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Splash Mob

Citizen scientists provide clarity for
lake researchers' big questions.
A massive new study of water clarity trends in midwestern
lakes is sure to make some waves in scientific circles.
The study involved nearly a quarter of a million obser
vations in 3,251 lakes spread across eight states, and data
dating back seven decades. But it's where that data came
from that's truly noteworthy. Each and every observation
came from lakefront homeowners, boaters, anglers, or other
interested members of the public wanting to know a little
more about what's going on in "their" lake.
More and more, ecologists are looking at big picture
issues, says Noah Lottig, a co-author of the study. Lottig,
a scientist at the UW Center for Limnology's Trout Lake
Station, says there aren't enough scientists in the world to
collect data for these projects, but, thanks to citizenscientists, "there's a lot of information out there and, really,
citizen data have been underutilized."
In an attempt to start capitalizing on citizen-generated
data, Lottig and a team of freshwater scientists from across
the U.S. combed through state agency records and online
databases full of water-clarity measurements. Over decades,
lake associations and other citizen groups have documented
conditions on their respective waters.
Previous studies have shown that citizen readings of
water clarity are nearly as accurate as professional scien
tists' measurements, says Lottig. With a dataset covering
more than three thousand lakes and stretching back to the
late 1930s, his team decided to ask questions about largescale and long-term change.
The authors found that, on an individual scale, some
lakes were getting clearer while others were not. However,
says Lottig, combining all that data indicates that there is a
slightly increasing trend in water clarity at a regional scale.
"Unfortunately," he says, "the data don't exist to explain
those patterns."
Though the citizen-scientist dataset limited his team's
ability to explain the patterns they observed, Lottig says it
suggests that such information can play a role in shaping
future research — a possibility that has some scientific
organizations taking notice.
"This study highlights the research opportunities that
are possible using data collected by citizens engaged in

Football Helmets
Do Models Matter?
One million high school athletes play football across
the country each season. Companies that make the
helmets players wear have introduced new models,
claiming that laboratory tests show they reduce the risk
of concussions.
UW-Madison researchers collected data from thirtyfour public and private high schools in Wisconsin during
the 2012 and 2013 football seasons. Players completed
a preseason questionnaire about demographics and
injuries, and athletic trainers kept track of sports-related
concussions (SRC) and their severity throughout the
year. Players in the study wore helmets from one of
three manufacturers: Riddell, Schutt, and Xenith.

The researchers found no differences in the rate of
SRC among helmet brands, the age of helmets, or
reconditioned helmets.

I

1

I

ifl

|9|

1

I

(UW (M ($ET dffl ®Jfflf
if

ffil

£l

dflsr aw $st aw ®jbt
Of the 2,081 high school athletes followed, nearly 10
percent sustained concussions during the two-year
period.

making important environmental measurements," says
Elizabeth Blood, program director in the National Science
Foundation's Directorate for Biological Sciences, which
funded the work. "Their efforts provide scientists with data
at space and time scales not available by any other means."
Adam Hinterthuer MA'07
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