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July, 2002

Lake San Marcos Water Quality

In response to comments made during the Public Forum of the November 2002 Board Meeting, Board Member Gary Stephany requested additional information on the water quality of Lake San Marcos.

Lake San Marcos is a privately owned, man-made lake located in the Carlsbad Hydrologic Unit (904.52), just south of highway 78.  Its beneficial uses are Agricultural Supply, Contact and Non-contact Water Recreation, Warm Freshwater Habitat and Wildlife Habitat.  It lies within the San Marcos Creek corridor, which drains into Batiquitos Lagoon.  San Marcos Creek was dammed in the 1960s and a planned community grew around the newly formed lake.  The lake itself lies within the jurisdictional boundaries of the County of San Diego, while the up and down stream portions of San Marcos Creek are in the city of San Marcos.

The Lake San Marcos Community Association and other concerned citizens have suspected several water quality problems.  The suspected problems include high turbidity, oil, detergents, abnormal fish growth, eutrophication, low dissolved oxygen, raw sewage, un-named toxins, fish kills and excessive nutrients.  Limited photographic and water column chemistry data was presented during the past year in support of a Clean Water Act Section 303(d) listing for Lake San Marcos as an impaired water body.  The evidence was too finite for a proper assessment to be made and the water body was not recommended for the Section 303(d) list.  However, Lake San Marcos was recommended to be placed on a Watch List for further investigation into potential low dissolved oxygen problems.  

During 2002, the Carlsbad Hydrologic Unit (HU) was one of two HUs targeted for assessment by the Surface Water Ambient Monitoring Program (SWAMP).  Limited resources did not allow the lake itself to be assessed, but assessment did occur at a site upstream on San Marcos Creek.  Preliminary chemistry and toxicity data for this upstream site will be available soon.  Additionally, the City of San Marcos is conducting dry weather monitoring in San Marcos Creek. Currently, no routine monitoring is taking place at the lake. 

Water quality problems are highly likely at Lake San Marcos.  Lawns often extend right to the edge of the lake.  Fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides probably enter the lake directly and through irrigation and storm water run-off.  Sedimentation is another problem suspected by Regional Board Staff.  The assortment of problems associated with an urban stream is compounded as the pollutants are allowed to accumulate in the artificial lake.  The lake then serves as a source of pollutants to Lower San Marcos Creek, Batiquitos Lagoon and the Pacific Ocean.  Only with additional ambient monitoring can the problems suspected in Lake San Marcos, and probably common to most of the Region’s surface waters, be substantiated. 
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