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Autumn Assembly: Local Acts, 
Statewide Impacts
By Don Ferber, Four Lakes Group 

Why is our statewide, annual gathering called Au-
tumn Assembly? Autumn fits – the event is held the 
first weekend of October. So does “assembly” from 
the root word “assemble,” meaning to gather together 
– which is what our members do. But Webster tells 
us that assemble also means to put together, as to 
actively integrate a collection of parts. 
That’s key to this year’s Autumn Assembly. The John 
Muir Chapter (JMC) is defined by the collective grouping of members from around the 
state. Each of us is part of the JMC, and we invite all John Muir Sierrans to unify and 
come together to form a greater whole. More than a collection of bodies, we’re assem-
bling individuals with many perspectives from diverse settings, collecting our 
experiences and wisdom, adding in new knowledge, offering additional tools, 
and drawing upon our passions to create something bigger. Beyond what’s in our 
minds, we bring our hearts, the joy we feel, the frustrations 

Why Waukesha’s Water Proposal 
May Threaten the Great Lakes
By Jim Kerler, John Muir Chapter Chair, Cheryl Nenn, Milwaukee Riverkeeper and 
Shahla Werner Ph.D., former Chapter Director

It’s no secret – people around the world are short on water. Growing 
population, changing climate, rising pollution and stressed aquatic 
ecosystems make clean, fresh water a coveted resource. Fortunately we 
have plenty here in Wisconsin. We can count on the vast “Great Lakes.” 
Or can we? 
Eight states and two Canadian provinces border the Great Lakes. The 
Great Lakes hold 21 percent of the earth’s fresh surface water, supply-
ing 42 million people with drinking water. Tourism and recreation 
support over 217,000 jobs in the Great Lakes region. Many of us are 
keenly aware of their vastness and significance, and how they shape 
our quality of life.
In the past, proposals to divert Great Lakes water outside of the Great 
Lakes Basin have envisioned tankers of water shipped to foreign 
countries or water pipelines to the desert southwest. We recognized 
the threats from the past proposals, and rose to protect our water from 
these outside interests, but what about the interests of our neighbors 
and ourselves? Demand for Great Lakes water is now coming from 
within the Great Lakes states. The City of Waukesha has requested a 
diversion of Great Lakes water to address cancer-causing radium in 
their drinking water from their deep well, and aquifer draw-downs 
caused by population growth and increased water usage. Waukesha’s 
water diversion proposal is a highly significant and controversial case, 
and a decision to allow it would set an important precedent for future 
seekers of Great Lakes water. 

The City of Waukesha’s proposal is regulated under the Great 
Lakes Compact, historic 2008 legislation to protect our 
waters in the Great Lakes, passed by eight Great 
Lakes states and enacted by President George W. 
Bush in 2008, with an d Continued on page 3 
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d Great Lakes Threat Continued from page 1 
accompanying international agreement with 
Ontario and Quebec. The Compact requires 
water conservation within the basin and sets 
consistent, ecosystem-based standards for as-
sessing diversion requests outside of the basin 
-- both to straddling communities and strad-
dling counties. The Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources (WDNR) granted its first 
Great Lakes Compact diversion request to 
the city of New Berlin in 2009.  Members of 
the eight-state Great Lakes Council oversee 
implementation of the Compact, but were 
not required to approve this request, as New 
Berlin straddles the Great Lakes basin and is 
considering a “straddling community.” 
The City of Waukesha is outside the Great 
Lakes basin – it drains through Illinois’ Fox 
River to the Mississippi. However, it is within 
basin-straddling Waukesha County. All 
eight Great Lakes states will need to approve 
Waukesha’s request–the protocol for commu-
nities located in “straddling counties”–and the 
two Canadian provinces will also be consulted 
for feedback prior to a vote by the Compact 
states.
The John Muir Chapter of Sierra Club, Mil-
waukee Riverkeeper and other partners in the 
Great Lakes Compact Implementation Coali-
tion have serious concerns about Waukesha’s 
water diversion request. 
If approved, this request could set a danger-
ous precedent of allowing communities locat-

ed outside the Great Lakes basin to divert the 
lakes’ water resources. 
Waukesha’s request lacks adequate and 
meaningful consideration of alternatives to 
diversion, which is a concern because the 
Compact requires that a requesting com-
munity show they have no reasonable water 
supply alternatives. 
We are alarmed about the high volume of 
water requested (10.1 million gallons of water 
per day with a maximum day diversion of 
16.7 million gallons per day), which is well in 
excess of current demand and current water 
use trends. Waukesha’s request includes an 
expansion in service area of nearly 50 percent 
to include portions of the city of Pewaukee 
and the townships of Waukesha, Genesee 
and Delafield. These communities have not 
demonstrated they need alternative water 
supplies, nor are they meeting other Compact 
provisions such as implementing meaning-
ful water conservation programs prior to 
requesting a diversion. 
There is serious potential to negatively impact 
water quality, water quantity and aquatic life 
from the proposed return flow of treated 
wastewater to Lake Michigan through the 
Root River. A rigorous analysis would be 
required to determine how much pollution 
could be added to these already impaired 
waterways to ensure that return flow does 
not lead to “backsliding” related to achieving 
goals for water quality and fish and aquatic 
life. 

In 2013, the city of Waukesha held public 
meetings on their updated application, and 
the WDNR is now preparing a draft environ-
mental impact statement (EIS) on their re-
quest. Significant changes and additions to the 
application have been posted to the WDNR 
website as addendum: http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/
WaterUse/WaukeshaDiversionApp.html
The WDNR was to release the draft EIS and 
its technical review of Waukesha’s application 
in June. Public hearings will likely occur in 
July, and the public comment period will 
be 45 days from the date the documents are 
posted for review. If Wisconsin approves this 
request, the eight-state Great Lakes Compact 
Council would need to approve it before a di-
version could occur. There would also be time 
for public comment to the Council, additional 
public hearings scheduled locally, as well 
as time included to consult with Canadian 
provinces. 
Sierra Club members can help secure lasting 
protections for our state’s fragile water re-
sources by participating in the hearings and 
public comment cycle. Contact the John Muir 
Chapter office in Madison (see below) or ac-
cess our website at http://www.sierraclub.org/
wisconsin to learn more and stay informed 
about your opportunity to comment. Togeth-
er, we can secure serious review of the city of 
Waukesha’s application to divert water from 
Lake Michigan.

Building Awareness of the Great Lakes Compact –  
One Small Piece at a Time
Join the Wisconsin John Muir Chapter of the Sierra Club 
Water Sentinels from 10:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., Saturday, July 
25 at Root River Environmental Education Community 
Center, 1301 West 6th Street, Racine, Wisconsin.
Begin the day with an overview by Dr. Julie Kinzelman 
of the City of Racine Health Department Laboratory. Dr. 
Kinzelman has been active in many restoration projects in 
the watershed ranging from hands-on work with volun-
teers to writing technical grants that support restoration 
projects.

For lunch you can bring a brown bag or pay for a catered 
lunch from a local-sourcing restaurant in Racine. Be-
tween 1:00 p.m. and 3:00 p.m., we’ll paddle along the Root 
River to view an urban river restoration and gain a better 
understanding of the impacts of water diversion from the 
watershed. A limited number of canoes and kayaks will be 
available for rent or participants may bring their own.
More information and registration can be found on the 
chapter website at http://www.sierraclub.org/wisconsin/
outings-events
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