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When the Cuyahoga burned, things changed
By Elizabeth Payne, Canwest News Service, Windsor Star
My childhood memories of summer at the lake might be the kind that others would keep to themselves. The years were the late 1960s and my summer lake was Erie. My sisters and I ruled a kingdom of beaches and water and the ruins of a long-abandoned dance hall.

The dead fish that washed up at regular intervals and the algae slime that often coated the sand were just interesting quirks of the magical kingdom, as far as I was concerned.

For weeks on end, the lake seemed to be ours alone, as far as the eye could see. It never occurred to us that we had it to ourselves because nobody else wanted it.

While we stalked its nearly empty shores, Lake Erie was becoming a notorious cause célèbre. Its algae blooms and dead fish had made it infamous. When the Cuyahoga River running through Cleveland, Ohio on the way to Lake Erie caught fire in 1969 because of oil on its surface, Lake Erie became a noxious symbol of the state of North American waterways, something that helped kick-start an environmental movement that galvanized a generation and brought about some real change. It all seemed a world away from my private, imperfect lake, for which I am still nostalgic in a funny way.

The Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement between Canada and the U.S., signed in 1972, promised to "restore to a wholesome condition an immense area which, through greed and indifference, has been permitted to deteriorate disgracefully," in the words of then-prime minister Pierre Trudeau.

It did make Lake Erie and its less-polluted sister lakes look more wholesome. The most visible change that resulted from that agreement was a reduction in algae blooms, which had choked the Great Lakes, particularly Lake Erie, because of high levels of phosphates in detergents and agricultural runoff.

When that source was reduced, the algae all but disappeared. Cleanups of toxic industrial discharge and improved waste treatment around the lakes further reduced problems. A ban of DDT brought back the bird life that had begun to disappear about the time Lake Erie was declared dead.

I have spent summer days at Lake Erie since, and it does seem to be a different lake. That smell I remember from my childhood is gone, bird life is abundant and the water is clear.

The beaches are no longer filled with washed-up dead fish. In their place are people lying in the sun and enjoying the water.

Problem solved? Not quite.

A report by the organization Environmental Defence released earlier this month underlines that the Great Lakes are still toxic, but in a less visible, more insidious way.

Levels of toxic chemicals in fish caught in the Great Lakes -- including mercury, PCBs, dioxins and furans -- are alarmingly high and, in most cases, getting worse, says the report titled Up to the Gills. Many fish caught in the lakes that were once home to the world's largest freshwater fishery are not safe to eat.

Meanwhile, the U.S. continues to put money into improving the water quality of the Great Lakes, but the issue did not get a mention in the most recent Canadian federal budget.

What does a lake have to do to get some attention? Starting on fire was obviously a good public relations move for the Cuyahoga River and Lake Erie. The situation was so shocking, so disgustingly unnatural, that action had to be taken to improve things.

But now we have returned to our more natural state of indifference.

Which has ominous implications for the current environmental catastrophe.

As human beings, we tend to ignore what is around us until it crawls up and knocks us over. That is pretty much what happened with the Lake Erie crisis of the last century -- things were so smelly and ugly that they could no longer be ignored.

Climate change is not the same kind of environmental crisis as algae blooms in Lake Erie.

The implications of gradually warming temperatures are horrific in a global sense, but it is difficult to smell it or depict it on the evening news.

It is an abstract concept to most people which makes it all the more difficult to take action against.

Canada signed the Kyoto Accord, which was supposed to have been a major step toward reducing greenhouse gases, and then shrugged its shoulders and walked away. (To be fair, we weren't the only country that had concluded a new kind of agreement was needed on climate change.) And then recently in Rome, members of the G8 group of countries agreed that global temperatures should not rise by more than an average of two degrees beyond pre-industrial levels. They also committed to an 80-per-cent reduction in greenhouse gases, by 2050, but were short on details.

Prime Minister Stephen Harper, meanwhile, whose government has lagged disgracefully on green initiatives, wanted to talk about what countries such as China and India were doing on climate change. Not many words, though, on what Canada plans to do.

Forty years ago, it took fire on the water to get the world's attention focused on Lake Erie. What will it take to get some concrete action on global warming?

