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Executive Summary  
 

The purposes of this project were to (1) measure concentrations of dissolved oxygen (DO) repeatedly 

in 2007 near the southern shore of the central basin of Lake Erie in order to detect occurrences of hypoxia 

or anoxia near the lake bottom where depths are shallower than 20 meters; (2) compare DO concentration 

profiles among the years 2005, 2006, and 2007; and (3) assess the potential benefits of adding a ñcentral 

basin nearshore hypoxiaò metric to the Lake Erie Quality Index.  In this report, hypoxia is defined as a 

dissolved oxygen concentration of at least 1.0 mg/L and less than 2.0 mg/L, and anoxia is defined as a 

concentration below 1.0 mg/L.  Data collected by staff of the Franz Theodore Stone Laboratory in 2005 at 

two stations in the western end of the basin revealed persistent anoxia at depths as shallow as 15 m.  Data 

from two transects perpendicular to the southern shore near Lorain, Ohio, in 2006 and 2007 through an 

Ohio Sea Grant (2006) and this grant (2007) showed a large area of persistent anoxia at depths as shallow 

as 14 m in 2006, and localized areas of anoxia both years at depths as shallow as 11 m.  Thus, it appears 

that, if the study areas are representative of other regions of the central basin shallower than 20 m, anoxia 

is sufficiently widespread and persistent to account for the degraded benthic invertebrate communities that 

have characterized shallow regions of the basin for decades. 

 

Data on dissolved oxygen concentrations near the lake bottom have been amassed over a period of 

several decades by a variety of US and Canadian agencies.  However, no concerted effort has been made 

to look for spatial patterns in DO concentrations in waters less than 20 m deep or to discover trends in the 

extent, duration and severity of oxygen depletion in those shallow waters.  We suggest that a ñcentral basin 

hypoxiaò metric should be considered by the Ohio Lake Erie Commission for addition to the Lake Erie 

Quality Index, perhaps as a component of the Water Chemistry Metric of the Ambient Water Quality 

Indicator.  A hypoxia metric could serve in the central basin in place of the Hexagenia mayfly component of 

the Key Indicator Species metric of the Biological Indicator as long as Hexagenia continues to be absent 

from the basin because the distribution of Hexagenia appears to be determined by minimum DO 

concentrations in summer. 

 

A hypoxia metric would provide the following advantages:  (1) direct measurement of variation from 

year to year in the timing, duration, extent, and severity of hypoxia events in shallow (<20 m) coastal 

waters; (2) direct evidence to support explanations of degraded zoobenthic communities in shallow regions 

of the central basin; (3) a gauge for monitoring year-to-year changes in areal extent and duration of 

hypoxia and anoxia in shallow regions of the basin, and thus trends toward improvement or further 

degradation over time; (4) data to assist calibration and validation of hypoxia models for the central basin 

being developed NOAAôs Great Lakes Environmental Laboratory and others.  Potential disadvantages of a 

hypoxia metric would include (1) another set of data to be collected while performing other functions 

aboard research vessels, (2) another set of data to be computerized and maintained by agency staff, (3) 

desirability of coordinated (simultaneous) data collection along the north and south shores and western 

end of the basin, (4) need to apply identical sampling methods across agencies.  Specific criteria upon 

which a hypoxia metric would be scored annually would need to be developed by collaborating agencies. 
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Introduction  
 

Data dating to the late 1990s indicate an increase in the size and seasonal duration of the ñdead 

zoneò, or the area of anoxia (no dissolved oxygen) and hypoxia (near-absence of dissolved oxygen) in the 

hypolimnion of the central basin of Lake Erie (www.epa.gov/glnpo/glindicators/water/oxygenb.html).  

Change in the ñdead zoneò has been accompanied by changes in central basin chemistry, including an 

increase in phosphorus concentrations (www.epa.gov/glnpo/glindicators/water/phosphorusa.html).  These 

indications of a return to lower water quality in the basin have resulted in renewed efforts by scientists and 

managers to understand the physical, chemical, and biological dynamics of the hypolimnion. 

