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Shallow harbors are sinking Great Lakes tourism

By Peggy Walsh-Sarnecki, Detroit Free Press Staff Writer, freep.com 

A $200-million backlog in unfunded Great Lakes dredging and maintenance projects has left many Great Lakes harbors so shallow, they create safety hazards and hurt Michigan's tourism industry.

Lack of regular maintenance could leave recreational boaters in search of a safe harbor or unable to get boats across a sand-filled harbor entrance.

Even if boaters aren't in peril, they tend to avoid shallow harbors where the depth is uncertain, causing serious financial losses to local businesses and the state's tourism industry in general, tourism officials say.

Last summer, the cruise ship Columbus left the Great Lakes because the water tables were too low, said Dave Lorenz, manager of public and industry relations for the Pure Michigan campaign.

One place the Columbus was unable get into was Mackinac Island. Passengers were transported to the island using a smaller boat, said Mary McGuire, executive director of the Mackinac Island Tourism Bureau.

"It's a beautiful way to see the Great Lakes and second, it brings business to each of these small towns," McGuire said of the cruise industry. "But we need to have the support of the government."

The federal government collects money to maintain these harbors yearly when it collects the Harbor Maintenance Tax from shippers. That money goes into the Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund, which is intended to maintain all federal harbors and channels, including 69 in Michigan. On paper, the fund has built up a balance of about $6 billion that's theoretically available to fix the harbors.

But for the last few years, Congress, via the federal budget, has not allocated all of the money collected by the harbor tax to harbor maintenance.

U.S. Sen. Carl Levin, a Michigan Democrat, introduced legislation in 2010 and again this year that would ensure that all the money deposited in the trust fund was spent maintaining harbors -- which would mean enough money would be available for the recreational harbors in Michigan that currently are ignored.

"It makes no sense that harbors in Michigan and around the country are in need of basic maintenance while more than $6 billion sits in the Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund," Levin said. "Maintaining these harbors is vital to the communities they serve and to the entire Great Lakes economy, and we have the resources to maintain them."

It's up to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to decide which harbors get the limited money available. The Corps currently is funding projects only in commercial shipping harbors.

"The commercial navigation in the Great Lakes is very important because of the manufacturing base," said Marie Strum, assistant chief of engineering and technical services for the Corps' Detroit District. "There are many other harbors on the Great Lakes that need to be dredged every year to keep them open and passable and safe for navigation."

The Corps has identified 15 harbors, six of them in Michigan, that are down to 4 feet of depth or less. That's only enough water for small boats. Another year without dredging could add about 30 more harbors to that list, Strum said.

Sailboats, with their deep keels, are the first to suffer, but power boats are feeling the effects too.

"I guarantee you there are harbors in this state that this summer power boats won't be getting in and out of," said Chuck May, chairman of the Great Lakes Small Harbors Coalition.

The cost of maintaining the smaller Great Lakes harbors would be only a small portion of the $1.4 to $1.5 billion collected each year from the Harbor Maintenance Tax, May said.

"We could keep all of the shallow draft harbors in the Great Lakes dredged for approximately $10 million a year," May said. "We could do the commercial harbors that are less than 1 million tons for another $10 million a year. That's $20 million to keep the Great Lakes dredged."

Water depth is having a direct effect on Michigan's ability to lure cruise ships to the state's ports. Cruise lines primarily bring international travelers, opening up a new source of tourism for the state, said Lorenz.

Michigan has the highest number of registered boats in the country, Lorenz said. "Anything that negatively affects the boating industry is certainly a concern to us."

Waterfront communities, already suffering from lower tax revenues in the recession, are feeling an additional pinch when the lack of dredging affects their tourism business.

"We are extremely concerned about the situation," said Rob Straebel, Charlevoix city manager. "These boaters frequent our downtown restaurants, our businesses, buy gasoline. There are certainly a lot of benefits to having boaters come into our community and spend their money locally."

New Buffalo's 1,100 boat slips are crucial to the community of 2,200 year-round residents. So crucial, the city dug deep into its own pockets for the last few years to pay for the dredging.

"We spent $124,000 last year that we could have spent elsewhere," said City Manager Michael Mitchell. "For our community, tourism is our industry. There's a lot of people who earn their living through boat hauling, boat storage and taking care of the needs of boaters. In our community it's as important as someone having an automobile plant or a tool-and-die facility."

The shallow harbors also are a safety hazard, said Al Declercq of Grosse Pointe Park, an avid boater.

"You can't get a deep draft boat into Harbor Beach or Harrisville," Declercq said. "That's a long stretch of open water where, if somebody's got a problem and they get in distress, there's nowhere to go."

Even before the harbor itself fills in, its entrance may be filling in, a process called shoaling that creates dangerous, often uncharted sand bars across harbor entrances.

When wind and weather kick up high waves on the lakes, those waves are even higher over shallow shoals at harbor entrances. High waves can pound boats trying to get into a harbor up and down on a shoal, or cause them to lose their steering ability if their rudders come out of the water -- or even prevent them from getting into a safe harbor altogether.

Many boaters now cruise the Canadian shore instead of the U.S. shore because the harbors there are more likely to be dredged, Declercq said.

"That's money that's going to Canada instead of staying here in this country," Declercq said.
More on this subject can be found at: http://www.saugatuck.com/Harborsite/harbors/index.html 
