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INTRODUCTION

The Lake Champlain Basin is valued as an ecological and economic resource, providing a
source of clean drinking water and a livelihood for many of its residents.  Increased
development within the basin impacts these values, elevating phosphorous levels in the
lake, destroying shoreline habitat, and spreading non-native aquatic species throughout
the system.  Over the past thirteen years, the interrelated agreements and activities that
fall under the umbrella of the Lake Champlain Basin Program have effectively mitigated
these impacts and protected the lake as a scenic, ecological and economic resource.

The efforts of the Basin Program, some interstate and others international, were
facilitated by an Act of Congress, several state-state and state-province agreements, an

Base map from Lake Champlain Basin Program, www.lcbp.org.
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overarching Memorandum of Understanding, and a comprehensive management plan.
As a result of these actions and agreements, this transboundary basin has benefited from
noticeable improvements in lake quality and a stronger network of communication and
coordination among the agencies and citizens who look after its well-being.

Since its creation in 1988, the Lake Champlain Basin Program has made significant
progress in protecting and improving the quality of the lake as an ecological resource.
The Basin Program has supported the creation of over 25 local citizen-based watershed
groups, has created and sustained habitat protection and restoration programs, and has
facilitated the development of educational programs and recreational amenities along the
lake.  In addition, the Basin Program has facilitated the cleanup of toxic chemicals, and
has significantly reduced phosphorous loading in the lake.  These and other achievements
would not have been possible without the Lake Champlain Basin Program and the
transboundary collaborative process that it has sustained.

Why Transboundary Collaboration?
Lake Champlain is both an interstate and international resource.  Realizing that any
unilateral lake protection program would be ineffective, the states of New York and
Vermont and the Province of Quebec are coordinating their lake protection efforts,
despite the existing barriers to cross-boundary collaboration.  While many of the
collaborative resource management programs and activities (as well as most of the land
area) occur between New York and Vermont, momentum is growing towards the full
inclusion of the Canadian province of Quebec.  Because of these efforts the Lake
Champlain Basin Program is coming to the fore as a model for binational, transboundary
resource management.  This is largely because of the Basin Program’s unique
organizational structure that promotes the representation of both high level officials and
individual citizens across two U.S. states and one Canadian Province.

The transboundary activities outlined in this case study demonstrate how stakeholders
have tailored binational agreements to better coordinate resource protection efforts.  With
limited federal involvement and strong grassroots support, these activities have already
made a significant difference in protecting the natural and economic values of Lake
Champlain.

CONTEXT

Lying between the Adirondack and Green Mountains of northern New England, the 8,000
square mile/ 20,700 sq. km. Lake Champlain Basin is renowned as a significant
ecological, scenic, and recreational resource.1  This binational basin includes portions of
the state of Vermont (56 percent of the basin), parts of New York (37 percent of the
basin) and a small portion of Canada’s province of Quebec (7 percent of the basin).
Following the Vermont/New York border for about 100 miles, the lake drains to the north
into the Quebec’s Richelieu River, a tributary to the St. Lawrence River.2
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The Lake Champlain Basin is home to over 600,000 people, supporting several
population centers such as Burlington, Vermont; Rutland, Vermont; Plattsburgh, New
York; and Queensbury, New York.  There are several small towns within Quebec’s
portion of the basin, including Clarenceville, Venise-en-Québec and Bedford.   The
principal land uses in the area include agriculture, forestry, and urban areas.  Most of the
land is privately owned, with the exception of portions of Green Mountain National
Forest, several Vermont State Parks, and the Missisquoi National Wildlife Refuge along
the southern shores of Missisquoi Bay in Vermont.  Most of New York’s part of the basin
is contained within the 9,400 square mile/ 24,500 sq. km. Adirondack Park, which is
protected by forest reserves on public land and development regulations on private land.3

In Quebec, most of the basin land is also privately owned, with the exception of the
recently established Pike River Ecological Reserve, a public-owned protected area.

