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1.0  INTRODUCTION 
 
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), Detroit District is planning maintenance 
dredging of the federally authorized navigation channel in the St. Clair River, Michigan.  The 
St. Clair River is located in eastern Michigan, connecting Lake Huron to Lake St. Clair over a 
distance of about 39 river miles. The river forms part of the international border between the 
United States and Canada.  Maintenance dredging of the St. Clair River is vital to ensuring that 
approximately 57 million tons of commerce (average from 2008-2012) can pass through the 
channel each year.   
 
Currently, dredged material from the Upper St. Clair River is placed in the open water of Lake 
Huron approximately 5 miles from the river entrance (Figure 1).  Because of the sandy nature 
of the dredged material and concerns of ongoing beach erosion, USACE is proposing that a 
beneficial re-use be made of the dredged material.   
 
The USACE is proposing that the dredged sediment be placed in the shoreline nourishment 
zone of up to four of the state-designated high risk erosion areas (HREAs) located in Lake 
Huron; just offshore of the City of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot Township (Figure 1).  Up to 
50,000 cubic yards (CYD) of shoal material would be removed from the channel by mechanical 
dredge during the next planned dredging event.  The dredged material consists of unpolluted 
sediment (93% sand) and would either be mechanically or hydraulically placed within the 
HREAs between the six and a half (6.5) and the twelve (12) foot underwater depth contour 
(Figure 2).  Water depth immediately after placement would be a minimum of four feet.  
Placement within the HREAs would be expected to occur again during future dredging events.   
 
1.1 Project Authority 
The St. Clair River Federal Navigation project was authorized by the River & Harbor Acts of 
July 13, 1892; July 3, 1930; March 2, 1945; July 24, 1946; and March 21, 1956.  These acts 
provide for the dredging of the approaches and channels within the authorized navigation area. 
 
This Environmental Assessment (EA) is prepared to comply with the National Environmental 
Policy Act of 1969 and includes a 404(b)(1) Evaluation pursuant to Section 404 of the Clean 
Water Act.  This EA addresses only the subject Federal action (placement of dredged material 
in HREAs).  A Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) in 1976 and an EA in 1982 
address the planned dredging of the St. Clair River and current dredged material placement 
locations.   
 
1.2 Project Vicinity 
The planned dredging would take place in the Upper St. Clair River near the Blue Water Bridge 
and the proposed dredged material placement would occur in the southern portion of Lake 
Huron, just offshore of the City of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot Township.  The legal location 
for dredging is T06N, R17E, Sections 11 and 14.  The legal location for dredged material 
placement is T07N, R17E, Sections 10, 15, 22 and 26. 
 
1.3 Project Purpose and Need 
The purpose of the proposed dredged material placement is to provide for operation and 
maintenance of the St. Clair River Federal Navigation project and to help mitigate ongoing 
erosion in state-designated high risk erosion areas (HREAs) in Lake Huron just offshore of the 
City of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot Township.  The HREAs are approximately 4 - 8 miles from 
the Blue Water Bridge on the St. Clair River, making transport cost comparable to placement at 
the open water site.  Placing material for shoreline nourishment in HREAs instead of in the 
open water site would help temporarily mitigate the erosion occurring in these coastal areas.  
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Figure 1. Map of project area showing planned dredging and current and proposed dredged material placement sites. 
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Figure 2. Map of high risk erosion areas (HREAs) showing the approximate location of the six and a half (6.5) and twelve (12) foot 
underwater depth contour.  The figures referred to on the map correspond with Figures 3-6 in this document.
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2.0  ALTERNATIVES  
 
Alternatives considered include: 1) Placement of dredged material in the HREAs for shoreline 
nourishment, 2) Open Water Placement, 3) Placement within the Dickinson Island confined 
disposal facility, and 4) No action. 
 
2.1 Alternative 1 – Placement of Dredged Material in up to four HREAs for Shoreline 

Nourishment 
The placement of dredged material in four of the HREAs provides a benefit to a large area of 
coastline.  The total area of HREAs is 357 acres.  Placement of up to 50,000 CYD of shoal 
material at two (2) feet deep would total approximately 15 acres.  Placing the dredged material 
in the areas of shoreline with the highest erosion rates would help to temporarily mitigate 
erosion along the coastline of the local communities.  Distribution of material among the four 
HREAs would be dependent on transport cost and the need for material.  Having the ability to 
place material in any or all of the four HREAs would provide more flexibility to place material 
where it is most needed.   
 
2.2 Alternative 2 – Open Water Placement 
Dredged material would be placed at the open water site about 5 miles north of the Blue Water 
Bridge, which is currently the site used for placement. 1  Under this alternative the benefits of 
shoreline nourishment would not occur.   
 
2.3 Alternative 3 – Dickinson Island Confined Site Placement 
Transporting and placing dredged material in the Dickinson Island confined disposal facility 
site about 39 miles downstream from the Blue Water Bridge is not feasible because of the high 
costs associated with transport. 1  It would not be efficient or effective to use the Dickinson 
Island site for the placement of clean dredged sediment when there are beneficial re-use options 
available much closer to the dredging location, and it does not provide the benefits of shoreline 
nourishment.  
 
