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The International Joint Commission 
and the Evolution of the Great 
Lakes Water Quality Agreement: 
Accountability, Progress Reporting, 
and Measuring Performance 

Debora VanNijnatten and Carolyn Johns

The International Joint Commission (IJC) is one of the world’s most unique 
international environmental institutions. Though it was established under 
the 1909 Boundary Waters Treaty (BWT) primarily to resolve disputes 
between water users, especially in the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence basin, its 
role has greatly expanded into environmental and ecosystem governance. 
In the earliest decades after its establishment, the commission provided 
the Canadian and American governments with the means to investi-
gate and understand the growing pollution problems in the Great Lakes. 
However, the IJC soon began to take on an environmental policy advisory 
role, gently pushing the parties to the treaty—the Canadian and US feder-
al governments—toward a higher level of environmental co-operation in 
addressing worsening pollution in the Great Lakes basin, and also toward 
firmer infrastructure to support such co-operation. With the signing of 
the 1972 Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement (GLWQA), the IJC was 
given a more supportive role (and additional help in the form of advis-
ory boards), but it also became enmeshed in monitoring and reporting 
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on the commitments made. Over the course of successive revisions to the 
GLWQA in 1978, 1987, and 2012 this role in monitoring, reporting on, and 
assessing the performance of the parties in meeting these commitments 
has grown.

When discussions began in earnest over 2005 and 2006 on the third 
(and most recent) “renewal” of the GLWQA, it was clear that Canada and 
the United States had fallen behind in supporting implementation efforts 
under the agreement and were ill-prepared to meet new environmental 
challenges in the basin. The Twelfth Biennial Report, compiled by the IJC 
under the GLWQA and released in 2004, laid out a dizzying array of prob-
lems that had not been adequately addressed, and referred to the need for 
“a greater level of binational communication and cooperation” in order to 
“better face future threats and address current needs.”1 Debate immedi-
ately centred on a familiar concern: How do we better assess and spur 
performance by the parties in terms of meeting the General and Specific 
Objectives of the GLWQA? 

Indeed, one of the main sections of the 2007 Review of the Great Lakes 
Water Quality Agreement, which was intended to provide the parties with 
a starting point as they contemplated another round of revisions to the 
agreement, was “accountability and implementation”; this section laid out 
the need for “establishing specific results, designating responsible entities 
and improving mechanisms to hold them accountable.”2 According to the 
review authors, this should include “setting timelines and reporting on 
progress to achieve the goals of the agreement.” Meanwhile, the IJC, given 
its responsibility for coordinating actions under the GLWQA, was citing 
the need for “an uncommonly strong Accountability Framework for Great 
Lakes’ restoration and protection.”3 In another report, Promises to Keep: 
Challenges to Meet, a coalition of Great Lakes environmental non-govern-
mental organizations recommended that a renewed agreement provide for 
greater “accountability for implementation.”4

Performance was to be a key focus for the 2012 GLWQA, then, and 
certainly not for the first time since the original 1972 GLWQA came into 
effect. In fact, it has been a continuing concern. This chapter traces the 
evolution of water governance in the Great Lakes basin under the IJC with 
an emphasis on the post-1960 period, during which—as various contribu-
tors to this volume note—the commission has done its most important 
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environment-related work. We focus in particular on efforts under suc-
cessive versions of the GLWQA to set objectives, assess performance in 
meeting those objectives, and tighten accountability for this performance. 
Beginning with a brief look at the binational regime first established under 
the BWT and its mechanisms for joint accountability, the chapter careful-
ly tracks the increase in the number and breadth of objectives under the 
GLWQA of 1972, 1978, 1987, and 2012, and the continued difficulties in 
terms of implementation. It also follows the attempts to hold governments 
accountable for meeting those objectives through ever more transparent 
and inclusive approaches, as well as reporting mechanisms. In the 2012 
revision to the GLWQA, we see the most varied requirements yet, in terms 
of measuring and reporting on outcomes as well as asking governments to 
account for these outcomes. 

In examining the various approaches and tools used by the IJC to 
push for new environmental objectives under the GLWQA and assess ef-
forts by the parties to meet these objectives, the chapter also provides in-
sights into the evolving role of the IJC itself over time. As an international 
organization, the IJC has worked through governmental, stakeholder, 
and scientific networks, both vertically across levels of government and 
horizontally across borders, to foster support for the IJC’s oversight role 
and for the management objectives that have been built into the GLWQA 
regime. The IJC faces challenges, however, as it navigates the difficult dip-
lomatic and policy terrain associated with “implementation oversight” (as 
the editors of this collection call it) of the signatory parties. Yet the IJC 
remains a model in terms of its ability to foster the creation of diverse 
policy communities that can work collaboratively at multiple governance 
levels to support achievement of GLWQA objectives. The side benefit is 
that when one avenue of action is closed, there remain other opportunities 
for encouraging binational action. In this way, this chapter provides sup-
port for the contention made by Murray Clamen and Daniel Macfarlane 
in their introduction to this volume, namely that the IJC is most certainly 
“an adaptable governance form.”
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The 1909 Boundary Waters Treaty and an 
Environmental Mandate for the International Joint 
Commission

The BWT was clearly an attempt to settle a long list of pre-existing disputes 
about the use (and abuse) of the waters of the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence, 
and other boundary waters, by explicitly shifting the basis of the legal and 
diplomatic framework to that of a shared perspective, where actions taken 
by one “High Contracting Party” were not to interfere with the use of the 
resource by the other party.5 Further, the BWT subjected “treaty bound-
ary waters,” expansively defined, to a new evidence-based dispute-resolu-
tion procedure. This procedure, to be applied on a case-by-case basis and 
in a public manner with the involvement of stakeholders, was to be under 
the purview of the IJC and its commissioners and staff. The IJC was the 
guardian of this shared perspective on management of the lakes, the pri-
mary arbiter of disputes, and the key channel of communication between 
governments and between governments and the public on issues relating 
to the lakes. The text of the treaty was, however, unambiguous as to the 
hierarchy of relationships: the commission’s role was to recommend solu-
tions and, during the course of its advisory operations and dispute-resolu-
tion tasks, report to the governments. Final decisions and implementation 
were left to the parties themselves.

While prioritizing commercial and navigable uses in article i, the 
BWT also introduced a key pillar of the binational regime that would 
serve as the foundation for the parties to undertake joint environmental 
management later in the century. Article iv states that “the waters herein 
defined as boundary waters and waters flowing across the boundary shall 
not be polluted on either side to the injury of health or property on the 
other.” The IJC thus became responsible, under the BWT, for administer-
ing a joint regime that upheld (indeed, protected) the economic uses of the 
basin waters yet also introduced pollution concerns; that subjected uses of 
basin waters to a high level of public scrutiny; and that did so in a manner 
that was to be consultative and evidentiary, with emphasis placed on the 
importance of science in managing basin waters. This reflected concerns 
at the state, provincial, and local levels around this time (as Benidickson 
details in chapter 3 of this volume); public officials were increasingly 
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lamenting the impacts of local sewage and other wastes on waterways at 
the same time that scientists were determined to bring down rates of ty-
phoid and other waterborne illnesses.  

