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THE GREAT LAKES—ST. LAWRENCE
CENTURY PROJECT

In August 2014, a farm nutrient 
and sewage run off into Lake Erie 
had created a large algae bloom 
that contaminated the water supply 
of 400,000 people near Toledo, 
Ohio. The water was not suitable for 
drinking, but the problem had spread 
beyond drinking water. Chemical and 
toxin levels were so high that bathing 
in it was unsafe. Hospitals canceled 
elective surgeries and sent their 
surgical equipment for sterilization 
outside the water-emergency areas. 
Toledo is the state’s fourth largest 
city; a region of 11 million people 
was at risk.

This dramatic American heart-
land event points directly to the 
potential crises we are facing and 
speaks directly to the development 
by SOM’s Planning Studio of the 
Great Lakes—St.Lawrence Century 
Project

Avoidable environmental disas-
ters like Toledo’s could become our 
commonplace future if we do not 
identify and pursue regional strate-
gies for restoring sustainable health 
to the freshwater ecosystem that 
is now out of balance. Though the 
Great Lakes are vast—holding twen-
ty percent of the world’s fresh sur-
face water and eighty-four percent 
of North America’s—they are also 
terribly vulnerable to human actions. 
The current ways in which we build 
our cities and regions, generate 
our energy, farm, and design our 
transportation systems all contribute 
to the erosion of an international 
border-spanning environment that 
sustains one of the world’s great 
population and economic regions. 
The Toledo experience should be a 
catalyst to restore our environment 
and renew our economy.

Maybe as urban designers and 
architects, we have an acquired 
sense of space and time: think big, 
think long. We have suggested a 
100-year holistic vision that rec-
ognizes the interconnected nature 
of the entire watershed from the 
Great Lakes of Nipigon, Superior, 
Michigan, Huron, Erie, Ontario, and 
the St. Lawrence River, all the way 
into the Gulf of St. Lawrence. This 
2,000-mile-long watershed is a vital 
asset to approximately 50 million 
people—the residents of this region. 
SOM’s Great Lakes—St.Lawrence 
Century Project offers an over-
arching plan of action that looks 

beyond the political boundaries 
of two countries, eight US states, 
two Canadian provinces, 15,000 
towns, and many fi rst nation 
settlements. By absorbing their 
share of North America’s project-
ed 200-million-person population 
growth, Great Lakes cities can 
reinvent themselves, move beyond 
a carbon-based economy, and 
leave behind a “rust belt” mentality 
to plan for ecological and economic 
growth.

The work at SOM’s Planning 
Studio on the Great Lakes project 
is ongoing. It seeks to make healthy 
waters and healthy cities funda-
mental parts of our future. This 
project has no client, no budget, 
and no deadline. As a fi rm we are 
committed to a healthy planet, and 
our actions in design must advocate 
for the harmonious compatibility 
of urban and natural systems. We 
believe that designers should be 
part of the solution, and so we 
participated in numerous summits 
and conferences that refi ned the 
vision that I continue to present 
around the world. Early on, mayors 
Richard M. Daley of Chicago and 
George Heartwell of Grand Rapids 
welcomed us into collaboration with 
the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 
Cities Initiative, whose 100-plus US 
and Canadian mayors endorsed our 
initial work and encouraged us to 
continue.

Part of our development of 
this vision is the publication of this 
book, which describes the historical 
situation and the problems we face 
today, provides a summary of the 
main elements in our vision, and 
tells how and why SOM embarked 
on this project; as well as why we 
persevere. We hope to inspire oth-
ers to work for a healthy balance in 
our urban and natural environment. 

Philip J. Enquist,
SOM City Design Practice, 
Chicago

S

O

M

T
H

E
 G

R
E

A
T

 L
A

K
E

S—
ST

. L
A

W
R

E
N

C
E

 C
E

N
T

U
R

Y
 P

R
O

JE
C

T

2



32

SOM Title

Location
Great Lakes St. Lawrence 

River Basin

SOM participants
The Partners of Skidmore, 

Owings & Merrill
Philip Enquist,

Partner, City Design Practice
Paul O’Connor,

City Design Practice
Clint Bautz,

Senior Designer
Rachel Belanger,

Communications Coordinator
Jeannine Colaco,

Senior Graphic Designer
Allison McCulloh Karas,

Graphic Designer
Michael Kavalar,

GIS Specialist & Designer
Arvinder Dang,

Senior Sustainability
Specialist

Arathi Gowda,
Sustainability Specialist

Peter Mulvaney,
Senior Water Specialist

Lyndon Valicenti,
Environmental Strategist

Robert Bracken,
Designer

Tanvi Parikh,
Project Manager

Partner Organizations
International Secretariat

for Water
Chicago Architecture

Foundation
ArcelorMittal
Illinois Department of

Commerce and Economic 
Opportunity

Thirst
Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 

Cities Initiative
The Land Institute
The Brookings Institution
Alliance for Great Lakes
National Parks Conservation 

Association
Openlands
The Land Institute
US Fish and Wildlife Service

THE GREAT LAKES—ST. LAWRENCE
CENTURY PROJECT

In August 2014, a farm nutrient 
and sewage run off into Lake Erie 
had created a large algae bloom 
that contaminated the water supply 
of 400,000 people near Toledo, 
Ohio. The water was not suitable for 
drinking, but the problem had spread 
beyond drinking water. Chemical and 
toxin levels were so high that bathing 
in it was unsafe. Hospitals canceled 
elective surgeries and sent their 
surgical equipment for sterilization 
outside the water-emergency areas. 
Toledo is the state’s fourth largest 
city; a region of 11 million people 
was at risk.

This dramatic American heart-
land event points directly to the 
potential crises we are facing and 
speaks directly to the development 
by SOM’s Planning Studio of the 
Great Lakes—St.Lawrence Century 
Project

Avoidable environmental disas-
ters like Toledo’s could become our 
commonplace future if we do not 
identify and pursue regional strate-
gies for restoring sustainable health 
to the freshwater ecosystem that 
is now out of balance. Though the 
Great Lakes are vast—holding twen-
ty percent of the world’s fresh sur-
face water and eighty-four percent 
of North America’s—they are also 
terribly vulnerable to human actions. 
The current ways in which we build 
our cities and regions, generate 
our energy, farm, and design our 
transportation systems all contribute 
to the erosion of an international 
border-spanning environment that 
sustains one of the world’s great 
population and economic regions. 
The Toledo experience should be a 
catalyst to restore our environment 
and renew our economy.

Maybe as urban designers and 
architects, we have an acquired 
sense of space and time: think big, 
think long. We have suggested a 
100-year holistic vision that rec-
ognizes the interconnected nature 
of the entire watershed from the 
Great Lakes of Nipigon, Superior, 
Michigan, Huron, Erie, Ontario, and 
the St. Lawrence River, all the way 
into the Gulf of St. Lawrence. This 
2,000-mile-long watershed is a vital 
asset to approximately 50 million 
people—the residents of this region. 
SOM’s Great Lakes—St.Lawrence 
Century Project offers an over-
arching plan of action that looks 

beyond the political boundaries 
of two countries, eight US states, 
two Canadian provinces, 15,000 
towns, and many fi rst nation 
settlements. By absorbing their 
share of North America’s project-
ed 200-million-person population 
growth, Great Lakes cities can 
reinvent themselves, move beyond 
a carbon-based economy, and 
leave behind a “rust belt” mentality 
to plan for ecological and economic 
growth.

The work at SOM’s Planning 
Studio on the Great Lakes project 
is ongoing. It seeks to make healthy 
waters and healthy cities funda-
mental parts of our future. This 
project has no client, no budget, 
and no deadline. As a fi rm we are 
committed to a healthy planet, and 
our actions in design must advocate 
for the harmonious compatibility 
of urban and natural systems. We 
believe that designers should be 
part of the solution, and so we 
participated in numerous summits 
and conferences that refi ned the 
vision that I continue to present 
around the world. Early on, mayors 
Richard M. Daley of Chicago and 
George Heartwell of Grand Rapids 
welcomed us into collaboration with 
the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 
Cities Initiative, whose 100-plus US 
and Canadian mayors endorsed our 
initial work and encouraged us to 
continue.

Part of our development of 
this vision is the publication of this 
book, which describes the historical 
situation and the problems we face 
today, provides a summary of the 
main elements in our vision, and 
tells how and why SOM embarked 
on this project; as well as why we 
persevere. We hope to inspire oth-
ers to work for a healthy balance in 
our urban and natural environment. 

Philip J. Enquist,
SOM City Design Practice, 
Chicago

S

O

M

T
H

E
 G

R
E

A
T

 L
A

K
E

S—
ST

. L
A

W
R

E
N

C
E

 C
E

N
T

U
R

Y
 P

R
O

JE
C

T

2



4

SOM Title

Location
Great Lakes St. Lawrence 

River Basin

SOM participants
The Partners of Skidmore, 

Owings & Merrill
Philip Enquist,

Partner, City Design Practice
Paul O’Connor,

City Design Practice
Clint Bautz,

Senior Designer
Rachel Belanger,

Communications Coordinator
Jeannine Colaco,

Senior Graphic Designer
Allison McCulloh Karas,

Graphic Designer
Michael Kavalar,

GIS Specialist & Designer
Arvinder Dang,

Senior Sustainability
Specialist

Arathi Gowda,
Sustainability Specialist

Peter Mulvaney,
Senior Water Specialist

Lyndon Valicenti,
Environmental Strategist

Robert Bracken,
Designer

Tanvi Parikh,
Project Manager

Partner Organizations
International Secretariat

for Water
Chicago Architecture

Foundation
ArcelorMittal
Illinois Department of

Commerce and Economic 
Opportunity

Thirst
Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 

Cities Initiative
The Land Institute
The Brookings Institution
Alliance for Great Lakes
National Parks Conservation 

Association
Openlands
The Land Institute
US Fish and Wildlife Service



S O M

THE GREAT LAKES–ST. LAWRENCE 
CENTURY PROJECT

NICHOLAS ADAMS



Editor:
Nicholas Adams

Managing editor:
Amy Gill

Copyediting:
Eugenia Bell

Designers:
Neil Donnelly & Sean Yendrys

Printing: 
GHP 
West Haven, Connecticut, USA

This book is set in Berthold 
Akzidenz Grotesk and Times 
Ten, and printed on Unisource 
uBrand Velvet Text and Cover, 
and Domtar EarthChoice 
Opaque Gray Text.

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence 
Century Project is copyright 
2016 Skidmore, Owings & Mer-
rill LLP. All essays and images 
are copyright their owners. No 
part of this book may be used 
or reproduced in any manner 
without written permission from 
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 
and content copyright holders, 
except in the context of reviews. 
Every reasonable attempt has 
been made to identify owners 
of copyright. Errors or omis-
sions should be submitted to 
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill and 
will be corrected in subsequent 
editions. 

For more information, please 
visit: som.com.