2.4 Alternative 4 – No action 
A viable navigation channel is vital to the area economy.  Leaving the sediments in the river 
would affect the navigability of the channel, limiting vessels’ ability to safely pass through the 
St. Clair River.  Maintenance dredging would be postponed under the no action alternative, 
which would result in shoal build-up and potentially an eventual blockage of the channel.  
Maintenance dredging is vital to the commercial vessels transporting goods and products to 
local communities.  Thus, no action was not selected.   
 
3.0 DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED ACTION 
 
The proposed nourishment area is located along the shoreline of southern Lake Huron, just 
offshore of the City of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot Township in four state-designated HREAs 
(Figure 1).  These areas are experiencing erosion at higher rates than surrounding shorelines.  
The northern Fort Gratiot HREA runs along approximately 2,200 feet of coastline (Figure 3), 
the southern Fort Gratiot HREA covers approximately 1,000 feet of coastline (Figure 4), the 

                     
1 Dredging activities and these placement alternatives are covered in past NEPA documents (FEIS in 1976 and 
EA in 1982) and therefore will not be discussed further in this document. 
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northern Port Huron HREA runs along approximately 3,000 feet of coastline (Figure 5), and the 
southern Port Huron HREA progresses along approximately 7,000 feet of coastline (Figure 6).  
Placing dredged material in these areas would help temporarily mitigate the effects of shoreline 
erosion. 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Overhead view of the northern Fort Gratiot proposed HREA located off the coast of 
Fort Gratiot Township. 
 

 
 
Figure 4. Overhead view of the southern Fort Gratiot proposed HREA located off the coast of 
Fort Gratiot Township. 
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Figure 5. Overhead view of the northern Port Huron proposed HREA located off the coast of 
Port Huron. 
 

 
 
Figure 6. Overhead view of the southern Port Huron proposed HREA located off the coast of 
Port Huron. 
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The proposed action would involve the initial placement of approximately 50,000 CYD of 
shoal material into the HREAs in Lake Huron.  The USACE has determined that the dredged 
material is suitable for placement as shoreline nourishment (see Section 4.1, Sediment Quality).  
The dredging contractor would place material within the HREAs between the six and a half 
(6.5) and the twelve (12) foot underwater depth contour.  The distribution of material between 
the four HREAs would be dependent on priority areas for material and cost of transport, with 
the HREAs closest to the St. Clair River likely being preferred over those at further distances.  
During dredge material placement activities, measures would be taken to prevent erosion and 
disturbance of existing shoreline sediments and to avoid placement of material on vegetation or 
rocky areas.  Water depth immediately after placement would be a minimum of four feet. 
 
Mechanical dredging methods would be used for the removal and transport and either 
mechanical or hydraulic methods would be used for placement of the shoal material.  It is 
anticipated the dredging and placement would occur after Labor Day 2015.  Completion of the 
dredging project may not occur until spring or early summer in 2016 depending on weather 
conditions in the fall of 2015.  Future dredge material placement at the proposed HREA sites 
would be expected depending upon the rate of erosion and dredged material availability.  The 
proposed placement activities have been coordinated with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(USFWS), U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the State of Michigan, the City of 
Port Huron, and Fort Gratiot Township.  Any changes in the proposed work period would be 
coordinated with these agencies. 
 
4.0  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 
 
Review of the proposed dredged material placement indicates it would not directly result in 
significant adverse environmental effects, nor would it be expected to result in any significant 
cumulative or long-term adverse environmental effects.  Adverse effects would be minor, 
including short-term noise and air emissions from equipment operation; temporary turbidity 
from operations; temporary displacement of fish; and destruction of bottom-dwelling organisms 
in the immediate work area.  Fish would return upon completion of placement and the area 
would eventually be re-colonized by bottom-dwelling organisms.  The placement of material 
for shoreline nourishment would help temporarily alleviate some erosion along the shoreline. 
 
4.1 Sediment Quality 
Sediments in the St. Clair River were sampled and analyzed in 2014 by USACE.  The material 
was tested for metals and organic compounds (poly-chlorinated byphenyls, pesticides, poly-
chlorinated aromatic hydrocarbon compounds).  The levels of metals in the material were 
within background levels.   The organic compounds were all non-detectable.  Analytical data 
indicate that the sediment primarily consists of sand (93%) and is at acceptable levels to be 
considered clean and suitable for unconfined placement in the shoreline nourishment areas.  
The dredging area is sampled approximately every five years and only suitable material would 
be used for placement in HREAs. 
 
The St. Clair River has been identified as an Area of Concern with six remaining beneficial use 
impairments (BUIs).  One of the remaining BUIs is Degradation of Benthos.  Sampling of 
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benthic communities over approximately the last 45 years has shown that the severely degraded 
benthic communities are located on the Canadian side of the river near Sarnia.  However, the 
Michigan side of the river has no known contaminated sites with degraded benthos and various 
studies have shown that the Michigan portion of the St. Clair River has a healthy benthic 
macroinvertebrate community.  Based on this data as well as other sediment data, the Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality is currently recommending that the Degradation of 
Benthos BUI be removed for the St. Clair River.  Lake Huron, where the shoreline nourishment 
sites are located, is not included in the St. Clair River Area of Concern. 
 
