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Open-lake disposal proposal should be dumped: editorial
The Plain Dealer Editorial Staff, Cleveland.com 
In its latest affront to environmental stewardship, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers proposes to dump contaminated dredge from the upper Cuyahoga River shipping channel straight into Lake Erie.

It gets worse. One of the two suggested dump sites is just west of the intakes for the municipal drinking water treatment plants that service the Greater Cleveland metropolitan area.

The proposal, developed using suspect methodology without adequate consultation or collaboration with the Cleveland-Cuyahoga County Port Authority or with environmental officials, who appear dumbfounded by the idea, and without regard to more reasonable dredge proposals the port is considering, should be dumped.

Stephen Duirk, an environmental engineer at the University of Akron, reviewed the Corps’ report at the request of the Cleveland port. Among other criticisms, including its methodology (the Corps “does not appear to have sufficient information to determine if the dredge materials are suitable for open lake placement”), Duirk notes that “fine sediment particles” could reach the water intakes “and potentially expose residents to dredge material contaminants.” 

The Cleveland port also asked Duirk's colleague, John Peck, a professor of geosciences, to weigh in. Peck raised a "major concern" with the methodology, stating that the project proposes to dredge sediment in depths of feet, but the sampling was only conducted to a depth of inches. 

The Port Authority isn't alone in raising concerns about the Corps and its open-lake dump -- the first such proposal in more than four decades, according to Mike Settles, spokesman for the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency. 

The state EPA wrote a scathing 35-page critique last October of the Corps' evaluation, describing its methodology as "contrary to the best available science and guidance." The presence of PCBs and other toxins in the dredged muck "pose[s] an unacceptable risk of toxicity to aquatic organisms and to human, wildlife, and avian consumers of fish," the Ohio EPA found.

The Corps maintains that the "dredged material meets Federal contaminant determination guidelines for open-lake placement." 

That might be because, according to critics, the Corps neglected to evaluate Cuyahoga River sediments to the true depth at which they will be dredged.

The Corps also fails to explain adequately its decision to dump right next to Cleveland's drinking-water intake.

Maggie Rodgers, water quality manager for Cleveland, sent the Corps an email on Dec. 20 stating, “(We) are not convinced that there will be little or no impact on our source water quality by open Lake placement of Cuyahoga River dredged materials.” 

That was in response to the Corps issuing a "Public Notice" several weeks earlier on Dec. 2 that it intended to dredge the Cuyahoga River, place the sludge aboard "scows" and tow it out to the designated dump sites. The public comment period ended Jan. 2, covering a holiday period when many people who might have wanted to weigh in weren't necessarily paying attention. Under the Corps' proposal, the dredging operation will begin April 1. 

Yet at the same time, the Port Authority is moving ahead with a plan to increase the capacity at its largest confined disposal facility by Burke Lakefront Airport so it can hold more dredged sediments.

"It will have up to a million cubic yards of capacity," said Will Friedman who helms the port. "There is no emergency here. No reason to rush to open lake disposal."

Money has been budgeted to increase the size of the disposal facility and bids have been received to do the work, according to Friedman. But there is a hold-up. The Corps.

A Corps spokesman said in an email that since the dredged sediment meets federal guidelines for "unconfined open-lake placement it is not prudent use of taxpayer dollars to place the material" in a confined disposal facility.

Fortunately, the Corps doesn't have the last word on this. The U.S. EPA issued a statement on Tuesday that if the Ohio EPA denied certification of the Corps' request, "open lake disposal of the dredged material cannot proceed."

The sooner the state does that, the better.
