


 



 

 

1 
 

 

International Joint Commission 
2015-2020 Strategic Plan   

 

Contents 
 

Message from Commissioners ...................................................................................................................... 2 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 6 

International Joint Commission Role under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement ............................. 7 

Vision and Mission ........................................................................................................................................ 8 

Guiding Principles ......................................................................................................................................... 8 

Strategic Priorities ......................................................................................................................................... 9 

Priority #1: Advance Core Commission Responsibilities ........................................................................... 9 

Priority #2: Further Understanding of Priority Issues in our Shared Waters .......................................... 10 

Priority #3: Fulfill Commission Roles and Responsibilities under the Great Lakes Water  

                     Quality Agreement ............................................................................................................... 11 

Priority #4: Sustain and Enhance the Effectiveness of Boards ............................................................... 11 

Priority #5:  Enhance the Efficiency, Effectiveness and Accountability 

                      of the Commissions’ Operations ......................................................................................... 11 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................... 12 

 Appendix:  2015-2020 Strategic Priorities ................................................................................................. 13 

 

           

 

 

Cover page: top photo, Piktochart; bottom picture, International Joint Commission   



 

 

2 
 

 
 

Message from Commissioners 

 

Imagine two countries sharing hundreds of lakes and rivers along their border without conflict. 

 

The conditions and management challenges of the waters shared by the United States and Canada have 

evolved since the Boundary Waters Treaty (BWT) was signed in 1909.  Laws, regulations, policies, 

programs, partnerships, and scientific understanding have substantially advanced in the last century, 

and new threats, not imagined at that time, now confront transboundary water resources. As a treaty 

organization with more than a century of experience in binational problem solving, the International 

Joint Commission is best positioned to fulfill its obligations to governments by focusing its work within 

the five strategic priorities of its 2015-2020 Strategic Plan.    

Commissioners from left to right: Richard Morgan, Benoît Bouchard, Lana Pollack (U.S. Chair), Gordon Walker (Canadian Chair), and Rich Moy 
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The BWT and the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement (GLWQA) provide the foundation for the 

Commission’s work.  The three American and three Canadian Commissioners are appointed at the 

highest levels of their respective governments.  Rather than negotiating from national positions, 

commissioners operate by consensus and seek solutions that are protective of the shared waters and in 

the best interests of both countries.  Commissioners swear an oath that they will faithfully and 

impartially fulfill their duties under the Treaty.  

Strong professional staff and binational experts who serve on boards, taskforces and committees are 

core Commission assets.  The Commission’s experts use sound science, engineering  and advanced data 

management tools, as well as a commitment to joint problem solving to buttress the Commission’s 

contribution as a key binational institution helping governments prevent and resolve transboundary 

water quality and quantity issues.   

The Commission’s binational work is based on a holistic watershed approach and providing all interested 

parties - including the public, First Nations, Métis, and Tribes - with a convenient opportunity to be 

heard. These are the hallmarks of the Commission in realizing the vision of healthy shared waters for 

present and future generations.   

The Commission has agreed on five overarching priorities: 

I. Advance Core Commission Responsibilities 

Using the best science, a watershed approach, adaptive management and local binational 

partnerships, the Commission will continue to fulfill its core responsibilities. These include 

overseeing orders of approval for structures that regulate water levels and flows; approving new 

uses, obstructions, or diversions as required; studying matters referred to the Commission by 

governments; and developing innovative scientific tools and approaches to support sound water 

management. 

 

 II.  Further Understanding of Priority Issues in our Shared Waters  

The Commission‘s responsibilities, conferred by the BWT and by governments, include the 

regulation of water levels and flows, reporting on the achievement of water quality objectives 

and developing tools to help resolve issues at the watershed level in certain waters along the 

international boundary. The Commission also alerts governments to emerging issues that may 

have transboundary impacts on the waters in either country. In fulfilling its mandate over the 

next five years, the Commission will give particular consideration to three priority issues:    

 

 growing threats from over-enrichment of nutrients, resulting from excessive phosphorus 

loading;  

 potential degradation from heavy metals and other pollutants; and  

 climate change impacts to water availability and water quality ranging from warming 

waters to increasing intensity and severity of storm events and droughts. 
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These emerging and persistent issues, which if left unresolved, would likely become increasingly 

problematic for US-Canada relations.  