The Lake itself is divided into five distinct areas, each with its own physical and chemical
characteristics.  One of these segments is Missisquoi Bay, which is bisected by the
international border between Vermont and Quebec.  This bay feeds the main body of the
lake, and has been the focal point of many of the binational resource protection efforts in
the basin.

Ecological, Historical, and Economic Resources
Home to over 300 species of birds and 80 species of fish, the biological communities of
Lake Champlain are similar to those found in the Great Lakes, though Lake Champlain
has not experienced the same historical development pressure.  Due to this similarity, the
Lake Champlain ecosystem provides a useful living laboratory for studies in large lake
ecology. 4  Besides its ecological significance, Lake Champlain is highly valued for its
water quality, providing a drinking water source for nearly 200,000 people.5

Lake Champlain is also known for its cultural and scenic resources.  The Lake Champlain
region played a significant role during the colonial wars and the War of 1812, as the Lake
itself was the scene of several battles during that period.  Several cultural heritage sites,
including forts, shipwrecks and other maritime artifacts, are preserved within the basin.
These historical resources, along with the scenic and natural features of the lake, are a
major draw for lake-related tourism. 6

The economic impact of tourism from Lake Champlain is significant.  Sport fishing,
wildlife viewing, and other recreational activities comprise a significant portion of the
regional economy- bringing in $2.2 billion in 1990.  This accounts for 24% of the
economic worth of the basin. 7  These recreation-related industries are dependent on a
clean lake and the maintenance of native plant and animal communities, both within the
lake and within the greater Lake Champlain Basin.

Environmental Stresses
Since the early 1980s, environmental stresses on the Lake Champlain system have
become increasingly apparent.  Phosphorous levels from agricultural runoff and
municipal sewage treatment plants have caused excessive algal growth in parts of the
lake, which is the primary concern in Missisquoi Bay.  The accumulation of toxic
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substances such as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and mercury have resulted in health
problems for both humans and aquatic biota.  Non-native aquatic species such as sea
lamprey, water chestnut, Eurasian watermilfoil, and zebra mussels have impacted fish,
wildlife, and other living resources, obscured underwater archeological sites, and
complicated human uses of the lake.8  The impacts of these issues are felt by the
communities within the basin as well as those that are located downstream of the lake in
the Canadian Province of Quebec.  Other resource impacts in the basin have come from
increasing urban and tourism-related development.  These impacts include wetland loss,
habitat fragmentation, and the loss of cultural and archaeological resources.9

Challenges to Transboundary Interaction
While the Basin’s ecology, economics, and colonial history are inextricably linked across
the international border, the presence of that border is certainly apparent in the cultural
and political divisions that it has created.  Indeed, while Quebec plays an important role
in sustaining lake quality, the fact that only 7 % of the watershed is in Quebec limited
their initial participation.  In one example, the different governmental structures have
made funding difficult.

Since U.S. EPA funds cannot be spent in Quebec, the province has to leverage other
funds to contribute to the effort.10  These governmental challenges are enhanced by the
disparity between the U.S. and Canadian dollar, and the language difference between
Quebec and the United States.  In Quebec, the predominate language is French, and while
many of the citizens and resource managers in Quebec speak English, very few of the
participating Americans are fluent in French. 11  As one EPA official points out, “The
language barrier does make international work more difficult, but also more
interesting.”12

Some of the complications that arise when working across interstate and international
border stem from bureaucratic differences between American and Canadian agencies.
For example, an American agency official noted the difficulties of getting Geographic
Information System data for the basin from the Canadian federal government.13  Another
example of such bureaucratic complications to transboundary work in the basin has come
from the fact that most of the phones at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
do not allow international dialing, and it is difficult to bring a U.S. Government-owned
vehicle across the international border.14   One EPA official points out that “it’s not hard
for us to go to the meetings, it’s just hard for us to bring a car over the border.”15  These
complications are not apparent within the state and provincial agencies.

