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Dear Commissioners of the International Joint Commission: 

 

The Ohio Environmental Council (OEC) thanks the International Joint Commission (IJC) for this 

opportunity to comment on the Lake Erie Ecosystem Priorities (LEEP) Draft Summary Report. We 

applaud the IJC for trying to tackle some of the biggest issues facing Lake Erie. The OEC understands 

that a healthier Lake Erie ecosystem creates a better quality of life for Ohioans, as well as a better Ohio 

economy. Therefore the OEC has worked on water quality, nutrient pollution reduction, and Lake Erie 

issues for more than 40 years.   

 

The OEC represents hundreds of member environmental and conservation organizations, as well as 

thousands of individual members throughout the state of Ohio. Our mission is to secure healthy air, land, 

and water for all who call Ohio home. We do this by using legislative initiatives, legal action, scientific 

principles, and partnerships.  

 

The OEC's comments address the following key points and recommendations: 

 

 Structure, Goals and Objectives of the Report 

 Implementation of Recommendations 

 LEEP Recommendations 1, 2, 4, 8, 9, 10,13 and 15 

 New Recommendation Regarding Drinking Water Source Protection 

 New Recommendation Regarding Aging Water Infrastructure 

 New Recommendation Regarding Research on Nutrient Enrichment Impacts to Wildlife 

 

If you have any questions or would like additional information, please do not hesitate to contact Kristen 

Kubitza, Director of Water Policy & Outreach, at KKubitza@theOEC.org or at(614) 487-5824. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Kristen Kubitza, M.P.A 

Director of Water Policy & Outreach 

 

 

 

Kristy Meyer, M.S.  

Managing Director, Agriculture, Health & 

Clean Water Programs

 



________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Comments on the Draft Lake Erie Ecosystem Priority Report 2013 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The Great Lakes are an international treasure. The lakes define the physical, cultural, and historical 

landscape of North America. They hold approximately 20 percent of the world's fresh surface water and 

the region is home to over 30 million people.  

 

In Ohio, Lake Erie shapes the way of life for over 3 million people by providing drinking water, jobs, 

recreational opportunities, and goods and services.  

 

Unique among the Great Lakes, Lake Erie is the shallowest, warmest and most biologically productive.  

The Lake supports one of the largest freshwater commercial fisheries in the world and the largest sport 

fishery in the Great Lakes, producing more fish for human consumption than the other four Great Lakes 

combined.   

 

Each year more than seven million people flock to Ohio's portion of Lake Erie to wildlife watch, fish, 

hunt, recreate and create family memories. As a result, more than $11.5 billion in travel and tourism 

revenue is generated each year and $1.5 billion in federal, state, and local taxes, supporting more than 

117,000 direct jobs.  

 

Travel and tourism is a $40 billion industry in Ohio, nearly a third of that comes from the seven counties 

along the Lake. Ohio's Lake Erie tourism and travel revenue dwarfs Ohio's coal industry. According to 

the Ohio Coal Association, the coal industry generates $4.3billion in revenue annually for the state of 

Ohio and directly employs nearly 3,000 jobs. According to the Homebuilders Association, building 

houses in Ohio accounts for approximately 10,500 direct jobs. It is clear that a healthy Lake Erie means 

a better economy for Ohio.   

 

Lake Erie, however, is, according to top-notch scientists in the state, at its tipping point. We must reduce 

the nutrient inputs flowing into Lake Erie; stop future introductions of invasive species, while 

controlling currently established invasive species; clean-up "toxic hotspots," while also preventing 

future pollution; and protect the remaining vital habitat we have, while restoring habitat, such as 

wetlands and meandering streams.  

 

 

COMMENTS 
 

Structure, Goals and Objectives of the Report  

 

LEEP makes 15 recommendations. All the recommendations are aimed at reducing nutrient pollution 

and would reduce phosphorus loadings if carried out in a methodical and timely process. While these 

recommendations all target reducing nutrient pollution the report also talks about reducing hypoxia, as 

hypoxia also contributes to internal loading of nutrient pollution. The report then goes on to talk about 

two different phosphorus loading targets - one for reducing nutrient pollution and harmful algal blooms 



(HABs) and the other to reduce hypoxia. This can be a bit confusing for potential users of the plan. Is 

the real goal of the plan to reduce nutrient pollution and therefore HABs, or is the goal to reduce 

hypoxia in the central basin, or both. Therefore, we suggest that the IJC restructure the report to identify 

the goal(s) and then list the 15 recommendations as objectives, making sure to prioritize the objectives 

(recommendations) to those that would have the biggest impact on nutrient pollution reduction and 

hypoxia reduction if that is one of the goals.  

