AYC Ecology North
September 2010

Tourist season’s end, cooler weather ease Lake Erie algae blooms
By James Proffitt, Staff writer, thenews-messenger.com 

The Ohio Environmental Protection Agency continues to monitor Lake Erie's 
water supplies in the Western Basin as a large algae bloom causes problems for at least one municipal water plant in the region.

"Monday was it," said Put-in-Bay Village Administrator Doug Knauer. "During the week we have a few visitors over here, but that's it."

According to Knauer, the end of the busy summer tourist season means the end of water problems caused by the blue-green algae that has spread across hundreds of square miles of the lake recently, and clogged intake pipes at the island's water plant.

"We're fine now," said Knauer. "Our production is still down because of it, but so is our demand."

The village recently hired Bay Township's McRitchie Water to haul about 150,000 gallons of fresh water to the island to supplement water supplies for the busiest end-of-season days. McRitchie pumped water from Ottawa County water lines near the Miller Ferry at the tip of Catawba Peninsula and trucked it to the water plant near downtown Put-in-Bay.

The problem, according to Knauer, is the algae's clogging of intake valves used to draw water from the lake. To remove the algae, operators must use fresh water they just treated to flush the filters.

Last week the plant, which normally makes about 450,000 gallons of water daily, produced only about 300,000 to 310,000 gallons each day because of that.

Other local water plants that draw water from Lake Erie haven't experienced problems as serious as Put-in-Bay, but that doesn't mean they won't.

Marblehead Water Plant Superintendent Bob Biers said there have been no problems at his plant.

 


"Not at this point," said Biers, "but it looks like it's moving closer."

Biers, who can see the lake from the small hill the water plant sits on, hasn't been watching the lake for 
signs of the bright green algae. He's been watching his computer screen in the office.

That's where the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's daily satellite feeds allow people to follow the development and movement of blooms 
not only in Lake Erie, but in the other Great Lakes as well.

"I like to keep track of these things," Biers said.

Unfortunately for Lake Erie, it is the shallowest and warmest of the five lakes, which makes is the most susceptible. According to NOAA, the Great Lakes 
contain about 18 percent of the world's fresh water and about 80 percent of the U.S.' fresh water.

The algae, which can produce toxins, including microsystin, anatoxin-a, saxitoxin and cylindrospermopsin, has recently become a nuisance on many inland lakes and ponds in Ohio.

Conditions that cause the algae blooms include warm temperatures, bright sunlight and a good supply of nutrients in the water, NOAA oceanographer Rick Stumpf said in a previous interview. "It produces toxins that cause skin irritation, nausea and diarrhea," Stumpf said.

The Ohio Department of Natural Resources issued a number of warnings and advisories for lakes across the state this summer, including advisories that 
instruct people to have no contact with water at two state-owned lakes and toxin and bloom advisories for more than a dozen other state lakes and beaches, including Maumee Bay and East Harbor.

The OEPA's weekly testing of raw water samples from water-producing plants and public areas along the Lake Erie shore show the sporadic presence of 
toxins, but not in high concentrations.

World Health Organization guidelines consider microcystin levels below one part per billion in treated drinking water to be a minimal health risk.

In raw water samples during August and September, the OEPA reported finding levels of microcystin at the county's intake up to four ppb. In Marblehead, 
Put-in-Bay and Kelleys Island samples, the numbers ranged from 0.22 ppb up to 1.3 ppb. Some tests found no microcystin.

But in treated water, only once did microcystin show up, on Aug. 24 at the Carroll Township Water Plant, at 0.16 ppb. According to the WHO, the level could 
be six times greater and still be considered safe to drink.

According to Biers, the Western Basin's bloom should be shrinking soon.

"I don't think we'll have any problems," he said. "The water should start cooling off soon."

Knauer said island officials will consider making changes before next summer.

"We're going to be looking at a lot of things," he said. "We're going to take a close look at pre-filter systems."

Jimmy Dubbert, a mechanic at Dubbert's Outdrive in Portage Township, said that despite the thick, bright green carpet of algae that anglers and boaters cross 
through when they encounter an algae bloom on the lake, there's nothing to worry about when it comes to marine engines. He said the algae won't clog 
engines' cooling systems.


"A lot of manufacturers are assuring people the higher viscosity fluids are safe," Dubbert said, going on to explain operators working vessels in the Gulf of Mexico's oil spill have had the same concern as many boaters on Lake Erie. "We haven't had any problems."

"But," Dubbert added, qualifying his statement, "it's a pain in the butt because you can't take your dog swimming."

