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IJC to move up study of St. Clair River effect

OTTAWA - Perhaps responding to pressure for an earlier study of an alleged “hole” in the St. Clair River bed, the International Joint Commission (IJC) recently promised to speed up that portion of an ongoing study of Great Lakes water levels.

In a statement, the international panel announced it will produce a draft report on the impact on lake levels of channel dredging on the St. Clair River by February, 2009. That timetable represents a one-year speed-up in the IJC's originally announced study schedule.

Framed in neutral language, the IJC said its ongoing lake levels study will examine whether lake level changes are the result of natural forces or human influences. Rather than openly acknowledge the “hole” theory propounded by a group of Georgian Bay property owners, the IJC said the study will, “... determine whether there are ongoing channel changes leading to a potential increased conveyance capacity of the (St. Clair River) channel.”

The IJC also announced periodic progress reports on the study throughout 2008. Originally, the five-year lake level study was intended to require five years. 

Under the speeded-up version of the study a “peer-reviewed” final report on the St. Clair River is expected in June, 2009.

The property owner's group, calling itself the Georgian Bay Association, appears to have few doubts that the so-called “hole” is the cause for water levels in Lake Michigan and Huron about two feet below the two lakes long-term average. The group blames the a U.S. Corps of Engineers dredging project on the St. Clair in 1960 for what it calls excessive water loss to Lake Erie from the two lakes above.

A private study commissioned by the Georgian Bay group in 2005 estimated water loss to a scoured St. Clair River channel at 󈫺 billion liters,” an uncommon method of measurement for large bodies of water. (In metric measure, a liter is about 1.06 quarts. Large volume water flows like those in the St. Clair River are generally not measured in liters or quarts.) An updated private study also funded by the shoreline owner group in August this year raised that original water loss estimate by three times.

In other statements, the Georgian Bay Association claims that by 1970, St. Clair channel dredging has drained an extra 23 inches from Lakes Michigan and Huron.

The updated private estimate of a 23-inch water loss on Lakes Michigan and Huron due to the St. Clair “hole” roughly corresponds to the two lakes' current deviation from average levels.
According to the “hole” theory, the extra water from the two Great Lakes was passed into Lake Erie through the dredged channel in the St. Clair River. The group has not explained how 23 inches of water from two Great Lakes has passed into Lake Erie, which is roughly half the size of Michigan and Huron without causing chronic flooding on Lake Erie.

While the Georgian Bay group pays lip service to long-term drought over much of the Upper Great Lakes watershed as a contributing factor in the two lakes' decline, the “hole theory” dominates the group's line of thinking.

At different times, the group has suggested building some kind of control structure across the St. Clair River to limit outflow to Lake Erie or, more recently a stone lining of the St. Clair channel bottom to repair bottom scouring. The group contends that a stone lining of the channel bottom originally planned as part of the 1960 dredging project was never completed.

Targeted in general as the culprit for the alleged St. Clair “hole,” the Corps of Engineers has maintained essential silence on the Georgian Bay group's charges. Though publicly quiet on the “hole theory,” Corps officials privately doubt scouring of the dredged channel has more than a minute impact on low water levels on all three Upper Great Lakes.

Instead, the IJC stepped into the fray with promises of a five-year study.

In its recent statements, the IJC indicated the study will address a wider range of potential lake level impacts that the St. Clair “hole.” Included in the study is a range of factors that bear on rising or falling Great Lakes water levels and possible changes in the way Lake Superior water levels can be managed to accommodate “... changing interests and changing climate.”

Left out of the Georgian Bay group's complaints, Lake Superior recently set two new monthly low-water records after flirting with the all-time low level, set in 1926.

The IJC statement said technical work on the lake level study began in April with cross-section surveys of the St. Clair River bottom, bed material sampling, videotaping of the river bottom and negotiations for a river gauging system on the St. Clair.

The IJC also asked the International Lake Superior Board of Control, a subsidiary organization for recommendations on a change in Lake Superior outflows as a remedy for low water in the lower Great Lakes. Citing in part Lake Superior's near-record lows, the Lake Superior Board recommended against a change in the outflow plan for the Big Lake.

The IJC accepted the Lake Superior Board's recommendation to stay the course on the current regulation plan.

