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Connecting Phosphorus Load, Transport, and Biological Use: How Does Microcystis Use
Phosphorus and Where is the Bloom Trigger Point?

David A. Culver and Joseph D. Conroy, Principal Investigators

Abstract. We determined the sources of Microcystis blooms entering Lake Erie via the Maumee
and Sandusky rivers, where and when they began, and the role of phosphorus in their growth.
Microcystis blooms began in the smallest tributaries, and were found at all sites by April,
whereas Lake Erie’s blooms typically begin in July.

Soluble reactive phosphorus was abundant in both systems, ranging from 6 to 174 micrograms
P/L, whereas Lake Erie open water is usually < 2 pug P/L. Laboratory tests showed that P
available to algae and Microcystis exceeded that needed for maximal growth. Phytoplankton in
the rivers discharged to Lake Erie included huge amounts of Microcystis (~10"° kg wet
weight/mo in June and August 2009), equivalent to the capacity of 110 million railroad coal cars
(at 100 tons each). Greater discharges of phytoplankton occurred in 2010. While other research
tests whether this Microcystis continues to grow in Lake Erie after discharge, the tons of organic
matter from phytoplankton loading to the lake each month has a large impact on the ecology of
the lake. The best way to control Microcystis is to decrease the nonpoint P input from the
watershed to the tributaries.



Introduction

Since the mid-1990s, Lake Erie has shown clear signs of re-eutrophication. Although recent total
phosphorus loads have remained generally at the mandated target of 11,000 metric tons since the
mid-1980s (Dolan and Richards 2008), the dissolved portion of the tributary load has increased
since the mid-1990s (Richards et al. 2007) likely making phosphorus more bioavailable (Baker et
al. 2007). Also, large blooms of Microcystis and other Cyanobacteria (including Lyngbya in the
nearshore area) have increased since the mid-1990s as has seasonal total phytoplankton biomass
(Conroy et al. 2005, Bridgeman et al. 2011). These observations combined with other recurring
problems including the invasion of the potentially toxic cyanobacterium Cylindrospermopsis
(Conroy et al. 2007) and potentially detrimental hypolimnetic hypoxia (Conroy 2005) indicate
that Lake Erie ecosystem health has continued to decline in recent years (Conroy et al. 2008).
Accordingly, determining the role of increased bioavailable phosphorus, how the phytoplankton
and cyanobacterial (including Microcystis) communities use that phosphorus to initiate blooms,
and the initial sites of those blooms have been the focus of this research project. The Maumee
and Sandusky rivers typically contribute the largest sources of nonpoint dissolved phosphorus to
the lake from agricultural, sewage, and storm water inputs, and represent the lake’s most
agriculturally influenced watersheds, so we have performed intense sampling of these rivers, both
temporally and spatially.

In this research project, we seek to evaluate the role of increased tributary dissolved reactive
phosphorus delivery in initiating Harmful Algal Blooms in Lake Erie’s two most agriculturally
influenced watersheds. Outcomes from our project will directly assist lake and watershed
managers who seek to reverse increasing phosphorus load and who seek to remediate harmful
algal blooms, two of the 2008 Lake Erie Protection and Restoration Plan’s Strategic Objectives.

Because we must also understand how phytoplanktonic (including Microcystis and other
Cyanobacteria) and heterotrophic bacterial communities affect the other’s dynamics through their
use of phosphorus, carbon, and nitrogen (Heath et al. 2003, DeBruyn et al. 2004, Gao and Heath
2005), especially in riverine systems where light and nutrient availability vary dramatically, we
have also sought to determine the competitive balance between these groups (Clevinger et al.
2007). Our research builds on our previous work to test the Algal Loading Hypothesis (Conroy
2007) which focused on the balance of light versus nutrient limitation of phytoplankton growth in
the coupled Sandusky Ecosystem, including the Sandusky River, bay, and subbasin (LEPF
Project No. 04—16). In that project, we found Microcystis upstream in the Sandusky River, even
during spring and at times of phosphorus limitation. During times of low Microcystis abundance,
the upstream community showed phosphorus limitation. However, only after P availability
exceeded demand did Microcystis bloom, indicating the importance of phosphorus availability in
triggering blooms.

Project Goals and Objectives: In this project, we sought to directly assess the role of
bioavailable phosphorus in facilitating harmful algal blooms by determining (1) how Microcystis
uses the bioavailable portion of the total phosphorus pool to form blooms in the Maumee and
Sandusky systems of Lake Erie to determine (2) where in these blooms are “triggered” (i.e., far
upstream, in the main tributary, not until the river discharges into the nearshore, or not until
offshore). Ultimately, accomplishing these two goals allows us to inform ecosystem managers
on how any future decreases in the bioavailable portion of loaded phosphorus may lead to
decreases in harmful algal blooms in Lake Erie.



