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Fast Facts About the Great Lakes

General Great Lakes Facts

· From west to east, the Great Lakes are Lakes Superior, Michigan, Huron, Erie and Ontario. The Lakes are connected to the Atlantic Ocean by the St. Lawrence River.

· The Great Lakes and their connecting channels form the largest freshwater lake system in the world.  These “sweetwater seas” hold 18 percent of the globe’s surface freshwater – second only to the polar ice caps!  

· The Great Lakes were formed by glaciers. They probably began as river valleys akin to that of the St. Lawrence, but were carved to their current form by nearly 500,000 years of repeated glacial advancement and retreat.

· Only 1 percent of the water in the Great Lakes system is replenished each year; the remaining 99 percent was a one-time gift from the melting glaciers!

· That 1 percent is replenished in part by rain and snow that falls directly on the Lakes, but comes largely from surrounding lands and waterways called the Great Lakes drainage basin. Water “drains” from all points within the 200,000+ square mile basin, flowing over land and underground (as groundwater) to the rivers, streams and wetlands that feed the Great Lakes.

· The Great Lakes drainage basin is home to over 37 million people, and includes the major metropolitan areas of Milwaukee, Chicago, Cleveland and Toronto, the state of Michigan and most of upstate New York.

· The Great Lakes drainage basin is also home to an incredible diversity of plants and wildlife, including 100 species and 31 natural communities that are considered imperiled or rare on a global scale.  

Water Supply Facts

· Everyone who lives in the Great Lakes drainage basin relies on the Lakes for their drinking water. Twenty-six million residents use water withdrawn directly from the Lakes, while 11 million intercept groundwater as it drains to Great Lakes tributaries.

· Overpumping of groundwater sources can “drawdown” underground water levels. Since the onset of large-scale groundwater pumping in Milwaukee and the Green Bay – Fox River area, water tables dropped 375 and 300 feet, respectively.

· Not only do drawdowns force individuals and municipalities to dig deeper wells, they can significantly lower the levels of rivers and streams that feed the Lakes – over 75 percent of the water in Lake Superior and Michigan’s tributaries are from groundwater. 

· In 1998, the Ontario-based Nova Group was issued a permit to pump and export 60 billion gallons of water to Asia each year.

· According to the United Nations’ 2003 “The World Water Development Report,” by the middle of this century as many as seven billion people may face water scarcity.

· Currently, there is no enforceable, Great Lakes region-wide plan to manage water withdrawals from the Great Lakes drainage basin.

Invasive Species

· Since the 1800s, more than 140 aquatic invasive species have become established in the Great Lakes.  Five of the most notorious are the zebra mussel, sea lamprey, round goby, spiny water flea and quagga mussel.

· The sea lamprey was initially introduced to the four upper Great Lakes in the early 1900s with the construction the Welland canal. Within roughly 20 years, Lake Michigan’s lake trout population had declined by 95 percent, a loss from which it has not yet recovered today.

· Today, it costs U.S. and Canadian tax-payers $15 million annually to keep sea lamprey populations under control.

· The fecund and voracious zebra mussel is colonizing Great Lakes shorelines at a frightening pace, exhausting the food supply of native filter feeders – native mollusks have disappeared from Lake St. Clair and half of the mussel species in the Midwest are on the endangered species list.

· Zebra mussels clog intake pipes and motors – monitoring and maintenance of zebra mussels are estimated to have cost the United States $750 million to $1 billion from 1989 to 2000. 

· The Asian carp was introduced to U.S. waters in 1980s for use in aquaculture in the southern states. Flooding allowed some to escape fish farms and enter the Mississippi River – a conduit to preferred cooler waters of the Great Lakes system. 

· If Asian carp enter the Great Lakes, they are expected to become a dominant species due to a lack of predators and high reproduction rates (females can carry up to a million eggs). Asian carp – which can grow up to 110 pounds and four feet long - would consume huge amounts of the same food eaten by native fishes, and could cause the collapse of major Great Lakes sport and commercial species like salmon, walleyes and perch. 

· The only control preventing Asian carp from entering the Great Lakes has been an electrical fence built under the Chicago canal, but it is temporary and is expected to wear out by next year.

Habitat Protection

· More than two-thirds of Great Lakes fish spawn in wetlands, and many rely on near shore vegetation for food and shelter. Many Great Lakes birds spend important periods of their lives in wetlands, including the blue-winged teal, which nests and raises its brood in the coastal marshes. 

· Wide-spread alteration and destruction of these habitats – including 75 percent of Great Lakes shoreline and 2/3 of the region’s wetlands – harms native fish and wildlife.

Water Quality Facts

· Great Lakes beaches are closed to protect swimmers from e.coli and other waterborne pathogens. These dangerous microorganisms make their way into the Great Lakes from overloaded municipal sewage plants and polluted runoff from homes, yards, streets and farms.  

· This past May, the Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District dumped 4.6 billion gallons of raw sewage directly into Lake Michigan. 

· According to the Lake Michigan Federation, there were a record 1,473 beach closings and advisories for Lake Michigan in 2003. By comparison, beaches closed 919 times in 2002 and 182 times in 1996. 

· All of the Great Lakes and their connecting channels are currently under fish consumption advisories for one or more toxic chemicals.  In 2002, mercury, PCBs, dioxins or chlordane were at least partly responsible for 96 percent of fish consumption advisories, while 75 percent were issued in part due to mercury contamination.

· A recent National Academy of Sciences study estimated up to 60,000 newborns nationwide suffer learning disabilities due to prenatal mercury exposure.

· Air pollution is responsible for over 90 percent of mercury contamination in the Great Lakes, largely from coal-fired power plants.

· On average, it takes a drop of water 191 years to cycle through Lake Superior (e.g. from entering as a drop of rain and exiting to Lake Huron via the St. Mary’s River). Lake Michigan’s retention time is 99 years. 

· Mercury, PCBs, dioxins, chlordane and other toxic pollutants actually remain in the Lakes longer than water, accumulating in the food web and lake sediments.  

· Despite being banned in the late 1970s, PCBs are still linked to birth defects in Great Lakes wildlife: five percent of cormorant eggs in the upper Great Lakes contain an embryo with a cross-billed deformity.

For additional in-depth information on the Great Lakes, tips and more, visit www.greatlakesforever.org. Great Lakes Forever is a public education initiative launching this June by the Biodiversity Project to raise awareness of the ecological value of the Great Lakes and concern about the threats to the ecosystem’s health.

Biodiversity Project advocates for biodiversity by designing and implementing innovative communication strategies that build and motivate a broad constituency to protect biodiversity. A national organization based in Madison, Wisconsin, the Biodiversity Project has worked with leaders in policy, advocacy, education, science, religious and grantmaking fields since 1995. For more information, visit www.biodiversityproject.org and www.greatlakesforever.org.

