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An estimated 5 million cubic yards of contaminated sediment sit at the bottom of
the Detroit and Rouge rivers, slowly seeping pollution into the ecosystem and the
fish people snag from the treasured Metro Detroit waterways.

Federal and state environmental agencies, nonprofit groups and local communities

are busy investigating the extent of the contamination and cobbling together
funding to remove it.

But there's a hitch. The landfill designed to hold the dredged sediment — a small
banana-shaped island at the mouth of the Huron River called Pointe Mouillee —
will run out of space in four years.

Without anywhere to put the contaminated sediment, environmental cleanup
projects in the Detroit and Rouge rivers will be put on hold, said Sam Noffke,
aquatic biology specialist for the Michigan Department of Environment, Great
Lakes and Energy.

"I don't think we'd be able to dredge if there wasn't capacity," Noffke said. "That

would definitely delay the timeframe. We can't dredge material if we don't have any

place to put it."
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The landfill that holds Detroit and Rouge river sediment is the Pointe Mouillee
Confined Disposal Facility in Rockwood, one of 45 disposal facilities the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers uses in the Great Lakes to dispose of its dredged material. Like
Pointe Mouillee, many of them are in the water.

The Pointe Mouillee disposal facility, ringed by a man-made rocky shoreline, is
adjacent to the Michigan Department of Natural Resources' Pointe Mouillee State
Game Area. The facility is not accessible to the public.

Contaminated sediment is one of the costs the Detroit area paid to become the
"arsenal of democracy" and put the world on wheels, said Ashley Flintoff, executive
director of Friends of the Rouge, a nonprofit dedicated to restoring and protecting
the Rouge River.

Manufacturers serving the automotive industry and others dumped pollutants into
the region's waterways for decades. Lead, mercury, PCBs and other pollutants
remain in the Detroit and Rouge river sediment, prompting health officials to warn
about the risks of eating certain fish.

That's why the coalition of local, state and federal environmental agencies has spent

decades trying to clean the rivers and restore the natural habitats around them.

They need a place to dispose of the contaminated material in order to pull it off,
Flintoff said.

"We've all been working so hard to try and get funding in place to get the projects
done," she said. "What do we do if there's no place to put the sediment? We can't
just leave it.

"We're not abandoning this. (Pollution) is still going to continue to flow. It's still
going to continue to be a problem."

EGLE and the other cleanup partners are looking for potential partners who could
provide disposal space, Noffke said. He said tipping fees for dumping 5 million
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cubic yards of contaminated sediment would be "almost cost-prohibitive."

That could derail the budgets for sediment removal work, said John O'Meara,
executive director of the Alliance of Rouge Communities.

"The more you have to handle the material and take it farther away, generally the
cost is always more and can be significantly more," O'Meara said.

Dredging takes priority over cleanup

The Pointe Mouillee Confined Disposal Facility was built in 1981. Like all of the

confined disposal facilities owned or operated by the Army Corps, its main purpose

is to hold sediment the Corps dredges from navigational channels.

The Corps dumps its dredge spoils from the Detroit and Rouge rivers into Pointe
Mouillee. It also has allowed the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to use
Pointe Mouillee to dispose of contaminated sediment removed from the channel
around Zug Island and from the Detroit River's Upper Trenton Channel and
Monguagon Creek in Riverview, said Nick Zager, chief of the Army Corps Detroit
District's operations division.

In its current design, Pointe Mouillee has only enough space to last four more
dredge cycles. Since those rivers are dredged annually, that's four more years.

"Those CDFs were constructed specifically for navigational purposes, but they can
hold contaminated material that the EPA wants to remediate," Zager said. "The
problem is, there's not enough room for navigation unless we fix it in the next five
years, especially to add even more material from EPA."

While the Corps is "very vigorous with respect to working with the EPA" and has
accommodated the agency's need for disposal space, disposal for navigational
dredging comes first, Zager said.

