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Lake Erie is getting warmer and smaller

The lake is in far better shape than it was 20 years ago, but scientists worry it might not stay that way as it deals with new environmental threats 
Thursday, July 26, 2007 

Michael Scott

Plain Dealer Reporter 
Lake Erie is hot. 

OK, just slowly warming -- and drawing increasingly heated interest among beaker-bearing scientists, criss-crossing our lake this summer looking for answers to questions about temperature and related matters. 

Among them: Will Lake Erie continue its 30-year drop in depth and area? Will damaging invasive aquatic species like zebra mussels keep gaining in strength and numbers? Will the harmful algae blooms and no-oxygen "dead zones" keep growing each year? 

And maybe most critical of all -- why is phosphorous back in high concentration in Lake Erie, and what can be done about it? 

In short, scientists are asking: Will Lake Erie go back to its dirty ways? 

"That's why everyone is so interested in Lake Erie," said Dave Schwab, a researcher at the Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory, an arm of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. "The state of the lake is better than it was 20 years ago by far, but are we staying there or slipping back?" 

The answer is likely to have impact both locally and globally. 

Locally, because both water-quality and water-quantity issues -- from beach closings and the bad taste of drinking water to shallower shipping lanes -- affect not only the Northeast Ohio and Great Lakes ecology, but our economy as well. 

“The ‘So what?’ of all this is that warmer, shallower water can allow toxins to survive, can allow invasive species to take off, and more beaches could be covered with algae,” said Michael Murray, staff scientist for the National Wildlife Federation. 

And what happens in Lake Erie is an indicator of the health of the entire Great Lakes. 

“Lake Erie is really the bellwether of the Great Lakes,” said Robert Heath, head of the Water Resources Research Institute at Kent State University. “What’s happening in the entire system happens here first.” 

That Great Lakes system includes more than 30 million people who live in the watershed of a basin that holds 98 percent of America’s fresh water supply — a full 20 percent of Earth’s fresh surface water. 

Which makes Great Lakes water attractive to the burgeoning southwestern United States and a world with an increasingly keen thirst for fresh water. Which puts Lake Erie in the center of international intrigue.

Which explains why dozens of researchers from U.S. and Canadian universities and government agencies are conducting experiments on the Great Lakes this summer, many on Lake Erie. 

What some of them have been finding is disturbing — Lake Erie is warming and shrinking. 

What’s the cause? 

The average water temperature of Lake Erie has increased by about three-fourths of a degree over the last two decades, according to one study. That may not sound like much, but Heath said climate models predict further increases in air and lake water temperature. 

Those models include a continuing increase in temperature and drop in water levels in Lake Superior, the feeder lake for the entire Great Lakes system. The Superior basin has been under drought conditions for a decade. NOAA hydrologist Cynthia Sellinger said 80 percent of Lake Erie’s water comes from the upper Great Lakes through the Detroit River. The remaining 20 percent comes from local runoff and precipitation. 

With that kind of reliance on lakes Superior, Huron and Michigan, any reduction of flow into Lake Erie would quickly make it even shallower, which in turn would warm our waters even faster, a cycle that could be difficult to break, scientists said. 

As it is, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Lake Erie Areawide Management Plan suggests that our water levels could drop by more than 33 inches over the next 70 years.

The resulting 15 percent decrease in lake surface area would dramatically change shorelines by exposing more landforms and increasing the area of lakefront properties. 

So what can we do about this? 

Environmentalists remind us to conserve water. Activists call for legislation to stop invasive species. And scientists focus on study, study — and more study.

“Most of the scientists on Lake Erie are focusing on the monitoring of phosphorous around the lake,” said Stuart Ludsin of NOAA’s Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory. 

“That’s the common thread to understanding both algae blooms and the increasing size of the dead zone.” 

Phosphorous — the chemical from our laundry detergent and factories that nearly completely choked our lake nearly 50 years ago — was eventually eradicated through more-stringent cleanwater regulations, but it has returned in dangerous amounts. 

Phosphorous still comes into the lake from animal waste, sewage plants and some household products, but it’s also a byproduct of the mussels that have invaded the Great Lakes after hitching a ride on ships coming in from the Atlantic. 

Controlling invasive species and reducing phosphorous runoff is a good thing — some say the most important thing that can actually be controlled by humans in the Lake Erie equation. 

“We do have some control — but it’s also man-centric to think we can completely manage this lake and the entire Great Lakes system, ” said Frank Litchkoppler of Ohio Sea Grant. “The thing is, Mother Nature always bats last in these games.” 