 

 

III. Fulfill Commission Roles and Responsibilities Under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement 

The Commission will fulfill its charge to assess progress of the governments to achieve the 

general and specific objectives of the Agreement as amended by the 2012 Protocol. The 

Agreement specifically details roles and responsibilities for the Commission, including the 

provision of scientific and policy advice and recommendations to the governments on the water 

quality of the Great Lakes and engaging the public on water quality issues.    

 

  

IV. Sustain and Enhance the Effectiveness of Boards  

Guided by the BWT, the GLWQA and other mandates, the Commission will direct its volunteer 

boards and taskforces to conduct studies and report to the Commission on the conditions and 

operations of specific projects.  In order to assist in preventing and resolving cross-border 

disputes, the boards will be encouraged to strengthen binational relationships with various 

federal, provincial, state and municipal agencies, as well as with First Nations, Métis, Tribes and 

local stakeholders. The Commission will regularly review board composition and work plans to 

ensure productivity and timely advice from strongly-lead and diverse binational boards.  

Consistent with references, reports and correspondence, the Commission will further integrate 

water quantity and quality considerations, as appropriate, through the International Watersheds 

Initiative. The Boards will contribute by identifying and recommending appropriate board 

projects to pursue within the limitations of the Commission’s budget and responsibilities under 

the Treaty.     

 

 

V. Enhance the Efficiency, Effectiveness and Accountability of the Commission’s Operations 

Commission operations stretch the length of the shared US-Canadian border.  Coordinating the 

Commission’s consensus-based work across the boundary, time zones, diverse partnerships and 

disciplines presents unique opportunities and challenges.  The Commission embraces the ‘One 

IJC’ culture that strives to harmonize operations among the Commission’s Ottawa, Washington, 

and Windsor offices. 
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The strategic plan is a living document developed to sharpen the focus and maximize the value of the 

Commission’s boards.  It is also designed to communicate the Commission’s priorities and provide a 

framework for integrated strategic workplans which will maximize the Commission’s contributions to 

the governments’ efforts to prevent and resolve binational disputes in shared waters.    

 

 
 
 
 
 
Gordon Walker  
Canadian Section Chair 

 
 
 
 
 
Lana Pollack 
United States Section Chair 

 
 
  
  
Benoît Bouchard 
Canadian Commissioner 

 
 
 
 
Rich Moy  
US Commissioner 

 
 
 
 
Richard Morgan  
Canadian Commissioner 
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Introduction  

The International Joint Commission (Commission or IJC) last issued a strategic plan in 1998.  That plan 

included a mission statement, a set of guiding principles, and six broad objectives.  While many of the 

Commission’s responsibilities remain the same today, much has changed in 18 years and the IJC 2015-

2020 Strategic Plan now guides day-to-day Commission activities.  Binational cooperation is even more 

essential in the face of climate challenges that are already being experienced by users in both countries.  

Transboundary waters are trending increasingly warmer, and the timing of freshets and high and low 

water flows are also reflecting a changing climate.  Increased recognition of the need to address both 

water quality and water quantity issues as a watershed scale and to engage local residents and 

indigenous people and their traditional knowledge help shape the Commission’s recommendations to 

governments. 

 

Boundary Waters Treaty and International Joint Commission Mandate  

Great Britain and the United States signed the Boundary Waters Treaty in 1909 to prevent and resolve 

disputes over the use of the waters shared by Canada and the United States and to settle other 

transboundary issues. The Treaty established the International Joint Commission and conferred upon it 

certain responsibilities.  Canada and the United States each appoint three of the six IJC Commissioners, 

including one chair from each country.  The Commissioners are appointed by the highest level of 

government in each country.   The practice of the Commission is to strive to operate as one integrated 

body working in the best interests of both countries.  

Under the Treaty, the governments may task the Commission with the review and approval of 

applications for projects, such as dams, diversions or bridges that would affect the natural level or flow 

of boundary waters, or dams on transboundary rivers that would raise the level in the upstream nation. 

The Commission considers the needs of users and interests dependent on these waters in both 

countries in accordance with the Treaty and may require certain conditions in project design or 

operation to protect interests on either side of the boundary.   The Treaty also established a mechanism 

for the Governments to refer transboundary issues to the Commission for study and to recommend 

solutions.  Additionally, the Commission has an alerting function, through which it alerts governments to 

matters of potential interest which come to its attention in the normal course of its activities. The Treaty 

also provides the right for any interested party to be given a convenient opportunity to be heard in any 

matter before the Commission.  