ISBN: 978-1-4951-5723-3

 6 The Great Lakes

 9 Preface 
  
 10 The Setting

 16 Reading The Present

 25 Establishing a Vision

 26 An Invitation to Imagine

 40 Planning The Future

 43 Planning Advocacy at SOM

 44 Planning at a New Scale

 46 Great Basin Cities:
  Work on the Ground

 59 Conclusion



The Great Lakes



98

Previous pages
Satellite view of the Great Lakes 
and St. Lawrence region.

Above
Painting by Jules Guérin for 
Edward H. Bennett and Daniel 
H. Burnham’s Plan for Chicago 
(1909). Imagery was a critical 
part of the Plan and enabled 
Bennett and Burnham to com-
municate their ideas clearly to 
the public. 
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PREFACE

In 1909, fourteen years after the ground-
breaking World’s Columbian Exposition, 
a group of Chicago businessmen gath-
ered to discuss the disappointing state of 
their city. They invited the architect and 
urban designer Daniel Burnham (1846–
1912), formerly director of works for 
the exposition, to prepare a plan for the 
city. Burnham’s plan, famous for its clar-
ion call—in words attributed to him—to 
“make no little plans” had an enormous 
influence on Chicago and the region. 
Burnham treated the city and its region 
as a great design problem that could be 
shaped and formed by architects and 
planners—enlightened men and women 
who would foster the civic institutions 
and urban amenities. The brilliance of the 
Burnham plan lay in its balance between 
critique of the current situation and con-
fidence in the city’s future; its ability to 
offer a capacious vision of humane pos-
sibility; its highlighting of the special 
dangers of doing nothing. 

One hundred years later Skidmore, 
Owings & Merrill was invited to join in 
celebrating the centennial of the Burn-
ham plan. Burnham thought big, with 
compassion for and imagination about 
the city he loved. One could find places 
where the plan might be strengthened, 
where successive generations had lost 
their way, where changing times had 
revealed new needs, but matching the 

plan’s broad character required adopt-
ing at least some of its Olympian stance, 
no easy matter in a world constrained by 
political and commercial interests. Ask-
ing the question “what would Burnham 
do today?” might seem clichéd, and yet, 
as Philip J. Enquist considered the prob-
lem, it raised an appealing challenge. 
What would a Burnham-style plan look 
like today? Would Burnham confine him-
self to the city and the region or would he 
work in a wider compass? Thus was born 
the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence Century 
Project—a visionary thought experiment 
without client or program—a plan for 
the future of the Great Lakes and the 
St. Lawrence River—the Great Basin 
of North America—from Duluth in the 
west to the Îles-de-la Madeleine and the 
Pointe de l’Est in the Gulf of St. Law-
rence in the east. Today, as the project for 
the Calumet shows, they are beginning to 
have the chance to put their vision into 
practice. It is an exciting time.

Articulated in different forms and 
through different media (articles, lec-
tures, and exhibitions) the project has 
presented the considerable problems fac-
ing the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence basin 
to architects and planners, as well as to 
the general public. At the heart of the 
project is a comprehensive vision—the 
description of an optimistic future for the 
region. Drawing on the language of the 
environmental movement as well as the 
experience that only an international firm 
that has built cities, neighborhoods, and 
transportation systems across the world 
can have, the vision offers a way to frame 
the problems so that society can move 
towards their solution. 

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project
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THE SETTING

Carved out some two billion years ago, 
the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence basin is 
the product of the last great ice age. Gla-
ciers more than 6,500 feet thick covered 
the land and as they melted, the waters 
ran off first to the south, and then as 
the lands rose, to the east. Only around 
14,500 years ago did the Great Lakes 
start to approach the form by which we 
know them today. With its gravels and 
light soils, boulders and sands, it was a 
well-watered landscape hemmed in to 
the south and east by the Alleghenies, 
the Adirondacks, and the inhospitable 
Appalachians, and to the north by the 
Algonquin Highlands and the Canadian 
Shield. Wildlife developed around the 
lakes; trees and plants grew and thrived, 
and ultimately Paleo-Indians settled in 
the area around 14,000 years ago. 

The tribes that lived along the Lakes 
were fortunate. Fish and wildlife were 
plentiful and new crops developed: tobacco 
around 500 BCE and, in the Detroit area, 
five hundred years later, corn, which soon 
became a major crop interspersed with 
beans and squash. The combination of 
these vegetables in the same fields pro-
vided a natural balancing for increased 
yields and the percentage of lands devoted 
to agriculture increased—in modern esti-
mates—from around ten percent in 800 
AD to almost twenty-five percent before 
the first contacts with the Europeans. 

The tale of European influence in the 
Great Lakes region begins with disease—
great epidemics that arrived even before 
the Indians had met their first European. 
With the help of the Indians the Euro-
peans prospered. They imitated Indian 
farming practices, learned to negotiate 
the brutal winters, and profited by local 
skills like trapping and hunting. For the 
Indians the relationship was less profit-
able as the relatively balanced ecology of 
power soon became enmeshed in Euro-
pean power politics. The Huron joined 
with the French and the Mohawk with the 
Dutch and the English. As the historian 
John L. Riley notes, “in the wars that fol-
lowed, one of them lost and one of them 
won, but it made no difference in the end. 
Both lost their homelands ….” 

The Potawatomi tribe were puzzled 
by the new residents’ interest in pur-
chasing land. Land, they thought, was 
not something one could purchase: only 
things that could be picked up and car-
ried could be bought and sold. The land 
was always there; it nourished the people 
and provided them with protection and 
security. It was where their forefathers 
were buried, where their gods lived, and 
it was the inheritance of all the people. At 
the Battle of the Wabash in November 
1791, a unified group of tribes (includ-
ing the Potawatomi) filled the mouths of 
the American dead with earth, as Riley 
notes, “to mock their lust for land.” As 
chief Seattle wrote to president Franklin 
Pierce in 1854, patiently trying to correct 
the invaders’ flawed understanding of the 
ways of the world, “the earth does not 
belong to man, man belongs to the earth. 
All things are connected like the blood 
that unites us all. Man did not weave 
the web of life, he is merely a strand in 
it. Whatever he does to the web, he does 
to himself.”

Above
Three Huron-Wyandot chiefs 
from the Huron reservation 
(Lourette) now called Wendake 
in Quebec Canada. By Edward 
Chatfield, 1825.

Following page
Iroquois village of Hochelaga, 
near present-day Montréal. 
Giovanni Battista Ramusio’s 
Delle Navigazioni e Viaggi, 
1556. The Iroquois traded 
animal furs for European goods 
such as knives, axes, fishhooks, 
woolen and linen cloth, guns, 
and gunpowder.

Pages 14–15
Great Lakes glacial ice move-
ment. Source: US Army Corps 
of Engineers Detroit District 
2003 study: Living on the 
Coast.
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Reading The Present

A map of the basin area 
showing how the Great Lakes 
connect to the Atlantic Ocean 
via the St. Lawrence River. 
The connection is significant in 
understanding the importance 
of a holistic plan.

Previous pages
Stormwater and agricultural 
discharge helps create this pol-
luted plume as the Grand River 
enters Lake Michigan.



2120

Reading The Present

Above
Aerial satellite photo of the 
Great Lakes showing the 2011 
toxic algae bloom (light green) 
reaching into the central basin 
of Lake Erie. Source: NASA.

Below
Aerial photo of DTE Energy’s 
Monroe Power Plant taken Sept. 
10, 2010. In the background is 
Sterling State Park. Coal power 
on Lake Erie, MI. It is the sec-
ond largest mercury polluter in 
the Great Lakes region among 

twenty-five plants that are the 
top emitters of the toxin, accord-
ing to a report from the Natural 
Resources Defense Council.

Above
Microbeads found in facial 
cleansers join plastic nurdles 
as one of the larger dangers to 
marine wildlife.

Below
Zebra mussels covering a fat 
mucket mussel.
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Map showing plastics per sq. km.
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Source: 2012 study of Lakes 
Erie, Huron, and Superior, 5 
Gyres Institute.
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In the three and a half centuries since 
first contact, the Great Lakes have been 
transformed. Great cities have been built, 
modern industrial empires have been 
raised along the lakes and rivers, and 
modern agriculture has swept away the 
woodlands and open prairie lands. The 
history of development has been impres-
sive; the company names tell the story of 
North American industry: Bombardier, 
Caterpillar, Dow Chemical, Ford Motor 
Company, General Dynamics, General 
Electric, Kellogg, Kraft, Motorola, Navistar 
(International Harvester), Steelcase, 
United Airlines, Whirlpool (to name just 
a few). The Great Basin is also home to 
massive research and development proj-
ects—almost thirty percent of the research 
and development in the United States and 
over seventy percent of Canadian research 
and development. There are major aca-
demic institutions here, too: from the 
University of Chicago, the Illinois Institute 
of Technology, and Northwestern around 
Chicago, the institutions in Cleveland and 
Detroit, to the great Canadian universities 
of Toronto and McGill, to the ten cam-
puses of the University of Québec. All in 
all, almost 60 million people live in this 
great watershed, some 25 million people 
live around the Great Lakes in the United 
States (ten percent of the US population). 
In Canada, there are another 8.5 million 
residents (thirty-one percent of the popu-
lation of Canada). Reports have calculated 
that if the Great Lakes region stood alone 
(eight states and two Canadian provinces) 
it would be the fourth largest economy in 
the world with a Gross Domestic Product 
of well over $4 trillion. 

Despite greatness, some of these 
cities have also come close to death, 
hollowed out by decay. When Detroit 
declared bankruptcy in July 2013, the larg-
est such filing in US history, the story of 
decline seemed to reach a new threshold. 
Industry and agriculture, once the pride of 

the Midwest, have become the source of 
many of its pollution problems. The water 
is no longer rich with fish and the water 
levels are falling. In the case of Lake Erie, 
levels are dangerously low. When an oil 
slick in the Cuyahoga River in Cleveland 
caught fire in June 1969, it exposed how 
indifference to the environment could 
wreak devastation. Though this event, 
which occurred almost fifty years ago, led 
to changes in the treatment of waste water 
and passage of the Clean Air Act in the 
United States (1970), comparable prob-
lems still exist—joined to other new ones. 
The tragic sense of loss and destruction 
to the natural environment cries out for 
attention: 

— Nutrients and oxygen-demanding 
materials discharged from munici-
pal wastewater treatment plants and 
industries have led to algae blooms 
near the shorelines, leading to the 
curtailment of recreational activities 
and water that is malodorous or foul 
tasting. 

— Wind-borne mercury from power 
plants is transformed into the 
highly toxic methylmercury, which 
builds up in fish, shellfish, and ani-
mals—including humans. The most 
important contributors are the 144 
coal-fired power plants (in eight 
states) around the Great Lakes. 
Some twenty percent of the mercury 
discharged from these plants settles 
locally poisoning fish and crops. 

