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Hello Rushford Lake, 
 
 In this fourth letter, I continue to make suggestions for ways to improve Rushford Lake.  This 
letter focuses especially on those of you who are lakefront property owners and perhaps community 
dock users. This time I will use this space to talk about aquatic plants or macrophytes.  
 

Macrophytes are just as important to any lake as trees are to a forest. They are a part of the 
base of the food chain for lake ecosystems (along with other primary producers like algae), provide 
ecological services such as breaking up boat wakes that can erode your property, and provide habitat 
and shelter for a wide array of organisms. Although large populations are absolutely necessary for a 
functioning lake ecosystem, macrophytes can grow to nuisance levels and be the center of many lake 
management concerns. Although Rushford Lake’s drawdown ensures that many aquatic plants will not 
be able to flourish in the lake, some plant species do have reproductive strategies that allow them to 
come back year after year. In particular, naiads (Najas spp.) and some pondweeds (Potomegeton spp.) 
grow from seeds and turions that can survive the freezing and thawing of soils during drawdown. 
These annual macrophytes can grow to nuisance levels on Rushford Lake particularly where there may 
be large amounts of nutrient-rich sediments, such as near the inlets of Rush Creek and Caneadea Creek 
or in enclosed bays. It is in these areas where good plant management may be needed.  
 
 So, what can be done about an overgrowth of aquatic plants? There are many “in-lake” control 
techniques like herbicides or mechanical harvesters that are meant to be used when aquatic plants are 
an issue throughout a lake, but what about a single property owner and the associated dock space?  If 
you think you have a problem, consult with the RLRD and the DEC.  Before anything is done, ask Chad 
Wittenrich, the Lake Manager, for advice to be sure what you plan is acceptable with the Rushford 
Lake Recreation District.  Forging ahead without good planning may make your situation worse. 
 

Other lakes have used products and techniques for “spot” management.   The first and most 
obvious way of handling nuisance macrophytes can be simple harvesting. That is, you can just get in 
the water and remove enough plants with your hands to create a usable channel. Sometimes this may 
not be viable for REALLY excessive plant growth but, if you have a small bothersome patch, this may 
not be an issue. As best you can, be sure to remove all of the plant (roots included) and dispose of it 
properly on land since many plants (naiads included) can grow from fragmentation (i.e., floating plant 
parts finding soil and rooting).  
 

Using benthic mats (see picture 1) is another technique that can help with excessive plant 
growth and one that I have seen being used  in Rushford Lake. A benthic mat is simply an anchored 
barrier that covers the macrophytes so that light cannot reach them. (Imagine putting a tarp over grass 
for a month…the grass dies.) You can create a mat with a number of different materials (tarps, 
fiberglass, etc.), but just be sure it is safe to put in the lake. The mat should ideally be placed in spring 



when growth starts (it’s easier to install during this time as well) and should be anchored with heavy 
rocks, rebar, etc. You may need to provide some maintenance over time as tears can occur and 
sediment can build up, both allowing plants to grow again.  

 
There also are many retailers who sell specialized products for clearing plants around your 

docks such as the “weed razor” (see picture 2), which is a bladed device that can be used to cut weeds 
near your dock (just beware of fragmentation). Other products include specialized rakes, chains that 
swing around your dock posts, and even blowers that push sediment away. Many retailers have 
websites that can help you choose different products to help you find exactly what you need. Beware 
though--many of these products may not have been accurately tested for their intended uses and costs 
may become high if replacement or maintenance is constantly needed.  
 
 Although “spot” managing macrophytes may be necessary for some lakefront owners, 
remember that aquatic plants are not an optional part of a lake. They are REQUIRED for a multipurpose 
recreational lake and provide services that do more good than bad when in optimal population sizes. 
So, do not be overly alarmed when you find their presence, unless you have nuisance or dangerous 
amounts (i.e., you can’t get your boat out to the lake or you fear someone might get entangled).  Short 
of this, I would leave the plants alone.  
 
Thank you for your attention and stay tuned for more to come! 
  
Cheers, 
Ed 
 
 

   
 Picture 1: Benthic mats being placed 
by divers on Lake George.  Many 
areas around Rushford Lake probably 
do not need a dive team to place 
benthic mats, but first check with the 
RLRD office.  
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Picture 2: Schematic describing 
how the “weed razor” works  
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