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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

There is a widespread sense of the need to steward Canada’s watersheds in ways that will secure the 

sustainability of our water resources. There is an optimistic sense across the country that we can 

actually do this for key watersheds of concern and there is a developing movement in that direction. 

There is also a sense that while we may not yet share a widely accepted vision that would guide the 

approach we should take to steward our watersheds wisely, we now recognize that there is a need for 

rethinking what institutions and governance arrangements are required that will manage both the 

ecological and human dimensions of the watersheds on which we depend. Some of Canada’s most 

important watersheds, in terms of their environmental, economic and social assets are shared with 

people in jurisdictions that lie outside our national borders. The Great Lakes and Saint Lawrence River 

basin is one of the largest bi-national watersheds in the world. This paper will describe the Great Lakes 

Futures Roundtable that has emerged in the watershed as an informal and unofficial collaborative, 

multi-stakeholder, consensus-seeking, watershed-based, bi-national initiative that, if recognized by 

authorities and stakeholders alike, could improve governance in the Great Lakes basin and serve as a 

model for other watersheds in Canada, the United States and elsewhere in the world. It will describe the 

Roundtable’s operating principle of open dialogue with non-attributed discussion records and how this 

helps establish a neutral “safe-place” to have candid dialogue with others who may share 

responsibilities in the watershed or have influence on watershed leadership, decision-making or 

governance. Roundtable participants come from the public and private sectors, each with influence or 

responsibilities in the watershed. The paper concludes that a Roundtable can play an important role in 

helping to develop a shared, watershed-based vision for progressive advancement towards economic, 

environmental and social sustainability, and it will make some observations and suggestions regarding 

the potential for Roundtables for watershed management in general. 

 

---------------------------------------- 

 

The story of the Great Lakes Futures Roundtable begins with reference to a report of the National Task 

Force on Environment and Economy by the Canadian Council of Resource and Environment (CCREM) 

Ministers
i
, September, 1987. The National Task Force recommended to CCREM Ministers that each 

province and territory should form a multi-sectoral Roundtable on the Environment and Economy to 

bring existing organizations together to cooperate on environment-economy integration. Roundtables 

were subsequently established in most Canadian provinces and at the national level and came to be 

viewed as a timely and successful innovation; they brought together key people from various sectors 

and with particular skills and experience, to exchange information and perspectives as they worked 

collectively on how to collectively tackle challenging issues. In this case, the challenge thrown to the 

Canadian Roundtables by the National Task Force was to wrestle with the then newly emerging 

concept of Sustainable Development and to place the sustainability challenge into a contemporary 

policy perspective with specific suggestions on how it might become reality in Canadian jurisdictions.  
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Meanwhile, also in 1987 the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development 

(UNCED) co-chaired by Gro Harlem Brundtland released its report Our Common Future
ii
. The 

Commission report called for new kinds of institutions to be created that would help bring the world 

towards a vision of development that could be sustainable.  

 

It is interesting to note that the so-called Canadian “roundtable process” emerged on the policy scene at 

about the same time that UNCED visited Canada and subsequently challenged the world to develop 

such new collaborative institutions for achieving development that would be more sustainable than 

current practises. It is clear that in Canada and around the world policy development was based on an 

emerging appreciation for the benefits of following a multi-stakeholder, collaborative, consensus-

seeking approach to policy development. The roundtable process was found to be a timely means to 

assist the development and implementation of practical policy solutions to challenging issues including 

the emerging concept of sustainable development. Benefits of the roundtable process came to be 

appreciated by many, including the author who, in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, served as Director 

of the Ontario Roundtable on Environment and Economy and developed a healthy respect for the 

potential of the Roundtable process as a mechanism for developing consensus among individuals who 

come from different backgrounds, and who bring complementary perspectives, information, experience 

and energy to bear on key shared challenges.  

