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Porous rock adds $10 million to project ordered by EPA

By Tom Henry, Blade Staff Writer, toledoblade.com 

Later this year, Fremont leaders hope to finish construction on a man-made lake they believe will be an instant hit with fishermen.

Locals should embrace it as a pond calmer and safer than Lake Erie for launching small boats.

Joggers, hikers, and walkers who enjoy scenic views likely will enjoy stretching their legs by its perimeter.

None of those, though, is a reason why Fremont is building the $28 million structure — an upland reservoir with a price tag that has risen more than $10 million since last fall’s discovery of some Swiss cheeselike bedrock known as karst geology.

The city’s main objective all along has been providing its residents a backup source of raw drinking water when Sandusky River nitrate levels are too high.

Fremont gets its water from that river, one of western Lake Erie’s biggest tributaries. But nitrates — a common ingredient in farm fertilizers — are one of the few pollutants the city’s water treatment plant can’t remove. At high levels, nitrates pose many health threats to infants and other developing children, as well as women who are pregnant, nursing, or trying to become pregnant.

The city lies in a watershed that’s 90 percent agricultural. It has struggled with nitrates for decades, usually during heavy spring rains. 

Joseph M. Flahiff, Fremont’s water treatment plant superintendent, said the nitrate numbers have been out of whack as early as December.

As far back as 1999, consultants recommended an upland reservoir.

After years of negotiations, the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency ordered the city in 2008 to commit to a long-term solution.

The city went with a reservoir.

Now — even with $10 million of federal stimulus money, $5 million from the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, low-interest Ohio EPA loans, and a controversial plan to raise water and sewer rates in place — the city finds itself stretched thin, hoping the contingency plan it built into the project’s financing package will be enough to shoulder the cost.

All because of a bunch of rocks nobody hoped were at the site.

“I didn’t even know what the word ‘karst’ meant a year ago,” Fremont Mayor Terry Overmyer lamented.

He’s learned the hard way.

Though only a small portion of the 146-acre site has karst bedrock, the presence of any is enough to drain Fremont’s future lake in a heartbeat. Karst is extremely porous rock. Some of it seen on a tour of the site last week had holes large enough to slide basketballs into them.

The discovery was made in September, long after excavation began. Dozens of soil borings failed to find karst on the site, Jerry O’Kenka, Fremont’s project manager, said.

Michael Angle, a supervisor for the Ohio Department of Natural Resources geological survey, said it’s plausible officials did their best to screen the site but were unlucky.

“The karst features near Bellevue are quite visible at the surface,” Mr. Angle said. “When you get over to the Fremont area, the karst features are much more subtle.”

Extension sought

The setback is the latest of several for a project Mayor Overmyer has hailed in recent State of the City addresses as the biggest project in Fremont’s history. Although the project was supposed to be wrapped up by this spring, Fremont has asked for an extension until May, 2012. 

Mr. Overmyer said several additional months were requested just in case the current contractor, H.M. Miller Construction Co. of Mogadore, Ohio, can’t finish by the end of 2011. The Ohio EPA likely will grant extensions as long as it continues to see a good-faith effort in completing the project, Dina Pierce, state EPA spokesman, said.

Adding to Fremont’s woes is a $5.2 million lawsuit filed against it Aug. 11 by Trucco Construction Co. Inc. of Delaware, Ohio, the original contractor. Trucco contends it is owed that money on top of $3 million the city has already paid it.

It claims the city breached its contract when councilmen voted to part ways. The city’s engineering firm, Arcadis U.S. Inc., had called some of Trucco’s charges “unreasonable” and “unjustified.”

Trucco had to charge more for altering the scope and timetable of its work after the city redesigned the project three times within a matter of months, according to Trucco’s attorney, Peter D. Welin, of Thompson Hine LLP in Columbus.

He said the company’s position is the soil is not conducive for a reservoir. City officials disagreed, saying they killed the contract after growing weary of Trucco’s inexperience with such projects. Although Mr. Welin conceded in an interview Friday that Trucco never had built a reservoir, he said it had developed many similar projects. 

“You’re basically talking about a hole in the ground, about moving around dirt,” Mr. Welin said.

The karst issue was not a factor while Trucco was in charge.

To compensate for the porous rock, the city is now installing a double liner. The inner liner is to be 60 millimeters thick. Most household plastic garbage bags are 1 millimeter or less. The outer liner is to include a type of clay known as bentonite, which expands and helps seal holes when wet.

The liner system constitutes the majority of the $10 million price increase. The project, as first envisioned, was to cost $18 million.

Mr. Flahiff said the liner system makes the reservoir a “Cadillac”-quality project now.

Next project delayed too

The reservoir has to work for an ancillary project to be completed, the removal of the 100-year-old Ballville Dam. The Ohio Department of Natural Resources wants the dam removed to help restore the Sandusky River’s natural flow, a hydrological improvement that would enhance walleye spawning. 

Buoyed by the success of the annual walleye run in the Maumee River and western Lake Erie’s emergence as a world-class fishery, area officials see recreation as a way to diversify the region’s economy. More fish are caught in Lake Erie than in the other Great Lakes combined, with walleye and yellow perch the most popular.

Fremont leveraged $5 million for the reservoir from the state natural resources department by agreeing to remove the dam. But the dam can’t be removed until Fremont officials can prove the reservoir is working, Ms. Pierce said.

Anywhere from 3 million to 30 million gallons of water from the Sandusky River are to be pumped daily into the reservoir, depending on usage, evaporation, and available water in the river.

The largest user is expected to be the $360 million Fremont Energy Center, a natural gas combined cycle power plant that Akron-based FirstEnergy Corp. is building in Fremont. With a peak output of 707 megawatts, it will be capable of producing 78 percent of the electricity generated by FirstEnergy’s 905-megawatt Davis-Besse nuclear facility near Oak Harbor, Ohio.

Once open, the Fremont Energy Center is expected to use 3 million to 4 million gallons of water a day, as much as all other Fremont homes and businesses combined. It is to reduce the reservoir’s potential holding capacity to 100 days.

FirstEnergy bought the uncompleted plant from the former Calpine Corp., which filed for bankruptcy in 2005. Columbus-based American Municipal Power said this spring it has entered into an agreement to purchase the facility from FirstEnergy on or about July 1.

Household bills affected

The reservoir project has become an issue in this year’s mayoral race, with questions being raised about who knew what about the site before work began and what the ultimate cost will be to taxpayers.

Under the existing rate plan, approved two years ago, water rates will be raised 6 percent annually through 2014, with additional surcharges, Mr. Overmyer said.

City officials hope they built enough contingency into the plan to cover the additional $10 million.

“We think we projected those rates conservatively enough that we’re not going to have to raise rates [again],” Mr. Flahiff said.

Sewage rates also will rise 13 percent annually through 2014, Mr. Overmyer said.

The sewage rate increases, though, are in response to state and federal environmental mandates that require fewer spills of untreated sewage into the Sandusky River. 

Those increases are unrelated to the reservoir project, but it’s been hard for much of the general populace to make that distinction, Mr. Overmyer said.

