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CITIZEN SCIENCE TURNS PEOPLE INTO ALPINE LAKES 

OBSERVERS 

Water is an important natural resource in the mountains. Alpine lakes provide many ecosystem 

services to mountain and lowland communities. However, water resources are under increasing 

pressure and better water management is needed. The SIMILE project promoted citizen science as a 

way to involve citizens in monitoring and raising awareness for better water management in mountain 

areas. 

 

Water: a precious but endangered mountain resource 

Many mountain lakes are under threat from human pressures and the effects of climate change, which 

can affect water quality and quantity. Lakes face water pollution as well as multiple and sometimes 

competing uses, such as agriculture or energy production. Climate change is also reducing the 

precipitation and snow cover that feed mountain lakes. 

Yet mountain lakes are valuable natural resources and provide many ecosystem services. For example, 

mountain lakes provide fresh water for mountain and lowland communities. In the northern Alps for 

instance, Lake Constance supplies drinking water to about 4 million people in 320 towns and 

communities in Baden-Württemberg. The latest IPCC report also highlighted that, globally, 68% of 

irrigated agricultural land in the lowlands depends on significant contributions from mountain runoff. 

 

Citizen science to support data collection 

In the Southern Alps, the SIMILE project improved water monitoring through citizen science. The 

project aimed to improve the monitoring and management of mountain lakes, focusing on the lakes 

of Como, Maggiore and Lugano, and more recently Varese, located between Italy and Switzerland. 

The project included a citizen science approach by involving the general 

public in the collection of data on the lakes. To this end, the mobile app 

"SIMILE Monitoraggio Laghi" was created to collect people's 

observations on the state of the lakes. The app has been made available 

for both Android and IOS devices. It allows citizens to view content on 

an interactive map, send pictures and comments, and take water 

measurements. For example, they can note the presence of algae, 

foam, waste or pollutants, and measure water temperature or pH.  

The data collected through the citizen science approach helps to improve water management. It 

complements the other two approaches used by the SIMILE project: the use of sensors and satellite 

maps. Various sensors are indeed placed in the lakes and allow continuous monitoring of the water. 

In Lake Maggiore, for example, a buoy packed with sensors has been 

installed near Pallanza. It can measure pH, oxygen, chlorophyll and 

algal pigments. The buoy also has a weather station that monitors wind 

direction and speed, air temperature, solar radiation and atmospheric 

pressure. In addition, satellite maps provided an extra layer of 

information, allowing comparisons to be made over large areas. 
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Credits SIMILE project 

Credits SIMILE project 

https://www.euromontana.org/en/mountains-lowlands-linkages-in-ecosystem-services-transfers/
https://www.euromontana.org/en/ongoing-adaptation-efforts-insufficient-to-tackle-climate-change-in-mountain-areas-says-new-ipcc-report/
https://progetti.interreg-italiasvizzera.eu/it/b/78/sistemainformativoperilmonitoraggiointegratodeilaghiinsubriciedeiloroe
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.polimi.simile&hl=en&fbclid=IwAR0v9ultANv8jr8xY6qawDlAWXhpqdCUjZeFVhwZaxqlLMRUa7-r1iK15dQ&pli=1
https://progetti.interreg-italiasvizzera.eu/it/b/78/sensoriperilmonitoraggiodeilaghi/1?v=Nv&p=sistemainformativoperilmonitoraggiointegratodeilaghiinsubriciedeiloroe
https://progetti.interreg-italiasvizzera.eu/it/b/78/immaginisatellitariperlasalvaguardiadeilaghi/1?v=Nv&p=sistemainformativoperilmonitoraggiointegratodeilaghiinsubriciedeiloroe
https://www.euromontana.org/en/working-themes/innovation/
https://progetti.interreg-italiasvizzera.eu/it/b/78/sistemainformativoperilmonitoraggiointegratodeilaghiinsubriciedeiloroe


Improved water management capacity for all 

The combined use of citizen science, sensors and satellite maps has improved water management and 

the response capacity of the relevant authorities. For example, the use of satellite maps made it 

possible to circumscribe the spread of a surface foam phenomenon that occurred in Lake Maggiore in 

September 2019 and the presence of a cyanobacteria bloom in Lake Lugano in late 2019. 

In addition, the creation of the mobile app and the citizen science approach have helped to raise 

awareness of the importance of Alpine lakes. For example, high school students and members of local 

associations have been involved and sensitised. 

 

Resources and governance 

The activities were carried out within the framework of the 

SIMILE project (Information System for the Integrated 

Monitoring of Insubric Lakes and their Ecosystems). 

The project budget amounts to 1.345.914 €, 85% of which 

was co-financed by the Interreg Italy-Switzerland 

Cooperation Programme 2014-2020. 
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Innovative aspect 

The SIMILE project not only used technology to improve the monitoring of Alpine lakes, but 

also involved citizens. By relying on citizen science, the project has found an innovative way to 

raise public awareness of water management issues, but has also promoted more inclusive and 

innovative governance of natural resources. 

https://progetti.interreg-italiasvizzera.eu/it/b/78/sistemainformativoperilmonitoraggiointegratodeilaghiinsubriciedeiloroe
https://euromontana-my.sharepoint.com/personal/communication_euromontana_org/Documents/Blandine%20perso/News/Good%20practices/www.euromontana.org
https://www.facebook.com/euromontanas.mountains/?__tn__=kC-R&eid=ARC-Rlfe6HiEHB7pc9fR9mtAf3rHj95lTTugnFeej7FwwhwnSa97_gcfirySrPLoyeZ2X4L3F93JdLpj&hc_ref=ARTRevXHWAg8fk87NbqDgTZiXsb9FggdexoM8Ldh_qn1UDSnVdiBPviG8kr5S71w8Ps&fref=nf&__xts__%5b0%5d=68.ARDXlyVnfIn64JE_D6t2KN2FYHULD0duk9KyQ01pePE9fbdQhC-wEEzhZhVqJc5sWAWVCQ45Up6KXK2u6OVcYyjT2aCdniOVto6d9SGkxZoiH4N04ZYzAZfdaBzZ9sXuqOuDMzqG-H7DHXL9qZSrFjxTwop5guZcY8qKTDAALARgmzIAq8RaZjD_rtiEHki-U7IghqJk75GCOteTQeYGj7A_ZgOVHWkFavCZClP2XD00d6Pri3vgpWQbFNJ2jyn_mHRzBb1ky-RYLqniH95ukTXALdpcC5Bl96qTTm9IyK4a_Lu1-YRO5ndOp-nT-MenIGyuNWz9UppyOdNERzutrVw4cA
https://twitter.com/Euromontana
https://www.linkedin.com/company/euromontana/?viewAsMember=true

