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MANAGING EXPECTATIONS: PLANT & ALGAE CONTROL 
FACT SHEET

Managing aquatic plants and algae is often necessary to
maintain healthy lake ecosystems and ensure recreational
activities like boating and swimming remain enjoyable for lake
users. While aquatic herbicides, mechanical removal, or other
methods help to control non-native or nuisance plants, it’s
important to understand the limitations of these approaches.

Lakes are complex ecosystems in which aquatic plants play a
key role in maintaining water quality, anchoring sediment,
providing habitat for fish and wildlife, and supporting the overall
health of the lake. When managing aquatic plant communities,
balancing recreational preferences with the needs of the
ecosystem is a necessity. A variety of plant and algae control
methods are available, each with its own set of regulatory,
ecological, financial, and functional considerations, which often
limit what is possible in terms of managing aquatic plants.

Aquatic herbicides and algaecides are the most commonly used
form of plant and algae control due mostly to the cost-benefit
ratio. While herbicides are relatively inexpensive compared to
other plant control methods, the regulatory hurdles often exceed
those associated with other methods. In Michigan, a permit is
required from the Michigan Department of Environment, Great
Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) to apply herbicides to lakes. The
permit lists the herbicides that are approved for use, respective
dose rates, use restrictions, and indicates specific areas of the
lake where treatments are allowed. Oftentimes, permit
restrictions may prevent an herbicide applicator from addressing
plant growth to the extent that recreational lake users might
prefer. However, these restrictions are in place to protect a lake’s
ecology. Over-treating the plants in a lake can result in a variety
of unintended consequences including algae blooms, non-target
species harm, oxygen depletion, and adverse impacts to water
quality. When used selectively, herbicides can be a valuable tool
for effective lake management.

While herbicides are commonly recommended for their cost-
effectiveness, mechanical harvesting is another popular plant
control method. When plants are harvested, the biomass is
removed from the waterbody along with the nutrients contained
within the plant tissues. This prevents the re-assimilation of these
nutrients back into the lake and also reduces the risk for oxygen
depletion during decomposition. While effective, harvesting has
several limitations. It requires at least two feet of water to operate
efficiently and cannot be used near obstacles like moored boats
or docks due to maneuverability issues and safety concerns.
Additionally, harvesting can be expensive, requiring specialized
equipment and significant labor. This method also lacks
selectivity, as the harvester indiscriminately cuts all plant species
in its path, and often leaves behind plants that float or bend back.

Herbicide application.

Algaecide application.

Created by Progressive Companies / Water Resources Group



Furthermore, harvesting can inadvertently spread certain non-
native plant species via fragmentation. While harvesting
effectively removes large amounts of plant biomass, the results
may be less manicured than expected. 

While common control methods like herbicides and mechanical
harvesting can be effective, some plants and algae do not
respond well to currently available treatment options. For
example, invasive species like starry stonewort may be resistant
to common herbicides and can quickly regrow after mechanical
removal. These plants and algae present unique challenges, as
they may require a combination of methods to manage
effectively. As a result, lake management strategies may need to
be adapted and continually evaluated to address these persistent
species.

Less commonly used plant control methods such as Diver
Assisted Suction Harvesting (DASH), benthic barriers, biological
control (introducing natural predators to target specific species),
and water level drawdowns each offer benefits but are generally
less feasible than herbicides or mechanical harvesting. These
alternatives often involve more complex regulatory, ecological,
and financial considerations, making them more challenging to
implement effectively.

So, what can lake residents realistically expect from the plant
control programs they invest in? Effective plant and algae
management can vary significantly from one lake to another due
to the unique physical, biological, and chemical characteristics of
each waterbody. Factors such as nutrient levels, sediment
composition, lake morphology, and watershed inputs all influence
the types and abundance of aquatic plants and algae that thrive
in a particular lake. As a result, lake residents should expect that
plant control efforts will need to be tailored to the specific
conditions of their lake, and that the outcomes may differ
depending on these variables. Additionally, it’s important to
remember that publicly-funded plant control programs are most
often established to improve the lake ecosystem as a whole, and
are not intended to function as a beach grooming service.

While plant and algae control is essential for maintaining the
health and usability of many waterbodies, it is important to set
realistic expectations. Herbicide treatments, mechanical removal,
and other plant and algae control methods can be highly
effective in the short term, but they often require ongoing efforts,
monitoring, and funding to remain successful. Additionally, each
lake and its watershed have their own unique challenges and
needs. By understanding the limitations of different control
methods and planning for long-term, sustainable solutions, lake
residents can ensure the health and recreational quality of their
waterbodies. For personalized advice, contact your lake
management consultant to determine the most effective
approach for your specific needs.

Diver Assisted Suction Harvesting (DASH).

Mechanical harvesting.
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