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Wetlands preservation: well worth the fight

By Ralph R. Echtinaw
slaff writer

Whlle preserving Michigan’s wet-
lands and cleaning the Great Lakes
may be wo separate fobs, the for-
mer can asslst the latter.

Wetlands absorb and process pol-
lutanis Itke phosphorous, discase-
causing germs, toxic metals, pesti-
cides and grease; some of the things
that have created o Great Lakes
populated by fish not safe (o eat.

Elizabeth Harris, director of the
East Michlgan Environmental Ac-
tlon Councll, spoke about wetlands to

Great
Lakes
need
work

By Ralph R, Echtlnaw
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Most people will agree that keep-
ing a drinking-water source for 26
million people free of poliutlon is
important.

Most people wlll agree that pro-
tecting the integrity of the magnet
for a multl-billion dollar tourism in-
dustry is important.

Most people wlll agree that an im-
portant resource to 75 pereent of
Canada’s agriculture Is worth pre-
serving.

And most people will agree that
they should be able to cat Great
Lakes fish without wondering If
they'll be risklng their health in the

rocess.

“What we're doing to the Great
Lakes, we're also doing to our-
selves,” sald Sally Cole-Mlsch, diree.
tor of public alfairs for the interna-
tional joint commisslon, Great Lakes
regional office. “We nced to take ac-
tion now or we are threatening the
health of future generations.”

Cole-Misch spoke about the state
of Michigan's most prized asset Man-
day at an Qakland Community Cot-
lege environmental seminar at the
Orchard Ridge campus in Farming-
ton HIlls.

SHE RECITED the litany of prob-
lems the Great Lakes have been
more and more beset with as tech-
nology and progress march on.

Two aquatle creatures transport-
ed Inadvertently to the lakes by
ships arriving from the Baltlc Sea
are multiplylng faster than they can
be dealt with, The River Ruffe, a
small fish threatening to take over
Lake Superior, Is what Cole-Misch
calls “the rabbit of flsh species.”

The Zebra Mussel Is also causing
problerns, Of primary concern is the
mussel’s tendency to attach to water
{ntakes, a practice that could lead to

D fr
Buoys in Lake St. Clair, Cole-Misch
said, have been known to slnk,
welghed down as they are by Zebra
Mussels.

Both the mussel and the River
Ruffe “multiply incredibly fast (and
are) changing the food chain tremen-
dously,” Cole-Mlsch sald. “We don't
ynl l’mvc & predator for (cither of

m)."

'l'he lakes' most presslag problem,
however, is loxic contamination. Scl-
entists have found more than 1,000
chemlcals [n the Great Lakes that
shouldn't be there in the quantities
they are. “Most of (hesc are ex-
tremely persistent chemicals that
may last for years," Cole-Misch sald.

Arsenle, DDT, PCB and Cadmium
are just four of the harmful chemi-
cals found In Great Lakes fish. De-
formitles are becoming more com-
mon in Great Lakes animals, from
tumors on fish tn malformed turtles
and sea gulls.

However, CO!&MBC'I sald, the
contamination must affect people di-
rectly to engender the ground swell
of change necessary. “It's only stud-
Ies on humans that will change our
behavior,” she sald,

ONE STUDY of children born to
women who ate Great Lakes fish
turned up some startling results, The
children showed a greater tendency
to have smaller than-normal heads,
lower intelligence quotients and
slower development rates, Children
of women who dld not eat Great
Lakes fish were healthler on aver-

age. .

Cole-Misch sald her organization
works mostly through the govern.
ments of the Unlted States and Cana-
da, but hig government can't solve
atl our problems.” .

“Government can help, but I think
the cilizens are the keys to the suc-

cess,” she sald. “We can all play a
vlul role in how we educate each
other and how we educate our-
selves”

Although Cote-Mlsch told ber audi-
ence of perhaps 20 people the time
has come for “drastic action,” she
stopped short of advocating clvll dis-
obedjence a Ja Earlh First! and
Greenpeace,

“For my professional life, I'm,
golng about as far as I can today (by
glving this lecture)” Cole

uls 1 may go

In Oakland County,

West Bloomfield

Township and Rochester Hills have
adopted wetlands protection

ordinances.

a small audlence at an Oakland
Community College, Orchard Ridge
campus, seminar on the environment
last week.

Usually found along coasts, at the
edge of lakes, mouths of rivers or In
low-lying flelds, wetlands can take
the form of swamps, bogs, marshes
or wet meadows. They are home to a
lot of plants and animals, a spawn-
Ing ground for fish and a necessary
pit stop for migratory waterfoul llke
whistling swans and buffiehcads.

Harrls noted that 70 percent of

Michlgan's wetlands have been de-
stroyed. And of the 3 millfon plus
acres remaining, some people are
filling them in as long as they think
the Department of Natural Re-
sources isn't looking.

WHILE PATTING the DNR on its
back for doing “a tremendous job
glven the resources they have.”
Harris sald an awful lot of cheating
goes on behind the agency's back.
“‘What they would need to do a per-
{ect job is to have somebody almost

every place in the state.”

Hareis urged her audience to
phone the DNR whenever they see
someone filling in-a wetlands, Some-
times, however, the DNR will allow
a developer to wipe out a wetlands
area if he agrees Lo create another

-+ wellands somewhere clse. This s

called mitigation and the developer
is usually required to bulld the re-
placement wetlands twlce the size of
the onc he destroys,

While mitlgation might help the
state toward lts goul of adding
500,000 additional wetland acres,
Hareis questions the viability of
man-made wetlands.

“In five or six ycars, we may have
something that (just) looks llke a
wetlands,” she sald, "We need many
more experiments at lower risk."

Harris suggested the state should
buy former wetlands arcas from pri-
vate owners and put the wetlands
back where they were to begin with.

She sald the places where wetlands
naturally occur offer the best chance
for their survival,

WHILE THE Andy

gested, but environmental education
in publlc schools is Important too.
Schools, she satd, should have pro-
grams to teach kids the importance
of the wet-

Wetlands Protectlon Act of 1979
goes a long way In preserving Michle
gan's wetlands, some communities
don't feel it's restrictive enough.
Several have established local wet-
lands ordinances that place more re-
strictions on developers than the

state does.
in Qakland County, West Bloom-
Hlls

lands.

The Bloomlicld Hills resldent has
been active environmentally since
the early 1970s. A longtime member
of her 20-year-old organization, she
has been its director the last four
years,

“WE'VE MADE (remendous prog-

field Township and
have adopted wetlands pralccllon
ot While West
ordinance Is considered the more re-
strictive, Rochester Hills is belng
sued by a developer over its more
recently enacted ordinance. “Many
communities are deciding that it's
well worth the cost,” Harris said.
Government regulation of wel-
lands is well and gooed, Harris sug-

ress In g the most obvlous
{environmental) problems,” Harris
sald. “But the more difficult prob-
lems are the ones we're deallng with
now. This is golng to be a challenge
probably greater than any we've
met.”

Anyone wishing to find out more
about the East Michigan Environ-
mentat Action Council can call
Harris at 258-5188.
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