The provision in the BWT for the IJC to consider pollution impacts, 
and to do so in an evidence-based manner, was quickly set in motion. In 
1912, the two national governments asked the IJC to investigate the pol-
lution of boundary waters and undertake “the most expansive bacterio-
logical examination of waters the world has ever known.”6 In his chapter, 
Benidickson highlights the truly joint nature of the study, which involved 
public health experts from both countries. The resulting report from the 
commission in 1918 drew attention to widespread problems stemming 
from sewage and ship discharges,7 and showed that the pollution was in-
deed transboundary,8 in direct violation of the BWT. It recommended that 
the IJC be given “the necessary jurisdiction and authority . . . to make such 
rules, regulations, directions and orders as in its judgment may be deemed 
necessary” to regulate and prohibit pollution of boundary waters.9 

However, jurisdictions around the basin—and the parties them-
selves—were preoccupied from the 1920s to the 1940s with shipping, 
industrialization, fishing, and other economic activities—not with pol-
lution.10  It was not until after the Second World War that governments 
turned their attention more formally to pollution problems along the 
shared border.11 Industrial waste, human sewage, and human-made 
chemicals began to have sustained ecosystem effects. Lake Erie, the shal-
lowest of the lakes, showed serious signs of stress in the form of massive, 
lake-wide algal blooms (mats of algae) that severely depleted oxygen levels 
and resulted in the decline of several fish species and massive fish kills. 
Combined with major episodes of drought and water shortages, public 
and societal groups, including fishing, hunting, and women’s groups, de-
manded government action.12 Acting on references from the two federal 
governments in the late 1940s and ’50s to investigate pollution problems 
at several “connecting channels” in the shared basin, the IJC conducted 
comprehensive physical, bacteriological, and chemical analysis of domes-
tic and industrial wastes in these channels, and recommended that re-
medial measures and water quality objectives be put into place in these 
areas.13 However, with the persistent inability of governments in the chan-
nels to meet the water quality objectives, and the knowledge that pollution 
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problems were accelerating with industrial and population growth around 
the basin, Canada and the United States asked the IJC in 1964 to broaden 
its investigative scope and report on whether “the waters of Lake Erie, 
Lake Ontario, and the International Section of the St. Lawrence River are 
being polluted on either side of the boundary to an extent which is causing 
or is likely to cause injury to health or property on the other side of the 
boundary,” as well as the causes of this pollution and remedial measures 
that could be taken.14 

Meanwhile, public concern mounted with regard to the deterioration 
of water quality. Shocking events, including large-scale fish kills in Lake 
Erie, the Cuyahoga River in Cleveland, Ohio, catching fire in 1969 due to 
extremely high levels of pollutants in the water, and the contamination of 
the walleye fishery by mercury, all brought environmental issues to the 
forefront of government attention. These events stimulated citizens to 
push for basin-wide action by the Canadian and US governments, as well 
as more public accountability on the part of the parties.15

The final reference report submitted to the governments in 1970 by 
the IJC ended up serving as the basis for negotiations on a new binational 
agreement to address pollution in the Great Lakes (Jennifer Read address-
es this in chapter 11 of this volume). The report, which built on technical 
and scientific work conducted by agencies in the two countries, as well as 
by the advisory boards and the IJC’s own Interim Reports to the govern-
ments in the 1960s, found that “the increased quantity and the different 
composition of municipal and industrial wastes in the last two decades, as 
well as the residual characteristics of materials discharged into the Lakes, 
have led to dramatic changes in the biological condition of the Lower 
Great Lakes System.”16 After outlining a long list of pollution threats to the 
lakes—including nutrient loadings to the lakes (in particular phosphor-
us), eutrophication, oil and watercraft pollution, bacterial contamination 
and toxics such as mercury—the report concluded that “there is no doubt 
that contaminants entering Lake Erie and Lake Ontario from one country 
move across the boundary and affect the water quality in the other coun-
try.”17 Given this unambiguous conclusion, discussions turned to creating 
a firmer framework for environmental management in the basin, one that 
set clear objectives and provided the means for tracking and supporting 
implementation.



40113 | The International Joint Commission and the Evolution

Performance Measurement Comes to the Great 
Lakes

There are increasing political pressures on governments everywhere to 
demonstrate that their interventions bring benefits to the environment, 
and these pressures have intensified as countries continue to struggle 
with deficits and accumulated debt. Performance measurement, rooted in 
the new public management models of the 1990s,18 can be understood as 
the process of developing and using tools to assess progress in achieving 
predetermined goals. With growing global concern about water govern-
ance, especially in relation to climate change, international organizations 
such as the United Nations (UN), through its Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), through its water governance program, have been 
keenly interested in assessing and promoting better water governance and 
policy regimes using performance assessment. Those who practise per-
formance measurement in environmental and water policy focus on ana-
lyzing both the objectives of the policy (i.e., are they appropriate? properly 
defined? achievable? ambitious enough?) as well as with how to measure 
results or outcomes against these objectives.19 

Early attempts to measure ecosystem/water outcomes, beginning in 
the 1970s, when government mandates to protect the environment were 
expanding,20 pioneered the use of “proxy” values, or “indicators,” as a way 
of judging performance. Indicators are metrics, generally quantitative, 
designed to provide information on the state or condition of something 
and, when tracked over time, to highlight progress or change in relation to 
specific program objectives. Outcome indicators related to water are num-
erous; they have been developed as part of broader environmental indi-
cators of water quality/quantity;21 for water security;22 for water stress;23 
for water poverty;24 and for international assessments and comparisons.25 

Beginning in the late 1990s, however, analysts began to differentiate 
between outcome indicators (e.g., for ecosystems or water systems) and 
societal or program response indicators.26 The OECD, other international 
organizations, and many countries, influenced by the enhanced focus 
on performance management, began to develop suites of indicators and 
benchmarks related to measuring government efforts in implementation. 
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This new focus concentrated discussions on understanding the program, 
policy, and process tools being used to respond to specific ecosystem 
challenges, and determine whether these were sufficient to support the 
achievement of objectives.27 Performance measurement using response 
indicators thus also involves investigation into why objectives may not 
have been met (i.e., have government entities provided sufficient program 
and resource support for meeting objectives?).

Debates about environmental policy performance have most recently 
focused on the need for indicators that provide us with more “horizontal” 
knowledge about the capacity to support the general aims of environ-
mental management. These so-called governance indicators can help us 
to understand the factors that might contribute to broader performance 
failures—namely implementation deficiencies across programs, across 
sectors, and across systems. For example, do governance efforts effectively 
include and link those decision-makers and communities that are critical 
for addressing the challenges at hand? Do we have consistent and predict-
ive information on which to base our efforts, with a view to forward-plan-
ning? What is the state of collective investment and efforts to implement 
agreements and policies? 