 

If the IJC does not prioritize the recommendations, left to their own devices, many of the states and 

Ontario might pick off the low hanging fruit and may fall into that mantra that we do not have enough 

research. While we need more research, we should adopt an adaptive management approach and move 

forward including setting nutrient load limits and developing a TMDL for the western basin and feed 

any new research into the loop so that we ensure that we are constantly learning to ensure that we meet 

the end goal of reducing nutrient pollution.  

 

In line with restructuring the report with a goal(s) and objectives, the final report should include 

S.M.A.R.T. objectives. This means that they should be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and 

Timely. While LEEP lays out many good recommendations, they are not S.M.A.R.T. objectives. 

Objectives should be specific so that the IJC and the public know exactly what to measure success 

against and who will carry out that recommendation. In addition, a time frame needs to be assigned to 

these recommendations so that there is a road-map to achieving these goals.  

 

Having S.M.A.R.T. objectives also will allow those that are carrying out the recommendations to utilize 

adaptive management, ensuring the resources that will be allocated to the objectives in the final LEEP 

report will be used in the most effective and efficient way possible.  

 

Real adaptive management, however, can only occur when a feedback loop is established. In order to 

establish a feedback loop a robust monitoring network needs to be developed. One that not only 

monitors in the tributaries, near shore and open-waters of Lake Erie, but also takes baseline data and 

post conservation practice data in the waterway. Having this type of a network will help all U.S. states 

and Ontario determine the sources of the phosphorus loading and whether or not the source and transport 

conservation practices are truly reducing phosphorus loading. A good first step to creating this network 

would be to undertake recommendation 15, sharing all current and past data collected on the tributaries 

and open-waters of Lake Erie and creating a central data portal.  

 

 

Implementation 
 

Again, the OEC commends the IJC on these strong recommendations, but wonders how they will be 

carried out. The OEC would hate to see, as we are sure that the IJC would as well, this report just be 

filed away. The IJC should have a plan on how to implement the recommendations laid out in the report.  

 

The OEC realizes that the IJC does not have any authority to require agencies to carry out these 

recommendations, but the IJC does have strong influence. We suggest that the IJC convene a small 

group of key stakeholders from each state and province and hold a planning workshop. We would 

suggest that a facilitator run the meeting and the IJC work with the facilitator to develop some guided 

questions that would start discussions amongst the federal, state, and local agencies, non-profits and 

scientists about developing plans to move forward with these recommendations. These framework plans 

can then be carried back to the state and provincial level where a state and provincial level workshop 

could occur to talk about how to move forward with the recommendations in each state and in Ontario.  



 

It is important to have a representative from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 

Environment Canada, and state agencies that will be able to participate in making decisions at the 

meeting to undertake certain work. In addition, it is essential that at least one non-profit from each state 

and Ontario is represented at the meeting to help advance the process in each state and Ontario.  

 

 

Recommendations 

 

LEEP Recommendation 1. Recommended targets for phosphorous loadings. 

 

The OEC appreciates the IJC's development of recommended target loads for both TP and DRP.  In 

order for the recommendations to be implemented effectively, the OEC makes the following 

recommendations: 

 

 In their current form the target reductions are complex and confusing.  The recommended targets 

should be written more clearly to address the following issues: 

o Consistently include the target loads for both TP and DRP as well as the percent 

reduction that the target loads represent.  

o The LEEP recommendations include targets for the Maumee River, the western Lake 

Erie basin as a whole, and the combined watersheds of the western and central basins of 

Lake Erie.   There is some overlap within these recommendations (given the watersheds 

included), which creates confusion on how to properly implement the recommended 

targets. 

o More clearly indicate the target loads for TP and DRP for addressing HABs and target 

loads for TP and DRP for addressing the hypoxic area of Lake Erie.  

o Develop a recommended target load or provide a discussion around development of a 

target load for the entire Lake Erie basin.  

