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FAQs about Water Quality Highlight Reports 

 
What information do the annual highlight reports from the Lakes Lay Monitoring Program 
provide? 
 
These reports are based on the lake sampling effort conducted by the TPPA water quality 
testing teams and analyzed by the Lakes Lay Monitoring Program at the University of New 
Hampshire’s Cooperative Extension.  The report provides annual seasonal averages for various 
parameters including water clarity, chlorophyll a, and total phosphorus which help us 
understand the health of the lake for that season. 
 
Is there a way to assess water quality changes over time? 
 
Figures 4 and 5 of the highlight reports track water quality changes (i.e., nutrients, clarity and 
productivity) over a thirty (30) year period. This longer-term data set reveals the annual flux and 
overall long-term trend of the quality of the water in Milton Three Ponds. Due to the volunteer 
effort from the TPPA community, we have a better understanding of the health of the Ponds.  
 
What does the Secchi Disk Transparency measure? 
 
A Secchi Disk is a simple way to measure water clarity and turbidity. The Secchi disk is 
lowered into the water until it is no longer visible, and that depth is measured. Secchi depth 
values that are high indicate clearer water, and low Secchi depths indicate high turbidity which 
can be due to increased algal abundances. 
 
Why does turbidity matter? 
 
High turbidity can significantly reduce the aesthetic quality of lakes and streams, having a 
harmful impact on recreation and tourism.  Turbidity is caused by solid particles being 
suspended in a liquid. These particles scatter light, which can give the liquid a cloudy or murky 
appearance. Turbidity is often used to test water quality heuristically. Greater turbidity typically 
implies lower quality as it lowers water clarity and may indicate a water quality concern (i.e., 
stormwater runoff, suspended sediment, pollutants, algae/cyanobacteria). 
 
Is turbidity the cause of the “tea” colored water in Milton Three Ponds? 
 
Turbidity is one cause of the cloudy water however the “tea” colored water is the result of 
organic matter washed into the ponds from the surrounding watershed.  It is neither good or 
bad but rather a result of the natural minerals and organic breakdown in and around the ponds.  
Higher levels of precipitation, both in frequency and quantity, can cause the color of the water 
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to change.  Greater amounts of stormwater runoff, as a result of frequent, heavy rainstorm can 
cause the color of the water to seem more colored.   
 
From time to time, the annual highlight reports, indicate that the water quality is getting 
worse.  Should we be worried? 
 
The annual highlight reports, are simply a snapshot of the average water quality for a single 
season (Figures 1 -3 and Tables 1 and 2). Weather patterns and precipitation can heavily 
influence the quality of the water for a single season. Where stormwater influences reduce 
water quality, it reveals there could be a need to address the source of stormwater. Overtime, 
such sources could continue to decrease the water quality for the ponds. Long-term sampling 
is invaluable in helping us better understand annual changes in the water quality and the trends 
for these indicators overtime (Figures 4 and 5). 
 
So, what conclusions can we draw from the water quality testing and the results over 
time? 
 
It is fair to report that the water quality of the Milton Three Ponds is generally good but that the 
ecosystem around the ponds is somewhat fragile.  This is an indicator that we should take 
good care to follow best practices around the ponds, limit stormwater runoff by taking care of 
watershed and shoreline, use great caution when fertilizing lawns and gardens, keep your 
landscape characterized by permeable surfaces, use native plants in your landscape, build and 
maintain infiltration steps, stormwater retention basins and very importantly keep your septic 
systems in good working order. 
 
Is there anything else that we can do to protect the ponds? 
 
Yes, we should limit activities that cause the nutrient to get stirred up in the ponds.  Following 
rules for boating will help, wakes that bounce off the shoreline have the effect of turning up 
nutrients in the ponds.  Staying at least 150’ (NH regulations) and 200’ (Maine regulations) from 
the shoreline helps to reduce the energy in wakes.  Other activities may also contribute to the 
turbidity that is harmful to wildlife and the quality of the water. 
 
Will TPPA continue to test the quality of the water in the ponds? 
 
Yes, this is an important activity for TPPA.  We will also begin testing for dissolved oxygen this 
summer.  Additionally, recent discussion with the Lakes Lay Team at UNH may result in some 
additional testing and long-term data analysis to help us better understand how Milton Three 
Ponds are changing over time. 
 
Why are each of the pond reports different? 
 
Each of the ponds (Townhouse, Depot and Northeast) are separate ecosystems characterized 
by different variables including depth, wind patterns, and water flow patterns to name a few. 
Each lake is an entirely unique system, experiencing separate top-down and bottom-up 
influences which include food web-dynamics, various sources of nutrients (external, i.e., runoff, 
internal, i.e., sediment), and proximate watershed uses. 
 
What causes some of the changes in water quality from year to year? 
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A longer-term study of the correlation between precipitation and water quality will help us 
better understand the impact of climate on water quality.  Frequency of rains, snow pack and 
the time of the year these events take place are important variables.  The changes are due to 
several factors that can be exacerbated by weather patterns. The practices within the 
watershed are significant factors to be carefully considered. Wherever possible, addressing 
stormwater runoff is critical in slowing the eutrophication of these ponds. 
 
 
 
 
 


