Land use practices continue to be a concern throughout the
Great Lakes Basin with development and urban sprawl changing
the use of the land and water drainage from natural to altered
states. The functioning of natural systems and the connectivity
of habitats can be forever changed without proper planning.
Communities need to focus on land use and sustainable
planning to reduce the impact on the basin. A balance needs
to be created between development and environmental
protection, with the goal of conserving and enhancing natural
areas as part of land use planning.

Pollution

Early on, the primary threat from pollution came from
unregulated industrial dumping and discharges from
antiquated water treatment facilities. This type of pollution
is referred to as point source pollution since it comes from
an identifiable source like the end of a discharge pipe.
Contaminants like PCBs, mercury, mirex, and other pollutants
impact the food web as they bioaccumulate in the tissues of
birds, fish and mammals and move from one trophic level to
another. In the past, chemical concentrations were so high
that fish consumption advisories were put in place to protect
residents around the basin. Even today, restrictions are still in
place for some species of bottom-dwelling fish like bullhead
and carp.

Fortunately, efforts have been made to strengthen or enact
environmental laws and regulations to limit point source
pollution in the Great Lakes, and millions of dollars have been
spent to upgrade or replace outdated water treatment plants
around the basin.

Nonpoint pollution comes from many diffuse sources and

it is much harder to identify the point of origin. The primary
source of nonpoint source pollution is runoff. Development
and growth mean more roads, parking lots, roofs and other
impervious surfaces that allow for the runoff of chemicals,
fertilizers, oil and gasoline into streams, lakes and other
waterways. Phosphorus and nitrogen run off residential lawns,
parks, golf courses and farms, causing eutrophication problems
in the Great Lakes.
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Atmospheric depositions also pose a threat to the health
of the Great Lakes Basin. These chemicals come from
industrial smokestacks, coal-burning power plants,
automobile emissions and the spraying of pesticides.
Although the United States and Canada have enacted
environmental protection laws and regulations, the airshed
of the Great Lakes can be impacted by chemicals that
originate from areas like Mexico and Central America,
where laws are not as stringent. The chemicals in the air
are washed back down to land through precipitation, in the
form of rain and snow.

Today, it is the emerging chemicals of concern that are the
focus of research and study. Fire retardants that are put on
clothes and furniture, pharmaceutical byproducts that are
flushed down toilets or poured down drains, microplastics
that can be found in body wash and toothpaste all have the
potential to harm the environment. Some of the chemicals
are endocrine disruptors that have been reported as
causing reproductive issues in animals and fish.

H — Huron
A good way to
remember the O — Ontario
names of the
Great Lakes is M — Michigan
by using the
word “HOMES” | E — Erie
as an acronym:
S — Superior

New York Sea Grant
229 Jarvis Hall
SUNY at Buffalo
S V t Buffalo, NY 14260-4400
ea m]l Tel: 716.645.3610

New York
www.nyseagrant.org

New York’s Sea Grant Extension Program provides Equal
Program and Equal Employment Opportunities in association
with Cornell Cooperative Extension, U.S. Department of
Agriculture and U.S. Department of Commerce and cooperating
County Cooperative Extension Associations.
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The Great Lakes Basin
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The Great Lakes — Superior, Michigan, Huron, Erie
and Ontario — contain 20% of the world’s fresh
surface water and provide the water necessary

for the basin’s agriculture, industry, hydroelectric
power and recreational activities like fishing and
boating. The 6 quadrillion gallons of fresh water in
the Great Lakes can be used for drinking water for
millions of people living nearby in the United States
and Canada. The Great Lakes were called the
“Sweetwater Seas” by sailors, and they are so large
in size, their outline can be seen from the moon.

The large surface area of the Great Lakes can
influence local climate, create a thermal lag by
keeping shoreline areas cooler in the summer and
help moderate winter temperatures around the
basin. Lake-effect rain and snowstorms impact
communities and provide impressive snow records
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in many winters. The coastal regions of the Great
Lakes contain microclimate areas that are less
prone to late spring and early fall frosts, which is
ideal for the many fruit orchards and vineyards
that add to the economy of the basin.

The Great Lakes are an incredible resource that
influences the lives, economies and communities
that ring their shoreline. From tourism that
brings millions of visitors to parks and beaches, to
shipping that utilizes this “Highway H,0” to move
cargo, the Great Lakes serve as an economic
driver to North America. The importance of the
Great Lakes is not only counted in dollars and
cents, but also the intrinsic value of their beauty
and majesty by those who take in their scenic
views and natural lands.
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