A Growing Concern
     Spring, 2005 
A series of practices and rules governing the control of aquatic weeds and algae in our lakes and ponds have been in effect with little change since 1975.  They have permitted a very limited use of herbicides approved for use in the aquatic ecosystem by:

1. United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

2. Minnesota Department of Agriculture (MDA)

3. Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MDNR)
All of these products are widely used and have not been shown to damage non-target organisms such as fish and/or insects in Minnesota or anywhere else in the USA when properly used.

However, in the past 2 to 3 years, the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Division of Ecological Services, has been pushing for much more restrictive rules regarding the control of aquatic vegetation and, as has been the case for years, the DNR does not provide valid scientific data on which to base their move toward these more restrictive requirements. 

Restrictive rules imposed upon heavily-taxed lakeshore property owners directly and significantly impact esthetic quality and property values. These rules also have an adverse effect on recreational use for activities such as swimming, boating and fishing.  Excessive aquatic vegetation endangers swimmers – especially children.

We believe that the most serious threat from these overly-protective and arbitrary practices is from exotic/invasive species of aquatic weeds. The DNR is the primary watchdog and “protector” of our waterways against these invaders. 
With rare exceptions, the DNR will not allow control of any aquatic weeds beyond 15% of the area in which they grow.  In other words, with few exceptions, the DNR is protecting a minimum of 85% of the native and invasive exotic aquatic plants in every lake. In other words, they are treating invasive species with the same “loving care” as native species! As noted above, the DNR direction is to invoke even more restrictive limits on the amount of shoreline which the lakeshore property owner can legally control.

Here are some examples to support these concerns:

1.) Eurasian Watermilfoil (EWM) was first detected in Minnesota lakes in 1987. The DNR and other external authorities have told us for years that EWM would damage the fishing and other recreational use of the state’s waters.  In the 18 years since the DNR became the lead agency to stop the spread of EWM, they have spent many hundreds of thousands of our dollars to “educate” us and have put in place stiff fines for transporting EWM on our boats or trailers. However the DNR has limited treatment of this exotic species to the same standards that have applied to nuisance native species. The DNR has  protected EWM by sharply limiting the ability of lakeshore residents to control the problem, at their own expense! Today, over 160 Minnesota lakes have become infested with this weed. 
2.) Curlyleaf pondweed (CL) is another exotic aquatic weed that has been allowed to become out of control in our lakes. Today, over 700 Minnesota lakes are infested with this nuisance invasive weed. Yet the DNR continues to “study the problem!!”

3.) The next exotic aquatic weed expected to reach Minnesota is hydrilla.  We have no doubt the DNR will not only fail to stop its spread, but will again protect it by rules and policies until it takes over hundreds or thousands of our lakes.

Exotic aquatic weeds such as EWM, CL and Hydrilla as well as invasive native aquatic weeds such as coontail, northern watermilfoil and elodea all tend to dominate aquatic ecosystems.  The result is dense weed growth which damages the aquatic ecosystems.  It has long been known by fishery scientists that weeds providing the best fish habitat are large-leaved open architecture plants such as bassweed and clasping leaf pondweed.  (These species are rarely, if ever, destroyed with aquatic herbicides.)  It has also long been known that dense weed growth results in overpopulation of fish prey species and growth stunting in both prey and predator species.  It has also been known that few weeds if any are necessary for superior game fish populations.  Minnesotans go to Canada for great fishing where there are few weeds.

Now that the DNR has lost the ability to contain the spread of these biological pollutants, they tell us that these weeds are “just blending in and have become part of the mixture of aquatic weed species providing this wonderful fish habitat.” 

The DNR must be held accountable to base rules and policies on well-documented scientific data and must eliminate rules and policies that are not based on such data.  Such data must be made available to citizens upon request. 

The DNR has not considered many serious factors when establishing rules and policies governing the control of nuisance aquatic weeds.  These factors are: Property values, tourism revenues, recreational uses, balance of the aquatic eco-system, esthetic quality, and public safety.  If we do not demand rules and policies based upon valid scientific data from the DNR and through our state legislators, more and more damage will be done to our precious waterways.
We will keep you apprised of developments in this arena in future MHL newsletters and website updates. At the appropriate time, we will ask your help by contacting your elected representatives on the critical issues involved. 
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