








A Need To Renegotiate
As a member of the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Cities Initiative, Town of Blue 

Mountains Mayor Ellen Anderson has immersed herself in water level and water 
quality issues, but she says the extent of the problem is evident to anyone who 
drives along the shore at Craigleith. “It seems that every time I drive by, another 
island has popped up out of the water,” says Anderson. “A few years ago they were 
shoals; now they are islands.” Anderson is well known for her sunny disposition and 
air of optimism, but when it comes to low water levels, the picture that she paints 
is of a grim future if water levels continue to recede.

“Our tourism industry will be threatened and we’ll be facing a horrendous 
economic impact,” says Anderson. “Many people, businesses, communities rely on 
Georgian Bay for their livelihood, their wellbeing, their prosperity.” Consequences of 
a continuing plunge in water levels could range from the closure of area beaches due 
to high bacterial counts in the water, to destruction of fish habitat signaling the end of 
the sports fishery as wetlands dry up and docks and harbours are left high and dry.

One of Anderson’s biggest concerns is the water intake that supplies Thornbury’s 
Peel Street water plant, which sits in 22 to 24 feet of water in Georgian Bay – down from 
28 feet of water when it was installed in the 1970s. Levels of 30 feet or more are optimal 
for reducing turbidity levels in drinking water, which are caused by wave action.  
“If the water levels drop another two feet, we’ll have to extend the intake pipe at 
an approximate cost of $5 million,” says Anderson.

She is also worried there will be even more dredging by some property owners 
along the shore who have already carved or blasted out channels in the lakebed to 
enable them to continue docking their boats.

“We don’t know what kind of environmental impact that’s causing,” she says. 
Anderson notes that in 2007 the water levels in Thornbury Harbour were two feet 
lower than normal levels as indicated on shipping charts. The lower water levels meant 
that some of the larger sailboats in the harbour had to be stored on the west side of 
Thornbury marina because the boats couldn’t get close enough to the east shore. “That’s 
never happened before,” she says, adding the harbour may have to be dredged, but that 
could cost as much as $40,000 a year and take more than one year to complete. 

Meanwhile, the Craigleith Ski Club has had to lengthen its water intake line at 
Northwinds Beach due to inadequate water levels, which was causing sediments 
to interfere with the club’s snowmaking pumps. 

Addressing the Cities Initiative, which had 51 members (31 from Canada) at its 
annual meeting in Wisconsin in December, Anderson called for changes in the 
Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement – a treaty negotiated in 1987 that formed the 
basis of efforts by Canada and the U.S. to protect the lakes from pollution. 

Anderson noted the original agreement – which took aim at reducing the 
chemical loading of the lakes – must now address the more complex problems 
caused by climate change and regional drought, along with a growing number of 
invasive species that threaten the food chain in the lakes. 

“The Great Lakes have changed in the last 20 years and the Great Lakes Water 
Quality Agreement needs to change with it,” says Anderson, who is calling for the 
governments of Canada and the U.S. to renegotiate the agreement with an increased 
emphasis on protection of watershed-based sources of drinking water. 

The members of the cities initiative have taken the lead by adopting a 15 per cent 
water conservation target by 2015. “Water is the most overused and under-priced 
commodity that we have and we have to learn to conserve it,” says Anderson.

Dry Spring author Wood challenges activists like Maude Barlow who oppose the 
so-called ‘commodification’ of water. They are not saving the environment, Wood 
asserts, but instead setting it on a path to destruction. “Nothing inspires innovation 
faster than a problem that can be solved profitably,” he argues. “Once we shed our 
fear of mentioning water and markets in the same breath, a panoply of inexpensive, 
effective and adaptive solutions begin to recommend themselves.”

Focus on Solutions
Ultimately, Wood, Pentland and others agree that the time has come for 

institutions, governments, policy makers, politicians and scientists to set aside their 
differences and come together to ensure that Georgian Bay and the Great Lakes 
maintain healthy levels for future generations to enjoy.

“There are many reasons to be apprehensive about the quarter-century ahead,” 
writes Wood. “Water, however, is at the heart of solving all these other problems. 
If we can get the water part right, we will have the chance to apply our astonishing 
collective ingenuity and adaptive capacity to all the rest.” The bottom line is that 
“every citizen with a voice and vote” can be part of the solution.   ❧

For more information about the Georgian Bay Association and Georgian Bay 
water levels, go to: www.georgianbay.ca

To find out more about how you can help, or to become a member of the Southern 
Georgian Bay Chapter of the Georgian Bay Foundation, contact Joe Hayward at (705) 
888-4264 or the Georgian Bay Foundation at (416) 489-8101.

ABOVE: Town of Blue Mountains Mayor Ellen Anderson, a member of the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Cities Initiative, warns that continued lower levels could impact tourism, which drives 
our local economy.

Have Your Say
Do you agree that Georgian Bay is moving toward “crisis” low water levels? What 
evidence can you see that support your point of view? What can, and should, 
be done? We’d love to hear from you! Send letters to the editor, Janet Lees, at 
jlees@onthebaymagazine.com for publication in a future issue of On The Bay.
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“What Can I Do?”
what we do about water over the next few years is one of many problems 

we must confront without delay to keep our planet liveable. here are some 
readily available choices that can help you, your family and your community 
ensure that the taps keep flowing.

