
Madelyn S. Maskell 
Michigan Lakes in Distress 

 
     The capacity to endure is the definitive characterization of sustainability. The single notion provides the motivation for 
individual families, school communities, entire neighborhoods and even nations to unite and act communally in efforts to 
promote a longer-lasting and resourceful world. Specifically, in Michigan a developing number of people are just now taking 
steps to preserve the state’s esteemed lakes because of noticeably significant and unfavorable conditions. Michigan’s 11,000 
lakes have consistently existed as common tourist attractions for summer vacationers, from both in and out of the states.  
Unfortunately, a lack of responsibility to protect these ‘watery spectacles’ has instigated an increasing trend towards 
devastation.  Countless bodies of water are on the brink of a eutrophic state (the ‘dying’ phase of a lake), as they face 
unnatural conditions. Thus, it is important to educate the masses on water quality and management as to avoid and prevent 
further devastation.  In order to be able to use the words ‘our lakes’ and ‘sustainable’ in the same sentence, a course of action 
and responsibility must commence soon. For the time being, Michigan’s beautiful, blue lakes are loosing their own capacity 
to endure. 
     Lakes are commonly classified as oligotrophic, mesotrophic, or eutrophic.  Oligotrophic lakes are generally deep and clear 
with little aquatic plant growth- just as us summer vacationers prefer our ‘swimming enterprises.’ These lakes maintain 
sufficient dissolved oxygen in the cool, deep bottom waters to support a multitude of cold water fish (e.g. trout and 
whitefish). In contrast, eutrophic lakes endure abundant plant life and relatively no fish, as there is little to no dissolved 
oxygen available.  Lakes between these two extremes often fall under the category mesotrophic.  Under natural conditions 
and a several hundred-to-thousand year time span, a lake eventually enters the eutrophic stage as it is gradually filled with 
sediment through the aging process.  However, under today’s circumstances, a relatively accelerated aging process can be 
associated with human activity.  In rather unnatural conditions, excessive amounts of sediment and nutrients (which 
stimulate aquatic plant growth) enter lakes from surrounding watershed (in other words, human inputs). Because of our 
interference, the accelerated aging process is identified as “cultural eutrophication.” First and foremost, struggling with lake 
management, it is necessary to determine the condition of a lake and the physical characteristics of the watershed.  This 
involves cooperation of the lake community as a whole. 
     Lake water quality is determined through a series of unique data processing from within and outside a lake.  In order to 
formulate a sound management plan, it is necessary to have an understanding of the current physical, chemical and 
biological features of a body of water, as well as an understanding of potential impacts from drainage in the surrounding 
watershed.  A lake’s watershed can be used as the key parameters in evaluating lake conditions and advising a specific 
course of action.  The Department of Natural Resources (DNR), now known as the Department of Environmental Quality 
(DEQ), provides a grant application for the National Lake Assessment.  Local communities working to improve the quality of 
their lakes apply for the grant and receive a collection of data, pertaining specifically to their lake, to be featured in a national 
lake review.  The information will be shared with the general public in efforts to educate and motivate more people to 
promote stabilization of our failing lakes. This wealth of data is both important and a blessing to have. However, it is 
essential to endorse brainstorming with physical action- looking at and testing potential treatments.  Advocating a short 
term plan is relatively effective even if the specific causation of lake devastation is unclear. 
    What does a short term plan look like in comparison to the long term? Provided that a short term plan is initiated in spite 
of limited information, actions will be relatively smaller in scale, yet effective.  Focusing on summer, as it is generally the 
period when a lake is most ‘active,’ lake management can be conducted through shoreline treatments.  An increasingly 
common predicament for Michigan lakes is the Eurasian Milfoil infestation.  This type of algae is foreign and rather 
problematic to control.  Fortunately, lake biologists, such as Tony Grooves from Progressive engineering, are continuously 
studying and experimenting with various techniques that can be used to admonish the obstinate weed.  Next to this ‘weed 
epidemic,’ a primary consideration in evaluating the sustainability of a lake to support swimming, and other water-based 
recreational activities, is the level of bacteria in the water.  The most common bacterial contamination in lakes today has 
been identified as Escherichia coli (E. coli).  The current State of Michigan public health standard for total body contact 
recreation, or swimming, requires that the number of E. coli not exceed 300 to 100 milliliters of water for a single sampling 
event.  Unfortunately, a combination of lack of education on this standard, lack of responsibility, and lack of  concern have 
transformed our Michigan lakes from ‘beautiful and blue’ to ‘smelly and green.’  Between the dead-fish smell, increasing 
dead-fish population, and weed infestation, one would think that people would be more apt to act.  
     Approximately, over three million people depend on our lakes and streams for their drinking water.   In Southeast 
Michigan, around 300,000 registered boaters and 3.5million people visit a local park each year. It is evident that our water is 
a means of both replenishment and enjoyment. Why, then, do we not treat our water with the same respect?  It is possible 