To achieve these goals we established four Project Objectives:

(1) to determine temporal and spatial changes in phytoplankton community composition,
with particular emphasis on Microcystis, moving from small, low-order streams high in the
watershed, into the main tributary, and out into the near- and offshore zones of Lake Erie in the
coupled Maumee River-bay-western basin and Sandusky River-bay-subbasin systems;

(2) to determine how phosphorus, nitrogen, and carbon (e.g., nutrient) concentrations, light
attenuation, and temperature co-vary with alterations in phytoplankton community
composition and Microcystis abundance in these systems both spatially (i.e., up- to downstream
and/or near- to offshore) and temporally (i.e., spring to summer and/or low flow to high flow;

(3) to determine how Microcystis, the rest of the phytoplankton, and heterotrophic bacterial
communities uptake and use phosphorus in these systems both spatially and temporally; and,
(4) to determine water flow connectivity between sites in these coupled systems during
various times of the year.

Methods

Field Sampling: To quantify spatial and temporal variation in phytoplankton community
composition, nutrient concentration, light attenuation, temperatures, nutrient use, and
hydrodynamic connectivity, we sampled four sites in each of the Maumee and Sandusky coupled
systems in 2009 (Table 1). In the Maumee system, these sites included (1) Lost Creek, a
tributary to the Tiffin River which is a tributary of the Maumee River; (2) Maumee River at the
Farnsworth Metro Park, Waterville, OH; (3) Maumee Bay, near the river mouth; and (4) at the
historically important 7M station in the western basin east of the Maumee River discharge
(Figure 1). In the Sandusky system, these sites included (1) Honey Creek near Melmore, OH, a
site studied since 1975 by Heidelberg University; (2) Sandusky River where Wolf Creek joins
the river near Fremont, OH; (3) Sandusky Bay east of the railway causeway; and (4) Lake Erie,
in the Sandusky subbasin, east of the Sandusky River discharge (Figure 2). On the other hand,
sampling in 2010 involved seven tributary sites for each river, including four sites previously
sampled in 2009 (Figures 1 and 2, Table 1), to better characterize the role of the different
portions of the watershed on physics, chemistry, and phytoplankton blooms. We sampled each
site six times in 2009 (~once per month) during the months May—October 2009. Sampling trips
coincided with both high- and low-flow events during the spring and summer months, but much
of the year’s tributary discharge occurred in the March through June period, so sampling in 2010
began in March and extended again into October for a total of 11 sampling events (Figure 3).

For each sampling date and site, we used a multiparameter survey instrument (sonde) (Model
6600, YSI, Inc., Yellow Springs, Ohio) to measure temperature, dissolved oxygen concentration,
in situ fluorescence (as a surrogate for chlorophyll concentration), in Situ cyanobacterial
phycocyanin concentration, and turbidity at depth. We also collected whole-water samples to
analyze for chlorophyll a, phycocyanin, phytoplankton community composition, nutrient
concentrations, and phosphorus uptake, plus phytoplankton and heterotrophic bacterial
productivity measurements. Whole-water samples were held on ice until returned to The Ohio
State University (OSU; chlorophyll and nutrients) or Kent State University (KSU; uptake and
primary productivity) for further processing. Phytoplankton community samples were preserved
with Lugol’s iodine solution for later enumeration using an inverted microscope.

For the four objectives, therefore, we performed a series of field samplings of the stations on the
Maumee and Sandusky River systems, followed by laboratory analyses of samples, and
quantitative analysis of the field and laboratory results (Table 2).



Table 1. Sample Site Locations, 2009 and 2010. The river miles (Rmi) from Lake Erie are

shown in the last column.

2009 2010 Station
Sandusky River Sites Lat/Long Station # #, Rmi
Unnamed Tributary to Silver Creek,
Melmore, OH 41.022834, -83.067189 SR1, Rmi 55
Silver Creek Tributary to Honey Creek, SR2, Rmi 53
Melmore, OH 41.035863, -83.073919
Honey Creek, Melmore, OH, Heidelberg
WQL Sampling Site 41.021806, -83.105854 S1 SR3, Rmi 48
Honey Creek, Tiffin, OH 41.082515, -83.189831 SR4, Rmi 41
Sandusky River, Fort Seneca, OH 41.208929, -83146744 SRS, Rmi 25
Wolf Creek, Sandusky State Scenic River
Access, Fremont, OH 41.274374, -83.167722 S2 SR6, Rmi 20
USGS Gage Site 04198000, Rice Road,
Fremont, OH 41.309003, -83.156186
Sandusky R., Memory Marina 41.421684, -83.062713 SR7, Rmi 2
E. Sandusky Bay 41.47517, -82.76683 S3
Lake Erie 41.47083, -82.61805 S4
Maumee River Sites

