
Report and Reflections from MWRD &EPA:
The View from 2026
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Source: Chicago Tribune

High lake level (2020)Low lake level (2013)

Source: Chicago Tribune

Lake Michigan extreme water levels are a reaction to 
a changing climate

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2020/06/19/eager-to-head-back-to-the-lakefront-a-rising-lake-michigan-near-the-historic-high-water-mark-awaits/
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2013/02/06/water-level-of-lake-michigan-continues-to-drop-reaches-record-low/
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Climate change means more rain more quickly
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Climate abandonment areas:
locations that have lost population 
between 2000-2020 due to climate 
change related flood risk.
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The effects of climate abandonment are expected to accelerate 
in the coming decades
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Have their own water treatment plants 
using water from Lake Michigan

Uses groundwater

Buy water from Chicago

$16.18

$17.30

$18.70

$20.40

$45.00

$43.10

$57.40

$80.03

$84.98

$113.65



Where did the water in your 
holiday gifts come from?
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Virtual water is the water embodied in goods that 
are shipped from one watershed to another (e.g. a 
salad in Chicago with lettuce grown in Arizona means 
water moved from AZ to IL in the form of lettuce)



Virtual Water and Virtual People

Locations of data centers in the United States

● In the US, an average person has 7 social 
media accounts and spends over 2 hours 
per day using social media (Source: Statista)

● The OpenAI data center in Northlake, Illinois 
used a tablespoon of water to complete each 
ChatGPT v3.0 search

● The data center in Phoenix required 2 
tablespoons to complete the same search

Source: Business Insider

Source: Making AI Less "Thirsty": Uncovering and Addressing the Secret Water Footprint of AI 
Models
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https://www.statista.com/statistics/433871/daily-social-media-usage-worldwide/
https://www.businessinsider.com/data-center-locations-us-map-ai-boom-2025-9
https://arxiv.org/abs/2304.03271
https://arxiv.org/abs/2304.03271
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New York City 
before the Clean Air 

Act

Cuyahoga River 
(Cleveland) on fire before 

the Clean Water Act

Oil spill and the Statue of 
Liberty in New York 

Harbor, 1973

We already know what happens when environmental 
protections disappear



“Miss Rachel Carson’s reference to the selfishness of 
insecticide manufacturers probably reflects her Communist 
sympathies, like a lot of our writers these days. We can live 
without birds and animals, but, as the current market slump 
shows, we cannot live without business. As for insects, isn’t it 
just like a woman to be scared to death of a few little bugs! As 
long as we have the H-bomb everything will be O.K.” - H. 
Davidson, Letter to the Editor of New Yorker Magazine 
responding to an essay by Rachel Carson
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The more things change the more they stay the same…
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Environmental challenges: the EPA roadmap to remedy PFAS 
pollution in the environment is in jeopardy



Environmental challenges: microplastics are a poorly 
regulated, cancer-causing pollutant in our waters
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A 1-liter plastic bottle of water contains 
240,000 pieces of microplastic

Source: National Institutes of Health

Source: Food and Water Watch

https://www.nih.gov/news-events/nih-research-matters/plastic-particles-bottled-water
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/2025/12/01/seven-governors-call-on-epa-to-monitor-microplastics-in-drinking-water/


Lead Pipes & 
Orthophosphates
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Environmental challenges : The Great Lakes region has more lead drinking 
water service lines than anywhere else in the United States

Source: National Resources Defense Council

https://www.nrdc.org/resources/lead-pipes-are-widespread-and-used-every-state
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Environmental challenges: lead service lines.
Water utilities add orthophosphate to prevent lead from leaching from pipes. 
Without this corrosion control, lead pipes contaminate drinking water.

Source: Pittsburgh Water

https://www.pgh2o.com/your-water/water-quality-treatment


EPA Reflections

21

Bad River Slough, Bad River Reservation

Proposed Re-route of Enbridge Line 5

Source: Enbridge

Available for purchase or 
streaming on Peacock

https://www.enbridge.com/projects-and-infrastructure/public-awareness/line-5-wisconsin-segment-relocation-project/line-5-through-the-bad-river-reservation


Debra Shore
debra@debrashore.com
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