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That 1970s Feeling

The Ottawa Citizen

Sometimes old environmental problems come back when we least expect them.

Remember all those stories in the 1970s about algae threatening to kill Lake Erie? We overcame that problem didn't we, just like we did acid rain? Maybe not.

The return of lake-killing algae comes at a time when Canadians, it seems, are thinking a lot about fresh water. A new Ipsos-Reid poll commissioned by the Royal Bank and Unilever tells us that we consider water our most important resource. In an oil-rich country, this is significant. Yet, while we say we value water, our actions don't always support our ideals. The Ipsos-Reid poll found that almost half of respondents let the tap run constantly as they wash dishes, and about one-fifth wash their driveways with the hose.

"This should be a huge concern, given that we live in a society run by water and the long-term supply of this precious resource is already at risk in many parts of the country," says an organization called Canadian Partnership Initiative of the UN Water for Life Decade.

It's true that, in parts of the country where water is drawn from under ground, supplies are limited. Happily, Ottawa is not such a place. Wasting water on the driveway is less a concern here because our supply comes from the clouds and rivers, and what we use (or waste) returns to the clouds and rivers. Net loss: zero.

But the return of the algae problem does indicate that even in water-rich places such as Ontario and Quebec we are not respecting our lakes and rivers. In some lakes, regular green algae is appearing now for the first time. This was the stuff that threatened Lake Erie. Ordinary algae simply use up the oxygen in water so that fish can't survive.

But it is being joined by blue-green algae, a toxic form of single-celled plant life that can irritate the skin of swimmers and make water undrinkable.

David Schindler, a University of Alberta biologist and the country's leading expert on fresh water, says blue-green algae now threaten lakes in all provinces of Canada. Blue-green algae have appeared in some 200 Quebec lakes (including Meech Lake). Lake Winnipeg is especially affected this year.

The appearance of both varieties of algae is a reminder that we can't take environmental victories for granted. The price of clean water is eternal vigilance, and the way to achieve this is by not fouling the water in the first place. Algae thrive in phosphate runoff from chemical fertilizers, sewage, manure and even detergents. (Laundry detergents are low in phosphates by law, a benefit from the Lake Erie crisis; dishwasher detergents, however, are usually exempt.)

The only way to address pollution for the long term is to reform our industrial processes, rather than just trying to treat the waste. That's why Inco redesigned its smelter at Sudbury to reduce the sulphur-based emissions that cause acid rain.

Some environmental problems are complex and difficult. Others may be as simple as avoiding all fertilizers near the shoreline, and not building lawns down to the water's edge as shoreline developments expand.

Blue-green algae can be overcome, but it takes a combined effort by everyone near the water.

