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Multi-million-dollar restoration project set for Erie Marsh

By Charles Slat, Monroe News, monroenews.com 

Crews using helicopters and amphibious vehicles will begin spraying an invasive plant with weed-killer this summer as the first stage of a multimillion-dollar restoration project at the Erie Marsh Preserve near the state line.

Efforts to control a common reed known as “phragmites” using herbicides, controlled burns, mowing and flooding will be part of a larger ambitious restoration project planned for a 950-acre area, said Chris May, director of stewardship for The Nature Conservancy.

The nonprofit group has $2.6 million in federal grants to undertake the plan, which includes improving dikes, adding water-control structures, a pumping station, water distribution canal and fish passageways on the property, which the nonprofit conservation organization owns, Mr. May said.

He outlined plans for the work as part of the sixth annual Lake Erie Waterkeeper Conference held Friday at North Cape Yacht Club. The day-long event drew about 50 conservation-minded participants and featured presentations that ranged from the problem of toxic green algae blooms in the lake to invasive species and fish kills caused by power plants.

 “We decided to work in this area just because of the opportunity and conservation need,” Mr. May said. Lake Erie is “one of the most ecologically and biologically diverse lakes among the lakes of the Great Lakes basin.”

The publicly accessible preserve is off the eastern end of Dean Rd. near the Erie State Game Area and Woodtick Peninsula.

The work is needed because there are erosion problems along the dikes, water control structures have deteriorated and are leaking, and a water distribution canal that circulates fresh lake water through the site is clogged with vegetation and invasive species, he said.

 “This area is 950 acres and about a third of that -- 300 acres -- is overrun with phragmites right now,” he said.

Phragmites are 10- to 12-feet tall reedy plants that usually grow densely in wetland areas, choke out other plants and yet have little value for wildlife.

Phragmites control will start this summer, but the initial phase of major restoration work will start late this year or early in 2010 and span six to nine months. It will be preceded by surveys of bird, plant and amphibian populations. “We’ll do that monitoring before we go any restoration,” he told conference attendees.

Mr. May said part of the plan of attack is to use wetland-approved herbicides that break down in a matter of days.

Other work planned will include widening some of the dikes that criss-cross the preserve and installing new water control gates to replace rusted sheet metal or wooden control structures. A pumphouse and 2-mile-long distribution canal that will link all areas of the preserve and allow fish passage from the lake to the marsh will be included. Currently a tractor with a pump attached is used to move water within the dike system.

He said a long-term hope is that the nearby Woodtick Peninsula could be breached or turned into a series of barrier islands rather than a continuous land mass, allowing lake water and fish to reach marsh areas behind the peninsula, improving spawning areas and habitat for fish.

Future plans also include landscape restoration and bottomland restoration in nearby areas of northern Maumee Bay.

Other presenters during the conference discussed fish kills caused by the Bayshore Power Plant at the mouth of the Maumee River, threat of invasive fish species and the problem of toxic green algae blooms caused by fertilizer and phosphorus pollution of the lake.

Sandy Bihn, Lake Erie Waterkeeper, said part of the goal of the conference was to further develop a base of advocates for Lake Erie, “so we don’t have a green lake in the summer or fall or even earlier in the year as has been happening.”

