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Good morning.  I would like to thank you for inviting me here today.  Let me start by talking a little about our host.  Brookfield Zoo holds a special place in my heart, and not only because it is located in my congressional district.  When I was a kid I was a member of the zoo, and I spent countless hours here, exploring every inch of the property and learning about every animal.  I think I had every Mold-a-Rama plastic animal in the zoo – hopefully all of you know what those are, and if not you need to find one of these machines and get your warm, newly-molded plastic model of your favorite zoo animal.  

The zoo is also where I also had my first experience working to change public policy.  When I was about 10 or 11 years old my friend and I decided we needed to do something to stop the Japanese fishing industry from inadvertently killing dolphins.  We figured the best way to do this would be to gather signatures on a petition asking the Japanese government to end this practice, and then send these petitions to the Japanese Embassy.  One of the places we chose to get signatures was at the dolphin exhibit here at the zoo.  And fishing techniques did change to help make dolphins safer, although I am not sure our petition deserves all the credit for this.  But it was definitely the power of public opinion and the work of individuals and groups that paid off to create a positive change.  

The change we are here today to talk about – and help bring about – is the restoration of the Great Lakes ecosystem. The Great Lakes play a vital role in our history and in our future, and I commend you for the work you do to protect and restore them.  For me personally, the Great Lakes have always been an important part of my life.  Growing up, I remember summers spent near – and in – Lake Michigan.  Chicago has made great use of the lakefront.  The Plan of Chicago, more popularly known as the Burnham Plan – set out much of the Chicago lakefront as a place of natural beauty and recreation.  Today, almost a century later, Lake Michigan defines the city of Chicago, as well many of the suburbs along it.  When I went to Northwestern for college, being near the lake was a great attraction for me. And one of the first dates I had with my wife we went to watch the sunset on the beach in St. Joseph, Michigan, the other side of Lake Michigan.  I have a picture of this sunset sitting on my desk, and my wife Judy is with us here today.  

The beauty of Lake Michigan and the memories it has given mean a lot to me, but I understand that the Great Lakes are so much more. As you all know, the Great Lakes are the largest freshwater system in the world. They hold 90 percent of the United States’ fresh water supply and nearly 20 percent of the world supply.  In Illinois and the other seven surrounding states, and two Canadian provinces, we depend upon the Great Lakes for everything from fresh drinking water, to transportation, to tourism, to recreation, to the $4.1 billion sport and commercial fishing industry.  The Great Lakes are a national treasure – to two nations, and the center of lives and the economy for tens of millions.  But we are here today because the lakes are threatened; I’m going to talk about three of these threats – habitat loss, pollution, and invasive species.  

Habitat Loss

Habitat loss is endangering many local species and contributing to the degradation of the Great Lakes.  Our wetlands, especially along our lakeshores, are incredibly productive – they serve as breeding grounds for many birds, provide homes for mammals and nurseries for fish, as well as cleaning water before it enters the lakes.  But these wetlands are disappearing.  Illinois alone has lost 90% of its wetlands.  

This is a common problem throughout the Great Lakes.  More than two-thirds of the original wetlands of the Great Lakes have already been filled in or drained for development, agriculture, recreation, and resource extraction (such as peat mining).   This loss not only degrades the quality of water in the lakes, it also reduces the critical habitats that animals such as amphibians and marsh nesting birds rely on.  Over the last decade, species such as the American Coot and the Black Tem have both experienced population declines of over 20%, while several other species have suffered similar decline. 

I don’t think that the answer is to stop development.  After all, many of the uses of the lakes that I mentioned earlier would be impossible without it.   But development does need to be done in a smarter and more efficient manner.  For example, using native plants in landscaping can reduce watering and maintenance needs while promoting local species.  And we should encourage the development of native wetlands on unused land.  

