
2004 activities
Great Lakes Water Quality 
Agreement (GLWQA)
The Great Lakes are a global treasure representing 20 per-
cent of the fresh surface water on Earth. The International 
Joint Commission (IJC) helps protect this shared resource 
in many ways. The Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement 
of 1978 (GLWQA) expresses the commitment of Canada 
and the United States to restore and maintain the chemical, 
physical and biological integrity of the waters of the Great 
Lakes basin ecosystem.

The GLWQA directs the IJC to assist in implementing the 
agreement and to make a full report every two years as-
sessing progress by the two countries toward achieving the 

Ripple Effects, which is distributed widely and contains 
detailed information on the activities and findings of the 
study. More information about the study can be found on its 
website at www.losl.org. 

Missisquoi Bay
In May, the U.S. and Canadian federal governments asked 
the International Joint Commission to investigate a trans-
boundary water quality issue in Missisquoi Bay (Vermont 
and Quebec), located in the northeastern portion of Lake 
Champlain. Specifically, the governments asked the IJC to 
provide advice on whether plans by the State of Vermont 
to modernize the Alburg-Swanton Bridge comply with the 
Boundary Waters Treaty of 1909 with regard to causing 
pollution to the injury of health or property in Canada or 
the United States. The bridge is located in Vermont and 
crosses the waters connecting Missisquoi Bay with the rest of 
Lake Champlain. Citizens from both countries attended IJC 
public meetings in August and expressed the view that the 
causeway for the old bridge contributes to elevated levels of 
nutrients and algae in the bay by inhibiting the circulation of 
water and requested that the causeway be removed.

A four-member International Missisquoi Bay Task Force 
appointed by the IJC reviewed the available information 
and reported its findings in October. The IJC held public 
hearings in December and intends to issue its report to the 
governments in early 2005. 

The IJC continues to work with local partners in the Red 
River basin to address flood hazards, broaden participation 
and improve the comprehensive, science-based understanding 
of the basin. The IJC is also exploring opportunities to take 
a more comprehensive watershed approach in other trans-
boundary basins that fall within its mandate.

Air Quality
In 2004, the IJC released two reports by its International Air 
Quality Advisory Board (IAQAB). The first, Summary of Criti-
cal Air Quality Issues in the Transboundary Region, provides a 
concise analysis of seven significant transboundary air quality 
issues and makes recommendations to improve air quality. The 
second report, Air Quality in Selected Binational Great Lakes 
Urban Regions, reviews current air quality data, control pro-
grams and cooperative efforts in three locations: the Detroit/
Windsor, Port Huron/Sarnia and Sault Ste. Marie areas of 
Michigan and Ontario. The IAQAB also convened a workshop 
of experts to discuss ideas on the U.S. Prevention of Significant 
Deterioration program and Canada’s Keeping Clean Areas 
Clean program as they relate to the border regions. Consistent 
with its responsibilities under the U.S.-Canada 1991 Air Qual-
ity Agreement, the IJC invited public comment on a 2004 
progress report by the Canadian and U.S. governments.

TRANSBOUNDARY BASINS AND IJC BOARD ACTIVITY

IJC Recommendations  
in the Twelfth Biennial Report
To protect against the adverse effects of poorly-planned 
urban growth, the IJC recommends that the United States 
and Canada take binational actions to address the impact of 
urban land use on Great Lakes water quality by:

• evaluating under what circumstances best management 
practices are effective in managing urban runoff; 

• ensuring that information on urban best management 
practices reaches local authorities and implementers; and 

• assessing the cumulative effects of management actions to 
minimize the impacts of urbanization on the Great Lakes.

The IJC recommends immediate action in the United States 
to pass the National Aquatic Invasive Species Act and in 
Canada to implement the National Action Plan to curtail the 
ongoing invasion of aquatic invasive species. The Biennial Re-
port calls on the two countries to issue a special mandate to the 
IJC to coordinate binational prevention efforts and harmonize 
national plans, particularly those dealing with residual ballast 
water and sediment in the ballast tanks of ocean-going ships.

