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Goose droppings and heavy rainfall are two of the largest factors that have contributed to higher than normal levels of E. Coli bacteria at the Lake Winneconne Park beach so far this summer.


Unsafe swimming conditions lead to increased beach closures

By Anya Kelley
Winneconne News 
Lake Winneconne Park beach has been consistently deemed unsafe for swimming by the Winnebago County Health Department so far this summer after high levels of E. coli bacteria have been found. 
Compared to last year, Winnebago County Public Health has closed the beach 11 times compared to last year’s five, and the culprit seems to be a large population of geese that have moved in. 
Public Health environmental specialist Holly Glassford said there are a few factors that can cause E. coli contamination, and the two largest are goose droppings and heavy rainfall. 
“Rain is a big factor that can put more pollution in and then spike E. coli levels,” Glassford said. “E. coli is basically a fecal indicator organism, so the goose poop is a big thing.” 
E. coli is the number one bacterium tested for in the Winnebago County lakes. Interns from UW-Oshkosh sample the water daily and the UWO Environmental Research Lab returns results within 18 to 24 hours to close beaches in a timely manner. The interns also count geese to keep track of an increase or decrease in the population size. 
Another contamination concern for lakes in the area is blue-green algae. Blue-green algae release a toxin that can cause skin irritation and upset stomach, and in worst cases, death. Winnebago County Public Health does not test for blooms, but they are easily identifiable by sight. Blue-green algae look like pea soup, Glassford said.
“That’s a really difficult thing to monitor across the board, but we try to get the messaging out to look for those conditions,” Glassford said. “When in doubt, stay out. That’s what we tell people.” 
Blue-green algae have not been seen when water samples have been taken at Lake Winneconne, but anyone in or around the water should report new blooms to the Department of Natural Resources, Glassford said. E. coli contamination can’t be seen by the naked eye, but Glassford said if there is a large population of geese or goose droppings in or near the shore, it’s best to avoid swimming in the water. 
Conditions of the water can change rapidly. Depending on wind, rain and temperature, E. coli can migrate to another area or die off. Sometimes, all it takes is the geese to leave. 
“They like grassy areas like [the beach] where they can easily just fly in from the water and they have a nice open area where they can see that there’s not any predators,” Glassford said. “They may even feel safe enough to nest there, and unfortunately, if they do nest there that means they’re probably going to stay there for the rest of the summer, and they’ll probably try to return again next year.” 
Some counties have employed goose deterrents to keep them away from the shores. These deterrents are non-lethal and include things like predator decoys and lights and sounds. 
Generally, boating and fishing are still safe when the E. coli levels are high. Glassford recommends handwashing before eating while out on the water and showering if someone has come in contact with large amounts of contaminated water. Cooked fish are safe to consume. 
The DNR has a beach closings and advisories map available online at apps.dnr.wi.gov/beachhealth/healthmap.aspx. The state of Wisconsin does not require water testing, so many counties don’t participate. Glassford said to check the map for closures, but if a lake isn’t listed, use discretion before swimming. Blue-green algae blooms can be reported to DNRHABS@wisconsin.gov. A list of reporting guidelines is available on the DNR website. 