These discussions about societal response and governance indicators 
highlight the fact that performance assessment is not just about measur-
ing outcomes; it also has democratic roots (i.e., to what extent are govern-
ments doing what they say they are going to do and to what extent are they 
responsive to public concerns?). Much of the literature on the role of the 
IJC related to environmental quality and the GLWQA has focused on how 
the institution gets answers to these questions.28 In a very general sense, 
accountability can operate “upward,” which implies answerability to elect-
ed leaders, or “downward” to the public. Certainly, lines of accountabil-
ity within the framework of binational Great Lakes institutions are more 
complex and cannot work as they do domestically, but the IJC is subject 
to both “up” and “down” accountability. It is clear that the IJC is account-
able to the parties in carrying out its functions under the treaty (water 
apportionment and references), as well as in its reporting duties. However, 
the idea that the parties and the IJC should respond to public concern 
is firmly rooted in the 1909 BWT (as discussed above) and in successive 
versions of the GLWQA (as discussed in the next section). As a result of 
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this, as Krantzberg points out (in chapter 12 of this volume), a “strong and 
organized public” has emerged that has helped “push for implementation 
and sustained momentum” in following through on ecological recovery 
goals, reinforcing “downward” accountability relationships.

Our discussion below of the evolution of a Great Lakes water manage-
ment regime highlights several characteristics with respect to experience 
in the basin with performance assessment over time. First, we note that 
the objectives of the management regime have continued to expand under 
successive versions of the GLWQA, becoming both increasingly broad yet 
also more numerous, with the result that the measurement of outcomes 
has become an ever more difficult and complex task. At the same time 
(and somewhat perversely), the pressure to provide accountability and 
track governance performance has increased over the course of succes-
sive renewals of the GLWQA. In this respect, outcomes have been em-
phasized but so, too, has the way that decisions are made, prioritizing 
input from stakeholders and the scientific community, and layering addi-
tional reporting requirements and mechanisms into updated agreements. 
In line with this expansion of accountability requirements, the IJC’s role 
and capacity has also grown, particularly in terms of performance assess-
ment, but so has that of the parties. This has led, perhaps unsurprisingly, 
to increased tensions between the commission, which performs the ac-
countability functions, and the parties, who are responsible for imple-
mentation. However, the IJC’s ability to network with governments and 
communities at various levels, with a wide variety of stakeholders, and 
with the academic community, has supported its position in the account-
ability and performance regime. Valiante and colleagues refer to this as 
the IJC’s ability to create “a binational community external to the formal 
regime.”29 This external accountability role has broadened in scope over 
the past four decades.

The 1972 Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement

In 1972, Canada and the United States committed to addressing pollution 
within the Great Lakes ecosystem under the umbrella of a new bination-
al approach under the GLWQA. In light of “the grave deterioration of 
water quality on each side of the boundary,” the agreement aimed—quite 
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ambitiously—to “restore and enhance water quality,” as well as to prevent 
future pollution.30 In a manner similar to the 1909 treaty, it established the 
lakes as a shared “commons” and the two nations as jointly responsible 
stewards of this freshwater resource. 

The agreement, which is an “executive agreement” between the two 
countries and does not bind them in the same way that the BWT does, 
has been described as “unprecedented in scope.” Indeed, it was unique in 
several respects. First, it laid out basin-wide General Objectives enjoining 
the signatory parties to keep the waters free of putrescent, floating, or 
foul-smelling materials, toxic discharges, and also excessive nutrients.31 
Specific Objectives were aimed at reducing levels of nutrients, fecal coli-
form, dissolved solids, iron, and other pollutants in the lakes.32 Interim 
objectives were also set for mercury and other heavy metals, organics, 
oils, and petrochemicals, as well as suspended solids.33 Further, the parties 
agreed to meet within one year to set objectives for a range of other con-
taminants.34 Annex 2 of the agreement contained a detailed list of object-
ives for phosphorus loadings from various sources.

Secondly, the parties committed to various implementation meas-
ures to meet these objectives—specifically, to put in place municipal and 
industrial pollution control programs and also to engage in binational 
co-operative programming.35 The IJC was to support achievement of the 
objectives through the monitoring, collection, analysis, and dissemina-
tion of water quality data, and provision of advice based on these data.36 
Moreover, the commission would be aided by a new Great Lakes Water 
Quality Board (composed of senior representatives of the federal, state, 
and provincial governments), a Research Advisory Board (composed of 
research managers), and a Regional Great Lakes Office, which the IJC 
would administer. 

Finally—and importantly for our purposes here—the 1972 agreement 
also provided several accountability mechanisms for tracking perform-
ance. The agreement demands consultation between the federal govern-
ments as well as periodic reviews of “the operation and effectiveness of 
the Agreement as a whole.”37 The IJC was mandated to report annually 
on progress in achieving the water quality objectives set out in the agree-
ment,38 as well as to report on any other matter, either as requested by 
the parties or any matter during “the discharge of its functions under the 
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Agreement.”39 In most instances, IJC reporting was to be done to the par-
ties but also state and provincial governments.40 

These provisions in articles 3 and 4 of the 1972 GLWQA constituted 
the first formal reporting requirements for the IJC. This seemed to imply 
that, given these reporting authorities, the IJC would also be implicated in 
performance assessment in terms of the follow-through on commitments 
made in the agreement. However, this immediately set up a tension be-
tween the authority to report on performance, which was lodged with the 
IJC under the 1972 agreement, and the authority to actually implement the 
commitments, which resided with the Canadian and American govern-
ments as the signatory parties to the GLWQA. This tension would become 
more apparent over time as commitments under the GLWQA increased.

In addition to these accountability requirements, article vi requested 
that the IJC inquire into and report on “pollution of the boundary wat-
ers of the Great Lakes System from agricultural, forestry and other land 
use activities.”41 The IJC established the International Reference Group on 
Great Lakes Pollution from Land Use Activities (PLUARG) to plan and im-
plement the requested study, focusing its research agenda on land use and 
land-use practices, as well as trends and projections on land-use patterns 
and practices, and also provide detailed surveys of selected watersheds to 
determine the sources of pollutants. The final PLUARG report, released 
in 1978, outlined serious pollution sources and issues such as phosphorus 
that still plague the Great Lakes to this day; indeed, the group highlighted 
the need for increased action on many fronts, helping to set the stage for a 
renewal of the GLWQA.

The 1978 Revisions

As concerns deepened over the lack of progress in dealing with existing 
and new forms of pollution in the basin waters, the 1972 GLWQA was 
replaced by a new agreement in 1978. The US administration had not pro-
vided support for implementing commitments in the 1972 agreement and, 
on the northern side of the border, Canada’s record of forcing industries to 
comply with the Specific Objectives had been disappointing.42

The 1978 GLWQA built upon the pillars established in the 1972 agree-
ment, though it also introduced the more complex “ecosystem approach” 
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into the water quality management regime, thus recognizing that “a much 
more systemic perspective was required to understand the problems and 
what might be done about them.”43 As Krantzberg notes in her chapter 
in this volume, an ecosystem approach also serves to institutionalize 
multi-stakeholder decision-making in order to consider a much broad-
er range of human impacts on the water and ecosystem quality. Indeed, 
the 1978 revisions adopted a more holistic view of the “Great Lakes basin 
ecosystem,” which included the interacting components of air, land, 
water, and living organisms—including humans—within the drainage 
basin of the Great Lakes and the international section of the St. Lawrence 
River. Further, the 1978 agreement called—ambitiously—for the “virtual 
elimination of persistent toxic substances” in the Great Lakes ecosystem 
by adopting a philosophy of “zero discharge” of inputs. 

