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Openlands Lakeshore Preserve Podcast 
Lake Prism 

 
NARRATOR:  On the shoreline of Openlands Lakeshore Preserve you'll see 
a tall, three-sided post with horizontal bands of blues, grays and greens. 
This is one of three "color prisms" by artist Olivia Petrides. The other two 
are in Bartlett Ravine. This one is called "Lake Prism" and it shows the 
wide range of colors that can be seen in Lake Michigan.  
 
Petrides:  "The colors of the lake shift continually. I hope the pole 
celebrates that, that it's different every time you look at it." 
 
NARRATOR:  The lake is in constant motion, and reflects a complex mix of 
colors from the sky, clouds, and shoreline. The color of the water is also 
affected by whatever is dissolved or suspended in it. Algae can tint the 
water green; sediment makes it look brown.  
 
But the water in Lake Michigan is remarkably clear, and often appears 
blue. The blue color comes from sunlight, which contains all the colors. But 
blue has a shorter wavelength than other colors; it penetrates deeper and 
the clear water absorbs more of the blue color.  
 
You'd think that clear water indicates a healthy lake, but not necessarily. 
 
Hettiger:  "Zebra mussels and quagga mussels can filter water at 
tremendous rates." 
 
NARRATOR:  Kurt Hettiger is Senior Aquarist at the Shedd Aquarium. He 
explains that the water is clear thanks to these two invasive species. 
 
Hettiger:  "They've taken a lot of the plankton out of the water. Plankton 
isn't just animals, there's also phytoplankton, which could be like 
microscopic algaes. And that all used to give the water a muddier look or a 
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little greener look to it." 
 
NARRATOR:  The ecosystem of Lake Michigan evolved over 10,000 years, 
but has changed drastically over the last couple centuries. The opening of 
the St. Lawrence Seaway allowed fish from the Atlantic to enter, and since 
then species from all over the world have arrived with the ship traffic. The 
lake is now so dominated by invasive species that, as Kurt Hettiger says... 
 
Hettiger:  "Not a lot is natural out there anymore as far as native fish 
populations." 
 
NARRATOR:   One thing that hasn’t changed is one of the most remarkable 
characteristics of the lake - its incredible size, stretching as far as the eye 
can see. The lake appears enormous, and in fact, Lake Michigan is one of 
the largest sources of fresh water in the world. For the 12 million people 
who live along its shores, the lake offers a cool breeze in the summer, a 
vast horizon, and a respite from the urban environment. The lake is one of 
our most precious commodities, and it’s a major part of our regional 
identity. 
 
Unfortunately, the vast size of the lake has also made it vulnerable to 
abuse. For over a century, the Great Lakes were used as a dumping ground 
for industrial waste.  
 
Bryson:  “The common perception was, ‘the solution to pollution is 
dilution.’" 
 
NARRATOR:  Dale Bryson worked for the EPA for 34 years, where he was 
Senior Water Pollution Control and Safe Drinking Water Expert for the 
Chicago region. He says that for decades the prevailing belief was that the 
lakes were so large they could absorb anything. 
 
Bryson:  "Because there's so much water out there, it will dilute the 
problem. So that was the view in the 30s, 40s, and 50s. But in the 60s we 
started to see some real tough problems." 
 
NARRATOR:  Huge algae blooms blanketed the lakes, forcing beach 
closures all around Lake Michigan. Lake Erie was declared dead. The 
Cuyahoga River caught fire. These catastrophes got the public's attention 
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and resulted in the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency 
and in 1972 the Clean Water Act. 
 
Bryson:  "A fundamental premise of the Clean Water Act says that all 
waters of the United States should be fishable and swimmable." 
 
NARRATOR:  The fact that this very basic standard was made into federal 
law was a huge step forward in protecting the nation’s lakes, rivers and 
streams. But it's up to each state to enforce the Clean Water Act. Bryson 
says the states surrounding the Great Lakes have done a pretty good job of 
stopping new sources of pollution, but the lakes still face several major 
threats.  
 
Bryson:  "Storm water runoff is a major emerging problem." 
 
