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In the Lakes Region, water quality protection  

begins at home 

Lakes Environmental Association, a private non-profit organization 

founded in 1970, prepared this booklet to give landowners a guide to 

protecting lakes. If we want to continue to enjoy the extraordinary natural 

resources of this region, we all must participate in the effort to protect 

them. Lakes are fragile, so every small effort to help is meaningful,        

especially when multiplied by what hundreds of other watershed land-

owners can do. We hope this guide will help you to make a contribution 

to this important cause. 

tƘƻǘƻ ōȅ bŜƛƭ IƛƭǘǳƴŜƴ 
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Lakes Environmental Association (LEA) is a non-

profit organization founded in 1970 with the goal of 

preserving and restoring the high water quality and 

the traditional character of Maineõs lakes, watersheds 

and related natural resources. Headquartered in 

Bridgton, Maine, LEA focuses its efforts in the Seba-

go Lake and upper Saco River watersheds in the west-

ern Maine Lakes Region, although its reach and influ-

ence extends across the entire state. 

Invasive Plant Program 

LEAõs Milfoil Control Team functionally eradicated 

invasive Variable Leaf Milfoil from Brandy Pond and 

the Songo River in 2015, after over a decade of hard 

work. We then shifted focus to Sebago Cove and Se-

bago Lake in 2016 and began work in Long Lake in 

2017 when an infestation was found there. 

Environmental Education 

LEA offers environmental education programs to 

local elementary, middle, and high schools, reaching 

over 1000 students annually. LEA also hosts educa-

tional programs for people of all ages at the Holt 

Pond Preserve, the Highland Research Forest, the 

Maine Lake Science Center, and Pondicherry Park, 

all of which LEA played a key role in establishing. 

Lake Water Monitoring 

Water monitoring on over 40 lakes and ponds in the 

area occurs every year through traditional and ad-

vanced testing initiatives. Our website contains water 

monitoring information about all of the lakes in our 

service area. 

Landowner and Municipal Assistance 

LEA provides technical assistance to watershed resi-

dents interested in preventing erosion on their prop-

erty. This service, called the òClean Lake Check Upó, 

helps educate landowners about simple erosion con-

trol techniques and existing land use regulations.  

LEA also works with municipalities on comprehen-

sive planning, natural resources inventories, and ordi-

nance development. 

LakeSmart 

Interested owners can request a free property evalua-

tion from LakeSmart through LEA. The evaluation 

report provides recommendations intended to make 

property more lake-friendly (read more on page 19). 

Courtesy Boat Inspections 

Every summer, LEA hires over 30 courtesy boat in-

spectors to educate boaters at public boat launches 

about invasive plants and help them perform inspec-

tions on their watercraft. This program, begun by 

LEA, has been adopted across the state. 

Maine Lake Science Center 

Opened in 2015, LEAõs Maine Lake Science Center 

is a hub for lake research in the state. The center reg-

ularly hosts researcher retreats and other events at its 

remodeled and renovated energy-efficient building 

located in Bridgton. 

Please Join LEA! 

LEA is a primarily member-funded operation. If you 

swim, boat, fish, or simply believe Maine wouldnõt be 

Maine without clear, clean lakes and ponds, please 

join the Lakes Environmental Association and pro-

tect Maineõs lakes now and for future generations.  

You can become an LEA member with a 

donation of any amount. Just mail a check 

to LEA, 230 Main St., Bridgton, ME 04009     

or join online at www.mainelakes.org.  

About LEA 
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The Impacts of Soil Erosion 

When it rains, where does the water go? 

As a shorefront property owner, you can 

spend many happy hours gazing out at 

òyouró lake, pond, river, or stream. But if 

you want to guard against the greatest 

danger to your investment and your quali-

ty of life, you need to think seriously 

about water coming from an entirely dif-

ferent direction -ð above. 

So the next time it rains, put on a raincoat 

or pick up an umbrella, go outside, and 

take a look. Youõll see water pouring off 

your roof, rolling off your driveway and 

deck, and running down your yard. But it 

doesnõt stop there, of course, and it isnõt 

just the rainwater thatõs running downhill, 

itõs everything water can carry with it. 

