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Low Great Lakes levels prompt new call for action

U.S., Canada look at options to slow flow out of Lake Huron

By Jim Lynch, The Detroit News, detnews.com 

The U.S.-Canadian body overseeing Great Lakes issues could take engineering steps to raise the levels of the Lake Michigan/Lake Huron system to offset nearly a decade of water loss. But steps taken to help one area of the Great Lakes would likely impact the others, creating the potential for a tug of war over water resources within the region.

The International Joint Commission has commissioned a study of options to address water problems in Lakes Michigan and Huron, where levels have fluctuated from a few inches to more than a foot below the lakes' historical average since the late-1990s. If implemented, however, those actions would likely have a trickle-down effect on levels in the lower Great Lakes and the St. Clair and Detroit rivers as well. That may not be welcome news in some areas already experiencing problems of their own.

For more than a decade, John Milbourne has run Michigan Sport Fishing charter service out of the Luna Pier Harbor Club on Lake Erie. And last summer, the fickle waters of the lake finally caught up with him.

Lake Erie is the shallowest of the Great Lakes and subject to drastic changes anytime powerful winds come in from the west. Those winds can push the water miles from shore, leaving boats high and dry. It happened last summer when Milbourne was out chasing walleye with clients.

After finding a deep-water marina to put in, he had to call a friend to come and pick up his passengers. Restricting the flow of water out of Lakes Michigan and Huron, he said, would not only make a repeat of last summer's misadventure more likely, but it would also impact the entire lake system to the south.

"I have family members with docks on Lake St. Clair that used to be 20 feet long, but are now more than 100 feet long because of lower waters," he said. Decreasing the water coming into Lake St. Clair, he added, would only make that situation worse.

"We shouldn't mess with Mother Nature," Milbourne said. "We should let her take care of herself. She does a pretty good job."

Several options evaluated
For years, International Joint Commission officials have resisted calls — particularly from conservation groups in Ontario's Georgian Bay — for action. In June, Michigan environmentalist Lana Pollack became commission chair and, within four months, the new study had been approved.

The Canadian groups believe that human activities — particularly dredging in the St. Clair and Detroit rivers over the last century — are a contributing factor to the water loss. It's a hotly contested theory, and both sides have produced scientific studies supporting their theories.

Some contend the water loss may simply be a product of Mother Nature running its course. As severe weather was transforming the nation's prairies and farmland into the Dust Bowl in the 1930s, it also was helping lower water levels in the Great Lakes. From 1931 into the early 1940s, the lakes measured consistently lower than normal averages.

They eventually rebounded, rising back to normal by the mid-1940s, thanks to changes in weather patterns. A similar pattern occurred in the 1960s. Yet David Sweetnam, executive director of Georgian Bay Forever, said the last decade represents the longest stretch in which Lake Huron has remained below its historical average.

Regardless of why the water levels have dipped, the loss has resulted in disappearing wetlands, receding shorelines and drastic changes in Georgian Bay residents' ability to enjoy Lake Huron.

"We have islands here in the bay — they used to be separated by water and now they're connected," Sweetnam said. "In places that are susceptible to low waters, we've had 10 years of no water. All of the species in those wetlands are now living in completely different environments."

Water loss on both sides of the lake affects everything from businesses like shipping and fishing to property values and recreation.

In Lakeport, along the shore of Lake Huron, Diane Moger said the water loss of the last decade has been something of a mixed blessing. Receding waters have left 30 to 40 extra feet of beach in front of her home. At the same time, some boat hoists on other area properties now hang over dry land.

In October, commission officials called for a scientific evaluation of several options for raising Michigan/Huron levels, and their potential impact: Taking no action and allowing the levels to remain where they are.

Raising Michigan/Huron by 4 inches — to the level in place before U.S. Army Corps of Engineers dredged the St. Clair River in 1962.

Raising Michigan/Huron by 10 inches — to the pre-1960 level.

Raising Michigan/Huron by 15 inches — the level seen in the early 1900s.

Should researchers recommend corrective action, it would take several years for any proposal to work through the approval processes in both countries. Any work would likely be jointly funded by the United States and Canada, according to John Nevin, a spokesman for the International Joint Commission.

Action to have consequences
Any action taken to raise levels in the Lake Michigan/Huron system would most likely be taken near the mouth of the St. Clair River, where water flows south from Port Huron into Lake St. Clair. But any steps to bolster the lakes' levels will likely drop others — a case of robbing Peter to pay Paul.

Early projections on raising Lakes Michigan and Huron by 20 inches show Lake Erie's level dropping immediately by just under an inch and taking more than a decade to recover.

Conservation groups in Ohio have been keeping a watch on IJC. What's good for people in one area of the Great Lakes, they said, may not be good for others.

"We're very concerned about what the IJC will decide to do and how it moves forward," said Kristy Meyer, director of agricultural and clean water programs for the Ohio Environmental Council. "People here understand concerns along Lake Huron about property values and how people there enjoy their quality of life. And by no means do we want to see that diminished. But don't take steps that will diminish ours."

John Nevin, spokesman for the commission, said the study should be completed next spring and will be released for comment.

"Part of our standard operating procedure is to look at what this could mean to all interests: navigation, coastal property owners, etc.," he said. "We'll look at what it means to both the upstream and downstream interests. If we can find some structure for the St. Clair River to hold water back and raise Lake Michigan/Huron, that will make somebody happy, but you may wind up with others who aren't so happy. And we'll take all that into consideration."

Meyer said before the commission considers an engineering solution, remedies should be tried like wetlands restoration, requiring more environmentally friendly guidelines for development and encouraging use of rain gardens and bioswales.

Milbourne, whose charter business could be impacted by the commission decision, said he can see both sides of the issue.

"I just hope there are people out there smarter than me to figure out the right move," he said.

Additional Facts 

Water battle 

Steps to limiting the southward flow of water out of Lake Huron through the St. Clair River could include: The installation of underwater weirs in the riverbed. 

Use of an inflatable bladder to block a portion of the river, limiting the amount of water flowing south. 

The installation of turbines on the river bottom — structures that generate energy while also limiting water flow.