 

Since its inception, the governments have given the Commission more than 120 applications and 

references spanning the boundary from the St. Croix River in the east, shared by Maine and New 

Brunswick, to the Skagit River in the west, shared by Washington and British Columbia.  The Commission 

has investigated a wide range of issues in its work, including: water quality; air quality; construction of 

dams, weirs, and other structures in boundary and transboundary waters; high and low water level 

conditions; flooding  and the potential for tidal power.  Major recent projects have included:  the 

International Upper Great Lakes Study; Lake Ontario-St. Lawrence River Plan 2014; the report on 

Binational Water Management of the Lake of the Woods-Rainy River Watershed and the establishment 

of the International Rainy-Lake of the Woods Watershed Board; a Plan of Study on flooding in Lake 
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Champlain-Richelieu River; the Lake Erie Ecosystem Priority report on harmful algal blooms; and the 

implementation of the Commission’s responsibilities under the GLWQA.  

 

The International Watersheds Initiative (IWI) is a 21st century partnership in which the Governments of 

Canada and the United States charged the Commission to consider the interface of water quantity 

issues, such as droughts, floods and flows, with water quality issues, including nutrient loading, chemical 

pollution and invasive species at a watershed scale.  The underlying premise is that local people and 

institutions are often the best placed to anticipate, prevent or resolve many problems related to water 

resources and the environment. Local engagement helps identify problems before they might develop 

into international issues, and to take shared actions towards shared, sustainable solutions. 

 

Transboundary water management is an ongoing process.  Changes in land use practices, evolving 

stakeholder needs, increased understanding of interactions between the biological, chemical and 

physical attributes of watersheds and changes in those attributes due to climate variations all call for an 

adaptive approach to decision-making if effective water stewardship is to be achieved in the long term.  

International Joint Commission Role under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement 

The Commission provides advice and recommendations to the governments on current and emerging 

issues related to Great Lakes water quality and ways to improve the effectiveness of programs.  The 

Agreement assigns the Commission a key responsibility to assess governments’ progress toward 

restoring and maintaining the chemical, physical and biological integrity of waters of the Great Lakes 

basin that are shared between the US and Canada. The Commission is charged by the Agreement with 

tendering advice and recommendations to governments on current and emerging issues related to 

Great Lakes water quality.   

 

The 1972 Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement set cleanup goals, established the Commission’s Great 

Lakes advisory boards, and directed the Commission to establish a Great Lakes Regional Office. Revisions 

of the Agreement in 1978, 1987 and 2012 have maintained the Commission’s critical role.  Throughout, 

the governments have relied on the Commission to provide opportunities to obtain public input on the 

work of the parties.   

The most recent protocol amending the Agreement, signed in September 2012, reaffirmed the 

Commission’s critical role in assisting the governments in restoring and protecting the Great Lakes.  It 

also reaffirmed the Great Lakes Regional Office and Great Lakes advisory boards, while increasing 

emphasis on conducting public consultation and outreach and engaging a wider array of interests 

including First Nations, Métis, and Tribes. Finally, it charged the Commission with increasing public 

awareness of the inherent value of the waters of the Great Lakes, of the issues related to the quality of 

these waters, and the benefit of taking individual and collective action to restore and protect them.  
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Vision and Mission 

 

 The long term vision of the Commission is: 

  Healthy shared waters for present and future generations 

  The Commission’s mission is to: 

 assist the governments of Canada and the United States to prevent and resolve disputes by 

pursuing the common good as an independent and objective advisor; 

 

 consider requests for approval of projects affecting the natural levels and flows of boundary or 

transboundary waters; 

 

 fulfill the roles and responsibilities assigned under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement; 

and  

 

 alert governments to emerging issues along the boundary in the course of its normal activities 

that may give rise to binational disputes. 

Guiding Principles  

 

1. The Commission embraces the spirit and purpose of its mandate as expressed in the Treaty 

and other relevant agreements and references. This support, built on the longstanding 

friendship between the US and Canada, promotes cooperation between nations for the 

common good of our shared waters and all who depend upon them.   

 

2. The Commission and its boards strive to operate as one integrated body seeking consensus 

where possible and working in an atmosphere of openness and binational mutual trust.  The 

Commission maintains high ethical standards of strict impartiality, providing advice that is 

independent, objective, timely, rooted in science, honest and relevant. 