State Wildlife Grants, which help states implement plans to prevent species from becoming endangered or threatened, are important for protecting key habitats and restoring rare habitats.   This funding is especially useful because it helps protect species and habitat, yet allows for local control and flexibility (to prevent species from being listed on the Endangered Species Act).   I strongly support this program, as do many of my colleagues in the House and Senate, and I will continue to do so.

In Illinois, our state Department of Natural Resources began implementing its Wildlife Action Plan earlier this year.  The DNR scientists worked on this plan in partnership with local conservationists, hunters and anglers, farmers, local communities, and others across the state.  It will help us identify and protect high quality habitat, and better understand how to preserve the environment surrounding the Great Lakes.  Illinois is not alone in this effort – other states, from New York to Wisconsin, have also completed action plans, giving us for the first time a common platform to work across our states on this issue.  
Pollution
Pollution is another hazard for the Great Lakes.  Older water infrastructure systems are overwhelmed during heavy rainstorms, and untreated, raw sewage often pours into the Great Lakes and surrounding waterways.  This sewage, which contains harmful bacteria such as e. coli, contaminates drinking water and causes both minor and severe health problems.  The EPA estimates that between 1.8 and 3.5 million people in the U.S. get sick every year from water polluted by sewage.  More than 1,800 beaches on the Great Lakes experienced advisories or closings in 2003 – up 32 percent from the previous year.  In Illinois alone, we had almost 800 beach closings along Lake Michigan in 2004, more than five times the number of closings in 2001.  While some of this increase is due to improved monitoring, the threat is definitely increasing and we must do more to stop it.  

In Congress I am working on passage of the Great Lakes Water Protection Act which I introduced earlier this year with Congressman Mark Kirk, who represents the North Shore here in Illinois. This bipartisan legislation will end the dumping of raw sewage by 2026 and quadruple the fines for cities that release untreated sewage into the Great Lakes.  Increasing the fines so dramatically will force municipalities to address this problem, but the legislation gives enough time for communities to build needed infrastructure.  And to help with the infrastructure, the fines would be paid into each state's Clean Water Revolving Fund which provides money for wastewater treatment projects, along with nonpoint source pollution control, and watershed and estuary management.  The bill also has a reporting requirement so that the public can monitor what their local communities are doing to address this problem. 

This straightforward legislation addresses a problem that we have known about for years, have suffered from, and yet many communities still have not taken adequate action to address.  Locally, however, the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District and the City of Chicago deserve recognition for all of the work they have done to address the problem of sewage release.  The Tunnel and Reservoir Plan – abbreviated TARP – but more commonly known as the Deep Tunnel project, has been in progress for more than three decades.  Deep Tunnel has reinvigorated the waters in the Chicago area by preventing the dumping of untreated sewage during heavy rainstorms, not to mention keeping the water out of so many basements.  The project has been costly – 3 billion dollars, but the results for the ecosystem have been dramatic.  I worked together with other members of the Illinois delegation to secure $27.5 million for the project in the last appropriations bill and it now is nearing completion; in May of this year I was in the Village of Hodgkins at the grand opening of the final part of the tunnel portion.  The Deep Tunnel project serves as a great example of what can be done to decrease pollution in our lakes if we make the needed public investments.  

Invasive Species
Finally, I want to talk about invasive species.  In addition to protecting the water quality of the Great Lakes, we must also protect the native species.  For this reason, invasive species are perhaps one of the most insidious threats to our Lakes.  For example, in Lake Superior alone, sea lampreys were implicated in a 90% drop in fishing yields in the 1950’s.  The federal government has spent almost $15 million dollars on lamprey management this year in the Great Lakes.  These efforts will not rid the lakes of this species, but will greatly lessen their numbers and their impact on our native fish.  

What makes sea lamprey and other invasive species so terrible is that not only do these species directly kill or out-compete native species and cost us millions in management costs, they also can interfere with the entire ecosystem.  When one species suffers a heavy blow it can throw off the entire ecosystem, and new invasive species may find a niche to enter while other animals may face shortages in their food supply.  