 

The Ontario Roundtable on Environment and Economy (ORTEE) was created in 1988 by Premier 

David Peterson in response to the challenges of the Brundtland Commission and the National Task 

Force on Environment and Economy to achieve development that would be sustainable; and, to help 

guide the Province into a new era of sustainability and prosperity. In 1990, ORTEE released their 

Challenge Paper
iii

 that set out a vision and a set of six guiding principles and suggested a specific 

approach to achieving sustainable development for Ontario. With its Challenge Paper and through the 

establishment of Sector Task Forces (which themselves were also consensus-based, multi-stakeholder 

roundtables), ORTEE challenged key sectors of the Ontario economy (Agriculture, Transportation, 

Urban Development, Energy and Minerals, Forestry, Manufacturing, and Native Peoples) to respond to 

the Roundtable with specific suggestions on how to achieve sustainability for their sector.
iv

  

 

Focusing on the Great Lakes and Saint Lawrence River Watershed 

 

In 2002, the author, then Director of the Water Programme at Pollution Probe, a leading non-profit 

environmental group in Canada, sensed the need to better understand and address the sustainability 

needs of the Great Lakes watershed. It was believed that a good place to begin was to undertake a fresh 

examination of global experience in managing freshwater as well as either marine or freshwater coastal 

areas that were shared by different countries or jurisdictions around the world. Pollution Probe, 

working in partnership with the United Nations International Network for Water Environment and 

Health (UNU-INWEH) and supported by several partners held in June, 2002 a week-long international 

conference in Hamilton, Ontario called Managing Shared Waters. Attended by 440 delegates from 38 

countries, the conference provided international and Great Lakes participants with a contemporary 

assessment of the capacity needs of those working towards the sustainable development of marine and 

freshwater coastal zones, particularly in transboundary situations where numerous political 

jurisdictions shared responsibility for managing and protecting a shared natural asset, their watershed. 

The initiative also provided stakeholders working in shared freshwater and coastal areas with tools and 

approaches they could use to address the issues arising in their communities. A case study on the Great 

Lakes basin situation (Heathcote, 2002) prepared for the Managing Shared Waters conference 
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concluded; 

 

In summary, progress toward Great Lakes water management goals is limited in part by 

weak capacity to measure and understand the physical, chemical and biological systems 

of the vast and complex Great Lakes.  This limited capacity in turn can limit the capacity 

– and perhaps the will – to develop effective legislation tailored to particular problems.  

This situation is particularly critical because of the Basin’s rapidly ageing infrastructure 

and its ballooning population.  As population grows and more land is converted from 

agriculture to urban development, pressures on infrastructure can only escalate.  It is 

clear that significant government restructuring and budget cuts in the mid-1990s have 

contributed to these problems; it is equally clear that those cuts have prompted a 

fundamental re-thinking of the entire challenge of environmental management.  New 

technologies and new partnerships offered the promise of solutions over the longer term 

but in the immediate future, there is a need to coordinate research and monitoring 

activities across borders and levels of government, as a basis for the development and 

enforcement of better legal systems, and the implementation of effective infrastructure.  

Although the International Joint Commission’s boards and agencies, and the Remedial 

Action Plan program, provide some opportunities for this coordination, results have been 

mixed, and more effective coordination mechanisms are urgently needed.  

 

The Hamilton Statement
v
 which emerged by plenary session consensus on the last day of the Managing 

Shared Waters Conference (June 28, 2002) challenged inter alia the North American Great Lakes 

community: 

 

“to continue to innovate on institutional arrangements and other mechanisms, such as Round 

Tables, and provide leadership in capacity building and sharing best practices.” 

 

 

Adding an important binational Great Lakes perspective, the International Joint Commission (IJC) 

Science Advisory Board (in its 2001-2003 Priorities Report)
vi

 found “there are no institutional 

mechanisms for policy development or consensus that are effective on a binational basis to address 

policy opportunities for the Great Lakes” and recommended that the Parties should “further develop 

binational institutional mechanisms to enhance bilateral cooperation and coordination for air, land and 

water management in order to implement a truly ecosystem approach for water quality management 

that involves local, state/provincial and federal governments.” 