A list of toxic chemicals was established for priority action. More 
specially, new provisions were added in the 1978 agreement to address 
pollution from assorted land-use activities and the effect of air pollution 
on Great Lakes water quality. New, stricter water quality objectives were 
announced, in order not only to maintain but also to restore water quality 
in the lakes. These changes represented a broadening of the goals under-
lying the GLWQA regime, both in terms of the management approaches 
to be taken and the pollutants to be addressed, and a requisite expansion 
of the expectations on governments with respect to environmental and 
water quality in the basin. And, to meet these expectations, the parties 
agreed to provide financial assistance to construct waste treatment facili-
ties44 and to coordinate planning programs that monitor the discharge of 
pollutants in the Great Lakes45—both of which had been missing from the 
1972 agreement.

New accountability provisions were also added to the 1978 agree-
ment. First, the agreement required review of the Specific Objectives by 
both parties46 and by the IJC, which was also to make “appropriate rec-
ommendations” on progress achieved.47 In this respect, the United States 
and Canada were enjoined to consult on the establishment of new or 
stricter Specific Objectives “to protect the beneficial uses from the com-
bined effects of pollutants,” and they were also to “consult on pollutant 
loading rates for each lake basin so as to preserve the total Great Lakes 
system.”48 Also significant was the new requirement that Canada and the 
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United States maintain an inventory of pollution abatement requirements, 
complete with compliance schedules and status reports, and make it avail-
able to both the IJC and the public;49 this was included “in order to gauge 
progress toward the earliest practicable completion and operation” of 
both municipal and industrial pollution control programs.50 Finally, the 
IJC was required to report biennially to the parties—rather than on the 
annual basis set out in the 1972 GLWQA—on the progress made toward 
fulfilling the water quality objectives. This change recognized the diffi-
culties associated with collecting appropriate data on an annual basis. In 
general, as the IJC itself notes, “since the 1978 revision, the International 
Joint Commission has served as an independent assessor of the progress 
made by the two governments in achieving the Agreement’s objectives.”51

The 1983 Supplement

When the revised 1978 GLWQA was signed, Rasmussen, in his analysis 
of the changes, expressed considerable doubt that the two governments 
would improve implementation under the new agreement, given the lack 
of commitment they had to that point exhibited in adopting enabling na-
tional legislation to support implementation of the water quality objectives 
set out in the agreement and providing the requisite funds for the imple-
mentation of such legislation.52 In the United States, the Nixon adminis-
tration had refused to fund needed infrastructure around the basin and, 
even after the 1978 revisions drew attention to continuing implementa-
tion problems, the Carter administration’s record in funding Great Lakes 
water quality commitments was little better. Rasmussen had also noted 
a distinct lack of political enthusiasm for the revised agreement, which, 
he surmised, would translate into low levels of political will in moving 
forward on GLWQA commitments.

In response to the continuing inability of the parties to address the 
problem of the eutrophication of Lake Erie, the agreement underwent fur-
ther revision in 1983 when a Phosphorus Load Reduction Supplement was 
added to Annex 3 of the 1978 GLWQA. As a result, detailed plans to reduce 
phosphorus loading to receiving waters were developed and adopted by 
each jurisdiction in the basin. The 1983 Supplement contained no changes 
in terms of accountability and performance mechanisms or indicators, yet 
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this addition represented a growing recognition that there would need to 
be more accountability and reporting related to the annexes dealing with 
specific issues, such as this one dealing with phosphorus loadings. There 
was also growing pressure for more public involvement and proposals that 
the IJC “should make a fundamental shift in its primary role to that of 
an environmental watchdog, an advocate for an ecological perspective on 
both sides of the border.”53 Interestingly, it was noted at the time that “the 
occasional ambivalence of governments is certainly less significant than 
the general conviction among them and the public that the IJC has be-
come an indispensable instrument for both countries.”54

The 1987 GLWQA: New Scales of Action and 
Accountability 

There had certainly been some signs of progress in addressing environ-
mental problems in the Great Lakes between 1973 and 1985, as govern-
ments attempted to deal with municipal and industrial discharges. It was 
clear by the mid-1980s, however, that serious pollution problems remained. 
An estimated 57 million tons of liquid waste were being poured into the 
Great Lakes annually by its inhabitants, their industries, and their muni-
cipalities,55 and the degraded state of ecosystems was well documented 
by scientists working at institutions like the National Water Resources 
Institute, Canada Centre for Inland Waters, Environment Canada, and 
the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 

In 1987 the two national governments again renewed the GLWQA with 
a concerted focus on the most polluted watersheds in the region. Studies 
conducted by the IJC prior to the renegotiation had identified forty-three 
“Areas of Concern,” or AOCs, that were particularly problematic water-
sheds with serious pollution and governance challenges (see Figure 13.1). 
Remedial Action Plans (RAPs) were to be created for each AOC in order to 
address “Beneficial Use Impairments” (BUIs) (see Figure 13.2).

The agreement listed a total of fourteen BUIs that could result from 
various types of water pollution—heavy metals, pathogens, contaminated 
sediments, and toxic chemicals. In each AOC, multi-level and multi-stake-
holder governance institutions were engaged to develop and implement 
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Figure 13.1. Areas of Concern in the 1987 GLWQA (2018). Used with the 
permission of Environment and Climate Change Canada.
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the RAPs. BUIs were the agreed-upon indicators that must be addressed 
in order for an AOC to be “delisted”—the key metric of progress in clean-
ing up polluted watersheds.

The revised agreement also ushered in the development of Lakewide 
Management Plans (LaMPs) to address whole lake contamination by per-
sistent toxic substances. To support these initiatives, the 1987 GLWQA was 
further broadened through the addition of new annexes addressing non-
point contaminant sources (associated with land-use activities identified a 
decade earlier through PLUARG); contaminated sediment; airborne toxic 
substances; contaminated groundwater; and associated research and de-
velopment. In addition, the expanded list of Specific Objectives, contained 
in the revised Annex 1, is striking when compared with the much shorter 
list in the original 1972 agreement. 
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Figure 13.2. Beneficial Use Impairments in Great Lakes Areas of Concern.
Source: Progress Report of the Parties (2016), 12–13. 

