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Brownstown and Erie Townships are still working despite concerns raised by the Army Corps of Engineers that they be improved, local officials say. Both townships were notified by the corps in late November that its inspectors had found "maintenance deficiencies" in the dikes that included excessive vegetation and tree growth on their slopes. These defects may undermine the dikes and present an "increased risk" to the public if left unattended, the corps said. That means the levees could fail to do their jobs in event of high water from Lake Erie. The levees were part of the corps' Advance Measures Project in the early 1970s to safeguard shoreline communities from the lake. Last August, the corps rated as "fair" two half-mile circular levees that surrounded Labo and Milliman Islands in Brownstown Township. Mark Gahry, director of the department of public works for the township, said he went along with the inspectors. "Their big concern were the trees and brush," Mr. Gahry said Wednesday. "Some of them have been growing for 25 years and the corps said they might blow over and affect the root system and integrity of the dikes." 
There are about 80 homes protected by the dikes on the two islands. Some of the homeowners have installed fences along their properties and added patios or decks into the banks. The township may have to meet with the property owners individually to address safety concerns with the improvements, he said. The fences and decks prevent maintenance access and could lower protection offered by the dikes, said Lynn Duerod, a public affairs officer for the corps' Detroit District. "All of these things create an unstable soil condition and are detrimental to the levee," Miss Duerod said Tuesday. "Although these were intended as temporary measures, they (dikes) still need to be maintained all the time."

In Brownstown's case, the deficiencies also included removing trash and debris from the site. Mr. Gahry said he remembers seeing an old refrigerator and some old auto parts during the inspection. "It was only in a couple of areas," he said. "These dikes are still useful, even though lake levels are their lowest in the last 10 years. From what I saw, their integrity looks good." He said concern about the devastation caused by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 is what prompted the corps' letters. Even if the dikes would break, the danger is nothing like what happened in Louisiana, he said.

Ken Drum, an inspector for the corp in Detroit, confirmed that, saying the corps is working with the Federal Emergency Management Agent (FEMA) to evaluate all flood-plain management areas. FEMA is responsible for administering the national flood insurance program and consequently, draws maps to identify areas at risk of flooding and to determine flood insurance rates. "This isn't Louisiana. We don't get those kinds of floods," Mr. Drum said. "It's more like getting a foot or two of water in your house. It's not like a wall of water would come in and wash the houses away." Michigan has 13 levees, including a dike along the Sebewaing River in the Thumb Region that is three miles long and five feet high.

The list also includes the two dikes in Brownstown and a 1.65-mile-long earthen berm along Grodi Rd. in Erie Township. The Erie levee, inland from the lake, also got a fair rating. In addition to trees, the corp said "many animal burrows" made by muskrats and other rodents were found in the inspection. The top of the berm was lowered at one point by a temporary road crossing. "Due to lack of maintenance, the residents living in the vicinity are not reasonably safe from flood waters inundating the levee resulting in damage to buildings and property," the corps said in its letter. But Supervisor Willima Frey said the corp's concerns already have been taken care of. He said dikes protect about either homes in the area and were originally installed back when he served his first stint as supervisor. Both he and Bill Jacobs, the township's dike coordinator, went along on the inspection held Sept. 28.

A representative from Consumers Energy also was present and had to open a gate to allow the inspectors access to the dikes, Mr. Frey said. Mr. Jacobs cut down the trees and there are still some rodent holes. But the dikes are still functioning, he said.

"They're still useful in that area," he said. The corps also installed temporary dikes along Sterns Rd. near the Marie St. Subdivision and along the Hopper Drain off Suder Ave. But those were not addressed in the corps" letter, he said.