Tributary to Lost Creek, Rosedale Road,
Hicksville, OH 41.361784, -84.690841 Ml MR1, Rmi 87
Tiffin River, Schick Road, Defiance, OH 41.348593, -84.42431 MR2, Rmi 71
Auglaize River, 2d Street, Defiance, OH 41.305876, -84.383883 MR3, Rmi 63
Maumee River, Independence Dam State
Park, Defiance, OH 41.2947717, -84.291355 MR4, Rmi 59
Maumee River, Napoleon, OH 41.382138, -84.138767 MRS5, Rmi 49
Maumee River, M. J. Thurston State Park,
Grand Rapids, OH 41.412705, -83.88701 MR6, Rmi 32
Maumee River, USGS Gage Site
04193500, State Route 64, Waterville, OH 41.500245,-83.714846
Maumee River, Farnsworth Metro Park,
Waterville, OH 41.476617, -83.74883 M2 MR7, Rmi 24
Maumee Bay 41.71667, -83.3667 M3
Lake Erie 41.73300, -83.29700 M4




42°N

75

25

41° N

Figure 1. Sampling sites for 2009 (white labels) and 2010 (black labels) in the Maumee River
tributaries, main stem, Maumee Bay, and the main sampling site in western Lake Erie.
Background maps present land-use data for the drainage basin of each river with brown
indicating agricultural land-use, shades of green indicating various forested land uses, and red
colors indicating urban land use.



25

4N

78

Figure 2. Sampling sites for 2009 (white labels) and 2010 (black labels) in the Sandusky River
tributaries, main stem, eastern Sandusky Bay, and offshore in the Sandusky subbasin in the
central basin of Lake Erie. Land uses are as above.



Maumee Discharge and Sampling Dates 2009-2010
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Figure 3. Discharge (m’/sec) at the USGS gauge station at Waterville for the Maumee River and
at Fremont for the Sandusky River relative to our sampling dates in 2009 and 2010. Note the
larger scales for discharge in the Maumee River. The 2010 sampling began earlier in the spring
and achieved better representation of both high and low discharge events in the two rivers.



Table 2. Project Activity Schedule

2009

Activity Mar | Apr | May | Jun | Jul | Aug| Sep | Oct | Nov | Dec
Field sampling X X X X X X X
Nutrient X X X X X
measurements
Phosphorus use
measurements
Transport
measurements
Phytoplankton
enumerations
Progress Report
delivered

X X

X
X X X X
X

XX X X

2010

Activity Jan | Feb | Mar [ Apr | May | Jun | Jul | Aug | Sep | Oct
Field sampling X X X X X X X X
Nutrient
measurements X X X
Phosphorus use
measurements
Phytoplankton
enumerations
Progress Report
delivered
Presentations X X

X X

X X X X
X X X X
X X X X

XX X X

2010 2011

Activity Nov | Dec| Jan [ Feb | Mar | Apr | May [ Jun | Jul | Aug
Phytoplankton
enumerations
Presentations X X

2011
Activity Sep | Oct | Nov |Dec

Final Report X

delivered

Presentations X

Laboratory analyses: For chlorophyll analysis, a sufficient volume of water to leave a heavy
residue was filtered through GF/F (0.7-um nominal pore diameter; Whatman) filters and frozen
for later analysis by spectrophotometry. Phycocyanin samples were filtered similarly, followed
by sonication of the filters in a phosphate buffer, filtration, and analysis by fluorescence relative
to known concentrations of phycocyanin using a Turner 10-AU fluorometer. Nutrient analyses
(total, particulate, and soluble reactive phosphorus, total Kjeldahl, particulate, nitrate, nitrite, and
ammonium nitrogen, silicate, chloride, and particulate and dissolved carbon ) were performed at
Heidelberg University’s National Center for Water Quality Research using 250-mL samples of
the filtrate and whole water held on ice in the field and then frozen. At KSU, phytoplankton
productivity was measured by incorporation of '*C-sodium bicarbonate, bacterial productivity
was measured by incorporation of *H-leucine, and phosphorus uptake rates and phosphorus debt
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were measured by **P incorporation in the dark into the particulate fractions > 1.0 pm (the
phytoplankton) and between 0.2—1.0 um (the bacteria). Further description of algal and bacterial
growth methods may be found in Conroy (2007) and Gao and Heath (2005).

Phytoplankters in preserved whole-water samples were quantitatively concentrated by settling.
We used inverted microscopes at 400x to identify them to genus and enumerate them to generate
estimates of numbers/ml, size frequency (um), wet weight biomass (um®/individual, and ml/m?),
and their summations by phylum. Biomass determinations (cell volume based on geometric
formulae) required measurements of representative cell dimensions (20 specimens) for each
taxon.

Results

Objective 1. Determine temporal and spatial changes in phytoplankton community
composition, with particular attention to Microcystis.

Estimates of seasonal and spatial variation in total phytoplankton biomass (algae plus
Cyanobacteria) in 2009 show that biomass was high in all samples, but especially in the 4 August
Maumee River station (36.5 mg/L. wet weight), in the 11 August Maumee Bay station (26.5
mg/L), and in all samples from the Sandusky system, but especially on 20 October when the
Sandusky Bay site biomass was 40.1 mg/L (Figure 4). These are remarkably high biomass
values. For example, typical open lake samples do not exceed 3 mg/L, except during late
summer Microcystis blooms. Note that these figures present biomass data from the small
tributary stations at the bottom of the graph, followed by the main stem river stations, the bay
stations, followed by the lake stations at the top. Biomass is represented by a series of colored
contour plots. Similar graphs are used throughout this report to represent the temporal and
spatial variation in state variables. Note that differences in concentration between the two river
systems often requires that different scales be adopted for a given variable (e.g., Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Comparison of total phytoplankton biomass (mg/L wet weight) in the Maumee and
Sandusky River systems, 2009. Stations sampled included small, upstream tributaries, the main
stem of each river, bays at the river mouths, and Lake Erie offshore stations for each river.

