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I wondered what I was getting into as 
our pickup jostled over a winding log-
ging road in the Boreal Shield of  north-
western Ontario. It was May, 1969, and 
my destination was a newly created field 
research facility where Freshwater Insti-
tute (FWI) scientists were carrying out 
studies in remote, small lakes. 

By the 1960s, the condition of  Lake 
Erie had deteriorated and action was 
needed. Both Canada and the United 
States had been urged to eliminate the 
massive blooms of  blue-green algae 
that were causing fish kills and fouling 

shorelines, a condition known as eutro-
phication. The Canadian government 
directed the FWI to investigate and find 
a solution. A multinational team of  ex-
perts had been recruited, making Win-
nipeg an international centre of  fresh-
water expertise.

This FWI team had established a 
unique, innovative research facility 
known as the Experimental Lakes Area, 
or ELA. It was a pristine, outdoor labo-
ratory at which researchers could con-
duct real-life experimental studies in 
natural lake ecosystems. As we finally 

pulled into the small field station that af-
ternoon, little did I realize how this facil-
ity would change my life, and our entire 
understanding of  freshwater ecology.

A month later, I was adding nitrogen 
and phosphorus to the surface water of  
tiny Lake 227. This marked the begin-
ning of  an experimental study on this 
lake that has continued until the pres-
ent, with major implications for nutrient 
management in Lake Winnipeg. It was 
the first of  more than 50 whole-eco-
system scale, experimental studies that 
have been conducted at the ELA over 

a scientific Treasure
By JohN SheaReR

The ELA consists of  58 small lakes and 
their uninhabited drainage areas.
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the past 44 years. For 38 years, as a stu-
dent and then staff  member, I was privi-
leged to be involved a range of  research 
accomplishments, many of  which re-
sulted in significant legislative changes 
in Canada and other countries. 

The eutrophication experiments of  
the early 1970s demonstrated the key 
role of  phosphorus in the formation of  
noxious blooms of  blue-green algae (cy-
anobacteria). This led directly to legisla-
tion forcing the removal of  phosphates 
from laundry detergents and sewage ef-
fluent. As a result, Lake Erie, and many 
other lakes, improved significantly. 

Recognizing the value of  ecosystem-
scale experiments, ELA initiated a pro-
gram in 1974 to investigate the impacts 
of  acid rain on lakes. Research demon-
strated how acidification could destroy 
lake food webs at less acidic levels than 
previously thought. Researchers discov-
ered that in-lake alkalinity generation 
could enable acidified lakes to recover 
once acid inputs were decreased. Ex-
pensive additions of  lime were not re-
quired. These findings were crucial in 
spurring U.S. and Canadian legislation 
restricting human-sourced releases of  
acid-forming gases.

Other studies investigating impacts 
of  hydro reservoirs demonstrated how 
flooding of  wetlands causes rapid and 
dramatic production of  both methyl 
mercury and greenhouse gases. Manito-
ba Hydro, a study co-funder, used these 
findings to select new reservoir sites that 
minimize such flooding. 

A request from the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency (USEPA), 

Modern, energy efficient buildings have replaced 
the original trailers at the ELA field station.

Photo Credits: Banner photo: Jaimee Dupont, 
Manitoba Naturalist Society; Close up photos: 
Helen Fabbri, City of Winnipeg, Naturalist Ser-
vices Branch.  

COMMON BUCKTHORN CAN LEAD TO SIGNIFICANT YIELD LOSSES AND LOWERED GRADES 
OF CEREAL BY BEING AN ALTERNATE HOST FOR A FUNGUS THAT CAUSES OAT RUST 

EUROPEAN BUCKTHORN SSTOPTOP    
THETHE    

IINVASIONNVASION  

Report a Sighting! 
E-mail: info@invasivespeciesmanitoba.com 

Phone: (204) 232-6021 

PREVENT FURTHER SPREAD! 
With small stands of buckthorn hand pulling may 
be the most effective  method of removal, use a 
shovel or weed wrench to  loosen the plant and 
roots, and soak the base with water beforehand. 

Origin 
European buckthorn is native of 
Eurasia. It was introduced to North 
America as an ornamental shrub, 
for fence rows and wildlife habitat. 
 
Status 
This plant is found in Manitoba and 
is a large problem in natural areas 
within Winnipeg.  
 
Impacts 
This plant is able to successfully 
invade habitats because of its 
tolerance of a wide range of 
moisture and light conditions, and 
its prolific seed production. The 
dense shade produced by stands 
often reduces biodiversity in a 
habitat. Thorns can be harmful to 
humans or animals that come into 
contact.  
 