 

At the same time, the Great Lakes institutional landscape was growing and evolving to meet a wide 

array of perceived needs. Today, those institutions emanate from governments (Environment Canada, 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, plus dozens of other Federal and State or Provincial agencies 

and departments); bi-lateral agencies International Joint Commission (IJC) and  Great Lakes Fisheries 

Commission (GLFC) established by treaties between the United States and Canada; the State of the 

Lakes Ecosystem Conference (SOLEC); the International Association for Great Lakes Research 

(IAGLR); political organizations including The Council of Great Lakes Governors (CGLG); non-

governmental organizations including Great Lakes United (GLU) and the Council of Great Lakes 

Industries (CGLI). In addition, there is the Great Lakes Commission (GLC)
vii

,  a public agency 

established under the Great Lakes Basin Compact interstate compact to promote the orderly, integrated, 

and comprehensive development, use, and conservation of the water resources of the Basin; and, The 

Great Lakes-St. Lawrence River Water Resources Regional Body, established by the Great Lakes 
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Governors of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, 

and the Premiers of Ontario and Quebec.          

 

It seemed to the author that the respective agendas of this range of Great Lakes institutions were 

increasingly focused on the missions of the various organizations and institutions rather than on a 

common agenda in accordance with a shared vision. Few of these key organizations or institutions 

shared a common or coordinated mandate or vision, other than they were all Great Lakes focused in 

some way. 

 

In early November 2002, the author checked these observations and assumptions and surveyed by 

telephone a few select individuals who were employed with several of the above identified key Great 

Lakes institutions. The response to the informal survey confirmed the author’s observations and 

assumptions and all respondents agreed that some new kind of neutral, watershed based forum of key 

individuals would be helpful to each of the surveyed institutions and organizations, in establishing and 

achieving a fresh vision for the sustainability of the Great Lakes watershed as a whole.  

 

In a subsequent November 28, 2002 follow up letter (unpublished) the author described the idea of a 

Great Lakes Roundtable as a neutral forum where participants would be able to meet, exchange 

information and discuss issues, ideas and opportunities in a “safe” place where there would be no 

attribution of remarks in the meeting record that would subsequently be developed and shared for 

accuracy. This “safe place” idea emerged from the author’s perception that in many bilateral or 

multilateral Great Lakes meetings participants found themselves often having to defend, advocate and 

position for opportunity or advantage on behalf of their employer agency or institution.  In the author’s 

view, there was a need for a neutral place for these talented, dedicated individuals to meet and talk 

openly, without attribution and without feeling the need to advocate or defend on behalf of their 

employer organization or agency. 

 

Working with two other individuals from key Great Lakes institutions; Gail Krantzberg, then at the 

International Joint Commission and Mike Donahue, then at the Great Lakes Commission, the author 

developed a draft meeting agenda, issued an invitation and on April 3, 2003 convened the first meeting 

of what became known as the Great Lakes Futures Roundtable (GLFRT). At the first meeting of the 

Roundtable, organizers said they hoped the Roundtable would be “an informal gathering of individuals 

who, in their personal and professional capacity are committed to achieving a common vision for the 

binational Great Lakes basin through discussion and action”.  

 

Based on the November telephone survey, the agenda for the first meeting of the Roundtable focused 

on the following issues and the need for: 

o a more effective binational coordination mechanism among Great Lakes institutions; 

o a common agreed upon collective vision, recognizing each organization has a different 

role and purpose and largely complementary interests; 

o a fresh, energized, forward looking more inclusive Great Lakes initiative that would 

bring direction, attention and new resources (public and private) to the basin; 

o increased public and private investment in the region; 

o an international (global) perspective on the Great Lakes; 

o more integrated (Great Lakes) water management. 

 

At the first Roundtable meeting on April 3, 2003 concern was discussed that unilateral Great Lakes 

initiatives were emerging in jurisdictions and institutions around the basin, suggesting a gradual move 
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away from the notion of a common binational enterprise, and the absence of a shared vision. Attendees 

at the first meeting confirmed they would participate as individuals who also happened to work with 

organizations including the International Joint Commission; the Great Lakes Commission; the Great 

Lakes Fisheries Commission; the Great Lakes Water Quality Board; Environment Canada; Council of 

Great Lakes Industries; University of Toronto; and Pollution Probe. Some were retired “elder 

statesmen” but all were personally concerned about the future sustainability of the Great Lakes 

watershed. The process of reviewing the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement including the need for 

public participation was also discussed. The geographic scope for the Great Lakes Futures Roundtable 

was determined to be the Great Lakes Region, which the Roundtable defined as the eight (8) States and 

two (2) Provinces within which the integral Great Lakes and Saint Lawrence River watershed is 

located. All Roundtable participants traveled to and attended the meeting at their own discretion and 

their own cost. Rick Findlay, Gail Krantzberg and Mike Donahue were nominated to oversee 

completion and distribution of the meeting notes from the first meeting and “to lead the group towards 

possible next steps”. The meeting record of the first Great Lakes Futures Roundtable meeting included 

a follow-up September 5, 2003 “On Second Thought Addendum”. 

