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The Agreement defines the 
Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem as

òthe interacting components of air, land,  
water and living organisms, including humans, 
within the drainage basin of the St. Lawrence 
River at or upstream from the point at which 
this river becomes the international boundary 
between Canada and the United States.ó 
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An International Treasure  
Worth Protecting
For those of us who live in Canada and the United States, itõs easy to 
forget that almost 20 percent of the worldõs fresh water lies within 
our boundaries, in five of the worldõs largest lakes ñ the Great 
Lakes. Consider some of the great reasons to restore and protect the 
Great Lakes basin ecosystem:

Â The lakes cover 95,000 square miles or 245,759 square kilometers in 
area and have a shoreline of 10,210 miles or 17,017 kilometers.

Â They hold 22,809 cubic kilometers or 5,500 cubic miles of water, but 
less than one percent of the water is renewed annually by precipitation, 
surface water runoff and inflow from groundwater surfaces.

Â More than 350 species of fish call the lakes their home, as well as 
3,500 species of plants and animals.

Â The region is home for 37 million Canadians and Americans, and 
more than 40 million people get their drinking water each day from 
the Great Lakes drainage basin.

Â Every day, 56 billion gallons of water are used from the Great Lakes 
for municipal, agricultural or industrial uses.

Â More than 250 million tons of cargo is shipped on the Great Lakes 
annually, primarily iron ore, coal and grain. The shipping industry 
brings $3 billion to the region each year, provides jobs for 60,000 
Americans and Canadians, and uses the primary transportation route 
in eastern North America.

Â Approximately 40 million pounds of fish are harvested each year, 
through commercial and sport fishing, which contributes more than 
$3.5 billion to the regionõs economy.

Â Thirty percent of all U.S. and more than 25 percent of Canadian 
agricultural production occurs in the Great Lakes region. One-
third of the basinõs land is used for agriculture, primarily for corn, 
soybeans, and livestock such as cattle and hogs. The lakes also 
provide climate niches where specialty crops can be produced, 
including cherries, blueberries, grapes, and nursery plants. And with 
much of the shoreline tree-covered, the forestry and pulp and paper 
industries are staples of the regionõs economy.

Â Tourism revenue continues to increase annually from hunters ($2.6 
billion), recreational boaters ($2 billion), anglers ($2.5 billion), and 
the more than 70 million people who visit the regionõs 10 national 
parks and hundreds of state and provincial parks.

Â Only one percent of the Great Lakesõ water actually flows out of the 
system each year. Because of this, water will stay in Lake Superior for 
up to 191 years, 99 years in Lake Michigan, 22 in Lake Huron, 6 in 
Lake Ontario, and 2.6 years in Lake Erie. This means that pollution 
can stay in the lakesõ waters for many generations. 
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Summary

 
The Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement is a formal international 
agreement, first signed in 1972 by Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau and 
President Richard Nixon, that reflects the two countriesõ commitment 
to resolve a wide range of water quality issues facing the Great Lakes 
and the international section of the St. Lawrence River. 

The governments recognized that for the Agreement to be successful, 
it needed to be adaptable to new challenges. Changes to the 
Agreement would be made as existing issues were more thoroughly 
understood and as new issues emerged. Consequently, the Agreement 
provides for consultation between the federal governments and 
periodic reviews of the operation and effectiveness of the Agreement 
as a whole. 

The two governments will formally begin their next Agreement review 
in spring 2006. 

In June 2005, the governments asked the Commission to hold a series 
of public meetings throughout the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 
River basin with a view to their upcoming review of the Agreement. 
Through these meetings, the IJC will develop a comprehensive set 
of the issues, questions and suggestions raised by the public for the 
governments to take into account when they begin their work in the 
spring of 2006.

This Guide to the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement is designed to 
assist the public throughout the review process.

The 1972 Agreeement set general and specific water quality objectives 
and mandated programs to meet them. It gave priority to point-source 
pollution from industrial sources and sewage plants. Point-source 
pollution was dramatically reduced and many visible and noxious 
pollution problems were alleviated.

A new Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement was signed in 1978. It 
undertook to seek the restoration and maintenance of the chemical, 
physical and biological integrity of the waters of the Great Lakes basin 
ecosystem. The new Agreement adopted an ecosystem approach (one 
which considers the interaction of air, land, water and living things, 
including humans) and called for a broad range of pollution-reduction 
programs. It called for the virtual elimination of the input of persistent 
toxic substances following a zero discharge philosophy. The levels of 
various persistent toxic substances in the fish and wildlife declined 
significantly.
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The Agreement was amended in 1987 and called for programs to 
restore both the quality of open waters and beneficial water uses in 
43 of the most contaminated local areas in the basin. Conditions have 
improved significantly in a number of these local òAreas of Concernó, 
although only two have been delisted.