Based on a review of current and historical aerial photography, bathymetry, geomorphic 
features, and the presence of downdrift groin fields, the USACE has determined that material 
dredged from the St. Clair River and then placed landward of the most landward 12 ft depth 
contour as related to Low Water Datum (577.5 Ft International Great Lakes Datum 1985 
(IGLD-1985)) would remain in the littoral zone (i.e. would be stored in offshore bars or 
dispersed on the beaches) for a significant period of time.  A review by USACE of bathymetric 
data suggests the presence of sandbar structures at the 2 ft depth contour, 6.5 ft depth contour, 
and 12 ft depth contour.  Therefore placement of dredged material landward of the most 
landward 12 ft depth contour would keep this material within the littoral zone.  Optimally, 
placement of dredged material as close to the 6.5 ft depth contour and working lakeward to the 
12 ft depth contour would be ideal to maximize the length of time material remains in the 
littoral zone.  It would likely be an order of years before the material is transported by 
longshore currents to the head of the St. Clair River.  There are numerous groin fields to the 
south that will help hold the placed dredged material.  Meanwhile, the placed material would 
afford a limited degree of shore protection in the HREAs. 
 
During placement activities, sediment would be deposited on top of existing sediment and 
benthic communities, which is likely to have a negative impact.  Phytoplankton and 
zooplankton populations would be temporarily displaced or destroyed as a result of turbidity 
plumes caused by the placement activities.  However, given the short term nature of the project 
activities and the expectation that benthic communities would be able to recolonize the area 
shortly after implementation, measurable negative impacts to the benthos are not expected.  
 
4.2 Water Quality 
During the project operation, minor short-term changes in water clarity, dissolved gases, and 
nutrient levels may occur as a result of disturbance to the bottom sediments.   Dredging 
equipment may introduce petrochemical products into the water in localized areas, but the 
amount would be minimal and the effect on the water quality immeasurable.  No eutrophication 
of the waters at the project site would be expected.  No significant changes in salinity, water 
chemistry, color, odor, or taste would be expected to occur.  No measurable changes in current 
patterns, flow, water velocities, stratification, or hydrologic regime would be expected.  No 
specific actions would be required to minimize impacts. 
 
Adverse impacts associated with dredged material placement activities would include an 
increase in turbidity in the nearshore area as fine sediments suspended in the water column are 
carried from the site into deeper water.  The Lake Huron shoreline is subjected to dramatic 
changes in turbidity, suspended solids, color, and Secchi disk readings during weather changes.  



 

 

 
 - 9 -  

  

Placement-induced turbidity is expected to be less than those seen during storm events near the 
proposed placement areas.  Overall, turbidity impacts would be expected to be short-term and 
not significant to water quality.   
 
Water quality certification under Section 401 of the Clean Water Act has been requested from 
the State of Michigan.  State certification or a waiver thereof would be obtained prior to project 
implementation. 
 
4.3 Vegetation and Wetlands 
The shoreline is primarily sand with some scattered trees and shrubs throughout.  Inland of the 
shoreline is fairly developed with houses, roads, and boat ramps.  The immediate project area is 
relatively open and affords little food and cover for wildlife.   
 
Many inland wetlands are found throughout Port Huron and Fort Gratiot and there is one 
coastal wetland located landward of the northern Port Huron HREA (Figure 7).  Material will 
be placed between the six and a half (6.5) and twelve (12) foot underwater depths contours 
which is offshore from where the wetlands are located.  The operator will ensure that wetlands 
are not disturbed in any way while releasing dredged material for shoreline nourishment. 
 
No adverse impacts to existing vegetation or wetlands is anticipated from implementing the 
proposed project since dredged material placement would occur offshore away from the 
wetlands onshore.  The sandy shoal material would be placed no closer than the 6.5 foot 
underwater depth contour, away from the wetlands on the shoreline. 
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Figure 7. Map showing Wetlands Inventory in relation to proposed dredged material placement areas. 
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4.4 Fish and Wildlife 
The aquatic environment of Lake Huron and the St. Clair River provides habitat for a variety of 
fish species.  Michigan is a spring and fall waterfowl migration route.  Ducks, geese, and other 
waterfowl use the aquatic areas in and adjacent to the lake and river for feeding and resting.  
Based on an USACE review of the USFWS Atlas of the Spawning and Nursery Areas of Great 
Lakes Fishes (1982), a number of fish species spawn or have historically spawned in southern 
Lake Huron, including rainbow smelt, walleye, northern pike, yellow perch and lake herring.  
Of these, only rainbow smelt, lake herring, and walleye have spawning grounds overlapping 
one or more of the high risk erosion areas being proposed for dredged material placement 
(Figure 8).  Walleye spawn in Lake Huron north of Burtchville Park.  South of the park they 
tend to spawn only in tributaries and therefore would not be affected by dredged material 
placement activities.  Lake herring spawn from late November to early December, which is 
outside of the window for dredged material placement.  Rainbow smelt are an invasive species 
to the Great Lakes and spawn in the spring shortly after ice-out.  It is possible that age-0 lake 
sturgeon could be present in the HREAs at the time of placement activities, but no data have 
documented such presence at this time (based on USFWS email from 22 May 2015).   
 

