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	Forum addresses smelly algae problem   Posted Feb. 20, 2005
By Ann Grote-Pirrung 
“As somebody who took his training in the study of algae, I take exception; cladophora is a really beautiful organism,” said John Berge, a University of Wisconsin—Milwaukee professor of biology, “It’s when it ends up in the wrong place, we’re not so fond of it.” 
Berge was referring to the Lake Michigan algae that has been washing up on Lake Michigan’s shoreline, and while the 150 people who gathered at a public forum Friday on dealing with nuisance algae in Lake Michigan at Lakeshore Technical College may not have shared Berge’s appreciation for the plant form, they did share an agreement that the smelly mess was a problem.
The forum, presented by the Wisconsin Dept. of Natural Resources, the University of Wisconsin Sea Grant, the UW-Extension, the Wisconsin Coastal Management Program and National Oceanic Atmospheric Association, drew people from up and down the Lake Michigan shoreline, including DNR experts, members of local municipalities and ordinary citizens who were concerned with the aesthetic, ecological and economic impacts the cladophora wash-up presents.
According to Shaili Pfeiffer, a DNR employee and chairperson for the event, the forum was organized in an effort to share information on the cladophora problem.
Cladophora wash-ups aren’t a new phenomena, according to Charles Ledin of the DNR Office of Great Lakes. “I’m a Wisconsin native, I was born in West Allis. And when I was born in 1950, nobody went down to Lake Michigan. Nobody went to the Milwaukee River. Nobody went to any of those places. They stunk, they were dirty, and they were foul. In fact, Milwaukee County put swimming pools in many of the county parks because people were going there instead of going down to what could have been the fabulous beaches of Lake Michigan.”
Ledin said that the Clean Water Act in the early 1970s, which, in part, limited the levels allowed of phosphorous, which promotes algae growth, and was the basis for improving and building wastewater treatment plants, made a dramatic difference in the quality of Lake Michigan waters.
“Cladophora largely disappeared as a beach nuisance issue after the treatment plant construction project was over. All of a sudden, three to five years ago it (the cladophora problem) came back gangbusters.”
Some of the factors experts think led to this resurgence include the presence of zebra mussels, the non-native species that is literally at the bottom of the horrific smell of the rotting cladophora.
Zebra mussels affect the cladophora problem in at least two ways: They eat the plankton in the water, which leaves the water clearer, allowing more sunlight into the water, promoting more algae growth. They also form a hard shell when they wash up onto the beach for the algae to cling to, and it’s their decomposition under the cladophora that produces the foul smell. 
Ledin also said at the same time phosphorous fertilizer sales are going up and up across the country. “There are all these stressors that are going on in Lake Michigan all at the same time. It is extremely complex, and some of these may take a long time to deal with. But it also says to me we shouldn’t be afraid to deal with these things,” he said. 
Russ Tooley, president of Centerville Cares, a grass-roots citizen group working to address the pollution problem in Lake Michigan and promote responsible farming, challenged Ledin and the DNR.
“Phosphorous is a problem,” he said. “There are some things we can do about it.”
Tooley maintains that of the various factors that influence the cladophora problem, including lake levels, wind direction, phosphorous and the presence of zebra mussels, only phosphorous can be controlled. “So long as these agencies keep emphasizing all the things we can’t do anything about, what good does that do? What they bury in the fine print are the only things we can do something about and that is phosphorous,” Tooley said.
Pfeiffer was pleased with the exchange of ideas. “It’s an opportunity for participants to identify what they need from whom and what kind of partnership opportunities are available,” she said. 
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