More Information

2005 Department of the Interior Environmental Achievement Award Recipient

Landfill Remediation also Restores Long Lost Saltmarsh/Wetlands

Sachuest Point National Wildlife Refuge, Middletown, RI

Background:

[image: image1.jpg]Figure 2. Location of the Landfill Remediation Area within the Sachuest Point Saltmarsh.
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Sachuest Point National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) is a 242-acre land parcel with more than 200 avian species. The land was transferred to Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) in 1972, and contained two areas of concern, a High Fill Area (HFA) of about 15 acres located in the southwest portion and adjacent to the access road for the newly renovated refuge Visitor Center; the Low Fill Area (LFA) of about 6 acres, located in the northeast portion including some underlying parts of the 3rd beach parking lot. Historically, the Town of Middletown, RI, started piling and burning trash in the LFA in the late fifties/early sixties.  Due to complaints about odor and smoke, they stopped the burning process and started burying the waste in the HFA.  The Middletown citizenry realized that the situation was not good for the beach area and the land was first deeded to the Audubon Society to stop the dumping. However, the move was not successful in stopping the trash accumulation.  Finally, when the land transfer was made to the Service, the dumping stopped and the HFA was used as a transfer station for a short period of time until all activities were completely curtailed. The approximately 21 acre landfill was built on a coastal salt marsh and barrier beach environment that occupies the area between 2nd beach on Sachuest bay on the southwest and the 3rd beach on Sakonnet river on the northeast.  The landfill was used primarily for disposal of general municipal waste during the period, 1958-1973.

Need for Project and Implementation:
The scope of the project included the removal and offsite recycling of wood, concrete, steel and tires and disposal of some lead contaminated soils from the LFA to an approved landfill.  The rest of the waste was excavated and relocated from LFA to HFA followed by capping and consolidation.  The Office of Waste Management, Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management (RIDEM), the lead agency, provided an Order of Approval for the remedial action.  The Coastal Resources Management Council (CRMC), another regulatory body of the state of Rhode Island, found the project, as approved by RIDEM, to be consistent with the goals, objectives and enforceable policies contained in the Rhode Island Coastal Resources Management Program.
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Starting about 1995, the FWS characterized the landfill in accordance with all of the applicable federal and state laws and regulations. The studies indicated that the buried trash was typical of the municipal landfill of the times. The LFA contained mostly tree stumps, and concrete material.  In this project, the FWS made arrangements to recycle all such material as well as several tires and large metal pieces found in the HFA while preparing for the consolidation.
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Photo (above) from 1972 show general boundaries of the HFA, 3rd beach parking lot and the transfer station in the HFA; photos (credit: Newport Daily News) (left) show trash sorting (tires, wood) for recycling, LFA; photo below shows barge bringing in dredge material to be used as fill
Innovative Features of the Project:

The creation of wetlands is a corollary to the project and a very beneficial one indeed.  In the long range, the invasive phragmites would all be replaced by native spartina grass and wetlands will flourish in what used to be the LFA. The area is environmentally sensitive, and the beach area is habitat for the threatened piping plovers. The project worked around the period when the plovers were nesting in the area.
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The project was designed to use some clean dredge material from adjacent marinas, the first time that beneficial dredging was approved in the State of Rhode Island.  Soil from adjacent areas of the refuge was also used in the project, which helped with clearing invasive species and creating saltmarsh environment and resulted in the creation of about 15 acres of wetlands at Sachuest Point. Fill material used at the remediation also came from the Ninigret NWR, a satellite, which used to be an old naval landing field and had buried 5 acres of wetlands for over 50 years. Through removal of this fill for use at Sachuest, these wetlands were restored and immediately received use from a wide variety of wetland wildlife.  In addition, the 15 acres in the HFA will become an area for early successional habitat. The consolidated landfill in the HFA will have regular and long term operations and maintenance tasks performed to ensure that the integrity of the cap is not compromised.
During the design phase of the project, extensive testing of groundwater, soil gas, and soil was carried out. There will be groundwater and soil gas monitoring in place as part of the Operations and Maintenance.  The landfill, as it existed, had no place in a sensitive environment such as a wildlife refuge.  The project will have a tremendous positive impact on the ecosystem for years to come.

Partnering and Stewardship:
The project, a cooperative venture funded partially by the Primary Responsible Party (PRP), The Town of Middletown, has either met or exceeded all of the rules and regulations of RIDEM, CRMC of Rhode Island, Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Army Corps of Engineers (COE) and other agencies involved with protection of coastal resources and permitting process.  The project exemplifies the cooperative work of parties with differing resources and perspectives and has created sustaining relationships to further their involvement in stewardship of public lands.  The prime contractor for the project was Arcadis G & M Inc. and the subcontractors were Envirocon, Inc., Rich Champlin, Great Meadows Farm and various fill supply vendors.  Other partners involved with the project, from its inception, include: Department of Interior’s Solicitor’s Office and Office of Environmental Policy and Compliance, Rhode Island NWR Complex Staff, Congressional Staff (Senators Chafee and Reed, Congressman Kennedy Offices), University of Rhode Island, United States Geological Survey, Friends of the National Wildlife Refuges of Rhode Island, Norman Bird Sanctuary, St. George’s School and Rhode Island Resources Recovery Corporation.
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Photo (left), shows area before remediation; HFA is on the foreground and the 3rd beach parking lot, on the top.  Photo on the right shows area after remediation; the LFA is inundated with tidal pools from the inlet

The capped landfill contours and shaping blend with the surroundings and one has to only look at the newly created wetlands/saltmarsh in the adjacent areas to conclude that the project was indeed, a very successful one! 

The refuge’s visitor center displays posters of the project details: History, capping of landfill, restoring an unhealthy wetland and building a wetland.  The displays provide a method of communication to stakeholders and the township. The center is very active and gets over 200, 000 visitors including serious birders, every year.  The center also provides environmental education to the community children.  Throughout the entire project the visitors to the site were awestruck with the positive aspects of the project and were very vocal with their support.  Town of Middletown was one of the partners in the project and the administration and the township are very satisfied with the project.  People from the adjacent town, Newport, were also very supportive.  The press, Newport Daily News, and the Providence Journal, has provided several informational articles and stressed the positive nature of the entire project.

An old municipal landfill area has undergone remediation to recapture its original function, that of being a saltmarsh/wetland.  Even though this was a corollary to the main project, this happens to be the most innovative feature of the project.  Additionally, the project used clean dredge spoils, the first time that the regulators allowed this to happen in Rhode Island; recycled wood, steel, concrete and tires while excavating part of the landfill for consolidation and used soil from surrounding areas to create almost 17 acres of saltmarsh /wetlands.  The visitors to the refuge, especially the birders, have noticed at least 17 new avian species in the newly created wetlands and the threatened piping plovers are using the remediated LFA for nesting.  The project was not the least bit mundane but one that recreated  magnificent wetlands along with the capping. The project is already yielding rich dividends and will be something that would be much appreciated by the constant stream of visitors for years to come!

Summary:
The Sachuest Point NWR Landfill Remediation project not only closed a landfill but also had other very tangible benefits; restoration of about 17 acres of salt marsh habitat and 5 acres of formerly buried wetlands, creation of 15 acres of upland early successional habitat and tidal pools that increased migratory bird use, increased intertidal foraging areas for breeding of migratory shorebirds, controlling invasive phragmites, increased biodiversity and most of all, practiced sound environmental stewardship in the service of conservation through a very cost-effective remediation by partnering with several public and private groups.
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