
 THE GREAT LAKES 

1 | P a g e  
 

I. GENERAL FACTS 
 

Bodies of Water  

The Great Lakes are the largest surface freshwater system on the Earth. They contain about 84 percent of North 

America's surface fresh water and about 21 percent of the world's supply. Only the polar ice caps contain more 

fresh water.  The Great Lakes - Superior, Michigan, Huron, Erie and Ontario - are an important part of the physical 

and cultural heritage of North America. Spanning more than 1,200 kilometers (750 miles) from west to east, these 

vast inland freshwater seas have provided water for consumption, transportation, power, recreation and a host of 

other uses. The magnitude of the Great Lakes water system is difficult to appreciate, even for those who live within 

the basin.  

 
Lake Erie Lake Huron Lake Michigan Lake Ontario Lake Superior 

Surface area 
9,940 sq mi 

(25,700 km
2
) 

23,010 sq mi 
(59,600 km

2
) 

22,400 sq mi 
(58,000 km

2
) 

7,540 sq mi 
(19,500 km

2
) 

31,700 sq mi 
(82,000 km

2
) 

Water 
volume 

116 cu mi (480 
km

3
) 

849 cu mi (3,540 
km

3
) 

1,180 cu mi (4,900 
km

3
) 

393 cu mi (1,640 
km

3
) 

2,900 cu mi 
(12,000 km

3
) 

Elevation 571 ft (174 m) 577 ft (176 m) 577 ft (176 m) 246 ft (75 m) 600 ft (180 m) 

Average 
depth 

62 ft (19 m) 195 ft (59 m) 279 ft (85 m) 283 ft (86 m) 483 ft (147 m) 

Maximum 
depth 

210 ft (64 m) 770 ft (230 m) 923 ft (281 m) 808 ft (246 m) 1,332 ft (406 m) 

 

Overview 
VOLUME 

6 quadrillion gallons of fresh water; one-fifth of the world's fresh surface water (only the polar ice caps and Lake 

Baikal in Siberia contain more); 95 percent of the U.S. supply; 84 percent of the surface water supply in North 

America. Spread evenly across the continental U.S., the Great Lakes would submerge the country under about 9.5 

feet of water. However, only 1% of this volume is replaced each year, causing water levels to fall in recent years as 

the water undergoes heavy human use.  

TOTAL AREA 

More than 94,000 square miles/244,000 square kilometers of water (nearly the same size as the United Kingdom, 

and larger than the states of New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Vermont, and New 

Hampshire combined, or about 23 percent of the province of Ontario). About 295,000 square miles/767,000 

square kilometers in the watershed (the area where all the rivers and streams drain into the lakes).  

  

TOTAL COASTLINE 

United States and Canada -- 10,900 mi/17,549 km (including connecting channels, mainland and islands). The 
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Great Lakes shoreline is equal to almost 44 percent of the circumference of the earth, and Michigan's Great Lakes 

coast totals 3,288 mi/5,294 km, more coastline than any state but Alaska. 

 
Relative elevations, average depths, maximum depths, and volumes of the Great Lakes. 

 

Notes: The area of each rectangle is proportionate to the volume of each lake. All measurements at Low 
Water Datum. 

Source: EPA 

 

 

Lake Erie is the smallest of the Great Lakes in volume (119 cubic miles) and is exposed to the greatest effects from 

urbanization and agriculture. Measuring 241 miles across and 57 miles from north to south, the lake's surface is 

just under 10,000 square miles, with 871 miles of shoreline. The average depth of Lake Erie is only about 62 feet 

(210 feet, maximum). It therefore warms rapidly in the spring and summer, and frequently freezes over in winter. 

It also has the shortest retention time of the lakes, 2.6 years. Retention time is a measure based on the volume of 

water in the lake and the mean rate of outflow.The drainage basin covers parts of Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, 

Pennsylvania, New York and Ontario. Because of its fertile soils, the basin is intensively farmed and is the most 

densely populated of the five lake basins. 

Lake Huron is the third largest of the lakes by volume, with 850 cubic miles of water. Lake Huron is hydrologically 

inseparable from Lake Michigan, joined by the wide Straits of Mackinac. The Huron lakeshore extends 3,827 miles, 

and is characterized by shallow, sandy beaches and the rocky shores of Georgian Bay. The lake measures 206 miles 

across and 183 miles north to south, with an average depth of 195 feet (approximately 750 feet, maximum). Lake 

Huron's drainage area, which covers parts of Michigan and Ontario, is relatively large compared to the other Great 

Lakes. It's more than twice the size of Huron's approximately 23,000 square miles of surface water. The Saginaw 

River basin is intensively farmed and contains the Flint and Saginaw-Bay City metropolitan areas. 

Lake Michigan, the second largest Great Lake by volume with just under 1,180 cubic miles of water, is the only 

Great Lake entirely within the United States. Approximately 118 miles wide and 307 miles long, Lake Michigan has 

more than 1,600 miles of shoreline. Averaging 279 feet in depth, the lake reaches 925 feet at its deepest point. The 

lake's northern tier is in the colder, less developed upper Great Lakes region, while its more temperate southern 

basin contains the Milwaukee and Chicago metropolitan areas. The drainage basin, approximately twice as large as 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Environmental_Protection_Agency
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the 22,300 square miles of surface water, includes portions of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan and Wisconsin. Lake 

Michigan is hydrologically inseparable from Lake Huron, joined by the wide Straits of Mackinac. 

Lake Ontario is similar to Lake Erie in length and breadth (193 miles by 53 miles). Yet with its greater average 

depth (approximately 283 feet), Lake Ontario holds almost four times the volume (395 cubic miles) and has a 

retention time of about 6 years. The drainage basin covers parts of Ontario and New York, and a small portion of 

Pennsylvania. Major urban industrial centers, such as Hamilton and Toronto, are located on its shore. The U.S. 

shore is less urbanized and is not intensively farmed. 

Lake Superior is not only the largest of the Great Lakes, but it also has the largest surface area of any freshwater 

lake in the world. It contains almost 3,000 cubic miles of water, an amount that could fill all the other Great Lakes 

plus three additional Lake Eries. With an average depth approaching 500 feet, Superior also is the coldest and 

deepest (1,332 feet) of the Great Lakes. The lake stretches approximately 350 miles from west to east, and 160 

miles north to south, with a shoreline almost 2,800 miles long. The drainage basin, totaling 49,300 square miles, 

encompasses parts of Michigan, Minnesota, Wisconsin and Ontario. Because of its size, Superior has a retention 

time of 191 years.Most of the Superior basin is sparsely populated, and heavily forested, with little agriculture 

because of a cool climate and poor soils.  

Rivers 

 The Chicago River and Calumet River systems connect the Great Lakes waterways to the Mississippi Valley 

waterways through man-made alterations and canals. 

 The St. Mary’s River connects Lake Superior to Lake Huron. 

 The St. Clair River connects Lake Huron to Lake St. Clair. 

 The Detroit River connects Lake St. Clair to Lake Erie. 

 The Niagara River, including Niagara Falls, connects Lake Erie to Lake Ontario. 

 The St. Lawrence River connects Lake Ontario to the Atlantic Ocean. 

The St. Lawrence River and Seaway is of vital geographic and economic importance to the Great Lakes system, 

connecting the lakes to the Atlantic Ocean and providing navigation to deep-draft ocean vessels. Approximately 

800 miles (1,287 km) long, the St. Lawrence River can be divided into three broad sections: the freshwater river, 

which extends from Lake Ontario to just outside the city of Quebec; the St. Lawrence estuary, which extends from 

Quebec to Anticosti Island; and the Gulf of St. Lawrence, which leads into the Atlantic Ocean.  

The St. Lawrence River drops 226 feet between Lake Ontario and Montreal, Canada. To allow vessels to pass 

through the river and in and out of the Great Lakes, the St. Lawrence Seaway, a massive American-Canadian 

navigational project, was begun in 1954 and completed in 1959. The Seaway created the final link in the Great 

Lakes-St. Lawrence River system, connecting Duluth, Minnesota, some 2,340 miles (3,766 km) away, with the head 

of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, through a complex system of lakes, rivers, deepened channels, locks, and canals. 

Other bodies of water 

 Georgian Bay is a large bay located within Lake Huron, separated by the Bruce Peninsula and Manitoulin 

Island. It contains the majority of the islands of the Great Lakes, with a count of approximately 30,000. 

The North Channel, a narrower westerly extension of Georgian Bay, separates Manitoulin Island from 

mainland Northern Ontario. 

 The Straits of Mackinac connect Lake Michigan to Lake Huron. 
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 The Welland Canal connects Lake Erie to Lake Ontario, bypassing the Niagara River which cannot be fully 

navigated due to the presence of Niagara Falls. 

 Lake St. Clair is the smallest lake in the Great Lake system but efforts have been made for consideration as 

one of the Great Lakes. 

 Lake Nipigon to the north of Lake Superior was formed by an extension or aulacogen of the midcontinent 

rift system which also formed Lake Superior, so the two lake beds are connected by shared geology. 

Connection to the ocean 

The Saint Lawrence Seaway and Great Lakes Waterway opened the Great Lakes to ocean-going vessels. The move 

to wider ocean-going container ships — which do not fit through the locks on these routes — has limited container 

shipping on the lakes. Most Great Lakes trade is of bulk material and bulk freighters of Seawaymax-size or less can 

move throughout the entire lakes and out to the Atlantic. Larger ships are confined to working only in the lakes 

themselves. Barges can access the Illinois Waterway system providing access to the Gulf of Mexico. Despite their 

vast size, large sections of the Great Lakes freeze over in winter, interrupting most shipping. Some icebreakers ply 

the lakes, keeping the shipping lanes open through most of the winter.  

The Great Lakes are also connected to the Gulf of Mexico by way of the Illinois River (from the Chicago River) and 

the Mississippi River. An alternate track is via the Illinois River (from Chicago), to the Mississippi, up the Ohio, and 

then through the Tennessee-Tombigbee Waterway (combination of a series of rivers and lakes and canals), to 

Mobile Bay and the Gulf. Commercial tug-and-barge traffic on these waterways is heavy. 

Pleasure boats can also enter or exit the Great Lakes by way of the Erie Canal and Hudson River in New York. The 

Erie Canal connects to the Great Lakes at the east end of Lake Erie (at Buffalo, NY) and at the south side of Lake 

Ontario (at Oswego, NY). 

