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Lake researchers issue call to action

SOUTH BURLINGTON -- When 
scientist Tim Mihuc stood to talk about 
invasive species Wednesday, he made a 
startling appeal to the assembled Lake 
Champlain researchers: “No more 
research! We need action!”

Several scientists leaped to rebut him, 
but he had expressed in extravagant 
language an emerging theme at the 
daylong conference on the future of 
Lake Champlain research: how to more 
quickly translate research into action.

Natural resource managers from 
Vermont and New York urged scientists 
to do a better job of sharing their 
results.

“We try to make science-based 
decisions. I’ve worked for the agency 
for eight years, and I’ve never been 
approached by anyone in the research 
community to say, ‘Hey, here’s 
something we have learned,’” said 
April Moulaert, a wetlands expert in 
the Vermont Department of Forests, 
Parks and Recreation.

Researchers begged natural resources 
managers to tell them more precisely 
what kind of data they need to make 
those decisions.

“How do we move faster?” asked Mary 
Watzin, lead lake researcher at the 
University of Vermont. “If we want to 
make a difference, we need to get much 
more specifi c about what kind of data 
we can provide to improve decision-
making.”

Three panel discussions provided 
dozens of examples:

Certain small areas of farmland 
contribute far more than their share of 
pollution to the lake. Researchers need 
to identify those types of land so anti-
pollution efforts can focus on them, 
several natural resources managers 
urged.

“Do we need to have everyone do 
everything everywhere, or is there an 
answer that is less than that?” asked 
Julie Moore of Vermont’s Clean and 
Clear offi ce.

Researchers don’t understand enough 
about the relationship between water 
quality and the way currents move 
water around in the lake.

“If we don’t understand that, how can 
we make a rational decision about 
removing the Missisquoi and Carry 
Bay causeways?” Watzin asked, as she 
listed her priorities for future research. 
Residents blame the causeways 
for blocking water movement and 
encouraging stagnation that helps algae 
blooms; research has not borne out that 
belief.

Work also is urgently required to 
understand what triggers blue-green 
algae blooms that interfere with 
recreation and threaten public health in 
Missisquoi Bay, Watzin said.

“If we have that information, we can 
make better decisions about what 
changes would reduce bloom intensity 
and frequency,” she said.

Fighting and controlling an invasive 
species once it has arrived is expensive 
-- more than $400,000 a year, for 
example, to control water chestnut in 
Lake Champlain.

“To justify that kind of spending, we 
need to know the economic impact” an 
invasive species has on residents and 
businesses, Dave Tilton of the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service told researchers.

Action on invasives

After he made his “action, not research” 
appeal, Mihuc, a lake scientist at 
the State University of New York 
at Plattsburgh, asked the assembled 
researchers to vote on how they would 
spend a hypothetical $10 million grant 
to deal with invasive species.

On more research?

Or on public outreach, education and 
regulation to prevent the arrival of more 
invaders?

Forced to choose, most scientists in 
the room voted for prevention over 
research.

“It’s a false dichotomy,” Watzin 
insisted. What’s needed is more sharply 
focused, policy-relevant studies -- not 
an abandonment of research.

Mihuc’s provocative call to action 
resonated with one of the few laypeople 
in the audience, Mike Rapacz of the 
Conservation Law Foundation.

“What is missing?” he asked 
rhetorically of the person sitting next to 
him. “It’s not necessarily just science 
-- it’s taking the scientifi c information 
and converting it into policy to better 
regulate agricultural land uses, 
wastewater management, stormwater 
and construction-related runoff.”
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