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Rouge River Advisory Council (RRAC)  
Draft Meeting Summary 

January 20, 2026, at 11:30 a.m. via Teams 
 

 

Others Present: 
Chris O’Meara, ARC 
Noel Mullett, ARC 
Sam Davis, FOTR 
Ashley Allen, HRC 
John Buszkiewicz, MDNR 
Julie Carter, EPA GLNPO 
Amber Falkner, EPA Program Office 
Kevin Kowalk EA 
Jen Tewksbury, EGLE 
Grayson Obey, City of Detroit 
 
 
 
 
 
 

List of Attendees: 
 

Introductions  
Ashley Flintoff called the meeting to order.  Ashley completed roll call by asking attendees to introduce 
themselves with their name, affiliation and whether or not a voting member.  There were 16 voting 
members present. Introductions were completed.  
 
Approval of Meeting Summary 
Ashley Flintoff reviewed the meeting summary from October 21, 2025. The motion to approve the 
meeting summary was made by Bill Craig, Holliday Nature Preserve and seconded by Sue Thompson, 
Wayne County DPS and passed unanimously by voting members.  
 
Old Business 
None at this time. 
 
EGLE Update 
Jen Tewksbury, EGLE, reported that the PAC support grant is now with EGLE’s contracts department and is 
expected to be done this week.  It has passed through finance and will be back-dated to January 1, 2026. 
 
Jen reported that EGLE is down two AOC coordinators so they are working to pick up the workload. Things 
might take a little bit longer until the positions are filled. 
 
EGLE funding good through 2026 and they are starting their new work plan to EPA which funds the PAC 
support grants. Only issue could be with EPA’s budget which funds the bigger projects.  Will see how that 
goes. 
 
EGLE Update 
Amber Falkner, EPA GLNPO, gave a presentation on the Rouge River Area of Concern Sediment Project 
Overview. The presentation included information on the Lower Rouge River Old Channel.  She gave an 
overview, project timeline, shared construction photos and reviewed next steps. The presentation also 
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included information about the sediment project on the Rouge River Mainstem. She reviewed the project 
overview and past investigations.  She reviewed the contaminant levels, supplemental investigations and 
the proposed feasibility study alternatives.  She also informed the group that they are looking for 
additional partners for future cost share.  
 
Ashley Flintoff asked if the recent news that contaminated disposal facilities are getting full is going to 
affect the project at all.  Amber responded that the project was grandfathered in but she did agree that it 
is a big concern for the area.  She shared that there are discussions happening on what to do in the 
future for other projects. 
 
Sally Petrella asked if there were any planned habitat restoration like upland habitat, fish shelves, or 
floating wetlands on the Old Channel project.  Amber responded that habitat components were kind of 
lost because the design was so complicated.  Their focus was mainly the contamination.  They are doing 
restoration but it includes restoring part of a road on Springwells court and repaving part of a parcel that 
is being used as a staging area that has a lot of surface soil contamination.  Amber agreed that it isn’t the 
habitat restoration that you are used to seeing, but she is hopeful that they are going to incorporate more 
items like that focused on habitat in the mainstem sediment project.   
 
Jen Tewksbury added that a lot of the property on the Lower Rouge sediment project is private property 
and that to do any kind of upland habitat or even in water, would require some serious access 
agreements. 
 
John O’Meara added that when you hear the term restoration in these discussions, it doesn’t mean what a 
lot of us are used to because we’ve been focused in this AOC on habitat restoration.  So you just need to 
either ask the question as to what type of restoration, because in a lot of these the restoration is just the 
physical returning of the work  site to what it was before. 
 
Bill Craig asked how the Old Channel will be used after this work is completed. He asked if there are other 
benefits besides stopping the contamination and will there be traffic on it or will there be any restrictions 
to stop future contamination?  Amber said that this project area is primarily industrial and that there is a 
lot of industrial shipping traffic already happening and she doesn’t see that changing.  She stated that the 
main benefit from cleaning up the contamination is to the aquatic benthic organisms in the water that are 
being harmed by this contamination, so cleaning that up will improve their habitat significantly.  There’s 
also a BUI for the AOC that this project will go towards removing once it is cleaned up.  She doesn’t see 
the industrial purpose of the channel changing, but it will definitely be a cleaner channel once the project 
is complete. 
 
Grayson Obey asked if the deck barges and the barge with the moon pools are Army Corps vessels or 
contractors.  Amber said they were contractor vessels and that you may see more of them. 
 
Erma Leaphart asked if we will just see more contamination from the industrial process moving forward 
in the Old Channel.  Amber said that is part of the leadup to construction.  This is similar to the Detroit 
River where it’s legacy contamination.  A lot of this contamination has been there since the 1950s and 60s.  
As part of the feasibility study, we have to do what’s called a source control investigation to make sure 
there aren’t any ongoing sources that will just make it fill back in.  She said that the feasibility study that 
was done confirmed that no, we’re not expecting the same level of that legacy contamination to fill back 
in.  She stressed that it doesn’t mean that other contamination couldn’t be happening in the area due to it 
being a very industrial area, but that we aren’t going to see the significant setting of that legacy amount of 
contamination happening again. 
 