Islands 

Dispersed throughout the Great Lakes are approximately 35,000 islands. The largest among them is Manitoulin 

Island in Lake Huron, the largest island in any inland body of water in the world. The second-largest island is Isle 

Royale in Lake Superior. Both of these islands are large enough to contain multiple lakes themselves — Manitoulin 

Island's Lake Manitou is listed in the Guinness Book of World Records as the world's largest lake located on a 

freshwater island. 

Boundaries 
The lakes are bound by the Canadian province of Ontario and the U.S. states of Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, 
Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New York. Four of the five lakes form part of the Canada-United States 
border; the fifth, Lake Michigan, is contained entirely within the United States. The Saint Lawrence River, which 
marks the same international border for a portion of its course, is the primary outlet of these interconnected lakes, 
and flows through Quebec and past the Gaspé Peninsula to the northern Atlantic Ocean. 

Climate 

Because of the large size of the watershed, physical characteristics such as climate, soils and topography vary 

across the basin. To the north, the climate is cold and the terrain is dominated by a granite bedrock called the 

Canadian (or Laurentian) Shield consisting of Precambrian rocks under a generally thin layer of acidic soils. Conifers 

dominate the northern forests.  In the southern areas of the basin, the climate is much warmer. The soils are 

deeper with layers or mixtures of clays, silts, sands, gravels and boulders deposited as glacial drift or as glacial lake 

and river sediments. The lands are usually fertile and can be readily drained for agriculture. The original deciduous 

forests have given way to agriculture and sprawling urban development.  
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Demographics  

More than 30 million people live in the Great Lakes basin - roughly 10 percent of the U.S. population and more 

than 30 percent of the Canadian population. The daily activities of these people, from the water consumed to the 

waste returned, directly affect the Great Lakes environments.  

Note:: *U.S. totals are based on 2000 census data; **Canada total is based on information from the Life of the Lakes: Great Lakes Basin poster published in 2003 

Most of Lake Superior basin is forested and sparsely populated.  The more temperate southern basin of Lake 

Michigan is among the most urbanized areas in the Great Lakes system. It contains the Milwaukee and Chicago 

metropolitan areas. This region is home to about 8 million people or about one-fifth of the total population of the 

Great Lakes basin. Seventeen metropolitan areas with populations over 50,000 are located within the Lake Erie 

basin. Major urban industrial centers, such as Hamilton and Toronto, are located on Lake Ontario shore. The U.S. 

shore is less urbanized and is not intensively farmed, except for a narrow band along the lake. 

 
Lake Erie Lake Huron Lake Michigan Lake Ontario Lake Superior 

Major  
settlements 

Buffalo, NY 

Cleveland, OH 

Erie, PA 

Toledo, OH 

Alpena, MI 

Bay City, MI 

Owen Sound, ON 

Port Huron, MI 

Sarnia, ON 

Chicago, IL 

Gary, IN 

Green Bay, WI 

Michigan City, IN 

Milwaukee, WI 

Muskegon, MI 

Traverse City, MI 

Hamilton, ON 

Kingston, ON 

Mississauga, ON 

Oshawa, ON 

Rochester, NY 

Toronto, ON 

Pickering, ON 

Duluth, MN 

Marquette, MI 

Sault Ste. Marie, MI 

Sault Ste. Marie, ON 

Superior, WI 

Thunder Bay, ON 

Chicago on Lake Michigan is the largest, and Toronto on Lake Ontario is the second largest city on the Great Lakes. 

Detroit is the third largest city linking Great Lakes system and the region's central metropolitan area.  

The water of the lakes and the many resources of the Great Lakes basin have played a major role in the history and 

development of the United States and Canada. 

Populations of the Great Lakes Basin (2000-2001) 

Jurisdiction: Superior Huron Michigan Erie Ontario Totals 

U.S. States 

Illinois* NA NA 2,849,460 NA NA 2,849,460 

Indiana* NA NA 1,188,385 NA NA 1,188,385 

Michigan* 141,767 2,651,045 3,430,358 3,699,653 NA 9,922,823 

Minnesota* 254,714 NA NA NA NA 254,714 

New York* NA NA NA 1,173,970 2,907,919 4,081,889 

Ohio* NA NA NA 2,889,100 NA 2,889,100 

Pennsylvania* NA NA NA 371,209 NA 371,209 

Wisconsin* 123,247 NA 2,352,417 NA NA 2,475,664 

U.S. Total* 519,728 2,651,045 9,820,620 8,133,932 2,907,919 24,033,244 

CA Total** NA  NA NA NA NA 10,000,000 

Lake Basin Total NA NA NA NA NA 34,033,244 
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II. ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES 

A gift from the glaciers, the Great Lakes are a vast but largely non-renewable resource. One of the natural wonders 

of the world, the Great Lakes are a gift whose natural beauty and bounty enrich our lives and define our region -- it 

is our responsibility to protect them.  

The modern history of the Great Lakes region, from discovery and settlement by European immigrants to the 

present day, can be viewed not only as a progression of intensifying use of a vast natural resource, but also as a 

process of learning about the Great Lakes ecosystem. At first it was a matter of making use of the natural 

resources of the basin while avoiding its dangers. Not until much later, when the watershed was more intensively 

settled and exploited, was it learned that abuse of the waters and the basin could result in great damage to the 

entire system. 

 Pollution 

In spite of their large size, the Great Lakes are sensitive to the effects of a wide range of pollutants. The sources of 

pollution include the runoff of soils and farm chemicals from agricultural lands, the waste from cities, discharges 

from industrial areas and leaching from disposal sites. The large surface area of the lakes also makes them 

vulnerable to direct atmospheric pollutants that fall with rain or snow and as dust on the lake surface. Outflows 

from the Great Lakes are relatively small (less than 1 percent per year) in comparison with the total volume of 

water. Pollutants that enter the lakes - whether by direct discharge along the shores, through tributaries, from 

land use or from the atmosphere - are retained in the system and become more concentrated with time. Also, 

pollutants remain in the system because of re-suspension (or mixing 

back into the water) of sediment and cycling through biological food 

chains. According to Wayne Grady, the author of the book “The Great 

Lakes”, it will take 800 years for the Lakes to flush out the pollution 

from the sediments. 

Discharges of toxic substances into the Great Lakes Basin have been 

reduced in the last 20 years, but persistent, high concentrations of 

contaminants remain in the bottom sediments of some of the rivers 

and harbors that feed into the Lakes. These contaminants have the 

potential to cause harm to humans, aquatic organisms, and wildlife, 

and there are advisories against consuming the fish from most water bodies around the Great Lakes. These 

problem harbor and tributary areas in the Great Lakes basin have been identified and labeled as "areas of concern” 

with 31 of the 43 AOCs located on the U.S. side of the Great Lakes.  

Mercury. A prime example of a very harmful chemical that comprises the majority of pollutants in the water is the 

metal, mercury. Up until 1970, mercury was not listed as a harmful chemical to watch out for, according to the 

United States Federal Water Quality Administration. Within the past 10 years mercury has become more apparent 

in water tests, which has led to increased illness issues. Mercury compounds were used in many paper mills to 

prevent slime from forming during their production, and chemical companies, such as Dow Chemical, used 

mercury to separate chlorine from brine solutions. Studies conducted by the Environmental Protection Agency 

have shown that when the mercury comes in contact with many of the bacteria and compounds in the fresh water, 

it forms the very toxic, inorganic methyl mercury. This form of mercury is not detrimental to a majority of fish 

The Bush administration cut federal 

spending for wastewater 

infrastructure by more than 48% 

since 2004… 
  

The Canadian government spends 

about 7 times as much per capita as 

the US… 
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types, but is very detrimental to people and other wildlife animals who consume the fish. Mercury has been known 

for health related problems such as birth defects in humans and animals, and the near extinction of eagles in the 

Great Lakes region. 

Raw Sewage. The amount of raw sewage dumped into the waters poses a much larger threat. Sewage treatment 

plants have many recommendations and requirements on how they are supposed to filter chemicals and sewage 

through them, but a huge majority of the waste never actually goes through the treatment centers. The flow of 

sewage into the Lakes once was slightly useful to natural processes, but with the current development and 

population increases it has only been overwhelming these processes. Many decades ago the population in a 

variety of areas was very minimal, so pumping sewage directly into the water seemed like a very workable 

solution. However when the population continued to grow, the sewage problem only got worse. As the sewage 

mixes with the natural processes in the Lakes and surrounding areas, algae grows which results in rotting matter 

on the beaches, and good organic matter falling to the bottom. The more blockages there are in the water results 

in an oxygen deprivation, which pauses the natural processes of the Lakes. 

 

 Invasive Species 

Many non-native plants, animals and microscopic organisms have been introduced into the Great Lakes since the 

early 1800s, either accidentally or intentionally.  According to the Inland Seas Education Association, on average a 

new invasive species enters the Great Lakes every eight months. 

Many non-native species are considered invasive, as they are free from natural predators, reproduce rapidly and 

aggressively compete with native species.  

Invasive species disrupt the aquatic food web by reducing habitat or food for native species and/or by preying 

directly upon native species. Invasive species are often called “biological pollutants.” Invasive species can affect 

property values, and influence economies of water-dependent communities. They are costly to manage and have 

led to a severe loss of biodiversity in Michigan, the Great Lakes region and throughout the world.   

The Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River make up the world’s largest 

freshwater ecosystem. These waters are home to thousands of 

different species of plants, animals, and fish. Some of these, like the 

lake sturgeon and lake trout, are a special part of this great eco-

system. 

But, this home has been invaded by over 185 non-native aquatic 

plants and animals. Though seemingly harmless, many are 

permanently altering the health of the ecosystem and causing 

tremendous economic damage. These are invasive species, and 

represent one of the biggest threats to the integrity of the Great 

Lakes and St. Lawrence River ecosystem.  

Most invaders arrived as a result of human activity. In some cases, 

introductions were intentional, such as a new fish species, like the 

Chinook salmon. It was introduced to enhance the sport fishery and 

Annual Losses to Great Lakes 

Region by Ship-borne Invasive 

Species at least $200 Million 
 

Research suggest that the annual cost to 

the Great Lakes region from invasive 

species introduced by shipping may be 

upwards of $200 million dollars a year 

because invasions limit the ability of the 

natural ecosystem to support fisheries, 

raw water uses, and wildlife watching. 
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control populations of alewife, a fish native to the Atlantic Ocean that invaded the upper four lakes when the 

Welland Canal was constructed in the 1800’s. Some exotic plants and animals were imported for use in aquariums, 

water gardens or aquaculture, like the European frogbit. Eventually they escape into the wild. 

