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Nation's growing thirst threatens a Great Lakes water war

Lawmakers battle to protect the region's key resource
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As drought-plagued states cast a jealous eye toward Michigan's abundant supply of freshwater, local lawmakers are scrambling -- unsuccessfully so far -- to fend off efforts to siphon from the Great Lakes.

A regional effort to enact legislation giving the eight Great Lakes states more control over water diversion is languishing in several states, with only two -- Minnesota and Illinois -- giving full approval so far.

Committees in both the Michigan House and Senate have passed versions of the compact, and officials hope a unified version will be on the governor's desk before the end of January.

But delays in legal protection for the Great Lakes states could prove costly, especially as the waterways sink to all-time lows set in 1965.

Among the recent threats:

• In October, Democratic presidential candidate Bill Richardson of New Mexico created an uproar when he described Wisconsin as being "awash in water" and called for a "national water policy." He later softened his remarks, but the comment triggered a national debate that cast more scrutiny on the Great Lakes.

• A Georgia congressman has proposed a national water commission that would put the federal government in charge of Great Lakes water, an idea that Michigan lawmakers oppose.

• Experts say the 2010 U.S. census recalculation could shift political power out of some of the Midwest states such as Michigan to water-hungry states in the South and West, making it harder for the Great Lakes to keep its water here.

It's a scenario that worries some Michigan residents.

"I don't think we ought to be sending our water to anybody," said Paul Sapp, a 72-year-old Mecosta resident who said he's seen local water levels drop due to withdrawals from the Muskegon River for a bottled water plant. "They all moved down (to the Southeast and Southwest) to stay warm. If they're thirsty, they can move back."

Water levels already low

Much of the talk of diversion centers on increasing the outflow of water from Lake Michigan through the Chicago River to the Mississippi.

A study conducted decades ago examined the possibility of a pipe network from the western side of Lake Superior through the northern Great Plains, but the project was deemed too expensive.

Several of the Great Lakes are already in the midst of extended stretches of low levels.

Lake Superior's September average level was 1.6 inches lower than the previous record for the month set in 1926. Huron and Michigan are losing water three times faster than previously believed, according to a study by a Canadian homeowners group.

Lakes Michigan and Huron declined by their usual 2 inches in December and now sit a whopping 26 and 13 inches, respectively, below the Jan. 1 level of last year. Experts think it's possible both lakes could beat their all-time record lows, set in March 1964, when the January monthly average level is figured at month's end.

Some experts believe new diversions will only worsen a bad situation. A report released last week says Lake Superior is holding its own and seems to be recovering from a drought that dropped the lake to alarming levels. It now sits 11 inches below the long-term average, but is 6 inches above the level of one year ago, according to the International Lake Superior Board of Control.

Some Michigan residents said they have reservations about sending water to other regions. But their feelings harden markedly when they think about the way water is used in some of those places.

One such example is the Waveyard water sports complex recently approved for a 125-acre property east of Phoenix. In a state where a lack of rainfall and increasing demand for water exacerbate a decade-long drought, the new park will use 100 million gallons of groundwater a year.

Noah Hall, a diversion expert for the National Wildlife Federation and an assistant law professor at Wayne State University, says projects like Waveyard indicate a need to change the way we think.

"It's a ridiculous proposal," Hall said. "It shows, first of all, that before we start talking about diverting water from the Great Lakes, there is a great deal we could be doing in terms of conservation and common sense."

Outside this region, some see the water in the Great Lakes as a national resource. That troubles U.S Rep. Candice Miller, R-Harrison Township, who opposes attempts to create a national commission to oversee America's water issues. The commission proposal is being driven by U.S. Rep. John Linder, a Georgia Republican.

Linder has said he does not want to see the commission dictate policy to the Great Lakes states. But Miller acknowledged in an interview that "it's not secret that I view this effort with a lot of suspicion."

"I believe John Linder is sincere in that he's not interested in diversions," Miller said from her Washington, D.C., office. "But when you get a piece of legislation like this moving in this town, there are a lot of people who are looking to take it and run with it."

Legislatively, there are protections in place and pending designed to keep water from leaving the basin, but experts say they are not rock-solid assurances.

The Water Resources Development Act of 1986 gave governors in the eight Great Lakes states authority to veto diversions from the lakes.

But that might not be enough to ensure the water stays put, according to one expert. "There have always been legal and constitutional questions surrounding the veto power of the governors with that act," said David Naftzger, executive director of the Council of Great Lakes Governors.

In 2005, governors from each of the states in the region -- Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin -- drew up the Great Lakes Basin Water Resource Compact to prevent that scenario. If approved -- by the eight states and then the Congress -- it would prohibit Great Lakes water from being diverted outside the basin. But so far, not all of the legislatures have signed on.

And while a congressionally approved compact could technically still be overturned, Hall said doing so would require precedent-setting action.

"Congress has never retroactively revoked or rescinded an interstate water agreement," he said.

The Great Lakes Compact is generally considered the strongest legal tool the region's states have, and many experts believe each of the governments involved will pass it within the next few years. Yet time is of the essence.

Clout likely to diminish

Political clout in the Great Lakes states will likely be diminished following the 2010 census, when the region's population loss will translate into a smaller federal delegation.

"Right now the word on the street is that Michigan will definitely lose one seat (in the U.S. House of Representatives)," said Kurt Metzger, research director at United Way of Southeastern Michigan.

So who stands to gain political power?

"The areas of current water stress and shortage match up with the greatest population growth -- places like the Southeast and Southwest," Naftzger said. Southern states experiencing drought conditions, such as Georgia, Nevada and Arizona, will likely gain at least one seat each.

It's a scenario that has many in this region looking to expedite approval of the Great Lakes Compact.

"We've got to get this done now," Hall said. "We have a window of time here. By 2020, we could lose 30 or 40 (U.S. House) seats if the population trends continue."

