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Lake Erie dumping: Alternative uses sought for dredged material

By James Proffitt, Staff Writer, Port Clinton News Herald

Open lake dumping, the practice which involves disposal of dredged materials by 
dumping them into Lake Erie offshore, has increased in recent years.


And many, including elected officials and wildlife managers, say it's not good for the lake or its wildlife.


"Our position has been that excessive sediment loads that are coming into the lake is a bad thing," said Randy Bournique, chief of the 401/Wetlands Section for the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency's Division of Surface Water. "One of the things we've been trying to promote in working with the ODNR and others is beneficial re-use."


But the amount of material being dredged in the Western Basin of Lake Erie is far more than can currently be used, according to officials.

The largest dredging operation, which the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers uses to keep the Toledo Harbor open to traffic, will pull more than 800,000 cubic yards of dredged sediments from the floor of the Maumee River and Maumee Bay and deposit it in the lake about 11 miles northeast of the mouth of the Maumee River. The port hosts thousands of large commercial ships every year Bournique said open lake dumping is the cheapest solution for the disposal of dredged material, 
though definitely not the best one.

"The disposal site is an established location," Bournique said, "and is fixed for a number of years."

Bournique said the site is set by the Corps and approved by the OEPA.

Ohio Reps. Dennis Murray, D-Sandusky, and Matt Szollosi, D-Oregon, sent a letter to OEPA Director Chris Korleski in March urging the agency to limit the Corps' ability to expand its open lake dumping.

According to Murray and Szollosi, open lake dumping from 1994 through 2002 averaged 190,895 cubic yards. From 2003 through 2009, the average more than doubled to 517,404 cubic yards. And in the most recent year, 2009, more than 
740,000 cubic yards were dumped.

"The algae problem has increased over the same time period, which we believe has either led or contributed to a significant decline in fish population in the Western Basin," the state representatives wrote.

Dina Pierce, an OEPA spokeswoman, said her agency would love to see the practice end.

"We don't like the idea and we've been urging the Corps to find an alternative," Pierce said. "However, it's not illegal, so we can't outright ban it."

Roger Knight, a fisheries biologist and supervisor of the Lake Erie Program at the ODNR's Fish Research Station in Sandusky, said he and others think dredging and open lake dumping can be harmful to fish and other wildlife.

"That's why we have a closed period for dredging and dumping," Knight said, going on to explain that during the spring spawning season, when fish and 
their eggs are vulnerable, the activities are prohibited.

"It does increase turbidity," Knight said, adding that a number of variables, including weather and currents, could determine just how severe the impact is.

Lower lake levels in recent years have made the situation even worse, he said.

Knight said he, too, would like to see a commercial use for the materials to be found.

"The way a lot of us see it," he said, "is that once you've lifted it off the bottom, now you have an opportunity to do something with it."

According to Knight, the drive to find a viable alternative to dumping is on, including using the soil to reclaim wetlands in the area and using it to create an agricultural product.

Pierce admitted open lake dumping isn't going away any time soon.

"They have to do it to keep the port open," she said. "The area would be closed if that port wasn't running."

Bournique said the Toledo-Lucas County Port Authority is looking into using the materials in construction products, like concrete. In addition, they are exploring the possibility of using the materials for strip mine reclamation in eastern Ohio.

Although it's not common, some dredging operations, like the one at Castaway Harbor, bear neither the ecological impact of open lake dumping or the high cost of paying to haul dredged materials to a dump site. That's because the Danbury 
Township campground and marina used just two trucks to dump dredged material directly onto its own property over a six- or seven-day period 
recently.

One of Castaway's operators, Bill Lenner, said the process of getting a permit for the dredging was fairly simple. "It was about six months," he said, admitting it 
might have taken so long because he'd never completed a dredging application. "We sent them pictures of where we were going to dump it."

According to Lenner, the area near the marina's gas docks hadn't been dredged in years.

"People couldn't get into the gas docks," he said. "It had been forever since it was dredged."

The dredged material at Castaway will dry naturally and return as a layer of soil, according to Lenner.

Bournique said Castaway's situation isn't one he sees often, but that he does like it.

"It's not terribly common," he said, "but we certainly encourage it."

At a public forum on the health of the Great Lakes held by Murray in June, open lake dumping was a hot topic.

According to Murray, the OEPA and the ODNR declined an offer from LaFarge to use its now-defunct Kelleys Island quarry as a dump for dredged materials. After studying the proposal they decided it wouldn't work.

"The open lake dumping is a big problem," Murray said. "We have to find a solution."

Knight said the problem isn't a simple one.

"The open lake dumping is the cheapest solution right now," he said, "but it's not the best. I'm supportive of trying to turn this into a win-win thing.”