How does soil erosion impact 

lake health? 

The number one source of pollution 

to surface water in Maine is soil ero-

sion, according to the Maine Depart-

ment of  Environmental Protection. 

Each year, rainstorms and snowmelt 

wash tons of dirt into the water. 

Watching your valuable property be-

ing carried away is bad enough, but 

thereõs worse news. Eroded soil parti-

cles carry pollutants such as oil, ferti-

lizers, pesticides, and phosphorus into 

our lakes. 

As a property owner and lake lover, 

your goal is to head off erosion or at 

least slow it down, so that one part of 

your property ñ soil and sediments ñ 

wonõt damage a major part of your 
investment ñ the water quality. 
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What about the wildlife? 

Murky water is also tough on fish and wildlife. It 

makes it hard for fish to see and feed properly. 

Sediments can interfere with reproduction since 

many fish and aquatic insects lay their eggs in   grav-

el beds. Sediments can also fill in streams, making 

them shallower and warmer, which makes survival 

difficult for coldwater fish, such as salmon and 

trout. 

òThe shoreland zone is very important habitat for 

many of Maineõs animals,ó says Bridie McGreavy, 

Professor of Environmental Communication at the 

University of Maine. òThe majority of Maine mam-

mals use the shoreland zone for a part of their habitat, whether itõs access to the water or food or nesting.ó 

Nothing destroys 

shorefront property values 

faster than a decline in 

water  quality.  

In a University of Maine 

study, 98 percent of 

shorefront home buyers 

rated water clarity as one 

of the primary reasons 

they bought their home. 

Is the economy impacted by erosion? 

Nothing destroys the value of shorefront property faster than a decline in water quality. In a University of Maine 

study, 98 percent of shorefront home buyers rated water clarity as one of the primary reasons they bought their 

home. Thatõs ahead of quality of swimming (87 percent) and even scenic beauty (82 percent).  

The damage caused by erosion can ultimately result in lower shorefront property values and loss of businesses 

and jobs. But you donõt need studies to tell you how important clean, clear water is. All you need to know is that 

you donõt want to dive into murky water and a scenic view isnõt very scenic if the water is covered with brown or 

green scum. 
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Why is the Lake Green?  

(The dangers of phosphorus) 

Phosphorus is a fertilizer. It is present naturally in soil and thatõs good for plants. But when it washes into 
lakes, itõs bad because phosphorus also fertilizes tiny, floating aquatic plants called algae. 

Normally phosphorus is retained and recycled in the forest ecosystem, but soil disturbance and changes in land 

use allow phosphorus to be transported in surface water runoff. Then itõs carried to lakes in stormwater, 

streams, and drainage channels. It can be attached to soil particles or dissolve in the water itself. 

Roads, construction projects, and agricultural activities all add phosphorus to lake ecosystems. Phosphorus can 

also come from other sources that are more concentrated, such as septic systems, lawn fertilizers, and soaps 

and detergents. 

When excessive amounts of phos-

phorus wash into a lake, it can 

fuel an algae population explo-

sion, called an algae òbloomó. 

That deceptively pleasant name 

means algae have formed colo-

nies so dense they cover lakes 

with a greenish-brown scum ñ 

complete with an unpleasant 

odor. It blocks sunlight to benefi-

cial aquatic plants, consumes oxy-

gen (which may lead to fish kills), 

and interferes with feeding cycles 

of other aquatic organisms. All of 

this makes phosphorus a huge 

threat to Maineõs lakes. 

Thatõs why itõs so important to 

use phosphate-free detergents and 

phosphorus-free fertilizers. Most 

Maine soils are already high in 

phosphorus, but you can check the 

content in your soil with a simple 

test, available through the Maine Soil Testing Service (https://umaine.edu/soiltestinglab/) for about $18. If you 

must fertilize, many stores now carry phosphorus-free fertilizer. When buying fertilizer, remember the amount 

of phosphorus is represented by the middle number in the ratio on the bag. 