Chlorophyll a concentrations (Figure 5) are often used as a substitute for the algal counts and
biomass estimates presented here (Figure 4). Both figures indicate that while significant blooms
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occurred at all sites and dates, phytoplankton were most abundant in the Maumee River and Bay
sites in July—September 2009, with lower concentrations in the Lake Erie and small tributary
sites. Blooms occurred earlier in the year in the Sandusky River system, with the highest
concentrations occurring in Sandusky Bay in late June and late October. Analysis of
phytoplankton abundance and taxonomic composition helps characterize the dynamics of the
phytoplankton community. The two river systems have a taxonomically diverse community

(Table 3).

Table 3: Algal and cyanobacterial genera found in Sandusky and Maumee River and Lake Erie
stations, 2009-2010. Genera marked with M or S were found only in the Maumee or Sandusky
systems, respectively, but most taxa were common to both systems.

Chlorophyta Chrysophyta Cyanobacteria
Actinastrum Asterionella Anabaena
Ankistrodesmus  Cyclotella Aphanizomenon
Carteria Cymbella Chroococcus
Chlamydomonas  Dinobryon Cylindrospermopsis
Closteriopsis Fragilaria Lyngbya
Closterium Gomphonema Merismopedia
Coelastrum Gyrosigma Microcystis
Cosmarium Melosira Planktothrix
Crucigenia Navicula Spirulina
Dictyosphaerium  Nitzschia

Eudorina Opephora S

Franceia M  Rhizosolenia Euglenophyta
Golenkinia Rhoicosphenia Euglena
Gonium Stephanodiscus Phacus
Lagerheimia Surirella

Micractinium Synedra

Oocystis Synura

Pandorina

Pediastrum Cryptophyta Pyrrhophyta
Scenedesmus Chroomonas Ceratium
Schroederia Cryptomonas Gymnodinium
Sphaerocystis S Rhodomonas Peridinium

Spirogyra S
Staurastrum
Tetraedron
Treubaria

Microcystis blooms and their initiation are an important focus of this project, and indeed,
Microcystis was present in every phytoplankton sample collected in 2009, and often was a
predominant taxon (Figure 6), exceeding 5 mg/L (wet weight) in the Maumee River on 7 July
2009, and in the Sandusky River on 7 July and 4 August 2009, and in Lake Erie at the Maumee
site on 1 October and 20 October 2009, and in Sandusky Bay on 14 July, and the Sandusky
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subbasin of Lake Erie 20 October 2009. Its biomass often exceeded 50% of the total
phytoplankton present (Figure 7). However, the distribution of the cyanobacterial pigment
phycocyanin (Figure 8) does not match the distribution of Microcystis, suggesting that other
cyanobacteria were present and abundant. Indeed, the filamentous cyanobacterium Planktothrix
exceeded 20 mg/L in Sandusky Bay on three dates (1 June, 14 July, and 20 October). Various
species of this genus can produce the hepatotoxin microcystin and/or the neurotoxin saxitoxin.
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Figure 5. Comparison of chlorophyll a concentration (nug/L) as an additional indication of the
seasonal and spatial variation in the total phytoplankton biomass in the Maumee and Sandusky
River systems, 2009.
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Figure 6. Comparison of spatial and temporal variation in Microcystis biomass (mg/L wet
weight) in the Maumee and Sandusky river tributaries, main stem, Lake Erie bay and offshore
locations for 2009.

Microcystis was present in all samples at all sites and dates. Peak tributary biomasses were 8.6 in
the small tributary to the Maumee River (12 October 2009) and 4.1 mg/L in the Honey Creek
12



tributary to the Sandusky River on 7 July 2009. The maximum Microcystis biomasses found
were 16.4 mg/L in the Maumee Lake Erie site and 19.6 mg/L in the Sandusky subbasin of Lake
Erie, both on 20 October 2009.
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Figure 7. Comparison of the spatial and temporal variation in Microcystis as a percentage of the
total phytoplankton biomass in the Maumee and Sandusky river tributaries, main stem, Lake Erie
bay and offshore locations for 2009.