 

3. Commissioners represent only the Commission and not the government that has appointed 

them. Advisers and staff members serve only the Commission and not their respective 

governments. Members of the Commission’s boards or similar bodies serve in their personal 

and professional capacity and not as representatives of the agencies or organizations that 

employ them.  

 

4. The Commission employs joint fact-finding and science-based evidence as a foundation for 

building consensus and issuing recommendations. 
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5. The Commission applies, as appropriate, an adaptive management approach based on 

changing conditions and improved understanding. The Commission affirms the concept of 

sustainability, and it addresses watershed issues through an ecosystem approach.  The 

Commission recognizes that it is sometimes necessary to adopt a precautionary approach 

and to act even in the absence of a scientific consensus where prudence is essential to 

protect the water resource and its users. 

 

6. The Commission fosters public awareness and affords all interested parties a convenient 

opportunity to be heard in any matter before it. It promotes the engagement of all governing 

authorities and the public, Tribes, First Nations and Métis in addressing issues.  

Strategic Priorities 

Much has changed since the Commission issued its last Strategic Plan in 1998.    

Climate change is altering the frequency and duration of floods and droughts in every shared watershed 

and this “new normal” necessitates taking an adaptive management approach and, in some cases, 

modifying regulations plans where they exist.  The GLWQA was renewed and strengthened in 2012 and 

with it came changes to the Commission’s responsibilities related to public outreach.  There have been 

significant advancements in the suite of tools made available to water managers to help identify sources 

of water quality problems before they occur and model and map these from a binational perspective.    

In light of these changes to the environment, advancements in how to better manage and protect water 

resources, and in keeping with the Commission’s mandate and guiding principles, the Commission has 

identified five strategic priorities for 2015-2020, described below.  

 

Priority #1: Advance Core Commission Responsibilities  

With a continuous commitment to binational cooperation and collaboration, the Commission’s work on 

water quality and water quantity issues relies on the best available science, the expertise of volunteer 

boards and task forces, and effective communications with national and subnational governments, 

Tribes, First Nations and Métis, and with the public on both sides of the border.   To carry out its 

mandated responsibilities,  the Commission and its boards will continue to involve experts from all levels 

of government as well as stewards of local and traditional knowledge, employ an adaptive management 

approach and, where appropriate, incorporate watershed-scale considerations.  To this end, the 

Commission will focus on the development of scientific tools and approaches to assist its boards and 

governments considering the implications of a changing climate to sound water management.   

Responding to its Control Boards, the Commission will study the efficiency and effectiveness of its 

current Orders which govern the operation of control works with particular attention to those where 

hydraulic and hydrologic factors have significantly changed since their original issuance. Work will 

continue on the provision of harmonized hydrographic and geospatial information to support 
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government management of transboundary waters along with efforts to further adapt binational water 

quality models to provide governments and the public with user-friendly on-line tools.       

Priority #2: Further Understanding of Priority Issues in our Shared Waters 

The authority to address domestic water quality issues is delegated to federal, state, provincial or other 

orders of government with environmental protection as part of their mandate.  In addition to its water 

quality responsibilities as outlined in the GLWQA, the Commission has a role as an advisor to the 

governments on emerging and enduring issues in accordance with other references issued under the 

Boundary Waters Treaty.      

Through the strong transboundary public engagement approach of its boards, the Commission is 

apprised of a number of pervasive and increasingly problematic issues that exist along the breadth of 

the boundary.  These include: the over-enrichment of nutrients in receiving waters resulting from 

excessive phosphorus loading, water quality degradation resulting from extractive industries such as 

metal mining, and the threats to our shared water resources associated with climate change.   

The Commission will continue to work closely with government scientists and managers in the U.S. and 

Canada to help them identify and better understand the sources and consequences of nutrient 

enrichment and to develop effective responses for transboundary basins with a primary focus on Lake of 

the Woods, the Rainy River, the Red River, and Lake Erie.    

 

The Commission’s watershed approach is ideally suited to the early identification of emerging problems 

and to the assessment of short and long-term cumulative impacts of current and proposed extraction 

operations on surface and ground water quality in the watersheds.  

Working closely with the government experts in the U.S. and Canada, the Commission will serve as a 

forum to facilitate the binational exchange of information on water quality standards/objectives and 

advance best management practices to improve understanding of the issues in both countries. The 

Commission will also alert the governments to emerging issues that could give rise to disputes between 

the two countries.  

