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High phosphorus levels are changing the face of Lake Erie fishing
By D’Arcy Egan, The Plain Dealer, cleveland.com
It's fun to catch a chunky, palm-sized bluegill. When it happens while you're casting for Lake Erie walleye, it's one of the disconcerting signs that Ohio's favorite fishing lake is changing its stripes.

Lake Erie's phosphorus overload over the last decade is the reason, a problem spotlighted a year ago when spring and summer rains provoked massive algal blooms.

The scientific explanation of the problem is that Lake Erie, a mesotrophic lake anglers know and love because it supported walleye, yellow perch and smallmouth bass, is slowly becoming a eutrophic lake more conducive to species of fish most anglers disdain. 

In other words, Lake Erie is becoming more friendly to catfish, common carp, sheepshead, white perch, largemouth bass and even crappie and bluegill. White perch, a brackish-water invader from the East Coast, are especially plentiful this year. 

Jeff Tyson, the head of Lake Erie fisheries management for the Division of Wildlife, explained that as a mesotrophic lake, Lake Erie contained moderate levels of phosphorus, prompting good production of native game fish. Increased levels of phosphorus, however, is changing Lake Erie into a eutrophic lake that is more favorable to those species of fish we usually catch and throw back.

With very high concentrations of phosphorus, a eutrophic lake can evolve into a hypereutrophic lake, causing algal blooms in summer and fall and oxygen-starved waters that can result in fish kills. It's an easy explanation for fish dying this summer in both Ohio and Ontario near-shore areas of the Central Basin of Lake Erie. 

Tyson got a first-hand look at the evolution recently. He was waiting for some fishing friends to show up and decided to cast a tube jig for smallmouth bass around the near-shore Lake Erie rock piles off Marblehead.

"I started catching lots of largemouth bass, including two trophy largemouth, each weighing more than four pounds," said Tyson. "I didn't catch a smallmouth bass."

That is significant, because largemouth bass are a creature of the harbor and bay weed beds. Nearby East Harbor and West Harbor are among the finest fishing holes in the state for largemouth bass. Most bass anglers head out to Lake Erie, though, where smallmouth bass have always been dominant.

On our walleye trip, my wife, Laura and I were casting weight-forward spinners with neighbor and fishing guide Jerry Abele for walleye on a shallow reef near Mouse Island. We almost always catch a few sheepshead from the little honey hole, but walleye seem to like the weed beds growing there, as well. 

The walleye were cooperating, but the mixed bag was a surprise. We caught sheepshead, as expected, but hooking bluegill was quite unusual. Abele, a fishing guide for more than 30 years, boated his first-ever redhorse sucker, and we waded through a few lure-trashing big channel catfish.

"In the late 1990s, our Lake Erie water quality surveys showed phosphorus in the range of 10 to 20 micrograms per liter of water," said Tyson. "During 2011, the phosphorus average shot up to an average of 113 micrograms per liter."

That's more than 10 times the phosphorus load of just 15 years ago, and could be one of the reasons why walleye production has suffered over the last decade. Reducing the phosphorous load heading to Lake Erie is a must, and this year's drought has proven to researchers that poor farming practices are a major culprit. 

"We've been seeing some real dynamic changes in the makeup of the fish population in the near-shore areas of Lake Erie," said Tyson. "There's no question it's an expression of water quality and the phosphorus overload." 

Lake Erie could be prime habitat for Asian carp
As Lake Erie changes, what is the worst case scenario? 

Many researchers, including Asian carp expert Duane Chapman of the U.S. Geological Survey, say Western Lake Erie is becoming a phosphorus-rich environment where Asian carp could thrive - if they get here. It has all the right ingredients. The Maumee and Sandusky rivers would be ideal spawning habitat, as they have been for walleye and white bass. The noxious carp would voraciously consume a combination of plentiful algae and plankton needed by recently-hatched game fish.

If you're unsure how much of a disaster the introduction of Asian carp would be for Lake Erie, watch the video footage put together by the Great Lakes Fishery Commission at glfcvideos.org. The GLFC stance is that if Asian carp invade the Great Lakes, they would become a dominant species and compete for food with native sport and commercial fish.

If you want to read studies that have resulted in reactive management of Asian carp, but not enough pro active methods of eliminating exotic carp, visit www.asiancarp.us. 

The silver carp are the "jumpers" that terrorize boaters, while the bighead carp can grow to 100 pounds, and more. Both already dominate the Illinois River, where it's estimated they make up 60 percent of the fish biomass. Asian carp eDNA has been found around Sandusky Bay and Maumee Bay, but fisheries managers have yet to capture one this year.

Some say Asian carp are good to eat, but the only way to catch them is with a net. They won't chase a lure or nibble on an emerald shiner minnow or nightcrawler, unlike the walleye, yellow perch or smallmouth bass that top the Lake Erie list for local fishermen. 
