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Lake Superior may hit record-low water level in fall, report says
Cleveland Plain Dealer – Staff and wire reports

Thursday, August 16, 2007

Federal environmental researchers predicted Wednesday that the level of Lake Superior - the primary water source for Lake Erie and the other Great Lakes - will dip to a record low this fall. 

A day earlier, a Canadian research group said that deep-cut dredging of Michigan's St. Clair River is leading to the drainage of 2.5 billion gallons of water a day from Lakes Huron and Michigan - the two lakes below Superior and above Lake Erie. 

Both scenarios are not-so-great news for the Great Lakes region. 

That's because lower water levels in the upper Great Lakes mean more dredging and less cargo for the shipping industries that rely on the Great Lakes waterway as an essential route from Africa, Europe and Asia to ports such as Montreal, Detroit and Duluth. 

On average, for every inch of low water levels, cargo ships must reduce their load by 50 to 270 tons - and that means less cargo for the same amount of shipping time, which means less profit. 

The estimated $16 billion recreation boating industry and $4 billion sports fishing industry on the Great Lakes have also felt the effects of lower water levels. 

With marinas either dredging, relocating or closing down, boaters are having a hard time launching, as well as navigating shallow waters and trying to use docks built when water levels were 2 feet higher. 

The Great Lakes system includes more than 30 million people who live in a basin which holds 98 percent of America's fresh water supply - about 20 percent of Earth's fresh surface water. 

And Superior - greater in size than the combined areas of Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut and New Hampshire - is the linchpin of the whole system. 

On Wednesday, Cynthia Sellinger, deputy director of NOAA's Great Lakes Environmental Research Laboratory in Ann Arbor, Mich., said Superior is only 2.4 inches higher than the previous record low, set in 1926 - the year the lake reached a low of 600.1 feet as a result of a major climatic event that led to the "Dust Bowl" of the 1930s.

"And it looks as though the water levels may continue to plunge," Sellinger said in a written statement. 

The record low level for September, 600.6 feet, was also set in 1926, while October's recorded low mark was in 1864. NOAA rec ords on Superior water levels date back to 1860. 

Sellinger said for every inch Lake Superior drops in depth, 529 billion gallons of water are displaced. The lake has been decreasing by a rate of about four-tenths of an inch every year since 1978, and has dropped 2 feet during the last decade.

About 80 percent of Lake Erie's water comes from the upper Great Lakes, Sellinger said. The remaining 20 percent comes from local runoff and precipitation in the Lake Erie basin. 

The Georgian Bay Association, which represents about 17,000 people living on the Lake Huron bay, commissioned a 2005 report on the St. Clair erosion by W.F. Baird & Associates, a coastal engineering firm. 

It said dredging, mostly during the 1960s, and other commercial projects on the river's northern end had caused an 845-million-gallon outflow daily from Lake Huron. 

But findings since then show the volume being lost is three times as much - even topping the 2.1 billion gallons pulled from Lake Michigan each day to supply Chicago's municipal system, said Bill Bialkowski, an engineer who conducted the research. 

"We're seeing drastic, sustained decline in the Michigan-Huron system at the same time that Lake Erie is rising," Bialkowski said. 

The St. Clair erosion issue, while bad for the Great Lakes overall, may actually be slowing down the general loss of water volume in Lake Erie. 

While scientists have said that Lake Erie has been getting warmer and shallower over the last 30 years, the more rapid drainage of the two lakes above it - and several large-scale storms from the Gulf of Mexico - may have temporarily masked the severity of the Lake Erie problem. 

The report released Tuesday said the artificially deepened St. Clair River is functioning like a bathroom drain - funneling vast amounts of water into Lake Erie, where it flows east to Lake Ontario and the St. Lawrence River before eventually being lost to the Atlantic Ocean. 

"We're seeing drastic, sustained decline in the Michigan-Huron system at the same time that Lake Erie is rising," said Bill Bialkowski, an engineer who conducted research for a report on the St. Clair erosion issues. 

Bialkowski said that "research is showing us that this is a persistent, unprecedented water loss," but the report also suggested that since the problem was man-made, it may also be able to be corrected within a reasonable time period. 

Plain Dealer reporter Michael Scott and Associated Press reporter John Flesher contributed to this story.