The best management technique is preventing invasive species from entering in the first place.  As I’m sure you know, Asian carp are the newest threat.  We must keep these fish out of the Great Lakes.  They would have a devastating impact on the entire ecosystem because the carp eat so much and reproduce so quickly.  They have been found in the Illinois River which connects the Mississippi River to Lake Michigan, but have not yet entered the Great Lakes.  The federal government has been working with the state to create the electric Asian Carp Barrier along the Cal Sag Channel, just a short drive from where we are today.   Earlier this year, Congress passed an emergency supplemental appropriations bill that included funding to maintain the temporary Asian Carp Barrier on the Cal Sag Channel, but that funding came through at the last minute and barely ensured that the barrier would keep working until the permanent one is in place.  We must continue to work to make sure that the funding is provided so that we can do all that is possible to prevent the Asian Carp from entering the Great Lakes.  

Congressional Action
While we are facing these serious threats to the Great Lakes, I believe that we are making some progress toward restoration.  I joined many other Members of Congress to introduce the bi-partisan Great Lakes Collaboration Implementation Act early this year.  This important legislation would help communities improve their water infrastructure systems, restore fish and wildlife habitat in the Great Lakes region, and address pollution issues by cleaning up contaminated soil and reducing mercury pollution.  It would implement recommendations from the Great Lakes Regional Collaboration Report of 2005, which involved a variety of stakeholders, including Great Lakes state and province Governors, local mayors, federal agencies, and Native American tribes.  It is important to remember that ensuring the continued health of the Great Lakes requires dealing with a complex set of issues and a variety of stakeholders.  It is not a single state or party concern – we must all do our part.

And I am very happy to say that right before Congress went into recess for the election we passed the Great Lakes Fish and Wildlife Restoration Act of 2006, and President Bush signed it into law on October 11.  I am proud to have been a cosponsor of this important legislation which helps make progress toward comprehensive restoration of the Great Lakes.  The Act doubles funding for fish and wildlife protection to $16 million per year, and provides a new authority for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to take on regional projects based on recommendations by states and tribes.  Passage of the Act represents a victory toward the broader goal of the restoration of the Great Lakes and was promoted by last year’s Great Lakes Regional Collaboration Report.  

In order to keep moving forward with Great Lakes restoration we must all do our part.  Just by being here, you have shown not only your interest in and concern for the Great Lakes, but also your desire to work towards a healthier environment for the region.  The information and skills that you learn here today will help you reach out in your community to take action to help our Lakes.  

I would also like to acknowledge the good work that Brookfield Zoo has done for the Great Lakes.  The Chicago Zoological Society, through the support of the Joyce Foundation, has initiated the Zoo and Aquarium Partnership for the Great Lakes.  At this point, 37 organizations have joined the Partnership which seeks to harness the support of their collective 30 million annual guests and 1.3 million member households.  The partnership will initially focus on scientific and public policy activities, along with educating the public about the importance of the Great Lakes.  Next October, Brookfield Zoo will also open a new Great Lakes exhibit through the support of the U.S. and Illinois EPA’s.

Especially as a former teacher, I want to emphasize that education is crucial to bringing change.  I grew up in the 1970s when the environmental movement was strong.  I remember Captain Ecology and many other pop culture reminders that we must care for our environment.  This had a big impact on me because it educated me and raised my awareness.  Everyone has an interest in restoring the Great Lakes, whether you want to swim, fish, boat, lay on the beach, or – most importantly – just have clean water to drink.  People need to understand their interests, why restoration of the Great Lakes serves these interests, and what they can do.  Each of us can make a difference.  I encourage you to learn more, to write letters to the editor, and, of course, to write your representatives at both the state and federal level.  You have a big role to play.  

Thank you again for this opportunity to speak with you today.  I look forward to continuing to work with you to protect and restore the Great Lakes. 

