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Asian-Carp Threat stirs rethink of Century-old feat

Great Lakes States want to effectively undo a historic project and cut link to Mississippi River to fend off invasive fish

By Douglas Belkin, U. S. News, online.wsj.com 

More than a century ago, this city reversed the flow of its eponymous river, connecting the Great Lakes with the Gulf of Mexico and defining itself as the can-do capital of the American heartland.

Today, that engineering feat is coming under growing scrutiny, as scientists and politicians intensify their battle against a voracious flying fish that has been traveling up the Mississippi for 20 years. Amid signs that Asian carp have breached the last defensive barrier, calls are mounting for a massive do-over. 

"We know these barriers aren't working," said Joel Brammeier, president of the Alliance for the Great Lakes and the lead author of a 2008 report that laid out how this project might look. "An ecological separation is the only permanent solution." 

Six Great Lakes states and the Canadian province of Ontario have petitioned the U.S. Supreme Court to separate the water basins in a last-ditch effort to prevent the Asian carp from decimating the $7 billion Great Lakes fishing industry. The Army Corps of Engineers has launched a $10 million, five-year feasibility study of the idea. And the plan became the focus of a hearing on the Asian carp problem on Capitol Hill last week.

Rep. Jim Oberstar (D., Minn.), chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, said at the hearing that he hasn't seen such public alarm about any Great Lakes issue since the Cuyahoga River caught fire near the shores of Lake Erie in 1969. That incident spurred the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency and later, the Clean Water Act.

"We must do everything within our power to prevent the Asian carp from entering the lakes," Mr. Oberstar said.

Still, any effort to cut ties between the waterways faces big hurdles. The shipping industry says closing down locks that grant access from Lake Michigan to the Mississippi would be a devastating blow to the local economy. And flood control in Chicago, which currently involves dumping large amounts of water via Chicago waterways into Lake Michigan on a semi-regular basis, would require a huge, multi-billion-dollar infrastructure fix.

Back in the 1870s, the Chicago River was the dumping ground for the city's considerable industrial refuse. The river resembled pea soup, stank and was "greasy to the touch," wrote Donald L. Miller, author of "City of the Century," a history of Chicago. 

Since the river drained into Lake Michigan and the public drinking water supply was drawn from the lake, the water was frequently contaminated. Cholera, typhoid and dysentery killed thousands almost every year.

With the city teetering on the brink of disaster, leaders set in motion a 50-year project that reversed the course of the Chicago River by dredging it, installing massive pumps and building more than 70 miles of canals to channel the water away from the Great Lakes and into waterways that connect to the Mississippi River. 

The result was hailed as a modern miracle. Chicago was transformed from a fetid, disease-ridden city of 300,000 to the business and cultural capital of the Midwest. 

But the unintended consequence of the project, along with the completion of the St. Lawrence Seaway in 1959, was that this new water superhighway became a conveyor for invasive species traveling between the Great Lakes and the Gulf of Mexico. A series of critters, including Zebra mussels and round goby, have spread to waterways across the country, causing billions of dollars in damage to local ecosystems. 

But none have caught the public's attention like the recent invasion of Asian carp. The fish were imported to clean the muck from fish farms in the Deep South in 1970s. In the early 1990s, they escaped into the Mississippi River during a flood and have been migrating north through Midwest rivers since.

Asian carp have few natural predators and can grow up to four feet long and weigh 100 pounds. They reproduce several times a year and out-compete native fish for food. To make matters worse, they blindly leap up to eight feet out of the water at the whining sound of high-speed propellers, injuring boaters. 

In 2002, the government built what it hoped would be a last backstop to the keep the fish at bay—an electric fence near the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal about 30 miles south of Lake Michigan. This fall scientists found genetic material of the fish beyond the barrier. Last month, the same type of testing showed genetic material in Lake Michigan itself.

Great Lakes states have demanded that navigational locks that allow ships to travel between the Mississippi waterway and Lake Michigan remain closed to keep the carp out. 

The barge industry, which moves about 20 million tons of cargo through the Chicago area each year, has pushed back, saying even a temporary closure would destroy thousands of jobs and cripple regional commerce. They have called basin separation unnecessary. 

The Obama administration last week tried to find middle ground by offering a 25-pronged, $78.5 million response to keep the fish at bay. It proposes to add electric barriers, close navigation locks a few days a week and test more frequently for carp. So far, that approach appears to have made no one happy.

Besides damage to the shipping industry, the big infrastructure question is what to do with flood waters in table-flat Chicago.

Every few years a hard rain exceeds the capacity of Chicago's rivers and canals. A $4 billion deep tunnel and reservoir system is being built to store some of that water in case of a flood.

If the separation plan is put in place, that option could be removed. Creating an alternative place for all that water to drain "has the implication for massive spending," said Maj. Gen. John Peabody, commander of the Great Lakes and Ohio River Division, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

"This is a gigantic balancing act," said Gen. Peabody. "There are a lot of variables to take into consideration."