 
 
Figure 8.  Location of fish spawning areas in southern Lake Huron in relation to the project 
area based on an USACE review of the USFWS Atlas of the Spawning and Nursery Areas of 
Great Lakes Fishes (1982). 
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The proposed placement sites would be located within the littoral zone of Lake Huron.  The 
benthic substrate is primarily sand with some stones/rocks and little or no vegetation.  The 
sandy substrate and lack of vegetation do not supply adequate cover for fish or benthic 
invertebrate species.  In addition, continually moving sand is a poor substrate for aquatic plants.  
Given that the proposed dredged material placement areas do not appear to be nursery areas 
and that the size of the placement areas are very small relative to the spawning areas identified 
in the atlas, it is expected that impacts to fish would be minimal. 
 
Fish and wildlife, including waterfowl, songbirds, and shorebirds, would temporarily avoid the 
immediate sites because of the noise and activity, but would be expected to return shortly 
following operations.  Due to the timing of dredged material placement, it is not anticipated 
that spawning would be affected for any fish species that use the area, except potentially 
rainbow smelt, which is an invasive species.  Any effects to individuals would be minor given 
the small spatial scale of the project.  Macroinvertebrate communities that serve as the forage 
base for age-0 lake sturgeon may be negatively impacted, but due to the small scale of the 
project it is anticipated that impacts would be minor.  This temporary disruption would occur 
over a limited area and would be short-term in nature and therefore would not adversely affect 
known fish or wildlife populations.   
 
4.5 Endangered and Threatened Species 
The USACE reviewed the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) County Distribution of 
Federally-Listed Threatened, Endangered, Proposed and Candidate Species (Revised April 
2015) under the Endangered Species Act for St. Clair County, Michigan.  Based on a review of 
this information and knowledge about the proposed HREAs for dredged material placement, 
there is no habitat for any listed species in the project area. 

 
4.6 Recreation, Noise, and Aesthetics 
The St. Clair River offers access to Lake Huron for recreational boaters as well as many public 
parks and beaches.  The southern Port Huron HREA runs along Lakeside beach, which is a 
popular public beach (Figure 7).  Local residents as well as many visitors are attracted to the 
area during the summer to enjoy all of the outdoor activities and the scenic surroundings.  
 
Recreational activity, including the use of the shore area, would be temporarily impacted 
during placement activities.  In addition, the proposed placement areas are in within a half mile 
of private residences and there is likely to be some temporary disturbance for these residents as 
well.  Impacts would include an increase in turbidity, noise, and the presence of heavy 
machinery associated with the placement activities.   Equipment would produce noise, 
vibrations, and air emissions.  The presence and operation of such equipment would also 
interfere with the aesthetic setting of the area.   
 
Noise and other associated impacts, including air emissions and vibrations, would not be 
expected to exceed levels necessary for the protection of public health and welfare.  Placement 
activities are planned outside of the peak recreation season (Memorial Day to Labor Day), 
which would minimize the adverse impacts as well.  The effects of placement activities would 
be temporary in nature and therefore no adverse impacts to recreation or aesthetics are 
anticipated.   
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4.7 Floodplains 
The project, being in Lake Huron, is in the defined 100-year floodplain.  The proposed action 
complies with the Federal Executive Order on Flood Plain Management (E.O. 11988) because 
there is no practicable alternative to construction in the floodplain.  The project would have no 
adverse effects on the floodplain, and the project would not promote development in the 
floodplain. 
 
4.8 Historical, Archaeological, and Cultural Resources 
The lightship Huron (LV 103) is a National Historic Landmark and listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places (NRHP) and is located in the project vicinity.  The landmark is 
located in Pine Grove Park, Port Huron on the St. Clair River.  No activities would take place at 
the light ship as it is upstream of dredging activities and proposed placement sites are in Lake 
Huron over 2 miles away from Pine Grove Park and the lightship.  There would not be any 
adverse effects to this site as a result of the project activities being proposed, as the shoreline 
nourishment sites are at a sufficient distance from the site and transport of materials from the 
St. Clair River past Pine Grove Park to the placement sites in Lake Huron would not put the 
lightship at risk.  
 
The USACE knows of no other NRHP structures, shipwrecks, etc. located in the project area 
and there are no known historic properties to consider.  The USACE has initiated consultation 
with SHPO and Tribes to confirm that no such structures or properties are at risk from 
implementing the proposed project. 
 
4.9 Air Quality 
Effects on air quality would arise from localized dust generated by operations and emissions of 
equipment used to implement the proposed project.  All equipment would be required to meet 
emission standards, including applicable standards for particulates such as PM2.5 (less than 2.5 
micrometers diameter), and such emissions are expected to be minor.  Implementation of the 
proposed project would be short term.  Thus, the proposed project would be exempted as de 
minimis (Latin for ‘of minimal importance’) and meet the Conformity Requirements under 
Section 176(c) of the Clean Air Act, as amended, and 40 C.F.R. 93.153. 
 
4.10 Coastal Zone Management 
The proposed project is within the coastal zone (as defined by the Michigan Coastal 
Management Program), but would have minimal negative effects on the coastal zone.  The 
sandy shoal material that would be placed as a result of the project would have a positive 
impact in temporarily mitigating shoreline erosion.  It would be “consistent to the maximum 
extent practicable” (as defined in 16 U.S.C. 1456, Coastal Zone Management Act) with the 
Michigan Coastal Management Program. 
 
