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Wednesday, November 23rd, 2005 

$40-M rescue plan for lake

Treat Lake Winnipeg as 6th great lake

Blueprint urges research, education

Wednesday, November 23rd, 2005
By Paul Samyn

OTTAWA -- A federal-provincial study will today recommend a $40-million rescue plan for Lake Winnipeg, the Free Press has learned.

 The report -- which calls for Lake Winnipeg to be treated by Ottawa as the country's sixth great lake -- pulls no punches as it underscores the need for a co-ordinated action plan to protect the valuable resource.

"Lake Winnipeg is in trouble," the report says. "The citizens of Manitoba want action. The federal and provincial governments want action and a number of other groups have initiated some action but their efforts are poorly co-ordinated and resourced."

Entitled Restoring the Health of Lake Winnipeg, the report lists 22 recommendations covering everything from the need for more scientific research to public education to the creation of a charter to help guide the lake's future and ensure the viability of what it calls a "public treasure".

"Lake Winnipeg is at a critical point in its history," says the report from Terry Duguid and Norm Brandson, who were appointed by the federal and provincial governments last July to study the lake.

"It has been compared to the highly-stressed Lake Erie in the 1960s before concerted action was taken to improve it."

Duguid and Brandson are calling on Ottawa and the province to spend $40 million on the lake over the next five years.

Their report even comes with a proposed funding formula and draft agreement that calls for Ottawa to pay two-thirds of the cost, with the province picking up the remaining one-third share.

They also urge Manitoba Hydro, which uses the lake as a big part of its power generation, to contribute $1 million a year for research.

 Sources say that both Ottawa and the province have responded favourably to the report. There are hopes Lake Winnipeg may be able to tap into a $40-million federal fund announced in February for the Great Lakes.

The report caps a more remarkable rise in public awareness of the plight of Lake Winnipeg in the country, which in August suffered from thick mats of damaging blue-green algae that covered an estimated 50 per cent of its surface area or about 13,000 square kilometres.

Earlier this year the Lake Winnipeg Stewardship Board released a report with more than 80 recommendations aimed at cleaning up the province's huge freshwater resource that serves as a home to wildlife, a tourist attraction and a job-creator through commercial fishing.

Late last year, the International Joint Commission recommended governments on both sides of the border work with water-management agencies to reduce the nutrients flowing into Lake Winnipeg by 10 per cent over the next five years.

Duguid and Brandson were assigned to write the federal-provincial report in July by Treasury Board President Reg Alcock and Water Stewardship Minister Steve Ashton in hopes of getting both Ottawa and Manitoba to work together to save the lake.

Quibbling pointless

The pair conclude that quibbling about the extent of the problem facing the lake is pointless.

Instead, they argue more scientific work is needed to fully understand the extent of the problem and possible solutions.

"Lake Winnipeg has received remarkably little scientific study largely because of the perception that it is remote and generally unaffected by development. There has been a lack of long-term continuous monitoring and scientific programs on the lake that would have flagged the water-quality problems earlier."

The report also underscores that there is a huge public appetite for governments to take immediate action

"The citizens of Manitoba have seized this issue and consider the health of Lake Winnipeg to be a high priority. This interest appears to extend beyond those who live on the lake or utilize its resources."

It also makes it clear that both levels of government need to share in the blame for the lake's water woes.

 "Both provincial and federal governments have, in the past, paid inadequate attention to the health of Lake Winnipeg. This situation has changed in recent years and provides an excellent foundation to build upon."

One of the report's more innovative ideas is a recommendation to create a charter to co-ordinate and influence the management of the lake and its watershed.

Envisioned as an agreement between Ottawa, Manitoba and other interested parties, the charter would serve as a statement of common purpose and a basis for moving forward.

At the same time, the report includes good news along with the bad.

"The prognosis for recovery seems to be considerably better than for the eastern Great Lakes because deterioration is less advanced and chemical pollution is less significant in the Lake Winnipeg basin,'' Duguid and Brandson write to Alcock and Ashton.

"This is, of course, no cause for complacency. You have a rare opportunity to set in place the means to restore Lake Winnipeg to full health and keep it healthy for our children and their children. We hope that our report and its recommendations will provide you with some useful ideas about how to begin the process."
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Lake facts

* Lake Winnipeg is slightly larger than Lake Erie, covers 24,500 square kilometres and is the 10th-largest freshwater lake in the world.

* Water flowing into and through Lake Winnipeg serves more than an estimated six million people, passes through 55 million hectares of agricultural land and supports 17 million livestock.

* More than 23,000 Manitobans live along the shores of Lake Winnipeg. Recreation and tourism expenditures along the Red River and around the lake generate an estimated $100 million per year.

* Lake Winnipeg supports the largest freshwater commercial fishery in Western Canada, estimated to return more than $20 million per year. Eighty per cent of the fishers are First Nations or Métis.

Lake fixes

The report's recommendations include:

* The federal and provincial governments should co-operate on Lake Winnipeg with a formal five-year agreement.

* Funding should be $40 million over five years, sourced two-thirds by Canada and one-third by Manitoba.

 z The two governments should work hard to reach a scientific consensus on phosphorus and nitrogen going into Lake Winnipeg. They should try for a science-based timetable for the reduction of nutrient inflows to the lake.

* The two governments should investigate possible human health implications of algal toxins in Lake Winnipeg.

* Chemical pollution and climate change should receive attention as emerging issues for Lake Winnipeg.

* The two governments should actively seek the input of all interests, particularly the Healthy Lake Winnipeg Charter Council.

* An annual "balance point" should be determined between lake- and land-based monitoring and research. This balance point should be expressed in dollars and initially should start at about 60 per cent for the lake and 40 per cent for the land, given the more mature state of the water-based science planning.

* Fisheries and Oceans Canada should provide an endowment that generates about $600,000 annually to operate the MV Namao watercraft as a major research platform on Lake Winnipeg.

* Recognizing the use of Lake Winnipeg for power generation, Manitoba Hydro should provide $1 million per year for research related to the restoration of the health of the lake.

* The two governments should establish an institution under the auspices of the Healthy Lake Winnipeg Charter Council to attract private funding for public education and research.

* An annual State of the Basin Summit should be supported as a major public accountability event to engage the general public.

* The governments should aggressively promote watershed planning both to the general public and to individuals, organizations and institutions in the basin.

* The governments should commit to a Healthy Lake Winnipeg Charter to provide to the charter signatories advice, recommendations and leadership in the co-ordination of research, educational programs and basin-management activities, towards the restoration and continuing health of Lake Winnipeg.

-- Source: Report of the Lake Winnipeg Implementation Committee 
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