Recognition of a Transboundary Resource
The waters of Lake Champlain are an important resource for the human communities that
depend on them for drinking water and commercial enterprise as well as natural and
visual qualities.  Over time, however, increased human development within the basin has
taken its toll on Lake Champlain, leading to deteriorating water quality, increasingly
fragmented habitats and diminishing recreational resources.  As two American states and
one Canadian province share the Lake’s resources, they also share the responsibility for
protecting those resources.
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Since the waters of Lake Champlain are both interstate and international, it is imperative
that these jurisdictions coordinate their efforts to protect its resources.  Without such
coordination, any unilateral lake protection program would be incomplete and unable to
fully protect the resources of the lake.  For this reason, the states of New York and
Vermont and the Province of Quebec have made substantial progress in overcoming the
cultural and bureaucratic barriers to cross-boundary collaboration to protect this
significant binational resource.  As explained in detail below, these activities have
occurred under the broad umbrella of the Lake Champlain Basin Program, an evolving
entity that is an encouraging example of transboundary resource coordination and
management.

APPROACH TO TRANSBOUNDARY MANAGEMENT

In the 1980s there was growing concern among the three jurisdictions about the declining
quality of Lake Champlain, especially the very high phosphorous concentrations, as well
as the lack of established lines for communication and collaboration to deal with it.  In
1988, state and provincial leaders came together to take the first significant step in
developing a binational basin program.  Recognizing the connections between basin
resources and local economies, the Prime Minister of Quebec and the Governors of
Vermont and New York signed a Memorandum of Understanding on Environmental
Cooperation on the Management of Lake Champlain (MOU).  This MOU created a
Citizens Advisory Committee in each of the three jurisdictions and an overarching Lake
Champlain Steering Committee.  The initial purpose of the committees was to facilitate
the exchange of information and
discussion of programs and policies
affecting Lake Champlain, 16 and to
identify the major threats facing the
lake.†17  While the original Steering
Committee has persisted as a formal,
binational board,18 many of the early
activities that took place under the
umbrella of the Steering Committee were
in the U.S. part of the basin.  During this
time, Quebec was undertaking its own
watershed protection activities.

In 1990, Senators Leahy and Jeffords from Vermont and Senators Moynihan and
D'Amato from New York sponsored the Lake Champlain Special Designation Act, which
recognized the lake to be “a resource of national significance.”  The goal of this act,
which was passed by Congress, was to bring diverse interests together to develop a
comprehensive pollution prevention and restoration plan for the basin.  The Act
specifically required that along with water quality, this management plan also consider

                                                
† This MOU was renewed by the state and provincial governments in 1992, and again in 1996.

Principal Transboundary Actors

• U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
• Quebec Ministry of the Environment
• Vermont Agency of Natural Resources
• New York State Department of

Environmental Conservation
• New York, Vermont, and Quebec Citizen

Advisory Committees
• Missisquoi Bay Watershed Corporation
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fisheries, wildlife, wetlands as well as recreational and cultural resources.19  Thus, the
Lake Champlain Basin Program was born under the guidance of, and funding from the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

In the beginning, the Lake Champlain Basin Program consisted of a multiple-stakeholder
planning board (the Management Conference) that was supported by dedicated staff from
the states of New York and Vermont.  Quebec was not formally represented.  The
original purpose of the program was to develop a comprehensive management plan for
the basin.  While this structure complemented the original binational Steering Committee,
funding limitations prevented the formal involvement of Quebec in this initial planning
process.

Management Conference
The Management Conference was a 31-member board that represented basin interests
and organizations from Vermont and New York.  Advised by a Technical Advisory
Committee (TAC) and the Citizens Advisory Committees (CACs) from the two states,
the Management Conference was in charge of overseeing the five-year development of
the management plan, in accordance with the 1990 Special Designation Act.20  From
1990 to 1996, the Management Conference assumed the duties of the Steering
Committee.