— The hardening of the banks and 
canalization of streams leading into 
the lakes reduces the number of sites 
for fish to spawn. Sewage still makes 
its way into the lakes and is carried 
down the St. Lawrence to the ocean. 

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project
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— Invasive zebra mussels have progres-
sively driven native mussels out from 
the Lakes. Zebra mussels reproduce 
so quickly that they clog the urban 
water intakes and power plants. Their 
efficiency at cleaning the water of 
suspended particles allows sunlight to 
penetrate the water, more effectively 
facilitating the development of float-
ing aquatic plants, fouling beaches, 
and causing water quality problems. 
Zebra mussels also reduce the supply 
of energy-rich food sources and leave 
native fish with fewer high-protein 
options. New diseases provoked by 
invasive quagga mussels have devas-
tated bird populations. Type-E avian 
botulism, for example, has decimated 
the black gull and the plover and led 
to reductions in the population of 
ducks, loons, and grebes. 

— The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence 
basin has recently been recognized 
as a site of considerable plastic pol-
lution. Particularly dangerous are 
plastic “nurdles,” pre-production 
plastic particles. Ingested by bird and 
sea creatures, nurdles can lead to 
death or poisoning. In two samples, 
researchers collected 600,000 plastic 
pieces per square kilometer, twice 
the highest plastic count recorded in 
the Great Pacific Garbage Patch.

The cities along the Great Lakes–St. 
Lawrence also need attention.

— The story of Detroit is well known: 
a population drop of sixty percent 
to 713,000 in 2010 from its high of 
1.8 million (1950) with vast areas of 
the city abandoned to decay; Cleve-
land’s population fell from a high of 
900,000 (1930) to 396,000 (2010). It 
is called “shrinking city syndrome.” 
Similar population declines are 

found in smaller cities on the US side 
of the border (for example, Gary, 
Indiana has lost fifty-five percent of 
its population since 1960). 

— Losses in manufacturing have led to 
job declines. Buffalo, Cleveland, and 
Detroit have lost more than half of 
their jobs. In the Duluth area half 
of all manufacturing jobs have been 
lost. Crime has risen, too. Detroit, 
Cleveland, Buffalo, and Milwaukee 
have recently landed on lists of the 
“ten most dangerous cities in the 
United States.” Nine out of the ten 
cities with the highest arson rates in 
the United States are located in the 
Midwest—and five of the ten are on 
(or close to) the Great Lakes. 

— The media has compounded these 
tales of disaster. In 2010, for example, 
stories about Detroit having “no gro-
cery stores” were repeated by NBC,  
and the Wall Street Journal and even 
taken up by academics in their com-
mentaries on the city. Disaster feeds 
on disaster, and the reality was much 
more complex than these doomsay-
ers reported. Researchers have even 
identified decline as a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. “If you plan for decline, 
you will get decline,” observes one. 
Searching for the key to bring peo-
ple and jobs back to the Midwest is a 
generational undertaking. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ESTABLISHING A VISION

Lake Michigan is at the doorstep of the 
SOM Chicago office on Michigan Avenue. 
As conceived by Enquist, any worthwhile 
effort in rethinking the inheritance of 
Daniel Burnham needed to step beyond 
Chicago, step even beyond the conven-
tional definitions of its immediate region, 
too. Together with GIS-mapping expert 
Clint Bautz, and Paul O’Connor, who 
had worked on the Burnham Centennial 
and had experience in industry- and gov-
ernment-led programs addressing urban 
issues, Enquist began to put together 
outlines of a plan. The group forged con-
tacts with others in the field—one of the 
most important was David Ullrich, exec-
utive director of the Great Lakes & St. 
Lawrence Cities Initiative who provided a 
way to think about the problems across the 
conventional political boundaries. Interest 
in cities without respect to international 
boundaries, concern for the watershed 
as a whole, and in land use and pollution 
across the region, the GLSLCI provided 
a model for a thoroughly integrated 
approach to the region’s problems. It was 
democratic in character, too—its mem-
bers were the mayors and representatives 
of cities around the Great Lakes and along 
the St. Lawrence. Enquist was soon able to 
make new additions to the team: Lyndon 
Valicenti, an expert in sustainability and 
environmental issues and Peter Mulvaney, 
an expert in water management. Paola 

Aguirre joined from the City Design 
Practice and Michael Kavalar, Arathi 
Gowda, and Eli Lechter from elsewhere 
in the Chicago office. Led by Enquist, the 
group met before the workday to concep-
tualize SOM’s involvement. 

Initially, these sessions were as much 
educational as anything: it was a chance 
to look at the problems, examine poten-
tial solutions, and identify players and 
actors. The group learned of the existence 
of important governmental activities and 
key voluntary organizations and local and 
national citizen action groups. They studied 
Native American practices born of respect 
for the land, the surrounding waters, and 
the animals—practices that offered models 
for what any plan might incorporate. Con-
temporary issues broke through, too. How 
should they address urban planning, energy 
usage, or the massive environmental prob-
lems? All seemed both intractable on their 
own and interrelated in complicated ways. 
Asian carp arriving from the Mississippi 
raised the question of the direction of flow 
for the Chicago River. Rural run-off led 
immediately to the problematic effects of 
sprawl. The economic problems of the great 
cities raised questions of the decaying infra-
structure of regional transportation and the 
desperate need for jobs. While there were 
many groups around the Basin address-
ing specific problems, it seemed as if there 
were few voices from the architectural and 
planning community willing to speak for 
the entire Great Basin, across state and 
provincial boundaries, across city, county, 
and international borders, overriding the 
authorities of one agency or another from 
one end of the watershed to another. What 
could architects and planners contribute? 
On its own SOM could not solve any one 
of these problems. But was the answer then 
to do nothing, wait for the right client and 
the right job to come along? Out of these 
discussions was born a vision, a picture of a 
better future for the region. 

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project
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AN INVITATION 
TO IMAGINE

In an exhibition at the Chicago 
Architectural Foundation in November 
2013 (co-sponsored with Raymond 
Jost and the International Secretariat 
for Water, Montréal, and supported 
by Arcelor Mittal) Enquist and his team 
presented their centennial vision of the 
future. Using crisp headings and clear 
descriptive language, the presentation 
offered a way for professionals and ordi-
nary citizens to understand their place in 
the solution to these seemingly intracta-
ble problems. 

In short, it asked the visitor to imag-
ine the entirety of the Great Basin as a 
(bi-) national park, incorporating the five 
following hallmarks:

— Environment: Restoring the forests, 
wetlands, and prairies in the Basin. 
Providing and encouraging healthy 
air, water, and soil. The Great Basin 
is a watershed of diverse and interde-
pendent ecosystems. Protecting the 
natural areas ensures their abundant 
plant and wildlife and the ability to 
prosper in balance with nature. In 
the future, cities must not contribute 
to the detrimental treatment of adja-
cent lake waters. 

— Urban Life: Redirecting population 
growth back into our cities. Having 

already invested in city infrastruc-
ture, more should be invested in 
improving urban life. The redevel-
opment of dense urban centers is 
the best use of both environmental 
and fiscal resources. By revitalizing 
vacant land within cities, we could 
also secure prime farmland, forests, 
and wetlands otherwise being lost to 
sprawl. The city of Chicago, for exam-
ple, could accommodate most of its 
region’s projected growth within the 
city’s 38,000 acres of vacant land at 
the density of its existing compact, 
walkable neighborhoods.

— Transportation: Connecting the 
Great Basin’s communities with a 
diversified, high-quality transpor-
tation network. Efficiently connect 
businesses, residents, and visitors of 
our region by rebuilding our trans-
portation heritage. Imagine a system 
of high-speed rail connecting Chi-
cago to Toronto and on to Québec. 
Imagine bicycling from Duluth to 
Detroit along designated safe path-
ways. These twenty-first century 
mobility strategies will catalyze eco-
nomic growth.

— Energy: Eliminating fossil fuels to 
take full advantage of our clean 
resources. The Great Basin could 
meet its own energy needs and 
revolutionize the region’s future. 
Harvesting wind, transforming 
waste into energy, and utilizing cold 
lake water to cool our cities are all 
necessary options. There is enough 
renewable clean power in the Great 
Basin if it is harnessed. Our current 
energy systems are fueled by cheap 
resources that do not take into 
account the costs of their health and 
environmental consequences, within 
the Great Basin and beyond. 

Images from the Chicago Archi-
tecture Foundation Exhibition: 
Great Cities, Great Lakes, 
Great Basin, November 2013.
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Reading The Present

Oil pipelines crisscross the 
midwest with a continual risk of 
rupture. In 2010, for example, a 
pipeline operated by Enbridge 
burst, sending 1.1 million gal-
lons of crude oil into Talmadge 
Creek (a tributary of the Kalam-
azoo River). This was one of 
the costliest spills in US history. 
Source: Canadian Association 
of Petroleum Producers, “The 
Facts on Oil Sands,” report, 
2012.

Copyright © Free Vector Maps.com

Enbridge Pipelines

Other Exisiting & 
Proposed Pipelines

The Route Verte is a Canadian 
bikeway over 4,000 kilometers 
in length. Begun in the late 
1980s the pathway utilizes 
abandoned rail corridors, 
tow paths, and hydroelectric 
right-of-ways, and paves road 
shoulders to make them safe for 
cyclists. Certain rural roads are 
designated as “cycling routes.” 
The cycling paths have provided 
exercise in a rural setting for 
cyclists and have opened coun-
try villages to tourism. Source: 
routeverte.com.

Québec

Montréal
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Reading The Present
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A view into the multiple Chicago 
waterfront agencies that regu-
late just one jurisdiction in the 
Great Lakes basin.

River controlling entities.

1 Chicago Department of 
Water Management: lake 
withdrawal, effluent treat-
ment, fresh water delivery, 
sewer collection

2 Fire Department: fire boat 
dock

3 Metropolitan Pier Authority: 
major stakeholder with 
large vessels, tourism

4 US Army Corp of Engi-
neers (USACE): owns 
and operates locks for 
navigation at direction of 
Metropolitan Water Recla-
mation District (MWRD)

5 MWRD: opens gates for 
flood control

6 The US Coast Guard: 
Marine safety and defense

7 The Harbor Master, 
Chicago Department of 
Transportation (DOT)

8 The Chicago Park District: 
owns and manages the 
lakefront properties

9 Illinois Department of Natu-
ral Resources and MWRD: 
operates gates and pump 
station for flood control 
and water quality diversion

10 The Chicago River: Illinois 
Dep. of Natural Resources, 
USACE, MWRD, Chicago 
DOT (shipping, bridges), 
Chicago Fire and Police 
Departments, private 
shippers, boaters, etc.

11 Lake Michigan: Internation-
al Joint Commission, US 
Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, the states 
(Wisconsin, Minnesota, 
Illinois, Indiana), the Water 
Compact, etc.

12 Tour boat operations
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Reading The Present

Chicago area river flow.
Circa 1900.

