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THE OTHER LAKES IN THE BASIN


For good reason, we spend most of our time worrying about one lake in the Basin, the big one, Tahoe.  Yet, there are many other lakes and ponds in the basin.  What about them?


Environmental standards for the Tahoe Basin are based on studies reported in a 1982 report, entitled “Environmental Threshold Carrying Capacities.”  It described “the other lakes and ponds” as more than 150 ponds of from 1 to 20 acres, about 15 with areas of 20 to 100 acres and four larger lakes.  In all, “the other lakes and ponds” cover less than a tenth of the area covered by Lake Tahoe.


 Still, the threshold report pointed out, not much was known about nutrient levels in those lakes, or their clarity, apart from a few measurements made in 1974 and 1975 by the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) and the USGS (U.S. Geological Survey).  The report also concluded that “there are not sufficient data to determine causal relationships between land use activities and water quality of other lakes in the Tahoe Basin.”


So, what did the TRPA (Tahoe Regional Planning Agency) decide would be an appropriate standard for “the other lakes and ponds” in the basin?  According to the TRPA’s Resolution 82-11, which set the current Environmental Threshold Carrying Capacities for the Lake Tahoe Basin, it’s to “attain existing water quality standards,” leaving much room for interpretation.


Since then, UC-Davis (University of California at Davis), in 1994 and 1996, conducted studies of nutrients in Spooner, Marlette, Upper and Lower Echo Lakes and Fallen Leaf Lake.  In their 1992 and 1996 annual water quality reports, TRPA also presented additional measurements made by USGS.


TRPA, as part of the Pathway 2007 program, is in the midst of a large exercise to amend its current regional plan.  An important aspect is to review and revise, if necessary, their environmental thresholds.  So, they asked the USGS to conduct another study on the same lakes that UC-Davis researchers had reported on a decade ago.  This research, done during 2002 and 2003 was recently reported by Michael Lico of the Carson City USGS office.


Lico explains that each of the lakes has its own unique ecology.  He likened Fallen Leaf and the Echo Lakes to Lake Tahoe (very clear, low nutrient levels), while Marlette and Spooner Lakes are much more eutrophic (more nutrients and algae).  “During the Comstock era,” Lico said, “Spooner was basically a sawmill pond, so it has tons of source organic matter.  And it has submerged macrophytes (rooted aquatic plants) that we don’t seem to see in other lakes.”


Marlette Lake has very little development, but there had been a lot of logging activity in the area.  According to Larry Benoit, TRPA’s water quality program manager, “Marlette Lake is dominated by cyanobacteria that fix their own nitrogen from the atmosphere and so the productivity can be very high, especially in the summer.  They used to call them blue green algae,” Benoit added, “before analysis with an electron microscope found that the ‘algae’ were actually bacteria.”  And Lico reports that total nitrogen concentrations were high in Marlette Lake.


Comparison of Lico’s data with earlier data for the four lakes doesn’t show striking changes over the past decade.  But, as Lico and Benoit point out, to really find a trend would require a very expensive program, something like the monitoring program for Lake Tahoe and its tributaries.  An earlier suggestion was to use the standards established for the streams that run in or out of those lakes.  But, according to Lico and other researchers, lake and stream processes are just too different to allow that simplification.


Fallen Leaf Lake is the only lake (other than Tahoe) for which there are specific, numerical water quality standards.  Lauri Kemper, with the Lahontan Water Quality Control Board, explains that the other lakes and ponds in the basin have narrative standards, which prohibit toxic substances, floating trash, oil sheens, etc.


In view of the lack of an adequate data base for setting standards, and the lack of funds for intensively monitoring the other lakes in the basin,  what can TRPA do?  According to Benoit, “as part of the Pathway 2007 process, TRPA staff will likely propose to maintain the current standards set for Fallen Leaf Lake and to manage the ‘other lakes and ponds’ for environmental health (as has been proposed by the water quality core group and technical working group at this point).”  That is, to assure that the waters continue to be safe for humans and for aquatic critters, rather than worry about clarity and algal productivity as we do for Lake Tahoe.  “Unless we know that there’s a particular problem,” Benoit said, “I don’t know that we can afford to do more.”


However, there could be some value to monitoring wilderness lakes that have no development and little recreational activity.  “I would think,” Lico said, “that one or two good sized wilderness lakes would be a good choice to look at, just to see what atmospheric components might be messing the lakes up.”


Questions or comments?  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net
