
Familiar Stories…
A family goes out for a late summer day of
fishing on the Lake Tenkiller.  They catch fish
but notice the water is very green and murky.

A rancher goes out to fish on the pasture
pond he stocked a few years ago.  He finds
it clogged with waterweeds and hard to fish.

A fly fisher tries her luck on the Illinois River.
It’s hard to wade because the rocks are fuzzy
green and slippery, and there aren’t as many
Brownies (Smallmouth Bass) as before.

A Tulsa resident turns on the tap and finds
the water has an unpleasant muddy taste
and odor.

Q:  What do these stories have in com-
mon?

A:  They are examples of excess algae
and other aquatic plants due to nutri-
ent pollution.

Algae and aquatic plants are not usually
bad.  But too much algae, particularly some

species, can
cause serious
problems.

Algae and
aquatic plants are
generally good be-
cause they form
the base of the
aquatic food chain,
provide habitat for
fish and other crit-
ters, and produce
oxygen.  Critters
that feed on algae
become food for
gamefish and other
desirable wildlife.
Larger aquatic

plants provide feeding and nesting cover for
many species.

Problems occur when fertilizer nutrients
cause too much growth of algae.  This condi-
tion is called, eutrophication.

What occurs
in Eutrophication?
◆ Dense clumps of algae appear in the water

or attached to rocks.  The water may be-
come green and cloudy (turbid).

◆ The types of algae change from desirable
species to less desirable species.  These
species make poor food for aquatic life and
impart bad taste and odor to the water and
fish.

◆ Fish populations
change: turbidity
favors rough fish
over sight-feeding
gamefish.  Too
much aquatic
plant cover favors
the smaller fish.

◆ Die-off and rapid
decomposition of
algae causes
depletion of oxy-
gen, resulting in
fish kills.

◆ Decaying plants and algae, and excess
growth of off-flavor algae make drinking
water expensive to treat.

What are these fertilizer
nutrients?
◆ Nitrogen (N) occurs mostly as nitrates and

ammonia, and organic N.
◆ Phosphorus (P) occurs mostly as phos-

phates.
◆ These nutrients stimulate growth of all plants

– houseplants, crops, weeds and algae.
◆ It makes no difference whether N and P

come from fertilizer, manure, or even the
decay of lawn and garden trimmings.  When
they get in the water, they stimulate the
growth of algae.

Why do we hear so much
about phosphorus?
◆ Phosphorus is a special problem in the Illi-

nois River and other fresh waters.
◆ Fresh waters are naturally low in P, whereas

N tends to be more abundant.
◆ Tiny additions of P can

cause a huge response
in algae growth.

How do nutrients
get in the water?
◆ Point sources are dis-

charges from a pipe or
man-made channel (mu-
nicipal sewage treat-
ment plants, food pro-
cessing plants, or other
industrial sources). Point
sources account for
about 40% of excess nu-
trients in the Illinois River.

Figure 1. There are
many types of micro-
scopic algae.
(courtesy, NRCS)

Free-floating, microscopic algae, called
phytoplankton, are always present in
lakes and streams.  They give the water
an olive greenish cast. Attached algae,
called  periphyton, give a green color
to rocks and other structures submerged
in the water.

Figure 2. Excessive algae may look like moss,
clumps or floating mats.