At Home
Check local sources, online and from your community utility or 

environmental offices, for the many ways of reducing your household’s 
water demand. look for existing rules about use, such as restrictions on or 
the assignment of watering days in summer. you may qualify for subsidies 
or incentives, for instance to install water-saving appliances. examples of 
informational resources are toronto’s “watersaver” site at 222. gvrd.bc.ca/
water/residential-conservation-initiatives.htm.

as much as half the water you use on your lawn or garden may flow into 
the ground. if your area is dry in summer, consider xeriscaping [see story on 
Page 40]. local native plants that stay attractive after rainless weeks should 
be best for your conditions. ask commercial greenhouses and community 
gardens for advice. if your locale is prone to intense downpours, landscape 
with those in mind. the right contouring, appropriate soil treatment and 
plants with lots of absorbency will reduce the amount that pools on the 
surface and runs off to flood gutters or worse. if your dwelling and local rules 
permit, consider installing a water tank or cistern to save the rain falling on 
your roof to water plants with later [see story on Page 42].

inside, both high and low-end technology can help. when you can, choose 
high-efficiency appliances and the low-water settings on dishwashers and 
washing machines. alternatively, repairing a running toilet or a dripping bath 
faucet may save as much. twinning drains to collect grey water from sinks 
and showers for a second use probably only makes sense if you’re building 
a new house or gutting an existing building.

habits count too. if you have your own water meter, review your 
statements to see how much you’re saving. at the store, pick products 
with less packaging and foods that are least processed: both packaging and 
industrial food preparation pile vast amounts of additional “virtual” water 
onto the ecological “cost” of products.

New book delineates
North America’s water woes

buying bottled water isn’t a great idea, chiefly because it leads to the 
accumulation of waste containers. if you live in North america, what’s in 
your tap is in all likelihood just as safe to drink as what’s in the bottle and 
it’s far cheaper. even though it’s improbable that buying bottled water will 
cause anyone else’s tap to go dry, the economical and eco-kindly solution is 
to “bottle your own” from the tap at home.

In Your communItY
Most communities are facing a backlog of tens of billions of dollars that 

must be found and invested to repair, replace or extend the basic urban 
infrastructure, including water facilities.

Mandating green landscaping in very new and redeveloped streets, and 
reusing waste water whenever possible, can sharply reduce the need for 
physical engineering while improving resilience to weather extremes, the 
health of wildlife and, often, a community’s aesthetics. separating potable 
and non-potable water supplies may not save money initially but may in 
some growing regions be the least expensive source of “new” water. Giving 
rivers more room to wander and parkland to flow now and again may be 
cheaper and more secure than constraining them inside dikes. in other 
places, desalination, recycling waste water and even a dam or pipeline may 
have decisive advantages. each case will be different; keep an open mind.

inform yourself about the source and management of your area’s water. 
decisions affecting future use 
are rarely made without repeated 
opportunities for public input and 
participation. volunteer on local 
boards or write letters to your 
city council, legislative member 
or federal representative.

support civic leaders who 
work to introduce water meters 
in every home. support them 
again when they dare to propose 
progressive water rates that 
rise with household usage. if 
you’ve been doing the things 
above, you’ll probably be among 
those who come out ahead! if 
your water comes from a well, 
don’t assume that your supply 
is secure. Groundwater in many 
places comes from surface water; 
in the face of changing patterns 
of rainfall or evaporation, what 

happens above the ground will affect hidden aquifers as well. if your 
community hasn’t mapped its groundwater or instituted a groundwater 
protection and recharge plan, stand by initiatives that do so.

whatever your role in society, you have the opportunity to move minds 
in the right direction, starting with your own.   ❧

Excerpted with permission from dry spring – the Coming water Crisis of 
North america, by Chris Wood, Raincoast Books, 2008

Weigh in on the issue! Are author Chris Wood’s suggestions 
about what we can do realistic and warranted? We’d love to hear from 
you! Send your feedback to the editor at jlees@onthebaymagazine.com
and we will publish it in a future issue of On The Bay.

Chris Wood’s insightful new book, Dry Spring, can be found at the 
following local bookstores:

The Crow’s Nest, Collingwood
Page & Turners, Collingwood
Jessica’s Book Nook, Thornbury
Curiosity House, Creemore
Downtown Book Store, Owen Sound

accumulation of waste containers. if you live in North america, what’s in 
your tap is in all likelihood just as safe to drink as what’s in the bottle and 
it’s far cheaper. even though it’s improbable that buying bottled water will 
cause anyone else’s tap to go dry, the economical and eco-kindly solution is 
to “bottle your own” from the tap at home.
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and non-potable water supplies may not save money initially but may in 
some growing regions be the least expensive source of “new” water. Giving 
rivers more room to wander and parkland to flow now and again may be 
cheaper and more secure than constraining them inside dikes. in other 
places, desalination, recycling waste water and even a dam or pipeline may 
have decisive advantages. each case will be different; keep an open mind.

ABOVE: Dry Spring author Chris Wood.