 

Meanwhile, in a timely report that seemed to echo the sentiments of Roundtable organizers prior to the 

first meeting of the Roundtable, the General Accountability Office (GAO) in the United States released 

a Report in May, 2003 on the Great Lakes
viii

 finding: 

o “lack of a unified vision” 

o “lack of an overarching strategy” 

o “lack of funding”. 

 

Roundtable organizers believed that participants would benefit by a “no-holds-barred, leave your hats 

at the door” unattributed discussion and exchange of information as a complement to the other 

“official” mechanisms they were all involved with. The Roundtable was described by participants as an 

opportunity to think outside the box and a “safe place” to listen, learn, exchange information and 

develop consensus around issues and opportunities that participants deemed collectively to be 

important and timely This “safe place” approach taken by the Roundtable was later deemed to be 

important to the continuation of the Roundtable initiative. Though there is no documented analysis 

supporting this assessment it is assumed that the participants found the Roundtable  to be a unique 

place where people could step back from their official “lines” as a representative of their institution or 

organization and think and speak as an individual. There was certainly no lack of Great Lakes meetings 

to go to and the fact that Roundtable participants chose to continue to attend Roundtable meetings 

seems to be evidence of their usefulness.  While there is likely a good understanding why some policy 

position or measures needed to be taken from the point of view of their employing agency or 

institution, Roundtable participants felt it was refreshing and liberating to be able to have a dialogue 

with peers on possible ways that people could collaborate on broader more progressive policy positions 

that better reflected a shared binational vision of Great Lakes sustainability. It was agreed that the same 

“safe place” approach would be used at any subsequent Roundtables and the following reminder has 

been offered at the beginning of each meeting.  

 

         “Organizers reminded participants of the Roundtable approach including bringing together those 

with scientific and policy expertise combined with a commitment to the Great Lakes. It was 

emphasized that all present are participating as individuals, not as representatives of their 

affiliated organization and that they should feel free to speak their views and “leave their hats at 

home”. While notes from the meeting would be prepared, they are for the convenience of all and 

there will be no attribution.” 
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In order to highlight the importance of the unique “safe place” function provided by the Roundtable it 

was determined that the GLFRT would not be; 

o a voting body; 

o a debating society; 

o an operational body; 

o another self-serving “stakeholder”; 

o a threat to any institution – rather, it should be an arm’s length initiative owned by nobody but 

shared by everybody. 

 

The Roundtable and Watershed Governance   

 

The subject of governance in the Great Lakes and Saint Lawrence River watershed has been a 

particular interest of the GLFRT and more effective coordination, management and accountability 

mechanisms among Great Lakes Saint Lawrence institutions and organizations is of particular interest. 

There is a sense that while there is some overlap, each institution and organization has a different role 

and purpose and each has largely complementary interests. In order to understand “ Who is responsible 

for what and to whom they are accountable”, in 2005 the GLFRT created a one-page Great Lakes 

“Mosaic” or framework that graphically described the connections and relationships between the key 

Great Lakes Saint Lawrence River institutions. This Framework continued to evolve and improve and a 

revised version was produced June 1, 2007. (Appendix 1)  

 

The GLFRT recognized the need for a fresh, collective bi-national vision that would bring new 

direction, attention and resources to public and private sector organizations, institutions and companies 

in the basin. Work on a new bi-national vision continued and in October 2007, the GLFRT released its 

Great Lakes Saint Lawrence Vision, Mission and Goals
ix
. This two page document offers a sustainable 

development vision that includes environmental, economic and social goals; it recognizes the 

importance of new strategies to preserve both natural and economic capital needed to help turn the 

Great Lakes Saint Lawrence River region from a “rust-belt” to a “blue belt”. 