The reversal of the Chicago 
River (1892–1922) was a  
monumental engineering 
achievement. Designed to 
prevent sewage from entering 
Lake Michigan and contaminat-
ing Chicago’s drinking water 
source, new canals sent the 
water backwards, away from 
the lake. These canals also 

1 Des Plaines River
2 West Fork
3 Middle Fork
4 Skokie River
5 Chicago River
6 Calumet River

 Basin Direction

 River flow

 Locks

provided a water link to the 
Gulf of Mexico. Today, as water 
drains from Lake Michigan 
and Asian carp make their way 
north, plans are afoot to undo 
the reversal of a century ago. 
Source: Great Lakes Fishery 
Commission.

0 5 Miles

Chicago’s current river flow.

7 Lake Calumet
8 Grand Calumet River
9 Little Calumet River
10 Cal-Sag Channel
11 Illinois and Michigan
 Canal
12 Chicago Sanitary and
 Ship Canal
13 North Shore Channel

 Site testing positive for
 Asian carp DNA or fish

 Water treatment plants

 Chicago River Controlling
 works

 Wilmette pumping station

 Electric fish barrier area

 Des Plaines River and
 Ship canal run side-by-side

 Man-made waterways
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Reading The Present

High-speed rail lines could link 
economies together by making 
logical connections between 
the major cities around the 
Great Lakes and along the St. 
Lawrence. This new network 
could simulate the older existing 
lines linking the inland cities to 
the lake and river ports.

 Existing rail lines

 Proposed rail lines

Washington
Baltimore

Philadelphia

New York

Boston

Albany

Hartford

Trois-Rivières

Ottawa

Kingston

St. CatharinesHamilton
LondonGrand Rapids

Lansing Buffalo

Pittsburgh

Cleveland

Columbus

Toledo

Detroit

Toronto

Montréal

Québec City

Cincinnati

Indianapolis

Chicago

Milwaukee

Minneapolis
St. Paul

Fort Wayne

St. Louis

Springfield

Champaign/Urbana

South Bend

Gary

Racine
Madison

La Crosse

Kansas City

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project

— Agriculture: Reinventing our 
regional agriculture practices to stop 
causing harm. Protecting waterways 
and developing a regional economy 
around growing healthy food is 
vital. The native ecosystems teach 
us the most efficient ways to build 
productive, nutrient-rich soils that 
will accumulate value, not degrade 
natural systems. Food can be grown 
closer to and within city centers. 
Nutrient-rich local food can be 
ours without fertilizers and pes-
ticides leaching into the soil and 
water. Future agriculture will look 
and function more like the native 
ecosystems it replaced. Farms ded-
icated to diverse perennial grains 
and legumes will continue to thrive 
after harvest, just as the prairie 
does naturally.

Flanking these five propositions, the team 
also recognized two essential aspirations: 

— Jobs and the New Economy: This 
region can once again be the lab-
oratory for the world. It can be the 
center for smart water technology 
with innovation centers that cross 
national boundaries; we can build 
manufacturing centers that meet 
global renewable energy demands; 
our automobile industry can become 
a progressive leader in clean trans-
port. The skilled labor that built the 
region can be retrained to address 
new needs. 

— Basin Integrity: Nothing is more 
important than beginning to think 
collectively about the region. 
Each person, each community, 
each administrative district, both 
countries must make the effort to 
integrate our human footprint with 
the natural environment. Thinking 

holistically we can repair ecological 
damage, transform energy produc-
tion and agriculture practices, and 
concentrate population growth in 
transit-served core cities. That is 
how to achieve a sustainable park 
environment that restores the Great 
Basin’s natural integrity.

In different formats—as an illustrated 
lecture at numerous North American 
locations including Mexico, and in 
China, in magazine articles and on radio, 
television, and in newspaper interviews, 
and as an exhibition, this presentation 
has opened debate and discussion. While 
each piece of the vision finds supporters 
on both sides of the international bor-
der—from proponents of high–speed 
rail to advocates for urban farming to 
those who want to control invasive spe-
cies—what marks SOM’s statement is 
its comprehensive character. It is not 
advocacy for one issue, but advocacy for 
the region, for the interconnectedness 
of all problems and the necessity for a 
universal solution. In asking us to think 
of the Great Basin as a park, it borrows 
National Parks Service language recog-
nizing that inhabited areas can require as 
much protection as wilderness. In short, 
it draws all the players into a conversa-
tion and it offers a challenge to those 
with special responsibility for building 
architecture and designing cities, includ-
ing to SOM itself. 

All planning is visionary, of course, 
but a private multi-disciplinary archi-
tectural firm addressing the situation at 
this scale—both temporal and spatial—is 
new. At the Chicago Architectural Foun-
dation exhibition, visitors marveled at 
the size and scale of the maps: the sense 
of scale heightened by the tight bound-
ing walls of the lobby and the sense of a 
lengthened time frame. It was, it seemed, 
as possible an agenda for the next 100 
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years as it was all-encompassing of ten 
key areas: 

— Water: Technology makes it possible 
to put back more water than we cur-
rently take out of the Great Lakes 
by reversing the Chicago River, 
which now sends over 1 billion gal-
lons a day to the Gulf of Mexico and 
systematically develops systems of 
rainwater collection. The threat of 
invasive species must be eliminated; 
sewerage must be controlled; plastics 
dumping ended.

— Energy production. Whatever is 
decided now about the region’s 
coal plants, renewable energy 
must become viable. Proposals for 
advanced wind technology need to 
be examined, debated, and, where 
agreement can be reached, devel-
oped. The Great Basin is crisscrossed 
with oil pipelines, and spills like that 
at Enbridge, Michigan (the costliest 
on-shore oil spill in US history with a 
price tag of $800 million) are still all 
too possible.

— Jurisdictions: Looking at the agen-
cies responsible for just the Chicago 
lakefront reveals multiple authorities 
each with its own oversight responsi-
bilities, its own issues to advance, its 
own territories to monitor. Along the 
Rouge River (126 miles, home to 2.7 
million people) there are forty-seven 
units of government overseeing the 
watershed. Collaborations across 
political boundaries are ever more 
critical.

— Travel Green Tourism: Wiscon-
sin has developed a Travel Green 
approval system that rates hotels 
and restaurants on their sustainabil-
ity and environmental practices. It 

encourages business; it signals tourists 
about green practices and provides a 
seal of approval. Shouldn’t this be a 
program that all states and provinces 
could sign on to and develop? Groups 
like Rails-to-Trails suggest the need 
to realize a Green Route across the 
United States like the Route Verte in 
Québec.

— Farming: Regional farming is on 
the increase—but we need to find 
more ways to encourage buying at 
a regional level. Tax incentives can 
help develop urban farming and 
farming can provide an opportunity 
for city youth to develop job skills—
just as it is in the country. 

— Sprawl: The tax code needs to ensure 
that the places with infrastructure in 
place receive new populations. We 
need to create greenbelts that will 
limit the long fingers of sprawl. The 
Ontario Greenbelt is a model, but 
new greenbelts are under discussion 
elsewhere. 

— Border Crossing: Our last war with 
Canada was more than 200 years 
ago. Why is the border between the 
United States and Canada more 
complicated and more wasteful than 
borders within the EU? 

— Regional transportation. Today 
the train from Chicago to Toronto 
takes almost twenty-four hours 
(with a six hour layover in Buf-
falo). Chicago–Toronto could be a 
journey of three-and-a-half hours. 
If the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence 
were a single country, their major 
population centers would need to 
be linked—like the high speed lines 
that crisscross Japan and China. If 
there, why not here? 

— Birds and Wild Life: The great avian 
flyways need support—making new 
buildings appropriate resting places 
for migratory birds would take little 
effort (and cost); new regulations 
could enforce riparian buffer strips 
that would make the streams satis-
factory to sustain bird populations 
instead of pressing forward with the 
“silent spring.” 

— Fishing: The Upper Midwest and 
Great Lakes Landscape Conser-
vation Cooperative has recently 
developed a map that shows where 
streams are blocked to prevent 
native fish from moving upstream to 
spawn. We need a plan to liberate 
those streams: if we have invasive 
species in the lake, we are prevent-
ing native species from spawning, 
making it impossible to right the 
imbalance we have created. 

As Enquist’s group thought at this scale, 
secondary issues arose. While some may 
ignite controversy, they also offer new 
directions for public thinking. 

— The unity of the Great Basin water-
shed raises the question of regional 
identity. SOM’s exhibition at the 
Chicago Architectural Foundation 
offered the Blue Passport issued 
by the International Secretariat for 
Water to provide a “watershed” 
identity. Connection could, how-
ever, be strengthened at sporting 
events with games between hockey 
or basketball teams around the 
Basin. What if Great Basin state 
universities offered in-state tuition 
advantages to student residents in 
participating states as a way of help-
ing young people stay in the region? 

— To lower transportation costs (and 
reap the advantages of regional 
markets) the Merchant Marine Act 
(1920) also known at the Jones Act 
needs to be repealed. The Jones 
Act protects American shipbuilding 
and specifies that all transportation 
between US ports must be on ships 
registered in the United States, con-
structed in the United States, owned 
by US citizens, and crewed by US 
citizens or permanent residents. One 
result of the Jones Act today is that 
there is no ferry or cruise ship ser-
vice between Great Lakes ports that 
meets these criteria. A trip between 
Milwaukee and Chicago? Or Detroit 
and Buffalo? In the Baltic region, 
ships offer weekend cruise getaways 
(and tax-free shopping) for thou-
sands throughout the year. How can 
we build a passenger ferry industry? 
Can the Jones Act be reimagined? 

— To control energy usage cities might 
introduce ordinances that tall build-
ings are required to supply a portion 
of their own energy. Chicago, for 
example, is the first US Great Lakes 
city to use energy benchmarking to 
identify commercial buildings over 
50,000 square feet that are energy 
hogs. Buildings that give back energy 
to the grid already exist, but more 
can be done. There is an industry 
needed to support these new initia-
tives. The Great Lakes region has all 
the prerequisites to support such an 
initiative.

— People need incentives to return to 
the cities: flourishing urban centers 
are essential. An Urban Homestead 
Act was introduced in Congress in 
1999 but has stalled. Cities like Buf-
falo make it possible for residents 
to buy neighboring vacant lots, but 

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project
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the program needs regional (even 
national) status. 

— Architects and designers can play 
a significant role. This means more 
than just thinking about high per-
formance, more than thinking about 
immediate formal context, it means 
asking us to think about all the 
down-stream effects of our actions. 
Regional thinking means creating 
margins for streams (so wildlife 
can return to them), day-lighting 
long-buried watercourses, provid-
ing feeding stations for birds in and 
around cities. It means asking where 
materials come from and learning 
what happens to the water after it 
leaves our own plot.

