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Who controls the Great Lakes

8 states have equal voice; decisions critical for Michigan

By Louise Knott Ahern, lansingstatejournal.com 

Beneath the leisure yachts and fishing vessels of the Chicago waterways, under the hulls of sailboats and cargo ships and far from view of the beachgoers on North Shore Drive, is an invisible fence.

It emits an electrical pulse, a force field of sorts meant to drive away nonnative fish, like an aquatic customs agent blocking travel through the shipping locks of Chicago and into the Great Lakes.

It may have met its match.

The much-maligned, leaps- from-the-water, eats-everything-in-its-path monster called the Asian carp already has been found through traces of environmental DNA as far north as Minnesota.

Michigan will be next, say Great Lakes experts, an environmental disaster swimming right for us that could be every bit as damaging to the ecology and economy of the lakes as the zebra mussel or the sea lamprey.

Lake advocates are trying to get the federal government to move faster in fixing the problem. Attorney General Bill Schuette has led a coalition of other Great Lakes states in pushing the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to separate the Great Lakes and Mississippi River watersheds - a move they say will prevent invasive species from migrating between back and forth.

Schuette's name tops a letter by 17 attorneys general to the Corps in September and an appeal filed by Michigan and five other states with the U.S. Supreme Court late last month. They're seeking a reversal of an earlier decision by the 7th Court of Appeals in Chicago to refuse to force the Corps to work faster.

The Corps has said a study won't be done until 2015 — not soon enough for most experts.

"They need to just get the job done," Schuette said in a recent interview. "We've been able to send a man to the moon, but we can't stop a carp from migrating into Lake Michigan. It boggles the mind."

Schuette is not alone in Michigan in his frustrations, but therein lies one of the most complicated aspects of solving the Asian carp crisis or, frankly, any other major aquatic threat.

Schuette's name may take top billing in both efforts, but it's largely symbolic.

On an emotional level, Michiganders can't help but feel that these lakes are indisputably OURS. But the Great Lakes State actually has no more ownership or influence over the lakes — Michigan, Erie, Huron, Superior and Ontario — than any other state, said Patricia Birkholz, director of Michigan's Office of the Great Lakes.

"Whenever I speak," Birkholz said in a recent interview, "I do this." She held up her hand to form a mitten.

"Look at the outline of our state," she said. "We're the only state where all five Great Lakes connect and inter-connect. We have more to gain than any other state if we do things right. But we also have the most to lose if we do things wrong."

Commissions in control

On a practical level, the question of who controls the Great Lakes has long been settled. Michigan is one of eight states on the Great Lakes Commission, which was formed in 1955 to regulate the waterways in the Great Lakes basin and the St. Lawrence River.

The lakes also fall under the jurisdiction of the International Joint Commission, a partnership between the U.S. and Canada to regulate the many waterways shared by the two countries.

On both boards, Michigan — despite having more Great Lakes coastline than any other state — has no greater say over lakes management than any other state or Canadian province, a fact that was on display last month during Great Lakes Week.

Detroit hosted the weeklong event, which featured two different conferences on Great Lakes health — the Healing Our Waters conference and the Great Lakes Restoration Conference.

The bi-annual gathering of anyone and everyone who has a role to play in their preservation drew more than 1,000 people from all eight Great Lakes states and Canada.

It was the first time Michigan had ever hosted the Great Lakes Restoration conference — an irony that drove home the state's status.

"In Michigan, it's taken for granted that, of course, our politicians wouldn't do something to hurt the lakes," said James Clift, policy director of the Michigan Environmental Council. "But other states like Ohio, where only small portions of the state are in the basin and a lot of people in the states don't identify themselves as being in a Great Lakes state, it doesn't have as much of an impact on their daily lives."


That's a position that sparks frustration in many lakes advocates who say they are sick of having to beg the federal government — or in some cases, Canada — to grant some relief for something that could affect this state more than any other.

"There are plenty of times when invasive species have arrived and no one was looking and you wake up 10 years later and realize this awful thing has taken root in your backyard," said Jim Brammaeir, executive director of the Great Lakes Alliance, whose offices are, ironically, in Chicago.

"But in this case, we know where they are, where they're going and how to stop them. We're standing on the coast of Lake Michigan, looking at Chicago, and we know there are millions of fish swimming our way. So the question is, do we have the will to actually put something in place to stop their forward progress?"

Unlikely bedfellows

But if there is any silver lining in the crisis, advocates say, it's that Michigan's response so far proves that preserving and promoting the Great Lakes brings together even the most unlikely bedfellows.

The state's new Republican-controlled government has largely picked up where its Democratic predecessors left off in fighting the Asian carp, said Clift.

"When it comes to the protection of the Great Lakes, we often rise above the partisan," Clift said. "People realize they are the key to our future."

Case in point: In his 10 months as attorney general, Schuette has emerged as an unlikely hero for the lakes — at least on this issue.

He's a self-proclaimed "ardent Republican" who, while serving in Congress, wasn't known for his environmental record and who is criticized even today for his positions on other eco issues.

Taking care of the Great Lakes doesn't necessarily make him an environmentalist, Schuette said. It just makes him a Michigander.

"I was born and raised here," he said. "I understand the importance of our rivers and lakes. I fish, I hunt, I boat. It's a special trust and a special responsibility that we all share in one fashion or another. It's an emotion that runs as deep as Superior."
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