 

In late 2006 and early 2007, the Environmental Commissioner for Ontario (ECO) and the author 

collaborated to hold a series of invited roundtable meetings as well as evening public forums on the 

future of the Great Lakes.  The events were held in Kingston, Windsor, Hamilton, Thunder Bay and 

Toronto. One of the goals of the initiative was to present the GLFRT Vision, discuss it and get reaction 

to it and to gather reaction in five main focus areas. A backgrounder report on the series of Ontario 

meetings was released.
x
 The office of the Environmental Commissioner also prepared other supporting 

documentation.  

 

With advice and assistance of the Great Lakes Futures Roundtable, the International Joint Commission 

convened a Stakeholders Roundtable on October 6, 2009. The Stakeholders Roundtable noted that the 

GLFRT vision would likely transcend the current tradition of the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement 

as we have known it and achieving water quality in the Great Lakes would depend on taking a broader 

approach that would include social, economic and other complementary measures. Support was given 

for a high level “summit event” or “leaders roundtable” that could be held “sometime in 2011”. 

 

In 2010, a Steering Committee of the GLFRT met at Ann Arbor to advance work towards a “Great 

Lakes-Saint Lawrence River Regeneration Conference” the purpose of which would be to engage with 

leaders from various sectors in the region and “allow them to bring a shared level of understanding, 
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acceptance and receptivity to the kinds of socioeconomic, cultural and environmental changes that will 

be necessary to attain sustainability in the Great Lakes region.” 

 

It was agreed that the 2011 leaders summit should take a 100 year time frame for its vision and focus 

on how to attract the “new capital” and investment needed to make the region the most livable, healthy 

and sustainable place in the world in which to invest. 

 

Also in 2010, the author learned of a separate proposed Great Lakes “summit” event that was in the 

planning stages led by Dr. Matthew Mendelsohn from the Mowat Centre for Policy Innovation at the 

University of Toronto in conjunction with John Austin of the Metropolitan Policy Program at the 

Brookings Institution. It was suggested the efforts of the two “summit” initiatives be merged and that 

was subsequently accomplished by cross connecting advisory committee memberships.  

 

In September 2010, the Brookings Institution published “The Next Economy: Economic Recovery and 

Transformation in the Great Lakes Region”.
xi

  On June 21-22, 2011, the Brookings Institution and the 

Mowat Centre for Policy Innovation co-chaired a Great Lakes Saint Lawrence Region Summit that 

took place at Windsor/Detroit.  About 250 delegates from across the region participated in policy 

discussions. A report on the Summit and its outcomes; The Vital Commons: a policy agenda for the 

great lakes century is posted on the Mowat Centre website.
xii

 

 

To date (March, 2012), the GLFRT has met 17 times; the most recent meeting was held in Windsor, 

Ontario March 16-17, 2011 co-chaired by the author. 

 

Benefits, Challenges and Water Opportunities associated with a Roundtable Approach: 
 

Roundtable participants were canvassed to determine their interest and support for the GLFRT and their 

suggestions. Members’ comments on the benefits and challenges associated with the GLFRT include: 

 

Benefits 

 

The GLFRT was a pioneer in bringing information on the economic and social dimensions of the 

region to people who traditionally worked often reactively to “fix” environmental problems and who 

often had relatively little knowledge or experience about economic or social matters.  The Great Lakes 

Futures Roundtable was perhaps the first group in the watershed to bring together “traditional 

environmentalists” at a table together with business leaders and economists and to learn about the 

economic strengths of the Great Lakes Saint Lawrence River watershed region. This information was 

provided initially in work presented to the GLFRT by Glen Marker of World Business Chicago who, in 

his research identified the region as if it were a country and concluded that if it were, it would have the 

third largest economy in the world, after the United States and China and ahead of every other country. 

GLFRT participants recognized the importance of this kind of information to the Roundtable, as it 

wrestled with the concept of achieving development in the Great Lakes region that would be 

sustainable and came to recognize this economic information as important to better understand the 

sustainability of the Region. Research on the economic dimensions and characteristics of the Great 

Lakes region was subsequently developed further by the Brookings Institution in its studies describing 

the benefits of investing in the Region. The Roundtable expanded its education on the economic and 

social aspects of the region and reached out to new partners. For example, in November 2006 the 

Federal Reserve Bank in Chicago hosted one of the GLFRT meetings. It is perhaps fair to credit the 

Roundtable process with stimulating a number of positive new studies and initiatives and with bringing 
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new perspectives and ideas about future possibilities to individuals and audiences in the region that 

might not have come together if the Roundtable had not provided the excuse to talk about the long-term 

sustainable development of the region.  