Maumee
Lake

Bay

River

Tribs
May  Jun Jul

Aug
2009

Sep

Oct

N 0

N 200
Il 400
N 600
I 800
[ 1000
[ 1200
[ 1400

WWNNRFE P OO
oo u,o

May

Jun

Sandusky

Jul Aug
2009

Sep

Oct

Lake

Bay

River

Tribs

Figure 8. Seasonal and spatial variation in the cyanobacterial pigment phycocyanin (ug/L) in the
Maumee and Sandusky river tributaries, main stem, Lake Erie bay and offshore locations for
2009. While both systems had the greatest phycocyanin content in the bays in July and August,
the much higher (40x) phycocyanin content in Sandusky Bay required a different scale for the
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Other taxonomic groups also achieved high densities at individual sites, with the dinoflagellate
Gymnodinium achieving a biomass of 26.1 mg/L on 4 August 2009 in the Maumee River, the
filamentous diatom Melosira (recently renamed Aulacoseira) present at 11.4 mg/L in Sandusky
Bay on 20 October, a coccoid colonial green alga reached 11.5 mg/L in Maumee Bay on 11
August, and the flagellated green alga Carteria reached 8.4 mg/L in the Sandusky River on 21
September 2009.

Modifying our approach: Sampling in 2010. Because Microcystis occurred much earlier in the
year at small tributaries to both rivers than we anticipated, and because Lake Erie sampling was
the focus of many other research groups, we modified our strategies for 2010 to begin sampling
earlier in the year, to sample an additional five tributary and river stations, and to intentionally
sample both high flow and low events throughout the year (Table 1, Figure 3). The
phytoplankton biomass distribution thus appears much different (Figure 9) from those seen in
2009 (Figure 4). The contouring program can perform more intricate interpolations through the
numerous stations and dates.

The biomass of phytoplankton in 2010 exceeded that seen in 2009, in part because we sampled
the early spring blooms occurring in the Maumee and Sandusky Rivers in March 2010, but
primarily because summer blooms in the rivers in 2009 greatly exceeded those in 2009. Total
phytoplankton biomass exceeded 20 mg/L in individual Maumee system sites on 22 April, 12
May, 1 June, 8 July, and on 27 July (three sites), with the highest biomass being 41.8 mg/L wet
weight on the Maumee River at Napoleon (MRS5) on 27 July 2010. Phytoplankton biomass in the
Sandusky system was higher yet, with values above 20 mg/L on 30 June, above 30 on 17 March,
2 June, 30 June, and a maximum value of 53.5 on 17 March on the Sandusky River at Fort
Seneca (station SRS).
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Figure 9. Seasonal and spatial variation in total phytoplankton biomass (algae plus
Cyanobacteria, mg wet weight /L) for seven tributary and main stem stations on both the
Maumee and Sandusky river systems, 2010. Numbers on the y-axis reflect the number of river-
miles from the confluence with Lake Erie, plus the position of major towns. White circles mark

the date and river-mile of each sample taken.
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High biomass values were usually associated with Microcystis blooms ranging from 5 to 23 mg/L
at many Maumee stations on 12 May, 1 June, and 29 June, but other taxa were also abundant,
including 9 mg/L for the cyanobacterium Anabaena on 27 July on the Maumee River at Grand
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Rapids (MR6). Other abundant algae included centric diatoms at main stem Maumee River sites
on 22 April (15.0 mg/L at MR6), 27 July (8.4, 6.0, and 8.8 at MR5, MR6, and MR7,
respectively), and 14 September (7.9 mg/L at MR6). Various green algae (Eudorina, Carteria,
Chlamydomonas, and Oocystis) formed blooms on the Maumee River on 8 July (26.1 mg/L), 27
July (12.8, 22.9, and 6.0 at MR4, MR5, MR6), and 17 August (5.4, 10.4 at MR4 and MRY).

Total phytoplankton biomass in the Sandusky River was higher yet, with values exceeding 10
mg/L wet weight on 13 May (3 sites), 2 June (2 sites), 30 June (3 sites), 9 July (1 site), 19 August
(2 sites), 16 September (3 sites), and 21 October (2 sites). Biomass exceeded 20 mg/L at one site
on both 2 and 30 June, but exceeded 30 mg/L on 3 occasions, with the maximum biomass of 53.5
mg/L occurring on the Sandusky River at Fort Seneca on 17 March. Microcystis was a principal
contributor to these blooms (i.e., > 5 mg/L, maximum = 41.4 mg/L) in 17 samples, but other taxa
were abundant as well, including the same taxa listed above. However, diatoms exceeded 10
mg/L in only 3 samples, while greens exceeded 5 mg/L in 5 samples.

Although the biomass was higher in the Sandusky system, spring and summer chlorophyll a was
much higher in the Maumee River stations in 2010 (Figure 10) than in the single main river
station sampled in 2009. The Sandusky River station was again high, but not as high as the
Maumee River. Both Figures 8 and 9 indicate the remarkable phytoplankton abundance in the
Maumee and Sandusky systems, and that the biomass changed rapidly from station to station and
date to date.
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Figure 10. Seasonal and spatial variation in chlorophyll a (ug/L) as an additional indication of
total phytoplankton biomass for seven tributary and main stem stations on both the Maumee and
Sandusky river systems, 2010. Note that the maximum scale for the Maumee isopleths is 3.2
times that of the Sandusky isopleths.