One of the reasons that the Management Conference did not include Quebec was because
of its U.S. federal funding source.  Since the program was paid for through the EPA, it
was much easier for Vermont and New York to form a partnership, and Quebec was not
included at the outset.21  In retrospect, many view this exclusion of Quebec from the
formal process as a mistake, as it has made it more difficult for Quebec to reach their
current level of involvement and implementation.

Quebec did participate in this process on an informal basis however, and was still very
involved in broader Lake Champlain issues.  In 1993 Vermont, New York, and Quebec
signed a second agreement that established goals for phosphorous levels in the lake.  This
agreement provided a basis for the forthcoming recommendations of the Management
Conference.22

Basin Management Plan
In 1994, the Management Conference completed its planning process and released the
first draft of Opportunities for Action: An Evolving Plan for the Future of the Lake
Champlain Basin.  This plan addressed all of the basin resources identified in the Special
Designation Act, but focused mainly on reducing phosphorous loads in the lake.  While
Opportunities for Action did not technically include Quebec, the Province endorsed its
recommendations.23

After the release of this draft, the Basin Program learned a hard lesson about stakeholder
involvement.  “When we came out with our plan the first time around,” explained an
EPA official, “we got blasted out of the water.”24  When the draft plan was submitted for
public comments, the business community was upset that the plan had not considered the
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economic implications of resource protection, while property-rights advocates, who were
still chafed over land use restrictions for Adirondack Park in New York, mobilized
against the plan.  According to the Vermont Coordinator, this opposition “almost killed
the whole program.”25

In order to ameliorate the situation,
the Management Conference
responded immediately.  They
identified the leaders of the
movement and brought them to the
table, eventually including two of
them on the Management
Conference.26  According to the
Vermont Coordinator described
how “one of the most vocal, critics
of the program is now very
supportive.  In fact, he gave a
presentation a year ago talking
about the good things about the
program…  I guess we did our jobs,
because now he sees us as an
asset…  Likewise, he’s an asset to
us.”27  By including their main
critics in the process, albeit
reactively, the Basin Program took
a major step forward in its representation and legitimacy.

After completing the final draft of Opportunities for Action in 1996, the Management
Conference dissolved, as specified in the 1990 legislation.  At this time, the original
binational Steering Committee assumed the leadership of the Basin Program, though it
was restructured to give the Province of Quebec more formal involvement in the
program. 28   After this transition, the Steering Committee was comprised mainly of the
heads of the government agencies that would be responsible for implementing
Opportunities for Action.  The rationale for this uneven representation was that the
agency heads could play a direct role in leveraging funding and support for management
activities.29

While the arrangement made sense at the time, some current Basin Program participants
feel that the Steering Committee lost many of its links to the public that it had developed
under the Management Conference.  “I think it lost some of its oomph in that
transition,”30 explained one EPA official.  Currently, the 19-member Steering Committee
consists of agency and government representatives, as well as the Citizen Advisory
Committee (CAC) chairs for Vermont, New York and Quebec.  The Steering Committee

Significant Milestones

1988- Memorandum of Understanding on the
Management of Lake Champlain signed by
Vermont, New York, and Quebec

1990- U.S. Congress passes Lake Champlain Special
Designation Act

1993- New York - Quebec - Vermont Water Quality
Agreement signed

1996- Opportunities for Action management plan
completed for New York and Vermont,
endorsed by Quebec

1997- Missisquoi Bay Task Force established by
Vermont and Quebec

2001- (Pending) Quebec - Vermont Agreement on
Phosphorous Reduction in Missisquoi Bay
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is currently contemplating how to, once again, re-align itself to better include the public
as well as Quebec, which holds four of those 19 seats.‡31

Lake Champlain Basin Program – Current Structure §

Organizational Structure
In its current form, the core structure of the Lake Champlain Basin Program—the
Steering Committee, a Technical Advisory Committee, and three Citizen Advisory
Committees—is relatively simple.  However, there are several additional layers of
complexity that are required for implementation and action on the ground (see above).
With all of the various agreements, committees, commissions, and task forces, the
structure of this program becomes much more complex and, perhaps, unwieldy.  This
complex structure has definitely led to confusion, with some Steering Committee
members wondering “how all of these pieces fit together.”32 Despite this structural
confusion, many of the people who are involved in the process feel that the program

