 
Kriesel via Wisconsin State Farmer) 

How does the asset 
perform if operational 
and design 
assumptions are 
materially different?  Is 
this within our risk 
appetite? 

Governance Questions
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