 

The summer hypolimnia of temperate lakes throughout the world are known to be dynamic rather 

than stationary (Kalff 2002).  Weather events, particularly strong and prolonged windstorms, set the 

hypolimnion into motion with the result that part of the hypolimnion, which forms in the coolest and 

deepest regions of a lake basin, may intrude temporarily into shallow regions.  Such events appear to be 

relatively frequent in many large lakes.  For example, Effler et al. (2004) documented an 11-hour upwelling 

event in Onondaga Lake, New York, in September 2002 that brought hypolimnion water to the lake surface 

and resulted in dissolved oxygen (DO) concentrations below 1 mg/L in surface waters at the windward end 

of the lake, and they estimated that at least 14 such events occurred within the interval 1990-2002.  

Similarly, it is known that the hypolimnion of Lake Erieôs central basin is dynamic from the time it forms 

in June or July until it dissipates in September or October (Bartish 1987, Royer et al. 1987).  The dynamics 

are three-dimensional. Hypolimnion thickness varies, both by seasonal erosion of the metalimnion and by 

internal seiches and upwelling events that result from forcing events such as windstorms and barometric 

pressure gradients (Bedford 1992). 

 

Lateral movements or expansions of the hypolimnion into areas of Lake Erie usually occupied by the 

metalimnion or epilimnion (e.g., Bartish 1987) have been reported infrequently and few if any data are 

routinely collected that demonstrate these movements.  Buoys deployed since 2003 or earlier by Ohio Sea 

Grant, University of Windsor, and NOAAôs Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory (GLERL) at 

several points in the central basin provide data on time of hypolimnion establishment, progressive change 

in thickness, temperature profile, and vertical oscillations of temperature at those specific points in the lake.  

For example, GLERL Buoy No. 5 (41.6745° N, 82.6258° W) at the juncture of the western and central 

basins collects temperature and turbidity data at 1 m and 8 m above the lake bottom (11 m) 

(www.glerl.noaa.gov/res/Programs/erie/pgs/moorings.html).  However, the data collected at that and 

similar sites do not provide direct information about dynamics of the hypolimnion in the coastal zone. 

 

The impetus for this study was largely driven by the biology of the central basin.  Our field studies in 

the central basin over the past 30 years (Krieger 1984, Krieger and Ross 1993) have led to the following 

hypotheses.  Hypothesis 1: That the distribution and abundance of major zoobenthic species (round gobies 

and other benthic fishes, zebra and quagga mussels, mayflies, midges, and others) near the margins of the 

central basin are determined by transitory (hours-long to days-long) shifts in the position of oxygen-

depleted hypolimnion waters.  Hypothesis 2: That high-resolution, frequent observation of lateral 

hypolimnion dynamics coupled with observation of differences in zoobenthic community structure 

(composition and age distribution) and abundance can explain the general absence of hypoxia-sensitive 

zoobenthic species from vast areas of the central basin that have not heretofore been shown to experience 

http://www.epa.gov/glnpo/glindicators/water/oxygenb.html
http://www.epa.gov/glnpo/glindicators/water/phosphorusa.html
http://www.glerl.noaa.gov/res/Programs/erie/pgs/moorings.html
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hypoxia or anoxia.  In this report we define hypoxia as a dissolved oxygen (DO) concentration from 1.0 

mg/L to less than 2.0 mg/L and anoxia as a DO concentration below 1.0 mg/L. 

 

Evidence in support of Hypothesis 1 includes the following:  (1) Vast areas of central basin 

sediments have the proper consistency and grain size composition to support Hexagenia mayfly nymphs, as 

they do in most of the western basin, but are devoid of the nymphs.  Those same sediments do support 

substantial populations of invertebrates tolerant of anoxia, such as oligochaetes worms and chironomid 

midges (Krieger 1984, 2005, 2006; Krieger and Ross 1993.  (2) In the spring of 2004, a young cohort of 