Most often in the past 50 years, though, invasive species have hitched a ride on the hulls or in the ballast tanks of 

ocean ships. When the ballast tanks are emptied, these invaders are discharged into the Great Lakes. Once here, 

invasive species spread to connecting water bodies and steadily make their way inland. This spread can be 

accelerated by unaware recreational boaters and anglers who do not realize the presence of this unintentional 

cargo on their boats and gear. 

Invasive species are a problem because they do not have any predators or enemies to maintain a natural balance. 

With nothing to keep them in check, their numbers explode, pushing aside native species whose populations 

decline to dangerous levels. For example, the sea lamprey, a large eel-like parasite, feeds on native fish 

populations, killing them with ruthless efficiency. The lake trout, once king of the Great Lakes, was nearly 

annihilated by the lamprey. Another invader, the notorious zebra and quagga mussels, brought to the lakes in 

ocean ships, continue to cost the region hundreds of millions of dollars annually.  

Canada and the U.S. both have federal regulations in place requiring that ocean ships to flush out their ballast 

tanks with salt water in the open ocean to remove or kill some of the invading species; however, these regulations 

are far from perfect. Neither country has any binding rules to require ballast water be treated to a standard that 

will protect our environment. The Great Lakes are a treasure to both countries and so collaborative work is needed 

to enact strong federal laws on both sides of the border. 

Aquatic Invasive species have permanently and drastically altered the ecosystem of the Great Lakes and St. 

Lawrence River. But preventing new invasions and controlling the invasive species already here is necessary to 

preserve the integrity of the ecosystem and people’s quality of life.  

Zebra mussels truly changed the ecosystem and the economy in ways not seen since the sea lamprey invaded the 

upper lakes in the 1920s. Zebra mussels are particularly insidious in that they undermine the very foundation of 

the Great Lakes’ food web.  Being filer feeders, zebra mussels rob fish and other organisms of the food they need.  

They offer nothing in return; they provide no value as a prey organism and throw the natural ecosystem out of 

balance.  Zebra mussels are implicated in the alarming disappearance of Diporeia, a key native zooplankter that is 

vital to the diet of many native fish species.  Zebra mussels, when they interact with round gobies, another exotic 

pest, help produce the conditions that move botulism up the food web, killing Great Lakes fish and birds.  

Additionally the mussels (zebra and quagga both) hurt utility and manufacturing industries by clogging or blocking 

pipes. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimates that the economic impact of the zebra mussel will be about 

$5 billion over the next decade. 

The alewife, a species of herring, first entered the system west of Lake Ontario via 19th-century canals. By the 

1960s the small silver fish had become a familiar nuisance to beachgoers across Lakes Michigan, Huron and Erie as 

periodic mass dieoffs resulted in vast numbers of them washing up on shore; estimates by various governments 

have placed the percentage of Lake Michigan's biomass which was made up of alewives in the early 1960s as high 

as 90 percent. The various state and federal governments began stocking several species of salmonids in the late 

1960s, including the native lake trout as well as non-native chinook and coho salmon; by the 1980s alewife 

populations had dropped drastically. Ironically, today the sharply lower numbers of alewives is seen as a problem 

by those involved in the large recreational fishing sector that has grown up particularly on Lake Michigan.   
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The ruffe, a small percid fish, became the most abundant fish species in Lake Superior's St. Louis River within five 

years of its detection in 1986. Its range, which has expanded to Lake Huron, poses a significant threat to the lower 

lake fishery. 

 Five years after first being observed in the St. Clair River, the round goby (native to central Eurasia including the 

Black Sea and the Caspian Sea) can now be found in all of the Great Lakes. The goby is considered undesirable for 

several reasons: it preys upon bottom-feeding fish, overruns optimal habitat, spawns multiple times a season and 

can survive poor water quality conditions. 

Several species of exotic water fleas have accidentally been introduced into the Great Lakes, such as the spiny 

waterflea, Bythotrephes longimanus, and the fishhook waterflea, Cercopagis pengoi, potentially having an effect 

on the zooplankton population. Several species of crayfish have also been introduced that may contend with 

native crayfish populations. 

 Asian Carp: As the public in the Great Lakes and nation have witnessed for years, the Asian Carp, like other foreign 

invasive species, migrates at the entrance of the Great Lakes. The carp threatens to subordinate or destroy an 

entire freshwater fishery and recreational boating and activities.  

An electric fence has been set up across the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal in order to keep several species of 

invasive Asian carps out of the area. These fast-growing planktivorous fish have heavily colonized the Mississippi 

and Illinois river systems. The Army Corps of Engineers has been working on a study examining what it will take to 

stop the flow of unwanted species between the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River basin. That study is expected 

to last until 2015. Conservationists believe the only long-term solution is to rebuild the natural separation between 

Lake Michigan and the Mississippi River basin that the Chicago canal destroyed over 100 years ago. 

The Army Corps is now studying options to "prevent or reduce the risk" of species invasions between the two 

basins, and that includes a hard look at what it will take to build a permanent, physical barrier. That is something 

opposed by Chicago-area barge operators and businesses that depend on the canal system to move cargo, as well 

as tour boat operators and recreational boat owners. 

The term "Asian carp" refers to four different species of fish: the bighead, black, grass and silver carp. The bighead 

and silver carp are biggest threat to the lakes, growing to over 60 pounds (27 kilos) and greater than 3 feet in 

length. They feed on zooplankton and algae and can eat tremendous amounts every day. Black carp consume 

primarily mollusks, and threaten native mussel and sturgeon populations. They can grow to seven feet in length 

and 150 pounds. These fish are voracious filter feeders that can quickly come to dominate a body of water. The 

bighead carp can consume 40 per cent of its body weight each day, while the silver carp's tendency to jump out of 

the water when startled makes them a hazard to boaters. They would cause irreversible harm to the Great Lakes 

by consuming large quantities of algae and zooplankton, muscling out native fish populations. The estimated 

impact to the recreational and commercial Great Lakes fisheries would reach to over $4.5 billion. The fish were 

imported in the 1970s and used extensively in the southern United States for aquaculture operations. However, 

flooding in the early 90s allowed them to escape their pens and migrate into the Missouri and Illinois rivers. They 

have been working their way up toward the Great Lakes, and risk entering through the Chicago Sanitary and Ship 

Canal, an artificial connection between the Mississippi and Great Lakes basins. It is unknown just precisely how 

Asian carp might affect existing Great Lakes populations, but the fish have already done extensive damage to a 

couple of rivers. 
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 Metallic Sulfide Nickel Mining 

Michigan authorized Kennecott Utah Copper (one of the largest copper mines in the world)  to take over public 

lands and waters for mining of its mineral interests, some of which were leased by the state, before the state 

evaluated and determined the structural risks and long term loss and impairment to state forest lands, wildlife, 

and the water impliedly subordinated to private interests. 

Metallic sulfide mining is a Midwest US term, usually referred to as hard rock mining in the western US. It is the 

practice of extracting metals (such as nickel, gold and copper) from a sulfide ore body. When excavated, if sulfide 

ore or the tailings piles are exposed to water and air a chemical reaction can create sulfuric acid. Precipitation can 

cause sulfuric acid to drain from the mine site called acid mine drainage (AMD), which can drain into nearby water 

resources and thereby harm people, plants, animals and metal and concrete structures. There has never been a 

metallic sulfide mine that has not polluted water resources where water was present.  AMD also dissolves heavy 

metals (lead, zinc, copper, and mercury), allowing them to enter groundwater and surface water. AMD can form 

red, orange or yellow sediments in the bottom of streams which can disrupt the growth and reproduction of fish or 

kill aquatic plants and animals. It can be very expensive to clean up and has costly impacts on local communities 

and Michigan’s Department of Environmental Quality, for example, doesn’t have the funding to adequately 

implement the laws that regulate Metallic Sulfide Mining.  

Water and sulfide do not mix: 

o Michigan’s UP has 1,700 miles of shoreline along three of the Great Lakes 

o There are 12,000 miles of rivers and streams and 4,300 inland lakes in the UP 

o It takes approximately 190 years for contaminants to cycle through Lake Superior 

o The Great Lakes contain 18% of the world’s freshwater  

Facts About Metallic Sulfide Mining in Michigan: 

o Multinational mining corporations are exploring uranium and metallic sulfide ore bodies throughout 

Michigan’s Upper Peninsula 

o Rio Tinto (also called Kennecott Eagle Minerals Company (KEMC)) is the first to apply for a permit to 

operate a metallic sulfide mine in Michigan, on an area of land called the Yellow Dog Plains, 10 miles from 

Lake Superior. 

o The company proposes to blast under a trout stream and through a sacred rock outcrop called Eagle Rock 

by the Keweenaw Bay Indian Community 

o The company was granted permits from State agencies to begin mining in Michigan under Michigan’s 

new, weak and untested sulfide mining regulation.  These permits are currently being contested by the 

Keweenaw Bay Indian Community, Huron Mountain Club, Yellow Dog Watershed Preserve, and the 

National Wildlife Federation 

o Currently, the mine has been stalled and a concerned community and anxious mining giant await the 

results of a contested case hearing and for an underground injection permit from the United States 

Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) 

Is Metallic Sulfide Mining Good for The Economy? Mining is a boom-bust industry that while it produces short-

term economic stimulus, has been proven to leave communities more impoverished than they were when mining 

companies arrived. The mainstay of Upper Michigan's Economy is tourism, and punching multiple heavily polluting 
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mines into its pristine wilderness threatens the future of eco-tourism which brings 20 million in revenue to a city 

like Munising alone, 2 times more than the entire Eagle project promises. 

 

 Hydraulic Fracturing of Deep Shale for Natural Gas (Frac'ing) 
 

The leasing by Michigan of 300,000 acres of state land, and a proposal to lease another 500,000 acres in October, 

2010, without adequate evaluation of locations, quantities of water, disposal or discharge of waste waters with 

toxic chemicals is a gross domination or takeover of groundwater required to shatter the shale to produce natural 

gas. By leasing the right to drill and produce, the state handed over the water rights that go with the extraction of 

natural gas. 

The hydraulic fracturing technology, or “fracking”, that the energy industry hopes to use to expand natural gas 

production in the United States poses a great threat to drinking water. Fracking in the new areas targeted by the 

industry means injecting millions of gallons of water, chemicals and sand into shale rock formations at high 

pressures, which breaks open the rock and releases the gas. This poses many risks to drinking water. It is especially 

dangerous because of the rapid acceleration of drilling without adequate assessment of the safety risks, and the 

lack of government oversight, including a specific exemption from federal regulation. 

Although the industry argues that fracking is safe, there have been numerous documented cases of water 

contamination near drilling sites.  