 Given the current uncertainty regarding what percent DRP is of TP, the OEC recommends 

including a discussion around this uncertainty and the need to implement targets through an 

adaptive management process.   

 Ensure that the final discussion on TP and DRP targets is written in a clear manner that will be 

understood both by the general public, as well as those entities responsible for implementation of 

TP and DRP reductions.  

 In order to assess progress being made in load reductions of TP and DRP, we recommend that an 

annual progress report be published.  Such a report would include actions undertaken in all 

jurisdictions and the resulting reductions in TP and DRP loads by source.  This is particularly 

valuable given the recommendation for a 9 year implementation phase-in. 

LEEP Recommendation 2. The governments of Michigan, Ohio and Ontario, supported by U.S. EPA 

and Environment Canada, should develop a cleanup plan for the western and central basins of Lake Erie, 

using a framework analogous to the Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) process.  

 

 The OEC, along with our partners, has been actively requesting a TMDL-like process for the 

western Lake Erie basin and appreciates the IJC's recommendation to do so as well. A successful 



TMDL-like process, as noted by the IJC, would take into account all significant phosphorus 

sources, including non-point and point sources, while setting total phosphorus and DRP loading 

targets. While complex, especially with two different countries involved, a TMDL on this scale 

is not a new concept. Recently a federal judge in the Middle District of Pennsylvania upheld 

nutrient pollution limits set by the U.S. EPA for the Chesapeake Bay watershed in the American 

Farm Bureau vs. USEPA.   The IJC should work with the states to develop a TMDL-like process 

using the Chesapeake Bay Protection and Restoration Order as a model to reduce the amount of 

nutrient pollution flowing into the western Lake Erie basin.  

LEEP Recommendation 4.  Future management efforts should focus on reducing the load delivered 

during the spring period (March 1 to June 30) and be focused primarily on those subwatersheds that are 

delivering the most phosphorous into the Lake. 

 

 The OEC strongly supports and appreciates the recommendation to focus efforts by prioritizing 

the subwatersheds that are delivering the most phosphorous to Lake Erie.   Jurisdictions both in 

the US and Canada operate with limited resources, as such, it is vital that funding and programs 

are targeted to those watersheds that will have the greatest impact.  

LEEP Recommendation 8.  U.S. and Canadian federal policy should link the cost and availability of crop 

insurance purchases or premiums to farm conservation planning and implementation of nutrient 

management practices. 

 

 The OEC strongly supports and appreciates the recommendation to link agricultural crop 

insurance to conservation planning and nutrient management.  The OEC and our partners have 

been actively advocating for such a policy in the U.S.  As the report discusses, there is no 

connection between crop insurance and environmental stewardship.   Additionally, as the report 

correctly points out, without conservation compliance incentives, the pressure of the marketplace 

to farm marginal lands will go unchecked.  As a result, the acres in production will likely increase 

without consideration for the likely impacts caused by increased tiling and draining within the 

Lake Erie basin.   Linking crop insurance to conservation planning/implementation and nutrient 

management would ensure the continuation of the valuable securing provided to farmers while 

providing for proper environmental stewardship.   

 We are, however, aware that there are likely differences between the U.S. and Canadian crop 

insurance systems which may influence the implementation of this recommendation.   As such, 

we recommend including a comprehensive discussion regarding the similarities and differences in 

crop insurances, farm regulations, and policies in the U.S. and Canada. 

LEEP Recommendation 9.  All jurisdictions in the Lake Erie basin should ban the application of manure 

and biosolids from agricultural operations on frozen ground or ground covered by snow.  

 

 The OEC strongly supports and appreciates this recommendation.  The IJC correctly states that 

liquid or semi-liquid manure, is unable to easily permeate frozen ground and is much more likely 

to run off the field and into nearby water bodies.  The result of this practice is a direct discharge 

of TP and DRP.  This recommendation should be given top priority given the broad consensus 

that this practice provides the perfect conditions for nutrient runoff into Lake Erie water bodies.    



 

LEEP Recommendation 10.  State, provincial and federal governments [should] work with 

municipalities to accelerate the promotion and use of "green infrastructure" [...] in urban stormwater 

management in the Lake Erie basin[...].  

