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Scientists: Low Lake levels part of cycle

March 9, 2008

Eric Sharp, Free Press columnist

If you’ve wondered what affect this winter’s increased snowfall might have on Great Lakes fish populations, the answer in the short term is: not much.

And if you wonder what will happen to those fish populations in the long term if lake levels resume their recent decline in future years, the answer also is not much.

When the snow melts, scientists expect that it will raise water levels in the three upper lakes about 6-12 inches. Lake Erie will be a couple of inches lower, because despite the chill of the last month, it has also been a relatively mild winter, and Erie froze too late to prevent enormous water losses to evaporation. (Lake Ontario is essentially a controlled reservoir and probably won't change much.)

Great Lakes water levels are one of those things where it is what it is, said James P. Baker of the Department of Natural Resources office in Bay City.

"Realistically, lake levels are a fairly minor issue when compared to the effects of invasive species," said Baker, fisheries unit manager for the DNR's South Lake Huron unit. "The fish populations in Lake Huron have been through many radical changes of water levels in the last 11,000 years, and they did fine without any help from us."

Changes of a few inches in shoreline levels have little effect on the lake's game fish, he said, because most of them evolved to spawn in tributary rivers or on offshore reefs.

"We used to think that higher water levels favored fish like pike, which do spawn in the shallows. But now the (zebra and quagga) mussels have made the water so much clearer that there's a lot more weed growth in deeper water and pike numbers are up, even though the water is down," he said.

Dr. Doug Wilcox is chief of the coastland and Wetland Ecology Branch of the U.S. Geological Surveys' Great Lakes Science Center, which has examined thousands of years of geological and paleontology records (mostly fossil pollens and seeds) around the Great Lakes shorelines.

From this, he said, scientists have learned that over those millennia the Great Lakes have experienced high and low water cycles that last about 160 years, and within those periods there are shorter cycles of water fluctuations that last about 30 years.

What's unusual about the current (short) cycle is that it has been on a steady decline for about a decade, he said, but he doesn't see a drastic decline in Great Lakes levels in the next few decades.

"This has happened over and over. People worry about wetlands losses when the water levels decline, but they will come back and become wetlands again when the water comes back," Wilcox said.

He said that dewatering is a necessary part of wetlands' long-term survival because many of the seeds of plants that grow in marshes need a period when they are exposed to the air.

He said that one concern about wetlands losses in times of low water is that fish species that have relatively short life pans and that spawn in wetlands could be impacted.

"If you have a fish that lives for about six years, and you go through several years where those fish go without good spawning habitat, you could see" reductions, he said. "In Saginaw Bay, we once were sampling in a wetland and found 11,000 (juvenile) alewives in one net. Obviously, that wetland was important" as a food source for bigger fish.

Wilcox said Lakes Superior and Huron essentially are huge reservoirs whose levels are large maintained by water control structures on the St. Marys and St. Lawrence rivers.

Lake Erie is less susceptible to localized droughts because it is fed by the largest tributary in the Great Lakes, the Maumee River, a large stream that rises in Indiana far from Erie and often is fed by Midwestern storm systems that might never reach the Great Lakes.

Lakes Michigan and Huron are more susceptible to short-term drought effects, Wilcox said, because most of their water is supplied by localized tributaries.

