Caulerpa taxifolia - Summer pause to benefit lake residents, businesses and users 

Dear stakeholder,

Summer business and recreational activity around West Lakes will now not be interrupted by a proposed chemical treatment of the noxious exotic seaweed, Caulerpa taxifolia.

During the summer, scientists from the South Australian Research and Development Institute (SARDI) will further explore the effectiveness and any potential environmental impact of copper sulphate as a chemical eradication tool and the treatment program has been postponed until autumn.

The proposed eradication plan, which may require more than one treatment phase, could  have some unpleasant effects, including the death of fish. Copper sulphate would also remove much of the oxygen from the lake water and, along with the decomposition of the seaweed, this could cause the water to turn black in colour and become odourous

These effects, while posing no health threat, would probably cause some inconvenience and possibly discomfort to residents no matter when the treatment program occurs, but warmer weather would be likely to make odours worse.  In the short term, teams of workers would be organised to remove the rotting weed from the lake after the copper sulphate treatment to keep any odour to a minimum, but PIRSA understands that many businesses rely on summer trade which could be substantially hampered by the presence of unpleasant smells and visibly poor water quality.

As you will be aware, the seaweed is offensive to fish and has the ability to damage the State’s $500 million fishing and aquaculture industries if it spreads from the lake and in the upper Port River. Chemical treatment, using copper sulphate, is likely to be the best eradication option.

Copper sulphate is used routinely to control algae in freshwater reservoirs and it is known to pose no health threat to humans in the low doses proposed. However, scientists are continuing to study its behaviour in saltwater habitats to make certain no long term environmental impacts occur in the lake, or in the river, if treated water is eventually flushed to the sea.

It is known that copper sulphate would kill all fish and other water-breathing marine life in the lake but, if such a treatment goes ahead, commercial fishers would be contracted to remove as many fish as possible beforehand and some of the proceeds from the sale of these would be used to help fund a fish stocks recovery program.  The low doses of copper sulphate proposed would pose no threat to dolphins, seals or seabirds.

The lake is currently closed to all activities other than those of authorised users such as boating clubs and associations which have sought specific exemptions. Restrictions will remain in place over summer, although they will be reviewed and eased if at all possible. Swimming, which has been banned until now, will be permitted in designated areas, but recreational fishing will not be allowed due to the risk of translocating the weed to another coastal area via tackle and other equipment.  During next year’s proposed intensive treatment, which will take at least several weeks, the lake will be closed to all users.

PIRSA will broadly publicise the reviewed restrictions and West Lakes residents can expect to be kept informed of developments over summer through various means, including letterbox drops.