Because Microcystis dynamics are of particular importance to this study, we have again prepared
isopleths showing its spatial and temporal variation at the same stations (Figure 11). The figures
are very similar to those of total phytoplankton biomass (Figure 9), so we have again calculated
the percentage of the total biomass that consists of Microcystis (Figure 12). For many stations
and dates, the Microcystis biomass approached 100% of the total phytoplankton biomass, and for
most of the year in both river systems, it exceeded 50%. The distribution of the cyanobacterial
pigment phycocyanin again does not match the Microcystis distribution precisely, due to the
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presence of other cyanobacterial taxa in the rivers and their tributaries. Nevertheless,
Cyanobacteria were extremely abundant in 2010, particularly in the Sandusky system.

Maumee Microcystis
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Figure 11. Seasonal and spatial variation Microcystis biomass (mg wet weight /L) for seven
tributary and main stem stations on both the Maumee and Sandusky river systems, 2010.
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Figure 12. Seasonal and spatial variation Microcystis biomass as a percentage of total
phytoplankton biomass for seven tributary and main stem stations on both the Maumee and
Sandusky river systems, 2010. Note that while the biomass of Microcystis was not a constant
fraction of the total phytoplankton (compare Figures 10 and 12), this figure shows that it was
often the dominant (and approached the only) taxon present.
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Figure 13. Seasonal and spatial variation in the concentration of the cyanobacterial pigment
phycocyanin (png/L), 2010. Note that the extremely high concentrations in the Maumee system
require representing the data as the logyo of the phycocyanin concentration.
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Objective 2. Determine how phosphorus, nitrogen, and carbon (e.g., nutrient)
concentrations, light attenuation, and temperature co-vary with alterations in
phytoplankton community composition and Microcystis abundance in these systems both
spatially and temporally (i.e., spring to summer and/or low flow to high flow).

While it is interesting to contrast the seasonal and spatial abundances of various phytoplankters
and their pigments in the Maumee and Sandusky Rivers and the two bays and Lake Erie, a
primary goal of this project was to determine the factors important to the initiation and expansion
of algal blooms therein, with particular attention to the role of phosphorus in the blooms of
Microcystis. In this section, we focus on the effects of tributary and river flow on the abundance
of suspended solids and phosphorus, and their impact on phytoplankton blooms.

In 2009, total phosphorus concentrations were highest in the Maumee and Sandusky rivers
throughout the sampling season, and also in Sandusky Bay in June and July (Figure 14). While
soluble reactive phosphorus was high at all stations and on all dates in 2009, it was particularly
abundant in May and October in the Maumee River, and was a much higher percentage of total
phosphorus in those months, and was a smaller fraction of total phosphorus in the Sandusky
system, except on the October sampling date in the Honey Creek tributary (Figure 14).

The total phosphorus and the soluble reactive phosphorus concentrations were much higher in
2010 in both rivers (Figure 15). The highest concentrations occurred in May—July, which were
samples taken during very high flow events (Figure 3). The soluble reactive phosphorus (SRP)
that is most stimulatory to algal and cyanobacterial growth typically was 40% or more of the total
phosphorus in both rivers in 2010 (Figure 15).

Total suspended solids (TSS) (Figure 16) were also strongly influenced by discharge in 2009
(Figure 3). A large fraction of the total suspended solids was inorganic material, so the
nonvolatile suspended solids (NVSS) isopleths are very similar to the TSS isopleths. The
difference between the TSS and the NVSS is the weight of particulate organic matter, which is
presented as a percentage of the TSS in the bottom two panels. The relatively precise
correspondence between the top two sets of panels shows that most of the peaks in suspended
particulate occurred when inorganic matter (NVSS) was also high, corresponding to high
discharge events. The percent of the particulate matter that is organic (to which algae and
cyanobacteria contribute) often peaks when TSS and NVSS were lower, i.e., at low flow.

In 2010, the more frequent spatial and temporal sampling of the tributaries and various reaches of
the rivers even better illustrates the impact of discharge variation on the total suspended solids
(TSS) and nonvolatile suspended solids (NVSS) (Figure 17). As in 2009, the relatively precise
correspondence between the top two sets of panels shows that most of the peaks in suspended
particulate occurred when inorganic matter (NVSS) was also high, corresponding to high
discharge events. However, the particulate matter suspended in the tributaries in 2010 was five

to ten times higher than those found in 2009. The percent organic matter (algae and
cyanobacteria) often peaks when TSS and NVSS were lower.
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Figure 14. Comparison of the temporal and spatial variation in total phosphorus (TP) and soluble

reactive phosphorus (SRP) (mg P/L), and the percentage of the TP that is SRP, in the Maumee
and Sandusky river tributaries, main stem, Lake Erie bay and offshore locations for 2009. The
higher SRP content of water in the Sandusky system required scales four times higher than those
in the Maumee system.
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Figure 15. Comparison of the temporal and spatial variation in total phosphorus (TP) and soluble

reactive phosphorus (SRP) (mg P/L), and the percentage of the TP that is SRP, in the Maumee
and Sandusky watersheds (2010).
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Figure 17. Comparison of the temporal and spatial variation in total suspended solids (TSS) and
the non-volatile suspended solids (VSS) in the Maumee and Sandusky watersheds, and the
percent particulate organic matter from the same samples (2010). Note that the Sandusky scales

are twice those of the Maumee River system.
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Objective 3. Determine how Microcystis and the rest of the phytoplankton and

heterotrophic bacterial communities take up and use phosphorus in these systems, both
spatially and temporally.