1.	 Restrictions on Fish and Wildlife Consumption

2.	 Tainting of Fish and Wildlife Flavor

3.	 Degraded Fish and Wildlife Populations

4.	 Fish Tumors or Other Deformities

5.	 Bird or Animal Deformities or Reproductive Problems

6.	 Degradation of Benthos

7.	 Restrictions on Dredging Activities

8.	 Eutrophication or Undesirable Algae

9.	 Restrictions on Drinking Water Consumption or Taste and 
Odor Problems

10.	 Beach Closings

11.	 Degradation of Aesthetics

12.	 Added Costs to Agriculture or Industry

13.	 Degradation of Phytoplankton and Zooplankton 
Populations

14.	 Loss of Fish and Wildlife Habitat

Accountability provisions were also tightened and decentralized. 
The IJC had played a critical role in the decade leading up to the 1987 
agreement, and the new agreement reinforced the IJC’s investigative 
role with specific reporting responsibilities related to the GLWQA. In ef-
fect, the IJC was given a “standing reference” and “permanent watchdog 
role” in the Great Lakes.56 Biennial reporting would continue, but on the 
broadened range of objectives that now included AOCs and LaMPs. In 
fact, the language regarding the biennial report was quite strong: “This 
report shall include an assessment of the effectiveness of the programs 
and other measures undertaken pursuant to this Agreement, and advice 
and recommendations.”57 Performance was thus clearly in focus, particu-
larly vis-à-vis the RAP process, which focused on tracking the delisting 
of BUIs in every AOC. Further, the new provision in the 1987 protocol 
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Figure 13.3. Objectives set for the 1972, 1978, 1987, and 2012 versions of the Great 
Lakes Water Quality Agreements. Source: Progress Report of the Parties (2016), 6.

1972 April 15, 1972 Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau and President Richard Nixon sign 
the first Canada-United States Great Lakes Water Quality Agree-
ment (GLWQA).
The 1972 GLWQA committed Canada and the United States to 
restore and enhance water quality in the Great Lakes ecosystem 
and established basin-wide water quality objectives and binational 
commitment on the design, implementation and monitoring of 
water quality programs.
The focus of the 1972 GLWQA was on phosphorous loadings and 
visible pollution.

1978 November 22, 1978 While reaffirming and building upon the 1972 GLWQA, the 1978 
GLWQA introduced the ecosystem approach to the management 
of Great Lakes water quality. It also called for the virtual elimina-
tion of persistent toxic substances in the Great Lakes ecosystem by 
adopting a philosophy of “zero discharge” of inputs and estab-
lished a list of toxic chemicals for priority action.

1983 October 16, 1983 A Phosphorous Load Reduction Supplement was added to Annex 
3 of the 1978 GLWQA, outlining measures to reduce phosphorous 
loading throughout the basin. As a result, detailed plans to reduce 
phosphorous loading to receiving waters were developed and 
adopted by each jurisdiction in the basin.

1987 November 18, 1987 The 1987 GLWQA called for: 1) the adoption of ecosystem objec-
tives for the lakes; 2) the development and implementation of Re-
medial Action Plans to restore significantly degraded areas around 
the Great Lakes identified as Areas of Concerns; and 3) Lakewide 
Management Plans to address whole lake contamination by per-
sistent toxic substances. The 1987 GLWQA was further broadened 
through new annexes addressing: non-point contaminant sources: 
contaminated sediment; airborne toxic substances; contaminated 
groundwater; and associated research and development.

2012 September 7, 2012 Canadian Minister of the Environment Peter Kent and United 
States Environmental Protection Agency Administrator Lisa Jack-
son sign the 2012 GLWQA.
The 2012 GLWQA comprehensively addresses today’s Great 
Lakes water quality issues by: 1) modernizing provisions related 
to excessive algae growth, chemicals, pollution from ships and 
scientific research; 2) incorporating new commitments to address 
significant challenges such as the degradation of the nearshore, 
the threat from aquatic invasive species and climate change, and 
the loss of habitat and species; and 3) strengthening provisions for 
governance, accountability, and engagement of government and 
non-government entities and the public.
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Figure 13.4. Performance Assessment, Accountability and Reporting Mechanisms 
in the 1972, 1978 and 1987 versions of the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreements. 
Figure created by authors.

that “lake ecosystem objectives” for each lake be established, along with 
“ecosystem health indicators” to assess progress toward these objectives,58 
represented a step further down the road to performance assessment, now 
using indicators. 

If we look across the various revised agreements, Figure 13.3 high-
lights the changes in terms of objectives, from the original 1972 GLWQA 
through the 1978 and 1987 revisions. Figure 13.4 then provides our sum-
mary of alterations in the accountability and reporting regime.

Figures 13.3 and 13.4, and the discussion above, highlight two trends. 
First, we can see the expansion of objectives over the course of successive 
agreements vis-à-vis the ever longer list of pollutants and ever more an-
nexes addressing specific problems; higher expectations embedded in new 
approaches such as ecosystem management and the virtual elimination 

1972 Annual Report on progress in achieving Objectives to Parties and 
information to states/provinces

Ability to report on any other matter “during `the discharge of its 
functions under the Agreement”

1978 Biennial reporting

Reporting by both IJC and Parties on progress achieved

Introduction of concept of impact of pollutants on “beneficial uses” 
(BUIs)

Parties required to make inventory of pollution abatement requirements 
with compliance schedules and status reports to IJC and public 

1987 Biennial reporting on expanded range of Objectives, AOCs and LaMPs
* Importance of BUIs in reporting on/delisting AOCs

Lakewide Management Plans

Provision to set “lake ecosystem objectives” for each Lake, along with 
ecosystem health indicators to assess progress towards reaching these 
objectives



41313 | The International Joint Commission and the Evolution

of pollutants; and also the need for concerted follow-through on the BUI 
system (which constituted outcomes indicators) for RAPs and LaMPs. 
Second, alongside this broadening of programming and responsibility 
under the GLWQA came enhanced reporting responsibilities. Third, it is 
also evident that the enhanced reporting requirements were directed not 
only at the parties to the GLWQA (the national governments) but also to 
other audiences, including governments at other levels, as well as a broader 
range of communities, from local stakeholders, organized environmental 
interests, scientists, and those involved in RAP citizen advisory commit-
tees and working with LaMPs. 

Accountability and Reporting by the Early 2000s

Despite the ambitious policy goals set out in the 1987 agreement, such as 
the commitment to virtually eliminate toxics, as well as the signing of new 
agreements like the 1997 Great Lakes Binational Toxics Strategy, imple-
mentation and policy efforts on the part of governments around the basin 
waned in the 1990s and into the 2000s. The lack of transboundary policy 
effort and domestic political will, were particularly evident in the slow 
progress cleaning up the most polluted sites on the Great Lakes.59 Some 
twenty years after the 1987 and newer agreements had been established, 
over half of the basin’s original wetlands had been lost, and miles of rivers 
and shoreline remained degraded.60 

Significantly, the BUIs highlighted in the 1987 agreement had become 
an increasingly visible way of measuring the progress in addressing Great 
Lakes pollution—or, rather, the lack thereof. For each AOC, the impair-
ments to specific beneficial uses were determined in phase 1 of the RAP, 
after which phase 2 would focus on restoring the beneficial uses that had 
been impaired. If all uses could be restored, this indicated that remedi-
ation of the AOC had been completed and ecosystem health restored. The 
AOC could thus be “delisted.” However, by 2007, only three AOCs had 
been delisted (two in Canada and one in the United States),61 and progress 
in the remaining AOCs and many other watersheds in the Great Lakes 
remained slow as pollution continued. 

