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Not enough money for Great Lakes in Obama’s budget, environmental groups say

By Dana Massing, Erie Times-News, PA, waterworld.com 

Funding for the Great Lakes took a hit in President Barack Obama's 2011 budget, with the amount dropping 37 percent -- or $175 million -- from this year. 

The 2011 total of $300 million for Great Lakes ecosystem restoration is still more than triple the funding level of five years ago. 

But it's not enough, environmentalists said. They want Great Lakes Restoration Initiative funding that's at least equal to the $475 million Obama included the year before. 

"Although President Obama's budget makes Great Lakes restoration a priority, the proposed funding will make it difficult to keep pace with the urgent threats facing the lakes," said Jeff Skelding, campaign director for Healing Our Waters-Great Lakes Coalition. "We're going to work with Congress and the White House to restore funding to Great Lakes programs before the problems get worse and the solutions get more costly." 

The coalition has more than 100 environmental, conservation, outdoor recreation and other organizations that want to restore and protect the Great Lakes. 

Coalition Co-Chairman Andy Buchsbaum, regional executive director of the National Wildlife Federation's Great Lakes Regional Center, said he thinks the chance of restoring support to the 2010 level is "pretty good." 

Skelding said they will make members of Congress from Great Lakes states aware of the 36 percent funding cut and the benefits of restoring the Great Lakes. 

The Brookings Institution found that the Great Lakes region of Pennsylvania, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, New York, Ohio and Wisconsin stands to gain at least $2 in economic benefit for every $1 invested in Great Lakes restoration, according to the coalition. 

"Fully funding Great Lakes restoration will benefit people, businesses and communities," Skelding said. 

Lori Boughton, head of the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection's Office of Great Lakes, said the money can help draw tourists and businesses by improving the quality of life in the region. 

She said restoration projects can also create jobs -- for consultants, contractors, landscapers. 

Boughton said federal money will help local projects for which there aren't state dollars. 

A dozen Pennsylvania groups submitted applications for grants from the $475 million, Boughton said. They included three for habitat and stream-bank restoration or storm-water management on Walnut and Cascade creeks in Erie County, she said. 

The deadline was Jan. 29. 

"We won't know for another 60 days at the earliest whether any of them have been funded," she said. 

Buchsbaum said that because the $475 million hasn't been spent yet, it doesn't mean $300 million will be enough for 2011. 

"Given new threats like Asian carp, the need for Great Lakes restoration funding is great," he said. 

Aquatic invasive species cost the region at least $200 million annually in damage and control costs, Skelding said. 

In addition to invasive species, restoration efforts focus on contaminated sediments and toxics, nonpoint source pollution, and habitat degradation and loss, according to the 2011 budget. 

Tom Fuhr man, president of the Lake Erie Region Conservancy, said he's disappointed that the funding doesn't include money for land acquisition, one way to protect water resources. 

"Since 2005, LERC has been involved in the preservation of over 1,000 acres and over four miles of Lake Erie and tributary shoreline which offers public access for recreation," he said. "By percentage, Pennsylvania has more Great Lake shoreline protected and open to public access than any other Great Lake state and includes two state parks in the same county." 

The initiative funding follows a campaign promise Obama made to invest $5 billion to restore the Great Lakes. 

