
Background
In 2020, the International Joint Commission (IJC) ordered an Expedited Review of 
Plan 2014 – the regulation plan for Lake Ontario outflows into the St. Lawrence 
River. The review has been led by the IJC’s Great Lakes-St. Lawrence River 
Adaptive Management (GLAM) Committee. The GLAM Committee reports to 
the International Lake Ontario-St. Lawrence River Board (Board), the body 
responsible for overseeing the operation of Plan 2014. After the Board 
conducts a public comment process, it will make recommendations to the 
IJC regarding potential revisions to Plan 2014.

The GLAM Committee examined many modifications to Plan 2014 to 
identify opportunities to reduce the harm caused by flood and drought 
conditions. Extensive research and modeling was carried out to 
understand the impacts that could occur with each modification under 
different water supply scenarios. Affected interests include shoreline 
communities (including Indigenous Communities), recreational boaters, 
municipal water users, farmers, commercial navigation, hydropower 
production and ecosystem health.

The GLAM Committee found that some modifications offered modest benefits, 
but none significantly improved conditions for one interest or geographic 
region without making things much worse for others. The balancing of impacts, 
also called tradeoffs, was an important consideration in evaluating and ranking the 
modified regulation plans.

Key Points
•	 The GLAM Committee assessed a wide range of modifications to 

Plan 2014.
•	 The modifications have different advantages and disadvantages, 

but none can prevent flooding or low water levels from occurring 
in the future.

•	 The plan evaluation and ranking framework provided the Board 
with a consistent and transparent method to compare and assess 
the different options.

PHASE 2: EXPEDITED REVIEW OF PLAN 2014

Plan Evaluation and Ranking
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Plan Evaluation and Ranking 
Framework
The plan evaluation and ranking framework 
gives the Board a consistent and transparent 
set of decision factors to compare modifications 
to Plan 2014 and make recommendations. The 
framework focuses on five questions:

Boundary Waters Treaty
In 1952, the IJC approved the Moses-Saunders 
Dam and the deepening of certain portions of 
the St. Lawrence River. The Boundary Waters 
Treaty sets fundamental principles that the IJC 
must follow when it approves the construction 
and operation of such projects. The IJC must 
safeguard the rights of each country to use 

the waters for drinking water and sanitation, 
navigation, power generation and irrigation. 
The IJC must also ensure that the project does 
not cause harm to any of the interests that 
are affected by it. This means that shoreline 
communities both upstream and downstream 
of the dam, along with all other interests, must 
not be worse off than they would be if the 
dam had never been built. This requirement 
has been met and must continue to be met. 
The main exception is ecosystem health, 
which wasn’t taken into account in the 1950s, 
and which has been harmed by the project. 
Ultimately, the governments of Canada and the 
United States have the final word on whether a 
regulation plan complies with the treaty.

2016 Order of Approval
The IJC’s Order of Approval contains conditions 
and criteria for setting flows through the dam 
that are designed to meet the requirements 
of the Boundary Waters Treaty. It also includes 
criteria that provide additional benefits 
to shoreline communities, navigation, and 
recreational boating. One of the central 
objectives of the 2016 Order is to help restore 
ecosystem health, particularly in coastal 
wetlands. The plan revisions evaluated in the 
Expedited Review did not necessarily have to 
comply with every criterion in the 2016 Order, 
but they were designed to meet the same 
overall objectives. The governments of Canada 
and the United States formally concurred with 
the 2016 Order, and they would need to sign off 
on any changes to its conditions and criteria.

1.	 Is the modified plan consistent with the 1909 
Boundary Waters Treaty?

2.	 Is the modified plan consistent with the 2016 
Order of Approval?

3.	 Are the tradeoffs in the modified plan more 
desirable than the ones in Plan 2014?

4.	 Does the modified plan work as well as, or 
better than Plan 2014 under a wide range of 
water supply scenarios?

5.	 Could the rules of the modified plan be 
simplified to improve understanding and 
computational efficiency?
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More desirable tradeoffs
Tradeoffs, or balancing the impacts among 
the various interests, are an inevitable part 
of any regulation plan. Some of the critical 
tradeoffs are balancing flood impacts 
upstream and downstream of the dam during 
extreme high-water conditions, balancing 
risks related to shoreline flooding and seaway 
operations, and finding a balance between 
reducing flood risks and protecting ecosystem 
health. Plan 2014, developed over 16 years, 
attempted to improve the outcomes for each 
interest without causing undue harm to any 
other group. The modifications to Plan 2014, 
evaluated in the Expedited Review, included 
a wide range of tradeoffs. Deciding whether 
a particular tradeoff is more desirable is 
a matter of judgment, but in general, if a 
modified plan resulted in losses that were 
far greater than the gains, it did not receive 
further consideration. 

Robustness under a Wide 
Range of Conditions
Any modified plan must be assessed against 
a range of plausible, future water supplies, 
not just the ones that have been seen in the 
past. While no plan can completely prevent 
flooding or low water conditions, different 
plans give different results under extreme 
scenarios. The Expedited Review tested plan 
revisions with a wide range of plausible 
future water supply scenarios. 

Simplicity
As plan formulators try to improve a regulation 
plan, its release rules tend to become more 
complex. This can make it harder to implement 
the plan and troubleshoot problems, and it 
also makes it harder for decision makers and 
affected interests to understand how the plan 
works. If two modified plans produce a similar 
outcome, the simpler one was ranked above the 
more complex one.

Conclusion
The GLAM Committee assessed many 
modifications to Plan 2014 . Extensive 
research and modelling helped to identify 
how the revised plans could potentially affect 
the various interests under different water 
supply scenarios. The Plan Evaluation and 
Ranking Framework provides a consistent and 
transparent set of decision factors for weighing 
the options. While no modification to Plan 2014 
benefits all interests, the detailed analysis 
and the evaluation framework provide a solid 
foundation for carefully considering potential 
revisions to the regulation plan. 

As social, economic and environmental 
conditions continue to evolve, the IJC is 
committed to reviewing and modifying the 
regulation of Lake Ontario outflows through 
the adaptive management process. The IJC will 
rely on the Board and its GLAM Committee to 
support this process by continuing to develop 
and refine the data, models and other tools 
developed during the Expedited Review.
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