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Oversight Hearing on the future of Jamaica Bay:

A look at environmental impacts and the Bay’s disappearing marshes



On November 8, 2002, the Committee on Environmental Protection will hold an oversight hearing on the future of Jamaica Bay, with a specific focus on environmental impacts and the Bay’s disappearing marshes.

I.
Background



According to the American Heritage Dictionary, a bay is defined as “a body of water partially enclosed by land but with a wide mouth, affording access to the sea.”
  Jamaica Bay, however, is much more than just a body of water.  To many, Jamaica Bay is an oasis of great ecological importance -- “a natural wonderland.”
  In fact, according to a story featured in the Queens Tribune, the area in and around Jamaica Bay “…is home to the largest urban wildlife preserve in the nation.”
  



One of our nation’s few urban national parks, Gateway National Recreation Area, and the Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge -- a shelter for rare and endangered birds -- are located within Jamaica Bay.
  The Wildlife Refuge is “one of the most important urban wildlife refugees in the United States,” and it is nationally and internationally renowned “as a prime birding spot where thousands of water, land and shorebirds stop during migration.”
  In essence, Jamaica Bay is considered to be “…one of the most important migratory shorebird stopover sites in the New York Bight region,
 especially during fall migration (July to November),”
 and, “…home to one of the largest and most varied collections of fish and both migrating and nesting birds on the Eastern Seaboard.”



Approximately 95% of Jamaica Bay falls under federal jurisdiction as a result of the Gateway National Recreation Area Act, passed in 1972, which established the national park that encompasses most of the Bay.
  The Department of the Interior holds primary responsibility for administering the Recreation Area, including the Jamaica Bay Unit of the park, and “shall administer and protect the islands and waters within [that Unit] with the primary aim of conserving the natural resources, fish, and wildlife located therein and shall permit no development or use of this area which is incompatible with this purpose.”
  The Army Corps of Engineers was also provided with the authority to “undertake or contribute to water resource developments, including shore erosion control, beach protection, and navigation improvements . . . on land and/or waters within the recreation area. . . ” that are “mutually acceptable to the Secretary of the Interior and the Secretary of the Army and which are consistent with both the purpose of the [Gateway National Recreation Area] Act and the purpose of existing statutes dealing with water and related land resource development.”
 



Approximately 8 miles long, 4 miles wide, and covering 26 square miles, Jamaica Bay is situated within the boroughs of Brooklyn and Queens, and opens into the Atlantic Ocean via the Rockaway Inlet.
   The “…bay’s shallow waters,” a mean depth of 13 feet,
 “and low-lying island marshes stretch over some 13,000 acres, providing a unique interconnection between the natural environment and the nation’s largest city.  With its freshwater ponds and saltwater wetlands, the refuge offers sanctuary to more than 300 species of birds and nearly 100 species of fish, as well as amphibians, reptiles and small mammals.”
  The location of Jamaica Bay “…and the rich food resources found there make it a regionally important fish, wildlife, and plant habitat complex.”



Jamaica Bay is considered by many to be an “…ecological resource of global significance, especially because of its location within a dense urban environment.  As an object of restoration and study activities, [the Bay] may become a model for the recovery of important urban estuaries throughout the world.”
  Nevertheless, Jamaica Bay’s future as an oasis of great ecological importance is in severe jeopardy due to the fact that thousands of acres of the bay’s marshy islands, which serve as nesting and feeding areas for an abundance of birds and other wildlife, are rapidly and mysteriously vanishing.
  Scientists predict that the Jamaica Bay marshlands will completely vanish in less than 20 years if the cause to their deterioration and a solution to their preservation are not found.

