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Water quality improving, scientist declares

By Charles Slat, Monroenew.com

Fish species are returning to Lake Erie and the Detroit River, mayflies still are pestering us and the American Lotus is broadly in bloom, providing clear evidence that area water bodies are getting cleaner, according to a federal fishery biologist.

Dr. Bruce Manny of the U.S. Geological Survey's Great Lakes Science Center in Ann Arbor said lake whitefish have been found spawning again in the lower half of the Detroit River again for the first time in 90 years.

"That says two things," Dr. Manny told those taking part in the Lotus Garden Club's annual lotus tour Saturday. "First, it's kind of remarkable that they've found this place again." He said they migrated from near Buffalo, N.Y., to spawn here.

It's also evidence that "the Detroit River has got to be a lot cleaner than it's ever been in a long time for those whitefish eggs to survive on the bottom of the river from November to March.

"This is all wonderful news. This is great news," he said.

Dr. Manny was the featured speaker for the tour, which visited lotus beds near Consumers Energy's J.R. Whiting plant near Luna Pier and in Plum Creek off E. Dunbar Rd. in Monroe Township before ending at DTE Energy's Monroe Power Plant.

The American lotus, the state's official symbol of clean water, is in full bloom in the area. Various water bodies are carpets of green dappled with the large yellowish blooms.

Jeanne Micka of Monroe, president of the Lotus Garden Club, explained to tour-goers that the American lotus is a sign of water quality. 

"They're like the canary in the cave. If you see a lot of them, it means your water quality is pretty good," she said. "If they disappear, you'd better look out."

Mrs. Micka said the plants and blooms provide ideal habitat for various fish species, and she reported spotting young sturgeon in some area waters where lotus plants are thick.

Dr. Manny said he's investigating those reports. 

"In 33 years, I've never seen anyone who's seen baby sturgeon in the wild," he said. 

But he noted that fish researchers had seen young sturgeon in parts of the Detroit River.

"The good news is we are catching for the first time in my 30 years in fish biology 10- to 12-inch-long lake sturgeon in the Detroit River. It's the first time anyone has caught those in the Detroit River that we know of."

He said Lake Erie could support them because it provides areas of unobstructed water, good spawning areas and ample food for the fish.

Sturgeon are primitive fish that predate dinosaurs by millions of years. Once in ample supply, the population was overfished in the Great Lakes because the fish were prized for their eggs, which were made into caviar, and for their meat.

Today there's a ban on commercial fishing for sturgeon in the Great Lakes, although a limited harvest is permitted in Canadian waters.

Dr. Manny also said the mayflies are a good environmental sign. Ten years ago, there were no mayflies, which provides a large source of food for all lake fish. 

"It's another indication that the quality of life out here in Lake Erie has really gone up," he said.

He said he predicted 20 years ago the eventual return of the mayflies, but no one believed him. He said with evidence of sturgeon spawning, he wouldn't be surprised if lake trout and lake herring soon will begin spawning again in the Detroit River.

The lotus tour has been held since 1992, when Mrs. Micka and her husband, Richard, spotted blooms near area power plants as they flew by in airplanes. They then got a permit to seed areas where the plants once were plentiful.

Dr. Manny said the lotus, a threatened species, is interesting because after its flower blooms, a seed pod detaches and floats around before eventually depositing its seeds in the water. He collected husks of the pods from Plum Creek and showed them to some of the tour participants Saturday.

Mrs. Micka said the seeds take a long time to germinate, and there is some evidence that the seeds can remain viable for a century.
