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Walt Bates, Dirk Meyer, and Kathy Kelly (and Cindy Miller in the afternoon) and I boarded Walt’s pontoon boat on 16 September 2023 to search for aquatic invasive species, and especially Eurasian water milfoil (EWM) on Black Oak Lake. We found no EWM or any other invasive species.

The lake was choppy most of the day and I needed the Aqua Scope attached to the special boom that was created to support the Scope.  We started at the western end of the lake and finished the western part of the lake before stopping for lunch: delicious chili with all the trimmings provided by Sandi Bates. After lunch we continued along the north shore to Barber’s Bay and then along the south shore back to where we had stopped before lunch. 

As in other years, we found some EWM look-alikes, including northern water-milfoil, water marigold and alternate-flowered water-milfoil. I pulled up some northern water-milfoil to convince myself it was not EWM, as the northern water-milfoil in Black Oak Lake often has a reddish tinge to the uppermost leaves and stems, as is also common with EWM. The water marigold was abundant and largely restricted to the western part of the lake. The alternate-flowered water milfoil is also abundant throughout the western part of the lake. We found plenty of other native plants, including fern-leaf pondweed, and large-leaf pondweed (“cabbage”) in the western part of the lake.  The eastern part of the lake has abundant wild celery, with its corkscrew-like flowers and fruits so popular with ducks. I also saw other pondweeds (besides cabbage) indicating a healthy plant community.  

I continue to see a robust population of large purple bladderwort (LPB) in the far west end of the lake and in the north bay. Like common bladderwort, LPB is a carnivorous plant, and ingests small aquatic animals, especially zooplankton, to augment its nutrient supply. In some lakes, LPB forms floating rafts that interfere with recreation and can become a nuisance. LPB in Black Oak Lake appears to stay close to the bottom and does not appear to cause any trouble. This plant does not have any roots, and it is unlikely to persist in any other parts of the lake where it would likely be windrowed onto shore.  

Although lake levels on many other lakes in the region declined this summer, Walt informed me the level of Black Oak Lake has remained the same all summer. In the past, rising lake levels have coincided with an increase in the area and abundance of LPB. Since lake levels may be heading down, the LPB on Black Oak Lake will not likely expand. 

Barber’s Bay is the part of the lake most vulnerable to invasive plants for several reasons.  Winds are often out of the west, so winds could potentially carry invasive plants from the landing (where they are most likely to originate) toward Barber’s Bay. This bay has a rich diversity of native plants, which is good and bad. With such a density of natives, there is perhaps less “room” for an invasive plant to find space to root. However, the high density and diversity also means that aquatic plants are successful there, and likely EWM would be successful too, given a chance to get started.  We should all be especially appreciative of the monitors’ (including Dirk’s and Cindy Miller’s) diligence in combing Barber’s Bay many times each summer. I understand it is hard to pick out EWM among all those other plants, and I appreciate everyone’s efforts.  On our survey every year, we traverse this bay more than other areas to be as sure as possible it is free of any invasive plants.  

I also want to commend whoever is monitoring the north bay (west of Annin’s property).  Although the prevailing winds may not favor the drift or establishment of invasive species as much as might be expected in Barber’s Bay, this large shallow area is also full of plants. We spent quite a bit of time in this area and did not see anything troubling, but this bay warrants frequent and close inspection.

It is critically important that everyone involved in the Clean Boats Clean Waters and the Vigilante program remain alert to invasive species throughout the open-water season. While we crisscross the lake and look hard for invasive species, the area I am directly observing is tiny compared to the entire lake. Everyone remembers the 2015 event when the dock removal team tried to get onto the lake laden with EWM. Your vigilance is paramount! You are famous in the Northwoods for being the lake most seriously guarding against the entry of invasive species.  

Your lake-wide attention has obviously paid off. Remember to watch for EWM along the shoreline as well as in the water, since EWM, should it ever occur, will likely fragment and some fragments may wash up on shore. Thanks to everyone, but especially to Walt Bates for piloting the search vessel year after year. See you next year!




