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Abstract
Central Amer ilLaka Atifanislacaten e shé depadrkeat of Solola,
just 50 miles from the famous old city of gumi. Residents depend on the lake
for daily life and commerce. Each year, thousands of tourists visit the region to
experience the local Mayan culture, learn Spanish, and holiday amidst the
picturesque surroundings. Unfortunately, in late 2009 a diwnbofafactors
including poor waste treatment, climate change, and inorganic fertilizers caused the
lake to be contaminated with mysterious algae that left the local tourism industry
devastated and residents scrambling for ansieralized efforts toleanup the
lake by straining the bacteria out of the water were thwarted by continuous
regrowth of the bloom While the threat of climate change and its heightened
impact on impoverished communities increases, government plans to deal with the
major contmination issues in the region remain stalled, leading tourists, residents,
and businesspeople left to wonder about the nfutiie of one of Central
Americaf6s most beauti ful natural wonders.
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1. Lake Attlan

Stuated amonghe extensive coffee plantations and corrsfigtl the
Guatemalan highlands, L@k&lanandSolola a city which overlooks the lake, serve
as the majestic home 146 species of reptiles and amphibians, 12 of which are
endemido theregion andmore than 236 species of binds)Juding the national
bird of Guatemalahe Resplendent Quetzal. At an estimated depth of 324 meters,
Atitlanis thedeepest lake in Central America.
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Despite having suffered systematic violencedufing countryds bl oody
thirty-six year civil war ending in 1996, the indigenous culture remains vibrant and
strong. Approximately 90% percent of the more than 200,000 people in the area
belong to Mayan ethnic subgroups, namely Tz'utujil, Kichee, andé&lagoti
their reliance on the lake permeates all facets of daily life. Residents and businesses
use the lake for fishing, bathjmyinking water, transport, and tourism.
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Each yearhbusands of visitors flotd the regiorio sampldresh coffee
and engage in numerous other tourist activities that help sustain the economy.
Indigenous reedsyl,grow on the banks of the lake and serve as raw material for
baskets and other handicrafts.
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Photo by Taya OdCarrol |l

Stil, 0 p o v edidatgrs suggest that [Solola] is one of theegior
departments in the country, 6 where the ent.i
(74.6%0f residents) or extremely poor (25.4%) (MARN)2002005, Hurricane
Stanmade matters worsejriyingdevastation to the area, claiming 1,400 lives and
leavinganother 5,000 homele€&sn e of t he hurricaneds most | ac
massive runofit causedrom the surrounding hills and towns down into the lake,
nearlydestroyingthe nearbywase treatment plant in Panajacimelthe process.

Repairs to this plant have yet to be mabigh has led to furtheopntaminatiorof
the lake.

2. AlgaeBloom
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In October and November 2009, the communities surrounding the majestic
Lake Atitlan in @atemala were devastated by growing bloom known as Lyngbya, a
cyanobacteria more commonly known asdrkeen algae.
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According to a government report, the presence of the bacteria was caused
by ot h ¢he fbod shain tbrdghthe introduction oblack bass, thexcessive
influx of nutrients anevaste tdhe lake and themperature risaducedby climate
changed ( MAERAN ph@ds Grdm NASAabove) portrayhe startling
extent of the contamination, whiokay have lem at least partiyausedoy the
increasediseof inorganic fertilizeysvhich weravidely digibuted over the last 50
years. However, th@roblem was exacerbated by changing weather patterns and
naural disasters like Stan in 2005 and Agatha inn20€l® destroyed infrastructure
and expedited the flow of #eecontaminants into the lake.

One of the biggest concerns of this particulamaghat itfed off nitrogen
and phosphorous from the human pollution and agricultural runoff. As the bacteria
died, it releasedoxins which in small amountsuld be harmless, but in large
amounts could cause liver damage, diarrhea, skin problems and hepatic
encephalopathy.
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3. Effects on Tourism

Not only were residents placed at a great health riskntivei livelihoods
were undermined. Due to reporfttte of the cyano
reservations for the yeamd holidays were cancelladPanajachglthe municipality
withthe larggt number of hotel s on uJisnkngheAt i t 1 8no( Ve
aread and all related economic actidisffectively slowed to a halt.