Facts 

o Fracking chemicals are toxic and can leak into drinking water when injected or contaminate water from 

spills or accidents. 

o Fracking produces hazardous wastewater, which can contain radioactive substances as well as toxic 

chemicals, making disposal difficult and dangerous. 

o Fracking requires miillions of gallons of water, which can deplete local water supplies. 

o Fracking can cause natural gas to migrate into drinking water sources, which can cause houses and wells 

to explode. 

o There have been more than 1,000 documented cases of water contamination near drilling sites around 

the country. 

Hydraulic fracturing or fracking is a means of natural gas extraction employed in deep natural gas well drilling. 

Once a well is drilled, millions of gallons of water, sand and proprietary chemicals are injected, under high 

pressure, into a well. The pressure fractures the shale and props open fissures that enable natural gas to flow more 

freely out of the well.   

Horizontal hydrofracking is a means of tapping shale deposits containing natural gas that were previously 

inaccessible by conventional drilling. Vertical hydrofracking is used to extend the life of an existing well once its 

productivity starts to run out, sort of a last resort. Horizontal fracking differs in that it uses a mixture of 596 

chemicals, many of them proprietary, and millions of gallons of water per frack. This water then becomes 

contaminated and must be cleaned and disposed of. In 1974, the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA) was passed by 

Congress to ensure clean drinking water free from both natural and man-made contaminates.  However in 2005, 

the Bush/ Cheney Energy Bill exempted natural gas drilling from the Safe Drinking Water Act. It exempts 

companies from disclosing the chemicals used during hydraulic fracturing. Essentially, the provision took the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) off the job. It is now commonly referred to as the Halliburton Loophole. 
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The FRAC Act (Fracturing Responsibility and Awareness to Chemical Act) is a House bill intended to repeal the 

Halliburton Loophole and to require the natural gas industry to disclose the chemicals they use.  

The average natural gas well is up to 8,000 feet deep. The depth of drinking water aquifers is about 1,000 feet. The 

problems typically stem from poor cement well casings that leak natural gas as well as fracking fluid into water 

wells. Generally 1-8 million gallons of water may be used to frack a well. A well may be fracked up to 18 times. For 

each frack, 80-300 tons of chemicals may be used. Presently, the natural gas industry does not have to disclose the 

chemicals used, but scientists have identified volatile organic compounds (VOCs) such as benzene, toluene, 

ethylbenzene and xylene.  

The gas comes up wet in produced water and has to be separated from the wastewater on the surface. Only 30-

50% of the water is typically recovered from a well. This wastewater can be highly toxic. Evaporators evaporate off 

VOCs and condensate tanks steam off VOCs, 24 hours a day, seven days a week. The wastewater is then trucked to 

water treatment facilities. As the VOCs are evaporated and come into contact with diesel exhaust from trucks and 

generators at the well site, ground level ozone is produced. Ozone plumes can travel up to 250 miles.  

  

 Off Shore Oil and Gas 
Drilling and Mining 

 
For years, some Great Lakes states 

prevent off shore oil and gas drilling 

and development. Ontario has allowed 

it. Ohio is looking to allow it. The 

public trust in the Great Lakes, 

recognized by the state supreme 

courts and the U.S. Supreme Court 

since 1892, does not permit the 

transfer of public waters and 

bottomlands for private development 

and gain. As witnessed in the Gulf of 

Mexico BP disaster, there are some 

risks, which simply go over the line of 

what is acceptable for private use of 

our water commons. Off shore drilling 

in the Great Lakes is one of them. 

 

Climate change is hurting the Great 

Lakes region and without action to 

curb heat-trapping emissions, summer 

average temperatures in the region 

may increase by 14 degrees Fahrenheit 

within the lifetime of today's 

kindergartner. Unchecked global 

warming could also significantly lower 

Sewage overflows are regular occurrences after heavy rains. 
Industrial pollution and contaminated beaches are a continuing 
problem. More recent threats include invasive species and lost 
wetlands. Funds are needed to restore past damage and 
prevent future problems. 
 
Great Lakes groups have expressed concern about the future of the fledgling 
Great Lakes Restoration Initiative in a wave of budget-cutting in Washington. 
Nonprofit groups across the eight-state region had hoped for a major influx of 
money to improve wildlife habitat, dredge toxic sediments left by industrial 
sources, fix beach pollution and upgrade crumbling sewer systems, as President 
Barack Obama promised during his campaign. 
 
Obama proposed and Congress approved $475 million to kick-start the 
initiative last year, providing funding for hundreds of projects and creating jobs, 
said Jeff Skelding, director of the multistate Healing Our Waters Coalition.  
But Congress has yet to approve the amount Obama requested for the 2011 
fiscal year, $300 million, to continue the program and the administration has 
said it plans further cuts for 2012. In a column in Sunday’s New York Times, 
Obama’s director of the Office of Management and Budget, Jacob Lew, 
specifically named the Great Lakes Restoration as one of three programs the 
president will cut in 2012. That could stall the work now under way, directors of 
several environmental groups said.  
 
Skelding is hoping that Congress will at least agree to the $300 million this 
year.“There are plenty who would gladly take the ax to this, but our message is 
that this is delivering results and creating jobs,” he said. “Cutting it would be 
the wrong thing to do.” 

The problems that have plagued the Great Lakes for years are not 

going away and will be even more expensive to solve in the future. 
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lake levels, lead to droughts and deplete oxygen in water, creating more dead-zones where aquatic life can't 

survive. Higher temperatures also mean more invasive species for a region already rife with them.  

To adapt to looming changes of global warming, the region and the country need to aggressively take actions such 

as conserving water, reducing sprawl, and identifying ways to modify industrial practices. To avoid the worst 

consequences of global warming, the region and the country need to step up clean energy production and become 

more energy efficient. The Great Lakes region - already home to large manufacturing industries - could become a 

hub in a new clean energy economy. 

 

                                           Source: http://www.healthylakes.org/site_upload/upload/America_s_North_Coast_Report_07.pdf 

 

http://www.healthylakes.org/site_upload/upload/America_s_North_Coast_Report_07.pdf
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III. ECONOMIC IMPACT 

The Great Lakes basin is home to more than one-tenth of the population of the United States and one-quarter of 

the population of Canada. Some of the world's largest concentrations of industrial capacity are located in the Great 

Lakes region. Nearly 25% of the total Canadian agricultural production and 7% of the American production are 

located in the basin. The United States considers the Great Lakes a fourth seacoast, and the Great Lakes region is a 

dominant factor in the Canadian industrial economy. 

More than 1.5 million U.S. jobs are directly connected to the Great Lakes, generating $62 billion in wages annually, 

according to a new analysis by Michigan Sea Grant at the University of Michigan. This analysis is based on 2009 

employment data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and represents a conservative estimate of direct 

employment related to the Great Lakes in several industries, according to the authors, Michigan Sea Grant's 

assistant director, Jennifer Read, and research specialist Lynn Vaccaro. 

Many people don't realize how large an impact the Great Lakes have across many large sectors of this region's 

economy. There are more than 525,000 Great Lakes-related jobs in Michigan alone. The total number of jobs and 

the percentage of jobs by industry illustrate just how critical the Great Lakes are to the region.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Historically, access to the lakes resulted in a concentration of technical skill, transportation and manufacturing 

infrastructure. In the coming decades, growth will be less linked to traditional manufacturing and more focused on 

quality of life and quality of the region's natural resources.  

The quality of lives in the region is largely defined by the Great Lakes as they provide sustenance, livelihoods, 

recreation and a sense of place.  According to Jim Diana, director of Michigan Sea Grant and a professor at the 

University of Michigan School of Natural Resources and Environment, restoration of the lakes is crucial to our 

future, and unless we continue to protect them and do even more to restore them, we will lose the ability to 

attract and retain new businesses and talented workers. 

The calculations in the Michigan Sea Grant economic summary are based on the most recent annual estimates for 

county employment from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics' Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages and its 

Occupational Employment Statistics program.  

State  Number of jobs 
that depend on the 
lakes 

Michigan 525,886 

Illinois 380,786 

Ohio 178,621 

Wisconsin 173,969 

New York 157,547 

Indiana 54,397 

Pennsylvania 25,479 

Minnesota 11,877 

 
TOTAL: 

 
1,508,562 

Industry Percentage of 
Great Lakes linked 
jobs 

Manufacturing 66% 

Tourism & Recreation 14% 

Shipping 8% 

Agriculture 8% 

Science & Engineering 2% 

Utilities 1% 

Mining 1% 
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Fruit Belts 

By absorbing heat and cooling the air in summer, then slowly radiating that heat in autumn, the lakes moderate 

seasonal temperatures to some degree. It protects against frost during the transitional weather, but it also keeps 

the summer time temperatures cooler than further inland. This temperature buffering produces areas known as 

"fruit belts", where fruit typically grown farther south can be produced. Western Michigan has apple and cherry 

orchards, and vineyards adjacent to the lake shore as far north as the Grand Traverse Bay. The eastern shore of 

Lake Michigan and the southern shore of Lake Erie have many wineries as a result of this, as does the Niagara 

Peninsula between Lake Erie and Lake Ontario. A similar phenomenon occurs in the Finger Lakes region of New 

York as well as Prince Edward County, Ontario on Lake Ontario's northeast shore.   

 

 Transportation  

Great Lakes vessels transport an average of 163 million tons of cargo each year. Lake vessels can ship goods 

three times more efficiently than rail and 10 times more efficiently than trucks. This transportation system sustains 

manufacturing and steel production, while the clean, abundant Great Lakes waters attract chemical and 

pharmaceutical companies to the region. 

The lower water levels due to global climate change will reduce water depths and limit cargo vessel loads in the 

Great Lakes. Lake vessels are built and operated to take advantage of available water depths, often operating with 

minimal underkeel clearances. Ocean going vessels often have to function in the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 

Seaway at less than their maximum cargo capacity. Reductions in water depths will force vessels to operate with 

reduced loads, thus increasing the number of trips and the cost of moving cargo.  

Research commissioned by Environment Canada and the Transportation Research Board of the National Academy 

of Sciences examined the impacts of global climate change on domestic and international shipping in the Great 

Lakes and St. Lawrence River system. The costs for a year's shipping in the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River were 

estimated under conditions of no climate change impacts and under several climate change scenarios. A paper has 

been published in the Canadian Water Resources Journal. 

"Depending on the climate change scenario, the increased costs to commercial shipping due to lower water depths 

vary from approximately 5% to over 29%,"said Dr. Frank Millerd, professor emeritus of economics from Wilfrid 

Laurier University in Waterloo, Ontario. "The decrease in water depths is likely the greatest potential impact of 

climate change that is facing freight transportation in the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River." 