The State of the Great Lakes Ecosystem Conference (SOLEC) re-
ports, released every two years between 1994 and 2008, indicated that 
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the increasing number and imbalance of water uses continued to have 
negative impacts on water quality. Environment Canada and the US EPA 
had been leading the SOLEC assessments for the parties since 1994, when 
the first State of the Great Lakes report was released. In 1998, a suite of 
outcome indicators was introduced to allow for consistent and compre-
hensive assessment, as well as comparability across reporting cycles.62 In 
the early 2000s, several new and re-emerging issues surfaced in the Great 
Lakes, including evidence of pharmaceutical chemicals; the enduring 
problem of the importation of invasive species;63 the plateaued progress 
in addressing the “dead zone” in Lake Erie; and increasing concern about 
climate change and water levels.64 Some forty years after the first GLWQA, 
as well as the implementation of various policy initiatives in the United 
States and Canada, the basic objectives of swimmable, drinkable, fishable 
waters had not been met, and forty of the AOCs remain the most polluted 
sites in the region.

In terms of performance assessment, in the decade prior to the signing 
of the 2012 GLWQA, binational progress reporting had virtually stopped. 
The last binational SOLEC jointly hosted by Environment Canada and the 
EPA was held in 2011, with conference presentations focusing on land-
based issues that impact water quality and the health of the Great Lakes. 
The last SOLEC report in 2011 showed that progress had plateaued and 
even declined on several indicators.65 There has not been a SOLEC or 
report since, and the International Association of Great Lakes Research 
conference, binational.net, and other forums seemed to informally replace 
SOLEC and scientific progress reporting. 

A 2011 IJC report focusing on a twenty-five-year assessment of scien-
tific and ecosystem indicators highlighted some successes, but also many 
outstanding challenges.66 Although US legislation required reporting and 
the EPA continued reporting, the Canadian Senate and the Commissioner 
of the Environment and Sustainable Development were becoming vocal 
about the fact that efforts and reporting under the GLWQA had declined, 
and that the IJC’s role in holding the parties accountable for implemen-
tation of the agreement had been undermined.67 Moreover, the Canada-
Ontario implementation agreements—which set out the roles and finan-
cing for programming on the Canadian side—were weakened and even 
suspended.68
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In 2006, the IJC initiated a public consultation on the GLWQA and 
submitted a report to the Canadian and US federal governments express-
ing concerns about the lack of progress, reporting, accountability, and its 
own ability to fulfill its role:

Over the years, the Commission’s ability to carry out its 
mandate has been limited because, among other things, the 
governments have not followed many of the reporting re-
quirements set out in the Agreement and have not provided 
all the information the Commission and the public require 
to evaluate progress. Shortcomings in monitoring and re-
porting need to be addressed in order for the Commission 
to be able to carry out its responsibilities more effectively.69

The IJC called for a new “action-oriented” agreement with “clear account-
ability provisions,” a binational steering committee, more public involve-
ment, and “requisite resources.”70 It also asked for “a reference in the new 
Agreement, pursuant to Article IX of the Boundary Waters Treaty, that 
gives a more clear and meaningful role to the Commission in imple-
menting the agreement by: evaluating progress through Commission as-
sessments, reports, and public consultations; identifying emerging issues 
and suggesting solutions; and facilitating collaboration among all Great 
Lakes basin interests.”71 

There were also calls from environmental groups and activists for an 
updated agreement; one report from the Alliance for the Great Lakes flag-
ged concerns about gaps in surveillance and monitoring programs, the 
slow pace of moving forward with the progress indicators called for in 
1987, and the need to improve research coordination and increase research 
funding.72 In fact, the communities that had become increasingly involved 
and invested in GLWQA programming and the work of the IJC—working 
with the RAPs, LaMPs, water quality initiatives, and the academic com-
munity—were pushing for action to address the implementation deficits. 
Krantzberg (chapter 12 in this volume) also notes the key role of the Water 
Quality and Science Advisory Boards in fostering a collaborative environ-
ment for joint action. The result, as Clamen and Macfarlane note in the 
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introduction to this volume, is that the IJC “increasingly incorporated 
transnational policy networks [and] public feedback.” 

Soon after the election of President Obama in 2008, change seemed 
to be in the offing with the announcement of a major Great Lakes en-
vironment and economy effort. The Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 
(GLRI), unveiled by the administration in 2009, contained an investment 
of $500 million (allocated over the 2010–14 period) for the basin, creating 
a well-funded program for state and societal actors to re-engage in Great 
Lakes efforts. A series of reviews and reports leading up to the BWT’s 
and the IJC’s hundredth anniversaries also fed the momentum to update 
the 1987 agreement. Meanwhile, scholarly observers were documenting 
the lack of progress on many fronts and at all levels,73 and indicating that 
the parties needed to address the “implementation deficit” that existed 
despite numerous laws and institutions with policy mandates in the Great 
Lakes.74 Finally, in 2009 it was announced by US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton and Canadian Minister of Foreign Affairs Lawrence Cannon that 
the two countries would renegotiate the GLWQA, last signed in 1987, with 
considerable input from the US EPA and Environment Canada.

The 2012 Revision and a Heightened Emphasis on 
Accountability and Performance Indicators

After three years of renegotiation, the new GLWQA was signed in 2012, 
renewing interest in policy objectives and implementation efforts. Canada 
and the United States significantly revised the GLWQA to strengthen 
and “modernize” it. Essentially, the 2012 GLWQA reflects a binational 
consensus that existing laws, policies, and institutions are sufficient and 
that, instead, the focus needs to be on improving the performance of both 
transboundary and domestic implementation efforts to attain better re-
sults than those achieved over the last forty years.75

Notable in the revised 2012 agreement, Canada and the United 
States have established a “comprehensive  shared vision  and  common 
objectives  as well as commitments to science, governance and action”76 
aimed at supporting efforts to restore and protect Great Lakes water qual-
ity and ecosystem health. As part of this vision, the 2012 revisions add the 
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“precautionary principle,” “polluter pays,” and “adaptive management” as 
key principles and approaches guiding implementation of the agreement.77 
This expands even further the scope of responsibility the governments 
have taken on and also the role of the IJC in monitoring actions by all levels 
of government related to the General and Specific Objectives of the agree-
ment. Something that has galvanized renewed policy efforts since the 2012 
agreement was signed is the increased importance both countries have 
placed on engaging the broadest range of governments, interest organiza-
tions, and the public in the restoration and protection of Great Lakes water 
quality. The principles and approaches set out in article 4(k) now include 
“incorporating Public opinion and advice, as appropriate, and providing 
information and opportunities for the Public to participate in activities 
that contribute to the achievement of the objectives of this Agreement.”78 
The IJC notes, on its website explaining the new agreement, that “the in-
volvement and participation of State and Provincial Governments, Tribal 
Governments, First Nations, Métis, Municipal Governments, watershed 
management agencies, local public agencies, and the Public are essential 
to achieve the objectives of the Agreement.”79 