Hexagenia nymphs that hatched that spring or the previous fall was present in sediments near the western 

edge of the central basin, but the expected older cohort, which would have emerged in the summer of 2004, 

was absent, indicating that the life cycle was interrupted in the summer of 2003, probably as a result of 

anoxia (Krieger 2005).  If that situation was typical, it appears that each year Hexagenia eggs are dispersed 

into the central basin and successfully hatch [the eggs are tolerant of anoxia (Britt 1955)] but the nymphs 

succumb to anoxia the following summer.  (3) The emergence of small numbers of adult Hexagenia from 

the central basin every summer, noted by their appearance on shoreline structures, in regions where nymphs 

apparently are absent in nearshore sediments (Krieger 2004), suggests the existence of very-nearshore 

refugia, perhaps within marinas and harbors of the central basin.  Sediment samples from 62 stations in 

those areas in May-June 2005 (Krieger 2006) yielded mayfly nymphs only at two stations.  This indicates 

that Hexagenia nymphs are indeed very sparsely populated in as yet mostly unknown parts of the central 

basin.  (4) A historical basis for Hypothesis 1 exists in data gathered by our laboratory (NCWQR) in 1978 

and 1979 in which DO at 1 m above the bottom at some central basin stations, particularly in the Sandusky 

subbasin, varied from >5 mg/L to <1 mg/L on consecutive days (Richards 1981).  (5) Bartish (1987) 

reported an intrusion of central basin hypolimnion water far into Pigeon Bay of the western basin.  He 

suggested that similar intrusions may occur one to two times per year. 

 

The role of DO in controlling the structure (species composition and abundance), distribution and 

biomass of the benthic and benthic-pelagic food webs is unknown because high-resolution spatial and 

temporal data on DO concentrations near the coastal margins of the central basin are lacking both presently 

and historically.  Even though the short-term lateral dynamics of the hypolimnion have largely been 

overlooked, they likely exert a strong impact on the ecology of the nearshore and westernmost regions of 

the basin.  Excursions of hypoxic water into those areas may render large expanses of the central basin 

inhospitable to a ñhealthyò biological community that is needed to sustain a viable fishery.  Documentation 

of hypolimnion dynamics at the local scale should provide direct evidence of the primary cause of 

continued degradation of the bottom community of shallower waters of the central basin at a time when the 

integrity of the community of the western basin has to a large extent been restored (Schloesser et al. 2000). 

 

The objectives of this project were to (1) characterize the three-dimensional dynamics of the 

hypolimnion of the central basin, with a focus on short-term movements of the lateral boundary of the 

hypolimnion into shallow coastal waters; (2) compare DO data from the summers of 2005, 2006 and 2007 

with meteorological conditions reported from a nearby NOAA weather buoy in order to discover predictive 

relationships between hypolimnion intrusions and preceding weather conditions; and (3) assess the 

potential for nearshore hypoxia to serve as a new metric for the central basin in the Ohioôs Lake Erie 

Quality Index (OLEC 2004).   
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Study Area 
 

Stations were designated along transects AP and BR oriented approximately perpendicularly to the 

southern shore of the central basin between Lorain and Rocky River, Ohio (Figure 1).  The interval between 

stations was 0.012°N closer to shore and 0.025°N farther from shore (Table 1), and station depths ranged 

from 8.5 m to 18.5 m on transect AP and 7.0 m to 16.5 m on transect BR (Table 1).  The most shoreward 

and shallowest station on each transect was 1.0 km (BR) or 1.2 km (AP) offshore, and stations were 

generally progressively deeper with increasing distance from shore.  The total distance between the most 

shoreward and most lakeward stations was 11.3 km (AP) or 12.5 km (BR), and the distance between 

transects was approximately 14 km (Figure 1).  The basin morphometry in the vicinity of the transects is 

characterized by a rapid increase in depth within 2 km of shore to about 14 m at transect AP and to about 10 

m at transect BR, followed further offshore by a very gradual increase in depth, especially along transect BR 

(Figure 1).   