4.11 Cumulative Impacts 
Cumulative impacts are defined as the aggregate effects of the past, present, and reasonably 
foreseeable future actions.  The current condition within the St. Clair River and southern Lake 
Huron is a result from past activities and practices and no measurable changes to the overall 
condition of either of these systems is expected due to the proposed project.  Since the 
proposed action simply adds sand to the natural process, and effects are temporary and minor in 
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nature, cumulative impacts are not anticipated.  There are no reasonably foreseeable future 
actions within the project area or in the neighboring vicinity that would result in effects that 
differ from those already disclosed. 
 
4.12 Other Resources 
No wild and scenic rivers, commercial fishing interests, national seashores, wilderness areas, 
research sites, commercial shellfish beds, or similar features are located at the proposed 
placement site.  Therefore, such resources would not be affected by the proposed transfer and 
placement activities.   
 
5.0  AGENCY AND TRIBAL COORDINATION 
 
Project information was provided in May 2015 for review and early comment to the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service (USFWS); U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA); Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ); Michigan Department of Natural Resources 
(MDNR); City of Port Huron; Fort Gratiot Township; the Michigan State Historic Preservation 
Office (SHPO); and various Indian tribes, groups, and interested parties.   
 
Comment: The USFWS reviewed the project information and responded by electronic mail on 
May 22, 2015, and provided the following comments: “The upper St. Clair River contains one 
of the largest spawning populations of lake sturgeon…in the Great Lakes with an estimated 
population of around 30,000 individuals” and that, “There are large runs of lake sturgeon 
ascending the St. Clair River in the spring mid May – late June, therefore the proposed 
dredging time after Labor Day likely would not affect the spawning run.”  They also 
commented that it is possible that age-0 lake sturgeon could be present in the HREAs at the 
time of placement activities, but there are no data that have documented such presence at this 
time. 
 
Response: All activities proposed in this document take place in Lake Huron and therefore we 
don’t anticipate having an effect on spawning lake sturgeon in the St. Clair River.  The impacts 
of dredging the navigation channel in the St. Clair River were covered in a FEIS in 1976 and an 
EA in 1982.  It is possible that placement of dredged material could impact age-0 lake sturgeon 
occupying the placement sites, but it is expected that individuals would avoid the area if 
possible.  The placement is a short-term changed condition and we don’t anticipate any 
measureable change in population resulting from project activities.  Macroinvertebrate 
communities that serve as the forage base for these age-0 lake sturgeon may be negatively 
impacted, but due to the small scale of the project we anticipate impacts would be minor. 
 
Comment: The City of Port Huron reviewed the project information and responded by phone 
on May 29, 2015.  The southern Port Huron HREA is mostly owned by the city with some 
private residences and the city wanted to ensure owners of private residences were going to be 
notified of the proposed project.  They also pointed out that material placed in this area would 
likely end up in the St. Clair River in approximately ten (10) years.  Placing material in the 
northern Port Huron HREA was not preferred by the city due to the proximity of a canal just to 
the south.  The city has to dredge that canal annually and there is concern that placement of 
dredged material just upstream would increase sediment accumulation in the canal. 
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Response: All land owners with property adjacent to one of the proposed HREA placement 
sites will be notified about this project through a public notice and be given an opportunity to 
comment during a 30 day response period.   
 
We concur with the city that material placed in the HREAs will eventually move out of the 
areas and potentially end up back in the river.  However, the material placed will temporarily 
mitigate erosion concerns in the proposed areas, and it would likely be an order of years before 
the material is transported by longshore currents to the head of the St. Clair River.   
 
The concerns about the northern Port Huron HREA increasing sediment accumulation in the 
canal to the south will be taken into consideration while determining how to distribute material 
between the four HREAs.   
 
No SHPO or tribal response(s) nor a response from the USEPA were received to date.  
Coordination with SHPO was initiated, but a response has not yet been received.  In the event 
that a historic property is identified, operations will be adjusted accordingly to protect the site. 
 
In a telephone conference call on May 18, 2015, the MDEQ and MDNR indicated that they will 
supply comments during the EA’s 30-day public review period.   
 
6.0  PUBLIC REVIEW 
 
This Environmental Assessment will be made available to the public for a 30-day review 
period.  Following this period and a review of the comments received, a final determination 
will be made by the District Engineer regarding the necessity of preparing an Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS) for the St. Clair River shoreline nourishment project.   Based on the 
conclusions of this Environmental Assessment, it appears that preparation of an EIS will not be 
required.  Therefore, a Preliminary Statement of Findings/Finding of No Significant Impact 
(SOF/FONSI) is included in the next section of this Environmental Assessment.  If the District 
Engineer determines that an EIS is not necessary, the Preliminary SOF/FONSI would be 
finalized and the proposed project implemented. 
 
7.0  PRELIMINARY STATEMENT OF FINDINGS/ FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT 
IMPACT 
 
In accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, the Detroit 
District, Corps of Engineers, has assessed the environmental impacts associated with the 
proposed periodic placement of dredged material from the St. Clair River Federal navigation 
channel into Lake Huron, St. Clair County, Michigan.  In the next planned dredging cycle, up 
to 50,000 cubic yards (cyd) of shoal material could be mechanically dredged and either 
mechanically or hydraulically placed as shoreline nourishment along the shoreline in up to four 
state-designated high risk erosion areas (HREAs) in southern Lake Huron just offshore of the 
City of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot Township.  Analytical data indicate that the sediment to be 
dredged is suitable for such use.  The proposed dredged sediment primarily consists of sand 
(93%) and would be placed in the HREAs between the six and a half (6.5) and the twelve (12) 
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foot underwater depth contour.  The distribution of material between the four HREAs would be 
dependent on priority areas for material and cost of transporting material.  Water depth 
immediately after placement would be a minimum of four (4) feet. 
 
