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Disturbing trend

along lake shores

By Ted Burns

There is a disturbing trend underway along the shores of Cowichan Lake and many other lakes in the province. Where once lakeshore property owners were content with low impact, small-scale developments like a summer cottage and a small wharf with mini​mal clearing, many peo​ple of today seem to require much more.

It's been said that today's lakeshore prop​erty owners don't know how to live in the coun​try anymore because they insist on dragging their city comforts along with them: power, pave​ment, lawns and large art deco houses that wouldn't look out of place in the Hollywood Hills.

The thought is, if the lakeshore is swampy or if trees mar the view, bring in machines, cre​ate a beach, get rid of the trees and brush and nuke the other non-con​forming features so trucks can be driven down to the lake  to remove any driftwood that dares to land on the beach.

If erosion occurs because the shore zone's natural defences have been stripped, bring back the machines to build groins or retain​ing walls or line the shore with rock.

It's a depressing scene that is occurring much too often. A recent survey of the lakeshore by the Cowichan Lake S a l m o n i d Enhancement Society revealed that nearly 70 percent of properties had moderate or high impact on the shore zone.

Cowichan Lake is very important fish habitat, particularly for coho salmon. As many as 300,000 coho smolts are produced in the lake on an annual basis. The lake also supports two populations of cutthroat trout (one of which pro​duces fish up to 15 pounds), rainbow trout, kokanee, Dolly Varden and brown trout. Sticklebacks (small for​age fish) and sculpins (bullheads) are also present along  with a unique form of lam​prey. Some claim there are even a few sturgeon in the lake.

Shore zones are the most productive parts of lakes, especially deep, low-nutrient lakes like ours. Cowichan Lake's shore zone is very nar​row and, for the most part, not highly produc​tive. Much of it consists of exposed gravel and steep rock. Only a small percentage has a rea​sonably well-developed riparian zone with adja​cent shoals. These areas are very important fish habitat and nutrient input zones. They are also usually protected from wave attack and are often gently sloping, making them desirable human habitat as well.

The trouble with the human habitat part is that these resource lands are not typical urban real estate and must be treated with a high degree of care. Ideally, they should be left alone, but if they must be used, dwellings should be set well back on drier, elevated ground and only a small portion of the shore zone should be cleared, enough for a path to a float or a spot to launch a small boat. Unfortunately, few mod​ern property owners take this approach.

Many people who degrade lakeshores are unaware of its impacts. While they may know that healthy streams require streamside veg​etation, the notion that vegetation plays an important role in lake ecology is not as well understood.

They are probably also unaware that they are leaving themselves open to charges and stiff penalties. The Fisheries Act includes a section on habitat alteration or disruption, as many lakeshore property owners have discovered recently. Any work near water also requires a permit form the provin​cial Ministry of the Environment. 

The Cowichan Lake S a l m o n i d Enhancement Society is undertaking a program to contact every proper​ty owner on Cowichan Lake and Bear Lake (all of Bear Lake's shore zone is super productive fish habitat). An infor​mation package consist​ing of a letter and some literature on lake care will be delivered to the properties in the next few months.

When owners have read the information, they can call the society at 749-0119 and a biolo​gist from the society will visit the property and discuss what can be done to improve it from a biological viewpoint.

Ted Burns lives in Lake Cowichan and is a fishery biologist with the Cowichan Lake S a l m o n i d Enhancement Society.






