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Iceless lake concerns scientists

By Tom Jackson, Sandusky Register

Lake Erie's ice is missing.

It's January, and the area went through a cold snap last week. But people who look out across the lake are still waiting for the usual winter coat of ice to show up.

It's an odd sight, said George Leshkevich, a research scientist at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory in Ann Arbor, Mich.

"I would say at this point in the season, certainly the Western Basin should have a fairly substantial ice cover," Leshkevich said.

The lake's open water during January is part of a trend that's shown up for more than a dozen years, Leshkevich said.

In 1997, the lakes were covered with plenty of ice, but since then the trend has been for less ice covering the Great Lakes, including Lake Erie.

That trend has continued so far during the winter of 2011-12.

Statistics compiled by the Great Lakes lab show that on Jan. 3, there was no ice on Lake Erie. A photograph taken in late December shows no ice on the lake's surface. Leshkevich also noted when ice has formed over the lakes in recent years, the quality of the ice is less than before.

In 2003, Lake Superior was almost completely covered with ice. But it had water on it, it had holes in it and it was not as thick as the ice Leshkevich saw in the 1990s.

Leshkevich tracks ice coverage on the surfaces of the Great Lakes and posts photographs and information about lake trends.

Scientists say the lack of ice could be related to global warming.

Leshkevich said it's difficult to say how much of the decline in ice is because of abnormal climate change, and how much is because of natural variation throughout the years.

"The record we have for ice cover on the lake right now is relatively short," he said.

Two other scientists, however, said they think global warming has contributed to the recent shortage of ice, although they said further research is needed.

Jeffrey Rogers, a geographer at The Ohio State University, is Ohio's state climatologist.

He said there has been a gradual warming in the Lake Erie region throughout the years, although it is not as pronounced as in other places such as Alaska and Siberia.

But Rogers said there's more evidence of another effect of global warming -- more intense rain storms, which last summer dumped large amounts of water on Sandusky area communities and increased runoff into the lake.

Brent Lofgren, a climatologist at the Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory, said less ice covering the lake in winter could mean more evaporation from the lake, which can increase precipitation along the shore.

"We're going to be subjected to a lot rainier winters," he said.

Scientists are debating whether global warming will lower the lake levels, and by how much.

Don't believe the hype about global warming causing huge drops in the elevation of the Great Lakes, Lofgren advised.

"A lot of the predictions about drops in lake levels of large magnitude were kind of due to spin," he said.

It's a complicated problem, said Andrew Gronewold, a hydrologist at the Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory, because it involves factors such as evaporation from the lake, rainfall and runoff that flows into the lake.

It's a problem Lofgren has been wrestling with for years.

A 2002 paper he co-authored suggested during a period of 80 years, under one scenario lakes Michigan and Superior could drop more than 4 feet. Another finding predicted the water level could increase.