 

In 2005, staff of the F. T. Stone Laboratory (The Ohio State University) deployed a YSI data sonde 

attached to a buoy at each of two stations, SL15E at approximately 15 m depth and SL20 at approximately 

20 m depth (Figure 1, Table 1).  These buoys were near the study transects that we observed in 2006 and 

2007.  Though the DO data collected in 2005 predate the present study, they have not been presented 

elsewhere and are included in this report to enhance interpretation of the physical processes that operate 

during stratification every summer in the central basin.  In addition, we downloaded 

(www.ndbc.noaa.gov/station_history.php?station=45005) wind and wave data from a NOAA weather buoy 

(Station 45005) near the study transects (Figure 1, Table 1) to help explain our water temperature and DO 

observations. 

 

Methods  
 

Each of the two data sondes deployed in 2005 were connected to a vertical string of thermistors and 

a DO electrode situated 0.2 m off the bottom.  The DO electrodes were calibrated immediately prior to 

deploying them on 10 July 2005, and the sondes recorded data continuously at hourly intervals until they 

were retrieved on 3 October. 

 

The temperature and DO measurements conducted through this LEPF project in 2007 provided a 

second year of measurements similar to those made in 2006 through an Ohio Sea Grant 

(www.ohioseagrant.osu.edu/research/aquaticecology/?ID=R/ER-077-PD).  The methodology was identical 

in both studies.  We visited stations along both transects during two sampling intervals each summer:  24-27 

July 2006 (spanning 4 days), 16-18 and 22 August 2006 (spanning 7 days plus 6 September), 16-18 July 

2007 (3 days), and 6 and 8-10 August 2007 (5 days plus 22 August).  We were able to visit one or more 

stations a second time on some days, usually about three hours after the initial visit, to obtain a second set of 

readings.  Measurements were conducted aboard the R/V Bowfin, which could traverse rapidly from station 

to station.  The number of stations visited on a given day and the number of days included in each sampling 

interval were determined by weather conditions that often changed rapidly. 

 

On each visit a vertical profile of temperature and dissolved oxygen (mg/L and percent saturation) was 

recorded with a YSI 58 DO meter calibrated daily in saturated air.  On infrequent occasions, two other YSI  

http://www.ndbc.noaa.gov/station_history.php?station=45005
http://www.ohioseagrant.osu.edu/research/aquaticecology/?ID=R/ER-077-PD
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Figure 1.  Study area showing location of transects in the central basin of Lake Erie (top); bathymetry 

(meters) in the region around the transects and in the eastern part of the Sandusky subbasin, the location of 

two data sondes (SL15E and SL20) deployed in 2005, and NOAA buoy 45005 (middle); and locations of 

stations and distance of each transect from shore, from the other transect, and along each transect (bottom). 
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Table 1.  Coordinates of NOAA and Stone Laboratory buoys and each transect 

station, and minimum and maximum depths encountered while sampling in 2007. 

 

 

Station 

 

°N 

 

°W 

Min., Max. 

Depth, m 

NOAA Buoy 41.677 82.398 ï 

SL15E 41.664 82.303 ï 

SL20 41.743 82.107 ï 

AP1 41.525 82.000 8.5, 8.9 

AP1.5 41.537 81.997 14.5, 14.7 

AP2 41.550 81.995 16.0, 16.3 

AP3 41.575 81.989 16.8, 17.0 

AP4 41.600 81.984 17.4, 17.6 

AP5 41.625 81.979 18.5, 18.5* 

BR0.5 41.488 82.150 7.0, 7.5 

BR1 41.500 82.150 11.5, 11.7 

BR1.5 41.513 82.150 13.1, 13.4 

BR2 41.525 82.148 14.5, 14.6 

BR3 41.550 82.150 15.7, 15.9 

BR4 41.575 82.150 15.5, 15.5 

BR5 41.600 82.150 16.4, 16.7 

 

*Visited only on 16 July 2007 

 

 

meters were used.  Laboratory comparison of temperature readings and calibration of a range of DO 

readings for each meter against the other meters and a Winkler titration showed that all meters provided 

similar readings within a few tenths of a unit.  Response of the thermistor to temperature change was rapid; 

however, response of the DO electrode was often slow.  Care was taken at each depth to permit the DO 

electrode to approach equilibrium before recording a reading; the electrode response often required three or 

four minutes when very low DO concentrations were suddenly encountered in the hypolimnion.  The DO 

electrode was weighted in order to eliminate error in recording depths that would have resulted from a 

nonvertical angle of the cable. 

