
MICHIGAN: PROTECTING OUR WATER 
IN THE FACE OF THE CLIMATE CRISIS

In Michigan, surrounded by 90% of the nation’s fresh surface water, our water is part of who 
we are - it’s in our DNA. The challenges to our water are significant and urgent —from PFAS 
contamination that threatens the drinking water of more than 1.9 million Michiganders to 

lead and a 67-year-old oil pipeline that runs through the heart of our Great Lakes. 

In addition, extreme weather caused by the climate crisis is causing record-high lake levels 
that are destroying homes, closing beaches and boat launches, flooding basements and 
threatening our outdoor recreation industry. 

In the face of these mounting challenges to our water - exacerbated by our rapidly-warming 
planet - Michigan needs bold leadership on protecting our drinking water and defending us 
against the impacts of climate change.
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TOXIC ALGAE BLOOMS:  
POLLUTION THAT’S KILLING LAKE ERIE

Harmful algae blooms, a consequence of agricultural runoff, are the 
biggest they’ve been in years and they are predicted to get even 
worse. This all gained national attention in 2019. 

The toxic algae is dangerous to humans and animals and threatens  
drinking water sourced from Lake Erie. Last year, there were reports of 
nearby residents’ pets dying due to exposure to the green algae.9

Excessive rainfall and extreme weather have accelerated the problem,  
with significantly more phosphorus runoff from nearby farms dumping  
into Lake Erie, feeding and growing the blooms.

AIR POLLUTION & FOSSIL FUELS:
DAMAGING PUBLIC HEALTH IN MICHIGAN’S    
POOREST COMMUNITIES

Zip code 48217 in Detroit, the most polluted zip code in Michigan, is 
ground-zero for the immediate impacts of burning coal and fossil 
fuels that cause climate change. 

With the Marathon oil refinery in their backyards and a coal-fired power 
plant close by, residents of this community deal with the consequences  
of big polluters and their emissions every day. 

• 650 Detroiters die due to air pollution each year.11 
• 2,500 children a year in Detroit have asthma attacks linked to air pollution.12 
• 2012‐2014, 15.5% of Detroit adults had asthma, 29% higher than the Michigan average.13  

The shallowest Great Lake provides drinking water for 

more people than any other. Algae blooms are making 

it toxic — and it’s getting worse.10

9. Detroit Free Press: “Dogs are dying from blue green algae: What pet owners need to know” 8/13/19; 10. Chicago Tribune 
11/17/19; 11. Detroit Metro Times 1/8/20; 12. NAACP: “Fumes Across the Fence-Line,” Nov. 2017; 13. Michigan Dept. of Health 
and Human Services: “Detroit: The Current Status of the Asthma Burden,” March 2016; 14. Detroit Metro Times 1/8/20

STRUGGLING TO BREATHE IN 48217, 

MICHIGAN’S MOST TOXIC ZIP CODE
14

 



TOXIC PFAS 
CHEMICALS: 

Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are 
a family of dangerous, widely-used human-
made chemicals. Even at low-levels, PFAS 

has been linked to cancers, autoimmune disorders 
thyroid disorders, diabetes, elevated cholesterol and 
other diseases. State testing has found that at least 
1.9 million Michiganders drink water contaminated 
with toxic PFAS.1 

From industrial polluters to military bases and 
airports using PFAS-laced firefighting foam, PFAS 
is ever-present across Michigan. PFAS cuts across 
income levels, race and geography. It impacts us all, 
and exposure could happen to anyone.

(PFAS Sites in Michigan MEGLE)

CONTAMINATED 
SITES: 
“GREEN OOZE” SHUTTING 
DOWN FREEWAYS

“Green ooze” seeping from a crack in a highway 
retaining wall in metro Detroit during the 2019 
holidays shut down entire lanes of highway.   

Testing revealed the contamination 
contained cancer-causing hexavalent 
chromium and PFAS. That spurred 
emergency cleanup efforts from the   
state and federal government. 

The contamination stemmed from a  
nearby industrial plating facility owned  
and operated by a convicted polluter who 
was linked to two other sites in both  
Detroit  and rural Sanilac County.

The reality is that Michigan has 11,000 contaminated sites, 
many of them that are located near waterways and our 
children. Contaminated groundwater threatens the safety  
of our citizens, especially those on well water.3

“The effects of climate change are being felt every day by producers of virtually every crop across the state of 
Michigan, and the country for that matter.” 
 —Jim Byrum, President of the Michigan Agribusiness Association5  

“This year was probably one of the most stressful years our farmers have been through in a long time with 
weather conditions, just all the rains, floods, hailstorms – we’ve even had tornadoes this year,” he said. “It was 
tough all over … we know there were a lot of acres that didn’t get planted.” 
 —Gary McDowell, Director, Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development6

RECORD GREAT LAKES 
WATER LEVELS 
Michigan’s tourism industry is a critical part of our state’s economy   

and it drives millions of dollars in business every year. Our thriving 
tourism industry depends on pristine Great Lakes, beaches, dunes  

and forests. In fact, Michigan’s tourism industry7:

• Supports 224,476 jobs
• Drives more than 120 million visitors to our state each year
• $24.7 billion in visitor spending, $2.7 billion in state and local taxes

Record-high Great Lakes levels caused by climate change are eating up sand 
dunes, threatening to topple million-dollar homes into the water, and causing 
millions in property damage. This is threatening Michigan’s tourism industry, 
closing  beaches, boat launches and more. 

FLOODED FARM FIELDS: 
EXTREME WEATHER UPENDING 
MICHIGAN’S AGRICULTURE INDUSTRY

C limate change is upending Michigan’s agriculture industry, a key 
part of our state’s economy. Extreme storms and unnatural weather 
patterns are crippling Michigan’s agriculture industry:

$101 billion/year 805,000 jobs statewide 17% of the state’s workforce

Last year, 850,000 acres went unplanted due to extreme weather events and flooding. 

Record-breaking Great Lakes water levels could be even higher in 20208

WHAT’S AT RISK4

Mysterious greenish-yellow liquid 
gushing from walls on I-6962

4. Michigan Department of Agriculture & Rural Development Fact Sheet; 5. Michigan Radio: “How climate change is changing Michigan’s 
agricultural industry” 8/16/19; 6. Gongwer News Service 1/3/20; 7. Michigan Economic Development Corporation Press Release 5/10/19; 
8. Detroit Free Press 9/11/19; 9. NAACP: Fumes Across The Fence-line; 10. Michigan.gov: Detroit: The Current Status of the Asthma Burden

1. MLive: “1.9 million Michigan residents drink some PFAS as evidence mounts about its dangers” 12/4/19; 2. Detroit Free Press 
12/21/19; 3: Detroit Free Press: “PFAS contamination is Michigan’s biggest environmental crisis in 40 years” 4/25/19
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