SOM’s buildings and infrastructures will 
take advantage of the latest water tech-
nologies; they could also be designed to 
feature them, enabling them to be agents 
of change that hasten society forward, 
just as the World’s Columbian Exposition 
educated citizens about the classical archi-
tecture of Greece and Rome. Creating a 
public consensus to ask for these features 
in our buildings would mark a signifi-
cant step forward. Ultimately, of course, 
what is needed is public will and a con-
stituency that will elect politicians who 
will act on its behalf. It is hard to imag-
ine cross-border politicians adopting the 
same platforms and running on the same 
issues—so much would need to change to 
make that happen—but once the thought 
experiment is out in the open, it’s impos-
sible to know what the results might be. 

Ontario’s Greenbelt is an area 
of farmland, forest, and wetland 
surrounding the conurbation 
of Toronto. Created by an act 
of the provincial parliament in 
2005 it encompasses 1.8 mil-
lion acres. Its goal is to prevent 
urban sprawl on environmen-
tally sensitive land. Source: 
The Friends of the Greenbelt 
Foundation.

Ontario’s  
Greenbelt

Built-Up Area

Toronto
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Below
William Hartmann and Pablo 
Picasso with the sculpture 
maquette for Daley Center, 
Chicago (ca. 1966).

Above
Air and water pollution, Lake 
Michigan. From American 
Aesthetic by Nathaniel Owings, 
1969.

Previous pages
The Great Lakes region taken 
by astronaut Chris Hadley from 
the International Space Station, 
2013.

 
 
 
 
 
 

PLANNING ADVOCACY 
AT SOM

Though it has a number of elements in 
common with some of SOM’s earlier 
work, the scale of the Great Lakes–St. 
Lawrence Project is unlike anything 
members of the firm have undertaken 
before. It could not have come into 
being anywhere other than the Chicago 
office of SOM. This is not just a mat-
ter of the presence of the City Design 
Practice, it is underlain by the decades-
long relationship between the Chicago 
office and the city that has created a 
culture in which pursuit of the common 
good frequently rests alongside a prac-
tice working for profit. 

At first, the relationship ran through 
the founder and head of the Chicago 
office, Nathaniel Owings (1903–1984). 
He and Louis Skidmore (1897–1962) had 
planned and executed the Century of 
Progress exhibition for the city (1933–34) 
even before there was a firm called Skid-
more, Owings & Merrill. Later, the young 
firm proved its ability (and its trustwor-
thiness) when it took on the planning and 
construction of the home of the atomic 
bomb, Oak Ridge, Tennessee (1942–45), 
and after the war Owings worked closely 
with the city of Chicago. SOM developed 
big projects (the Lake Meadows and 
Michael Reese developments, from 1945, 
are early examples), but it was also advan-
tageous to link SOM’s skills to the city’s 

needs. When the city of Chicago (and 
the Chamber of Commerce) determined 
that a new building code was needed, as 
Owings wrote in his autobiography, “… 
I suddenly envisioned a masterwork. 
John Merrill [recently added to the young 
firm] would write the new code and the 
firm would contribute this service for 
a full year free of charge, asking only 
the assurance that his work would have 
official status.” 

Over and again the city of Chicago 
has turned to SOM for planning advice—
both formal and informal. Acting for (or 
in concert with) the city of Chicago is 
in the DNA of the office: planning the 
new Northside campus of the University 
of Illinois (1960–63); the development 
of stations and train carriages for the 
Chicago Transportation Authority 
(1969–70); planning the 1992 Chicago 
Universal Exhibition (1985); developing 
the first land use plan for the city since 
1957 (2004); planning the city’s bid for 
the 2016 Olympics (2008). SOM has also 
contributed its expertise pro bono infor-
mally and formally. In 1967, the head of 
the Chicago office, William Hartmann 
contacted Pablo Picasso to obtain a mon-
umental sculpture for what is now the 
Richard J. Daley Center. SOM managed 
a team of structural engineers that per-
fected the design drawings and oversaw 
the fabrication, shipping, and reassembly 
of the work in Chicago. In short, unlike 
other SOM offices, there is a long-term 
connection with city government and 
a tradition of finding ways to address 
public issues. 

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project
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PLANNING AT A 
NEW SCALE

In his day, Owings was frustrated by the 
difficulty of getting people to understand 
the value of planning. “Planning,” he 
wrote, “is un-American. The American 
people hate planning.” Americans, he 
thought, preferred to work on impulse. 
But globalization and climate disasters 
have forced the situation. Industrial rivalry 
no longer exists in competition between 
Youngstown, Ohio and Hamilton, 
Ontario; it is between factories and inno-
vators on the other side of the world. The 
prevailing cultures in China and in devel-
oping countries in the Middle East support 
and encourage thinking large.

In the United States the mobilization 
of public and political opinion takes time. 
Large scale regional thinking is not, how-
ever, solely the property of developing 
nations. Seeking natural interconnections 
the cities along the Ruhr valley (Bottorp, 
Essen, Gelsenkirche, Herne, Bochum, 
Hagen, Dortmund, Hamm) have pre-
pared a multipart masterplan (2008) 
to address housing, urban planning, 
economic development, and water con-
servation. Perhaps the time for planning 
at scale has arrived. In a series of doc-
uments under the heading “America 
2050” the Regional Planning Association 
recognized ten United States mega-re-
gions, each with its own characteristics, 
its own problems and opportunities. 

There is much interest in the Great Lakes 
watershed irrespective of administrative 
boundaries. NOAA (the National Oce-
anic and Atmospheric Agency) produced 
a report on the Great Lakes Economy of 
the United States (2012), and the Great 
Lakes and Mississippi River Interbasin 
Study (2010) analyzed the problem of 
invasive species, which led to “Restoring 
the Natural Divide,” a report that took 
up the problem of the direction of the 
Chicago River. The Brookings Institution 
formed its own “Great Lakes Economic 
Initiative” to study and advance the eco-
nomic situation of the Great Lakes and 
groups like the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence 
Cities Initiative (GLSLCI), an important 
inspiration for Enquist and SOM, have 
proven that regional cross-border actions 
can make a difference. 

Founded in 2003 by Mayor Rich-
ard M. Daley of Chicago, with Mayor 
David Miller of Toronto as the founding 
Canadian chair, GLSLCI is a binational 
coalition of mayors and other local 
officials. The group works together to 
develop solutions to urban and water-re-
lated problems around the Great Lakes 
and along the St. Lawrence River. With 
over a hundred member cities (from 
Ajax to Windsor), they keep municipal 
officials up-to-date on upcoming legisla-
tion affecting the cities and the waters. 
Annual meetings bring members together 
to discuss common problems and share 
solutions. Over ten years GLSLCI has 
proven that there are collective interests 
and collective solutions—protesting (and 
halting) the use of the Great Lakes for 
live-fire training by the US Coast Guard; 
focusing on the problems of plastics pol-
lution throughout the waters; signing 
sustainability agreements; developing 
reports to separate the Great Lakes and 
Mississippi water basins by reversing the 
Chicago River. Most importantly, the 
GLSLCI offers a model for collective 

action and improvement across national 
boundaries. Its practical, action-oriented  
mandate (mayors not only see the prob-
lems, they live with them) offers a model 
for how cities might work together in 
the future. 

These trends dovetail well with the 
integrated vision formulated by Enquist 
and his team. Perhaps because its authors 
are planners and architects, their work is 
particularly sensitive to Americans’ sense 
of autonomy. They are used to facilitating 
conversations, helping clients realize their 
visions, showing them possible improve-
ments, laying out ways to realize them, 
debating alternatives back and forth. 
Thus the residents of the region are not 
just pieces on a chessboard, but actors 
who are being shown an opportunity that 
survey after survey seems to show they 
want. The planner can point out that inter-
national cooperation is essential to solve 
the problems of the waters, for example, 
but unless the people themselves choose 
to act across borders nothing will happen. 
The project and vision, in that respect, 
is highly informed public relations for 
the public good. Conversation and dis-
cussion, debate and study, innovation 
and analysis: the vision is an open-ended 
medium for raising collective awareness 
and stimulating action. 

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project
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GREAT BASIN CITIES: 
WORK ON THE GROUND

Planning imagines a future—and all plan-
ners are, to that extent, visionaries. But 
what is the role of this vision? Is it a uto-
pian scheme, some great imagined good 
that rewards and punishes in equal mea-
sure? Or is it just a comforting fiction to 
keep on one’s nightstand for late-night 
reading? The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence 
Century project is neither. To be sure it is 
aspirational, a hope for the future. But it 
is also inspirational. There are hundreds 
of agencies and organizations (govern-
mental, for profit, non-profit, groups of 
thousands, and single individuals) work-
ing to improve specific problems around 
the Basin. SOM’s vision links together 
these efforts in a public way that no 
agency has yet attempted. The awards 
the project and vision have received are 
an indication that it has struck a chord. 

Enquist and his team are interested 
in disseminating the stories of institutions 
in which regional thinking has taken hold. 
The story of change is often about learn-
ing from neighbors and the towns and 
cities around the Great Basin that have 
begun to make extraordinary strides. 
Here are some examples that show how 
communities have begun to take control 
of their own future with the future integ-
rity of the basin in mind.

THE TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE: 
A CITY’S COMMITMENT

Jobs and economic progress go together 
with environmental initiatives: the 
realization of a connection between 
communities requires stepping across 
administrative boundaries; it requires 
an informed local citizenry; it requires 
addressing the needs of the whole com-
munity; it requires leaders. 

One of the leaders in sustainabil-
ity has been the City of Grand Rapids, 
Michigan. Located on the Grand River, 
some twenty-five miles from Lake Mich-
igan, the city has undertaken a concerted 
effort to reverse decades of destruction 
wrought by pollution. The Grand River, 
though it provides only thirteen percent 
of the water for Lake Michigan, is the 
largest contributor to its polluted state. 
Pollution of the lake means that the city’s 
drinking water needs further treatment 
(increasing costs), reduces recreational 
opportunities, and threatens fishing. The 
culprits are familiar: agricultural runoff, 
pharmaceutical and personal care prod-
ucts, and, until recently, storm water 
runoff deposited through the sewage sys-
tem. Since 2005 the separation of sewage 
from rainwater overflow at Grand Rapids 
has been achieved for ninety-nine percent 
of the city—and the final one percent will 
be eliminated by 2015. Problem solved? 
Not entirely—the city of Lansing, farther 
up the Grand River has yet to fully sep-
arate sewage from overflow and remains 
responsible for much of today’s river’s 
pollution. It is an excellent example of 
how we are all connected. 

Like most cities, Grand Rapids 
prepares strategic budgets that lay out 
the city’s projects for the coming years. 
George Heartwell, elected mayor in 
2004, decided to forego the tradition and 
introduced a triple bottom line approach 
to budgeting based on sustainability. In 

Above
William Mackey and Natopia 
Scott transplant green artisan 
seedlings that are twelve 
days old into their new hydro-
ponic home inside the Green 
City Growers Cooperative 
in Cleveland.

Below
Map showing GLSLCI member 
cities. To date, there are over 
120 participating cities. 
Source: GLSLCI Member City 
Map 2010.
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Students from Central Michigan 
University working to restore the 
reef in Grand Traverse Bay so 
that fish can sustain their own 
population.

