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Land Planning and Development Mitigation for Protecting Water Quality in
the Great Lakes System: An Evaluation of U.S. Approaches

Peter A. Kumble, Department of Landscape Architecture and Environmental Planning,
Utah State University and Elizabeth A, Brabec, JD

Evidence for the negative impacts of land alteration
and urbanization on surface and subsurface water has
been mounting since the early 1960°s (Felton and
Lull 1963; Antoine 1964; Espey, Morgan et al. 1966;
Leopold 196&; Anderson 1970; Hammer 1972; Loehr
1574; Beard and Chang 1979). Concurrent with this
early and growing interest in water quality impacts,
the International Joint Commission (IIC) first looked
at urbanization and its impact on the Great Lakes
through the Pollution from Land-Usé Activiries
Reference Group (PLUARG). Established in 1972,
PLUARG focused on “land use water guality
relationships™ (International Reference Group on
Great Lakes Pollution from Land Use Activities
1973).  Their final report released in 1978
{International Joint Commission 1978) was consistent
with the other leading scientific literature of the time
and definitive in its finding that urbanization was a
significant contributor to the water guality problems
of the Great Lakes Basin (International Joint
Commission 1978).

Subsequent studies by the IIC and others continued
to identify urban land-use development as a major
source of stress to the Great Lakes ecosystem. In
1996, the State of the Lakes Ecosystem Conference
(SOLEC) documented extensive threats from non-
point source pollution, particularly affecting lakes
Michigan, Erie and Ontario (Thorp, Rivers et al
1957). Annex 13 of the Great Lakes Water Quality
Agreement (1989) was enacted to delineate programs
and measures for the abatement and reduction of non-
point sources of pollution from the alteration of land
for human uses. However, studies continue to show
increasing effects from non-point source pollution
originating from urbanizing land uses. The key
question for today is how best can local, state and
federal government be effective in getting the United
States and Canada, and their jurisdictions, to improve
management of non-point source pollution issues
when the land use trigger is primarily a local
government issue?

Using a regional planning approach to watershed
protection requires the incorporation of development
and open space planning info a regional growth
management strategy. This goes far beyond simply

recommending cluster developments, buffers, and
conservation oriented subdivision design standards,
to the siting of new development in the least sensitive
areas of the watershed, and maintaining adequate
mature forest stands and areas of open space that
have not been impacted by human disturbance. The
greatest impediment to the regional planning
approach is that land use planning is a local initiative
and decision makers are not oriented towards
thinking about planning and growth management
regionally, beyond the limits of their jurisdiction,
Repional coordination requires strong leadership,
beginning on a local level to: identify critical
resources to preserve; direct growth within a
watershed to areas best suited to assimilate the
associated impacts, and use a menu of currently
available growth management tools in concert with
site specific BMPs and apply them on a regional
basis.

Is there a Role for the Federal Government?

Since the early 1980s, a number of programs have
been created to care for the Great Lakes at nearly
every category of government; somes have a
demonstrated track record of successes while others
can point to long-term investment of federal dollars.
As of 2003, the Government Accountability Office
(GAD — formerly the General Accounting Office)
identified 148 federal and 51 state programs
receiving funding for environmental restoration
activities in the Great Lakes Basin (Government
Accountability Office 2003). Whereas many of these
efforts are characterized as either nationwide or
statewide programs that may or may not specifically
focus on the Great Lakes, GAO identified 33 federal
Great Lakes-specific programs, and an additional 17
Great Lakes-specific programs funded by states.

Although funding for Great Lakes water guality
restoration is not routinely tracked for many of these
programs, GAO did identify a total of nearly $3.6
billion in basin-specific projects for fiscal vears 1992
through 2001 (Government Accountability Office
2003}, The report found a key problem in these
efforts; the number of incongruent Great Lakes
environmental strategies used at the bi-national,
federal, and state levels. Currently, thesc strategies
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