 

The multi-stakeholder, consensus-based collaborative roundtable model is an example of a more 

“bottom-up” mechanism that complements nicely the more traditional “top-down” kinds of institutions 

and initiatives that are often attributed to and expected of governments at all levels and other official 

institutions or by private sector based or supported organizations. 

 

The roundtable process has also fostered discussion and development of an emerging potential 

initiative on the international Great Lakes scene. At its recent meetings, it held discussion around a 

“Challenge” process which could conceivably emerge in response to a 100 year vision
xiii

 initiative 

created by Chicago architect Philip Enquist and his team at Skidmore, Owings and Merrill. This 

discussion is not complete to date. However, an ongoing discussion is happening on-line at “The Great 

Lakes Century: Toward a Vision” blog
xiv

.  

 

Challenges 

 

Financially sustaining the operations of the GLFRT itself has been a real challenge. Roundtable leaders 

have had to scrounge for financial support for something that does not show up on the organization 

chart of any participating (or non-participating) institution. On the other hand, its success has largely 

been due to the same fact that the GLFRT is not in competition with public and private institutions. 

Rather, it complements their role and provides a means by which individuals can listen, learn and 

collaborate in pursuit of a shared goal that none of them can achieve alone.  

 

Providing institutional acceptance and comfort with new collaborative, multi-stakeholder, consensus 

based mechanisms like roundtables will be key to enabling these mechanisms to fulfill their potential in 

contributing to a new approach to water management in watersheds everywhere. Roundtables should 

not be a threat to the interests of a public or private institution or stakeholder; rather, a mechanism for 

all to listen and be heard and to seek a workable consensus about how to protect and sustain the shared 

watershed. 

 

Water Opportunities 

 

Watershed boundaries rarely align neatly with political boundaries; a watershed can spread over a 

number of jurisdictional boundaries at municipal, provincial/state, and national levels. Long term 

watershed management and protection will also require the engagement and involvement of a range of 

individuals and organizations, both public and private in the task of finding solutions to watershed 

protection that will be truly sustainable and that reflect the long-term environmental, economic and 

social needs of the people, businesses, institutions and communities in the watershed that will need to 

continue to thrive.  

 

Protecting the future long-term sustainability of watersheds will require new approaches and new kinds 

of both formal and informal management mechanisms that will help sustain watersheds through a 

collaborative approach that will need to include and involve “governments” likely at all levels at the 

same time that it involves them appropriately in watershed “governance” along with other key public 

and private interests that share an interest in the sustainability of the watershed.  An informal 

roundtable approach can be helpful as a means to allow government jurisdictions at all levels (local, 
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state/provincial, national) as well as private and public interests to continue to deliver their watershed 

management and protection responsibilities in ways that enhance and not threaten the ability of private 

and public entities to do their work efficiently.  
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Conclusions 

 

1. A collaborative, multi-stakeholder, consensus-seeking, watershed-based Roundtable process would 

likely be beneficial in addressing the governance challenge of watershed management especially in a 

multi-jurisdictional context and where appropriate public, private and non-governmental interests need 

to be engaged and involved in finding practical solutions to sustaining the watershed as well as the 

public and private interests that need to thrive sustainably within it.  

 

2. A Roundtable process should complement and not be a threat to responsible governments or 

institutions. A Roundtable process can, however, facilitate the emergence and development of a more 

distributed and, at the same time more integrated approach to watershed management with “top-down” 

jurisdictionally configured, as well as “bottom-up” watershed based, dimensions. 

 

3. A shared, long-term (100-year) vision for watershed sustainability will be helpful in raising the energy, 

enthusiasm and widespread recognition of the importance and benefits of protecting and sustaining 

watersheds. Such a vision should be based on a broadly shared ethic of stewardship and responsibility 

for sustainable watershed management. 
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