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Dr. Howard Tanner addresses the Garden Club of Greater
Lansing on key environmental issues affecting the Great Lakes

Lansing, MI.   “We’ve got to have a can-do attitude about the health of our Great
Lakes,” said Dr. Howard Tanner, retired director of the Michigan Department of
Natural Resources (DNR)—and introducer of king salmon into Lake Michigan.
“You can help to lead the way,” Tanner said in his address to the Garden Club of
Greater Lansing (GCGL) at its September 2007 joint annual meeting with the
Inter-City Council of Garden Clubs, including VIPs from Michigan Garden Clubs,
Inc., as well as Lansing’s Public Service Commission and City Council.

“Michigan has the greatest to lose, and the greatest to gain,” Dr. Tanner said, regarding the
stewardship of its Great Lakes.  “Why?” he asked, “because Michigan borders on 41% of the
Great Lakes, second
only to Ontario’s 32%,”
adding that “the
remainder is divided
among seven other states
(Illinois, Indiana,
Minnesota, New York,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and
Wisconsin).

“The drinking water for
50% of Michigan’s
population comes from
the Great Lakes,”
Tanner said.  “That’s
five million people.
And there’s less water
now than there used to
be.”  Re-garding the quantity of Great Lakes water, Tanner indicated that most of it flows south
from Canada’s rivers.  With global warming, he said, there is less rain, and therefore less lake
water.  About the water’s quality, he said many Great Lakes’ pollution problems center around
large urban areas, citing southernmost Lake Michigan—near Chicago and Indiana—which shows
harmful levels of mercury and cyanide.  Too, he cited an increasing number of beach closures,
eg., at Saginaw Bay and Lake St. Claire, for improperly treated sewage.  When asked to rate
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Lansing’s sewage treatment performance, he gave the Capitol City good marks for its work to
upgrade the separation between rain and sewage drains.  Other factors have also been
corrected over time, Tanner said.  DDT, for example, endangered the lakes’ trout and salmon.
Yet since the chemical was banned in 1972—first in Michigan, and then nationally—its
infusion level went down from 20 parts per million to two parts per million, a great
improvement.

“We still need vigilance,” Tanner was quick to add.  “As far as
I’m concerned, there shouldn’t be any traffic in the Great
Lakes from saltwater ships beyond the Welland Canal,” he
said, citing the canal a few miles southwest of Niagara Falls
that is part of the St. Lawrence Seaway.  Connecting Lake
Ontario and Lake Huron—through Canada—the Welland
Canal originally facilitated shipping from Detroit, Cleveland,
and other locations, to Montreal and beyond.  As commerce
increased, and the canal route expanded, however, many
harmful elements were drawn into the Great Lakes in the ships’ wakes.  These include
significant quantities of salt off the hulls of the ocean-faring vessels, and invasive species—
biological as well as marine—that infect the lakes’ fish with Viral Hemorragic Septicemia

(VHS).

Tanner called for Michigan’s
leadership in the growing difficulties
surrounding the issues of Great Lakes
water.  “We need a new vision for
Michigan,” he said, “one that
includes diplomacy between Canada
and the U.S., and a more responsible
stewardship for our unborn
generations.  When we send waste
‘away,’ we can’t spell ‘away’ as ‘l-a-
k-e’ anymore.”   Tanner
acknowledged that any effective plan
for Michigan would likely involve
increased taxes for the states’ citizens.
“We need to invest in our state,” he

said, “in order to recreate its financial structure.  Right now we’re 35th in the country in tax
rates.  We can do better.”

Tanner concluded with suggestions for actions that gardeners—and everyone—can take to
help the environment, such as limiting the use of phosphate-laden fertilizers, and avoiding the
introduction of invasive plants in water and earth gardens.  He also suggested lobbying for
legislation that banned phosphates from dishwasher detergent, and amended the current bottle
bill—originally spearheaded by garden clubs statewide—to include deposits on water bottles
and other container drinks.

by Marilyn H. Fedewa
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