Significantly, the agreement lists “accountability” as first among its 
“Principles and Approaches”; here, accountability is defined as “estab-
lishing clear objectives, regular reporting made available to the Public on 
progress, and transparently evaluating the effectiveness of work under-
taken to achieve the objectives of this Agreement.”80 Support for this 
focus on accountability can be found vis-à-vis the General and Specific 
Objectives and the annexes, several of which—such as Annex 9 on Climate 
Change—are new. Annex 10 on Science is a new version of a previous 
annex on prioritizing research that commits the parties to establishing 
science-based ecosystem indicators “to anticipate emerging threats and to 
measure progress in relation to achievement of the General and Specific 
Objectives of the [GLWQA].”81 Progress reporting has become even more 
central to implementation—both in terms of public forums and progress 
reports. In addition to biannual Great Lakes Executive Committee meet-
ings and public forums every three years, there are now three important 
progress reports: the Progress Report of the Parties (PRP) covers bination-
al and domestic actions related to the implementation of the agreement; 
State of the Great Lakes (SOGL) reports also prepared by the parties; and 
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the IJC’s Triennial Assessment of Progress (TAP) report. In contrast to the 
PRP, which is organized around the annexes in the GLWQA, the SOGL 
indicators and the IJC TAP reports are organized according to the nine 
General Objectives set out in the agreement.

The first progress report on the “operationalization” of the new 2012 
GLWQA was the PRP released in 2016. In addition to highlighting the 
actions led by the US EPA and Environment and Climate Change Canada, 
the report follows the structure of the 2012 agreement, addressing the 
progress of the parties in relation to the thirteen articles of the agreement 
setting forth the overall goals and “mechanics” of the agreement. The re-
maining sections address the progress of the parties in relation to each of 
the agreement’s ten annexes. This report clearly outlines how the newly 
established implementation structures with designated actors accountable 
for action made significant progress in the three-year period following the 
new agreement. In contrast to the previous two decades, in which very 
limited progress was evident, the parties did make progress on several 
fronts.82 One major area in this respect relates to performance indicators 
and recasting SOLEC into a formal SOGL report. 

The SOGL report describes “basin-wide environmental trends and 
lake-specific conditions using ecosystem indicators.” Most of the indicator 
work falls to the Ecosystem Indicator and Reporting (EI&R) Task Team 
under Annex 10. The parties have been updating and revising the suite of 
ecosystem (outcome) indicators previously used in SOLEC reports, using 
key indicators as the basis of collecting and aggregating relevant scientific 
information. Content from the first SOGL report was presented at the Great 
Lakes Public Forum in October 2016 and the technical report was released 
in June 2017.83 The report focuses on nine indicators that align with the 
nine General Objectives in the GLWQA. The nine indicators contain forty-
four sub-indicators to assess progress over time and “how the lakes are 
responding to management actions,” including basin-wide data and lake 
level data to report on: current status (good, fair, poor, undetermined) and 
trends over time (improving, unchanging, deteriorating, undetermined). 
As noted in the State of the Great Lakes 2017 Technical Report:  
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No one agency or organization has the jurisdiction or the ca-
pacity to monitor, manage, restore and protect an ecosystem 
as large as the Great Lakes so assessing the environmental 
conditions of the Great Lakes using ecosystem indicators in-
volves hundreds of people from many agencies and organi-
zations on both sides of the border. The information in this 
document, has been assembled with involvement from more 
than 180 scientists and experts from the Great Lakes com-
munity within Canada and the United States. These experts 
represent over 30 different agencies and organizations.84

The parties’ first report on the state of the Great Lakes, using the new 
indicator suite, assessed the overall environmental condition of the lakes 
as “fair and unchanging.” As outlined in Table 13.1, this status is evident 
across most of the nine General Objectives and associated indicators.

The nearly 100-page technical report is very impressive; it was fol-
lowed by the 2017–19 “priorities for science and action,” which guided 
next steps related to each of the GLWQA annexes and provided ongoing 
updates and reporting on binational.net. The State of the Great Lakes 2019 
Highlights Report was released at the Great Lakes Public Forum in June 

Table 13.1 State of the Great Lakes 2017

Indicator Status Trend
Climate Change and Watersheds Fair Unchanging
Habitat and Species Fair Unchanging
Invasive Species Poor Deteriorating
Nutrients and Algae Fair Unchanging-Deteriorating
Groundwater Fair Undetermined
Toxic Chemicals Fair Unchanging-Improving
Fish Consumption Fair Unchanging-Improving
Drinking Water Good Unchanging
Beaches Fair-Good Unchanging

Source: State of the Great Lakes 2017 Highlights Report, 2017.
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2019 and the State of the Great Lakes 2019 Technical Report will be released 
sometime in 2019, after the writing of this book. 

These reporting requirements have further strengthened the account-
ability provisions of the agreement and, perhaps most importantly, have 
encouraged governments to continue to think about how progress might 
be measured. Indeed, both the IJC and the parties have spent considerable 
time and effort over the past few years developing the indicators for report-
ing purposes and collecting the relevant data. The IJC had also initiated 
work on performance measures in its 2011 report85 by including the trad-
itional SOLEC indicators and adding performance measures for AOCs and 
beaches. Further, they commissioned a report in 2013 exploring the idea 
of GLEEM—Great Lakes Environmental Effectiveness Metrics86—and or-
ganized an Indicators Workshop in 2014, where experts and stakeholders 
were brought together to discuss the existing ecosystem health and human 
health indicators, as well as potential response and program effectiveness 
indicators. In 2015, the IJC also tested the GLEEM approach and method 
related to two General Objectives outlined in the GLWQA (beaches and 
invasive species) using surveys of experts and stakeholders in the region to 
independently assess indicators, progress, and achievements.87 However, 
as the parties moved ahead with their own indicators work, the IJC then 
seemed to take a “wait and see” approach, viewing its role as primarily to 
review and comment on the indicators the parties developed and made 
public at the Great Lakes Public Forum in October 2016.

