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Farms hold key to limiting toxic algae blooms

By Kristin Smith Horn, Watchdog/enterprise reporter, thenews-messenger.com 

Toxic blue-green algae was so thick in some spots last year that Jerry Abele's boat slowed down at times when he was crossing Lake Erie.

Anglers had trouble catching fish through the masses of algae, said Abele, who owns Head Hunter Charters in Danbury Township. 2011 was the worst year on record for the toxic algae, and blooms stretched into the Central Basin, farther than ever found before.

Phosphorus running into the lake's tributaries is the culprit, and scientists have identified agriculture as the main source. Other sources include combined sewer overflows of untreated sewage dumping into the lake and its tributaries during big storms.

"It's been six years coming," Abele said of the increasing amount of algae on the lake each year. "There are going to have to be some changes, or it's going to be really bad this year. Nobody wants to stick their neck out and get in the way of the farmers."

The heads of three state agencies -- the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency and the Ohio Department of Agriculture -- recently released a report addressing agriculture's contribution to the problem and gave suggestions for what farmers can voluntarily do to decrease the amount of nutrient runoff. Those include incorporating fertilizer into the ground instead of spreading it on the surface and not fertilizing snow-covered or frozen ground.

Next, Gov. John Kasich is expected to decide how the state will combat the algae problem. Kasich's office did not return a message seeking comment.

The Ohio Environmental Council has lobbied for legislation to regulate fertilizer use, according to a letter from Joe Logan, the council's director of agricultural programs. Logan suggested lawmakers establish a certification system for managing nutrients such as phosphorus and establishing a fee for applying fertilizers, including manure.

Farmers helped reduce phosphorus when Lake Erie was plagued with algae in the 1970s, and they're willing to help out again, said Greg LaBarge, field specialist for agronomic systems at The Ohio State University Extension.

"Agriculture didn't really have an idea of how significant the problem had become in the past couple years," he said. "For whatever reason, there was a disconnect between what was going on in the lake and the land."

After the publicity the problem received last summer, farmers are better informed and want to make changes that could help, LaBarge said. They do not want the government to regulate their operations and hope voluntary changes work, he said.

Jeff Reutter, director of the Ohio Sea Grant College Program at The Ohio State University, expressed concern that the group -- which included farm organizations and environmentalists -- that had input on the report didn't feel enough urgency regarding the problem.

"I support voluntary measures, but we will need almost complete compliance to achieve the necessary reductions, and after listening to the group, I seriously doubt that it is likely to happen," he wrote in a letter to officials. "If voluntary measures don't work in the first year, we should immediately move to regulations."

A retro problem

When Reutter talks to groups about the algae blooms, he shows a picture taken in the '70s of his hand dipped in a bloom that looks like green slime in front of Sea Grant's Stone Lab on Gibraltar Island.

Then he shows another picture taken in the same place a few years ago.

They look identical.

In both cases, too much phosphorus caused the problem. Back then, agriculture and municipalities with sewage treatment plants worked to reduce the amount of phosphorus -- found in fertilizer, sewage and manure -- that was flowing off the land into Lake Erie.

The efforts led to the cleanup of the lake and robust fish populations. Walleye populations reached 80 million in the late '80s and early '90s, compared to 26 million today.

"The difference now is the blooms are covering a much larger area of Lake Erie, and the levels of toxin are higher," said Mary Clifton, Ohio Department of Health recreational program director. "This is a problem that's also a symptom of climate change."

Total phosphorus -- which LaBarge describes as a mix of dissolved phosphorus and phosphorus that attaches to soil particles -- had been stable in the lake from the mid-1980s until now, Reutter said. Dissolved phosphorus has been increasing every year since the mid-1990s, Reutter said.

"One of the problems that we saw was that the way the nutrients move through the soil and into the water is different than we thought," said Erica Pitchford, Ohio Department of Agriculture spokeswoman. "There was a thought for some time that certain nutrients, like phosphorus, didn't move out of soil. Now we're seeing a different type of phosphorus, dissolved phosphorus, moves pretty easily into the water."

Changes in farming practices account for the increase in dissolved phosphorus, and more frequent and severe storms and combined sewer overflows all are factors, Reutter said. Runoff has come from drainage tiles, and more are being installed these days, he said.

"We do know why it's happening, and we know enough to take action," he said.

2012 algae forecast

Researchers from Ohio State and Defiance College found harmful algae in tributaries, including streams that empty into the Sandusky and Maumee rivers, 50 miles away from Lake Erie in April last year.

"I would expect that this year it would be found earlier because of the weather we've been having," said Doug Kane, assistant professor of science and math at Defiance. "That's also going to be dependent on how much spring rain we get. Rain is going to wash nutrients off the land into the rivers."

If this spring is as rainy as last year, expect a large bloom again, he said.

Like Clifton, Kane feels climate change is a factor. The type of algae, which are actually bacteria called cyanobacteria, that bloom on Lake Erie and inland lakes prefer warm weather and warm water, and Lake Erie is getting warmer, he said.

So far this year, Clifton said, she has not received reports of algae in the lake or its tributaries. Normally, scientists don't see blooms until August, but with warmer temperatures, they could show up in June or July, she said.

Suggested farming changes

The report the state agencies released this month outlines voluntary actions farmers can take and possibilities for regulations.

The plan includes voluntary "4R Nutrient Stewardship," which means using the right fertilizer source, at the right rate, at the right time with the right placement.

Dan Polter, owner of Polter's Berry Farm in Riley Township, thinks many farmers already follow that practice. They also test their soil every three years to determine which areas need more or less fertilizer, he said.

"I think in general, most farmers are trying to do the right thing," he said. "Fertilizer's too expensive not to do it right."

Polter's farm grows corn, soybeans, pumpkins and other produce. He estimates his operation uses 50 tons of fertilizer a year, which costs $40,000 to $50,000. Workers at his farm use no-till practices for most of their crops, which Polter said decreases runoff, and he agrees fertilizer probably shouldn't be applied to frozen ground.

"Agriculture's an easy thing to point at because we're large in the Lake Erie basin land mass," he said.

Local farmer Roger Wise, president of the Ohio Farmers Union that represents mostly family farms, said members of his union apply fertilizer responsibly. He believes large farms, such as concentrated animal feeding operations, send the most phosphorus into waterways because the operation produces more fertilizer and nutrients than the farm can use.

Polter said research hasn't shown what is causing phosphorus to get into the lake, and that more study is needed. Wastewater treatment plants also should be held accountable, he said.

Agencies representing the agricultural community, including the Ohio Cattlemen's Association and the Ohio Corn and Wheat Growers Association, also support more research.

Reutter agrees more research is necessary, but he believes scientists know enough about the cause and have made good recommendations.

Wise supports a licensing program for farmers who use fertilizer, similar to a pesticide licensing program already in place in the state -- especially if that program includes incentives for farmers to follow guidelines.

Beyond agriculture, combined sewer overflows need to be addressed, and individuals could make sure their septic tanks are effective, Reutter said.

"Everyone recognizes there is a significant reduction that is required," he said. "The good news is that if we accomplish that reduction, things should clear up quite quickly. It's going to take a lot of effort on the part of a lot of people."

