
NCDWR Fish Kill Summary Report

Kill Number

MO17005

Date  Reported

7/13/2017

Date  Investigated

7/13/2017

Time Investigated

1400

County

MECKLENBURG

Latitude

35.423391

Longitude

-80.9555950

Waterbody MOUNTAIN ISLAND LAKE

Location below Cowans Ford Dam

Total Fish Mortality

325

HUC:

03050101

Species Reported

BLUE CATFISH

CHANNEL CATFISH

GREEN SUNFISH

REDBREAST SUNFISH

REDEAR SUNFISH

SPOTTED BASS

WHITE PERCH

Additional Comments, Observations, Conclusions, etc. (attach additional sheet if necessary):  Ryan Spidel and other staff from 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water Services (CMSWS) responded to a citizen request reporting that a large number of dead 
fish were observed in upper Mountain Island Lake on Thursday, July 13. Staff investigating observed dead catfish floating from 
the mouth of McDowell Creek cove all the way up to Cowan’s Ford Dam.  This dispersal of the dead fish suggest that the kill 
occurred behind the dam and the flow from the turbine generation pushed the fish downstream.  Near the NC-73 bridge, Spidel 
observed that the water was a much darker green color and not as clear as normal.  Visibility was limited to <1m when secchi 
depths are normally 3-4m.  Another observation was that the water in the prop wash of the boat turned milky-white and stayed 
this color for a while.  The water quality measurements obtained on the 13th did not suggest any problems with the water other 
than the oxygen being supersaturated.  Spidel collected samples for algae, chlorophyll α, metals, and nutrients.  The kill 
appeared to have run its course at this time as no gasping or struggling fish were observed. 
Lab results for the samples collected on the 13th did not indicate any toxicity issues that could have led to the fish kill.  The 
algae samples were evaluated by David Buetow (CMSWS staff) and the only abnormal finding was that benthic diatoms and 
organic debris were found in surface grab samples.  These benthic diatoms suggest that a turn over event could have occurred 
at the base of Cowan Fords Dam the week of July 10th where the water column is 14.4m deep.  
When Spidel recorded a complete depth profile in the tailrace of the dam on the morning of July 14th, the water column was 
completely mixed with only 0.5 mg/L DO difference between the surface and bottom (14.4m) measurements. The temperature 
was the same throughout the profile 26.8 °C, confirming the well mixed water column. The water was a lot more clear and did 
not have the green color observed on the previous day.  Secchi depth samples on 7/14/2017 were within normal values of 3-4m. 
Spidel analyzed the data for the month of July from the USGS water quality monitoring station at the NC-73 bridge.  
Supersaturated oxygen levels (levels reached 10.5 mg/L) suggests that upper Mountain Island experienced a  plankton/algae 
bloom the week of July 10th.  The bloom created a pronounced diurnal oxygen fluctuation ranging from 4.6 to 10.5 mg/L and the 
normal operations at Cowan’s Ford Dam likely exacerbated the observed variation.  On July 12, the day that the kill occurred, 
oxygen concentrations fluctuated from 4.6 mg/L at 09:45 to 10.5 mg/L at 15:00 and dropped from 10.3 mg/L to 6.3 mg/L in a 
matter of 15 minutes when the turbine operation began at approximately 16:00.  This fluctuation, in combination with the high-
water temperatures most likely initiated an acute kill event.

Notes:

Suspected Cause

DO

Other Species Affected

CORBICULA

Waterbody Type

Fresh

Duration

2 Days

Kill Area

not Specified

Tributaries Affected

NONE

Samples

METALS, NUTRIENTS, CHLORA