 

Tables and most graphs were produced using Excel 97-2003 or Excel 2007.  Wind and wave vector 

plots were generated with SigmaPlot 11 (Systat Software, Inc. 2008) after converting wind and wave 

directions to radians in Excel and computing beginning and ending vector coordinates. 

Results 
 

Dissolved oxygen at 0.2 m off the lake bottom became hypoxic at Station SL15E soon after the 

time the data sonde was deployed on 11 July 2005 (Figure 2).  There the DO concentration generally 

remained below 0.5 mg/L from 11 August through 16 September, when the fall turnover began.  The long 

period of anoxia was interrupted by five episodes of two to ten days duration when the DO concentration 
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spiked upward.  Even so, from early August through mid-September the DO concentration never reached 4 

mg/L and was usually <0.5 mg/L. 

 

The deeper, 20 m station (SL20) experienced a more prolonged period of oxygen depletion than the 

15 m station and revealed a generally linear rate of decline in DO concentration from the time of 

deployment until 19 September, when DO was no longer detectable (Figure 2).  The same time periods that 

marked the three largest increases in DO concentration at SL15E prior to mid-September instead marked 

declines in concentration at SL20 that were much less dramatic than the increases at SL15E.  However, fall 

turnover is not clearly represented in the data and was at least six days later at SL20 than at shallower 

SL15E. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  Changes in dissolved oxygen at stations SL15E (15 m) and SL20 (20 m) from July through early 

October 2005.  Each date begins at the tick mark.  (Data courtesy of Matt Thomas, Ohio State University, 

F. T. Stone Laboratory) 

 

Complete data for transects AP and BR collected through this grant in 2007 are included in the 

appendix.  DO concentrations within 1 m of the bottom during the two time intervals in 2006 revealed the 

presence of anoxia (< 1.0 mg/L) at one or more stations along both transects in late July within a few km of 

shore at depths as shallow as 11 m (Figure 3).  Hypoxia (1.0 to < 2.0 mg/L) was more extensive than 

anoxia in July but was not seen as close to shore as was anoxia.  Particularly noteworthy during 25-27 July 

2006 along Transect BR and 16-17 July 2007 (Figure 4) on both transects were areas of anoxia in the 

hypolimnion that persisted shoreward of more highly oxygenated water.  In August 2006, a zone of anoxia 

that extended beyond approximately the 15 m contour and may have represented a shoreward migration of 

the dead zone persisted throughout the 7-day sampling period.  Renewal of oxygenated bottom water in the 

shallower areas close to shore occurred between 18 and 22 August, and by 6 September fall turnover had 

progressed to a depth of at least 16 m. 

 

Near-bottom oxygen depletion was not as severe during observation in 2007 as in 2006 (Figure 4).  

Anoxia was only observed in July, and then at an intermediate bottom depth (12-14 m contours) and 

distance from shore along both transects, appearing as a ñpocketò of anoxic water.  This area of anoxia had 

disappeared by the third day of sampling.  The August 2007 sampling period, which extended over five   
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Figure 3.  Dissolved oxygen concentrations within one meter of the bottom during two time intervals in 

July and August 2006.  Stations not visited on a date are not shown.  
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Figure 4.  Dissolved oxygen concentrations within one meter of the bottom during two time intervals in 

July and August 2007.  Stations not visited on a date are not shown. 
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days (plus 22 August), was characterized by near-bottom hypoxia at all stations for the first three days (6-8 

August), except the station closest to shore on each transect on the first day, which also exhibited some 

oxygen depletion (2-4 mg/L).  Partial or complete reoxygenation had occurred at all stations by the fifth 

day (10 August), and concentrations were Ó6.0 mg/L at all stations (15-17 m) by 22 August. 

