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Point Pelee in peril, study finds

By Gary Rennie, Windsor Star

Man-made harbours and shoreline protection are shrinking Point Pelee National Park's famous tip, but the damage doesn't just stop there.  

Beaches at Point Pelee, the southernmost part of mainland Canada, are also eroding because of the sand-trapping barriers posed by the five harbours west of the park, a study released Monday has found.

Those five harbours from Colchester Village to Point Pelee are trapping so much sand and gravel that as much as 311 acres of beach on the west side of the park could be lost in the next 50 years, according to the final report of the study by W.F. Baird and Associates Coastal Engineers Ltd.

The risk is also greater for more violent storms to destroy the park's Carolinian forest, the study says.

Waterfront property from Colchester Village to Leamington is also at greater risk of erosion as Lake Erie becomes deeper near the shoreline and wave action stronger, the study found.

Similar problems for natural areas and habitat are caused by harbours and shoreline protection throughout the Great Lakes, the study says. 

The Essex Region Conservation Authority (ERCA), which commissioned the $150,000 study, is suggesting a working group of municipalities and senior government ministries be formed to look at possible solutions, which could include dumping of sand at key points along the shoreline.

Reconfiguring the harbours to allow currents to move sand around them may also be a solution, said ERCA's John Henderson.

Henderson updated Essex council on the study and also took part in an open house later Monday at Kingsville's Lakeside Pavilion .

Similar presentations will be held today from 5 to 8 p.m. at Leamington town hall and Wednesday from 5 to 8 p.m. at Harrow Arena.

The study used aerial photos from the 1950s and 1960s to show how the shoreline from Colchester Harbour to Point Pelee has changed over the past half-century.

The biggest impact on Point Pelee's west side is coming from Kingsville and Leamington harbours, but those at Colchester, Cedar Beach and Sturgeon Creek also contribute to the problem, Henderson said.

About 87 per cent of the Lake Erie shoreline in the study area  has some form of protection by steel or stone breakwalls. This shoreline protection  interferes with the cycle of erosion and replenishment of sand on beaches.

In an interview, Henderson said the study didn't deal with what breakwall design would be most effective for both protecting property and allowing sand to be moved along.

Municipal and provincial governments may have to make decisions in future about where development is located along the shoreline and what type of protection is most effective, he said.

Because sand is being trapped on either side of the harbour piers, or dredged out and taken away, Henderson said the study found the lakebed is also deepening near the shoreline.

The deepening of the lake will allow bigger waves to build up and hit the shore with more force, with the potential for damage and undercutting of breakwalls and bluffs, Henderson said. "You get bigger and more violent waves."

The study found Kingsville Harbour has trapped about 1.8 million cubic metres of sand and gravel on its east and west sides. Dredging there also permanently removed there another 580,000 cubic metres of sand.

At Leamington Harbour, about 1.4 million cubic metres of sand has been trapped on the beach on its west side. At Cedar Creek Harbour, 404,000 cubic metres of sand was deposited on its beaches.

Colchester Harbour's main pier contributed to the trapping of 71,000 cubic metres of sand on its west beach. Sturgeon Creek Harbour had the least impact - about 37,000 cubic metres of sand trapped.

Baird and Associates did a previous study which looked at effects of harbours, other shoreline protection and the historic commercial extraction of sand from the lakebed on the east side of Point Pelee.

The reduced movement of sand along the shoreline of both sides of Point Pelee has caused the shrinkage  of its famous tip, the most recent study says.