Ashley Allen asked about the dredging and capping alternative on the mainstem, she asked what the 
anticipated lifespan of the capping is and do these caps fail? Amber responded that typically they are 



Draft RRAC Meeting Summary 
1/20/26 

3 

   

 

designed for about 100 years and that there is a long-term monitoring and maintenance component.  She 
did say that the project partners would actually be responsible for doing regular checks on the caps to 
make sure they are still encapsulating that contamination for the foreseeable future.  She said she has 
not seen any damage to a cap and that the biggest risk there is if someone just starts dredging again, 
however that would require a permit and officials know where the caps are so there are a lot of stop gaps 
in place to ensure that it doesn’t happen. 
 
Jen Tewksbury mentioned that getting partnerships together for this project has been a huge task.  EGLE 
and EPA have been reaching out to landowners with some good feedback and some not so good.  They 
may look to RRAC and possibly FOTR for some assistance and possible working relationships with some 
of the entities along the river.  Ashley Flintoff asked if there was a list of who EGLE/EPA is in contact with 
or hoping to contact so FOTR or RRAC could review to see if there is any connection they may have that 
could assist.  Amber Falkner answered that yes there is a list and that they are focusing on the industry 
partners but anyone could be a partner such as nonprofits or the city.  She will get the list of who received 
letters to Chris for distribution.  Jen said that Ford, DTE, and Marathon are the current working group and 
that any other match needs to be non-federal funds. Erma Leaphart talked about the City of Detroit’s 
community benefits ordinance being a way to protect the project in the future.  She was wondering how 
involved the City of Detroit is.  Amber Falkner said that they are in touch with the City of Detroit for the 
Detroit AOC, but it has been difficult to connect with the right person in regard to the Rouge River.  Jen 
mentioned that the City of Dearborn has been participating as a limited partner and that the Fordson 
Island project that they have been talking about may be a possible match candidate.  Erma Leaphart said 
she will see what she can do on the Detroit side. Ashley Flintoff mentioned that maybe the new City of 
Detroit administration might help. 
 
Rouge AOC Grants Update  
Status of Projects 
John O’Meara reviewed the grant status information that was included in the packet.  He reported that 
the LTU project was completed in December 2025. Because we are in the middle of winter construction 
on other projects is paused until weather permits.  The Merriman and Inkster projects are out for bid and 
construction will start in 2026.  Design projects for Perrin and Patton Park are moving forward.   
 
PAC Business 
New PAC Support Grant 
John O’Meara reported that as Jen Tewksbury said we are waiting for the final award of the PAC support 
grant which is moving through EGLE.  As a reminder the grant includes monitoring, logistics of running 
the RRAC and website support.  It also includes three community meetings in the watershed to educate 
and involve the public on RRAC activities and seek thoughts on future activites/projects. 
 
Update on Outreach Habitat Tours Subcommittee 
Noel Mullett reported some highlights from the subcommittee meeting held on December 16, 2025: 

• Discussion continued on working with Wayne County Parks to integrate RRAC messaging at the 
habitat projects through signage or with Wayne County Naturalists. 

• Coordinating in 2026 with ARC and FOTR on how the committee can support the engagement 
meetings. 

 
Conflict of Interest Statement 
RRAC voting members were reminded to complete the Conflict of Interest Policy and return the signed 
statement to Tennille Newsome or Chris O’Meara. 
 
New Voting Members 
Ashley Flintoff informed the group that John O’Meara is resigning as a voting member effective after this 
meeting.  Noel Mullett has requested to replace John as a business voting member representing ECT and 
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his bio was included in the handouts.  The motion to approve Noel as a voting member was made by Sue 
Thompson, Wayne County and seconded by Bill Craig, Holliday Nature Preserve Association and passed 
unanimously by voting members. 

SPAC Report 
SPAC Meeting  
Lauren reported the following highlights from the SPAC meeting held in October in Muskegon. 

- PAC report outs
- Muskegon delisting celebration in the spring
- Detroit community forums planned for 2026
- Saginaw PAC revised

SPAC Habitat Subcommittee 
John O’Meara reported the next meeting is scheduled for February 19, 2026.  He encouraged others to 
attend if they are interested. 

SPAC Organizational Subcommittee 
Erma Leaphart reported they met a few weeks ago and they had 6 PACs represented. They continued 
discussions about outreach and education. River Raisin recommended that we go to a Michigan Municipal 
League meeting for additional engagement of elected officials. The Friends of the Detroit River 
community forums were very successful. The next meeting is March 9, 2026, and will reflect on the past 
year and look at goals for 2026. 

Other Related Watershed Projects 
Other Related Projects 
Ashley Flintoff asked if there were any other related projects.  Bill Craig shared that grant work has 
started in the Holliday Nature Preserve with several acres of invasive plant management. 

New Business  
Future Meetings 
Ashley Flintoff reviewed the upcoming 2026 meetings: 4/21/26 (hybrid), 7/21/26 (virtual), 10/20/26 (hybrid). 
There was a discussion about having more in-person meetings that could be at project sites to see up close.  Bill 
Craig said he was all for face-to-face meetings and site visits.  Ashley said we will coordinate with the ARC staff 
on maybe having one of the meetings in-person.  

Comments  
There were no member or general public comments. 

Review of Action Items 
• Approved October 21, 2025, meeting summary
• Amber Falkner to send Chris O’Meara list of partners for sediment project
• Approved Noel Mullett as voting member

The motion to adjourn the meeting was made by Sally Petrella, Friends of Rouge Park , and seconded by 
Bill Craig, Holliday Nature Preserve Association and passed unanimously by voting members. 