 

The vertical profiles of temperature and DO concentration corresponded closely with each other 

(Figure 5).  The thickness of the epilimnion and the depth of the thermocline increased as lake depth 

increased, whereas the upper limit of the hypolimnion and hypolimnion temperature decreased with 

increasing lake depth.  Within the epilimnion, with its nearly uniform temperature, DO concentration often 

was slightly greater several meters below the surface.  Thermal stratification was reflected by vertical 

differences in DO concentrations, but whereas the temperature was fairly uniform throughout the 

hypolimnion, the DO concentration declined somewhat with increasing depth.  As shown for example at 

Station BR0.5 on 17 July 2007, even though temperature declined only 1°C between the top and bottom of 

the water column and no hypolimnion was present, the DO concentration declined dramatically near the 

bottom (Figure 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.  Vertical profiles of dissolved oxygen concentration (mg/L) and temperature (°C) at six stations 

along transect BR on 17 July 2007 showing a thickening epilimnion and a descending thermocline as depth 

and distance from shore increase.  The deepest measurement at each station is within 1 m of the bottom. 
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The vertical profiles of temperature and DO concentration occasionally varied substantially from day 

to day and even within a few hours (Figure 6).  For example, during the period 24-27 July 2006, the 

daytime surface DO concentration at Station BR1 varied by approximately 1.5 mg/L, and within 1 m of the 

bottom DO concentration declined approximately 7 mg/L, from near 7.5 mg/L on 24 July to 0.5 mg/L on 

26 July, and within only three hours on 25 July the DO concentration dropped by 4 mg/L.  Furthermore, 

during those four days the hypolimnion varied in thickness from approximately 1 m to 3 m (as reflected by 

the vertical profile of DO concentration, Figure 6). 

 

Multiple vertical profiles can be converted to depth-time diagrams to assist in visualizing the duration 

and depth of anoxic water at a particular station and in comparing changes over time in the vertical profiles 

of temperature and DO concentration.  Depth-time diagrams for Station BR1 (Figure 7) show the thickness 

and duration (to the end of our observation period) of near-bottom anoxia and hypoxia in July and the 

absence of hypoxia in August 2006, and they illustrate the correspondence of DO concentration patterns 

with temperature patterns from day to day. 

 

Likewise, isopleths of temperature and DO can show differences in temperature and DO 

concentration along a transect at a point in time.  For example, isopleths demonstrate a localized area of 

anoxia, and hypoxia at all depths, along Transect BR on 26 July 2006 (Figure 8).  Isopleths also reveal the 

extensive region of anoxia in the hypolimnion of both transects on 16 August 2006 (Figure 9).  Several  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.  Example of change over time observed in the vertical dissolved oxygen profile at individual 

stations.  Here, at Station BR1 vertical profiles were measured once on 24 July and twice on 25 July and 26 

July.  The first profile (25-1, 26-1) was measured in late morning; the second profile (25-2, 26-2) was 

measured approximately three hours later in early afternoon. 
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stations near shore on Transect BR that were revisited three hours later on 16 August 2006 indicated an 

increase in DO concentration at all depths.  Changes at the deeper stations are not known because they were 

not revisited. 

Discussion 
 

The extensive data from two buoys in 2005 and our data from a small geographic area of Lake Erie 

for brief periods during the summers of 2006 and 2007 confirm that dissolved oxygen concentrations in the 

central basin near the margins of the hypolimnion are highly dynamic.  Our data from shoreward areas <18 

m deep are limited, yet it is likely that to some degree they characterize summer dynamics all along both 

the north and south shores of the central basin. 

 

The buoy data for 2005 indicate that the rate of oxygen depletion in the western central basin is 

relatively constant through the summer until anoxia is attained (Figure 2).  Depletion is punctuated by 

sporadic events characterized by a sudden increase (at 15 m) or decrease (at 20 m) in DO concentration.  

