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In recent years, water quality issues like harmful algal 
blooms (HABs), invasive species, and increased turbidity 
events are becoming more common, a� ecting our drinking 
water, public health, and aquatic life. Scientists are 
researching, developing, and implementing programs to 
reduce the occurrence and impact of these water quality 
threats in lakes, streams, and other waters throughout 
the state.

As homeowners and residents, you can also take steps to 
help protect our water quality. Often, if people just make 
a few small changes, they will have a much larger positive 
cumulative impact. 

Take the example of Skaneateles Lake. One of the Finger 
Lakes in Central New York, Skaneateles Lake is a popular 
recreational destination and a drinking water source for 
the city of Syracuse. For the past two summers, the lake 
experienced harmful algal blooms, leading the state and 
residents to take action.

Working with DEC, Cornell Cooperative Extension 
created a Resident’s Guide, 7 Actions for Better Water 
Quality, to help the public understand what they can do 
to help. The guide outlines DEC’s Harmful Algal Bloom 
Action Plan Skaneateles Lake report, and explains easily 
achievable actions that residents can take, regardless of 
where they live:

Editor’s Note: Water is an important part of 
our lives, but so easily accessible that we often 
take it for granted. We simply turn on the 
faucet to get clean water to drink, and head to 
a nearby lake to swim or fi sh in summer. 
However, there are many threats to New York’s 
waters that could a� ect our daily lives. Many 
of these issues have evolved over a long 
period of time; some date back decades. DEC 
and partners at the state and local level are 
working to address the many challenges our 
waters face, and New York has committed 
signifi cant resources to protect and improve 
water quality. At the same time, there are 
several steps people can take to support these 
e� orts, such as the actions related to the 
Skaneateles Watershed in Central New York 
that are highlighted in this article. 

SKANEATELES LAKE
PROTECTING A SHARED, VITAL RESOURCE
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 • It is recommended to have your septic tank pumped 
every 3-5 years; lakefront property owners should 
pump their septic tanks more frequently. Nutrients 
leaking from a septic system contribute to HABs, 
degrade water quality and soil health, and pose 
health threats to humans. By having their tanks 
regularly inspected and pumped, residents can 
prevent septic waste from entering the water 
stream. For more information on HABs, visit 
www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/77118.html.

 •   Use less (or no) fertilizer on your lawn. Always test 
soil beforehand to determine application need, since 
it is against the law to use phosphorous on lawns 
that don’t need it. Phosphorous is a nutrient found in 
fertilizers, and is one of the leading causes of water 
pollution and HABs. 

 •   Plant native trees and shrubs as riparian bu� ers 
along shorelines and streams to act as a barrier that 
will reduce the amount of nutrients and sediment 
going into the water. Under the surface, roots keep 
soil in place, preventing erosion and pollution from 
entering the lake.

 •   Keep grass taller (less mowing too!) and add 
more perennials. Keep slopes gentle. Avoid “hard 
armoring” like rip-rap, stone blocks, and other hard 
materials; instead, use “soft armoring” like live 
plants, logs, and vegetative mats. Natural shorelines 
are perfectly engineered to protect against erosion, 
from the natural slope to the plants‘ roots. Working 
against nature can have drastic negative impacts like 
costly structural damage that results from fl ooding. 

Skaneateles Lake
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 •  Conserve your water use. Turn o�  your faucet 
when not in use (and make sure it’s not dripping), 
take shorter showers, use water collected from a 
rain barrel to wash cars, and invest in water-saving 
toilets and faucets. This reduces the stress on a 
septic system, decreasing the likelihood of nutrients 
leaking into the water. If you have a private drinking 
water well, such water conservation can extend its 
life; if you are on public water, this may lower 
your bill. 

 •  Everyone can help protect our waters. 
Boaters can take precautions to 
prevent the spread of invasive 
species by following the Clean, 
Drain, Dry protocol when 
canoeing, kayaking, or boating. 
Aquatic invasive species disrupt 
aquatic ecosystems and degrade 
water quality. 

 •  Hikers can help look for and report any 
hemlock woolly adelgid (HWA) infestations on 
hemlock trees that line the shores of lakes and 
streams. HWA kills the hemlock trees that hold the 
shoreline in place. These trees prevent erosion, 
sediment loading, and nutrient loading to the lake. 

Share this knowledge and take action. Take advantage 
of the groups and networks that exist to get involved and 
share these steps. Utilize agency and municipal resources 
and guidance. Remember that water is a shared natural 
resource, and the e� orts that go into protecting it must be 
adopted and shared among the community as well.

Shannon Fabiani is a Water and Ecology Specialist with 
Cornell Cooperative Extension in Onondaga County, NY. She 
enjoys camping, hiking, and trail running, and loves to inspire 
community-based stewardship for our shared natural resources. 

Visit www.cceonondaga.org for more information 
about water quality programming in the Skaneateles 
Watershed, or www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/290.html for 
information on managing the waters close to where 
you live or recreate. 

Skaneateles Lake is a popular recreation destination.
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