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Date: May 15, 2013



From: Phil Colarusso, Coastal and Ocean Protection Section



To: File



Subj: Difficulties with deployment of silt curtains





In the late 1990s, the Army Corps of Engineers proposed to dredge the federal navigation channel in Scituate Harbor.  Scituate Harbor is a fairly protected harbor with a breakwater constructed on the outer edge of the harbor where it connects to Massachusetts Bay.  Due to this protected nature, eelgrass had historically thrived in the harbor and was growing in close proximity to the navigation channel.  In an effort to protect this sensitive resource during the dredging, EPA, National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and Massachusetts Division of Marine Fisheries (MA DMF) required the Army Corps to deploy silt curtains between the navigation channel and the eelgrass meadows.



In late spring, after the dredging had been completed, but before the silt curtains had been removed, I did a dive to see firsthand how effective this approach had been.  Once I was underwater, it became immediately obvious that many of the silt curtains had moved from their original deployment point.  Some of them had ended up on top of the eelgrass and others had ended up in the navigation channel.  I queried personnel from the dredging company and they attributed the movement to two primary factors, boat traffic and weather.   They observed at least one boater dragging a silt curtain, because it became fouled on his propeller.  They also observed many boaters ignoring the “No Wake Zone” requirement and as a result large wakes lifting the silt curtains up and down with each wave.  Additionally, the area experienced several large storms which generated waves in the harbor.  One or more of these events occurred at a spring low tide, which may have made the silt curtains more vulnerable to displacement.



The successful use of silt curtains in the marine environment is very site specific based on exposure to predominant weather patterns, time of year and possible interactions with boating activities.  There are certainly locations and times when the use of silt curtains is appropriate and can be done with little complication.  The experience in Scituate should not be interpreted as an across the board indictment on the use of silt curtains, but rather an example of some problems that may arise with their use.    
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