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Geologists check up on Erie erosion

By Jeffrey L. Frischkorn, News-Herald reporter

Lake Erie continues to chew away at the shoreline, though experts think the rate has declined, including along Lake County.

The erosion recession rate for Lake County from 1877 to 1973 was about 1.7 feet annually.

From 1973 to 1990 it increased to 1.9 feet per year.

"We don't have the latest figures in yet, but I expect them to be a little lower," said D. Mark Jones, geologist with the Ohio Division of Geological Survey. "The reason the erosion rate rose was because of the high lake levels. Since about 1988, these erosion rates have been closer to normal."

Roughly every 10 years the state uses a combination of aerial photographs and personal observations to confirm what's been seen in previous photos.

The last time the state performed an intensive mapping of the shoreline was 1988. A remapping began in 2004 and is about ready to be finished, Jones said.

"We're hoping that we can release the maps this year," he said.

Yet the mapping is expected to show damage to the shoreline off Northeast Ohio.

The area along much of Lake County — as well as that of Ashtabula County — consists of highly erodible soils, being composed almost entirely of glacial till, Jones explained.

Such soils do not lend themselves to natural resistance to wave attack like one might find in Cuyahoga and Lorain counties. There, Lake Erie often strikes against bedrock, he added.

Also missing in Lake County are extensive beaches, with a few exceptions liked Headlands Beach State Park.

And there is a contributing culprit to erosion further to the east, Jones said.

Fairport Harbor and Ashtabula Harbor interrupt the natural flow of sand to make beaches eastward. In essence, sand accumulates on the west side of such structures while sand starvation persists on the east side of these structures, he said.

The Painesville area east of the Grand River is "a textbook example" of how a large-scale structure that sticks out into the lake can disrupt the west-to-east currents that carry sand which replenishes beaches, Jones said. Those structures trap the sand and create a shadow that starves the beaches further east.

"Without the sand to replenish the beaches there's no longer any protection below the bluffs that take the brunt of the wave action," Jones said.

However, the latest round of surveys also are likely to suggest there is a lessening of the area under immediate threat of erosion.

The 1998 mapping showed that about 38 percent of Ohio's Lake Erie shoreline was in a designated coastal erosion area.

That official designation has been reduced to about 11 percent, Jones said.

A coastal erosion designation means the threat of erosion is particularly severe and where the shoreline is likely to be eaten away within the next 30 years,.

"That doesn't mean that other areas aren't vulnerable, however. It's just that their erosion rates are something less than the official designation," Jones said.