Anticipated placement impacts would be minor and short-term and include the localized 
degradation of the aesthetic quality due to an increase in turbidity, noise and air emissions, the 
disturbance or destruction of the benthos habitat, and impacts on the recreational use of the 
shore area.  Implementation of the proposed project would result in no impacts to wetlands or 
Federal endangered and/or threatened species and their habitat.  Benefits of the proposed 
project include the beneficial reuse of shoal material for shoreline nourishment.  
 
A review of the proposed action indicates that it does not constitute a major Federal action 
significantly affecting the quality of the human environment.  Therefore, an Environmental 
Impact Statement will not be prepared.   
 
____________________                                        _________________________ 
    Date Signed                                                             Michael L. Sellers Jr. 
         Lieutenant Colonel, U.S. Army 
         District Engineer 
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 SECTION 404(b)(1) EVALUATION 
AND FINDINGS OF COMPLIANCE 

 
Dredged Material Placement in High Risk Erosion Areas 

Lake Huron, St. Clair County, Michigan 
 
 
I.   PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
 A.  Location and Description.  This document addresses the Detroit District, U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers (USACE), proposed shoreline nourishment activities in Lake Huron, St. 
Clair County, Michigan. 
 
The USACE is planning maintenance dredging of the federally authorized navigation channel 
in the St. Clair River, Michigan.  The St. Clair River is located in eastern Michigan, connecting 
Lake Huron to Lake St. Clair a distance of about 39 river miles. The river forms part of the 
international border between the United States and Canada.  Maintenance dredging of the St. 
Clair River is vital to ensuring that approximately 57 million tons of commerce (average from 
2008-2012) can pass through the channel each year.  Currently, dredged material from the 
Upper St. Clair River is placed in the open water of Lake Huron approximately 5 miles from 
the river entrance.  Because of the sandy nature of the dredged material and concerns of 
ongoing shoreline erosion, we are proposing that a beneficial re-use be made of the dredged 
material.   
 
The USACE is proposing that the dredged sediment be placed in the shoreline nourishment 
zone of up to four of the state-designated high risk erosion areas (HREAs) located in Lake 
Huron, just offshore of the City of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot Township (Figure 1).  Up to 
50,000 cubic yards (CYD) of shoal material would be removed from the channel in 2015 / 2016 
by mechanical dredging.  The dredged material consists of unpolluted sediment (93% sand) and 
would be mechanically or hydraulically placed within the HREAs between the six and a half 
(6.5) and the twelve (12) foot underwater depth contour.  Water depth immediately after 
placement would be a minimum of four feet.   
 

 B.  Authority and Purpose.  The St. Clair River Federal Navigation project was 
authorized by the River & Harbor Acts of July 13, 1892; July 3, 1930; March 2, 1945; July 
24, 1946; and March 21, 1956.  These acts provide for the dredging of the channels within 
the authorized navigation area. 
 

 C.  Proposed Fill Material. 
 
 (1)  Characteristics of Material.  Sediment in the navigation channel is sampled 
approximately every five years and was last sampled and analyzed in 2014 by USACE.  
Analytical data indicate that the sediment primarily consists of sand (93%) and is at acceptable 
levels to be considered clean and suitable for unconfined placement in the shoreline 
nourishment areas. 
 
 (2)  Quantity and Source of Material.  The USACE has estimated that approximately 
50,000 cubic yards of shoal material would be dredged from the Federally authorized St. Clair 



 

 

 
 - 18 -  

  

River in 2015 / 2016 and placed at the proposed sites.  Similar quantities would be expected 
during future dredging operations.       
 
 D.  Fill Site. 
 
 (1)  Location and Size.  The proposed nourishment areas are located in southern Lake 
Huron just offshore of the City of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot Township.  Dredged material 
would be placed within four state-designated HREAs.  Distribution of material among the four 
HREAs would be dependent on transport cost and the need for material.  It is anticipated that 
the dredged material would be placed within the HREAs between the six and a half (6.5) and 
the twelve (12) foot underwater depth contour.  Water depth immediately after placement 
would be a minimum of four feet.  
 
  (2)  Habitat Type.  The proposed placement sites would be located within the littoral zone 
of Lake Huron.  The benthic substrate is primarily sand with some stones/rocks and little or no 
vegetation.  The sandy substrate and lack of vegetation do not supply adequate cover for fish or 
benthic invertebrate species.  In addition, continually moving sand is a poor substrate for 
aquatic plants.   
 
 (3)  Timing and Duration of Discharge.   A specific date for the project has not been 
established, however, it is anticipated that dredging and placement activities would commence 
after Labor Day 2015.  The project may be delayed until spring or early summer 2016 
depending on the weather conditions in Fall 2015.  Future placement at this site would be 
expected depending upon the rate of erosion and/or dredged material availability.  Placement 
activities would be conducted when weather is most favorable; however scheduling of 
equipment and supplies often necessitates delays.  The placement activities would occur 
throughout the duration of the project.  The anticipated work period for the entire project would 
be approximately 60 days. 
 
