This summer, Kermit’s not the only one looking green


A few summers ago, while training for a triathlon, I hatched a “great” plan. It was a hot summer day, and I decided to ride my bike to a nearby park reserve, swim across a small lake at the park, and then ride home.  I wore my swimsuit under my shorts, tied my goggles around my wrist and headed down the road to the park. Imagine my surprise when I dove into the water and learned that it was only about four feet deep, even 100 feet out into the lake. My surprise quickly transformed into eebie jeebies when I discovered that even once the water got deeper, the tall weeds growing on the bottom just got taller, so that they always loomed within feet of my face. Being a zoologist by training, I realize that there are no barracudas or crocodiles lurking in the shadows of Minnesota waters. That didn’t stop me, however, from imagining all sorts of creatures, both real and imaginary, that could come swimming out of the weeds at any moment. After deciding that I simply couldn’t brave the murky water any longer, I turned around and sprinted for the shore – talk about motivation for a faster swim time! When I got home, I discovered that my entire body was covered in a thin layer of green gooey dust that lined my swimsuit and gathered in the cracks between my toes. I, like our local lakes, had become yet another victim of eutrophication.

 
Eutrophication may sound like an exotic African disease, but it is actually a term used to describe lakes and slow-moving rivers that have too many nutrients. In a eutrophic lake, algae, weeds and other aquatic plants grow and grow until the water turns green. In extreme cases, the plants consume all of the available oxygen in the water, leaving none for the fish, which eventually die. Algal blooms make the water smelly, keep people from enjoying fishing, swimming and boating, and in some cases, can even create toxic conditions that are unsafe for children and pets. 


To understand how eutrophication happens, think of your favorite foods. A little ice cream is delicious; a lot of ice cream makes your clothes stop fitting. A little coffee wakes you up; too much coffee makes you paranoid. Even a healthy food like carrots can turn you orange if you eat too many. The same phenomenon is true for our local waters. A little nitrogen and phosphorus are necessary for plants like duck weed, blue flag iris, yellow lotus and even algae to grow. Aquatic plants provide habitat for fish and waterfowl and are a food source as well. When there are too many nutrients, however, the weeds and algae grow out of control, turning our local lakes and streams from blue to green.


The biggest source of excess nutrients to Washington County lakes and rivers is stormwater runoff from residential areas. You can help to prevent algae and weeds from overtaking local water bodies by keeping nutrients in your yard and out of the stormwater. First, reduce or eliminate your use of natural and store bought fertilizers in your lawn and gardens. When you mow the lawn, turn the mower around so that the grass clippings blow into the yard and not onto the street. If you have a home on a lake, stream or wetland, plant seep-rooted native plants or trees along the water’s edge instead of a mowed lawn or sandy beach. If you live on a steep hill, plant native plants, trees and shrubs to stabilize your soil and limit the amount of nutrients that are washed away during rain storms. Fight back now before you, like me, become another victim of eutrophication.
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