                                                
‡ While the current Steering Committee framework allows for four Quebec representatives, only two of
those slots are currently filled.
§ This structure reflects the inter-relationships of elements that are discussed in this case study.  The Lake
Champlain Basin Program also operates with an Executive Committee, a Cultural Heritage and Recreation
Advisory Committee, and an Education and Outreach Advisory Committee, which are not represented in
this diagram.
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works very well.  The Quebec CAC Chair explains that “it’s a complicated system,
there’s no question about that… but as far as effectiveness, it’s working.”33

One of the things that has made this potentially unwieldy structure work so well is the
strength of its staff. 34  Besides coordinating programs and implementing outreach and
education activities, the Lake Champlain Basin Program staff also plays a major role in
getting information to the Steering Committee and maintaining momentum.  According
to the Vermont Coordinator, “the Steering Committee relies on the staff to keep them
well informed…  It’s sort of a bottoms-up approach to leadership that’s very inclusive.  I
think it’s because we’re all keeping our ears to the ground- we’re really aware of things
and we can head things off at the pass before they become problems.”35

Missisquoi Bay Activities
Under the overall structure of the Lake Champlain Basin Program, many of the binational
activities have been focused on Missisquoi Bay, which is shared by the Province of
Quebec and the State of Vermont.  In addressing phosphorous levels in Missisquoi Bay,
Opportunities for Action recommended that Vermont and Quebec determine the division
of responsibility for the Bay.36  To that end, Vermont and Quebec established the
Missisquoi Bay Phosphorous Reduction Task Force (Task Force) to evaluate the situation
and propose a fair and practical division of responsibility for achieving the target load
reductions.37  Formed under the guidance of the Steering Committee, the Task Force is
comprised of agency staff from Vermont and Quebec.

In determining this division of responsibility, the Task Force found that, based on land
area, land uses, and other point- and non-point sources of phosphorous (such as
wastewater treatment facilities and agricultural runoff), Vermont and Quebec were
responsible for 60% and 40% of the phosphorous reductions, respectively. 38  Another
agreement committing the state and province to these levels of reduction, as well as a
timeline for completion, is likely to be signed within the year 2001.39  This agreement
will also formalize Quebec’s commitment to Opportunities for Action, since they were
not formally included in the original basin-wide plan.

Also working in the Missisquoi Bay area, a citizen-based watershed group called the
Missisquoi Bay Watershed Corporation has arisen as an important player, providing
another link between the Quebec Ministry of Environment and the diverse stakeholders in
the local communities.40  As a non-profit organization, the Corporation is able to receive
funding from the province to work on an action plan for the bay (the Quebec CAC is not
eligible for such direct funding).  While the Corporation has been making a positive
impact, there is no direct communication between it and the CAC.41  Because of the lack
of effective coordination and communication between the two entities, the Corporation
and the CAC will likely be folded together, “to strengthen their working relationship.”42

The CAC chair noted that “if we’re all sitting at the same table, at least we know what
everybody’s doing.”43
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Program Operations and Activities
Besides providing coordination and support for the Steering Committee, the Lake
Champlain Basin Program works with many other local organizations to develop
programs relating to the lake.  Through either direct involvement or grant programs, the
Basin Program’s activities include education and outreach, recreation initiatives, as well
as wetlands acquisition and restoration.  The Basin Program also provides funding and
support for over 25 local citizen-based watershed groups, which is one of the fastest
growing components of the program.44

Some of these Basin Program activities are binational, while others are not.  The U.S.-
based Basin Program staff are funded by agencies such as the U.S. EPA, the Vermont
Agency of Natural Resources (ANR), and the New York State Department of
Environmental Conservation.  These U.S.-based staff members work closely with their
Canadian counterparts to implement the binational components of the program.  In
Quebec, the agency with the primary responsibility for coordinating and implementing
the various agreements is the Ministry of Environment.  Similar to the role of the EPA in
the U.S., the Ministry of Environment has dedicated staff and funding to the program
activities and, along with the Quebec CAC, has played a significant role in making the
program work.