Based on a review of current and historical aerial photography, bathymetry, geomorphic 
features, and the presence of downdrift groin fields, the USACE has determined that material 
dredged from the St. Clair River and then placed landward of the most landward 12 ft depth 
contour as related to Low Water Datum (577.5 Ft International Great Lakes Datum 1985 
(IGLD-1985)) would remain in the littoral zone (i.e. would be stored in offshore bars or 
dispersed on the beaches) for a significant period of time. Review of bathymetric data suggests 
the presence of sandbar structures at the 2 ft depth contour, 6.5 ft depth contour, and 12 ft depth 
contour.  Therefore placement of dredged material landward of the most landward 12 ft depth 
contour would keep this material within the littoral zone.  Optimally, placement of dredged 
material as close to the 6.5 ft depth contour and working lakeward to the 12 ft depth contour 
would be ideal to maximize the length of time material remains in the littoral zone. It would 
likely be an order of years before the material is transported by longshore currents to the head 
of the St. Clair River.  There are numerous groin fields to the south that will help hold the 
placed dredged material.  Meanwhile, the placed material would afford a limited degree of 
shore protection in the HREAs. 
 
 (4)  Description of Placement Methods.  The dredged material would most likely be 
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placed in the nearshore area by dump scows (mechanical method) or with a hydraulic pump 
(hydraulic method).  The dredging contractor would choose the method of placement 
depending upon the type of equipment available for the proposed dredging activities. 
 
II.  FACTUAL DETERMINATIONS. 
 
 A.  Physical Substrate Determinations.  The shoal material is primarily coarse to fine 
sand.  The sediment in the proposed nourishment area is predominantly sand.  The shoal 
sediments have been sampled by the USACE and determined to be clean and are suitable for 
shoreline nourishment.   
 
 B.  Water Circulation, Fluctuation, and Salinity Determinations.  During the project 
operation, minor short-term changes in water clarity, dissolved gases, and nutrient levels may 
occur as a result of disturbance to the bottom sediments.   Dredging equipment may introduce 
petrochemical products into the water in localized areas, but the amount would be minimal and 
the effect on the water quality negligible.  No eutrophication of the waters at the project site 
would be expected.  No significant changes in salinity, water chemistry, color, odor, or taste 
would be expected to occur.  No measurable changes in current patterns, flow, water velocities, 
stratification, or hydrologic regime would be expected.  No specific actions would be required 
to minimize impacts. 
 
 C.  Suspended Particulate/Turbidity Determinations.  During placement activities, minor 
increases in turbidity would be anticipated from the re-suspension of bottom materials.  Since 
the shoal material is primarily sand with varying levels of silt and clay, disturbed sediments 
would resettle over a short period making the turbidity impacts short-term and local in nature.  
During this period, light penetration would decrease and dissolved oxygen levels may fluctuate.  
Increased turbidity may result in negative aesthetic impacts during the placement activities.  It 
is expected that impacts to the biota from changes in the suspended solid levels over the short 
and long-term would be minor and immeasurable. 
 
   D.  Contaminant Determinations.  Sediments from the area to be dredged were analyzed 
in 2014 by the USACE and determined to be coarse to fine sand.  The material was tested for 
metals and organic compounds (poly-chlorinated byphenyls, pesticides, poly-chlorinated 
aromatic hydrocarbon compounds).  The levels of metals in the material were within 
background levels.   The organic compounds were all non-detectable.  Sediments are suitable 
for unconfined placement in the shoreline nourishment area. 
 
 E.  Aquatic Ecosystem and Organism Determinations.  Benthic organisms present at the 
placement site would be expected to recolonize the available areas after placement activities are 
completed.  Phytoplankton and zooplankton populations would be temporarily displaced or 
destroyed as a result of turbidity plumes caused by the placement activities.  Fish, waterfowl, 
and aquatic mammals would tend to avoid the work area during placement.  No significant loss 
of productivity or decrease in species diversity would be expected from the proposed project.  
No impacts would be expected to occur on special aquatic sites such as sanctuaries, refuges, 
wetlands, mud flats, vegetated shallows, coral reefs, or riffle and pool complexes, as none exist 
in the placement areas.  The proposed project is not expected to impact Federally listed 



 

 

 
 - 20 -  

  

threatened or endangered species in the project vicinity.  Impacts to wildlife, in general, would 
be negligible.  No special actions are required to minimize impacts to the aquatic ecosystem 
during the proposed project. 
 
 F.  Proposed Disposal Site Determination.  The proposed placement sites are four state-
designated HREA’s offshore of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot.  Placement would be in the non-
vegetated, shallow and predominately sandy littoral zone with the goal of mitigating shoreline 
erosion.  Because of the sandy sediment type at the placement area and the nature of the 
dredged material (93% sand), the mixing zone would be limited to the immediate work site.  
No significant adverse impacts on municipal or private water supplies, recreational or 
commercial fisheries, water related recreation, aesthetics, parks, national and historic 
monuments, national seashores, wilderness areas, research sites or similar preserves would be 
expected. 
 
