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By MICHAEL HILL | Associated Press Writer 
September 1, 2008  

ALBANY, N.Y. - Could climate change endanger New York's power supply?  
 
A number of studies predict Great Lakes water levels will drop over the century as 
average temperatures creep higher. If that happens, it would affect the amount of 
water flowing through the Niagara Power Project and the St. Lawrence-FDR Project, 
two state-run hydro facilities that account for about 12 percent of all the electricity 
generated in New York.  
 
There is no danger of lights dimming anytime soon. Lower levels are not a certainty 
and the scientists projecting them say the decrease will occur over decades. Still, 
recent trends have convinced many scientists that change is inevitable.  
 
"How much of a drop is really the question," said Joseph Atkinson, director of the Great 
Lakes Program at the University at Buffalo.  
 

Atkinson said most climate models 
suggest the region will be drier and 
warmer, with lake levels dropping 
from under a foot to up to two feet. 
 
Don Wuebbles of the School of 
Earth, Society, and Environment at 
the University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign, who is involved in 
climate research for the U.S. 
government, said the recent Great 
Lakes figures are a bit less 
dramatic: decreases of less than a 
foot, on average, by about 2050 
and a one- or two-foot decrease 
around the end of the century.  
 
"It doesn't sound like much, but it 
does have meaning," Wuebbles 
said.  
 
The New York Power Authority's 

Niagara Power Project, the largest power producer in New York, relies on water 
flowing from Lake Erie diverted from the Niagara River to produce about 8 percent of 
the power generated in the state. The flow from Lake Ontario into the St. Lawrence 
runs turbines on that river's hydro dam. They are among the largest hydro dams 
stretching from the St. Marys River below Lake Superior to farther down the St. 
Lawrence at Quebec that are powered by the Great Lakes outflow.  
 
The authority allocates much of the inexpensive power from the plants to dozens of 
companies from Delphi Thermal & Interior near Buffalo to Alcoa in northern New York. 
The bargain-rate power is a linchpin of New York's strategy to hold on to manufacturing 
jobs. The power also goes to municipalities like Massena and Jamestown.  
 
Power reductions due to low levels on Lake Ontario and Lake Erie are nothing new. 
Curtailments of allocations were actually more frequent before 2004, according to the 
authority. Lake levels and power production at the two plants often were above 
average this year.  
 
Still, the future of the largest fresh water supply in the world is clearly on the radar of 
New York officials, who this year entered Great Lakes-area compact designed to 
protect the resource from thirsty regions elsewhere. Michigan became the last state to 
sign the compact in July. The U.S. Senate ratified the measure last month and it awaits 
a House vote.  
 
"The Power Authority would be concerned if water levels were consistently lower than 
the long-term average and this is precisely the reason why Congress needs to act 
quickly to approve the Great Lakes Compact," according to a statement from the power 
authority.  
 
While the compact would protect against the threat of water exports, it does not 
address the threat of warmer weather over the 21st century. A U.N. panel of scientists 
last year said that climate change already is happening and warned of even warmer 
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temperatures tied to the accumulation of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.  
 
Evaporation has been increasing on all the Great Lakes since 1997 amid higher 
temperatures, said Cynthia Sellinger, a hydrologist with the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration.  
 
But Sellinger said that while water levels on the upper lakes have dropped, evaporation 
has been mitigated on Erie and Ontario by more precipitation from a series of storm 
systems from the Gulf Coast, dating from Katrina in 2005.  
 
So while the upper Great Lakes were below average, the two lower lakes that lap up 
on New York were closer to normal. Sellinger said no one knows if this trend will 
persist.  
 
___  
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New York Power Authority: http://www.nypa.gov/  
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