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What is killing the Great Lakes?

By Saulius Mikalonis, mlive.com 

"Unfortunately, water pollution knows no political boundaries. The Cuyahoga can be cleaned up in Cleveland, but as long as other cities keep dumping wastes upriver, it will remain exactly what it is today—an open sewer filling Lake Erie with scummy wavelets, sullen reminders that even a great lake can die." Time Magazine (August 1, 1969)

On March 9, 2011, the International Joint Commission (IJC) issued its 15th Biennial Report (Report), which is issued every other year pursuant to the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement (Agreement) between the United States and Canada.  The Agreement requires the IJC to report on progress towards meeting the Agreement's objectives of improving and protecting the quality of boundary waters, including the Great Lakes.  This particular report focused on "nearshore waters," that is, the warm, shallow coastal areas near the shores, including coastal wetlands and bay areas (generally, the area 10 miles within the coast, but also includes 90 percent of Lake Erie, due to its shallow nature).

The Report generated recommendations regarding the development of a nearshore framework to address specific concerns vital to these areas.  Specifically, the IJC focused on the re-emergence of eutrophication, water quality and human health issues at beaches, groundwater, chemicals of emerging concern, health issues related to fish consumption, and aquatic invasive species.  The Report identified several recommendations with respect to each of these items.

Space prevents me from getting into too much detail about all of these concerns and recommendations, but of note was the Report's discussion of the re-emergence of eutrophication.  Eutrophication is the process whereby man-made or natural nutrients flood waters creating conditions for an alga bloom, which in turn depletes oxygen levels, killing some beneficial species and increasing the number of less beneficial species, as well as other environmental and public health problems.  People in the Great Lakes may recall eutrophication being an issue when Time Magazine in 1969 declared that Lake Erie was "dying by suffocation," due to the influx of phosphates from the use of detergents and fertilizers and uncontrolled discharge of sewage that eventually ended up in the lake.

In response, Congress passed several laws that required treatment of sewage.  The use of phosphates in detergents was also banned in the Great Lakes.  Water quality improved greatly as a result.  But, now, the ICJ warns that eutrophication again threatens the health of the Great Lakes.  Although the Report states that the causes of eutrophication are complex, much of the problem can be laid at the feet of "non-point source" runoff, that is, uncontrolled runoff from farms (especially large industrial feedlots, known as "Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations" or "CAFO") and use of fertilizers.  The Snyder Administration hopes to control such runoff through the Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program (MAEAP), a voluntary organization that exists to teach farmers how to better manage wastes generated during farming activities.

The IJC recommends that Great Lakes states and provinces institute a series of 32 recommendations addressing all areas discussed in the 15th Biennial Report.  This includes the development of "Lakewide Management Plans."  These plans require coordination between governmental, non-governmental and tribal stakeholders, along with public participation, to develop studies, plans and actions to improve water quality.

With respect to the re-emergence of eutrophication, the IJC looks to develop new models to identify where phosphorus is coming from and create a new scientific investigation regarding sources for eutrophication and means by which to eliminate this threat to the Great Lakes.  Given the huge economic boon the Great Lakes provide Michigan, ignoring the threats to the health of the Great Lakes outlined in the Report would be beyond foolhardy.  The Lakes represent Michigan's greatest natural AND economic resource, and it should be protected zealously. 