In the Biennial Report, the IJC recommends coordinated 
action to address the increased risk of waterborne infec-
tious diseases from deteriorating wastewater infrastructure, 
concentrated animal feeding operations and pressures from 
development, industry, population growth and urban expan-
sion. To protect human and ecosystem health, further reduc-
tions of mercury releases to the air and water, particularly 

objectives of the agreement. In its Twelfth Biennial Report on 
Great Lakes Water Quality, released in September, the IJC 
makes recommendations to address new and ongoing issues 
that impact the integrity of the waters.

Under the GLWQA, the U.S. and Canadian governments 
must undertake a comprehensive review of the operation and 
effectiveness of the agreement following the release of every 
third biennial report, including the Twelfth Biennial Report. 
The current agreement has not been updated or changed since 
1987. In 2004, the IJC engaged the governments in discus-
sions of how it might assist them in ensuring the public is fully 
consulted during the review of the GLWQA. The IJC also 
provided principles to guide the review and launched a website 
to encourage public discussion of topics related to the review.

from coal-fired utilities are recommended, along with more research 
on human health effects and more effective communication with  
at-risk populations about the adverse human health effects associ-
ated with eating contaminated fish.

The Biennial Report notes that the current changes in the Lake Erie 
ecosystem may function as early warning signals for the other Great 
Lakes. The IJC recommends that Canada and the United States 
continue to fund comprehensive research to evaluate the complex 
interaction of aquatic invasive species, climate change and other 
factors, as well as improved measurements of phosphorus loading, 
in order to better understand the changes in ecosystem functions 
observed in Lake Erie.

The IJC continues to call on the two countries, in cooperation with 
the jurisdictions and the communities, to provide the IJC and the 
public with precise and concise reporting about accomplishments 
and challenges in restoring beneficial water uses in the Great Lakes 
geographic Areas of Concern. The IJC concludes that the two coun-
tries need to provide greater resources to undertake further remedia-
tion, wastewater and storm water treatment, habitat rehabilitation 
and protection, and other necessary actions.

The Biennial Report  expresses serious concern that major spills in 
the connecting channel from Lake Huron to Lake Erie, particularly 
the St. Clair River section, have increased over the last two years. 
The IJC is exploring the issue, keeping abreast of investigations and 
proposed steps to prevent or mitigate future spills, and anticipates 
issuing a separate report on this issue as more information becomes 
available.

Alien Invasive Species
In September the IJC and Great Lakes Fishery Commission 
released a joint brochure calling for more action by the gov-
ernments of Canada and the United States to prevent the 
introduction of aquatic invasive species in the Great Lakes. 
Following up on a 1990 report issued by the two commis-
sions, the brochure reports on progress made through leg-
islation and regulations, applied research and development, 
and in international considerations. The brochure features a 
timeline of key milestones in the history of invasive species 
in the Great Lakes from the introduction of the sea lamprey 
in the 1830s to actions in 2003 to prohibit the sale and 
transport of live Asian carp. 

Lake Ontario-St. Lawrence River Study
In the fourth year of a five-year study, the IJC’s Interna-
tional Lake Ontario-St. Lawrence River Study Board de-
veloped and evaluated plans for regulating water levels and 
flows on Lake Ontario and the St. Lawrence River (Ontar-
io, Quebec and New York). The purpose of the study is to 
determine what changes may be required in the IJC’s order 
of approval — issued some 50 years ago — for the opera-
tion of structures at the hydroelectric power project in the 
international section of the St. Lawrence River.

The study’s technical working groups refined performance 
indictors that measure how various water level and flow sce-
narios affect coastal processes, commercial navigation, water 
uses, wetlands and other environmental aspects, hydroelec-
tric power, recreational boating and tourism. Their findings 
were integrated into a shared vision model that can be used 
to evaluate different approaches to regulating water levels 
and flows. In October, the study board held a workshop to 
make a preliminary decision on choosing a new regulation 
plan and gained insight into issues that will need greater 
attention in the final year of the study.

The study’s Public Interest Advisory Group (PIAG) con-
ducted extensive outreach to obtain comments from all 
interests on the relevance and validity of the performance 
indicators. A full range of study experts were on hand to 
answer questions and listen to comments. The PIAG also 
held a series of 15 public meeting in the summer to discuss 
study progress. The PIAG issues a quarterly publication,  

St. Mary and Milk Rivers
The IJC held public consultation sessions in July to gather 
information in response to a request from the state of 
Montana that the IJC review its 1921 order for apportion-
ment of the waters of the St. Mary and Milk rivers (Alberta, 
Saskatchewan and Montana). The order was issued pursu-
ant to Article VI of the Boundary Waters Treaty, which 
provides that these two rivers be measured and apportioned 
by an accredited officer from each country under the direc-
tion of the IJC. Six years of drought in the region have led 
to greater scrutiny of how the water is apportioned.