The Agreement has not been revised for nearly 20 years and now, 
despite considerable progress, new challenges are emerging while 
some old ones persist. What does this mean for the Agreement? 
Should it ñ or how should it ñ address issues like alien invasive 
species, population growth and urbanization, new chemical pollutants, 
climate change and human health? 

The Agreement is a lengthy document, describing in great detail 
the programs and other activities the governments intend to carry 
out to restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological 
integrity of the waters of the Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem. Policy 
goals, major commitments, and organizational and procedural matters 
are contained in the body of the Agreement. Most detailed program 
descriptions, schedules and reporting arrangements are contained in 
Agreement annexes. 

For more information about the Agreement and the review, visit  
www.ijc.org/glconsultations. To order printed copies of this or other 
IJC publications, call 1 866 813-0642.
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The Great Lakes Water Quality 
Agreement between the United 
States of America and Canada

The United States and Canada share a long history of working 
together to address significant issues facing waters that cross the 
shared boundary. The Boundary Waters Treaty of 1909 started this 
formal process of cooperation, and created the International Joint 
Commission (IJC) to help them. The two governments extended this 
approach to issues facing the Great Lakes when they signed the Great 
Lakes Water Quality Agreement in 1972. 

The Agreement is a formal international agreement that reflects the 
two countriesõ commitment to resolve a wide range of water quality 
issues facing the Great Lakes basin and international section of the St. 
Lawrence River. These issues were, and in many cases still are, critical 
to the economic and social health of not only the Great Lakes region, 
but to the entire United States and Canada. 

The governmentsõ approach in the Agreement was farsighted. While 
respecting the different ways each country deals with water quality issues 
and building on many existing programs, the two governments adopted 
shared goals and objectives and created joint activities and institutions 
to help them achieve their goals. The governments also recognized 
that for the Agreement to be successful, it needed to be adaptable to 
new challenges. Changes to the Agreement would be made as existing 
issues were more thoroughly understood and as new issues emerged. 
Thus, many detailed programs are included in Agreement annexes 
with relatively simple procedures for amendment. The Agreement also 
provides for consultation between the federal governments and periodic 
reviews of the operation and effectiveness of the Agreement as a whole. 

The two governments will formally begin their next Agreement review 
in spring 2006. In keeping with the advisory role the governments 
gave to the IJC in the 1972 Agreement, they asked the Commission 
to hold a series of public meetings throughout the Great Lakes and St. 
Lawrence River basin. Through these meetings, the IJC will develop 
a comprehensive set of the issues, questions and suggestions raised by 
the public for the governments to take into account in their review.

This Guide to the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement is provided 
to assist the public throughout the review process. It includes a 
brief history of the Agreement, a summary of its current provisions, 
a discussion of accomplishments and remaining work, and a short 
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section on some issues the governments may consider during their 
review. Readers are encouraged to use this as a basis for organizing 
their comments and advice to the Commission and the governments on 
their vision for the future of the Great LakesðSt. Lawrence River basin 
and the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement.

The Agreement Over Time
 
The Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement has been the cornerstone of 
U.S.ðCanadian cooperative efforts on Great Lakes water quality issues 
since it was first signed in 1972. Over the years, several significant 
amendments to the Agreement and shifts in its implementation have 
reflected an evolving understanding of the many complex issues involved.

The 1972 Agreement
In the early 1960s, as conditions in the Great Lakes deteriorated and 
concerns grew for both ecosystem and human health, the governments 
of Canada and the U.S. asked the IJC to determine whether Lakes 
Erie and Ontario and the international section of the St. Lawrence 
River were being polluted on either side of the boundary to the injury 
of health and property on the other, contrary to the 1909 Boundary 
Waters Treaty. If so, the IJC was to identify the causes and recommend 
remedial or other measures to address the problem. 

The Commissionõs advisory boards reported excessive levels 
of phosphorus at several locations in the Great Lakes, and the 
Commissionõs final report in 1970 concluded that municipal and 
industrial pollution was indeed occurring on both sides of the boundary 
to the injury of health and property on the other side. The report 
recommended several actions to the governments to improve water 
quality in the basin including programs that would control phosphorus 
inputs into the lakes, new water quality objectives, and the establishment 
of new institutions to coordinate the overall cleanup effort. 

The Commissionõs findings and recommendations were used by the 
governments as the basis of the negotiations that resulted in the 1972 
Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement, which was signed on April 15, 
1972 by Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau and President Richard Nixon. 

Russell Train, then Chairman of the U.S. Council of Environmental Quality, 
stated that the Agreement was òunprecedented in scopeó and should serve as 
an international model. Mitchell Sharp, then Canadaõs Minister of External 
Affairs, noted that the Agreement was the most far reaching of its kind òever 
signed by two governments in the environmental field.ó 