The IJC began work on their Triennial Assessment of the Parties 
(TAP) report without initially having access to the PRP and SOGL reports 
(they were released in 2016 and 2017, respectively). Pursuant to article 7.1 
(k) of the 2012 GLWQA, the IJC was also tasked with collecting and sum-
marizing public input on PRP and SOGL reports throughout 2017. The 
IJC released its draft TAP report in January 2017, and after a significant 
public engagement and review released the final 182-page TAP report in 
November 2017.  As noted in the report:

The IJC commends the two federal governments for  con-
siderable progress they have made to accelerate the cleanup 
of contaminated Areas of Concern, set new loading targets 
for the amount of phosphorus entering Lake Erie to reduce 
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harmful algal blooms, and establishing the work groups 
and processes needed to implement the Agreement. How-
ever, the IJC finds that work needs to be increased in several 
key areas.88

While clearly acknowledging the many fronts on which the parties had 
made progress since implementation of the GLWQA began in 2013, in-
cluding a proposed near-shore framework, accelerated restoration of con-
taminated AOCs, preventing any newly introduced aquatic invasive spe-
cies, and improved reporting on groundwater science, the IJC stressed the 
need for more accountability on the basic human health goals of fishable, 
swimmable, drinkable waters. As noted in the report:  

The IJC also finds that the governments need to strength-
en  public engagement, accountability and funding  to 
achieve the Agreement’s objectives. Governments need 
to incorporate more robust public engagement into their 
activities, including engagement with diverse communities 
and Tribal, First Nations and Métis governments. Clear, 
time-bound targets for action are needed as are long-term 
aspirations for improvements in the status and trends of 
Great Lakes indicators against which progress can be more 
definitively assessed.89

Compared to the period before the 2012 GLWQA, progress is clearly evi-
dent when viewed in the context of the key indicators associated with the 
removal of BUIs and the delisting of AOCs, particularly under the US 
GLRI.90 However, the IJC report also recommended that the parties set 
a fifteen-year goal for completing remedial actions at all AOCs, and it 
called on both the Canadian and US governments to properly fund these 
efforts, given that AOCs have been a priority since 1987. The report also 
underscored the need for more emphasis on accountability and indicators 
related to preventative actions and efforts.
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Observations and Conclusions 

As highlighted above, many of the environmental problems plaguing the 
region have been known for decades. Over forty years have passed since 
the public demanded action and accountability from Canadian and US 
governments and oversight by the IJC. In 1999, just as the parties to the 
GLWQA seemed to be abandoning a review of the agreement, Michael 
Donahue wrote that “we cannot move forward unless we are first able to 
look back, assess progress, evaluate performance and apply lessons learn-
ed to the balance of our journey.”91 This chapter has traced the evolution 
in thinking about how accountability for progress and performance has 
been assessed under the agreement in the period since 1960. It shows that 
the objectives of the GLWQA have become both more encompassing, with 
the integration of ecosystem, precautionary, and preventative approaches, 
and more specific with a lengthening list of pollutants to be addressed and 
indicators. Yet this examination also shows that in terms of meeting these 
objectives, the GLWQA has in many cases been disappointing, despite the 
accountability mechanisms in the agreement also becoming more numer-
ous and varied.

The more recent efforts to embed an indicators approach into basin 
environmental management through the reporting function under the 
2012 GLWQA represents another step up the ladder of performance 
assessment. However, it is important to note that, despite some signifi-
cant progress by the parties in developing nine indicators and forty-four 
sub-indicators that align with the nine General Objectives of the agree-
ment, the IJC has recommended refinement of some indicators as well as 
new indicators for future use. SOLEC served as the scientific backbone 
of indicator work under the GLWQA and has been subsumed within the 
new SOGL reporting regime that is led by the parties. The parties them-
selves have taken a much more active and directive role in performance 
reporting with the PRP and SOGL reports, but it remains to be seen if and 
how they will use this performance information, and whether the IJC will 
develop and use other performance indicators in its TAP report to assess 
progress under the agreement.

Under the 2012 GLWQA provisions, the parties are responsible for 
implementation and reporting and the IJC is responsible for overall 
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reporting on progress under the agreement; both have focused on out-
come indicators. The IJC and the parties have not yet moved to develop 
societal/program response or governance indicators. While the ecosystem 
and human health indicators currently in use are very important in terms 
of highlighting ecosystem and human health outcomes, both scholarship 
on water governance and international organizations such as the OECD 
argue that governance indicators are critical as measures of progress and 
for the ongoing assessment and dialogue processes in shared water basins. 

Interestingly, one of the features differentiating the 2012 revision from 
earlier versions of the agreement, according to the IJC itself, is its focus on 
“enhanced governance,”92 and the heavy emphasis it places on public and 
stakeholder engagement fits with this. Questions have already been raised 
as to how the commission and parties will know, for example, whether they 
have been successful in their public engagement efforts under the agree-
ment.93 This seems to be the next horizon for those who seek to enhance 
performance in maintaining and restoring environment and ecosystem 
health in the Great Lakes basin. At present, the sole focus on ecosystem 
and human health outcome indicators does not reflect the complexity and 
comprehensiveness now embedded in the General and Specific Objectives 
of the regime. Nor does it recognize the critical role that the binational 
community—indeed various binational communities—brought together 
by the IJC, in conjunction with the now very broad range of program-
ming under the GLWQA, play in supporting implementation of GLWQA 
programming and in scrutinizing the effectiveness of these efforts. The 
aggregation of data and reporting related to the GLWQA by the parties 
and IJC is impressive. However, using the data beyond reporting require-
ments related to strategic policy, planning, and implementation priorities 
remains a challenge. For this, strong governance mechanisms need to be 
in place.

Pushing forward with the promises made in the 2012 agreement will 
not be easy, however. Given the policy decisions taken by the Trump ad-
ministration on environmental protection, climate change, and water 
protection, the United States is simply not going to continue to play the 
leadership role vis-à-vis the Great Lakes basin that it had assumed under 
the Obama administration. This makes the political environment for the 
IJC, already sensitive, even more tricky. In this more challenging context, 
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the commission must continue to evolve and strengthen its human and 
knowledge resources in order to be able to perform its traditional role of 
binational fact-finder. Further, the IJC will need to protect and bolster its 
ability to measure progress vis-à-vis the parties, rather than cede the field 
in terms of such key tools as indicator development and application. Yet 
the IJC is a dynamic organization and it displays significant strengths—in 
terms of in-depth research; willingness to wrestle with the longer-term 
focus required of adaptive management; and a real facility for working 
across governance scales, NGO networks, and the academic community, 
as well as with citizens. Perhaps more than any other contribution, the 
IJC’s firmly rooted commitment to, and increasing expertise in, reaching 
outward, both across and outside of governments, in the pursuit of mutual 
understanding, collaborative action, and accountability, has set a product-
ive tone for Canada-US environmental relations that reaches beyond water 
quality. Further, in an era in which the sub-national level has become in-
creasingly significant not only for achieving policy outcomes, but also for 
building the political will to move forward, the IJC is well placed to engage 
and coordinate. The six new commissioners appointed to the IJC in May 
2019—which include among them an Indigenous representative, several 
environmental activists, and a former state assemblywoman—are likely to 
deepen the commission’s networks and reach across various communities.

The IJC is also exceedingly adept at working within changing and 
sensitive political contexts. Yet the key task for the commission as we move 
into the next hundred years will be to survive, adapt, and even thrive in 
turbulent times, not merely by flying below the radar but by mobilizing 
and operationalizing the support of diverse communities, networks, and 
governments to take on the difficult environmental challenges we will face 
in the coming decades.
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