Aeration-- Is it a potential weed management alternative in fish ponds?
Area for Improvement

Many freshwater managers are looking for alternatives to ever increasing herbicides used for weed management.  The chemical and labor are often very costly for intensively managed aquatic systems.  This issue has left many aquatic managers looking to other management alternatives when managing esthetically pleasing recreational lakes. One possibility, getting a lot of attention lately, is aeration.   

Efficacy of Aeration

There is a good possibility that aeration can have positive impacts on weed management. Heretofore, everything that I have read or been told emphasizes the importance of identifying the weed(s) targeted and the nutrient levels in the system before moving forward with a potentially costly aeration program.  Some weeds actually thrive in aerated environments and others do not.  I have heard it said that duckweed and watermeal may not thrive, under the right conditions, in aerated ponds while other plants could flourish.  As to the question of the efficacy of aeration in ponds, there is a scarcity of data about aeration and aquatic plant growth in shallow ponds. Although aeration is not expected to control all aquatic weeds in all situations, it may prove to be another tool for aquatic weed control.  It is however an option, although it is definitely not 100% effective every time.  This probably comes to no surprise to anyone doing day-to-day pond management. Most aquatic consultants and aquatic pesticide applicators have learned that many management tools have very real limitations. Herbicides have different properties that determine their use in aquatic environments. Likewise the triploid grass carp seem to have a strong dislike for woody stem plants and vines, limiting their ability to control these weeds.  Due to the potential for aeration to have positive impacts on the control of certain weed species I do recommend that eager freshwater managers move forward, albeit in a measured fashion.  
Where to Begin?
For operations that have several freshwater lakes and ponds it may be beneficial to identify 4 to 5 lakes that are greater than 3 feet deep and are at least 0.5 to 1 acre in surface area, for a pilot study.  Choose systems that are free of any structure that could impede aeration, including dead trees and other sizable plants.  The size of the aerator used in the ponds is also important. Dr. Gary Burtle, Extension Specialist with UGA, says, “use at least 0.5 horsepower with each surface acre.” Dr. Burtle also pointed out, “that surface aerators will be most beneficial in shallow systems,” and “people should not feel that costly aesthetically pleasing units that throw water high in the air are necessary.” Once the nitrogen and phosphorus levels have been tested, the efficacy of aeration in respect to weed control can be assessed. Significant differences should be present in at least 3 out of the 4 ponds before additional time and resources are allocated for this test. When Dr. Burtle was asked how long it would take to see results in the selected ponds he replied, “Observations of aquatic plant growth and analysis of nitrogen and phosphorus in the ponds will determine the amount of time needed for the study. However, significant differences  should be observed within two to three months of aeration.” I would like to thank Dr. Burtle for his willingness to answer my questions concerning management alternatives. If you would like to learn more about pond management, check our website for upcoming conferences at www.ugaextension.com/camden and click on the agriculture and natural resources page or give the Camden County Extension Office a call at 576-3219.   