The studies also determined that for those years with naturally occurring low water levels the impacts are up to 

and additional 12% higher for even the most moderate climate change scenario. Some adaptation measures are 

possible, such as modifications to vessel operations and vessel replacement.  According to Dr. Millerd, addressing 

chronic low water levels will be a continuing challenge for the industry.  

 Recreation 

Great Lakes beaches, resort communities and natural areas support a vibrant recreation and tourism industry and 

enhance the quality of life for residents. More than 4 million recreational vessels are registered in the region, and 

people spend nearly $16 billion annually on boating trips and equipment.  

Many take advantage of the region's Great Lakes-dependent natural resources, including more than 9.2 million 

anglers, 4.6 million hunters and 23.2 million bird watchers each year. 
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Charter Fishing 

A study of Michigan charter fishing shows the industry has contributed nearly $400 million to coastal communities 

along the state’s four Great Lakes over the past two decades, with the vast majority spent at Lake Michigan ports. 

 In 2009, Lake Michigan charter operators from Leland to New Buffalo accounted for 78 percent of all Michigan 

charter trips and generated more than $11 million in fishing expenditures that includes expenses, hotel bookings, 

restaurant tabs and other gross sales for local businesses. This study draws from historic data collected from the 

Department of Natural Resources and Environment, a 1985 Sea Grant survey and an online survey of charter 

customers in 2009. Michigan State University’s Center for Economic Analysis helped to correlate the data. 

Overall, charter fishing efforts are down since 1985, but the amount people spend has stayed pretty much the 

same. 

 The report also serves as a sobering reminder of how changes in the ecosystem ultimately can translate into 

economics for lakeside communities. Lake Huron experienced a 49 percent decline in trips from 2002 to 2009 as 

the Chinook salmon fishery declined. According to the report this loss of effort represents a decline of $1.46 

million in economic output and 51,429 labor hours in 2009 alone. Economic impacts to Saginaw Bay ports 

increased by $355,197 in output over the same time period as walleye fishing improved. 

Boating and Marinas in Michigan 

Michigan is a glorious place for boaters. Michigan’s wonderful rivers, more than 11,000 inland lakes, coastal areas 

and the open waters of the Great Lakes. From more than 1,300 different public access points, one is never too far 

from slicing through the waves of Lake Superior, fishing in Lakes Michigan or Huron or seeking refuge in one of 

Michigan’s harbors. 

Boating is also serious business; the industry has a significant and positive economic impact in Michigan, with 

nearly $4 billion in trips and boat spending and approximately 51,000 jobs supported.  

Recreational boating and tourism are major industries on the Great Lakes. A few small cruise ships operate on the 

Great Lakes including a couple of sailing ships. Sport fishing, commercial fishing, and Native American fishing 

represent a US$4 billion a year industry with salmon, whitefish, smelt, lake trout, and walleye being major catches. 

In addition, all kinds of water sports can be found on the lakes. Unusually for inland waters, the Great Lakes 

provide the possibility of surfing, particularly in winter due to the effect of strong storms and waves. 

Great Lakes Circle Tour 

The Great Lakes Circle Tour is a designated scenic road system connecting all of the Great Lakes and the St. 

Lawrence River. It consists of routes for circumnavigating the lakes, either individually or collectively. 

Pure Michigan 

Michigan's unique water resources must be protected. They are essential to Michigan's tourism, agriculture, 

manufacturing and other industries. "Pure Michigan" is built upon a Great Lakes way of life. 

Michigan is literally defined by its water - the Great Lakes and our many other water treasures. When we think of 

Pure Michigan, we picture clean beaches, safe drinking water, abundant habitat for fish and wildlife, healthy 

people, and energy choices that protect our water; we 

picture a virtual water wonderland.  
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 Real-Estate 

The Great Lakes region has suffered a decades-long economic decline, and now the entire nation is in the midst of 

recession.  A restoration strategy could be a possible answer with broader benefits. By maintaining and enhancing 

this important resource, the strategy would likely make the Great Lakes basin more attractive, helping the region 

retain and attract workers and businesses. People clearly place a high value on the lakes as a natural amenity. 

There is considerable evidence showing that people are willing to pay to locate in areas with high environmental 

quality. David Albouy at the University of Michigan finds that households are willing to pay the equivalent of 2 

percent of their annual income to live in coastal cities, including near the Great Lakes.  
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Much of the strategy, particularly its plans to upgrade wastewater treatment facilities and restore damaged 

habitats, would qualify as "shovel-ready" projects under a broad economic stimulus plan. Indeed, the stimulus plan 

recently passed by Congress and signed by President Obama already includes $4 billion for states to upgrade 

sewers and drinking water infrastructure, $1.45 billion of which would go to the Great Lakes region. Our research 

indicates that this spending is likely to generate substantial long-run environmental benefits in addition to its 

short-run stimulus effect. 

In sum, Table 3–4 illustrates that as of 2000, a total of $173 billion (in 2006 dollars) in residential (owner and renter 

occupied) housing was located in census tracts directly adjacent to one of the Great Lakes. Another $1.33 trillion in 

residential property is located in non-coastal census tracts belonging to major metropolitan areas adjacent to one 

of the Great Lakes. These are the relevant baseline figures from which it is possible to calculate the aggregate 

improvement in property values that may be attributed to the Great Lakes restoration initiative. 

As already noted, John Braden and colleagues have conducted extensive analyses of increases in residential real 

estate values in three Great Lakes cities before or following cleanup activities either on or near the Great Lakes: 

the Sheboygan River in Wisconsin, Waukegan Harbor in Illinois, and the Buffalo River in New York. Braden and his 

team have also reviewed the evidence from additional studies of cleanups along the Laurentian Great Lakes.  

Collectively, these studies confirm what one would expect—namely, residential values adjacent to cleanup sites do 

increase, and that the amount of this increase, in percentage terms, is higher the closer the property is to the 

cleanup site (or conversely, real estate prices, in the absence of cleanup, are depressed by amounts in the 15–20 

Percent range). In particular, increases of 15–20 percent in value for properties closest to the sites seem typical. 

The price increases taper off with distance, usually disappearing within five miles. 
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IV. WATER USE 

'We live in a very water-rich area and it's easy for folks to look at this vast resource and think there's no way we 

can deplete it, we don't have to worry about conservation. That would be a terrible mistake.' 

—Marc Smith, National Wildlife Federation 

 
Everyone living within the Great Lakes drainage basin relies on the Lakes for drinking water. As many as 26 million 

people depend on the water withdrawn directly from the lakes, while 11 million people tap ground water as it 

drains into Great Lakes tributaries. 

Clearly, the choices we make about how we protect the water resources in our communities affect the future of 

the Lakes. Increasing the number of pipelines into the Great Lakes and their associated ground water supplies 

without applying protective standards threatens the future health and supply of fresh water in the Great Lakes 

drainage basin. 

A U.S. government analysis says the Great Lakes region could see water shortages in some areas because of 

climate shifts or increased demand. 

Despite having more fresh water than anywhere else in the world, the Great Lakes region could experience 

shortages in some locations because of climate shifts or surging demand, a federal analysis says. 

The five-year study by the U.S. Geological Survey describes the Great Lakes as an aquatic treasure trove. The lakes 

themselves have 22.7 quadrillion litres — enough to spread a 30-centimetre layer across North America, South 

America and Africa — and the volume of groundwater surpasses that of Lake Huron. 
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Yet groundwater levels have plummeted about 305 meters in the Chicago-

Milwaukee metro area because of pumping for municipal supplies and 

could drop an additional 30 meters over the next three decades if 

withdrawal rates jump as expected. The Milwaukee suburb of Waukesha, 

its deep wells contaminated with radium, is seeking permission to tap Lake 

Michigan under a compact signed by the region's eight states in 2005. 

Local officials should become familiar with data about supplies close to 

home and use it to guide long-range planning for development and water 

use."The availability of water resources isn't uniform over the whole basin, 

and things change with time," said Reeves, a USGS hydrologist based in 

Lansing. "In some areas, there's plenty and a big use wouldn't have a 

negative impact. In other places that's not the case. We need to be trying 

to understand those situations, rather than assuming the water will always 

be available everywhere." 

Just one per cent of the lakes' water is replenished annually through runoff 

and precipitation, and vast amounts are removed for agriculture, industry, 

drinking and other uses. Still, the overall supply is so huge that withdrawals 

have had little effect on the Great Lakes system, the report said. With a 

few notable exceptions, urban and suburban development also has not put 

a serious dent in supplies, although surface water diversions and 

groundwater pumping have affected some flow patterns over large areas. 

The 7.9 billion liters that Chicago diverts from Lake Michigan daily has 

lowered Lakes Michigan and Huron by about 6.4 centimeters. 

Climate affecting lake levels 

Weather and climate have significant effects on groundwater and lake 

levels and stream flow rates. Declining lake levels over much of the past 

decade resulted largely from drought and warming temperatures that 

limited winter ice cover and boosted evaporation. The importance of 

sound water use should not be underestimated as the Great Lakes states 

and the Canadian provinces of Ontario and Quebec develop conservation 

plans and permitting systems for large withdrawals as required under the 

2005 compact. 

The key message is emphasizing the need to stay focused on conservation. 

Future decreases in water levels could affect coastal wetlands, the 

fisheries, and the ability of homeowners to access their properties from 

the water. 

The International Joint Commission is researching the impact of various 

climate change scenarios on the Great Lakes. It plans to issue a report in 

March 2012 which will provide the U.S. and Canadian governments with 

options for responding to various climate change scenarios. 

An increasing number of droughts 
and climate change from global 
warming, as well as the expected 
50% increase of the US population 
in the next few decades will 
exacerbate water needs. 
 

The primary causes of water 
shortages in the US are 
unsustainable agriculture and 
unsustainable development. 
 
Beginning in the mid-1900s, as 
good farmland was covered by 
urban sprawl, the United States 
moved from rain-fed agriculture 
along the Atlantic Coast to an 
irrigation-based agriculture in the 
less-populated Midwest. 
In the 1960s, in response to 
growing production overseas and 
unfavorable currency exchange 
rates, Midwestern farmers 
switched from wheat to corn, a 
high water-demanding crop. In 
the 1990s, corn production – and 
water needs – increased to meet 
the demands of the growing 
market for corn-based ethanol. 
 
Throughout the West, South, and 
Midwest, groundwater is 
pumped out to irrigate crops, 
aquifers are drying up, and 
farmers and politicians are 
looking to the Great Lakes as a 
source of water. 
 
In 2008, Governor Bill Richardson 
of fast-growing New Mexico has 
called for the diversion of Great 
Lakes water to dry areas of the 
country.  
 