that people are simply ill-informed or do not know how to act.  In this case, it is imperative to provide the public with the 
“seven easy steps to a crystal, clear lake.”  It may be the small stream, or ditch, or even the storm drain outside your house 
that lead directly into one of our unfortunate lakes.  The conclusion: what you do at home affects our lakes.  First and 
foremost, it is impendent that pollutants are kept out of storm drains. This means that any oils, pet waste, leaves, dirty water, 
or anything other than rain should never enter a drain.  Remember, “Only rain in the drain!”  Additionally, Fertilizer should 
be used in moderation.   Excess fertilizer can leak into drains, or directly into a lake with property that is along the shoreline.  
Fertilizer instigates large algae blooms and reduces oxygen levels, often the cause of ‘fish-kill’.  To prevent either situation, 
sweep excess fertilizer back onto the lawn, use a low or no phosphorous fertilizer, or test the lawn to see if fertilizer is an 
actual necessity.  Instead of putting hazardous products like antifreeze, motor oil, and pesticides in the trash, down the storm 

drain, or on the ground, take them to a local hazardous waste collector.  To protect our water from damaging bacteria, such as E. 

coli, always clean up after a pet- whether on a walk or in the backyard.  Simply practicing decent car care will protect our lakes.  

Going through the car wash is practicing sustainability, and takes relatively no extra work.  Protecting the landscape goes ‘hand-in-

hand’ with lake quality.  It is impendent that lawns are watered only when necessary, banning pesticides and choosing plants native 

to Michigan to ‘decorate’ a lawn.  Lastly, but certainly not least, it is important to save water! Overwatering lawns easily carries 

pollution to storm drains and ultimately to our lakes.  Remember to use a hose or sprinkler directly on a lawn, not on a driveway! 

Furthermore, consider using a broom instead of a hose to clean the sidewalks.  Following these guidelines, half the battle is already 

won in saving our lakes. 
     As a resident of one of Michigan’s most common summer vacation destinations, Silver Lake, I have witnessed the 
preceding and disturbing effects.  Our lake, at a time, sustained a healthy fish population at a suitable depth.  However, a lack 
of septic, traffic and overall conservation maintenance has depleted the water. Today, instead of a healthy fish population, 
Silver Lake now supports an abundance of Eurasian Milfoil and E. coli.  While natural processes- such as the movement of 
the Sand Dunes- are evident, the accelerated course of aging and devastation Silver Lake has been enduring is in no way 
natural.  As a resident, I feel the need to accept responsibility  for these unfavorable conditions.  Under the circumstances, I 
have recently taken the initiative to promote sustainability through the Silver Lake Action committee. The committee broadly 
includes county officials, businessmen of the area, and locals or residents of Silver Lake. In one way or another, we have all 
been affected and are equally concerned with what has and what is yet to become of our beloved lake.  Taking the initiative, 
we have begun to formulate a plan leading into the summer, and hopefully beyond.  Beginning with a GVSU proposal, our 
group discussed the course of action we wanted to pursue.  A final decision was made to explore the propositions offered to 
us by Progressive engineering, specifically under Tony Grooves recommendations, and apply for the DEQ grant.  Focusing on 
the short term, we will be applying Groove’s Eurasian Milfoil treatments along our shorelines this summer.  In the long term 
effort, several maps will be revised and created concerning the watershed surrounding Silver Lake. Particularly, an updated 
land-cover map will include a soil analysis and a depth analysis.  The soil analysis will evaluate the septic suitability and 
permeability of the land surrounding the lake.  Overall, it will determine whether or not the committee needs to focus on 
septic systems, such as those of nearby hotels or shoreline residents. Otherwise, a depth analysis will determine whether or 
not our course of action is strictly sediment build up at the bottom of the lake.  Most importantly, action towards 
sustainability is proceeding.  With the consistency of these initiatives, and the cooperation of the masses, Silver Lake will 
regain its capacity to endure.  
         
      