 

 

 The OEC strongly supports and appreciates this recommendation.  Green infrastructure reduces 

the rate, volume and pollutant load of stormwater, helps reduce the number of CSO events, helps 

recharge drinking water supplies, creates wildlife habitat, and improves water quality.  Green 

infrastructure can regenerate and grow on its own, rather than degrade over time, and when 

considering construction and operation and maintenance costs, green infrastructure can be less 

expensive than traditional infrastructure.  Despite these benefits, many jurisdictions, including 

Ohio have not promoted the use of green infrastructure in meaningful ways.  In order to 

accelerate the adoption of green infrastructure it is imperative that agencies provide the 

necessary funding, incentives and technical support.  All three of which have historically been 

noticeably absent.  

 

LEEP Recommendation 13.  Governments should commit sustained funding to enhancing and 

maintaining monitoring networks.  

 

 The OEC strongly supports and appreciates this recommendation. Any effective nutrient 

management program must be based on a strong understanding of existing nutrient loads by 

watershed and source. As the IJC correctly notes, addressing the challenges of nutrient 

enrichment and associated impacts is dependent on the ability to understand and model the 

critical relationships within the Lake Erie ecosystem.  The importance of data and long-term 

monitoring cannot be understated.  As such, this recommendation should be given top 

prioritization. 

LEEP Recommendation 15.  Governments and organizations involved in environmental monitoring and 

environmental management in the lake improvement data management through greater coordination and 

sharing through, for example, the development of a common data portal, which links to the relevant 

distributed data and provides an over-all situation assessment of Lake Erie.   

 

 The OEC strongly supports and appreciates this recommendation.  Nutrient management of Lake 

Erie requires implementation, cooperation and collaboration among the many jurisdictions 

within the Lake Erie basin.  In order to effectively manage nutrients, amongst other issue, all 

jurisdictions must have access to pertinent data and information from across the basin.  

New Recommendation.  The OEC recommends that the IJC provide recommendations for drinking 

water source protection and requirements for testing public drinking water (initial intake and treated 

water). 

 

 One of the many issues with excessive nutrient enrichment is the threat to public health from 

toxins associated with HABs.  This threat became real in early September of this year.  Carroll 

Township, Ohio recently received an OEPA notice to stop drinking tap water as a result of 

microcystin levels above World Health Organization drinking water standards.   Additionally, 

the City of Toledo, Ohio announced that due to algae/microcystin levels, an additional $1 million 



in water treatment is necessary.  This threat to public health is inacceptable.  Lake Erie is a 

critical source of drinking water for 11 million people, and as such, it is critical that proper 

monitoring and treatment is occurring.  Additionally, information regarding toxin levels and 

expenditures associated with treating toxins should be recorded and reported.  

New Recommendation.  The OEC recommends that state, provincial and federal governments work with 

municipalities and POTWs to accelerate the maintenance and replacement of failing infrastructure.  

 

 Aging infrastructure in urban areas across the Lake Erie basin often has leaks that result in raw 

sewage discharges into the Lake Erie watershed.  This issue should be discussed and 

recommendations on addressing this issue through financing and technical assistance should be 

included in this report.  

 The Detroit wastewater treatment plant (DWSD) should receive priority assessment and 

assistance in addressing failing infrastructure issues.  Estimates indicate that DWSD contributes 

5% of the total annual phosphorus load to Lake Erie.  Because of the size of DWSD and its 

discharge near the western basin of Lake Erie, DWSD should be assessed to determine if there is 

a cost effective way to reduce phosphorus loads to Lake Erie.   

  

New Recommendation.  Include a recommendation regarding the need for research on the impacts of 

nutrient enrichment on the various water dependent natural resources in the Lake Erie basin.  

 

 Additional research on the impacts of algae and hypoxic conditions on the variety of water 

dependent natural resources in the Lake Erie basin is needed.  A variety of questions remain 

including, species specific impacts, severity of impacts, appropriate target reductions, and 

impacts to wildlife (beyond fish), such as waterfowl.  Wildlife play a critical role not only in the 

Lake Erie ecosystem but also in supporting the $11.5 billion tourism/recreation economy across 

the Ohio Lake Erie basin.   

 

 

 