Because the phosphorus concentration in the water tells us little about the availability of
phosphate inside the algal and bacterial cells, one cannot determine the relative impact of a high
or low phosphate concentration on their growth rate. Therefore, we measured the rate of uptake
of radioactive phosphate (P use) from phytoplankton community samples from both rivers as an
indication of whether the dissolved phosphate was adequate for algal and bacterial growth.

When P limitation occurred, phosphorus concentrations were too low to meet the demand of the
phytoplankton. Conversely, when P limitation did NOT occur, phosphate in the system exceeded

demand, so algal and cyanobacterial growth was likely limited by light or inorganic N
availability.

We measured two physiological indicators of P use in the Maumee and Sandusky systems (at a
tributary and at a main stem site in each river and at two sites offshore of each river) at monthly
intervals May through October 2009. In 2010 we measured these indicators at the same two river
sites in each system, April through October. Phosphorus debt (P-debt) determines the amount of
P taken up by phytoplankton over 24 hrs in the dark per unit of chlorophyll a, and is an indicator
of the level of deficiency in internal P for the phytoplankton (Healey and Hendzel 1980). P-debt
levels at approximately 0.075 umol P (ug chlorophyll )" or above are indicative of algae that
are deficient in P to a point that it may limit their growth. The only examples of P limitation
based on P-debt are from the Maumee system in 2009 (compare Figures 18 and 19). At station
M1, there is evidence for P limitation at all dates except May. Limitation is also observed at site
M3 in October 2009 and site M4 in July 2009. On the other hand, there was so much phosphate

available in 2010 that there was no evidence of phosphorus limitation at either station on any date
in 2010 (Figure 19).
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Figure 18. Phosphorus debt assay results for the Maumee River system, left panel, and the
Sandusky system, right panel, 2009. A value above 0.075 umol P (ug chlorophyll a)"' (dashed
line) is indicative of P limitation. An anomalous (negative) value at station M3 in May is not

plotted. Other values that appear missing are not distinguishable from the axis line. Error bars
are = one standard deviation.
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Figure 19. Phosphorus debt assay results for the Maumee River system, left panel, and the
Sandusky system, right panel, 2010. A value above 0.075 umol P ug (chlorophyll )" (dashed
line) is indicative of P limitation. Negative values at station M1 in June and S1 in April, August,
and October are not plotted. Note: Site M2 in this figure corresponds with the same site in 2009.
However this site was renamed MR7 for the 2010 sampling campaign. Similarly, S1 = SR3 and
S2 = SR6 (see Figures 1 and 2). This same notation will be used for other figures from 2010.
Error bars are + one standard deviation.

Phosphorus turnover time (TT) provides another method to determine whether phosphorus
availability is adequate for growth. TT is the time required for an amount of phosphorus equal to
the pool of biologically available P to be taken up by phytoplankton or bacteria. A turnover time
of less than 60 min is considered to be evidence that the phytoplankton and bacteria in the sample
are P limited. The TT decreases as SRP pool sizes decrease or as biological uptake increases.
This turnover can be partitioned to either phytoplankton or bacteria by filtering different size
fractions of the incubated sample. In our plots we combine these by only displaying the faster of
the two turnover times to show when P is likely to be limiting overall. In 2009, all sites showed
evidence for P limitation except for the Maumee River main stem site M2 (Figure 20). Samples

collected in May and August from both systems often showed P limitation or turnover times that
were close to the benchmark time of 60 min.
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Figure 20. Phosphorus turnover times for samples collected in 2009. A value below 60 minutes is
indicative of P limiting conditions (solid line). Missing data points occurred when the assay
yielded results that could not be interpreted. This mostly occurs when radio-labeled P is not taken

up significantly above background levels or does not increase significantly during the duration of
the assay.
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In 2010, however, turnover time assays produced few interpretable results. Presumably this was
because phosphorus was so abundant that the turnover times were so slow that the short duration
of these assays was not able to adequately detect significant turnover. The few samples that
could be interpreted showed long turnover times and no indication of P limitation.

We estimated the rate of photosynthesis by algae and cyanobacteria directly at different light
levels by measuring uptake of H'*CO5 to produce photosynthesis-irradiance curves. We
examined the maximum photosynthetic rate (Pbmax) (corrected for biomass by dividing by the
chlorophyll a concentration) to determine at which light level the potential productivity could be
the greatest. In 2009, maximum productivity was exceptionally low at most sites and times.
Productivity in October 2009 was elevated in all the lakes sites in both the Maumee and
Sandusky systems (Figure 21). The extremely high value at Maumee River site M1 in September

2009 appears to be heavily influenced by an extremely low chlorophyll a concentration measured
at that time.
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Figure 21. Biomass-corrected maximum photosynthetic rates (P’max) in the Maumee system (left
panel) and Sandusky system (right panel), 2009. Note the break in the y-axis in the Maumee

figure. The anomalously high value at site M1 appears due to an extremely low chlorophyll a
value on that date.

