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Pinto Lake

Pinto Lake ~ 100 acres
Sub-Watershed ~ 1500

acres





Pinto Lake Provides Water-Based Recreational Activities To 
Thousands of Visitors Every Year



Pinto In Summer

Every Summer and Fall, Pinto Lake 
develops cyanobacteria blooms, that can 
produce toxins
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Environmental Impacts at 
Pinto Lake…

Documented cases of wildlife fatalities, 
including the endangered California 

southern sea otter.

Documented cases of wildlife fatalities, 
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City of Watsonville staff
retrieving bird (coot) 

poisoned by cyanotoxins

Dr. M. Miller 
examining sea otter 

poisoned by 
cyanotoxins
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Fish kill due to low 
dissolved oxygen
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Growers had to abandon use of lake 
waters as an irrigation source due to 

algal toxins
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Anecdotal reporting of 
skin-rashes and flu-like 

symptoms in humans 
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2,000,000+ ppb

Scum Mats Can 
Concentrate Toxins At 
Shoreline



What Causes These Blooms?

•Warm Water
•Sunlight 
•Excess Nutrients





Where Do the Nutrients Come From?

Highly erodible, 
phosphate-rich soils

Phosphorus concentrations in 
California soil – background, all 

observed, and Pinto Lake





Lake Sediments



Agricultural 
Operations



Septic Systems 
and 

Greywater



Protecting
Public Health



City of Watsonville Approach To Human Health Protection

Microcystin > 0.8 ppb (OEHHA Rec 
exposure limit):
• Bilingual warning posters regarding 

human and animal health risks 
• Concession staff routinely communicate 

this information to the public

When testing shows toxin levels above 80 ppb: 
• Boaters read and sign bilingual waiver detailing 

health risks
• Concession staff notify all parents and pet 

owners to keep children/animals away from the 
water

• When scums present, use simple barriers 
(warning tape or construction fencing) to 
discourage access to impacted areas



Plans, Actions and Next Steps



What Is the Water Board Doing?

• Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) For Pinto Lake’s Watershed
This will provide a regulatory framework for addressing nutrients from 
the watershed

• Funding through grants
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TMDL study: a planning tool to 
restore clean water.

Identify 
Probable 
Sources Identify 

Waterbody
Loading Capacity

(TMDL)

Identify Pollution 
Reductions Needed

Develop Plan to 
Achieve 

Reductions & 
Restore Clean 

Water

What is in a TMDL Study?....



Proactive Local Staff

• Advocated for Water Board to list the lake as 
impaired and to prioritize it highly for action

• Applied for and acquired almost a million dollars 
in grant funding
– 319(h) planning grant – investigating the nutrients and 

conditions driving the blooms
– Cleanup and Abatement Fund – treatment technologies
– Coastal Conservancy – Electrofishing
– 319(h) implementation grant – alum treatment and sediment 

basin development

• AB300 – Interagency task force
• Legislator involvement



Pinto Lake 319 (h) Planning Grant

Goal: Monitored spatial and 
temporal variation in 
cyanobacteria development 
across Pinto Lake in  
association with 
environmental factors.

Management Measures 
Identified:
1. Carp Removal 
2. Outreach to stakeholders
3. Lake and watershed 

treatment options



Options evaluated for controlling 
nutrients in the lake



After evaluating lake treatment options 
through a Prop 84 planning grant, alum 
treatment and sediment and nutrient BMPs 
were chosen as most appropriate treatments.

Alum binds phosphorus at the sediment 
water interface



Controlling Nutrients From The 
Watershed

NRCS EQUIP grants and Ag 
extension outreach:

Deal with problematic septic 
systems/greywater disposal
Evaluate sewering as an 
alternative

• Soil management and erosion 
control 

• Fertilizer management and 
Irrigation runoff control



Carp Removal

City of Watsonville’s 
Carp-A-Geddon Project –
500 lbs. removed 

State Coastal Conservancy 
Carp Removal Project – 3300 
lbs. removed



Next Steps

• Provide Outreach to Residents/Property 
Owners

• Conduct Regular Testing of Microcystins
and Evaluate Health Risk

• Work with Local Growers (through 
SCCRCD) to Implement Erosion Control 
and Nutrient Management

• Utilize 319 (h) Implementation Funds 
to:
1. Treat Pinto Lake using alum
2. Treat ephemeral streams entering 

the lake via sediment basins
3. Work collaboratively with 

stakeholders to manage watershed 
nutrients

4. Monitor for success



Special thanks to the City of Watsonville and 
Pete Osmolovsky (RWQCB3) for 
contributions of slides and information
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