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Reconnect with your environment
Learn about environmental issues, their affect on your community and actions for your involvement.
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Fish suffocated in the Lake Erie algae bloom of August
2011.

Scientists probe cause
of massive algae bloom
By ANNA McCARTNEY
Contributing writer
The largest algae bloom
inLakeErie’srecordedhistory in the summer and fall
of 2011 negatively affected
the surrounding area’s
multibillion-dollar tourist
economy.
That bloom, which
formed around the mouth
of the Maumee River in
July, had spread more
than 100 miles to the east
by October, past Cleveland. It penetrated the
lake’s central basin, where
decomposed algae had already created an oxygendeprived “dead zone” lethal to most fish and other
aquatic organisms.
More massive blooms
like it can be expected in
the future, according to
a recent scientific report
compiled by more than
two dozen scientists and
published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. While the
cause of algae blooms is
well known, this new study
by experts from a range of
disciplineslooksatwhythe
2011 bloom grew so huge
and whether more will occur in the future.
Their research shows
heavy rainstorms fueled

the 2011 bloom. Phosphorus-laden fertilizers were
sweptintotheMaumeeRiverandotherwaterwaysthat
empty into Lake Erie from
corn and soybean fields.
According to Jeff Reutter, director of Ohio State
University’s Stone Lab,
no-till farming that keeps
fertilizer in the upper soil
and the practice of applyingfertilizerandmanureto
agricultural fields in winter, when the ground is frozen, contribute to the algae
problem. The heavy spring
storms in 2011 washed the
fertilizer and manure
into ditches and streams,
whichquicklycarriedthem
into the lake. Then lack of
strong lake currents and
winds aided its rampant
growth.
Lead author Anna Michalak of the Carnegie Institution for Science is urging a scientifically guided
management plan that addresses a changing climate
and current farming practices to avert more massive
blooms like the one in 2011.
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This is an alarming glimpse of how record-breaking rains carry excess sediment and nutrient loads to Lake Erie from
its tributaries. Ensuring that heavy storms do not intensify Lake Erie’s harmful algae blooms requires municipalities,
agriculture, business and industry to work together to reduce the sources of nutrients, such as phosphorus.

What’s the point?

Pollutant-free tributaries
key to healthy Lake Erie
By ANNA McCARTNEY
Contributing writer

A healthy Lake Erie is
impossibleifthewater that
feeds it is polluted.
The costs for pollution
caused by past generations
areenormousandthenegative impacts still remain.
Doesn’t it make sense to
ANNA McCARTNEY,a
preventnewsourcesofpolcommunications and
lutionsofuturegenerations
education specialist for
don’t have to pay insurPennsylvania Sea Grant,
mountable environmental
can be reached by e-mail at
and economic costs?
axm40@psu.edu.
Avertingwaterproblems
upstream is the least expensive cure for pollution
and flooding problems
downstream. Although all
tributaries that empty into
Lake Erie deserve attention, the Maumee River,
which is the largest tributary on the Great Lakes,
accounts for a sizable
percentage of pollution in
Lake Erie. More than 3,900
miles of rivers and streams
from parts of Ohio, Michigan and Indiana flow into
the Maumee, which begins
its 137-mile journey in Fort
Wayne, Ind., at the confluence of the St. Joseph and
St. Mary’s rivers. It empties
CONTRIBUTED PHOTO into the lake at Maumee
Bay near Toledo, Ohio.
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were cleared and drained
from 1850 to 1900, eliminating the capacity to prevent
By ANNA McCARTNEY
dirty water! — Jadaliss Tate pollutants and sediments
Contributing writer
We need to keep our wa- from entering the lake.
ter clean in order to surAnd because the land
Diehl School fifth-grade vive. — Kitana Graham
was flat, farmers dug chanteacher Jane Ross shared
When you eat, don’t nels to rivers and streams
thoughts from her students throw garbage on the to drain their land and
about the importance of ground because it will keep it from flooding.
taking care of water re- eventually make its way to These changes, combined
sources.
the ocean. Litter can harm with rapid urbanization
If we don’t protect our the animals, as well as the and industrialization from
water resources, we won’t groundwater flow. People 1920 to 1950, increased erohave any water to wash up don’t want that to happen! sion and accelerated the
or drink. My classmates — Taina Crowell
delivery of sediment and
Donot throw litter on the other pollutants into the
and I will help save water
resources using teamwork! ground because it ends up lake. This contributed to
— Dejaniq Overton
in the lakes and ocean. Our Lake Erie’s massive algae
People should protect waterneedstostayhealthy! blooms and thousands of
water resources because — Lanae Gamble
squaremilesofdeadzones.
water is important for aniThe United States and
mals and people because A N N A M c C A R T N E Y , a
Canada cracked down on
they could die from thirst, communications and
Great Lakes pollution from
and we are all important education specialist for
industry and municipal
to this world. — Moises Ruiz Pennsylvania Sea Grant,
sewage systems and limDon’tweneedtogotothe can be reached by e-mail at
ited the use of phosphate
beach? We can’t swim in axm40@psu.edu.
in laundry detergents.

Diehl students learn why
we must protect our water

Those policies led to a remarkable Lake Erie recovery from the days when it
was declared dead. Since
the Clean Water Act was
passed in 1972 to limit
point-source pollution, billions of dollars have been
spent throughout the Great
Lakes Basin to construct
treatmentfacilitiesforboth
domestic and industrial
wastewater.
Although
conditions
have improved, presentday land use continues to
alter habitat and contribute sediment, nitrates and
other chemicals to Lake
Erie waters. There are no
laws limiting urban and agricultural nonpoint source
pollutants, which can’t be
traced to a single source.
Morethan anyothertributary, the Maumee River
carries the largest amount
of agricultural chemicals,
animalwasteandsediment
into the lake. That sediment contains herbicides,
pesticides and nutrients,
namelyphosphorusandnitrogen, from farms, lawns,
outdated sewage treatment plants, faulty septic
tanks and some industrial
operations. Since about
1995, reactive phosphorus
entering Lake Erie from
the Maumee has increased
218 percent.
Algae blooms, some of
which produce toxins that
make the water unsafe
for human contact or consumption and interfere
with recreation, have also
returned. These toxins increasethecostofproviding
safe drinking water. The
fish kills that occur when
the dead organic matter
decays and depletes oxygen in the water are hurting the fishing industry.
Avoiding these disastrous consequences that
will surely sink Lake Erie’s
multibillion-dollar tourist
economy requires action
to ensure that water entering into the lake from the
Maumee River Watershed
and others is not polluted.
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When phosphorus and other chemicals carried by the
Maumee River and other tributaries reach Lake Erie, they
pollute the water and fuel algae blooms. Outbreaks like
the one in 2011 harm the region’s ecological integrity and
economy.

WIKIMEDIA

Almost 4,000 miles of streams, creeks, and rivers from
Indiana, Michigan and Ohio empty into the Maumee River,
which carries pollution from these watersheds to the
western end of Lake Erie.
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Stormwater carries sediment and nutrients, including
phosphorus, from farm fields to the Maumee River. They
end up in Lake Erie, fueling harmful algae blooms.
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This time of year the newspaper is full of
ads for gift ideas. Have you completed your
holiday shopping?
This year consider adding a gift you can
give to protect the environment. What would
that gift be? One idea is to help with a
neighborhood cleanup. Can you think of
others? Send your ideas or projects you are
involved in to protect the
environment to axm40@
psu.edu for possible
publication in the “your
space” feature.