"The connecting channels must be dredged," he said. "That is the mission that we
were given by Congress and that always will have to take priority. But we will
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obviously consider opportunities to partner with EPA and other groups for
environmental remediation because we recognize that's important for our state."

EPA spokesman David Shark said the shortage of disposal space will not affect the
"several" cleanup projects scheduled to take place in the Great Lakes over the next
two years.

There are a few options for increasing disposal space at Pointe Mouillee, Zager said.
Raising the berms in three of the facility's five cells by three feet would add enough
space for navigational dredge material for the next 20-40 years, he said.

Building more confined disposal facilities is expensive and requires finding non-
federal partners to chip in for some of the cost, Zager said. It's also difficult to find
communities willing to house those facilities.

The Army Corps and EPA also are studying options for excavating some material
out of the facility and finding uses for it. Only some of the material dumped at
Pointe Mouillee is contaminated, Zager said, but the agencies still have to test the
rest of the material for pollutants before determining whether it could be used for
things like landfill cover, road construction or mine reclamation.

"What we would be trying to do is just buy more time down the road," Zager said.
"The idea might be that if we allow EPA to place material, maybe they've got to
excavate more material out. Say they place 100,000 cubic yards, they have to
remove 200,000 cubic yards. That's one alternative we're trying to work through."

The study is funded by the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative, a federal pot of
money dedicated to paying for Great Lakes restoration and protection work, Shark
said. A draft of the study should be available in early 2027.

"To ensure robust coordination, USACE and EPA formed a project team that also
includes representatives from Michigan EGLE, Michigan DNR, and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service," Shark said in an email. "This group meets monthly to
coordinate on the technical aspects of the study."
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Zager said he also is talking with startup companies in Detroit to find other ways to
reuse the material.

"We'd like to have multiple ways that we would be able to get more capacity other
than just through the EPA," he said.

Space critical for shipping industry

The Pointe Mouillee facility is just one of many in the Great Lakes with limited
capacity.

A 2023 report by the Army Corps Detroit District shows six of the Michigan
channels or harbors the Corps dredges are facing "critical" material management
issues. Those include the Detroit, Rouge and St. Marys rivers, the Keweenaw
Waterway, Grand Haven and the St. Joseph Harbor. Five others are "pressing,"
meaning they have between five and 20 years of capacity, and the rest have at least
20 years of capacity.

The Corps tries to maintain 20 years of disposal capacity for each of its dredging
sites, Zager said.

The Army Corps has been trying to figure out a solution to its disposal problem for
years, Zager said. He said the problem arose as Congress started appropriating
more money for dredging through the federal Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund over
the last decade. That fund pays for dredging Great Lakes navigational channels and
harbors and is funded by taxes paid by the shipping industry.

That allowed the Corps to address a "long, long backlog" of dredging needs but
turned disposal capacity into a "bigger, more urgent issue," Zager said.

Eric Peace, director of operations and communications for the Lake Carriers
Association, said it's up to the state and federal government to keep the waterways
open, which includes finding disposal space.
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The state of Michigan owns Pointe Mouillee and some other confined disposal
facilities. Michigan Department of Natural Resources spokesman Ed Golder said
state agencies, including the DNR, partner with the Army Corps. The Corps
develops, operates and maintains the facilities, EGLE issues their permits and the
DNR maintains "the biological and ecological integrity for the area for fish and
wildlife," Golder said. Pointe Mouillee also is a state game area.

"It is a balance to recognize the social need for dredging for economic and
recreational opportunity while protecting the natural resources of the state," Golder
said in an email.

Peace said all of the parties involved in owning and managing the confined disposal
facilities should recognize how vital they are to the shipping industry and Great
Lakes regional economy.

"I would say it's a complicated process (to find more disposal space)," Peace said.
"It's a very achievable process as long as people are able to understand the
economic impacts. If we cannot move cargo up the Detroit River and into the St.
Clair River, you shut down everything in lakes Huron, Superior and Michigan."
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