While only 7% of the watershed is in Quebec, and the watershed is only a minuscule
portion of the Province, the commitment of the Provincial government has enabled
Ministry staff to actively support local interests and actions in the basin. 45  In the absence
of a Special Designation Act, authorities in Quebec have relied on international
agreements to leverage funding and support for policies and programs in the basin.
According to one Ministry official, farmers and citizens in the basin “are interested in
what’s going on, and they know that they have to be part of the solution too…  At the
beginning they were critical, saying the Ministry of Environment should do this or that,
but now that you put it on the local level, the responsibility is really higher and they are
involved in the actions.”46  In recent years, other Provincial ministries such as the
Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Municipal Affairs have also become
involved, playing an important role in implementing programs.47

In Quebec, one thing that has made this program more effective is the context of the
greater binational basin.  People are aware of the importance of the international
agreements, especially the 1988 MOU, and are interested in what’s going on across the
border.  This binational interest among citizens has been facilitated by the active
leadership of the Quebec CAC chair,48 who has enjoyed the cooperative spirit:  “The
people in Quebec wanted to know what Vermont and New York are doing, and vice
versa.  We had 250 people at our last public meeting, and it was very, very good.  The
people really want to see something done.”49

The Lake Champlain Basin Program has made significant progress with no formal,
federal-level international agreement.  Instead, the underlying foundation for all of the
binational activities is the 1988 MOU and subsequent agreements that have been signed
by the states and province.  These agreements have been critical in raising the awareness
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that the lake and its resource protection issues are truly binational, and have bolstered the
commitment to addressing those issues on both sides of the international border.  For
example, during the approval of the Lake Champlain Aquatic Nuisance Species
Management Plan for New York and Vermont, New York representatives advocated that,
while U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Funds (for the plan) could not be spent in Quebec,
the province needed to be considered and included.50  Likewise for Quebec, the existence
of binational agreements with the signatures of the Prime Minister and the Governors has
helped them leverage funding for their programs.  “The impact is enormous in having an
agreement with another country…,” explains the Quebec CAC Chair, “it has really
helped.”51

The Causeway Controversy
While most of the binational programs in the basin have operated relatively smoothly, the
controversy over the Swanson-Alburg causeway has presented a formidable challenge to
international cooperation and goodwill.

Just south of the international border, Vermont State Highway 78 crosses the lake at the
mouth of Missisquoi Bay, serving as a major transportation route between Vermont and
Quebec.  The lake crossing consists of a causeway constructed of sand and fill material
spanning the lake, with a short bridge in the middle.  Many of the people around
Missisquoi Bay (including many tourism-based communities) argue that the causeway
contributes to the algae problems because it interrupts the natural flushing effect of the
lake and concentrates phosphorous loads in the Bay.  The Quebec CAC Chair describes
the Bay to be “like a little bathtub with the little opening that they have there.”52

While there are plans to reconstruct this crossing, a potentially endangered species has
complicated the issue.  Though it is not endemic to the lake, the eastern spiny softshell
turtle uses the causeway as habitat, and is listed as Threatened by the State of Vermont.53

A study of the turtle and its vulnerability to bridge reconstruction is currently underway,
and tensions are rising within the Basin Program over the issue.

