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Erosion on Lake Ontario due to high lake levels the
past few years has led to many trees falling into the
lake and washing ashore.
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W ASHINGTON – The Great
Lakes are changing along

with the climate, and the U.S. and
Canadian governments need to work
together to minimize the damage that
could result.

That was the key message delivered
Thursday by the international body
charged with managing the waterways
shared by the two countries.

The International Joint Commission
put addressing climate change first and
foremost in a progress report on Great
Lakes water quality. And in a virtual
news conference addressing the issue,
the commission's leaders, staffers and
allies noted that climate change is the
issue they hear about most from the
public – because it is affecting the
Great Lakes basin from one end to the
other.
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That being the case, "we are calling
governments' attention to the
important need for developing a
binational approach to climate change
adaptation and investment in a
binational climate vulnerability
assessment," said Jane Corwin, the
former state assemblywoman from
Clarence who now serves as the IJC's
American co-chair.

That assessment
should be developed
over the next three
years, before the IJC
delivers its next
Triennial Assessment
of Progress Report on
Great Lakes Water
Quality, officials from the binational
agency said.

While residents of the Lake Ontario
shoreline and their political allies have
blamed the IJC's "Plan 2014" for high
lake levels and flooding in recent years,

Why
environmental
stressors hit
Lakes Erie,
Ontario
hardest

 +2

https://buffalonews.com/news/why-environmental-stressors-hit-lakes-erie-ontario-hardest/article_ff1e6d4a-fd09-11ea-819f-1be281e0a69e.html%23tracking-source=in-article
https://buffalonews.com/news/why-environmental-stressors-hit-lakes-erie-ontario-hardest/article_ff1e6d4a-fd09-11ea-819f-1be281e0a69e.html%23tracking-source=in-article


1/3/21, 7:20 PMIJC urges focus on climate change to address flooding, algal blooms | Local News | buffalonews.com

Page 4 of 8https://buffalonews.com/news/local/ijc-urges-focus-on-climate-chang…ding-algal-blooms/article_30ae8386-3b26-11eb-8740-c77afa0649ef.html

agency officials have long maintained
that rainy weather is more to blame.
And at Thursday's press conference,
Pierre Beland – Corwin's Canadian
counterpart – stressed that climate
change already appears to be
producing strong storms that wreak
havoc along the lakes' shorelines.

"When the lakes are rising and there
are strong winds, the wave action on
the shore of course will ... destroy
habitats or modify habitats, so this will
influence the ecology of the lakes,"
Beland said.

While the IJC attempts to regulate lake
levels, "it is predicted that the amount
of precipitation – which we call the
supplies to the lake – will increase in
the coming years, and the water
temperature will go up," Beland added.
"That will change the ecosystem as
well, but that will cause us headaches,
regulation-wise."
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Given that the IJC has good
relationships with the U.S. and
Canadian agencies with which it works
on water levels, Corwin said: "We'd like
to use those relationships in the efforts
regarding climate change and climate
change adaptation and resiliency."

Also over the next three years, the IJC
recommended that the two
governments work to eliminate blue-
green algal blooms from Lake
Superior. 

That
recommendation
comes as a bit of a
surprise, given that
far more massive
algal blooms have
been appearing in
western Lake Erie, but IJC officials and
their allies offered a rationale for the
proposed move.
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"Lake Superior ranks among the
coldest and most pristine lakes in the
world, but at the moment it is also one
of the fastest warming lakes in the
world, and our community has been
seeing the lake change right before our
very eyes," said Valerie Damstra,
operations manager of the Burke
Center for Freshwater Innovation at
Northland College in Ashland, Wisc.
"And one of the most concerning of
those signs are algae blooms that have
been happening along the south shore
of the lake, which is something that is
not usually associated with the largest,
coldest and cleanest of the Great
Lakes."

Asked if the Lake Superior effort could
detract from efforts to curb algal
blooms in Lake Erie, Beland noted that
the IJC earlier this year produced a
report on how farm runoff has
increased phosphorus levels in the lake
that have contributed to the growth of
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algae. And besides, the IJC isn't
responsible for regulating that runoff,
he added.

In its report, the IJC
also recommended
that the U.S. and
Canadian
governments do a
better job showing the
progress their
environmental
programs are making
while also bolstering their public
engagement efforts on Great Lakes
issues.

Asked if the incoming Biden
administration might put a higher
priority on working with Canada on
climate change, Corwin – a Republican
appointed to her post by President
Trump – said she would not comment
specifically on what she thought. 
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But she quickly added: "I do think that
generally speaking, the president-elect
will make environmental work a
priority, and that's a good thing. My
hope is that for any incoming
administration on either side of the
border that they recognize the
importance of the Great Lakes."

Jerry Zremski

I have covered Washington for 30 years.
Former National Press Club president, former
Nieman fellow at Harvard and current adjunct
professor of journalism at the University of
Maryland. I love interacting with readers: email
me at jzremski@buffnews.com.
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