DO depletion was well underway at 15 m at the time of buoy deployment on 11 July, whereas 

approximately 15 km to the northeast at 20 m DO was near saturation at that time (Figure 2).   Two 

possibly concurrent mechanisms for this could be that (1) the thinner hypolimnion of the 15 m station, by 

containing a smaller quantity of DO, becomes depleted more rapidly than the thicker hypolimnion at 20 m, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.  Depth-time diagrams of temperature and dissolved oxygen at Station BR1 in July and August 

2006.  Isopleths were hand-drawn and interpolated by eye.  Where a second set of readings was obtained 

about three hours later on the same day (25 and 26 July, and 16 and 18 August), the isopleths are shown as 

interrupted dashed lines.  Note that on 26 July, the thickness of the dead zone (<1 mg DO/L) increased by 

more than one meter within three hours. 
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Figure 8.  Isopleths of dissolved oxygen at 2 mg/L and 7 mg/L along transects AP and BR in on 26 July 

2006.  Regions of anoxia are shaded.  Isopleths were hand-drawn and interpolated by eye.  Where a second 

set of readings was obtained about three hours later at three stations along transect BR, the isopleths are 

shown as dashed lines. 

 

 

assuming the same sediment oxygen demand (SOD) at both depths, and (2) the characteristics of the 

hypolimnion at SL15E are strongly influenced by the hypolimnion of the shallow (<15 m) Sandusky 

subbasin approximately 15 km to the southwest, which becomes hypoxic earlier than the rest of the central 

basin (Conroy 2007, Conroy et al., in preparation).   

 

In all three years (figures 3 through 5), the thin hypolimnion in the shallow coastal water began to 

erode and disappear during our observation intervals, and it dissipated progressively lakeward and deeper.  

However, the time intervals were too brief to confirm that a hypolimnion did not reform or return to the 

study transects. 



14 
 

2

<8

lake bottom
<1

lake bottom

0

10

8

6

4

2

16

14

12

D
e

p
th

, 
m

e
te

rs

<1

8

7

6
4

<1

Transect AP
16 August 2006

Transect BR
16 August 2006

+3 hours

<9

8

AP1 AP1.5 AP2 AP3 AP4 BR1 BR1.5 BR2 BR4BR0.5 BR3

6

7

Dissolved Oxygen, mg/L 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.  Isopleths of dissolved oxygen along transects AP and BR on 16 August 2006.  Isopleths were 

hand-drawn and interpolated by eye.  Where a second set of readings was obtained about three hours later 

at three stations along transect BR, the isopleths are shown as dashed lines. 

 

 

Table 2.  Frequency of occurrence (%) of bottom water hypoxia during sampling in July and August 2006 

and 2007.  When a station was sampled twice on the same day, only the first reading is included. 

Station AP1 AP1.5 AP2 AP3 AP4 BR0.5 BR1 BR1.5 BR2 BR3 BR4 BR5 

2006             

days 6 4 6 5 3 5 7 5 6 4 4 0 

% <4 mg/L 0 50 83 100 100 20 43 80 83 100 100 N/A 

% <2 mg/L 0 50 83 100 100 0 29 40 50 100 75 N/A 

% <1 mg/L 0 0 67 100 100 0 14 0 17 75 50 N/A 

2007             

days 6 5 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 

% <4 mg/L 50 80 83 83 67 33 83 100 83 100 83 100 

% <2 mg/L 17 80 50 33 33 17 67 83 83 67 50 50 

%<1 mg/L 0 20 0 0 0 0 17 33 17 0 0 0 
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The isolated patches of anoxic near-bottom water along the transects may have resulted from at least 

two mechanisms.  First, the patches may represent parts of the hypolimnion of the deeper basin that were 

broken off by turbulence as an internal seiche wave ñbroke on shoreò beneath the thermocline (Nguyen and 

Lamb 2008, Troy et al. 2008).  Alternatively, variable sediment oxygen demand (SOD) from place to place 

on the lake bottom may result in variable rates of oxygen depletion in the overlying hypolimnion.  An 

increase in SOD might arise locally, for example, from the influence of sewage effluents from nearby 

municipalities, as in this study from Lorain and the Cleveland metropolitan region to the east. 

