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Michigan leaders oppose Wisconsin town's Great Lakes 
diversion request 

Image courtesy of Google MapsOfficials from Waukesha, Wis., shown, a city about 20 
miles west of Milwaukee, are requesting a Lake Michigan water diversion as the town is 
unable to use the current water supply due to high levels of radium. Several Michigan 
officials oppose the request. 

WAUKESHA, Wis. — Concern about the public water supply in a Wisconsin town has 
community leaders there asking for access to Great Lakes water in a move Michigan 
officials are opposing. 

According to a Department of Environmental Quality press release, Waukesha, Wis. — 
located about 20 miles west of Milwaukee — is unable to use its current water supply as 
it contains high levels of radium and the town has been ordered by state officials to 
address the issue. 



Though leaders of the town of approximately 71,489 — according to the U.S. Census 
Bureau — say it has no other choice than to divert water from Lake Michigan, officials 
from Michigan and other Great Lakes states disagree. 

“We are actually recommending that Gov. Rick Snyder deny approval to the application,” 
said Jennifer McKay, policy specialist for the Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council. “It does 
not meet the standards put forth in the (Great Lakes-St. Lawrence River Basin Water 
Resources Compact).” 

According to the Alliance for the Great Lakes website, the compact is a formal agreement 
between the Great Lakes states — Michigan, Wisconsin, Illinois, Indiana, Minnesota, 
New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania — created in 2008 to help protect the health of the Great 
Lakes, as well as prevent diversions of Great Lakes water, similar to what the town of 
Waukesha is requesting. 

According to McKay, the request does not meet measures put forth through the Compact, 
the first regarding officials presenting a feasible and less expensive alternative to the 
requested diversion. The applicant must show there is no reasonable alternative water 
supply, McKay said, which also includes conservation measures. 

McKay said there are alternatives available. 

“Reports have been put out by firms showing that Waukesha has feasible alternatives,” 
she said. “If they use deep and shallow water wells and invest in additional water 
treatment infrastructure, they could meet standards for radium without diverting, and the 
cost is significantly less. It secures clean water for Waukesha while minimizing potential 
impacts.” 

In a Feb. 1 letter sent from Shawn Reilly, Waukesha mayor, to the mayors of the Great 
Lakes and St. Lawrence Cities Initiative, he refuted claims regarding his city’s ability to 
find alternatives. 

In the letter, he said the conclusion that Lake Michigan was found to be the only 
reasonable water supply following a decade of studies of alternatives, including an 
analysis by a 32-member panel of experts and five years of review by the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources. 

Reilly said a rock formation limits the recharge of the deep groundwater supply, which 
has lead to the aquifer being severely depleted. 



The Compact Implementation Coalition was cited in the letter, as Reilly said the 
organization claimed the deep aquifer would be able to provide an adequate water supply 
if Waukesha served a smaller service area than what is legally required. The Wisconsin 
DNR found the aquifer wells could not provide enough water even for a reduced service 
area. 

McKay said the diversion request would also divert water to towns that do not need it. 

“This includes other towns and, to date, none of those communities have demonstrated 
they are without an adequate supply of drinking water,” she said. 

Reilly’s letter shows portions of nearby communities — Delafield, Pewaukee and 
Genesee — are included to meet Compact requirements. The letter states the Compact 
includes requirements to ensure the maximization of the return of Great Lakes Basin 
water and minimization of water outside the basin. To meet those requirements, the state 
of Wisconsin requires new water supply areas be consistent with historical wastewater 
service areas. According to www.waukeshaapplication.com, those areas have been in the 
wastewater service area for decades. Genesee was included in the water supply service 
area because of problems with contaminated wells. 

The amount of water requested to be diverted — 10.1 million gallons per day, according 
to McKay — is another issue, as she said the forecast is based on models that inflate the 
need for water in the future and are inconsistent with other trends. 

“The demand in Waukesha has actually been declining, but the forecast they used 
assumes a significant increase,” McKay said. “If anything, it should be declining as they 
are required to implement conservation measures.” 

McKay said this is the first diversion the Compact has seen since it was enacted in 2008 
and while this diversion may not result in any immediate environmental impacts, it could 
leave the door open for future impacts. 

“This really is the first test for the Compact and if it provides protection for the Great 
Lakes as it was designed to do,” she said. “Which is key to make sure this decision is 
right and the application meets every standard.” 

Waukesha has been working on the application for the last five years, McKay said, and it 
was allowed to move forward following approval by the Wisconsin DNR. 

http://www.waukeshaapplication.com/


When it goes to for review by the governors of the Great Lakes states, all eight need to 
approve. McKay said they can vote yes, no, or yes with conditions. Some of those 
conditions could address some of the concerns raised by McKay and others. 

She said she is not alone in opposition of the request as it stands, as several Wisconsin 
organizations, the National Wildlife Federation, For the Love of Water, Michigan 
Environmental Council and some of the Native American tribes of Michigan have also 
voiced concerns. 

The final Great Lakes-St. Lawrence River Basin Water Resources Council meeting on 
the issue is scheduled for May 23 in Chicago. Until then, the DEQ is accepting public 
comments on the issue. 

Public comments may be submitted online until March. 1. 

Go to www.michigan.gov/waterdiversion for more information. 

Follow @Mark_JohnsonGHT on Twitter. 

http://www.michigan.gov/waterdiversion

	Michigan leaders oppose Wisconsin town's Great Lakes diversion request
	Michigan leaders oppose Wisconsin town's Great Lakes diversion request