The root problem throughout the 
US is that Americans have taken 
their natural resources, 
especially land, for granted. 
 
Post World War II population 
growth has been housed primarily 
in raw-land development sprawl. 
Suburbs expand in drought-
vulnerable areas. Golf courses and 
parks are kept green with potable 
water. The development 
community insists on building 
housing according to maximum-
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Great Lakes water use and diversions 

 Water Diversions are a main threat to the Great Lakes. The 

first threat is multi-national corporations efforts to define 

water as a commodity. Once water is defined as a commodity, 

water as an end product is exempt from the Great Lakes 

Compact allowing it to be diverted from the Great Lakes Basin. 

The second threat is demand for water by communities 

outside of the Great Lakes Basin that are facing water 

shortages. As former Congressional leader Dick Armey of Texas 

warned in 2000, thirsty and growing states will surely come 

after Great Lakes water, “We are not going to be buying it. 

We’re going to be stealing it.” 

Water diversions from the Great Lakes on a large scale could 

have serious consequences. Taking water from Lake Michigan, 

for example, affects the discharges in the entire Great Lakes 

system. A drop in water levels could cause fisheries in Canada 

to collapse. The production of hydroelectric power in New York 

and Quebec could also be negatively affected, as could Great 

Lakes shipping. Life forms could also be eradicated by changes 

in ground water or surface water. If streams that certain 

species use to breed in dry up, those species are unlikely to 

survive. 

The International Joint Commission was established in 1909 to 

help prevent and resolve disputes relating to the use and 

quality of boundary waters, and to advise Canada and the 

United States on questions related to water resources. 

Concerns over diversion of Lake water are of concern to both 

Americans and Canadians. Some water is diverted through the 

Chicago River to operate the Illinois Waterway but the flow is 

limited by treaty. Possible schemes for bottled water plants 

and diversion to dry regions of the continent raise concerns. 

Under the U.S. "Water Resources Development Act", diversion 

of water from the Great Lakes Basin requires the approval of 

all eight Great Lakes governors through the Great Lakes 

Commission, which rarely occurs. International treaties 

regulate large diversions. 

 In 1998, the Canadian company Nova Group won approval from the Province of Ontario to withdraw 

158,000,000 US gallons (600,000 m
3
) of Lake Superior water annually to ship by tanker to Asian countries. Public 

outcry forced the company to abandon the plan before it began. Since that time, the eight Great Lakes Governors 

and the Premiers of Ontario and Quebec have negotiated the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence River Basin Sustainable 

Water Resources Agreement  and the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence River Basin Water Resources Compact  that would 

 WATER RESOURCES DEVELOPMENT ACT 
OF 1986  
(As amended September, 2000) 

1962d-20. Prohibition on Great Lakes 

Diversions 

(a) The Congress finds and declares that - 
1. The Great Lakes are the most important 
natural resource to the eight great Lakes 
States and two Canadian provinces, 
providing water supply for domestic and 
industrial use, clean energy through 
hydropower production, an efficient 
transportation mode for moving products 
into and out of the great Lakes region, 
and recreational uses for millions of 
United States and Canadian citizens;  
 
2. the Great Lakes need to be carefully 
managed and protected to meet current 
and needs within the Great Lakes basin 
and Canadian provinces; 3. any new 
diversions of Great lakes water for use 
outside of the Great Lakes basin will have 
significant economic and environmental 
impacts, adversely affecting the use of 
this resource by the Great Lakes states 
and Canadian provinces; and 4. four of the 
Great Lakes are international waters and 
are defined as boundary waters in the 
Boundary Water Treaty of 1909 between 
the United States and Canada, and as 
such any new diversion of Great Lakes 
water in the united States would affect 
the relations of the Government of the 
United States with the Government of 
Canada. 
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prevent most future diversion proposals and all long-distance ones. The agreements also strengthen protection 

against abusive water withdrawal practices within the Great Lakes basin.  

On December 13, 2005, the Governors and Premiers signed these two agreements, the first of which is between all 

ten jurisdictions. It is somewhat more detailed and protective, though its legal strength has not yet been tested in 

court. The second, the Great Lakes Compact, has been approved by the state legislatures of all eight states that 

border the Great Lakes as well as the U.S. Congress, and was signed into law by President George W. Bush on 3 

October 2008. 
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V. GOVERNANCE 

Interested Parties 

 

Ten U.S. agencies administer more than 140 programs in funding and managing restoration and protection of the 

Great Lakes Basin. In addition, governance of the Great Lakes system is shared with eight U.S. states, nearly 40 

Tribal Nations, more than half a dozen major metropolitan areas, and numerous county and local governments. 

Internationally, governance of the Great Lakes system is shared with Canada. 

There are several major threats to the waters of the Great Lakes Basin that are all converging. Umbrella to all of 

these abuses and threats is the gap or loophole in the Great Lakes Compact diversion ban that allows exports of 

water from the Basin, and the total failure of the Great Lakes States to enact public trust principles to assure public 

control and protection of water for all private and public uses. These issues continue to plague the very core of our 

quality of life and economic stability.  

As a result, water as a commons must be held in public trust for private landowners, citizens, tribes, and 

communities from generation to generation. This principle, above all, operates as an outside limit on big 

government, and large domestic and foreign corporations from invading the Great Lakes Basin as if the water is 

theirs for the taking, abuse, and exacting for their own 

private benefit and profit. 

The Great Lakes Compact 

Ten years of work to protect the Great Lakes from large-

scale water diversions culminated with the signature of 

U.S. President Bush on the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence River 

Basin Water Resources Compact into law in October 

2008, days after it won approval in the U.S. House of 

Representatives and a month after passing the U.S. 

Senate. The compact, and an accompanying agreement 

between the eight Great Lakes states and Ontario and 

Quebec, represent the strongest standards to protect 

against water diversions, and put in place the strongest 

conservation measures for large-scale water users.   

The Great Lakes Compact is a water withdrawal and anti-

water diversion agreement between the eight Great 

US Agencies EPA, the Interagency Task Force, and other federal government agencies 

States The states bordering the Great Lakes 

Canada Environment Canada and the Province of Ontario 

Tribal Nations Native American tribes 

Others Information partners, commissions, public forums, and education/research groups 

Great Lakes Water Management 

Documents 
 

The Boundary Waters Treaty of 1909  
The Great Lakes Charter of 1985  
The Water Resources Development Act of 1986 
The Water Resources Development Act of 1986 (as 
amended in 2000)  
The Great Lakes Charter Annex of 2001 ("Annex 2001")  
The Annex Implementing Agreements—2004 Drafts 
International Agreement 
Compact  
The Annex Implementing Agreements—2005 Drafts 
International Agreement 
Compact  
The Annex Implementing Agreements—Final Version, Dec. 
13, 2005 
International Agreement 
Compact 

 

http://www.ijc.org/rel/agree/water.html
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/1985greatlakescharter.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/wrda1985.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/1986wrda.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/2001charterannex.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/2004draftintagreement.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/2004draftcompact.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/2005draftIntagreement.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/2005draftcompact.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/13Dec05intagreementfinal.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/13Dec05intagreementfinal.pdf
http://www.greatlakeswaterwars.com/13Dec05intagreementfinal.pdf
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Lakes states and approved by Congress under the "state compact clause" of the U.S. Constitution. The purpose of 

the Compact grew out of threats from private and public schemes to divert or export water to the West or China. 

The Compact prohibits all new or increased diversions of water out of the Basin with a few narrow exceptions for 

communities that straddle Basin boundaries. The Compact also requires review and approval by a regional body, 

standards to assure withdrawals do not cause significant harm, and encourages conservation. Unfortunately, the 

Compact does not address the prohibition on water "exports" under the WRDA. In fact, as will be explained below, 

it may well authorize exports of water.  

The Compact defines "diversion" as "a transfer of water from the Basin into another watershed, or from the 

watershed of one of the Great Lakes into that of another." However, here is the problem: The definition "does not 

apply to water that is used in the Basin or a Great Lake watershed to manufacture or produce a product that is 

then transferred out of the Basin or watershed." This provision was supposed to exempt such items as farm 

products, soft drinks, and beer. It was not supposed to exempt unlimited quantities of water itself.  The Compact 

defines "product" as "something produced in the Basin by human or mechanical effort or through agricultural 

processes and used in manufacturing, commercial or other processes or intended for intermediate or end use 

consumers."  This definition could be argued in the courts or trade tribunals to mean water in very large or small 

containers.  Any water that is "produced" (that is withdrawn from any body of water) and "intended for 

consumers" is a "product" and not a diversion and not banned by the Compact. There is no limit in the definitions 

of "diversion" and "product" on the quantity or amount of water or on the size of the container or package. 

Accordingly, by definition, a serious threat exists that there is no limit on the right of a person, corporation, or 

foreign country to export water for wholesale or retail use anywhere else in the world. This includes the threat of 

claims under such trade agreements as NAFTA.  

This is a gaping leak in the Great Lakes compact that could be plugged by demanding the passage of U.S. House 

Resolution 551, which removes water itself from the definition of "product" in the Compact. Great Lakes 

Collaboration Implementation Act 

During the 109th United States Congress in 2006, the Great Lakes Collaboration Implementation Act (Bill HR5100) 

was introduced to enact the recommendations of the Great Lakes Regional Collaboration, an effort established in 

2004 to produce a strategy for restoring and maintaining the Great Lakes. The bill was introduced by U.S. senators 

Mike DeWine and Carl Levin, along with representatives Vern Ehlers and Rahm Emanuel. 

The bill states that "the Great Lakes are on the brink of an ecologic catastrophe" and that "if the pattern of 

deterioration is not reversed immediately, the damage could be irreparable". It cites the closing of over 1,800 

beaches in 2003, the 6,300-square-mile (16,300 km
2
) dead zone in Lake Erie, and the US$500 million damage each 

year due to the zebra mussel as evidences that "a comprehensive restoration of the system is needed to prevent 

the Great Lakes from collapsing". 

A press release states that the bill aims to stop the introduction and spreading of invasive species, prevent the 

Asian carp from invading the Great Lakes, phase out mercury, restore animal habitats, and prevent sewage 

contamination.  

A coalition called Healing Our Waters, or HOW was formed by several environmental groups and foundations in 

2005 to educate and assist citizens in advocating for the cleanup of the Great Lakes. 

