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Wednesday, 12 September 2007

“If they ever come up with an office called Czar of the Great Lakes, I’m going to run for it,”
quipped Howard Tanner. The audience at the Garden Club of Greater Lansing and Michigan Inter-
City Garden Club meeting laughed. They also, by all appearances, were ready to vote for him. The
Garden Club of Greater Lansing has been in business since 1931, and Tanner, who is 84, worked
for the DNR, off and on, almost as long. Starting in 1947 as a graduate student employee, he headed
the department from 1975 until 1983.

Tanner, a retired MSU professor of fisheries — he
says he still teaches very rarely — is still on a mis-
sion to educate the public about water. “In terms of
responsibilities and in terms of benefits, Michigan
is at the center of everything related to the Great
Lakes,” he told some 60 women and three men
who filled the first floor of the Scott Center at 125
W. Main St. He covered, broadly, three main foci
in his talk about the Great Lakes watershed: water
quantity, quality, and biological health, which in-
cluded invasive species.

Tanner asked the audience, “What does it mean
when our dirty dishwasher goes ‘away?’ Where is ‘away?’” He reminded listeners that all the slush
from dishwashers, as well as our treated sewage water and other waste products, usually winds up
in some body of water.

“Away is spelled differently in different places,” Tanner said. “In Toronto, they spell it M-I-C-H-I-
G-A-N” — a reference to the stream of trash coming from Canada.

The questions continued. “Do you know where the city’s treatment plants are?” he asked, “What
about storm overflow? What happens when there is a lot of rain?” He suggested that though our
sewage treatment plants generally do an adequate job of cleaning our grey water, Lansing does not
do as well with storm-water runoff. When it rains, fuel, oil, and any other substances roads and
other impervious surfaces are washed, via storm drains, into creeks and rivers.

Airborne pollutants and industrial waste also weaken the integrity of the Great Lakes watershed.
The British Petroleum refinery in Indiana, according to Tanner, discharges 5,000 pounds of sludge
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into Lake Michigan every year, and the international oil company recently petitioned to increase
the amount of waste that it discharges into the lake. Protest from the Great Lakes community
has stopped that increase, for now. He also reminded listeners of the recent state Supreme Court
decision that sharply limits who can sue polluters under the Michigan Environmental Protection
Act, a breakthrough measure made law under the Milliken administration, of which Tanner was
an important member. “Now you don’t have standing in water battles [about Great Lakes water]
unless you live on it,” lamented Tanner.

For many years, Michigan had a good record of environmentally progressive laws. Tanner said
that Michigan was the first to ban DDT and PCBs altogether — again the doing of the Milliken
administration — as well as the use of phosphates in laundry detergents. That changed, accord-
ing to Tanner, under the leadership of Gov. John Engler from 1991 to 2002, a Republican, as
was Gov. William Milliken, but obviously of a different stripe. “I’ve always considered myself
a Republican,” said Tanner, “but I think what Engler did for environmental quality here is a
tragedy.”

One area in which Michigan has not been as proactive environmentally is in banning phosphates
in dishwashing detergents, and in allowing their use in fertilizers. Tanner suggested that Garden
Club members — and everyone — should use phosphate-free dishwashing detergent. He sug-
gested, too, that fertilizers used on lawns near streams or other bodies of water be phosphate

free. Tanner also suggested that it is time for
the bottle bill — legislation that the state’s gar-
den clubs were instrumental in passing origi-
nally — be amended to include water and juice
bottles and possibly more alcoholic beverages,
such as wine.

Tanner talked both about the extraction of wa-
ter for human and industrial use, and about the
way we treat Great Lakes water even when it is
not removed. “Salties,” container ships and
other boats that move from saltwater to fresh-
water, bring with them invasive species. Salties
are responsible, according to Tanner, for over

60 different kinds of invasive species here, species like the sea lamprey and zebra mussels; he
would like to see those ships banned from freshwater rivers.

He also touched briefly on larger environmental issues, before taking questions from the enthu-
siastic audience. As he finished, Tanner suggested that the common “mitten” metaphor used to
describe Michigan geography is incomplete. Instead, Tanner showed a map of Michigan that in-
cluded all of the lake water that belongs to the state as well. If we think of the Great Lakes wa-
tershed as our responsibility, Tanner hopes, we will take action to preserve the value that it
holds. “Maybe our ancestors didn’t know better,” said Tanner, “but we do.”
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