NARRATOR:  Older cities such as Chicago have combined sewer systems - 
waste water from industries, rain off the streets, and the sewer from your 
home all end up in the same place. 
 
Bryson:  "When you've got big rainstorms, those sewers get overwhelmed. 
So what happens? The water gets discharged." 
 
NARRATOR:  Storm water runoff is also a concern here at Openlands 
Lakeshore Preserve. Rainwater that falls in the surrounding 
neighborhoods is collected in catch basins and piped in storm sewers to 
the ravines. Bartlett and the other ravines become flooded with this runoff, 
often carrying trash and other pollutants like fertilizer, pesticides, 
automobile oil—whatever is in its path—into the lake. 
 
Bryson:  "If you've got a body of water like Lake Michigan and you want to 
protect it, it's not rocket science, you've got to keep the pollution out. That 
means you've got to control what's going in. That means you've got to 
regulate the municipalities, regulate the industries, regulate the air 
deposition and so on. All that's really easy to say, but it's hard to do, 
because people don't like to be regulated." 
 
NARRATOR:  But there are some simple things people can do to help limit 
storm water runoff, such as the “rain gardens” that Openlands built along 
the top of the bluff. Aimee Collins is the Site Manager for Openlands 
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Lakeshore Preserve. 
 
Collins:  "Rain gardens are engineered depressions in the landscape. They 
are planted with moisture loving native plants. They work by collecting 
storm water from the surrounding areas, and that allows the water 
enough time to percolate slowly into the ground instead of rushing quickly 
overland." 
 
NARRATOR:  This approach can also be duplicated on a smaller scale. 
 
Collins:  "This is the type of project a homeowner could put in the back 
yard to manage water that's coming out of a gutter. So while our rain 
gardens at the preserve are on a larger scale, they're certainly something 
that can be adapted or implemented at the home." 
 
NARRATOR:  Another issue facing Lake Michigan comes from the 
increasing value of fresh water. Looking at Lake Michigan, it might seem as 
if there’s an endless supply. 
 
Bryson:  "Water diversion in the Great Lakes is a major issue, a major bone 
of contention with a lot of people." 
 
NARRATOR:  The Great Lakes hold 20% of the world's surface fresh water, 
and 95% of the U.S. supply. For some, this represents a resource waiting to 
be exploited.  
 
Dennis: “The lake is going to grow in value and become more precious as 
water becomes more precious. There’s no doubt that the world is facing a 
water crisis.” 

NARRATOR:  Jerry Dennis is the author of The Living Great Lakes:  
Searching for the Heart of the Inland Seas.  
 
Dennis: “The Great Lakes are going to be seen as more and more 
important which means we have to work harder to protect them and keep 
them clean.” 
 
NARRATOR:  Historically the water level in Lake Michigan has risen and 
fallen over 20 to 30 year cycles. But recently the trend has been toward 
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lower water levels. As the climate becomes warmer, less water in northern 
Lake Michigan freezes in the winter, which means more water is lost 
through evaporation. And no matter how much water is lost, only about 
2% is replenished each year from rain and snow melt. 
 
The view of Lake Michigan from Lakeshore Preserve is spectacular, yet 
sobering. As we gaze out to the distant horizon we see a vast body of water 
that looks like an ocean, seemingly endless. But just as the colors of the 
lake are constantly in flux, so is the fate of this invaluable resource—a 
resource that feeds both our body and spirit. 
 
Jerry Dennis:  “I think lakes are deeply rooted in our subconscious. Our 
species evolved in a part of Africa where the savannahs and lakes were a 
natural part of the landscape.  There’s something about the openness of 
Lake Michigan that I think is necessary to us. We have to occasionally take 
time to get in an area where we can see a long way, get a bigger picture of 
the world and our place in it. We need to be reminded that we’re kind of 
puny. You need to occasionally walk down to the beach at night and see 
the sky, and see the stars without the dilution of city lights. You’re looking 
out over this huge basin of darkness that’s stars above and being reflected 
on the water below. Kind of puts you in between the two of them and 
centers you a little bit in the cosmos. I think that’s all essential to keeping 
balance in our lives.” 
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