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The 1987 amendments to the Great Lakes
Water Quality Agreement are inspiring
some quiet but fundamental change in how
Great Lakes governments go about their
work under the agreement. The result,
observors and officials say, could be to
make the Canadian and U.S. federal gov-
ernments more directly accountable for
progress in cleaning up and protecting the
Lakes. .

The Great Lakes Water Quality Agree-
ment (GLWQA), first signed in 1972 and
amended three times since then, commits
Canada and the U.S. to a variety of steps
aimed at protecting and improving the
water quality of the Lakes. In recent years,
the two ‘‘parties’’ and the binational Inter-
national Joint Commission (IJC) have
fielded a rising chorus of criticism about
their efforts to implement the pact.

At the IJC’s bienniel meeting last
October in Hamilton, Ontario, citizens and
environmentalists spent much of a two-day
public hearing complaining that GLWQA
implementation has moved too slowly.
Reports in 1985 by Canadian and U.S.
research groups, and in 1989 by the U.S.
‘federal General Accounting Office, con-
cluded that the two governments have ig-
nored many I1JC recommendations for im-
plementing and enforcing the agreement.

Most recently, a group of ten environ-
mental groups in January released a sharply
critical letter on the GLWQA, addressed to
U.S. officials.

The respective roles of the federal gov-
ernments and the 1JC had been somewhat
murky until the 1987 protocol amending the
agreement, said longtime Great Lakes
analyst Peter McAvoy, who was involved in
the crafting of the 1987 amendments. ‘“The
parties were trying to make the roles
clearer,”” McAvoy said, and the amend-
ments ““spell out more exactly what the par-
ties will do,” clearly placing the IJC in a
‘“‘review and comment’’ role.

John Jackson, director of an Ontario en-
vironmental group and president of Great
Lakes United, said of the change, “Pre-
viously, it hadn’t always been clear who was
responsible for doing what under the agree-
ment. But now, for example, the amend-
ments make it very clear that the IJC
doesn’t designate Areas Of Concern, the
parties do.”’

Forty-two existing Great Lakes Areas Of
Concern, or toxic hotspots, identified by
the 1JC in the early 1980s, were incor-

porated into the GLWQA and targeted for
special cleanup efforts by the two federal
governments and the provincial and state
governments. Erie Harbor, Pennsylvania,
may soon become the first area added to
that list under the 1987 amendments (see
page 8).

The recent public criticism, along with
the amendments, have helped inspire the
1JC’s newest members, led by new U.S.
commissioner Gordon Durnil, to begin an
in-house review of 1JC activities and struc-
ture. An in-house task force, Durnil said,
‘‘Has been looking at priorities and the IJC
role, including what we can and can’t do
under the agreement.”’

Canadian commissioner Davie Fulton,
co-chair of the task force, said the 1987
amendments “placed a lot of new tasks
upon us, in terms of review and evaluation.
We’ve concluded that we may not be best
structured, perhaps, to carry them out.”

The respective roles of the
governments and the 1JC
had been somewhat murky
until the 1987
amendments.

The roles and membership of the IJC’s
principal advisory body, the Water Quality
Board, are being discussed, Durnil and
Fulton said. Of arguments that the board
should not include managers of government
programs being evaluated by the board,
Fulton said, ‘““We are conscious indeed of
those criticisms, and will consider them.”’

One possibility, Durnil said, is for the
Water Quality Board members ““to become
more truly advisors to the commission on
overall Great Lakes policy, with the staff
doing the detailed review work.”’

Under the agreement, each federal gov-
ernment is charged with ensuring that the
federal, provincial and state governments

-enact the laws and programs called for to

improve Great Lakes water quality.

Ontario’s activities to implement the
GLWQA have for more than a decade been
directed by the terms of an agreement
signed in the 1970s between the Canadian
and Ontario governments. The U.S.,
though, has not had any such overall plan
describing specific state and federal respon-
sibilities and coordinating their respective
roles.

ity Agreement efforts changimg

“The Canada-Ontario Agreement gives
them much more of a structure to work
under,”’ said Carol Finch, director of the
U.S. Great Lakes National Program Of-
fice. ““The Water Quality Board has served
more of that role for the U.S.”
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The net effect may be to
‘shine the light more
clearly’ on the two federal
governments.

As the IJC contemplates changing the
role of the Water Quality Board, Finch said,
‘““We’ve been meeting with the state envi-
ronmental administrators to talk about how
U.S. efforts ought to be structured.”” The
Great Lakes Initiative, a U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency effort now under-
way, is intended to set specific rules for state
compliance with the GLWQA, Finch noted
(see page 8).

Perhaps the most important effect of all’
this discussion and all those committee
meetings, some observors say, is to “shine
the light more clearly’’ on the two federal
governments. ‘‘I think the 1987 amend-
ments make it clearer who’s responsible for
implementing that excellent plan,’’ Jackson
said.

Grif Sherbin of Environment Canada
pointed out that the two federal govern-
ments recently released draft ‘‘ecosystem
objectives” for Lake Ontario, which would
help direct water quality standards and
regulations. ““In the past, the IJC has taken
the lead on this sort of thing,”’ Sherbin said.
‘“This way creates a more solid commitment
by the two governments—it’s our proposal,
not somebody else’s.”

A number of environmental groups have
called on the IJC to “‘take advantage,”’ as
Jackson put it, of the 1987 amendments’
emphasis on a role as evaluator and
reviewer, and ‘‘become more pro-active in
their evaluation of what the parties are and
are not doing.”’

Fulton said, ‘““Whether we could or
should take on that sort of role would be
within the field of discussion’’ of the IJC’s
in-house task force, which was scheduled to
meet with the full commissionin April. 0O
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