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To the judges:

Much attention has been focused on the danger of Asian carp invading the Great Lakes in recent years, due 
mostly to the meticulous reporting and graceful writing of Dan Egan of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.

There’s good reason for this. The two most-feared Asian carp species are like no other invasive creatures  
the continent has seen. They don’t invade an ecosystem, they conquer it. Bighead carp grow to more than  
100 pounds while stripping the food chain of plankton that sustains most native fish species. Silver carp 
rocket out of the water when agitated by boat motors, sending boaters to hospitals with concussions and 
broken noses.

Think of the havoc they would raise if they continue migrating up the Mississippi River system, through 
Chicago’s canals and into the Great Lakes — the world’s largest freshwater system, drinking water source for 
40 million Americans and Canadians, home to a multibillion dollar fishing industry and 4 million recreational 
boats (a third of the U.S. total).

But the threat is bigger than even that.

In 2012, Egan took his environmental reporting to another level with a powerful examination of why a 
seemingly radical solution — reversing the flow of the Chicago River — is necessary to protect not just the 
Great Lakes but virtually all American inland waters.

“Deep Trouble” is much more than a fish story.

It’s about whether we will believe what science tells us about threats to the environment even when the news 
appears grim to established business interests. It’s about whether we can summon the political will to respond 
to that evidence or will choose instead to ignore it and waste millions of taxpayer dollars on ineffective yet 
expedient distractions.

Egan takes readers deep into the biology behind the headlines, lawsuits, studies and countermeasures that 
have roiled the region for the past three years since he broke the news that DNA analysis revealed Asian carp 
had likely breached an experimental electric barrier designed to block them from Lake Michigan.

He explains the history behind the canal Chicago built to reverse the direction of its namesake river away 
from the lake that supplied its drinking water. This allowed Chicago to flush its waste into the Mississippi 
basin and open a barge corridor between the Great Lakes and New Orleans.

When combined with later construction of the St. Lawrence Seaway and navigation locks around Niagara 
Falls, the Chicago canal system also wound up exposing all inland waters connected to the Mississippi 
basin — by stream or visiting boat — to invasive species from around the globe. This has turned a regional 
problem into a national one that is ever growing as biological pollution swims, in both directions, through 
Chicago’s breach of a major continental watershed divide.

For example, pipe-clogging zebra and quagga mussels native to the Caspian Sea region have metastasized out 
of the Great Lakes through Chicago and now threaten billions of dollars of irrigation and power generating 
infrastructure as far away as Nevada and California. If the mussels get into the Northwest’s Columbia River 
hydroelectric dam system they could do more than a quarter billion dollars in damage — each year. Likewise, 
a fish-killing virus now menacing the Great Lakes could do incalculable damage to the South’s aquaculture 
industry if it reaches the Mississippi.

As Egan describes it, the Chicago canal system isn’t so much a waterway as it is an open wound.

We can thank the carp for drawing the public’s attention and cutting-edge scientific environmental analysis to 
the problem. While law enforcement investigators have been using DNA analysis for years to tag criminals,  
it is only beginning to be used in the hunt for invasive species.

Will we believe what it tells us even if we can’t see the invaders with our own eyes?



There is a precedent. When Chicago built its canal and flushed its sewage problems down the Mississippi 
basin, St. Louis sued to protect its river drinking water supply. Microbiology was in its infancy in 1906 and 
Supreme Court justices couldn’t see the typhoid bacillus that St. Louis claimed was there. “There is nothing 
that can be detected by the unassisted senses,” Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote in the court’s majority 
decision against St. Louis. “The plaintiff’s case depends on an inference of the unseen.”

If there’s hope that history won’t repeat, it is because of Egan’s expertise and ability to explain the science 
to the public through compelling writing and motion graphics. 

Egan’s relentless reporting in recent years has prompted the public to demand that their political leaders 
acknowledge the problem.

“Deep Trouble” may force them to actually fix it.

Dan Egan’s work is a shining example of the power of sustained, in-depth, expert explanatory reporting on 
a critical topic.

We are proud to submit it for consideration for a Pulitzer Prize in Explanatory Reporting.

Sincerely,

Martin Kaiser
Editor
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