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The Upper Saranac Lake Foundation’s 2005 summer Milfoil Harvesting Program completed a very successful second dive season on August 11th.  The Dive team, with 75% returning from last year, was much more efficient and extremely well managed. They removed 200 mats from Upper Saranac and reset them in Fish Creek Pond in less time than it took to originally lay the mats in the Upper Lake last year.  By starting early in the growth season with more divers, productivity was improved dramatically.  Smaller plants and less regrowth allowed divers to cover more territory, faster.  In addition, the tank divers, through training and experience, were able to stay underwater longer, often using three tanks a day.  On a three tank day, a diver can spend up to 8 hours underwater.  200 new mats were purchased and over 100 of them placed in the Upper Lake.

Diving started on May 16th in Lower Fish Creek Pond, which was inspected last summer and found to be heavily infested, most likely being one of the primary sources of Milfoil in the Upper Lake.  Milfoil has been in the Pond for over 15 years.  Even though plants had grown to a height of three feet, with little boat traffic and the efficient laying of mats, the entire Pond was harvested in a two week period.  The Pond was hand harvested for a second time, with the entire crew, late in July.  The results are very encouraging, regrowth was about as expected, and diving was completed in approximately six hours.

The complete team of 20 divers and 10 support/top water workers started in the Upper Lake on June 1st.    Their pattern was similar to last year’s, starting on the West side and swimming from North to South.  With few exceptions, Milfoil was is less dense than last year, and, in combination with the experienced workers, allowed harvesting to progress more rapidly.  By August 11th, the Divers had covered the entire lake three times. Acreage and bags of milfoil are a less significant as comparative measures, because the size and distribution of the plants was significantly different.  Plants were more sparsely distributed, generally smaller in size and the historic large beds of milfoil less dense.  Yet, we estimate that we removed about 5 tons (wet) of Milfoil this year, compared to 18 tons in 2004.  All Good News!  The only surprise came in the East side of North Bay.  Almost all other areas had reduced densities of Milfoil, but this portion showed a larger and denser infestation than in 2004.  A substantial increase in boat traffic is the suspected cause.  We are finding Milfoil in 2 to 30 feet of water, and in sandier bottoms, possibly due to the improved clarity of the water, allowing more sunlight for enhanced plant growth.  Fragmentation is clearly less, and we assume old seeds are now germinating.

A weekly Fragment study is being done in the Fish Creek channel to Upper Saranac, to capture and measure the flow of Milfoil fragments into the Upper Lake.  To date, the results have been negative, possibly reflecting the improved conditions in Lower Fish Creek Pond due to the mats and the two rounds of hand harvesting this summer.

Transient boat traffic still must be considered a significant source of milfoil transportation from Fish Creek to Upper Saranac.

While we are greatly encouraged by the reduced regrowth of Milfoil, Paul Smith’s College’s data collection from the 13 Transect Sites will be extremely important to the long term plans for containing Milfoil in the Lake and its environs.  The Sites are being monitored monthly, measuring growth of Milfoil, as well as other native species.  Early indications from the data collected to date are very encouraging.  The science, so far, shows we are making progress in most areas.  There is significantly less Milfoil and an increase in native plant growth.  In addition, Paul Smith’s has taken multiple core samples from around the Lake and is using them in the Lab to measure the germination and growth rate of Milfoil seeds.  To date, there has been no germination in the lab, other than native plants.  We are continuing to monitor results and considering additional experiments.  There is very little scientific literature on Milfoil Seed Germination that would allow us to draw conclusions or develop additional strategies.

This summer, the new Adirondack Natural History Museum in Tupper Lake did underwater filming of the divers harvesting Milfoil for a permanent exhibit at the Museum.  The Adirondack Enterprise had an article on Invasive Species, which featured the Lake’s program.  The New York State Invasive Species Task Force held a public review of their initial Draft Report in Ray Brook on August 2nd.  While Milfoil was one of their top agenda items, the Group has yet to be staffed and funded.  It may be some time before any action is seen.  Three Harvesting Maps of the Lake can be viewed on the website, showing the location and density of the Milfoil found in each of this year’s three cycles of harvesting.  

Of special interest to the Foundation’s unique Milfoil Program was a presentation by Curt Stiles to the entire APA Board of Commissioners in early June.  The presentation was well received by the Board of Commissioners, with active participation and dialog.  Curt requested, and was granted, a return visit in September, to present the results of Paul Smith’s scientific study and this summer’s data.  

Overall, the Foundation’s Program appears to be very effective and has exceeded expectations.  This summer, the Lake’s water temperature was unusually warm, and the clarity of the water greatly improved.   Both would be expected to enhance Milfoil growth.  With the exception of a few areas, like North Bay, and with the divers able to make three complete cycles, the lake is without question in better shape now, than it was last year at this time.  Considering that there was no model to follow for a lake this size, and, that one had to be created and constantly updated, the present success is very gratifying and will set a standard for Milfoil containment within the Adirondack Park.  The reception by the APA and the DEC is encouraging.  It is hoped that a growing sense of cooperation and responsibility will lead to greater participation by the State of New York and its Agencies.

We still need the financial support of all lake residents, shore owners, and those who use the lake regularly.

For Up to Date progress, pictures and data visit  www.uslf.org