 

Some investigators have operationally defined the upper (and outer) limit of the hypolimnion to be at 

the 20 m contour (e.g., Burns et al. 2005), and this approximate depth may represent a physical limitation 

on hypolimnion depth in many areas of the Great Lakes (Rao 2008).  Nevertheless, in the large area 

(50.0%) of the central basin shallower than 20 m, areas of anoxia in water as shallow as 11.5 m persist for 

several days or more (figures 3 and 4).  The appearance of anoxia along both transects during our brief 

periods of observation both years suggests that these anoxia events are common every summer in areas <20 

m deep.  These events could be evidence of internal Kelvin waves and Poincaré waves that represent 

oscillations of the thermocline and can bring hypolimnetic water toward shore (Rao 2008).  Seiche-induced 

upwellings of the hypolimnion induced by an internal seiche could transport anoxic water all the way to 

shore. 

 

The duration of any single hypoxia event could determine which invertebrate taxa will survive and 

which ones will be extirpated until the next generation begins to colonize the area under conditions of 

sufficient oxygenation at an effective point of dispersal in the life cycle of the animal.  Our data indicate 

that the effective upper limit of the central basin hypolimnion and accompanying anoxia is nearer 15 m 

than 20 m, at least some years (Figure 3 and appendix).  The controlling influence of sporadic anoxia on 

zoobenthos community structure and productivity likely extends to even shallower depths, perhaps to the 

lake shore if upwellings occur with sufficient frequency on either shore.  During our brief sampling 

intervals, near-bottom hypoxia (<2 mg/L) was never observed in 2006 at the most nearshore station on 

either transect and in 2007 only on 17% of the sampling days on Transect BR and never on Transect AP 

(Table 2).  Anoxia (<1 mg/L) was not observed at the shallowest station (7.0 m, 8.5 m) on either transect in 

our study.  

 

Our data present evidence that as the lake bottom rises toward shore, the top of the hypolimnion also 

rises, although the hypolimnion may become thinner (figures 5 and 8).  That this relationship was not 

always observed (Figure 9) indicates that hypoxic water close to shore may be brought by Kelvin waves 

and internal seiches.   In calm water this edge effect may in part result from depletion of DO by SOD in the 

thin hypolimnion near shore, giving the hypolimnion the shape of a saucer rather than a horizontal plane.  

 

 Wind set-up and barometric pressure differences over large lakes are known to establish surface and 

internal seiches and internal rotational effects such as Kelvin waves (Ludewig and Austin 2008, Nguyen 

and Lamb 2008, Rao 2008).  Yet comparison of the timing of rapid changes in near-bottom DO 

concentrations (Figure 2) at the offshore stations in 2005 with concurrent or immediately preceding wind 

and wave directions and velocities (Figure 10) recorded at the NOAA buoy did not reveal a relationship.  

At the buoy, wave direction and velocity corresponded closely with wind direction and velocity.  No wind 

data were available for the latter half of September, when fall turnover appeared to begin (Figure 2).   
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Wind direction in conjunction with distance from shore influenced on our sampling success.  For 

example, strong southwest (offshore) winds throughout our sampling period in July 2006 permitted us to 

take measurements at the stations near shore but not further from shore (Figure 3) because of increasing 

wave heights progressively lakeward.  The sudden appearance of the hypolimnion at Station BR1 on 25 

July 2006 after none was present on 24 July and the thickening of the hypolimnion between 25 July and 26 

July (Figure 6) indicates a partial upwelling of the hypolimnion and therefore its movement toward shore as 

a result of sustained strong southwest winds during the sampling period (Figure 10).   Likewise, a period of 

strong winds from the north and northwest prevented sampling in late August 2006.  The stations nearest 

shore were isothermal on 22 August (Figure 3), perhaps as a result of strong north winds during the 

immediately preceding three days (Figure 10) that would have depressed the epilimnion on the south shore  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10.  Hourly vector plots of wind direction and velocity and wave direction and height during the 

summers of 2005, 2006, and 2007 at NOAA buoy 45005 (Figure 1).  X-axis is days since 1 July.  Length of 

each vector represents velocity; compass orientation indicates the direction from which the wind and waves 

were traveling.  Dates of events in 2005 discussed in the text are indicated, as are dates in 2006 and 2007 

when DO profiles were taken on transects AP and BR.  Data:  NOAA National Data Buoy Center 

(www.ndbc.noaa.gov/station_page.php?station=45005). 

 


