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 GREAT LAKES INITIATIVE

EPA and States Have Made Progress, but Much 
Remains to Be Done If Water Quality Goals Are to Be 
Achieved Highlights of GAO-08-312T, a testimony 

before the Subcommittee on Water 
Resources and Environment, Committee 
on Transportation and Infrastructure, 
House of Representatives 

 

As GAO reported in 2005, developing the sensitive analytical methods needed 
to measure pollutants at the GLI water quality criteria level is a significant 
challenge to achieving GLI’s goals.  Of the nine BCCs for which criteria have 
been established, only two—mercury and lindane—have EPA-approved 
methods that will measure below those criteria levels.  Measurement methods 
for the other BCCs are either not yet approved or cannot reliably measure to 
GLI criteria.  Without such measurement, it is difficult for states to determine 
whether a facility is exceeding the criteria and if discharge limits are required 
in the facility’s permit. As methods become available, states are able to 
include enforceable discharge limits in facilities’ permits.  For example, since 
EPA approved a more sensitive method for mercury in 1999, the number of 
permits with mercury limits has increased from 185 in May 2005 to 292 in 
November 2007.  EPA and state officials expect this trend to continue.  Similar 
increases may occur as more sensitive analytical methods are developed and 
approved for other BCCs. 
 
Flexibilities included in permits allow facilities’ discharges to exceed GLI 
water quality criteria.  For example, one type of flexibility—variances—will 
allow facilities to exceed the GLI criteria for a pollutant specified in their 
permits.  Moreover, the GLI allows the repeated use of some of these permit 
flexibilities, and does not set a time frame for facilities to meet the GLI water 
quality criteria.  As a result, EPA and state officials do not know when the GLI 
criteria will be met.   
 
In the 2005 report, GAO made a number of recommendations to EPA to help 
ensure full and consistent implementation of the GLI and to improve 
measures for monitoring progress toward achieving GLI’s goals.  EPA has 
taken some actions to implement the recommendations.  For example, EPA 
has begun to review the efforts and progress made by one category of 
facilities—municipal wastewater treatment plants—to reduce their mercury 
discharges into the basin.  However, until EPA gathers more information on 
the implementation of GLI and the impact it has had on reducing pollutant 
discharges from point sources, as we recommended, it will not be able to fully 
assess progress toward GLI goals. 
 
Figure 1: Area Comprising the Great Lakes Basin 
Millions of people in the United 
States and Canada depend on the 
Great Lakes for drinking water, 
recreation, and economic 
livelihood.  During the 1970s, it 
became apparent that pollutants 
discharged into the Great Lakes 
Basin from point sources, such as 
industrial and municipal facilities, 
or from nonpoint sources, such as 
air emissions from power plants, 
were harming the Great Lakes.  
Some of these pollutants, known as
bioaccumulative chemicals of 
concern (BCC), pose risks to fish 
and other species as well as to the 
humans and wildlife that consume 
them.  In 1995, the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) issued 
the Great Lakes Initiative (GLI).  
The GLI established water quality 
criteria to be used by states to 
establish pollutant discharge limits 
for some BCCs and other 
pollutants that are discharged by 
point sources. The GLI also allows 
states to include flexible permit 
implementation procedures 
(flexibilities) that allow facilities’ 
discharges to exceed GLI criteria. 
 
This testimony is based on GAO’s 
July 2005 report, Great Lakes 

Initiative: EPA Needs to Better 

Ensure the Complete and 

Consistent Implementation of 

Water Quality Standards (GAO-05-
829) and updated information from 
EPA and the Great Lakes states. 
This statement addresses (1) the 
status of EPA’s efforts to develop 
and approve methods to measure 
pollutants at the GLI water quality 
criteria levels, (2) the use of permit 
flexibilities, and (3) EPA’s actions 
to implement GAO’s 2005 
recommendations.  
United States Government Accountability Office

To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-08-312T. 
For more information, contact David Maurer 
at (202) 512-3841 or maurerd@gao.gov. 
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http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-312T
mailto:maurerd@gao.gov


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