In 2010, Pbmax was much higher than in 2009 and more similar to earlier measurements of PbmalX
performed by Conroy (2007) for the Sandusky system. At the small tributary site to the Maumee
River system (M1) productivity was usually the lowest of all the sites, except in May 2010.
Although the May M1 site was relatively low in chlorophyll a, it did show high rates of
productivity before division by the chlorophyll a concentration as a correction for biomass. At
site M2, productivity peaks in the late June/early July samples. In the Sandusky system in 2010
productivity was highest at both sites in the late April sample. Site S2 productivity then drops to

a minimum in early May, but increases throughout most of the remainder of the season (Figure
22).
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S2

Productivity of heterotrophic bacteria was measured by the rate of assimilation of *H-
leucine to assess its potential association with P limitation or phytoplankton productivity. No
spatial or temporal patterns were obvious (Figures 23 and 24). However, like the phytoplankton
productivity results above, bacterial productivity was generally lower in 2009 than in 2010.

3.0

251
201
154
1.0 4

0.5 ;7

0.3

pug C LY hrt

HE May
3 July
I Aug
[ Sept
N Oct

Station

25

2.0 4

154

pg C L™ hrt

0.5

0.0 -

S1

HE May
3 July
I Aug
[ Sept
I Oct

| TP

S2

Station

S3

sS4

Figure 23. Bacterial productivity determined from *H-leucine incorporation assays in 2009. Note

break in scales. Error bars are + one standard deviation.
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Figure 24. Bacterial productivity determined from *H-leucine incorporation assays in 2010. Error
bars are + one standard deviation.
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Objective 4. Determine water flow connectivity between sites in these coupled systems
during various times of the year.

The seasonal variation in phytoplankton, chlorophyll, phycocyanin, phosphorus, and seston
concentrations in the 14 sites sampled between the two rivers in 2009 and 2010 reflects results
for the specific times at which the samples were taken. Although sampling was designed to
reflect both high and low discharge events, the potential impact of tributary contribution of algae
and phosphorus to Lake Erie depends not only on the flow from the watershed to the lake, but of
reverse flows that occur from the lake into Maumee Bay and Sandusky Bay. The USGS gauging
stations at Waterville and Fremont (Table 1) were selected to be far enough upstream that flows
are always unidirectional toward the lake. For Objective 4, we measured net flows at each of the
four 2009 sampling sites. By multiplying the flow (L/sec) by concentrations (mg or pg/L) we
can generate fluxes flowing from each site in mass/sec.

Flow sampling for Objective 4 was conducted during June and August of 2009. We measured
stream discharge in the headwaters of each system using a Flowtracker Acoustic Doppler
Velocimeter (ADV), manufactured by Yellow Springs Instruments/Sontek. Downstream
measurements at Maumee Bay were taken using a YSI/Sontek Acoustic Doppler Profiler (ADP),
deployed via canoe. Bay and offshore measurements in both systems were taken using the ADP
deployed via a small boat. We found that Maumee River locations had significantly higher flow
rates than those in comparable locations in the Sandusky drainage system, both in June (Figure
25) and August 2009 (Figure 26). On the other hand, chlorophyll measurements were typically
higher in the Sandusky system. Hence multiplying the flows by the concentrations yielded
similar loads of chlorophyll to the lake (mg/sec), (i.e., on the same order) in June (Figure 27) in
both systems.

Comparing this load with the concentration of chlorophyll in the lake allows estimation of
chlorophyll turnover rates as a proportion of the western basin chlorophyll a content from
Maumee Bay and Sandusky Bay which were 0.022 and 0.015/mo, respectively. At peak flow,
these increase to 0.212/mo and 0.175/mo. These values indicate that during high flow events, the
larger input of chlorophyll into the lakes can account for a significant portion of the western basin
phytoplankton. However, during more typical flows, such as those we measured, the input of
chlorophyll into the lake was small relative to the standing crop in the lake. Note that the
calculated load at the lake sites M4 and S4 are likely underestimates because there is additional
bay-lake exchange not accounted for in discharge calculations. These figures are therefore a
lower bound. A 3-dimensional Lake Erie hydrodynamic model with nested embayment models
will be useful in better quantifying these exchange rates.
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Figure 25. Measured chlorophyll a and discharge of water at the sample sites on the Maumee
River (A) and Sandusky River (B) in June 2009 (left) and August (right). Note the larger
discharge scales for June and the Maumee River figures for both months.
sampling locations.

Figure 26. Loading of chlorophyll a (mg/s) at the sample sites in each system in June (A) and

August (B) 2009.
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