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BACKGROUNDER TO MARCH 5/99 ACTION ALERT

Beyond Levels and Flows: Sustaining the Great Lakes in the Next
Millennium

THE 1JC and Water Management -
The International Joint Commission (IJC) was created by the 1909 Boundary Waters Treaty to
manage shared boundary waters for there use as potable water, navigation and power
generation. To accommodate these uses in the Great Lakes, diversions into and out of the
basin were engineered early in this Century. Control Boards were created to regulate levels
and flows, adjustlng extreme highs and lows to address conflicts among users. Despite these
measures, in the last two decades, the 1JC held two separate references when high lake

~ levels and proposals for diversions were causing conflicts. Many concerned residents
attended hearings like the eight hearings that have been scheduled for March of 1998. Many
very good recommendations came out of these references in 1985 and again in 1993 fairly
reflecting the public's concerns and implying that most challenges for the Lakes were
manageable. A summary of the 1985 recommendations is avallable at
www.web.net/cela/sr-ijc.htm.

What Is leferent Now? New Threats to Great Lakes Waters

In recent years Great Lakes residents have seen dramatic changes in the basm Issues
identified as "emerging" have fast become pressing for the Great Lakes. Failure to follow
through with past recommendations has deepened historical problems.

Big Business in Water

The Great Lakes can no longer be considered a regional or a Canada - US resource. |
Globalization is fast transformmg the Great Lakes, holding over one fifth of the freshwater on
the planet, into a resource ripe to feed the thirst of an increasingly water poor world.
Organizations like the Worldwatch Institute and the United Nations Environment Program tell
us that 54 countries are aIready facing severe water shortages that threaten food security for
their people Big business is banking on these growing crises and is looking to the Great
Lakes region for profits. In the Iast few years pnvate ventures have: '

proposed to export water by ocean gomg tankers from Lake Superior and the north shore of
the St. Lawrence. While not likely to drain the Great Lakes, these proposals can potentially
set a precedent under the free trade agreements and entrench water as a commodity placing
its control within the decusuon-makmg domains of trade tribunals away from the reach of
government controls; :
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proposed to take over the management and control of water and wastewater treatment
facilities in the basin;

made a number of proposals for plpelmes to move water from surface waters of the Great
Lakes to communities previously reliar
intensified extraction of Basin groun water for unregu ated bottled water businesses for sale
and export. :

The capture and creation of water markets by private interests raises many concerns about
citizens' ability to control and manage the fate of Great Lakes water in the next millennium.

Climate Change

In the last decade, experts began to identify climate change as an emerging issue for the
Great Lakes basin. As knowledge has increased, scientist are now more certain that
human-induced climate change is responsible for the extreme weather events witnessed
around the world. Scientific consensus exists that climate change will mean lower Great Lakes
levels via reduced tributary flows and increased evaporation. Effects were felt in the fall of
1998 when the Great Lakes experienced the lowest lake levels in 30 years. Power generation
capacity, wetlands and navigational depths were impacted. Climate change is a wild card
which challenges decisions about the future use, needs and consumption of Great Lakes
water. We simply dont know.

A Patchwork of Protections

Several Great Lakes States and the two Canadian Provinces do not have the legal or policy
framework to prevent water export and diversions, to track current water withdrawals, use and
consumption let alone make informed decisions about future needs. Cuts to governmental
Great Lakes programs have meant that few jurisdictions are able to track cumulative -
withdrawals or even to piece together data on individual watersheds.

While The Great Lakes Charter, signed in 1985 was supposed to ensure cumulative data
collection on withdrawals and consumptive uses, progress has been inadequate. No one
agency has clear responsibility to cumulate this important information.

‘ Waste Not, Want Not

Without profound change, the Great Lakes region maybe the author of its own fate. The US,
followed by Canada, continues to lead the world as the largest per capita waster of water. For
every 20 years of this century water use in North America has doubled. This trend shows no
sign of abating. In a water poor world, how will Great Lakes citizens have the right to deny
others water?

Use These Hearings_to Bring A Conservatioh Ethic To The Great Lakes

Each of the hearings will be hosted by a study board appointed by the 1JC, along with one or
two of the six IJC commissioners, appointed by each government. It is essential to remind
them of past recommendations of IJC References. The current reference is one of political
expedience and necessity required by the granting of a tanker export permit (later withdrawn)
by the Ontario government last year. If past IJC recommendations had been followed, this
Kind of chronic crisis management in the Great Lakes could have been avoided.
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KEY POINTS TO MAKE

1) Urge the IJC to Recommend An Integrated, Sustainable Water Strategy For the Great
Lakes.

A) Application: This strategy should apply to all tributaries, surface and groundwater in the
Great Lakes basin.

B) Targets: This strategy must set targets for water conservation, sustainable withdrawals of
groundwater, protection of water quality and ecosystem integrity. These targets must apply
conservation and protection provisions to all sectors: agriculture, power, industry,
manufacturers, water-bottlers, municipalities and individuals.

C) Legally Binding and Enforceable: Where possible, targets contained in this strategy
should be legally enforceable including legal requirements for monitoring of cumulative
impacts with built-in feedback to enforcement programs.

2) Implications of a Sustainable Water Strategy:

A) No To Bulk Exports: Call upon the Commlssmners to place protection of ecosystem
integrity first before trade agreements

B) Water is an Essential Need and a Public Trust, Not a Commodity: Water is
fundamental to ecosystem, community and economiic health. Water is not a commodity to be
exploited for the few. It belongs to everyone and no one. Access to it must be equitable.

C) Bulk Exports of Water Will Not Help Water-Starved Countries: Even large-scale water
export cannot possibly satisfy the social and economic needs of distant societies. Water
shipped halfway around the world will only be affordable to the privileged and will deepen
inequities between rich and poor. International trade in bulk water will allow elites to assure
the quality of their own drinking water supplies, while permitting them to ignore the pollution of
their local waters and the waste of their water management systems.

D) Water Removals Are Environmentally Harmful: The natural water levels and flows in the
Great Lakes basin are essential to maintaining ecosystem health. Changing water levels and
flows will have unpredictable and harmful consequences to basin habitat, biodiversity,
shorelines, jobs and culture,; particularly to First Nations. Lower water levels will mean greater
disturbance of highly contammated sediments in shallow harbours and connecting channels
and Iess dilution of polluted waters. - '

E)A Conservatlon Ethlc Far from exportmg water, we should be better conserving the water

resources we have. Among the most wasteful users of water in the world, Great Lakes

communities must set an mtematlonal example by learning to live within the hmlts of the ,
“watershed. . .

Urge the IJC to show leadership by forging the most rigorous watershed protectien regime in'

the world. Much water wisdom resides in the Great Lakes, often among First Nations who plan
for seven generations. Let's make this the last reference that requires us to consider
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protecting our water resources outside of all of our other endeavours. We will know we have
made progress when water protection and conservation is integral to all actions in the Great
Lakes.

Summary of Recommendations - |JC 1985 Report

back to March 5/99 Action Alert

A Shared Inheritance - Some Great Lakes Facts

back to WaterWatch.Index
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