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The Eutrophication Problem 
and Nutrients 

Several times a year I fertilize my lawn and garden so I can grow green grass and 
lots of fresh vegetables. In a similar way the addition of nutrients to a natural water / stimelates plant growth. In sinall q ~ ~ a n t i t i e s  this can be a good thing. For example 
because of the higher human popul;ttion of its drainage basin, Lake Michigan rz- 
ceives more nutrients than Lake Superior. Consequently Lake Michigan has more 

i pla~i t  growth, which ultimately a ~ ~ b w s  it to support more game fish. 
tlowever. as  with most everything in life, there can always be too much of a good 

thing. When lakes, streams, and estuaries are overfertilized, the resulting excessive 
plant growth can become a serious water-quality problem. 

This  "overfertilization" phenomenon is generally referred to as eutrophication. 
Tliis terniinology was originally coined to describe the natural aging process 
whereby a lake is transformed fro111 a lake to a mmsh to a meadow. This process 
can take thousands of years to occur naturally. However, the process can be greatly 
qt~ickened by excess nutrients from human activities. This accelerated process is 
sonietimes called criltrirnl errtroplricntion. 

Water bodies are often classified as to their trophic state. The general terms are 

Oligotrophic (poorly nourished) 
AZesotrophic (moderately nourished) 
Eutrophic (well-nourished) 
Hypereutrophic (overnourished) 

Alt l io~~gli  such tenns were originally developed for and are n ~ o s t  commonly applied 
to lakes, they me also appropriate descriptors of strearns a ~ l d  estuaries. 
