Heartwell’s words: “We’re looking at 
not only creating an economically viable 
city, but one that preserves and protects 
its environmental resources and pays 
attention to the well-being of its peo-
ple.” The bottom lines address the three 
E’s: Economy, Ecology, and Equity. 
In each area, Heartwell’s team has laid 
out a series of targets to meet in spe-
cific areas: job creation, unemployment, 
city administrative practices, crime pre-
vention, and emergency response. In 
the area of environmental planning the 
Sustainability Plan for 2011–15 offered 
fifty-nine targets to be reached from the 
lowering pollution of the Grand River, to 
energy reduction, to the construction of 
bike paths and sidewalks. The plan gets 
quite specific: increase of the tree can-
opy to thirty-seven-and-a-half percent; 
increase low-maintenance grasses and 
native plants in landscaping by twen-
ty-five percent, increase the number of 
people who live within a quarter of a mile 
of a park or open space by ten percent; 
lower the number of children with toxic 
blood levels contributed by lead by fifty 
percent. Some targets can be met quickly. 
A proposal to reduce rainwater discharge 
by 50,000 gallons per rain event was met 
with the help of Coca-Cola who provided 
free fifty-gallon food grade barrels that 
could then be distributed to Grand Rap-
ids residents to collect rainwater. The city 
has also reduced lead levels among chil-
dren by fifty-seven percent. Other goals 
will take more time and imagination. 

The new economic environment cre-
ated by the advancement of sustainability 
in Grand Rapids has stimulated new 
businesses. For example, Catalyst Part-
ners works with architects and owners to 
upgrade building efficiency and they have 
profited greatly by the city’s emphasis on 
the “triple bottom line.” Their headquar-
ters building received the highest LEED 
rating for any building in the world with 

a sixty-six out of sixty-nine points and 
a Platinum rating. In their office they 
installed ash wood sills made from wood 
harvested as part of efforts to slow the 
spread of the emerald ash borer beetle. 
A neighbor, Rockford Construction, was 
constructing a new headquarters build-
ing and was about to install 18,000 board 
feet of walnut in their new building. After 
seeing the sills at Catalyst, they changed 
their mind and ordered ash. The lumber 
mill responsible for providing the ash is 
the local firm TonTin Mills, which spe-
cializes in urban trees. Thus: local wood, 
local jobs. The firm is now active outside 
Grand Rapids and has begun to take jobs 
in the Netherlands and Italy. 

CLEANING THE WATERS: 
RESEARCH AND TECHNOLOGY

At the heart of any vision for the transfor-
mation of the Great Basin are the waters: 
staunching the flow of agricultural run-
off, capturing the rainwater, making sure 
that any water that flows into the Great 
Lakes is as clean as can be.

The city of Milwaukee has become 
a global center for water research. By 
bringing together industry, academic 
research, and government, the Water 
Council (organized in 2009) has created 
a new focus for the city. All in all there 
are some 150 water technology compa-
nies in the area and with the formation 
of the Great Lakes Water Institute, the 
largest freshwater research institute on 
the Great Lakes, the city and council 
hope to draw industrial and academic 
researchers. In 2009, building on a Cen-
ter for Great Lakes Studies (founded 
in 1966) the University of Wiscon-
sin-Milwaukee founded the first School 
of Freshwater Sciences in the United 
States and Marquette University 
launched a new curriculum in water law. 

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project
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In the same year Milwaukee applied to 
be the second city in the United States 
(after San Francisco) to be designated 
a United Nations Global Compact 
City. Adherence to the standards of 
the United Nations is recognition of 
the city’s status in the development of 
water technologies. 

The connection between academic 
and industrial interests has led to the 
formation of the Water Council, which 
hopes to attract other industries and 
academic researchers. The study of 
water and the industrial use of water 
have long histories in Milwaukee. Local 
companies, such as Badger Meter, spe-
cialize in the measurement of the flow of 
fluids. Founded in 1905, Badger’s origi-
nal innovation was a meter with a soft, 
replaceable, cast-iron bottom plate that 
ruptured when the water in the meter 
froze, thus relieving pressure on the 
meter and safeguarding its mechanical 
parts. Today telemetric measurement 
and ultrasonic flow meters flank the tra-
ditional water measurement devices.

The Milwaukee Municipal Sewer Dis-
trict (MMSD) serves 1.1 million people in 
twenty-eight communities in the Greater 
Milwaukee area and covers about 411 
square miles and all or part of six separate 
watersheds. Disposing of sewerage safely 
and responsibly is its main task, but it also 
handles water quality research, household 
hazardous waste disposal, pharmaceuticals 
collection, industrial waste monitoring, 
planning and engineering services as well 
as the distribution of a nationally known 
fertilizer, Milorganite. Milorganite is an 
organic by-product of sewerage waste. 
Developed by MMSD in 1919, it is derived 
from the solids left over from the sewage 
treatment process. Scientists developed 
a technique to bring together these solid 
microbes with the city’s wastewater: the 
microbes digest the organic material 
in wastewater and when dried make a 

superior nitrogen-based fertilizer. Milor-
ganite is particularly favored as a lawn 
and garden fertilizer. Many gardeners also 
use it to deter deer. Sales of Milorganite 
return $290 million per year to the city 
of Milwaukee: a historic model for the 
potentials of sustainability research. 

NEW INDUSTRIES 
IN UNFAMILIAR PLACES: 
AGRICULTURE AND FISHERIES

In so many locations around the Great 
Lakes and along the St. Lawrence change 
is happening. Each town and city will 
follow its own road to sustainability and 
regional cooperation. The existence of 
a common goal will enable this move-
ment to thrive. What we learn from one 
another brings us together. 

One of the most interesting develop-
ments is in urban agriculture and urban 
fisheries, including Evergreen Coop-
eratives, a three-and-a-quarter-acre 
inner-city greenhouse/hydroponics oper-
ation in Cleveland. Once at full capacity, 
it is set to produce 60,000 heads of lettuce 
per week and some 300,000 pounds of 
herbs annually. Evergreen is commit-
ted to providing fresh produce within 
a fifty-mile radius and to offer jobs and 
training for youth in the inner-city neigh-
borhood in which it is located. In Detroit 
there were over 1,200 community, 
backyard, church, and school gardens 
producing over 160 tons of organic pro-
duce in 2009. At many sites there are 
youth apprentice programs whose pro-
duce makes its way to local markets. 

Manufacturing has also taken on a 
new look in Detroit with the creation of 
Shinola in 2010—proving that high-end 
American design can also thrive again. A 
watch assembly factory inside the College 
for Creative Studies has dispatched high 
quality wrist watches made in Detroit to 

prove that the story of the city is not just 
one of decay and ruin. Bicycles, leather 
goods, journals—all made in America—
are also offered by mail and through 
Shinola’s retail location on Canfield 
Street. The company already has more 
than 200 employees with plans to add 
more. No matter how attractive city life 
may be, jobs are what will bring people 
back to the city to live.

CLEAN ENERGY: SMARTER, 
MORE EFFICIENT CITIES

With new technologies in place, the 
Great Lakes–St. Lawrence can be energy 
self-sufficient—pollution of the lakes and 
rivers can stop. 

In Cleveland, the Great Lakes Sci-
ence Center demonstrates the advantages 
of wind and solar power. A wind turbine 
on its front lawn, visible to pedestrians, 
motorists, and downtown workers, stands 
as a symbol of the possibility of advanced 
energy. The Lake Erie Energy Develop-
ment Corporation (LEEDCo) is currently 
building six three-megawatt wind turbines 
in Lake Erie, seven miles off the coast of 
downtown Cleveland. This “icebreaker” 
project hopes to be the first to prove the 
practicality of using Great Lakes wind for 
electrical generation. 

In Toronto, the Enwave Energy 
Corporation uses cold water from Lake 
Ontario to cool buildings throughout 
downtown Toronto. Deep-water-source 
cooling provides a natural renewable sys-
tem that cools three million square feet of 
office space in center city. After cooling 
the buildings, the water is cycled into the 
city’s domestic water system (pipes and 
pumps were laid in 2004 and the results 
have been impressive). Compared to 
in-house chillers, Enwave can reduce 
electricity costs during peak-heat months 
by ninety-one percent. Enwave also 

manages a district steam heating system 
for the winter months that operates on oil 
and natural gas. 

The Commercial Buildings Initiative 
of Retrofit Chicago, under the leadership 
of Mayor Rahm Emmanuel and with the 
participation of SOM, aims to reduce 
electrical energy by at least twenty per-
cent over the next five years for buildings 
in the program. As of March 2013, thir-
ty-two buildings had joined the initiative, 
covering 28 million square feet. 

DEVELOPMENT: 
GREENBELTS AND SPRAWL

Evidence shows that sprawl damages the 
environment—from the loss of greenfield 
sites, to unchecked run-off, to automobile 
pollution. Methods—in the tax code—
need to be developed to ensure that 
the places with infrastructure already in 
place, developed over more than a cen-
tury receive new population.

In 2006 the National Parliament in 
Québec passed Bill 118, the Sustainable 
Development Act. The Act provides a 
definition of “sustainable development” 
for Québec and identifies sixteen prin-
ciples to be taken into account for any 
actions by the public administration. 
It entrusts the Minister of Sustainable 
Development, Environment and Parks to 
coordinate government action and pro-
mote sustainable development within the 
government and throughout the province. 
The law maps out how the government’s 
development strategy is to be carried out 
and identifies mechanisms for monitoring 
the actions taken to achieve the objec-
tives of this strategy. 

Chicago’s new 600-acre Lakeside 
Development, ten miles south of the Loop, 
on the site of the former US Steel plant 
is slated to become a modern mixed-use 
community with advanced environmental 
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features built in from the beginning. For 
example, the plan will include the cap-
ture of 100 percent of its storm water, 
and through natural cleaning, filter it 
back into the lake. Developments such 
as this one will prove that urban living 
can have many of the amenities of subur-
ban life without the problems of sprawl. 
Construction of a light-rail service into 
Chicago could put the Loop less than half 
an hour away from the South Side of Chi-
cago, reaping untold long-term benefits 
for an area historically underserved by 
public transit. 

In 2005 the provincial parliament in 
Ontario passed a law creating a greenbelt 
to provide open lands in the southern 
part of the province. Over 1.8 million 
acres have now been protected in an area 
known as the Golden Horseshoe extend-
ing from the western end of Lake Ontario 
to encircle Hamilton and Toronto. Sub-
ject to immense population pressures 
in the past two decades, the greenbelt 
preserves farmland, forest, wetland, and 
watershed. It includes in its purview the 
Niagara Escarpment and the Oak Ridges 
Moraine, some of the most beautiful and 
ecologically diverse regions in Canada. 
Establishing greenbelts that put the focus 
on compact city growth and public transit 
will be one of the most important ways to 
contain sprawl. 

