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Sounding an alarm about Lake Erie algae

Contamination severe in western end

By Jerry Zremski, News Washington Bureau Chief, buffalonews.com 

The worst algae bloom in history severely contaminated the waters of western Lake Erie this summer, prompting environmentalists to say Tuesday that the decades-long effort to clean up the lake could be undone by agricultural runoff and the growth of invasive species.

While the algae bloom has not yet damaged the Buffalo end of the lake, experts said the problem could eventually reduce the local population of walleye, a favorite of fishermen.

Moreover, the farm runoff that promotes the growth of algae in the western part of the lake and the zebra and quagga mussels at the lake's bottom are combining to create problems that can't necessarily be seen by the naked eye.

Lake Erie may look clear and clean in the Buffalo area, "but it's an optical illusion," said Tom Marks, New York director of the Great Lakes Sport Fishing Council.

The algae bloom is larger than any the lake has experienced in the 1960s, when algae was so pervasive that experts declared the lake "dead."

Starting at the lake's Michigan shore, the bloom extended eastward to the area north of Cleveland, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration reported last month.

The algae bloom, 2 feet thick in spots, prompted beach advisories throughout the lake's western basin. Toxins in the algae tested at 1,000 times the World Health Organization's standards for drinking water.

That contaminated water remains far away from Buffalo for a simple reason: Lake Erie is shallower at its western end.

That fact -- combined with agricultural runoff from the large number of farms in the western part of the lake -- makes it a better breeding ground for algae than the eastern section, said Julie Mida Hinderer, who co-authored a Great Lakes report for the National Wildlife Federation.

But people in Buffalo can't take comfort in the fact that the algae remains far away.

For one thing, walleye -- one of the most popular sport fish in the eastern section of Lake Erie -- spawn in the lake's western stretches and then migrate toward Buffalo.

"If we lose our fish here, you won't be seeing them there," said Michael Murray, the study's co-author.

So far, there's no sign of the local walleye population falling, Marks said, but that may be just a matter of time.

Smaller algae outbreaks also have occurred in Saginaw Bay, Green Bay and Lake Michigan, the report said.

The report, "Feast or Famine in the Great Lakes," details not only the algae problem, but also changes caused by invasive species like zebra and quagga mussels.

"Too much food is causing massive algal blooms in Lake Erie and other coastal systems, while too little food is making fish starve in Lake Huron's offshore waters," said Andy Buchsbaum, regional executive director of the wildlife federation's Great Lakes Regional Center.

"Nutrient-rich runoff from farms is growing a huge crop of algae along the lakes' coasts, but those nutrients aren't making it out to the water in the middle of the lakes," Buchsbaum added. "Quagga mussels are consuming almost all of it, leaving nothing ... for fish to eat."

That long-known invasive-species problem is a more immediate threat in the Buffalo area than the algae.

"One of the reasons the lake looks so clean and so clear is the invasive species," Marks said. "At the bottom, the zebra mussels and the quagga mussels are eating everything and keeping it clean."

What they're eating, though, is the food supply for the fish throughout the Great Lakes. For proof, look what's happened in Lake Huron, where the biomass of deep-water prey fish has decreased by 95 percent in the past 15 years.

New York's proposed standards for ballast water -- carried in ships' hulls to keep them balanced -- would go a long way toward solving the invasive species problem if they were widely adopted, Marks said. Most of the lakes' invaders have entered the ecosystem through ballast water.

The report recommended several measures to address the algae problem:

* A stronger Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement between the United States and Canada that includes tough standards on farm runoff.

* Provisions in the next federal Farm Bill aimed at curbing such runoff.

* Stronger enforcement of the Clean Water Act.

* Targeting Great Lakes restoration funds toward reducing nutrients entering the lakes.

* A special emphasis on Lake Erie, the shallowest and most vulnerable lake.

Such measures are essential, lakes experts said, to make sure that history does not repeat itself.

"I remember Lake Erie the way it was back in the 1960s, and I don't ever want to see it become what it was back then -- a fishless, dead lake," said Rick Unger, Lake Erie Charter Boat Association president.