The Great Lakes Legacy Act 
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To tackle the problem of contamination, and to take a key step toward recovery of the 31 “Areas of Concern” sites, 

the Great Lakes Legacy Act (the Legacy Act) was signed into law in 2002. The Act provides funding to take the 

necessary steps to clean up contaminated sediment in "Areas of Concern located wholly or partially in the United 

States," including specific funding designated for public outreach and research components. The U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency’s (USEPA) Great Lakes National Program Office (GLNPO) was designated to 

implement the Legacy Act. The Great Lakes Legacy Act was reauthorized by Congress and signed into law on 

October 8, 2008. The GLLA reauthorizes the U.S. EPA GLNPO for two more years at level funding. The new 

legislation allows GLNPO to continue to move forward with sediment cleanups in the Great Lakes Areas of Concern 

and includes several new provisions to improve the program. Several Great Lakes Legacy Act Projects have been 

completed and several more are currently underway. 

Privatization 

The United Nations has affirmed by resolution that access to water is a basic human right and public trust. 

Privatization is the antithesis to this basic human right. Large international corporations whose goal is to control 

water supplies are pushing for privatization for its own benefit. It is at the expense of the people’s water rights. If a 

country is beholding to a private cartel of foreign and domestic corporations who control the water supply, how 

can a democracy and a free market society possibly survive? The issue: Will citizens maintain control and 

democratic access to our water resources?  

As Americans watched aghast at the spewing geyser of oil from BP’s Deep Horizon well in the Gulf of Mexico, and 

then two more spills, one in China and the other in river in Michigan, we suddenly understood what it means for a 

private corporation to physically take over a global water commons. The people along the Gulf and their struggle 

bring home the direct connection between private physical domination of lakes, streams, and groundwater and 

the rights of citizens, workers, farmers, businessmen, and communities to be free from this kind of physical or de 

facto privatization of the commons. This speaks to a broader aspect of the public trust doctrine that imposes a 

duty on the government and those who are handed over the privilege to impose risks on the public. It means that 

government has a duty to prevent public commons from domination, subordination, and physical takings or de 

facto control for private gain by private corporate interests. This violates the human right to water and the respect 

and integrity of water protected by the public trust. This demonstrates how the public trust not only prohibits the 

diversion and export or trading of water for private property, but the diminishment, destruction, or impairment of 

water for private profit. Public trust means that there is a line beyond which neither government nor private 

corporations can go to abuse, alter, or privatize the public’s interest in water as commons. 

Public Trust 

Water has been held by the public to protect the use of water by citizens for over 2000 years. Water belongs to 

everyone. Public trust means that the state has a duty to hold and manage water for the benefit of all citizens -- 

farmers, businesses, and communities alike — free from abuse or export for sale by the state or private interests. 

Private interests, globally and in the Great Lakes Basin, quietly, and not so quietly, have been shifting control of 

water so that water can be privately owned and sold out of the Great Lakes Basin at our expense. The growing 

world water crisis will place huge demands on freshwater. If public trust principles are not adopted, private 

interests and foreign countries will be able to buy land and claim the right to export water under international 

trade laws, and Michigan and other states or provinces will have a difficult time stopping them. All members of the 

public, including farmers, businesses, and riparian landowners, will lose their water rights to the claims and 

challenges made by outside interests.  
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No one owns water. It belongs to everyone and is held by the state under a solemn duty to protect water for all of 

us. Those who claim ownership in groundwater or water are misrepresenting the truth unwittingly playing into the 

hands of powerful special interests who would like to own or purchase land and water as a commodity so they can 

control it against the interests of the public and private users - farmers, homeowners, communities, businesses, 

tourists, and citizens. 

Citizens everywhere need to support bills that protect the water rights of people, such as Michigan's House Bill 

5319. In a few simple paragraphs on one page, we as the people can declare and affirm that all waters in the Great 

Lakes Basin, including groundwater, are within the scope of public protection.  

Each state and province within the Basin must immediately enact legislation that declares water a commons held 

in public trust. This means a declaration that the private and public use of water in our watersheds and the Basin 

are protected from diversion, export, sale, and abuse or exaction and harm for private gain or government abuse. 

This is the outer limit, the umbrella, or shield that provides the basic protection of water for all citizens and users. 

This does not mean stopping or interfering with legitimate and reasonable private uses of water, such as farming, 

manufacturing, municipal water supplies, or public use of water. It does mean preventing the impairment and 

diminishment of the flows and levels of water that define the integrity and value of the ecosystem and all uses in 

the Basin. It does mean preventing exports and claims of control or ownership by private interests of water itself. 

And, it means, as a bill of rights and respect, that the substantial public value of water is presumed for all. The 

burden is on those who would alter or impair this value to show, in advance, that their actions will not alter, harm, 

alienate, or subordinate the water and its many human and natural uses for private purposes or gain. If they 

cannot or do not do so, their actions are deemed improper. 

“Rights” means that private landowners, citizens, or other entities that depend on their use and enjoyment of 

water may bring actions in the agencies and courts where they live to prevent an impairment of the flow, levels, 

and quality of the water. 

“Respect” means that both government and private entities and persons have a duty to obtain all reasonable 

information and assure that there will be no impairment, harm, or diminishment of the waters and its uses, and to 

assure that it will not be diverted, exported, sold, taken over, or exacted by private interests for their primary 

benefit and gain. 
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VI. STRUCTURES FOR COMMONS 

 
 Commons Trusts 

A commons trust is a legal entity responsible for protecting a shared asset that is 

inherited from past generations, or is presently being created, on behalf of current and future generations. 

Because it is common property — held in trust and not owned by anyone — the commons are insulated from any 

claims by private individuals, business, government or other trusts.  

Throughout history, community rules for many kinds of commons have been set up to prevent resource overuse 

while ensuring fair access. For the most part, these rules were customary and gained acceptance through practice. 

Hence, the supervision of most traditional common goods — land, forests, and cultural artifacts, for example — 

did not involve the establishment of official trusts. This is largely because the users and managers of these 

resources were not sufficiently organized to protect their commons from the encroachment of business and 

government. 

This is not a new concept. Commons trusts have existed on a small scale for centuries. Many feudal cultures had 

common spaces for grazing, foraging, hunting, planting or gathering 

wood, which were often located on the margins of civilization. In 

response to the heavily concentrated power and wealth of such 

societies, commons trusts were attempts to create equity for the 

people who relied on these commons for their work and sustenance. 

Trusts called Waqf were developed in the Muslim world as early as the 

7th century. The English also began creating trusts during the 12th 

century. Over the years, commons trusts have been a steady presence 

in both Muslim and Western cultures, although they have rarely 

become part of mainstream economic and social policy. 

Throughout history, community rules for many kinds of commons have 

been set up to prevent resource overuse while ensuring fair access. 

Yet the supervision of most traditional common goods — land, forests, 

and cultural artifacts, for example — has seldom involved the 

establishment of formal trusts. This is largely because their users and 

managers were not sufficiently organized to use these commons as 

collateral to protect them from the encroachment of business and 

government. Modern approaches to natural resource management, 

along with the development of new kinds of commons — such as digital information and social innovation — have 

given rise to a new understanding and methodology in the management and valuation of common goods. In the 

next generation of commons trusts, each trust will be responsible for: 

• Deciding on a non-monetized metric to evaluate the sustainability, quality of life and well-being of a commons 

and its community of users and producers. 

• Applying this metric to the preservation of the resource by creating a cap on its usage. 

Some examples of Commons Trusts: 

• Global Atmosphere Trust 

• The Pacific Forest Trust 

• Rio Atlantic Forest Trust 

• The Old Growth Forest Project 

• Allegheny Land Trust 

• Vermont Land Trust 

• North Carolina Coastal Land Trust 

• Edwards Aquifer Authority 

• Colorado Water Trust 

• Indigenous Knowledge Commons 

• Music Performance Trust Fund 

• Creative Commons 

http://globalcommonstrust.org/  



 THE GREAT LAKES 

28 | P a g e  
 

• Monitoring resource creation, usage and restoration according to this cap to determine whether or not the trust 

may rent a portion of the resource for extraction or production by the private sector or the state. 

There are differences in the way a commons trust manages depletable and replenishable commons.  A depletable 

commons needs a trust to protect it for posterity, manage its use, and to replenish it. Yet a replenishable commons 

may not need a trust. That is the ideal situation, since the absence of a resource regime maximizes creative 

freedom by the producers and fair access to the users of a replenishable resource. Replenishable commons should 

be kept open to the extent possible. Sometimes, however, the production of a replenishable commons may need 

to be insulated from — or asserted against — the claims of the private and public sectors. 

While the state should not tax a renewable resource, rental fees assessed by a trust for a renewable commons may 

be necessary to protect it from ownership or exploitation by business or government. As long as the market puts a 

scarcity value on a renewable resource (such as agriculture, solar energy, information, internet, intellectual 

property, sports, the arts), or a state continues to regulate a renewable resource (such as indigenous cultures, 

labor, public education, holidays, airwaves, streets, parks, ecosystems, beaches, money), a commons trust is 

needed to: 

• Ensure that the particular resource is measured and valued according to a non-commercial metric. 

• Promote fair access to existing replenishable commons. 

• Enhance and protect the development of new replenishable commons. 

• Generate rental fees to finance the administration of the trust’s activities. 

What is unique about Commons Trusts? 

• Commons trusts are the only fiduciary institutions in society that are accountable for the long-term preservation, 

sustenance or creation of depletable commons. That’s because neither of our existing property regimes — private 

nor public — have a mandate to guarantee long-term protection, creation and use of these critical resources and 

thus ensure the common capital of the planet. 

• Commons trusts are also the only social institutions capable of protecting and incentivizing the creation of 

replenishable commons. Commons trusts are able to stimulate and protect the co-production of a replenishable 

resource because they use measures other than scarcity-based pricing to value these common goods. 

• The creation of commons trusts allows the private and public sectors to continue to focus on profit, investment 

and budgetary appropriations, while the commons becomes a primary means of generating social innovation and 

stabilizing the principal of commons reserves to maintain the diversity and sustainability of the overall economy. 

The stakeholders of a commons appoint trustees to manage a trust on behalf of designated beneficiaries: 

• The primary obligation of trustees is to maintain the value created through the commons within the commons to 

the extent possible, so that the community can hold in reserve the larger portion of its depletable capital (natural, 

genetic, and material) for the benefit of people and species yet unborn, while generating replenishable capital 

(solar, social, cultural and intellectual) for current generations. 

• A second responsibility of commons trustees is to decide what proportion of their common resources may be 

monetized by renting them to the private sector (or to state-owned businesses or utilities) for extraction and 

production. A percentage of this fee on depletable resources is then taxed and redistributed by the state to 

citizens as dividends — or used for other purposes such as maintenance and replacement of the common goods 
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which are being rented, or mitigation of the negative effects of renting these goods. Commons trusts thus 

guarantee that those who are unprotected have rights to basic sustenance from their own resources and that the 

depleted resources are repaired and restored. 

