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2017 Water Quality Year in Review 

How Clean is Lake Pontchartrain’s Water?  
2017 Water Quality Year-in-Review 
 
In 2017, LPBF Water Quality Program collected and analyzed water samples from ten (10) sites 
around the Lake Pontchartrain Basin on 51 different sampling events, including eight within 
Lake Pontchartrain, and at two (2) sample sites within the Bogue Falaya River and Bayou St. 
John.  These samples were collected by four different monitors who sampled for water 
temperature, dissolved oxygen, salinity, conductivity, water transparency, turbidity, and 
microbiological indicators (fecal coliform and Enterococcus).  
 
This document summaries our findings for each parameter based on the data collected in 2017.   
 

 
Lake Pontchartrain sampling locations.  
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2017 Water Quality Year in Review 

Water Temperature 
 

Average of 23.1°C in 2017 in Lake Pontchartrain, higher 
than previous years.   
 

2016 average: 22.99°C 2015 average: 22.32°C 
 
Water temperature is an important water metric, and can cause biological changes in 
reproduction and migration of aquatic species, as well as influence the concentration of oxygen 
dissolved in the water column.  Cold water can dissolve more oxygen than warmer water.  
Results from the 2017 carry forward a slight, but increasing, trend of water temperature.   
 
 

Dissolved Oxygen 
 

Average of 8.0 mg/L in 2017 in Lake Pontchartrain, 
higher than previous years (an increase of 6.1%) 
 

2016 average: 7.54 mg/L 2015 average: 7.56mg/L 
 
Dissolved oxygen (DO) is a measure of the oxygen available to fish and other aquatic organisms 
for respiration.  If oxygen concentrations are too low, typically below 4 mg/L, fish and other 
species are prone to death.  DO levels of 5 mg/L or higher are required for healthy growth and 
activity. Levels between 3 and 5 mg/L are stressful to most aquatic animals, and levels below 3 
mg/L are considered dangerous. 
 
In all, 346 samples were above the state criteria of 4 mg/L DO for Lake Pontchartrain (97.7% of 
all samples). This indicates that DO concentrations are supportive of life in the estuary.   
 
Bayou St. John averaged 7.3 mg/L, and the Bogue Falaya River averaged 7.7 mg/L, exceeding 
state criteria of 4mg/L and 5mg/L, respectively.    



 

 3 

2017 Water Quality Year in Review 

Salinity 
 

Average of 1.0 parts per thousand in 2017 in Lake 
Pontchartrain, an increase of 12.3%. 
 

2016 average: 0.89 ppt 2015 average: 2.4 ppt 
 
Salinity is the total amount of salts dissolved in the water. Fresh water usually has a salinity of 0 
ppt, while salty ocean water usually has a salinity around 35 ppt.  Salinity can influence the 
amount of oxygen that can dissolve in water, and it also dictates the types of trees and grasses 
that grow on our coast.  In Louisiana, LDEQ defines fresh waters as 0 – 2 ppt, intermediate 
waters (3 to 6 ppt), brackish waters (between 7 and 15 ppt), and saline greater than 15 ppt.   
 
LPBF’s salinity data reflects changes in the concentration of salt with anthropogenic influences 
(closure of the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet and opening of the Bonnet Carre Spillway has 
lowered the salinity of the basin), natural increases due to tropical systems or strong easterly 
winds.  The salinity is concentration is variable with location, with the highest observations 
occurring near the Northshore Beach (LP10) and lower concentrations at Laketown (LP1). 
 

Turbidity 
 

Average of 19.1 NTU in 2017 in Lake Pontchartrain, a 
decrease of 12.5%.   
 

2016 average: 21.83 NTU 2015 average: 16.87 NTU 
 
Turbidity measures how much solid matter is suspended in the water. The higher the 
transparency, the farther down the light passes and the clearer the water appears. LPBF 
measures the amount of light scattered by a sample of water in a specialized detector. Turbid 
waters can prevent plants from getting enough sunlight to grow, and settling sediment can bury 
or suffocate plants and animals living on the bottom of Lake Pontchartrain.    
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2017 Water Quality Year in Review 

Bacteriological: Enterococcus and Fecal coliform 
 

Lake Pontchartrain Sites 
 
Enterococcus Geometric Mean of 22.84 MPN per 100 mL 
2017 
 
This is considered safe for swimming by the LDEQ and the EPA.  2017 was 46.2% lower than 
2016 data across all Lake Pontchartrain sites, and below the geometric mean criteria of 35MPN 
per 100mL..   However, only 84.4% of all samples collected at the lake sites met the state 
criteria for Enterococcus, where 90% of samples should be lower than 130MPN per 100 mL for 
the time period.  94.4% of all samples met the requirement for secondary contact year round 
for fecal coliform, meeting the criteria.   
 