RECREATION, FISHING, 
AND TOURISM

As Europeans arrived along the rivers 
into the Great Lakes in the seventeenth 
century they were overwhelmed by 
the bounty of the waters. No longer. 
Commercial fishing has been in decline 
for decades and fish like the sturgeon, rel-
ics of the age of the dinosaurs, came close 
to extinction. Where once there were 
some 16 million sturgeon in the lakes, 

today there is less than one percent of 
that number. 

In 2006 more than 11 million people 
fished in the Great Lakes. Visitors come 
to the Great Lakes region to hunt, fish, 
and participate in wildlife watching, activ-
ities that generated $18 billion in revenue. 
With pollution abatement underway 
around the Great Lakes and along the St. 
Lawrence, fish are returning to the bays, 
rivers, and streams they had forsaken 
(the Buffalo River, River Rouge, Stryker 
Bay, the Milwaukee River, and the Black 
River). As fish return, so people return 
for recreation, and new developments can 
thrive. In 1987 the town of Collingwood, 
Ontario (population 19,000) was one of 
the first areas to be listed as an “Area of 
Concern” by Environment Canada. Pol-
lution produced over the past century by 
the shipyard and shoreline hardening had 
left the area subject to algal blooms. Res-
idents had little local access to the water. 
When the shipyards closed, the town was 
left with a vast brownfield site adjacent to 
the harbor. After remedial efforts to both 
harbor and brownfields the town was 
delisted in 1994 and since then economic 
progress has been slow but consistent: 
new housing on the old shipbuilding site, 
new parks and recreation areas, and new 
(cleaner) industry. The town now boasts 
of the pristine waters of nearby Georgian 
Bay as an attraction for those who might 
want to settle there. 

In the province of Québec the St. 
Lawrence River is a lifeline that depends 
on the Great Lakes: forty-five percent of 
the provincial population lives along the 
river. Québec has more than 3,100 miles 
of bicycle trails, the Route Verte, cover-
ing the entire province from the borders 
with Ontario to the Gaspésie along the 
Gulf of St. Lawrence. Connected to a 
network of hotels and bed and breakfasts 
that welcome cyclists, the trails provide 
an alternative transportation path to 

Shinola employs more than 
200 workers at its Detroit 
assembly plant. The factory is 
housed in the Argonaut Building 
also home to the College for 
Creative Studies, one of the 
nation’s leading design schools.
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Ohio City Farm, one of the 
largest contiguous urban farms 
in the US.

visit the natural sites of the region. These 
Canadian trails should connect to Amer-
ican trails to make a bike path across 
North America. 

Ecology, preservation, and sustain-
ability are abstractions with real impact 
on an economy and a livelihood. In 2012 
Great Lakes commercial fishing net-
ted approximately $22.5 million dollars. 
For cities the beaches provide essential 
amenities during the summer—twen-
ty-four beaches along twenty-six miles of 
lakefront in Chicago can be used for swim-
ming and boating as well as for weddings, 
reunions, and birthday parties. Toronto 
has eleven urban beaches in its immedi-
ate vicinity. Smaller communities depend 
on the beaches: at the Indiana Dunes, at 
Michigan’s Sleeping Bear Dunes National 
Shoreline, Bayfield Beach, Ontario on 
Lake Huron, Presque Isle State Park on 
Lake Erie. These are among the top rec-
reation destinations in North America. 
Special and seasonal events drive tourism 
revenue—from summer bathing to the 
Québec Winter Carnival. 

THE MOMENTUM FOR CHANGE: 
TRADITIONS AND PRACTICES

Something happens to communities that 
commit themselves to the principles of 
sustainability. From the renewal of the 
waters, to the cleaning of the river and 
lakeshore banks, to the establishment of 
recreation areas and bicycle paths, com-
munities are rediscovering themselves 
and the power of collective action. It 
doesn’t need to be directed from above. 
It can start small—some neighbors, 
some neighborhoods, a business or two. 
Soon the community understands that 
its future welfare depends on saving 
energy and polluting less. And people 
begin to understand that their own small 
efforts, when added to those of others 

starts to mean something—which is why 
a vision is important. Government may 
not always be able to provide a strong 
role but when businesses start competing 
with one another to prove that they can 
take responsible positions on the environ-
ment, the city or town has no choice but 
to be involved–ultimately even leading 
these efforts. Each town and city is differ-
ent. There is a long way to go, but change 
is beginning to happen and the idea of 
collective possibility can be a driver. 

Pollution of the Great Lake is not 
just about the desecration of one of the 
world’s critical natural resources. It is not 
just about the corruption of our drinking 
water and the loss of livelihood. Poison-
ing of the lakes and rivers is also about 
the loss of a way of life. It is about the 
possible end of commercial fishing; about 
the impossibility of safe recreation; about 
the end of ice shanties, the dark houses 
hauled out onto Lake Winnebago for 
sturgeon fishing; about the further disin-
tegration of the life of the peoples of the 
First Nations. For Native Americans and 
aboriginal peoples in Canada, rising risks 
of poisoning from mercury, cadmium, 
lead, and arsenic has led to a decline in 
consumption of the traditional foods. 
Sulfate discharges from mines and other 
sources can stunt wild rice, an essential 
part of Ojibwa culture. Will the fear of 
polluted food lead to reduced participa-
tion of youth in traditional harvesting 
festivals with further decrease in the prac-
tices that knit the community together?

In many ways, though the story told 
by SOM echoes Burnham in thinking 
large, it also returns to some of the tradi-
tional principles of the aboriginal peoples 
who urge us to make decisions for the 
long-term, not for the advantage of the 
moment. This view of the world, so unlike 
our own, is sometimes spoken of as the 
Law of the Seventh Generation. As the 
Constitution of the Iroquois Nations, the 
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Great Binding Law, as written down in 
1720 reads: 

Look and listen for the welfare of 
the whole people and have always 
in view not only the present but also 
the coming generations, even those 
whose faces are yet beneath the sur-
face of the ground—the unborn of 
the future Nation.

All those who have inherited the lands of 
the first peoples are learning the wisdom 
of that law as they seek to ensure that the 
waters we inherited from our forefathers, 
the waters that no one owns, can be pre-
served for future generations. The best 
examples of change around the Great 
Lakes and the St. Lawrence seem to take 
these ancient principles to heart. 

TURNING PLANS TO ACTION

The foundation of a group called the 
Millennium Reserve by Governor Pat 
Quinn of Illinois in 2013 drew little atten-
tion at SOM, at least initially. Perhaps it 
should have.  The governor’s idea was 
to link together economic development, 
environmental protection, and commu-
nity development. Its focus area was 
the communities southeast of Chicago, 
known as the Calumet after the river that 
ran through them, an area especially hard 
hit by the collapse of the region’s indus-
trial base. SOM was working nearby on 
the 600-acre US Steel Southworks site, 
close in to Chicago and adjacent to the 
Millennium Reserve.

Intrigued by developments in the Mil-
lennium Reserve, Phil Enquist met with 
John Rognar (US Fish and Wildlife) and 
Jerry Adelmann, CEO of the environmen-
tal group, Openlands. Adelmann was also 
on the board of the Millennium Reserve. 
Based on that meeting SOM planners met 

to consider the area of the Millennium 
Reserve more closely, through extending 
their vision from the Calumet River and 
the Chicago city limits to the border of 
Michigan. The area is a major crossroads 
where national passenger and freight rail 
and highway converge.  Roughly the size 
of the San Francisco Bay region, this area 
is home to some of America’s most chal-
lenged communities.

The Millennium Reserve to the 
Michigan border, wrapping the south-
ern shores of Lake Michigan, planners 
thought, might be the place to put into 
action some of the environmental and 
economic proposals that had informed 
SOM’s Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 
Project. In maps and photographs, SOM 
planners demonstrated how transforma-
tion of this region could be achieved by 
regaining lakefront access for all com-
munities; by restoring the great dune and 
swales; by reclaiming the landscapes and 
waterways; by leveraging the transporta-
tion infrastructure to advance economic 
development; by reenergizing communi-
ties through universities and industries, 
new and old; by strengthening agricultural 
practices through smart land use prac-
tices.  In effect they brought their vision 
of the Great Lakes to a smaller region. 

Based on that presentation, solid 
opportunities have opened within the 
Millennium Reserve. David St. Pierre 
(Executive Director of the Metropoli-
tan Reclamation District) and a member 
of the Millennium Reserve asked SOM 
to take their planning studies further 
and focus on Chicago’s south suburban 
communities. Some of these areas have 
suffered not only the economic problems 
and effects of sprawl felt in diminished 
downtown opportunities but now face an 
emerging new threat. Flooding has exac-
erbated their economic troubles.

SOM has been asked to plan denser 
housing near pre-existing train stations 

Kids exploring the Great Lakes 
installation at Ontario Science 
Center, Toronto.
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The Great Lakes as seen from 
the International Space Station, 
June 14, 2012.

on raised areas as an attraction for new 
residents and the resettling of those 
displaced by flooding. A dense residen-
tial area can promote new commercial 
opportunities and both communities 
share train proximity to downtown Chi-
cago and easy road connections to 
Midway International and O’Hare Air-
ports. To balance this new denser 
development, SOM will propose open-
ing up low lands to create new expanded 
wetland areas. These will create room for 
flooding and open recreational opportu-
nities to make the towns more attractive, 
too. Low cost office space is ready for 
new business ventures in both commu-
nities. Effectively, the two communities 
will be putting SOM’s broader vision 
for the Great Lakes St Lawrence region 
to the test as the Millennium Reserve 
continues to work to develop and high-
light other attractions in the area. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CONCLUSION

Every vision has its risks—but as Enquist 
and members of his team might argue, 
echoing Burnham, the greater risk today 
is in not taking a risk. When we say twenty 
percent of the world’s fresh surface water, 
Americans need to understand that this 
is a life-essential good that those liv-
ing along the Great Lakes and the St. 
Lawrence hold in trust. North America’s 
ecological security depends on preserving 
fresh water; its economic security depends 
on using past urban investments in infra-
structure to their fullest; its national 
security depends on offering a future to 
young people on both sides of the borders 
and on the reservations. 

No one has stepped forward to com-
mission a plan for the Great Lakes–St. 
Lawrence Basin region—and it is hard 
to imagine how that would ever happen. 
This will be a movement from below—to 
which each person, neighborhood, town, 
city, province, and state must contribute 
in their own way. Businesses big and small 
have a critical role, too, and it is note-
worthy that a firm like SOM has joined 
the debate. For them, the project and 
the resultant vision has brought a sense 
of engagement with the issues of the day 
and its own internal conversations. 

A blog (thegreatlakescenturyblog.
som.com) provides a place for SOM 
staff to exchange information with one 
another—and place for the public to stay 
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in touch with the activities and interests 
of the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Cen-
tury Project. Presentations made in cities 
as diverse as Chicago and Beijing have 
kept the story fresh as each audience 
needs to know something different and 
each audience brings their own expe-
rience to the story. A presentation in 
Mexico, for example, compared the 
Great Lakes–St. Lawrence with the Rio 
Grande watershed and was the source of 
mutual enlightenment.