• A third duty of trustees is to ensure accountability and transparency in decision-making, particularly in the 

creation of a resource usage cap, usage permits, the amount of rent assessed for usage, and the taxes paid to the 

state for common beneficiaries and for resource restoration. 

The beneficiaries of a Commons Trust are the population directly affected by the extraction, production or use of a 

common resource. Designation of these beneficiaries depends upon the size or extent of the commons 

community, which may be local, regional or global in scope. 

Instead of regarding a commons as a source of profit, commons trusts determine their preservation value (the 

actual worth of passing on what we have inherited to future generations and allowing this stock to be replenished 

and restored) through the full participatory choice of community members on whether or not to spend this 

commons capital. Commons trusts thus create a new time signature based on the preservation of common 

resources and the resilience of the system that manages and produces them — not on the assets of the commons 

that may have financial value in the marketplace. 

Many kinds of trusts — involving different legal modalities and degrees of emphasis — have been developed 

around the world among commons groups, the private sector and the state. However, hybrid arrangements (such 

as private trusts, public utilities, public-private partnerships and public trusts) reduce the possibility that a 

commons trust can truly preserve common goods for the long-term, generate equitable benefits, and thus create 

the restorative and distributive balance needed by the people of a commons. Hybrid trusts tend to perpetuate 

imbalances in wealth and power because they rely upon and replicate, rather than supersede, the rules and 

institutions of the present socio-economic system. 

Through the creation of commons trusts across the world, a new dynamic equilibrium can be achieved. The 

financial incentives of businesses and government would continue to operate as before: the private sector profits 

through the extraction and production of resources rented to them by the commons sector, and the state gives 

equal weight to the interests of the private and commons sectors. The difference is that the long-term wealth 

guaranteed by commons trusts would not be generated through the potential financial revenue of the commons 

assets they are managing. At every level of decision-making and value creation — local, regional or global — this 

social and ecological restructuring would create a far more representative balance of power and wealth between 

the commons, business and government than currently exists. 

 

 Commons Rent 

Commons rent is a fee derived from the extraction or production of common goods. Commons rent pertains 

mainly to depletable commons, but some replenishable commons may also require rental fees for their protection 

and to enhance their production. 

Commons rent is collected by a trust at the point of extraction or production of a resource and deposited into a 

commons bank (eg. a community bank, credit union, or newly-created common resource bank). 
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In the case of a depletable commons, the trust pays a portion of the rent 

generated from the extraction/production of local or regional common 

goods in taxes to the state. This revenue is then channeled into: 

• Social cohesion funds for people whose quality of life is negatively 

impacted by the extraction or production of a resource 

• Sesource restoration funds to replenish the depleted resource 

(including material and labor) 

Another portion of this rent, untaxed by the state, is retained as  

• Commons management funds for the administration of the commons 

trust  

Rent may also be assessed on a replenishable commons to 

• Promote equal access 

• Enhance or generate the development of new commons 

• Finance the administration of the trust 

Since people have equal property rights to their commons, they also have 

equal rights to the revenues produced by the management of those 

resources. A percentage of the rent on a depletable commons, collected 

by the commons trust and paid in taxes to the state, is thus used to 

generate social cohesion funds. These funds offer a dividend or 

subsistence income to all citizens, especially to socially marginalized and 

vulnerable people. Besides providing a dividend, social cohesion funds 

can be used to subsidize public goods such as social order, safety, 

security and employment, as well as common goods such as social 

networks, mutual support, education, personal health and quality of life.  

Although some common resources such as oil and minerals are finite, other commons exhausted through 

production or consumption such as forests and fisheries may be replenished. A percentage of the rents collected 

by a trust for a depletable commons may be paid in taxes to the state and turned into resource restoration funds 

for the repair or regeneration of these resources. 

A commons trust may assess a small rent on the private sector, or on state businesses or utilities operated by a 

state, for replenishable commons such as indigenous culture, education, intellectual property, music, arts, land, 

pastures, parks and gardens. Rent may also be assessed on depletable commons such as minerals, technological 

hardware, aquifers and the atmosphere. These rental fees, derived from either replenishable and depletable 

commons, can be used to administrate a commons trust. 

Broadly speaking, the assessment of commons rent by trusts across the world requires three significant changes: 

• Government shifts its primary emphasis from issuing corporate charters and licensing the private sector to 

approving social charters and open licenses for resource preservation and cultural and social production through 

commons trusts. 

A rental fee to finance multilateral 

programs and institutions may be 

assessed on many trans-border commons, 

including: 

• carbon emissions 

• international corporate products 

• international investment 

• foreign exchange transactions 

• international trade  

• international airline tickets 

• maritime freight transport 

• ocean fishing 

• sea-bed mining 

• offshore oil and gas 

• international oil trading 

• satellite parking spaces 

• electromagnetic spectrum use 

• internet 

• information flows 

• military spending and arms exports 

• toxic wastes 

• energy consumption 
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• Commons trusts exercise a fiduciary duty to preserve natural, genetic and material commons, and to protect, 

create or regenerate solar, social, cultural and intellectual commons, yet may also decide to rent a proportion of 

these resource rights to businesses. 

• Businesses rent the rights to extract and produce a resource from a commons trust, creating profits and positive 

externalities through innovation, competitive products and services, and adjustment of the market to the actual 

costs of resources. 

 

 Social Charter 

A social charter is a declaration of intent to hold a commons in trust for its beneficiaries. The creation of a social 
charter is an important step in setting up an effective commons trust to protect a community’s common resources. 

Several legal frameworks exist for the protection of commons, 
including public domain law, public trust, human rights, and 
international treaties and conventions. However, these legal 
frameworks pertain mainly to the provision and allocation of 
public goods, thus requiring sovereign approval and oversight. 
Social charters stem from the tradition of customary or natural 
law, which means that they are created by the users and 
producers of a commons and are not dependent upon state 
consent. 

A social charter helps to operationalize the interests and 
practices of a local geographical group or broader association of 
stakeholders which manage a commons. It is a written 
framework which outlines the rights and incentives of a 
community for the management and protection of its common 
resources. The charter gives all users, managers and producers 
of a commons an opportunity to voice the expectations and 
responsibilities emerging from their rights to these common 
goods. 

Given the uniqueness of each commons, there is no universal template for social charters — but a practical 
baseline is emerging. A social charter for a particular commons would include:  
1. Vision and Mission Statement 
2. Historical Claims 

 A description of the existing users, boundaries, power and control of a commons 

 A summary of traditional or emerging claims to legitimacy and responsibility for   preserving the common 
resource 

 A notice of claims to reparations or re-territorialization of resource boundaries 

3. Rights to Fair Access and Use 

 A declaration of the users’ rights to organize and participate in the development of new institutions and 
rules 

 A statement of the entitlements and responsibilities of users, managers, and producers of the commons 

Some examples of commons-based Social 

Charters: 

 

 • WANA Forum (West Asia – North 

Africa)  

• Charter of the Culture Forum of 

Barcelona for Innovation, Creativity and 

Access to Knowledge  

• Praja Foundation, Mumbai  

• Pacific Youth Charter  

• People’s Charter for Health / People’s 

Health Assembly 
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 A statement of equitably shared benefits, quality standards and safeguards 

 A code of ethics and common values 

4. Resource Management 

 A quantifiable set of non-monetized metrics for measuring the common resource 

 A means of matching the rules of provision and appropriation to local conditions 

 A framework for democratic and transparent decision-making and participation 

 A structure of accountability for conflict resolution and redress of grievances 

 A process of monitoring and evaluation 

Social charters are based on commons rights. Commons rights differ from human rights and civil rights because 
they arise, not through the legislation of a state, but through a customary or emerging identification with an 
ecology, a cultural resource area, a social need, or a form of collective labor. Commons rights affirm the 
sovereignty of human beings over their means of sustenance and well-being. Social charters generate an entirely 
new context for collective action. Instead of seeking individual and human rights from the State, people may claim 
long-term authority over resources, governance and social value as their planetary birthrights — whether at a 
community or global level. 

We define social charters in terms of commons rights. While many governments have created their own ‘social 
charters’, state involvement usually delimits the participation of the people of a commons which is needed for the 
creation of effective commons trusts. For example, some states (Ecuador and Bolivia) have put provisions for 
natural preservation and social development directly into their national constitutions, giving ecosystems and 
species their own legally enforceable rights to exist and flourish. This may demonstrate an earnest intention on the 
part of the state — but it also exposes the legal standing of a commons directly to judicial challenges by powerful 
commercial interests. Many regional blocs have also developed social charters on behalf of their national citizens 
(the European Union, South Asia Association for Regional Cooperation, ASEAN and South America, for example), 
yet these are typically generated by clusters of individual governments in consultation with a narrow cross-section 
of interest groups. Social charters generated by states often disempower those who use and manage a local 
commons. State-written social charters put the locus of power in government and function more as a complaint 
mechanism or quality control procedure than as a means of honoring the rights of people to their commons. 

People who use and manage a commons need covenants and institutions that are not state-managed to negotiate 
the protection and sustenance of their resources. This ensures that the mutual interests of all stakeholders are 
directly represented. 

Democratic and transparent decision-making for the maintenance and preservation of a particular commons 
should be developed through the collective action of citizens, customary representatives, social networks, 
academics, scientists, bilateral donors, development partners, regional organizers, intergovernmental 
organizations, independent media and other stakeholders — with limited input from national governments and 
the private sector. The people who create a social charter thus ensure that administrative power is decentralized 
in order to maintain community access to — and sovereignty over — their own commons. 

How would a resource community set up a Social Charter? 

 Members of a commons set up a task force to formulate a charter for the common goods they wish to 
protect, manage or create 

 They identify the stakeholders of this commons and the services it provides 

 A core group of stakeholders is appointed to create and approve the social charter 

 The core group consults with all stakeholders 
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 A draft is prepared 

 The draft is circulated for comments 

 Stakeholder suggestions are used to modify the draft 

 The draft is submitted to all stakeholders for approval 

 The approved social charter enables the creation of an effective commons trust 

Through the assertion of people’s inherent rights to their common goods, the role of the state would become 
much more balanced between enabling the corporate sector and enabling the people of the commons. Instead of 
regulating commerce and finance in the public interest (while also regulating the commons for the benefit of 
commerce and finance), the new duty of the state would be to confirm the declarations of the rights of people to 
their commons, allowing them to manage their own resources by recognizing and upholding their social charters. 
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