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Real battle for Lake Erie just beginning

By Rick Graham, President of the Buckeye All-State chapter of the Izaak Walton League of America, a nonprofit conservation organization, The Columbus Dispatch

The first Battle for Lake Erie occurred during the War of 1812. We will celebrate its 200th anniversary next year. But we will have little to celebrate about if things continue as they are.

The efforts to save our lake will be a real battle, with issues being fought on many fronts. The Battle for Lake Erie 2012 is already forming lines of engagement. This time, the battles are being fought in Ohio’s legislature and in Congress. They will be as historic and every bit as important as the original battle fought with Great Britain.

The algae bloom of 2011 was the worst in history — 2.5 times denser than the 2009 bloom. It created toxin levels that were 1,000 times those established by the World Health Organization guidelines for safe drinking water.

Changes in some agricultural practices result in more nutrients getting into Great Lakes watersheds, which feeds the algae bloom.

Meanwhile, the Asian carp, an invasive species in the Mississippi River whose voracious appetite displaces many other fish, are approaching the Great Lakes on several fronts. Most noteworthy is the part of Lake Michigan near Chicago, with its Sanitary and Ship Canal bringing the carp within a few miles of the Great Lakes.

But there is a critical point of vulnerability for Lake Erie: The Wabash River in Indiana brings the carp within a few hundred feet of the Maumee River watershed. The area between the two watersheds has a history of flooding.

Still, untreated ballast water continues to be dumped from ships, carrying with it the potential for establishing new invasive species or moving invasive species from one part of the Great Lakes to other, untouched parts.

Some political ideologues have indicated that environmental regulations are handicapping industries and our ability to compete internationally, thus undermining potential for more jobs. These claims are false. Some even have called for the elimination of the Environmental Protection Agency.

Clean water is an asset that most industrial countries covet.

The debate over the Great Lakes Compact and its implementation continues to play out in Ohio’s legislature and governor’s office. Some continue to push for excessive water withdrawals for businesses that cannot be supported without damaging the resource.

Most of the lakes’ problems have been created by failure to enforce regulations. Others have been created by failing to establish appropriate regulations. Problems created by invasive species brought in ballast water from other parts of the world cost our nation billions of dollars a year.

Relaxation of some of the EPA’s regulations contained in the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System permit program has created other problems. Municipal sewage and industrial-waste-treatment systems are antiquated and or vastly undersized. This is more the rule than the exception.

Technologies have changed, and we must take advantage of the best technology available to protect and restore the waters of the Great Lakes.

Our state and national leaders must move ahead with plans that transcend politics. We must have regulations enforced unilaterally across the Great Lakes that will:

• Eliminate combined sanitary and storm-water systems;

• Update and expand municipal waste-treatment systems to current standards and adequate capacity;

• Regulate industrial discharges of treated wastewater to keep waters safe;

• Establish practices to minimize nutrient runoff from fertilizers applied to fields;

• Eliminate discharges of untreated waste from confined-animal-feeding operations;

• Establish national regulations to treat ballast water in all ships within the Great Lakes;

• Continue to provide funds to restore critical fish habitat and reduce or eliminate invasive species within the Great Lakes;

• Establish Great Lakes Compact water-withdrawal regulations using sound science to protect our Great Lakes and especially Lake Erie, which is the shallowest and most biologically active.

Our region’s economies depend on the Great Lakes. We cannot afford to lose tourism to the lakes, which, for Ohio alone, brings in more than $10 billion a year. The economic benefits of the fishing industry throughout the Great Lakes are in excess of $7 billion a year. The value of clean drinking water is beyond calculation.

We cannot afford to wait to act. The cost will be too great.