Another way to prevent phosphorus from entering lakes is to wash vehicles and boats at public car washes or 

areas where there is ample soil to infiltrate runoff water. Maine law prohibits washing or bathing in lakes or 

ponds. 

A photo from Maine Department of Environmental Protection field staff                          

of an algal bloom on Lovejoy Pond 

òFor lake water quality, there is no other issue that compares to          

phosphorus.ó    ñ Colin Holme, LEA Executive Director 

https://umaine.edu/soiltestinglab/
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Top Six Ways to Protect your Property and        

Maineõs Lakes 

#1: Leave it to nature 
As a shorefront property owner, you can fight nature ñ at great cost and effort ñ or you can work with it. 

Just keep thinking about rain, erosion, phosphorus, and all the problems they can bring to a lake. Then imag-

ine a manicured lawn rolling to the lakefront. 

When the rain comes down or the sprinkler is on, water speeds over that flat, green surface nearly as fast as it 

would on an asphalt driveway. So by planting, pampering, watering, and mowing that lawn, youõve created a 

slippery chute that sends soil, sediment, phosphorus, and chemicals straight into the lake. 

In fact, any time you remove vegetation or expose bare soil, youõre dramatically increasing surface runoff and 

the potential for erosion. Thatõs why there are state and local laws regulating shoreline alterations and why 

many alterations that were once common practices are no longer allowed. 

But thereõs an alternative, one that saves your time and money and also protects the lakeõs water quality. Na-

ture already has a time-tested strategy to slow rainwater down so it can be absorbed into the earth before it 

reaches the lake. Itõs called natural vegetation. 

Hereõs how you can help leave it to nature: 

¶ Leave existing rocks and vegetation along the shore in place. Native plants along the lakefront bond the 

soil together. Trees soak up a huge amount of surface water runoff and provide erosion control, privacy, 

and fish and wildlife habitat. Thatõs why bushes, shrubs, and groundcovers within the first one hundred 

feet of lakes and ponds are protected by state and local laws and should be left undisturbed. 

In this property, you can see the shorefront is filled with native plants and trees that soak up a huge 

amount of surface water runoff and provide erosion control, privacy, and fish and wildlife habitat. 
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¶ Pick up a copy of your local shoreland zon-

ing regulations before doing any work. Al-

most all alterations of the shoreline require 

state and local permitting and approval. For 

example, trees may be limbed up to one 

third of their height to provide a view of the 

lake, but tree cutting standards within the 

shoreline zone vary from town to town. If 

youõre not sure about the laws or have any 

questions, call LEA or your local Code En-

forcement Officer before removing trees, 

disturbing soil, or making any alterations. 

¶ All new structures must meet the required 

setback from normal high water. The set-

back from lakes and ponds is generally 100 

feet but can be more depending on individ-

ual town ordinances. For instance, Bridgton 

has a 112õ setback for solid wall founda-

tions. 

¶ Plant a buffer of native shrubs, bushes, and groundcovers or just let nature move back in on its own if your 

shorefront has already been altered.  If a bank is eroding, rip-rap, or stone armoring, can be installed with the 

proper state permits. Rip-rap should be used conservatively because the stones do not provide habitat for 

native species. Rip-rap can trap heat from the sun, heating the water and disturbing wildlife such as fish and 

amphibians. 

¶ If you simply canõt live without a lawn, minimize its impact with larger vegetation near the lake. A small gar-

den will look great and reduce runoff, particularly if you use woody plants with deeper root systems that soak 

up more water. 

But why spend Maineõs precious sunny days mowing grass? When it comes to taking care of our lakes and lands, 

nature knows best! 

When thereõs not enough vegetation to absorb rainwater, soil 

erodes and washes pollutants, such as oil, fertilizers, pesti-

cides, and phosphorus into our lakes. Erosion is the number 

one source of pollution to Maineõs surface waters. 

These lakefront landowners have maintained natural vegetation along the water, which helps protect the lake. 