Where to Look 
Common in fence rows, pastures, 
ro ad s i d e s , wood l a nd  a nd 
abandoned areas. It can also be 
seen infesting natural areas and 
invading river bottom and upland 
forest habitat . 

LOOK FOR: 
◊ LEAVES: DARK GREEN WITH SLIGHTLY SERRATED 

EDGES, ELLIPTIC TO OVATE, 3.5-7.5 CM THEY 
GROW IN PAIRS, BUT NOT EXACTLY OPPOSITE. 

 
◊ FLOWERS: SMALL, GREENISH TO YELLOWISH, 

SHORT-STALKED AND IN SMALL CLUSTERS.   
 
◊ GENERAL: SHRUB TO 6M TALL, OUTER BARK IS 

DARK WITH SMALL PORES AND INNER BARK IS 
ORANGE. 

Rhamnus cathartica 
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Funding for this project was provided in part 
by the Invasive Alien Species Partnership 
Program, a Government of Canada initiative. 
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and support from the Electric Power 
Research Institute, resulted in a 7-year 
experiment that proved how mercury 
raining down on lakes, much of  it origi-
nating from coal-burning power plants, 
is the same mercury that contaminates 
the flesh of  fish, particularly in predator 
fish sought by anglers. The USEPA is 
now requiring large power plants in the 
U.S. to remove mercury at their stacks. 

Currently, ELA researchers are work-
ing on a number of  key issues, including 
the implications of  climatic warming on 
water bodies. Another project is inves-
tigating the impacts of  nanosilver, an 
antimicrobial agent used in consumer 
products to combat harmful bacteria. 

Previously, no one has investigated the 
implications of  nanosilver reaching wa-
terways. What impacts might it have on 
beneficial algae and bacteria?

Unfortunately, we may not know the 
answers before it is too late. In May, 2012, 
the federal government, which operates 
the ELA facility, announced that it would 
be withdrawing all funding as of  March, 
2013. The 17 staff  members, who are 
based in Winnipeg, have been told that 
their positions will disappear, and plan-
ning is underway for closure, and possi-
ble dismantling, of  the field station. Why 
would Canada close a unique, freshwater 
research facility that has a proud record 
of  achievement over more than four 

decades? This renowned one-of-a-kind 
research station has become the envy of  
aquatic scientists worldwide, and costs 
only $2 million annually, including staff  
salaries, to operate. 

The news of  Canada’s decision has 
drawn swift and profoundly critical re-
sponse from the scientific community 
around the world. “Everything about 
this is wrong, wrong, wrong”, said Uni-
versity of  Ottawa biologist, James Kerr, 
in an interview with the Ottawa Citizen. 
“There is no other comparable living 
laboratory across the country, or in fact, 
around the world,” explained Diane 
Orihel, Director of  The Coalition to 
Save ELA. 

In response to the huge public out-
cry, the government now claims that it 
does not wish to close the ELA and is at-
tempting to find an alternative operator 
to take over. To date, no suitable organi-
zation has come forward. 

Fisheries & Oceans Canada, the long-
time operator, contends that changes 
in the 2012 budget have reduced fund-
ing, and that the ELA no longer meets 
its needs. Environment Canada, with a 
much broader mandate, is facing even 
larger funding cuts and does not wish to 
take on new expenditures. However, the 
costs of  the ELA should not be a signifi-
cant factor in a federal decision to with-
draw support. For every $140,000 spent 
federally this year, about $1 or 6 cents per 
citizen annually will support the ELA, 
truly a bargain for a facility and program 
that is a proven world leader in protecting 
the health of  our freshwater ecosystems.

If  the ELA is lost, what are the im-
plications for Manitoba? Good jobs will 
disappear and families will be affected. In 
addition, ELA research has always been 
important for addressing issues in Lake 
Winnipeg. We in Manitoba are blessed 
with thousands of  lakes, the protection 
of  which can greatly benefit from knowl-
edge gained through ELA research. The 
ELA has trained hundreds of  young 
people, many from Manitoba, for careers 
in environmental science and manage-
ment. Where will our future freshwater 
experts train, or find work? In another 
province or country? The ELA has been 
an incredible source of  knowledge for 
Manitobans, Canadians, and the world. 
If  it closes, we will forever lose an irre-
placeable resource for protection of  our 
precious freshwater heritage. 

John Shearer lives in Winnipeg, and retired 
in 2007 as Senior Biologist and Operations 
Manager of  the Experimental Lakes Area. For 
more information, visit www.SaveELA.org.


