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Army Corps OKs money to address Great Lakes’ ‘hole in the dike’
By Dan Egan , Milwaukee - Wisconsin Journal Sentinel, jsonline.com 

Years of pushing for action by property owners along Lakes Michigan and Huron have finally prompted the federal government to explore an engineering fix to the low water plaguing the lakes for the past 15 years.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has set aside a small amount of money this year to dust off a plan to install water-slowing structures on the St. Clair River, which is the primary outflow for Lakes Michigan and Huron.

That original St. Clair riverbed restoration plan was designed to compensate the lakes for water lost due to a 1960s dredging of the St. Clair to enable freighters to sail into the upper Great Lakes.

That work was never done.

Levels on Lakes Michigan and Huron are in constant flux, varying by about a foot from season to season and by several feet over the course of a decade.

But these natural highs and lows have been profoundly affected by more than a century of human tinkering to make the St. Clair navigable by bigger and bigger ships.

The Army Corps' 1960s channel expansion, along with earlier dredging and riverbed mining beginning in the late 1800s, led to faster outflows, dropping the long-term average levels on Michigan and Huron by about 16 inches.

A study released in 2012 and funded by the International Joint Commission found that unexpected riverbed erosion since the 1960s dredging cost the lakes an additional three to five inches. That means the combination of erosion and human meddling has drained away nearly two feet from the long-term average of Michigan and Huron, which are actually one body of water connected at the Straits of Mackinaw.

The scientific board that conducted the five-year, $17 million study originally advised the International Joint Commission, which oversees U.S. and Canadian boundary waters issues, that no riverbed fix should be pursued at this point.

The Joint Commission rejected that advice and instead last spring recommended that the U.S. and Canadian governments consider a structural solution to raise lake levels by as much as 10 inches.

Evaporation a problem

Even with the St. Clair dredging, the fluctuation of lake levels around their long-term average stayed within a rhythmic rangeuntil the late 1990s.Previous drops into low water, in the 1920s, '30s, '50s and '60s, were always followed by a quick and sustained rebound beyond the long-term average. Then in the winter of 1998-'99, the water levels plunged more than three feet and have never recovered to their long-term average.

Hydrologists say this is due to a long-term change in the lakes' precipitation and evaporation cycle triggered by an increase in air temperature in the Great Lakes region in recent decades.

This winter's extreme ice coverage notwithstanding, the lakes have lost a dramatic amount of ice cover since the 1970s, and that has led to a bump in evaporation, further lowering lake levels. This problem was detailed in the 2013 Milwaukee Journal Sentinel series "Uncharted Waters." While cold winters with big ice cover have persisted since the 1970s, the trend shows they have not come as often and have not been as severe.

John Allis, the Army Corps' chief of hydraulics and hydrology for the Detroit district, said last week that his district's 2014 budget includes a modest $50,000 to explore what options may be available to manipulate river flows to help restore lake levels. Allis said his district has requested significantly more funding in 2015 to begin what would likely be a three-year, $3 million full-blown study on how to slow the St. Clair flows.

He did not say specifically how much the district requested for 2015, but it is believed to be around $1 million. That figure did not make it into President Barack Obama's just-released 2015 budget proposal, but Allis said that doesn't mean the funding won't come through by the time the final budget is approved.

This year's $50,000 allocation is a tiny sum for an agency that does billion-dollar projects, but the dollar amount belies its significance, says Roger Gauthier, a retired senior hydrologist with the Army Corps who is now advocating for a lake-level restoration project.

"This is a major big deal, as it has finally gotten recognized within the executive branch ... as a critical issue," he said.

Lakes Michigan and Huron hit a record low in January 2013 — about six feet below the record high set in the mid-1980s.

The lakes have since rebounded due to the exceptionally wet 2013 spring and this persistently frigid winter, but they remain about a foot below their long-term average.

The drastically low water last year affected everything from marina operators to freighters trying to sail into ports to public drinking water supplies. On Washington Island on the tip of Wisconsin's Door Peninsula, emergency dredging was ordered just so the ferry service could maintain the island residents' link to the outside world.

Such dredging has been happening in recent years in communities all along the 5,460 miles of shoreline that wraps Lakes Michigan and Huron, every inch of which is directly affected by how much water tumbles through the 800-foot-wide gap at the headwaters of the St. Clair River.

But not everyone is thrilled by the prospect of a technological fix to the low water. There are concerns that the Army Corps may opt for a structure that could open and close to keep water levels relatively steady, regardless of precipitation. That's a problem because the lakes' natural fluctuations are important to wetlands and wildlife.

'Hole in the dike'

Others have advocated for static structures that would simply raise the average level but allow the natural variability to persist. But that could be problematic as well, causing erosion if high water levels return.

Lana Pollack, the U.S. chair of the Joint Commission, is one of those opposed to an engineered solution, saying the larger problem is climate change and that it would be best if people just learned to live with and adapt to the change in lake levels.

Mike Kahr, a Door County dredger, is helping people do just that, but he says it's not as simple as some might think.

Reached Friday morning on the ice of Door County, Kahr was trying to scrape a channel in picturesque Eagle Harbor so people can get their boats this summer from a dock in the Village of Ephraim to the open waters of Green Bay.

He said the last year of cold and wet weather has brought some relief, but not enough.

"All these municipalities, their budgets are stretched to the limits by this dredging," he said. "These are just Band-Aids on the bigger problem."

And that bigger problem, he said, is restoring the St. Clair.

"Let's plug the hole in the dike."

