Algae explosion hits lakes: Overheated waters laced with chemical fertilizer, manure and sewage create perfect conditions for toxic blooms - Edmonton Journal

EDMONTON - Blue-green algae basking in the early heat of this year's summer produced toxic blooms earlier and in more lakes than usual.

Even Pigeon Lake, which normally doesn't experience large blooms, had rafts and swirls of algae in blue-green and orange-red.
Alberta's lakes turned into tepid baths in July, warming up to 25 C,  as much as seven degrees higher than normal and an optimum temperature for maximum growth of blue-green algae, said Ron Zurawell, an Alberta Environment limnologist and water-quality specialist.

The blooms are also churning out more toxins this year.  Research suggests about 70 per cent of Alberta's algal blooms produce liver toxins in some concentration, Zurawell said. But this year, the species of algae that produce neurotoxins are also doing unusually well.

"Certain neurotoxins are very, very potent," Zurawell said. "They're some of the most potent toxins known to man."

Although the toxins are not absorbed through the skin, Zurawell advises people to avoid swimming anywhere near blooms.

In Pigeon Lake, some people are breaking out in rashes and hives, similar to swimmer's itch, as they react to another compound produced by the algae.

Ma-Me-O Beach Mayor Marie Podmore said the wind has kept the algal blooms away from their Pigeon Lake beach, but at least nine dead gulls, as well as snails and fish, were picked up off the shoreline in their area.

At Lac Ste. Anne, algal blooms are suspected of killing off snails, which contributed to bacterial growth in the Alberta Beach area, causing it to be closed to swimming earlier this week.

Algae bloom naturally in Alberta's lakes thanks to a thick bottom layer of clay, sand and rocks left by glaciers. That layer of till carries an abundance of phosphorus, a nutrient which the algae crave.

But humans add to the already abundant food source by allowing chemical fertilizers, sewage and manure to wash into lakes, said Jay White, past president of the Alberta Lake Management Society.

If people want to reduce the frequency and severity of these blooms there is something they can do, White added: "Stop feeding them."

This was the tack taken at Pine Lake in the early 1990s. People upset about the water quality were determined to do something about it. They accepted that algal blooms happen naturally at the lake, but they also realized human nutrient contributions were making the problem worse.

The Pine Lake Restoration Program was intended as a pilot project for future lake and watershed projects in Alberta, according to a 2002 report.

A study showed that 61 per cent of the phosphorus in the lake came from natural sources. Almost all the rest was from surface runoff.  The group tackled nearby agricultural sources and found a way to pump out some of the phosphorus-rich water that welled up naturally from the lake bottom.

Initial results pointed to success, said the 2002 report.

But Zurawell said it's still too early to tell if there will be a lasting result. Such a project would not work in a lake less than 20 metres deep, because the pumping system would not be effective, he added.

Research shows algal blooms have, to varying degrees, been around in Alberta for centuries, said Rolf Vinebrooke, associate professor in the University of Alberta's Freshwater Biodiversity Laboratory. But they could become more frequent and intense if the province's climate continues to warm, he said. Warmer temperatures make the algae more efficient at grabbing nitrogen from the atmosphere, something which limits their growth otherwise, Vinebrooke said.

BE AWARE

Albertans are "bear aware" when they venture into the mountain parks and they should develop the same smarts when it comes to algae, said Ron Zurawell, an Alberta environment limnologist and water- quality specialist. Algal blooms can produce liver and neurotoxins that can be deadly if swallowed.

Zurawell offers the following advice:

- If you see an algal bloom or visible scum in a lake within one metre of the surface, stay out of that water. Even non-toxic varieties could produce rashes and hives. Keep your pets out of the water, too, and make sure they don't drink any lake water.

- Wait two weeks after the bloom disappears before you enter the water. It can take this long for the toxins to break down.

