Aquatic Plant Management for Michigan Lakes

Lakes in the State of Michigan were formed about 13,000 years ago. Deep basins were pressed into the soft sandy and loam soils by the intense weights of the glaciers of the time. In time the glaciers melted leaving the basins filled with water. The landscape at the time would have remained barren, but as the glaciers receded further to the north ending finally at the North Pole, the warming climate in Michigan welcomed the growth of plants, their seeds carried into the region by winds, birds and eventually on the skins of animals drawn to the area because of the eatable plant growth, livable temperatures and abundance of life sustaining water.

During the next 100’s or 1000’s of years there began the maturation process of the lakes. The plants surrounding the lakes grew closer to them and their atomic structures changed allowing them to thrive in the water enriched soils surrounding them. During periods of drought when the water levels dropped and the soil masses grew towards the lakes the plants followed. 

These drought times were followed by times when the weather patterns would drop an abundance of water in the region and each lake, the bottom of its own unique drainage basin would fill. Water would engulf the plants that encroached the receding lake levels. To survive the plants changed their atomic structure to live in their new water filled environment.

Their, they served the lake, providing nutrients to the lake’s water that initially was absorbed into the single celled animal life that began to inhabit and reproduce in the lake. 100’s and 1000’s of years later, new species of aquatic life began to live in the form of fish, shell fish and many species of amphibians. The plants developed as the winter ice melted, lived during the warm summers and died in the fall, decaying somewhat during this time, during the Winter and into the early Spring and then into Summer. 
Their death resulted in their cellulose and protein structures would decompose depositing chemical elements and compounds into the water. These elements and compounds would reside, some near the decayed materials at the bottom of the lake, some into the waters. From both places plants beginning their re-growth in the Spring would absorb these nutrients to use them during their new life cycle.

The above description of aquatic plant life and death has been going on for 13,000 years. During that time there became a natural acceleration of the process. As more and more plant compote began to fill in the lake, the level of Phosphorous in the form of Phosphates began its growth cycle. 
The distribution and abundance of aquatic plant are dependent on several variables, including light penetration, bottom type, temperature, water levels, and the availability of plant nutrients. The relatively low water levels in recent years have likely increased the abundance of vegetation in the lake. 

The term “aquatic plants” includes both the algae and the larger aquatic plants or macrophytes. The macrophytes can be categorized into four groups”the emergent, the floating-leaved, the submersed and the free floating.

Developing an Aquatic Management Program

In developing an effective aquatic plant control program, the type and distribution of nuisance plant growth must be evaluated so that a balanced, environmentally sound control strategy can be determined. Aquatic plant surveys of Lake Manuka were conducted on September 22, 2005 and August 14, 2006. Plant types observed during the surveys were listed as part of the Lake Study Report prepared for the Lake Manuka Association by Progressive AE, an engineering firm located in Grand Rapids, Michigan that specializes in lake, pond and river evaluation. The most common species observed in Lake Manuka during the surveys were water shield (Brasenia), bulrush (Scirpus), and water lily (Nymphaea).

Although an overabundance of undesirable pants can limit recreational use and enjoyment of a lake, it is important to realize that aquatic plants are a vital component of the aquatic ecosystem. They produce oxygen during photosynthesis, provide food and habitat for fish and other organisms, and help stabilize shore-line and bottom sediments.

Progressive AE reported approximately 25 acres of Lake Manuka contain nuisance plant growth. The primary nuisance species us water shield. In its report Progressive AE recommended to the Lake Manuka residents that they develop a plan to harvest on an annual basis for 5 years, about 25 acres. The method of mechanical harvesting is being recommended. It is most effective because the process removes the nuisance plants from the lake. Their removal therefore includes the removal of the phosphates contained in them, thus lowering the overall phosphate levels in the lake.

Mechanical harvesters can work in as little as 2 feet of water. It is being recommended the Lake Property Owners retain the services of a consultant to first determine the scope of work to be done by the plant control contractor and perform a follow-up inspection to ensure the work was done satisfactorily. 

In its current state if left untouched, the plant growth will continue to thrive on the levels of phosphates in the Lake’s ecosystem. Their death will continue the build up on the lake’s bottom, adding layer after layer, eventually choking off that part of the Lakes ability to produce and contain Dissolved Oxygen, the life sustaining element needed for the fish and other life to survive. Eventually these plant infested areas of the lake will fill themselves in naturally and become part of the land mass.

THE MYTH
During the Annual Member Meeting of the Lake Manuka Association, Lois Skinner, a well known real estate agent in Otsego County, presented her views of the Lake Manuka community. She reported that homes did sell on the Lake and noted there are some which have not sold, and have been on the market for over two years. She added there are other lakes in the area where homes turn over almost immediately. She went on to say these lakes have a “better” reputation than does Lake Manuka.

When told that some residents on the Lake have commented they don’t feel they need to support Aquatic Plant Management because they don’t have a plant nuisance in front of their property, Lois immediately responded with, “Hear me and hear me well!” “That is pure myth.” “Their properties are being affected by negatively by the abundance of weeds on your lake. Buyers don’t just look at a particular part of the lake when making their purchase. They want to be driven around the lake. They ask questions about the lake. When they drive around the south end of Lake Manuka the first thing they see is abundant plant growth.”

Skinner told the group all of the properties on the lake will benefit from any Lake Management actions whether it be in the form of dredging, water level management or aquatic plant management.

The Reality

The reality is that Lake Manuka will remain near to as it is for some time to come whether the Lake Property Owners manage her or not. It is also a reality that she will last much longer and can do so in an improved state with their help and support. Aquatic Plant Management is a cost affective way to begin. It is estimated the cost per year to harvest the weeds will be around $13,500. Those knowledgeable of prior cost estimates know this is higher than those published in the past. This is due simply to the rise in gas that will be needed to operate and transport the harvesting device.
There are 200 Lake Property Owners. Equally divided, the cost amounts to $67 per property owner. For $335 or the cost of two trips from Detroit to Lake Manuka or one meal out at Tapa Wingo the recommended 5 year plan gets funded.

THE RESULT

A better looking lake-Future property buyers like a good looking lake
Higher levels of dissolved oxygen-Fish like oxygen

Reduction of the phosphorous level-Reduces the amount future nuisance plant growth

More recreational acreage-Improved navigation-More room for fish to live

Reputation-A Managed Lake Community vs one that is not

Stewardship-A chance to reverse the negative affects caused by the pollution of those who preceded us.
Be a Lake Steward

Please Vote!