After considering the comments provided by basin resi-
dents and consulting with the accredited officers, the IJC 
announced in December that it would establish a St. Mary 
and Milk Rivers Administrative Measures Task Force. The 
task force will examine whether the existing administrative 
procedures can be improved to provide a more beneficial 
use and optimal receipt by each country of its apportioned 
waters, within the terms of the 1921 Order.

Watershed Initiative
Efforts to advance the IJC’s watershed initiative in accor-
dance with a 1998 request from the U.S. and Canadian 
governments continued in 2004. In April, the IJC issued a 
set of principles that, among other things, promotes build-
ing capacity at the watershed level to respond to a range of 
transboundary water and other environmental challenges. 



Levels and Flows
With the assistance of its control boards, the IJC regulated water 
levels and flows in the Great Lakes and seven other watersheds along 
the boundary to achieve an appropriate balance among the many 
interests affected by water levels in each basin. Drought operations 
were initiated for Osoyoos Lake (British Columbia and Washing-
ton) in April and terminated in July. The Lake of the Woods (Min-
nesota, Ontario and Manitoba) experienced high water levels in the 
summer, triggering for a short period of time the requirement for 
international regulation of its outflows. In November, the Interna-
tional Lake Superior Board of Control invited public comment on a 
proposed change on how it makes decisions when the hydroelectric 
power companies at Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan and Ontario wish to 
reduce Lake Superior outflows on weekends and holidays.

Water Uses
In August, the IJC released Protection of the Waters of the Great 
Lakes: Review of the Recommendations in the February 2000 
Report. The new report describes legislative actions taken in both 
countries since 2000 to protect against diversions and notes work 
underway by the Great Lakes states and provinces to develop 
standards and procedures to manage water withdrawals and use. 
The IJC continues to urge that the new regime be consistent with 
the recommendations in its 2000 report. The new report high-
lights the IJC’s continuing concern over the slow pace to imple-
ment conservation measures by governments at all levels and 
the continuing deficiencies in water use data. Unsustainable use 
of groundwater was also raised as an issue. Research shows that 
pumping in southeastern Wisconsin has actually reversed the flow 
of groundwater so that it no longer recharges Lake Michigan.

Souris River
The International Souris River Board (ISRB) monitored 
apportionment of the Souris River waters at the Saskatch-
ewan-North Dakota and North Dakota-Manitoba borders. 
In addition, it maintained a watching brief on basin water 
development activities. Consultations with the governments 
continued on expanding the mandate of the board to merge 
the responsibilities of the Souris River Bilateral Water Quality 
Monitoring Group with the ISRB and to include oversight of 
flood forecasting and flood operations. 

Red River
The International Red River Board (IRRB) completed a 
review of progress on the recommendations made by the IJC 
in its November 2000 report Living With The Red. The board 
also endorsed the conclusions and recommendations made 
a Pembina Study Team it created to undertake a situation 
analysis and report on the longstanding lower Pembina River 
flooding issue. The board will continue to facilitate movement 
toward resolution of the issue. The board is reviewing the 
feasibility of establishing international water quality objec-
tives for the Red River (Manitoba, Minnesota, North Dakota 
and South Dakota) at the boundary. It endorsed an interim 
goal of reducing nutrient loading into Lake Winnipeg by 10 
percent over the next five years and will encourage the juris-
dictions to work towards the development of science-based 
targets. The IJC and the IRRB continue to work with the Red 
River Basin Commission on the development of a compre-
hensive flood mitigation plan for the Red River basin.

For copies of all the reports issued in 2004, visit the IJC website 
or contact one of the IJC offices at the addresses listed below.

