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Clean Rivers, Clean Lakes
Kindles Water Quality Initiative

Planning for the future of clean water in the Greater Milwaukee
Watersheds is picking up speed. In February 2004, the Milwaukee
Metropolitan Sewerage District and the Southeastern Wisconsin
Regional Planning Commission, under a grant from the
US Environmental Protection Agency, sponsored a major
conference on watershed planning. “Clean Rivers, Clean
Lakes” brought together nearly 300 people from around
the region as scientists sat next to farmers, journalists
exchanged stories with engineers, and parks
advocates crowded next to mayors in the standing-
room-only ballroom of the Four Points Sheraton
“Clean Hotel in Brown Deer to share information on
water resource planning.
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Highlights from “Clean Rivers, Clean Lakes”

What’s Past is Prologue:

The History of Water in Milwaukee

Historian John Gurda put today’s water quality planning
efforts into perspective with an overview of the ways
Milwaukeeans have used their water resources over

the last two centuries. Like the Native Americans who
already lived here, early European settlers were attracted
to Milwaukee because of its pristine rivers and deep Lake

The State of Our Watersheds
Judy Beck is the Lake Michigan Team Manager for the
US Environmental Protection Agency, and an expert in the
many threats to healthy water faced by the Great Lakes.
She was frank in assessing the lake’s overall health. “If |
were from a different federal agency,” she said, “I would
be seriously considering an orange alert.” Although we are
working to clean up the lake, a legacy of abuse haunts our
harbors and waterways. Polluted sediments lead to fish-
eating advisories, beaches are closed due to contaminants
in the water, and exotic species — zebra mussels, for
example — disrupt the food chain. According to Beck,
Lake Michigan’s best chance for the future lies in
surrounding states adopting the watershed
approach to planning for clean water.
The lake’s drainage divides are
different from political lines,
and the resource must be
viewed as a whole
— a source of

Judy Beck

Michigan harbor.
Water ran the growing
region’s mills, water
shipped the wheat that
came through its port,
and water was the main
ingredient of its most
famous product: beer.
There were costs to
growth, however, and
Milwaukee’s rivers
became choked with
sewage while inland deforestation led to flooding. The
city flushed the rivers with clean water, and then in 1925
began treating sewage, beginning an early commitment to
improving water quality for residents and businesses. That
commitment is paying off today, Gurda noted, with our
rivers the focus of new residential development and Lake
Michigan the region’s recreation hub.

John Gurda

Commercial fishing in Lake Michigan has declined dramatically in
Just a few years because of pollution.

drinking water, transportation and recreation, food, and the
lifeblood of industry.

Beach closure —p







