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Memo to: The Climate Club —  C759 4 July 1987
From: UJalt Roberts

Provocation Mo. 164 
Killer Lakes of Cameroon De-mystified

Two lakes in Cameroon recently burped forth giant clouds of carbon 
dioxide gas that killed nearly 2000 people. In my first essay about 
these (Prov. No. 83, 16 Dec 85) I told the weird story of three people 
finding a seemingly sleeping man astride a motorcycle beside Lake Monoun 
early on the morning of 16 August 1984. The man was dead, and so were 
37
others along a 200 meter stretch of road by the lake. They were making 
their way to a village open air market when death struck.

The uncanny episode was unexplained at the time. At first the 
Republic of Cameroon suppressed the story, fearing the deaths were part 
of an attempted anti-government coup. The first tentative inverstigations 
fingered carbon dioxide asphyxiation as the likely cause of death. But 
the release of such dense clouds from such a lake was unprecedented. 
Cyanide gas was also suspected as an alternative explanation. Some 
thought a bomb placed in the lake had overturned its deep waters, 
triggering a chemical reaction in stratified bottom layers of the lake.
Others blamed a landslide into the lake or an earthquake for stirring the 
waters. But there was evidence for none of these.

My later essays (Provs. No. 122 and 123) recounted a far greater 
disaster last year at Lake Nyos, another deep volcanic crater lake in 
Cameroon. It killed 1746 people, asphyxiated thousands of cattle, and 
destroyed vegetation near the lake shore.' Extensive international 
investigations followed. Suspicion fell on stronger than usual seasonal 
weather changes, plus the fact that cold water can dissolve more carbon 
dioxide than warmer waters. The weather phenomena, investigators 
surmised, disturbed the intense stratification of the cold, carbon 
dioxide laden deep waters. This led to explosive instability and release 
of the carbon dioxide, once the cold layers were stirred and warmed. But 
a mystery remained as to the source of the carbon dioxide.
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A team of scientists from Duke University in North Carolina appears 
now to have solved this part of the enigma. Surveying a line of fissures 
of past volcanic activity in Cameroon, they discovered numerous strong 
upweiling soda water springs. One gave forth great amounts of carbonated 
water. Thus, if such a spring were at the bottom of a deep crater lake, 
it could release vast quantities of carbon dioxide. In the cold, deep 
stra ta  of the lake, over thousands of years, the concentrations could add 
up to near saturation. At such a point, a small disturbance, leading to 
mixing with warmer water, could cause an explosive instability and the 
sudden release of huge amounts of the gas. In sufficient quantities the 
gas, though odorless and not of itself lethal, displaces oxygen from the 
air. It then asphyxiates anyone who breathes it.

The Cameroon government, based on the various cooperative 
international research findings, has studied all similar lakes. Only 
Nyos and Monoun appear dangerous. Measures are being taken to prevent 
future disasters by moving homes from the low lying danger spots near the 
shore, and by monitoring the conditions of the two lakes.

Hopefully, the "killer lakes of the Cameroon" have been de
mystified, and their threats controlled.

********

See Science News, 20 June 1987 for more details.


