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news
Harvester takes on exploding milfoil growth

Pat Field of the Okanagan Basin Water Board scoops up milfoil from the shore of the 
north end of Osoyoos Lake and puts it in a truck headed for the Osoyoos Landfill. The 
milfoil is being “harvested” with a boat that cuts the weed off below the surface of the 
water. Photo by Laurena Weninger

By Laurena Weninger
Osoyoos Times__________________

Westbank’s  Gord 
Greer has been operat-
ing the Okanagan Basin 
Water Board’s (OBWB) 
milfoil harvester for 28 
years.

“It’s like mowing a 
lawn. I’m going down 
six or seven feet,” Greer 
said, pointing at the 
scissoring blades on the 
platform, which are sub-
merged under Osoyoos 
Lake’s surface to chop 
off the weed in a 2.4-
metre swath.

Cast an eye across the 
surface of the lake and 
it’s easy to pick up the 
rust-coloured hue where 
the tops of the milfoil 
strands are floating in 
large patches.

The weed is not na-
tive to North America, 
said Genevieve Dun-
bar, from the OBWB, 
adding it was first intro-
duced to the Okanagan 
in the 1970s, likely near 
Vernon.

It spreads quickly, as 
plant fragments take 
root and while it is always 
present in lakes, some 
years are worse than 
others for its growth.

This year, the growth 
in Osoyoos Lake is par-
ticularly bad and there 
are a couple of possible 
reasons for that.

First, there was a 
change in the pattern of 
milfoil rototilling over 
the last couple of win-
ters.

The rototilling pro-
cess uses large blades to 
pull up the roots of the 
weed during the winter 
when the plant doesn’t 
grow. 

Those roots then float 
to the surface and de-

compose.
But in early spring 

2009, the weather tem-
peratures  were  ex-
treme. 

It meant fewer hours 
of rototilling by heavy 
machinery.

This spring brought 
a few other changes in 
logistics and planning 
when it comes to battling 
the plant, said Dunbar.

But in spite of what is 
done with the rototilling, 
the weed growth seems 
to go through cycles. 

This year, there is ex-
tra growth.

Nutrient content in 
the lake is another fac-
tor, but Dunbar said 
there is nothing unusual 
this season that could ex-
plain the growth. 

Speculation that the 
mudslide in Oliver last 
month caused an extra 
nutrient injection is un-
likely, she said – but even 
if the slide did cause 
more nutrients to enter 
the lake, they would not 
have affected the milfoil 
growth so quickly.

There are two milfoil 
harvesters in the Oka-
nagan, servicing all of 
the local lakes. 

The one on Osoyoos 
Lake will be out there 
for as long as it takes to 
clean up the plant.

“Until we get as much 
done as we can. We’re 
playing it by ear,” Dun-
bar said.

As Greer cuts the mil-
foil, it rides a ramp up to 
a platform on the lower 
level of the boat. 

It sits there as he 
fills up his load, cutting 
rows through the milfoil 
patches.

Then he takes the load 
to shore and dumps it in-
to a pile.

Those piles are then 
loaded into a truck and 
taken to the landfill and 
composted.

Dunbar said the mil-
foil will be cut only once 
this season and that will 
hopefully be enough to 
keep it down.

The milfoil causes 
problems in a couple of 
ways, Dunbar said. 

It is unpleasant, inter-
feres with swimming and 
can tangle around boat 
propellers. 

It can also impede fish 
movements and, in large 
quantities, it can inter-
fere with oxygen levels 
in the lake. 

It changes water flow 
rate, lake conditions 
and generally affects 
the ecosystem of the 
lake, meaning it can spur 
algae growth.

The annual budget for 
the milfoil control pro-
gram, including the har-
vesting and de-rooting 
in all Okanagan Valley 
lakes, is $500,000.
reporter@osoyoostimes.com
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