SMSBF April 28, 2011 Meeting Minutes

Technical Presentation:

Burning Rivers

Revival of Four Urban-Industrial Rivers that Caught on Fire
The meeting started with a welcome to participants by Bob Doyle, and self-introductions by the attendees.  

Bob Doyle introduced our key presenter – Dr. John Hartig, Refuge Manager, Detroit River International Wildlife Refuge.  

Presenter:  Dr. John Hartig, Refuge Manager, Detroit River International Wildlife Refuge.  Dr. John Hatig is trained as a limnologist with 30 years of practical experience in environmental science and natural resource management. From 1999 – 2004 he served as River Navigator for the Greater Detroit American Heritage River Initiative established by Presidential Executive Order. Prior to becoming River Navigator, he spent 12 years working for the International Joint Commission on the Canada-U.S. Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement. John has been an Adjunct Professor at Wayne State University where he taught Environmental Management and Sustainable Development. He has authored or co-authored over 100 publications on the Great Lakes, including writing one book (Burning Rivers) and co-editing two others (Honoring our Detroit River, Caring for Our Home and Under RAPs: Toward Grassroots Ecological Democracy in the Great Lakes Basin). 

Presentation:

Dr. Hartig started off the presentation discussing a summary of his start on working with four rivers – Buffalo River, Cleveland Cuyahoga River, Chicago River and Detroit (Rouge) River. It all started with our history and how they moved West via water as the main source.  

Starting in 1968 at the Buffalo River with the oil back up with 5,500 kg of oil and grease discharged daily and the river caught on fire. This started the FDA to indicate this was repulsive. Cuyahoga River was next to catch on fired in 1969. Wooden debris and oil pollution was the cause.  Major damage occurred. Nine other times the river caught on fire. $1.5 million of damage occurred. In 1969 our own Rouge River also ignited and flames shot 50 ft. in the air.

Chicago River Friends – you think of the great Chicago fire of 1871.  Oil waste on the river ignited in 1888 and everything burned – boats, anything near the river. Used tug boats to move the flames so boats could get through.

They all were perceived as working rivers that supported commerce and technological progress.  All dredged and channelized. The revival of the rivers has been interesting. 

Buffalo River – literally opened the continent.  4th largest port in the work.  Lyndon Johnson was in the middle of the process.  Stanley Spisiak – a conservationist – was the catalyst of bringing the group together to prove the problems of the Rivers.  The Bucket of Slop – proved the problems of the pollution and oil debris.  How do rid of the oil. Executive order banning Open Water Disposal of contaminated sediment.

President Kennedy also got involved. The Revival eliminated waterborne disease epidemics. Improved dissolved oxygen. Water pollution control, and now living organs back.  For 50 years there were no fish in the Buffalo River and in 1972 a boy caught one sheepshead and now between 20-30 species.

Cuyahoga River a big rivershed. The Ohio & Erie Canal opened in 1825. It was also the inevitable meeting place of coal and iron ore. Industrial powerhouse. Cuyahoga became a “flowing dump.”

Pollution of Lake Erie & the Cuyahoga:  they created a device to skim off the oil and recycled the oil off the river.  US Army Corp dredge 16000 tones of oil and grease .  

David Blaushild Chevrolet became an advocate thinking his grandkids would never see a frog in the Lake Eire.  He bought billboards to save our lake - “Let’s Stop Killing Lake Erie.”

Revivals helped:

Elimination of waterborne disease epidemics. 

Water pollution control in the 70s and 80s 

Improved macrobenthic community.

Rouge River:

Lower end of river is industry

Made Eagle boats for the war.

Tipping Point – the point in time where there is urgent need to take action and that, if nothing is done, we could see irreversible harm to an ecosystem.

1946-1948 – 5.9 million gallans of oil and other petroleum products were discharged in the Rouge and Detroit River each year.

Enough to pollute the entire western basin of Lake Erie. 11000 ducks and geese died. The people drove the carcuses to Lansing to the steps of the Capital.

Rouge became a health hazard. As people moved to suburbs, intense urbanization resulted in widespread CSO and storm water  problem. Sulfide spread and smelled like sewage.

Tipping point:

In 1985 man dies of leptospirosis or rat fever. Health department advises the public to avoid contact with the river. Communities joined forces and was told all communities (48) to clean up the rivers to make a difference.

Jim Murray championed the Rouge watershed efforts. Friends of the Rouge was created  that turned to the Alliance of the Rouge Communities project.  

They formed the First Water

Spent nearly a billion dollars to correct the problem. Water pollution control, elimination of obnoxious orders, Improved  dissolved oxygen, etc.

Revival of Chicago River

Tipping Point:

A group of citizen’s organized to construction of the Chicago Ship and Sanitary canal. They had a hog waste dumped in the River and did reversal of flow and other elimination of pollutants.

Improved water quality particularly downstream of Water Reclamation Plant outfalls.

Dramatic improvement in the fishery.

The Asian Carp is now a major concern. The major emphasis is keeping them out of the lakes. 

Although a lot has been accomplished in the revival of these four burning rivers, much needs to be done to restore them back to unpolluted waters.

Challenges:

Preventing pollution

Controlling contaminants at their source

If we don’t continue sustainable design, and efforts to reduce pollutants,

Major accomplishments:

Clean Water Act, Endangered Species Act, U.S. – Canada Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement, Earth Day, etc.

Capacity Building:

Buffalo Niagara River keeper, Cuyahoga River community Planning Org. Frieds of the Rouge, etc.

Critical Elements of Success

Local ownership of decision making process, well recognized community champion

Cooperative learning

Use of an ecosystem approach on a watershed scale.

Shared objectives.

Cooperative planning shares responsibilities for delivery of program.

Paternships built on trust and respect.

Step0-wise approach to restoration of beneficial uses and achievement of long-term goals.

Coupling of research and monitoring of management leads to better solutions.

Government responsisiveness, 

Monitoring and Celebrating progress.

The meeting adjourned at 10:00 a.m.