This causeway controversy has put representatives from Vermont’s Agency of Natural
Resources in a difficult position, with their lake protection goals conflicting with species
protection goals.  Since Bay-area residents and businesses have a strong interest in
removing the causeway, this dilemma threatens to pit Basin Program participants against
each other.  While the causeway has become a major issue at Steering Committee
meetings, the Committee has not yet taken a position. 54

In the meantime, local residents around Missisquoi Bay are becoming increasingly
frustrated, and the controversy overshadows all other lake-related issues.  “It’s very hard
to do public CAC meetings as long as this thing is not solved…,” explains the Quebec
Chair, “I can’t get any other subjects in because it’s the bridge, the bridge, the bridge, the
bridge.”55   There is even talk of referring the matter to the International Joint
Commission (IJC)**.  Such an action is sure to be divisive because it would bring in legal
                                                
** Established by the 1909 Boundary Waters Treaty, the International Joint Commission reviews water
quality and quantity issues along the U.S.-Canada border.
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issues related to international waters as well as the authority of an international institution
(IJC) down on the Basin Program and its grassroots processes.  As the Quebec CAC chair
explained, “things get ugly at that point and I don’t want them to.”56

The causeway controversy may threaten the otherwise positive progress that has been
made towards binational collaboration on Lake Champlain.  Ironically, one EPA official
views this controversy as a positive:  “Its been kind of unifying in that they’re certainly
talking about it and everyone in the area is very interested in it…  It’s the issues that both
entities have to feel are important to them is what really brings people together.”57

The Lake Champlain Basin Program is certainly complicated and has encountered its
share of controversy.  One of the things that has kept this program together has been the
guidance of the binational Steering Committee.  While several people have noted that the
representation of the Steering Committee could use some improvement, it is also
recognized to be an effective backbone that makes the program work.  The Vermont
Coordinator explains that, “There’s been a lot of trust built up.  The Steering Committee
is working better than it ever has.”58  This is echoed by the Quebec CAC Chair:  “The
Steering Committee seems to have a grasp on it all…  I think it’s amazing what they
do.”59

ACCOMPLISHMENTS

Despite all of its growing pains related to stakeholder involvement and the development
of a truly transboundary approach to lake protection issues, the Basin Program has made
some substantial progress in protecting the health of Lake Champlain.  In 1996,
Opportunities for Action established a target of a 25% reduction in phosphorous loads by
2001.  Aggressive action to renovate wastewater treatment facilities and improve non-
point source pollution controls on agricultural lands has enabled the basin to exceed that
phosphorous reduction goal.60  Even though it reflects the mitigation of easier targets,
exceeding this interim phosphorous goal is a major achievement.61  Along with this
accomplishment, the pending Missisquoi Bay agreement only contributes to the forward
momentum of the program. 62

Another success of the effort is the development of small, citizen-based watershed
groups.  The financial and logistical support that the Basin Program gives these groups is
one of the fastest growing parts of the program.63  The initial progress in lake quality
came largely from higher level planning and financing efforts for activities such as
wastewater treatment plant upgrades.  Now, the next, more intimate phase of local-level
mitigation of non-point pollution sources will require the increased interest of local
watershed groups. 64  These groups will be more effective in influencing changes among
individual citizens and landowners on both sides of the international border.  A Quebec
Ministry of Environment official explains that “the greatest thing we’ve seen is the level
of implementation from the local groups.  That’s really something magic.”65
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The current level of interest and commitment from state, provincial and local
governments, as well as citizens has also been a major accomplishment of the Basin
Program.  The engagement of the Quebec government and citizens has been increasing
over time, and many of the people who are actively engaged in the Basin Program have
brought a great deal of insight and enthusiasm to the effort.  This level of grassroots
interest and participation provides a strong foundation for continued development of this
transboundary effort.