In 2011, Enquist taught a studio 
at the Graduate School of Design at 
Harvard University on problems of the 
Chicago River Corridor. Virginia Tech’s 
College of Architecture & Urban Plan-
ning has partnered in a Chicago studio 
enabling students to work with SOM’s 
City Design Practice planners on issues 
related to the Great Lakes. At a presen-
tation in Zhuhai, the mayor of Zhuhai 
credited the Great Lakes project with 
influencing the mayors of Guangzhou, 
Shenzhen, and Hong Kong, who are col-
lectively looking at the Pearl River Delta. 
The Chicago Architectural Foundation 
exhibition will travel; seminars and work-
shops, like those that accompanied the 
exhibition will be arranged elsewhere. 
Talking can make a difference. A pre-
sentation by Enquist to the board of the 
Shedd Aquarium, in Chicago, in 2011, 
helped bring the development of the first 
exhibition area devoted to the fish of the 
Great Lakes; a lecture to the Lincoln 
Park Conservancy in Chicago has led to 
plans for more effective use of rainwa-
ter around North Pond; the exhibition 
at the Chicago Architectural Foundation 
brought together architectural and urban 
planners in a series of public seminars to 
discuss the long-term problems of water 
use and conservation; reducing energy 
usage in SOM’s office space through 
Retrofit Chicago linked the firm to its 
own vision. The housing development 

at Lakeside alongside Lake Michigan in 
South side Chicago, though slow to come 
to realization, has been directly influ-
enced by SOM’s regional thinking. When 
completed, Lakeside will be the largest 
land area in Chicago to return storm 
water to its natural watershed. 

There is momentum for change in 
the many improvements in our ecol-
ogy already achieved—the massively 
improved water and air quality, the ini-
tiatives to lower energy usage and reduce 
automobile pollution, the developing 
habits for good recycling, the new urban 
land use programs, the opening of the 
spawning streams and the rehabilitation 
of the sturgeon. Hastening the pace of 
change, converting incremental change 
into long-term sustained action, linking 
all the current efforts to a better future 
has been the achievement of SOM’s Great 
Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project. 

− Winthrop Harbor Annual Earth 
Day Symposium, Presentation, 
Winthrop Harbor, IL
− Canadian Water Network 
Board Meeting, Presentation, 
Chicago, IL

2011
− Water Summit V, Keynote, 
Milwaukee, WI
− Greenbuild International 
Summit, Keynote, Toronto, ON
− Goettsch Partners, 
Presentation, Chicago, IL
− AlA Chicago Lecture Series, 
Presentation, Chicago, IL
− Shedd Aquarium Board of 
Trustees Meeting, Presentation, 
Chicago, IL
− Hong Kong Institute of 
Architects, Keynote, Hong Kong
 

2010
− International Association 
for Great Lakes Research, 
Presentation, Toronto, ON
− Design Futures Council, 
Presentation, Atlanta, GA
− Archeworks School of Design, 
Lecture, Chicago, IL
− University of Illinois, Lecture, 
Chicago, IL
− Garden Club of America 
Annual Conference, Keynote, 
Chicago, IL

EXHIBITIONS

Great Cities, Great Lakes, Great 
Basin, Chicago Architecture 
Foundation, October 2013–
March 2014; L’Ordre des 
Urbanistes du Québec Annual 
Conference, September 2014; 
American Institute of Architecture 
National Convention, June 2014

The Great Lakes Century Vision, 
The University of Tennessee 
Downtown Studio, September-
December 2014

Go Green Wilmette, Illinois 
2015; Highland Park Library, 
Illinois 2015
Exhibition launched in tandem 
with COP21’s day of focus on 
water and the oceans at Gallery of 
the Fondation des Etats-Unis Cité 
internationale universitaire de Paris 

PROJECT AWARDS

2014
− AIA Illinois, Louis Sullivan 
Award

2013 
− ASLA National Honor Award
− Chicago Athenaeum 
International Architecture Award
− Congress for the New 
Urbanism Charter Award 
[category] Regional: Metropolis, 
City and Town
− Metropolis Magazine’s Game 
Changers Award
− AlA National Honor Award for 
Regional and Urban Design

2011 
− Chicago Athenaeum Green 
Good Design Award
− AlA Chicago Regional & 
Urban Design Award, Special 
Recognition

2010 
− Healing Our Waters Award

PERSONAL AWARDS

Given to Philip Enquist that 
emphasize his work with the 
Great Lakes–St. Lawrence 
Century Project.

2012 
− Openlands Conservation 
Leadership Award
− Society of Architectural 
Historians (SAH) Award for 
Excellence

 
PRESENTATIONS AND 

KEYNOTES

2016
− Accent on Planning
Conference of the Canadian 
Institute of Planners
Quebec City, Quebec

2014
− Governor’s Chair for Energy 
and Urbanism Seminar, 
Knoxville, TN
− Urban Land Institute Regional 
Forum, Chicago, IL

− American Council for an 
Energy-Efficient Economy 
(ACEEE) Summer Study 
on Energy Efficiency in 
Buildings,  Pacific Grove, CA
− Buckminster Fuller Institute, 
Marfa Dialogues, St. Louis, MO
− Congress for New Urbanism, 
Buffalo, NY
− Shedd Aquarium, Chicago, IL
− Pension Real Estate 
Association Institute, Chicago, IL
− Green Sky Thinking Week, 
London, United Kingdom
− Chicago Metropolitan Agency 
for Planning Land Use Working 
Committee, Chicago, IL
− American Association for 
the Advancement of Science, 
Annual Meeting, “A New Era for 
Urban Research: Open Data 
and Big Computation” Panel, 
Chicago, IL
− Stewardship Network 
Conference, Michigan State 
University, Lansing, MI

2013
− Chicago Architecture 
Foundation, Chicago, IL
− Cleveland Museum of Natural 
History, Cleveland, OH
− Lake Michigan Trails Planning 
Committee, Presentation, 
Chicago, IL
− Yixing Clean Technology 
Conference, Presentation, 
Chicago, IL

2012
− Association of Chinese 
Mayors & Paulsen Institute 
Event, Presentation, Beijing, 
China
− Design Futures Council, 
Keynote, Portland, OR
− Great Lakes Legislative 
Caucus Meeting, Presentation, 
Cleveland, OH
− FM Radio Interview for 
Front and Center / 8-48 − 
Programming on WBEZ 
91.5FM – Chicago, IL
− Alliance for the Great Lakes, 
Keynote, Chicago, IL
− 1st Great Lakes St. Lawrence 
Symphony, Keynote, Quebec, 
QC
− The Innovation City / City 
Age, Keynote, Toronto, ON
− University of New Mexico, 
Keynote, Albuquerque, NM

The Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Century Project
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This book is dedicated to  
the 50 million people of the  
binational Great Lakes– 
St. Lawrence River Basin, and 
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this effort and a great friend who 
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to the fateful COP21 Paris con-
ference December, 2015.
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Panoramic view of Lake Michi-
gan from the Chicago office of 
SOM. At far left is the Navy Pier, 
at far right is the Palace of Fine 
Arts (today the Field Museum 
of Natural History), the only 
remaining building from Daniel 
Burnham’s World’s Fair Exhibi-
tion of 1893.
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THE GREAT LAKES—ST. LAWRENCE
CENTURY PROJECT

In August 2014, a farm nutrient 
and sewage run off into Lake Erie 
had created a large algae bloom 
that contaminated the water supply 
of 400,000 people near Toledo, 
Ohio. The water was not suitable for 
drinking, but the problem had spread 
beyond drinking water. Chemical and 
toxin levels were so high that bathing 
in it was unsafe. Hospitals canceled 
elective surgeries and sent their 
surgical equipment for sterilization 
outside the water-emergency areas. 
Toledo is the state’s fourth largest 
city; a region of 11 million people 
was at risk.

This dramatic American heart-
land event points directly to the 
potential crises we are facing and 
speaks directly to the development 
by SOM’s Planning Studio of the 
Great Lakes—St.Lawrence Century 
Project

Avoidable environmental disas-
ters like Toledo’s could become our 
commonplace future if we do not 
identify and pursue regional strate-
gies for restoring sustainable health 
to the freshwater ecosystem that 
is now out of balance. Though the 
Great Lakes are vast—holding twen-
ty percent of the world’s fresh sur-
face water and eighty-four percent 
of North America’s—they are also 
terribly vulnerable to human actions. 
The current ways in which we build 
our cities and regions, generate 
our energy, farm, and design our 
transportation systems all contribute 
to the erosion of an international 
border-spanning environment that 
sustains one of the world’s great 
population and economic regions. 
The Toledo experience should be a 
catalyst to restore our environment 
and renew our economy.

Maybe as urban designers and 
architects, we have an acquired 
sense of space and time: think big, 
think long. We have suggested a 
100-year holistic vision that rec-
ognizes the interconnected nature 
of the entire watershed from the 
Great Lakes of Nipigon, Superior, 
Michigan, Huron, Erie, Ontario, and 
the St. Lawrence River, all the way 
into the Gulf of St. Lawrence. This 
2,000-mile-long watershed is a vital 
asset to approximately 50 million 
people—the residents of this region. 
SOM’s Great Lakes—St.Lawrence 
Century Project offers an over-
arching plan of action that looks 

beyond the political boundaries 
of two countries, eight US states, 
two Canadian provinces, 15,000 
towns, and many fi rst nation 
settlements. By absorbing their 
share of North America’s project-
ed 200-million-person population 
growth, Great Lakes cities can 
reinvent themselves, move beyond 
a carbon-based economy, and 
leave behind a “rust belt” mentality 
to plan for ecological and economic 
growth.

The work at SOM’s Planning 
Studio on the Great Lakes project 
is ongoing. It seeks to make healthy 
waters and healthy cities funda-
mental parts of our future. This 
project has no client, no budget, 
and no deadline. As a fi rm we are 
committed to a healthy planet, and 
our actions in design must advocate 
for the harmonious compatibility 
of urban and natural systems. We 
believe that designers should be 
part of the solution, and so we 
participated in numerous summits 
and conferences that refi ned the 
vision that I continue to present 
around the world. Early on, mayors 
Richard M. Daley of Chicago and 
George Heartwell of Grand Rapids 
welcomed us into collaboration with 
the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence 
Cities Initiative, whose 100-plus US 
and Canadian mayors endorsed our 
initial work and encouraged us to 
continue.

Part of our development of 
this vision is the publication of this 
book, which describes the historical 
situation and the problems we face 
today, provides a summary of the 
main elements in our vision, and 
tells how and why SOM embarked 
on this project; as well as why we 
persevere. We hope to inspire oth-
ers to work for a healthy balance in 
our urban and natural environment. 

Philip J. Enquist,
SOM City Design Practice, 
Chicago
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