Taking care of our lakes

Tom Barber, President of the Federation

A significant activity undertaken by the Federation is to encourage member Associations to monitor the quality of their lake water and to share test results through the Federation so that we can develop an informed understanding of the current health of the lakes in the Municipality and an awareness of environmental issues that may be affecting water quality.

Why are we monitoring water quality?

To base decisions on sound scientific data.

In recent years there had been observations leading to concerns that the water quality of certain lakes was not as good as it had been in the past. But these reports were mostly anecdotal and not supported by scientific data. It was felt that without objective test results, it would be difficult to make informed decisions and very difficult to get the attention of the appropriate authorities. So it was decided to sample the lakes to describe their actual state and so measure the problem. This data will also be essential to measure the evolution of the lakes and the success of any future interventions.

Testing for phosphorous and transparency started on Lac St-Pierre and was extended to other lakes as additional Associations joined in.

Why measure phosphorus and transparency?

The main threat to our lakes is enrichment by human development in their watersheds. Enrichment comes from cutting down trees and vegetation, septic systems, fertilizer application, the use of soap in the lake etc. Phosphorus is a natural fertilizer for water plants so the increase of phosphorus in a lake brings about higher plant production, loss of water transparency, lowering of oxygen content in deep water and therefor a significant transformation of the lake itself. 

Phosphorus (Pt) concentration is a main indicator of eutrophication of our waters and it is directly linked to the other indicators of water productivity. Therefore it is the integrative indicator measured by researchers and organizations involved with water quality.

Transparency is a direct observation of the changes in the water. It is directly visible to all, easy to measure and cheap. It is linked to phosphorus and also to other indicators.

Why measure only these parameters?

They are sufficient for our purpose, relatively easy to do and not very expensive so we can keep down cost and volunteer time.

Why test for Pt in spring?

We test for Pt in the spring, within a week or 10 days of the ice going out. At this time the lake water is mixed, the water has “flipped” because of the change in temperature near the top of the lake, so a single measure is well representative of the phosphorus concentration in the lake. It is currently one of the most frequently used measures and it is lower in cost than most others.

Why test for transparency?

Water clarity is another indicator of water quality. The test is very simple: a black and white disc is lowered into the lake until it reaches the level at which it disappears to the eye; that depth is recorded and compared to measurements at the same spot on a monthly basis, over a number of years.

It is expected that the clarity of the water will vary throughout the year: it is likely murkier in the spring and after a heavy rainfall, due to run off and churning. It will also vary with plankton density witch is directly linked to phosphorus concentration. By taking these measurements regularly, it allows us to establish a profile of water quality for a lake throughout the seasons and from year to year.

What is done with the data?

The results for each lake that is tested are forwarded to M. Henri Fournier who is a biologist with Min. des Resources Naturelles et de la Faune. It is tallied and an annual portrait produced presenting and comparing the data for each lake.

We should expect that after 2-3 years of testing the present condition of each of the lakes, and therefor of the entire region, will be well described.  

As you can see, this is a long-term project, because it is only over a length of time that changes, positive or negative are apparent. Lake enrichment and rehabilitation is a long and slow process.

Are there any solutions to lake enrichment?

Yes there are, but no simple ones. The best solution is to prevent enrichment by all of us being good citizens, so maintain your septic system, stop using pesticides and chemical fertilizers, leave a 15 meter band of vegetation at the shore line and be aware of the impact you are having on the lake.

As stated previously, most human activities in a watershed contribute to the enrichment of the lake. Each lake can "accept" a certain amount of phosphorus without changing significantly. When more phosphorus inputs to the lake negative impacts appear. The municipal planning process must therefore make the estimation of that support capacity for each lake and then limit the amount of development permitted so as not to go beyond that capacity. 

In lakes where enrichment is already significant, the only solution is lowering phosphorus inputs to the lake. An analysis of the inputs will indicate which are the main sources and actions can then be put forward to act on these. There may be significant costs involved, because at that stage, after the damage has been done, belatedly introducing voluntary measures (no phosphate soaps, no fertilizers, tree planting along the shore...) will rarely be sufficient.

Time is the essence of these things. It takes a long time to measure the impact of our actions in the watershed; just because nothing is seen now is no guarantee that we are not already harming our lakes, and if we are not careful, we most surely will. The damage is done in small increments over a long period of time, but once a lake is in trouble it will take an equally long time for things to get better after proper solutions are enacted. 

LET US TAKE CARE OF OUR LAKES – BEFORE IT IS TOO LATE