Climate change has a direct and profound impact on the hydrologic cycle and consequently freshwater 

management. Water temperature, precipitation, snowpack, and the type and quantity of aquatic 

organisms that inhabit the transboundary rivers and lakes are all in flux as the climate becomes warmer 

and less predictable.  The waters that are shared are not spared by these realities.   

The Commission will continue to assess climate change impacts on its operations and responsibilities 

focusing on the early identification of emerging water quality issues and the development of innovative 

approaches to better predict, mitigate impacts and adapt management strategies to changing 

conditions.      
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Priority #3: Fulfill Commission Roles and Responsibilities under the Great Lakes Water Quality 

Agreement  

The Commission is consulting its binational Great Lakes advisory boards and conducting research to 

develop findings and recommendations for its first Triennial Assessment of Progress under the 2012 

revision of the Agreement. It will conduct extensive public engagement to solicit comments on the 

governments’ Progress Report of the Parties, and its draft Triennial Assessment, which will be delivered 

to governments in 2017.  In addition, the Commission is increasing its education and outreach to all 

watershed residents to enhance their involvement in Great Lakes watershed activities and increase 

citizens' awareness of the inherent value of the Great Lakes.   

Finally, in its Agreement role of providing scientific advice and recommendations to the governments on 

the water quality of the Great Lakes, the Commission will:  

a) build on its work in developing further recommendations to reduce severe ecological impacts 

resulting from excess nutrients in Lake Erie; and    

b) provide the Parties with special reports concerning problems relating to the quality of the 

Waters of the Great Lakes, as authorized by the Agreement.     

Priority #4: Sustain and Enhance the Effectiveness of Boards   

The Commission’s Boards are integral to the Commission in fulfilling its responsibilities under the 

Boundary Waters Treaty.  Board members provide diverse experience and perspectives to the work of 

the Commission and thus are key assets in the provision of expert advice to governments.  

The Commission values supplementing its traditional strong science-oriented board and task force 

appointees by recruiting new appointees with  greater representation among women, minorities, local 

residents and indigenous peoples. Multi-board workshops and discussion forums will continue to be 

used to optimize information sharing and exchange among boards.  The Commission will enhance 

communications support for and advice to the boards to increase the impact of board outreach with 

local citizens.  

Priority #5:  Enhance the Efficiency, Effectiveness and Accountability of the Commissions’ Operations  

While the 1909 Treaty creates separate national sections and provides funding through both 

governments, the Commission strives to operate as single entity, speaking with one voice and receiving 

advice from its staff and boards without regard to citizenship. While staff members are employees of a 

particular government and Commission office, they are accountable first to the full Commission.  

Financial responsibility, accountability and respect for the provisions of the BWT are achieved by the 

individual section offices reporting to their corresponding funding governments.  Cost-sharing is 

accomplished through project planning, tracking expenditures by section office and rebalancing funding, 

if necessary.   The Commission maintains a shared budget for its jointly-operated regional office.  

Co-ordinated capital investments in the fields of information management and operational support 

systems are key to maintaining an efficient, effective and unified Commission.   
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The Commission fosters transparency, public awareness and engagement through the issuance of 

annual activity reports, hosting of public meetings in watersheds in person and via webinar, and the use 

of social media and an enhanced www.ijc.org.    

 

Conclusion 
 

The Canada-U.S. transboundary relationship regarding shared water resources is a remarkable one, 

recognized globally for its cooperative tone and successful resolution of differences. The Commission 

has supported and strengthened that relationship and remains an important mechanism for the 

Canadian and U.S. governments in carrying forward this harmonious tradition.  

  

Indeed, the Commission can play an even greater role in an era of rapid climate change and the 

associated impact on boundary waters. The Commission transforms complex and sensitive issues into 

constructive solutions by bringing parties together to develop lasting solutions to which they are 

committed. Trusted by watershed stakeholders, the Commission is a valued partner to governments at 

all levels.  The Commission has won that trust in part by focusing on the development of scientific tools, 

ready for use by all when challenges emerge. These tools are critical in helping partners and 

stakeholders address extreme rainfall, flooding and other events associated with climate change. 

 

The U.S. and Canada are good neighbors because the two nations continually renew their commitment 

to this partnership in protecting and wisely managing shared water resources.  This strategic plan 

provides a blueprint for Commission’s work in fulfilling that commitment. 

  

Photo: Adobe Stock 
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