
 

  

 

 

The Honorable Lana Pollack  

Chair, United States Section  

International Joint Commission  

2000 L Street, NW  

Washington, D.C. 20440  

 

August 30, 2013 

 

Dear Chairwoman Pollack: 

On behalf of Audubon New York, the state program of the National Audubon Society 

representing 27 local Chapters and 50,000 members in New York State, I thank you for the 

opportunity to provide the following comments in support of the International Joint 

Commission’s (IJC) Plan 2014 -- a balanced approach for managing water levels in Lake 

Ontario and the St. Lawrence River.   

As you are aware, the Great Lakes are an amazing natural resource that is essential to the 

economic and cultural identity of upstate New York and the entire Great Lakes region. 

Over four million New Yorkers, and thirty million people nationwide, depend on the Great 

Lakes for their drinking water, their recreation, their health and overall quality of 

life.  Recreational boating, shipping, fishing, hydropower production, and ecotourism on 

Lake Ontario and the St. Lawrence River bring in billions of dollars to the regional 

economy each year.  In addition, more than 300 different bird species call the Great Lakes 

their home, but due to a host of factors, especially the loss and degradation of coastal 

wetland habitat, the populations of many of these species are in decline.   

Specifically in the Lake Ontario/ St. Lawrence River ecosystem, Audubon New York has 

identified twelve Important Bird Areas (IBA) that provide critical nesting and stopover 

habitats to hundreds of thousands of birds each year, including many federally and state-

listed threatened and endangered species.  Over the last fifty years, since the completion of 

the Moses-Saunders dam and the subsequent regulation of water levels by the IJC, there has 

been a drastic reduction in, and degradation of the coastal wetlands and marshlands at many 

of these IBAs and throughout the region.  The loss of these important habitats not only 

reduces nesting availability for many species of birds, but also reduces food availability 

through the loss of important fish spawning grounds.   

Audubon New York has long been involved in the protection and restoration of the Great 

Lakes for the benefit of not only the birds, other wildlife, and their habitats, but the quality 

of life of the people that depend on this amazing resource.  To advance these restoration 

efforts, we are currently the State coalition leader of the Healing Our Waters - Great Lakes 

coalition, a diverse group of over 100 conservation, business, community, hunting and 

angling organizations all working to restore twenty percent of the world’s freshwater and 

champion investments in the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI).   
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Central to the long-term success of the GLRI and overall restoration of this important ecosystem 

is the development of a new, environmentally sustainable water level management plan for Lake 

Ontario and the St. Lawrence River. We thank the IJC for advancing Plan 2014 which reverses 

the decades of environmental decline in the region by restoring a natural flow and fluctuation of 

water levels in Lake Ontario and the St. Lawrence River.  This Plan, which operates within the 

current plan’s framework, is needed to sustain these important coastal ecosystems and the 

economically important activities they support.   

Most importantly, Plan 2014 restores the 15-30 year cycles of low and high water levels that 

have shaped the beaches, dunes and wetlands of the Lake and River’s coastline.  These natural 

features are critical to the protection of our coastal communities and infrastructure. They provide 

a cost effective solution that reduces flood risk to homes, businesses and infrastructure, and the 

enhancements provided by the plan will make the Lake Ontario shoreline more resilient.   

This new Plan will also provide important protection for fish spawning grounds, over-wintering 

mammals, and migrating and breeding birds.  These species are necessary to sustaining the 

health and biodiversity of wetlands and marshlands, and supporting the State’s ever growing 

outdoor recreation economy. Bird watching, in particular, is the fastest growing segment of the 

eco-tourism economy, with over 4 million New Yorkers contributing an estimated $4.2 billion in 

economic activity each year through bird watching.  Many communities in the Great Lakes 

region are capitalizing on the economic potential of bird watching.  Recently, the Great Lakes 

Seaway Trail has created promotional materials to bird watchers, highlighting the rich diversity 

of opportunities to recreate along the coastal wetlands of Lake Ontario and St. Lawrence River.   

However, wetland loss, water level stabilization, non-native species introductions and 

sedimentation have contributed to the loss and degradation of important breeding habitats for 

wetland dependent birds in the Great Lakes region.  This trend is more prominent in the Lake 

Ontario and the St Lawrence River system because of the current water level plan. By restoring 

the natural flow and fluctuation of water levels, and the 15-30 year cycles, Plan 2014 will reverse 

these trends and promote increased wetland diversity improving these habitats 

 

In addition, by restoring a diverse wetland community that provides critical ecosystem functions 

such as buffering storm water, filtering non-point source pollution, and providing spawning 

grounds and habitat for fish and other wildlife, Plan 2014 will provide multiple positive benefits 

to the millions of people who live, work and recreate on the Lake and River.  It is for all these 

reasons that Audubon New York strongly supports Plan 2014 and urges its swift implementation. 

Thank you for consideration of these comments, and should you need any additional information 

please contact Sean Mahar at 518-869-9731 or smahar@audubon.org. 

Sincerely,  

 
Erin Crotty 

Executive Director 

Audubon New York   
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