INTERNATIONAL JOINT COMMISSION
U.S. SECTION
1250 23rd Street NW, Suite 100
Washington, DC 20440
Telephone (202) 736-9000
Fax (202) 467-0746
Email Commission@washington.ijc.org

INTERNATIONAL JOINT COMMISSION
CANADIAN SECTION
234 Laurier Avenue West, 22nd Floor
Ottawa, ON K1P 6K6
Telephone (613) 995-2984
Fax (613) 993-5583
Email Commission@ottawa.ijc.orgwww.ijc.org

The Boundary Waters Treaty of 1909 established the 
International Joint Commission (IJC) to assist the 
governments of the United States and Canada in pre-

venting and resolving transboundary disputes, primarily 
regarding water and environmental issues, by undertak-
ing investigations, providing advice and licensing certain 
works in boundary and transboundary waters. The IJC 
also brings emerging transboundary issues to the atten-
tion of the governments for their early action.

The IJC has section staffs in Washington, D.C. and Ot-
tawa, Ontario (funded by the respective governments) 
and a binational, jointly-funded Great Lakes Regional 
Office in Windsor, Ontario. Generally, the day-to-day 
oversight of IJC-approved projects and IJC investigations 
and are carried out by boards of control, investigative 
and surveillance boards, advisory boards, task forces and 
accredited officers. These groups, created by the IJC, also 
assess environmental quality in the Great Lakes and other 
transboundary watersheds and identify emerging trans-
boundary air quality issues.

The Boundary Waters Treaty provides that the Canadian 
and U.S. governments may refer questions or matters of 
difference to the IJC for examination and report. When 
the IJC receives a (reference( it usually appoints an inves-
tigative board or task force to examine the facts and advise 
on the questions. Once the IJC issues a report, it may be 
requested by governments to undertake a continuing role 

to monitor progress in implementing the report(s recommen-
dations. The IJC generally appoints a board for assistance in 
carrying out these functions.  

 Under the 1978 Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement, the 
IJC assists the two countries in implementing measures to en-
hance and protect the Great Lakes and evaluates the programs 
and progress of the U.S. and Canadian governments designed 
to improve environmental quality in the Great Lakes. The 
IJC reports to the federal, state and provincial governments, 
and the public, on achievements and shortfalls in meeting 
agreement goals. The IJC carries out this responsibility princi-
pally through its Great Lakes advisory boards and council and 
its Great Lakes Regional Office.

Under the Boundary Waters Treaty, the IJC acts on appli-
cations for hydropower dams and other projects in waters 
along the Canada-U.S. border to protect all interests from the 
effects of the projects. If the IJC issues orders of approval for 
such projects, it typically appoints a board to monitor opera-
tion of the project. The board ensures that the requirements 
of IJC orders are met.

The IJC monitors the flows through projects in the St. Croix, 
St. Lawrence, Niagara and Columbia rivers, and at the outlets 
of Lake Superior, Namakan Lake, Rainy Lake, Lake of the 
Woods, Kootenay Lake and Osoyoos Lake. The IJC also 
administers the apportionment of the waters of the Souris, St. 
Mary and Milk rivers.

History and Mission

INTERNATIONAL JOINT COMMISSION
GREAT LAKES REGIONAL OFFICE
100 Ouellette Avenue, 8th Floor  
Windsor, ON N9A 6T3 
also: 
P. O. Box 32869 
Detroit, MI 48232    
Telephone (519) 257-6700 or (313)226-2170  
Fax (519) 257-6740
Email Commission@windsor.ijc.org 
 

International Joint Commission
United States and Canada 

2004 Annual Report

We are pleased to provide our 2004 Annual Report describing the International Joint Commission’s activities 
during the past year.

The 1909 Boundary Waters Treaty committed Canada and the United States to peacefully resolving disputes over 
transboundary waters. Despite the many changes that have occurred over the last 95 years, the treaty remains a 
forward-looking document. The International Joint Commission continues to assist our two countries in meeting 
their commitments under the treaty.
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The International Joint Commission prevents and resolves disputes between the United States 
of America and Canada under the 1909 Boundary Waters Treaty and pursues the common 
good of both countries as an independent and objective advisor to the two governments.

The International Joint Commission assists the two countries in the protection of the trans-
boundary environment, including the implementation of the Great Lakes Water Quality Agree-
ment and the improvement of transboundary air quality. It rules upon applications for ap-
proval of projects affecting the levels and flows of boundary or transboundary waters and may 
regulate the operation of these projects. In addition, the IJC apportions water and monitors 
water quality in certain transboundary watersheds, and alerts the governments to emerging 
issues along the boundary that may give rise to bilateral disputes.


