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Drivers of water level change: hydrologic cycle
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Fig. 5 Historical gauge-based basin-wide precipitation estimates (in mm) for the North American
Laurentian Great Lakes and, for comparison, water level observations (for details, see Fig. 3).
Green and orange bars represent annual basin-wide precipitation values (in mm) above and below
(respectively) the average for the period of record

(Woodworth 1999; Ekman 1999). This historical record, synthesized in Quinn (1981)
and Croley and Hunter (1994), underscores important linkages between changes in
Great Lakes regional climate, and how those changes propagate through changes in
the Great Lakes water budget and, ultimately, into changes in Great Lakes water
levels.

Historical variability in annual basin-wide precipitation, for example, coincides
with annual water level fluctuations over much of the period of record (Fig. 5).
Over the Lake Superior basin, annual precipitation follows a somewhat cyclical
pattern, with an increasing trend from the early 1900s toward the 1950s and 1960s,
followed by a slight decreasing trend over the past 30 years. Water levels on Lake
Superior have followed a similar pattern. Precipitation over Michigan-Huron, Erie,
and Ontario, however, has followed a different pattern, with annual averages since
1970 consistently above the long-term average. While water levels on each of these
systems rose significantly during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the water levels on
these systems also dropped significantly between 1997 and 2000 despite relatively
stable annual precipitation (for further discussion, see Assel et al. 2004; Sellinger
et al. 2007; Stow et al. 2008).

The drops in annual average water levels during the late 1990s do, however,
coincide with significant increases in Great Lakes surface water temperatures (not
shown) and overlake evaporation rates (Fig. 6). In particular, the steady increase in
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Fig. 6 Simulated annual overlake evaporation (in mm) based on Croley (1992) and Croley and
Assel (1994) and historical annual lake-wide average water levels. Orange vertical bars represent
annual evaporation rates greater than the average over the simulation period (1948–2010), while
green vertical bars represent annual evaporation rates below the average

overlake evaporation over each of the lake systems for the past 50 years synthesizes
long-term changes in multiple regional climate variables including, most notably,
the difference between air and surface water temperature (for details, see Austin
and Colman 2007) as well as the decreasing areal extent and thickness of lake ice
(Wang et al. 2010, 2012). In light of these changes, and of the recently recorded
(January 2013) all-time record low water levels on Lake Michigan-Huron, one of
the more challenging research questions facing the Great Lakes region at present is,
“will water levels rebound, or have we entered a new hydrologic regime?” Responses
to this question depend, in part, on forecasts of regional climate variables, and ap-
propriate interpretation of how those forecasts propagate into water level dynamics.
Interpretation of these forecasts depends, in turn, on the context in which they are
presented. Importantly, this context rarely includes a comparison between historical
forecasts and data from the same period of record. This comparison is important, as
we discuss further in Section 3, because it provides an indication of model forecasting
skill (Gronewold et al. 2011).

2.1 Great Lakes basin precipitation and evaporation monitoring

Basin-wide annual precipitation totals (Fig. 5) are derived from a network of land-
based gauges in the US and Canada (using a methodology described in Croley
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The SRES B1 lower emissions scenario with less warming (not shown) projects little change in lake levels over the coming century. 
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