 

 
 
  

Primary Contact Recreation

84.4%

Secondary Contact Recreation

94.4%
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2017 Water Quality Year in Review 

Bacteriological: Enterococcus and Fecal coliform 
 

Bayou St. John 
 

Enterococcus Geometric Mean of 12.15 MPN per 100mL 
in 2017 
 
Bayou St. John had similar results to Lake Pontchartrain for Enterococcus in 2017, where the 
majority of samples were below the water quality criteria of 35 MPN per 100 mL. More than 
94% of all samples were below the Primary Contact Recreation standard of 130 MPN, and a 
geometric mean of 12.15 MPN.  All samples met criteria for secondary contact recreation. 
Overall, sample results were 37.6% lower in 2017 compared to 2016 (19.5 MPN).  
 
Sample geometric means for fecal coliform were 33.3 MPN in 2017, reflecting a 35.5% 
reduction in the indicator as compared to 2016 (51.6MPN).  
 

  

Bayou St. John: Primary Contact 
Recreation

94.4%

Bayou St. John: Secondary Contact 
Recreation

100%
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Bacteriological: Fecal coliform 
 

Bogue Falaya River 
 

Fecal coliform geometric mean of 563.7 MPN per 100 mL 
in 2017.  
 
The Bogue Falaya River demonstrated significant increases in fecal coliform during the year. 
Only 24% of samples met water quality criteria of 400 MPN per 100 mL for primary contact 
recreation.   The river did meet the criteria for secondary contact recreation, with more than 
90% of the samples meeting the 2,000 MPN per 100 mL limit. Overall, sample fecal coliform 
counts results were 15.05% lower in 2017 compared to 2016 (663.57 MPN vs 563.7 MPN, 
respectively). While not a parameter for this site, collected Enterococcus samples reflected a 
138.9% increase in concentration between 2016 to 2017 (84.82 MPN vs. 202.67 MPN 
geometric mean, respectively).   
 
The Bogue Falaya River watershed is in a rapidly developing area of St. Tammany Parish. 
Samples collected to date reflect that there is adverse impact from anthropogenic activities in 
the area.  Source tracking activities in the area of warranted to address both point source and 
non-point source pollution.   

  

Bogue Falaya Primary Contact 
Recreation

24%

Bogue Falaya Secondary Contact 
Recreation

90.4%
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What do the numbers mean?  
 
Water pollution caused by fecal contamination is a serious public health threat, due to the risk of 
disease transmission. It is not practical to test for pathogens in every water sample collected. High levels 
indicate the presence of fecal waste that can make us sick and impact the economy. Sources include 
polluted storm water, failed wastewater infrastructure, and from pets and wildlife. 
 
Instead, the presence of pathogens is determined with indirect evidence by testing for an “indicator” 
organism such as coliform bacteria.  
 
Coliforms come from the same sources as pathogenic organisms. However, coliforms are relatively easy 
to identify, are usually present in larger numbers than more dangerous pathogens, and respond to the 
environment, wastewater treatment, and water treatment similarly to many pathogens.  Most coliform 
bacteria do not cause disease. However, some rare strains of E. coli, particularly the strain 0157:H7, can 
cause serious illness. 
 
Similarly, Enterococcus organisms are bacteria that indicate the presence of harmful fecal waste in the 
water, but have different morphology and physiology compared to members of the coliform group. 
Typically, Enterococcus are more hardy microorganisms, and persist in the environment longer.   
 
Testing for bacteria is the only reliable way to know if water contains pathogens. You cannot tell by the 
look, taste, or smell of the water if disease-causing organisms are present. 
 
For Louisiana, the LDEQ establishes the following microbial criteria1:  
 

• In fresh waters, such as the Bogue Falaya River, no more than 25 percent of the total samples 
collected on a monthly or near-monthly basis shall exceed a fecal coliform density of 400 
colonies/100 mL; 

• For estuarine waters and recreational beaches, or all sites other than the Bogue Falaya River, 
the enterococci geometric mean density shall not exceed 35 colonies/100 mL and no more than 
10 percent of the individual samples in the data set shall exceed 130 enterococci colonies/100 
mL. The interval of time for calculating the geometric mean and the 10 percent exceedance rate 
may be one month or greater, but shall not exceed three months; and  

• For secondary contact recreation, no more than 25 percent of the total samples collected on a 
monthly or near-monthly basis shall exceed a fecal coliform density of 2,000/100 mL. 

                                                        
1 As defined in Louisiana Administrative Code 33:IX.1113.C.5. 