While phosphorous loading in the lake has been the primary focus of the program, other
aspects of the basin environment also need to be addressed.  This is especially important
for maintaining public support.66  Other areas of progress that resulted from the Lake
Champlain Basin Program include the cleanup of PCBs in New York’s Cumberland Bay,
the creation of the 311-acre Pike River Ecological Reserve in Quebec, the continuation of
habitat restoration and protection programs, and the improvement of recreational
amenities in and around the entire lake.67

On the programmatic side of things, an important outcome from this program is the
development of strengthened relationships between the states and the province.68  This
occurred on both institutional and interpersonal levels.  With the strength of the Steering
Committee, the commitments of the resource management agencies, and the interest
among citizens, the Lake Champlain Basin Program is poised to take a comprehensive
approach to implementing its plans and agreements.  Under this approach, the Vermont
Coordinator explains that “we’re using all the layers and really utilizing all of the
partnerships to get things done.”69

CONCLUSION

On an international scale, the Lake Champlain Basin Program is more of an
agglomeration of programs and agreements than it is a single, binational entity.  While
some aspects of the program are truly binational, such as the Steering Committee, many
others are constrained by the international border.  As many of the activities and
programs have been limited to New York and Vermont, it is important to recognize the
role that the Special Designation Act played in developing the structure, resources and
understanding that has served as a foundation for much of the binational progress to date.
Indeed, formal and informal cooperation and involvement across the international border
has been growing over time, as indicated by the forthcoming agreement on Missisquoi
Bay, the projected inclusion of Quebec in the management plan, and the potential
increased representation of Quebec on the Steering Committee.70

After 13 years of activity, the Lake Champlain Basin Program is still a much stronger
interstate program than it is an international one.  This disparity is largely due to the
inevitable bureaucratic and funding barriers that come with an international border, the
inability of the program to overcome those barriers early on in the process, and the fact
that only 7% of the basin falls under Quebec’s jurisdiction.  Despite these shortcomings,
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binational cooperation and interaction is gaining tremendous momentum in the Lake
Champlain basin, and the Basin Program is becoming increasingly recognized as a model
for transboundary resource management. 71  Centered around the binational Steering
Committee and three local Citizen Advisory Committees, the Basin Program’s evolving
organizational structure has effectively facilitated communication, coordination and most
importantly, resource protection accomplishments in the Lake Champlain Basin.  As the
Quebec CAC Chair explains: “It was going downhill, but I think that with all that’s been
done, the three states have done an enormous amount of work and it’s getting better.  I’m
proud of that.”72

Lessons
Based on the impressions of people who are intimately involved in the Lake Champlain
Basin Program, the following lessons have been learned about transboundary
collaboration:

• A formal, federal-level Treaty is not necessary to have a formal binational
organizational structure.  The Basin Program has been able to effectively persist
with an overarching MOU along with state-state and state-province agreements that
are specific to the issues at hand.  So far, these agreements have been respected by the
jurisdictions that have signed them.

• International agreements and MOU’s are helpful in mobilizing the participation
of governments and individuals.  In Quebec, where the basin covers a small corner
of the province, the presence of international agreements have given legitimacy and
purpose to the cause of the greater Lake Champlain Basin.

• It is important to include all significant jurisdictions early in the process.  Having
been excluded from the Management Conference ten years ago because of
bureaucratic difficulties, Quebec was behind in designing and implementing and
action plan for Lake Champlain to complement their existing mitigation activities.

• It is essential to address potential stakeholders early in the process.
The opposition of the business community and property-rights advocates, who had
not been included in the planning process, nearly ended the program.

• Governmental recognition of an area’s importance is helpful in attracting
attention, funding, and legitimacy.  While it did not explicitly consider the basin as
a binational resource, the 1990 Lake Champlain Special Designation Act, which
created the Lake Champlain Basin Program, did a great deal to spur momentum and
advance programs on both sides of the border.

• A well-informed and well-connected coordinating body has been effective.
Despite its limited links to the general public, the Steering Committee has played a
major role in leveraging the resources for, and advocating the implementation of
resource protection programs.
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• A strong staff is important to coordinate efforts, and provide leadership to the
program.  Lake Champlain Basin Program staff have played a major role in keeping
the whole program together and moving forward.

• Visible successes and milestones are important to maintain public support and
internal momentum.  By exceeding their five-year goal for phosphorous reduction,
participants are optimistic about the future of the program.  Likewise,
accomplishments such as improved recreational amenities have been helpful in
maintaining public support.
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