The Dredge Research Collaborative show how
sediment management undergirds the social
and economic life of the Great Lakes region.
Dredging embodies a central fact of the
Anthropocene: there is no away.

tige dump tike

GREAT LAKES PORTS ARE CHOKING ON SEDIMENT.
They are choking because they are located at the
mouths of rivers draining watersheds of agri-
cultural fields, forests, construction sites, and
floodplains where erosion ceaselessly produces
the sediment. The majority of the material de-
posited into the lakes near these river mouths
will never leave. Thus, the Great Lakes are a
giant sediment sink, slowly filling with the land
that surrounds them.

A key response to the choking of these ports
is dredging, the mechanized uplift and move-
ment of underwater sediment to create and
maintain shipping channels, remove contami-
nated sediments, and produce landscapes at the
land-water interface. This is accomplished with
drill-like cutterhead dredges, vacuum-like
suction dredges, miles of metal piping, and spe-
cialized bulldozers and excavators mounted on
pontoons. For cost reasons, dredged sediment
is typically transported the shortest possible
distance where it will also be out of the way.
Yet this material can only be “out of the way”
for so long. The placement of dredged mate-
rial is slowly —and paradoxically—filling in river
mouths around the Great Lakes Basin.

Erosion and sedimentation are not inherent-
ly problematic. In the Great Lakes region, ports
and urbanization are concentrated around river
mouths. It is this confluence of urbanization,
water, and sediment that produces conflicts
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by Dredge
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and makes sediment “problematic.” For exam-
ple, sediment clogs navigation channels, which
forces shippers to lighten the load in their ships,
reducing cargo volumes and raising shipping
costs.

Great Lakes river mouths have become
chokepoints of sediment that impedes the eco-
nomic activity they support. The infrastructural
responses to sedimentation have generated
unintended impacts on adjacent ecological and
social systems. While dredging enabled the
spread of industrial commerce throughout the
region, it also generated a disposal problem.
Open-water dumping was the initial response;
it put sediment out of sight and out of mind. But
industrialization generated toxic sediment and,
as environmental awareness grew, so did con-
cern over the contamination of river mouths.
The solution to this problem: constructing diked
islands and peninsulas to store sediment—
Confined Disposal Facilities (CDFs)—which
facilitated the physical separation of contami-
nated sediment from the river mouths. Today,
however, these facilities are filling up, causing
ports to look for alternative methods of disposal
and placement.

The following maps, diagrams, and photo-
graphs—researched and created by the Dredge
Research Collaborative—visually describe the
dynamics of dredging in the Great Lakes Basin.
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For generations, dredged material was
dumped directly in the open waters of the bay.
Responding to concerns about environmen-
tal contamination, the first CDF for the Port of
Green Bay was built in 1979 and filled by 1996.
The Cat Islands facility provides a method of
placement with multiple benefits. Each of its
constructed islands is defined on three sides by
dikes, which help contain material and protect
it from waves. New habitat will accrete slowly
along with the sediment during the next 25
years as the cells are filled in. Evidence of this
ecological value is emerging as endangered spe-
cies like the piping plover return. Refashioning
life with sediments of the past, the history of
dredge disposal in Green Bay signals a broader
trajectory emerging across the Great Lakes. m

The DREDGE RESEARCH COLLABORATIVE
(DRC) is an independent, 501(c)(3) nonprofit
organization that aims to improve sediment
management through design research,
building public knowledge, and facilitating
transdisciplinary conversation. The Dredge
Research Collaborative is Sean Burkholder,
Brian Davis, Rob Holmes, Justine Holzman,
Tim Maly, Brett Milligan, and Gena Wirth.
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