
GREAT LAKES WATER 
LEVELS

Keith Kompoltowicz

Detroit District, Corps of Engineers
February 10, 2020

Michigan High Water Coordination Summit



2

NOTES ABOUT GREAT LAKES WATER LEVELS
• Not a depth, but an elevation above sea level, IGLD 1985

• Michigan and Huron = One lake

• Lake-wide daily means  Lake-wide monthly means 

• Based on still water, not influenced by meteorological forcing

• Based on a network of water level gauges

• Detroit District Corps of Engineers = keeper of official monthly water 

level statistics from 1918-2019 and provides the official forecast of lake-

wide mean water levels

• Coordination occurs with Environment and Climate Change Canada

• Primary drivers of water level fluctuations are changing weather 

patterns and resulting fluctuations in water supply
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MONITORING GREAT LAKES WATER LEVELS
The Great Lakes Basin
• 14,000 miles of shoreline
• 95,000 square miles of water
• 200,000 square miles of land
• 8 States & 2 Provinces

Diversions Outflow regulation
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FACTORS IMPACTING WATER LEVELS
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ANNUAL WATER LEVELS AND THE HYDROLOGIC CYCLE

WINTER SPRING SUMMER FALL
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NEW RECORDS IN 2019 - 2020

New monthly record high 
reached in Jan on Superior 
and Michigan-Huron.

January record high tied on 
Lake St. Clair



7Decade plus of 
low water with 
record lows

Record rise and 
record highs
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5 YEAR PRECIP – WHY ARE LEVELS SO HIGH?

Wettest 12 – 60 month 
periods in 120 plus years 
for the Great Lakes 

NOAA National Centers for Environmental information, 
Climate at a Glance
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CURRENT WATER LEVELS
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THE LATEST FORECAST
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• Water levels on all the Great Lakes started 2020 higher than 2019.  

• Higher peak water levels possible in 2020, especially on Lake 
Michigan-Huron.

• Water level fluctuations are primarily driven by weather patterns

• Regulation of outflows (St. Marys and St. Lawrence) cannot prevent 
extreme high or low water levels nor fully control water levels

• Impacts of high water to be felt across well into 2020…this will be a 
long duration event.

TAKE AWAYS
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HTTPS://WWW.LRE.USACE.ARMY.MIL/ABOUT/GREAT-LAKES-HIGH-WATER/

Water level contacts

John Allis
313 226 2137
John.t.allis@usace.army.mil

Dee Apps
313 226 2979
Deanna.c.Apps@usace.army.mil

Lauren Fry
313 226 3020
Lauren.m.fry@usace.army.mil

Keith Kompoltowicz
313 226 6794
Keith.w.Kompoltowicz@usace.army.mil