 G.  Determination of Cumulative Effects on the Aquatic Ecosystem.  The proposed 
placement operation would be limited to a small percentage of the Lake Huron littoral zone.  
Because of the shallow and predominantly sandy, non-vegetated lake bed, this site has limited 
fish and invertebrate habitat.  No cumulative effects on the aquatic ecosystem would be 
anticipated.  There are not any reasonably foreseeable future actions being planned for the 
project area that would contribute to cumulative effects when combined with the proposed 
project. 
 
 H.  Determination of Secondary Effects on the Aquatic Ecosystem.  The proposed plan 
would not be expected to have significant or long-term effects on the aquatic ecosystem.  
However, short-term secondary impacts would occur.  Such impacts would be minor and in the 
form of a temporary impairment to the visual quality of the water due to project induced 
turbidity. 
 
III.  FINDINGS OF COMPLIANCE WITH THE RESTRICTIONS ON DISCHARGE. 
 
 A.  Adaptation of the Section 404(b)(1) Guidelines to this Evaluation.  No significant 
adaptations of the guidelines were made relative to this Evaluation. 
 
 B.  Evaluation of Alternatives.  Four alternatives were investigated prior to the selection 
of the proposed action.  The alternatives considered include: 1) Placement of dredged material 
in the HREAs for shoreline nourishment, 2) Open Water Placement, 3) Placement of dredged 
material into the Dickinson Island confined disposal facility, and 4) No action.  Alternatives 2 
and 3 were analyzed in previous NEPA documents.  Alternative 4 would not meet the purpose 
and need of the project.  Alternative 1 represents an economically, structurally, and 
environmentally sound method of placement while allowing for the beneficial reuse of clean 
dredged material in the erosion areas offshore of Port Huron and Fort Gratiot, Michigan. 
 
 C.  Compliance with State Water Quality Standards.  Water quality certification under 
Section 401 of the Clean Water Act has been requested from the State of Michigan.  State 
certification or a waiver thereof would be obtained prior to project implementation. 
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 D.  Compliance with Applicable Toxic Effluent Standard or Prohibition Under Section 
307 of the Clean Water Act (CWA).  Since the fill material is clean, placement would not 
violate the Toxic Effluent Standards of Section 307 of the CWA. 
 
 E.  Compliance with the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973.  Coordination was 
initiated with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).  Based on this coordination, it has 
been determined that the proposed project would not have an effect on any Federal listed 
endangered or threatened species, or their critical habitat. 
 
 F.  Compliance with Specified Protection Measures for Marine Sanctuaries Designated 
by the Marine Protection Restoration and Sanctuary Act of 1972.  The proposed project would 
be in compliance with the subject act as no designated sanctuaries exist within the project 
vicinity. 
 
 G.  Evaluation of Extent Waters of the United States would be Degraded.  The proposed 
project would not result in significant adverse effects on human health and welfare, including 
municipal and private water supplies, recreational and commercial fishing, plankton, fish, 
shellfish, wildlife, and special aquatic sites.  Life stages of aquatic or other wildlife species 
would not be adversely affected.  Significant adverse effects to the aquatic ecosystem in the 
areas of diversity, productivity, stability, recreation, aesthetic, and economic values would not 
occur. 
 
 H.  Appropriate and Practicable Steps taken to Minimize Potential Adverse Impacts of 
the Discharge on the Aquatic Ecosystem.  Appropriate steps taken to minimize the adverse 
effects on the aquatic ecosystem at the proposed site include the use of clean dredged material 
and project coordination with the State of Michigan, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
and the US Fish and Wildlife Service regarding fish and wildlife resources.  Project 
coordination was initiated in May 2015. 
 
 I.  Compliance with Section 404(b)(1) Guidelines.  On the basis of the "Guidelines for 
Specification of Disposal Sites for Dredged or Fill Material" (40 CFR part 230), it has been 
determined that the proposed fill activity is in compliance with Section 404 of the 1977 Clean 
Water Act. 
 
III.   FINDINGS OF COMPLIANCE  
 
1.  No significant adaptations of the guidelines were made relative to this evaluation. 
 
2.  The fill associated with the proposed activity would be free of contaminants and would not 
violate the Toxic Effluent Standards of Section 307 of the Clean Water Act (CWA).   
 
3.  Appropriate steps taken to minimize adverse effects on the aquatic ecosystem at the 
proposed project site include the use of clean dredged material and project coordination with 
the State of Michigan, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, and the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service.  Project coordination was initiated through coordination letters dated May 
2015.  Based on this coordination with USFWS, it has been determined that the proposed 
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project would not have an adverse impact on fish and wildlife resources nor Federal listed 
endangered or threatened species, or their critical habitat.   
 
4.  The proposed project would not result in significant adverse effects on human health and 
welfare, including municipal and private water supplies, recreational and commercial fishing, 
plankton, fish, shellfish, wildlife, and special aquatic sites.  Life stages of aquatic or other 
wildlife species would not be adversely affected.  Significant adverse effects to the aquatic 
ecosystem in the areas of diversity, productivity, stability, recreation, aesthetic, and economic 
values would not occur. 
 
5.  On the basis of the "Guidelines for Specification of Disposal Sites for Dredged or Fill 
Material" (40 CFR part 230), it has been determined that the proposed fill activity is in 
compliance with Section 404 of the 1977 Clean Water Act. 
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