II.
Jamaica Bay Marshlands



The marshes located in Jamaica Bay are the “…only marsh of any size adjacent to such a large metropolitan area.”
  Marshes are commonly referred to as wetlands.  The term wetlands means “…lands where saturation with water is the dominant factor determining the nature of soil development and the types of plant and animal communities living in the soil and on its surface.”
  Generally, wetlands include swamps, marshes, bogs and similar areas.
  The United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) defines marshes as “wetlands frequently or continually inundated with water, characterized by emergent soft-stemmed vegetation adapted to saturated soil conditions.”
  On its website, the EPA divides marshes into two primary categories: tidal and non-tidal.
  The most prevalent and widely distributed wetlands in North America are non-tidal marshes, which are mostly freshwater marshes.
  The marshes located in Jamaica Bay, however, are tidal.



Tidal marshes are freshwater, brackish (somewhat salty), or saline (salty), and “…are most prevalent in the United States on the eastern coast from Maine to Florida and continuing on to Louisiana and Texas along the Gulf of Mexico.”
  There are many functions that tidal marshes perform which are beneficial to bodies of water.  Specifically, tidal marshes:

· Buffer stormy seas and prevent flooding;

· Slow shoreline erosion;

· Absorb excess nutrients before they reach the oceans and estuaries.  High concentrations of nutrients can result in oxygen levels low enough to harm wildlife;
 and,

· Provide vital food and habitat for clams, crabs, and juvenile fish, as well as offering shelter and nesting sites for species of migratory waterfowl.

The tidal marshlands located in Jamaica Bay, which cover 3,400 acres, perform these above-mentioned essential functions.



Essentially, the marshes of Jamaica Bay are of tremendous ecological importance and “…perform an essential role in controlling floods and in protecting a vast swath of the Brooklyn and Queens shorefront from storms and erosion.”
  By serving a crucial role with respect to wildlife and to the Bay’s ecology, the Bay’s marshes are “the crux of the Jamaica Bay ecosystem.”
  Unfortunately, however, Jamaica Bay has experienced a significant and continuing decline in the size of its tidal marshes in the past 100 years.
  In 1995, local fishermen and bird-watchers first noticed the disappearance of Jamaica Bay’s marshes.
  Moreover, unlike wetlands across the country, “the Jamaica Bay island marshes have been disappearing much more quickly, and the rate seems to be increasing each year.”



According to Eric Goldstein, co-director of the urban program at the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), “[f]rom 1924 to 1974, the bay was losing perhaps 10 acres a year, probably due to natural forces such as erosion.  From 1974 to 1994, the data show, this trend increased, and average annual losses climbed to 22 acres a year.  Since 1999, the rate of loss has spiked to 50 acres per year.”
  Scientists, who have called the disappearing marshlands an emergency, contend, as mentioned earlier, that the Bay’s marshes “…will disappear in less than 20 years if a solution is not found.”
  What is more disturbing, however, is the fact that scientists “…do not know what is causing such rapid erosion, which seems to be unknown elsewhere in the New York metropolitan region and [is] rare anyplace.”
  Consequently, scientists and environmentalists are uncertain as to how to remedy the problem of the mysteriously vanishing marshlands.  Billy Garrett, Superintendent of the Jamaica Bay Unit at Gateway National Recreation Area, asserts that no specific causes have been ruled out.

III.  Jamaica Bay’s Disappearing Marshes



There are several theories that attempt to explain what exactly is the cause behind the mysterious vanishing marshlands of Jamaica Bay.  In a report entitled Climate Change and a Global City, issued by the Columbia Earth Institute for the United States Global Change Research Program, the authors attribute most of the tidal wetlands losses in Jamaica Bay between 1900 and 1974 to “…direct man-made factors: e.g., filling and dredging, residential development in Queens and Brooklyn in and around the bay including Broad Channel Island and JFK International Airport, and rail and road construction.”
  The authors of the aforementioned report, however, suspect that the current tidal wetlands losses in Jamaica Bay “…are likely caused by several factors, including sea-level rise, erosion, and storms.”
  The Institute contends that rising sea level could possibly be the source of erosion of Jamaica Bay’s marshes.
  The wetlands located in nearby Long Island, however, have not been disappearing to the same extent, if at all, even though the sea level rise is similar in that location.



A July, 2001 New York Times article gives credence to the theory that tidal wetlands losses in Jamaica Bay can be attributed to man-made filling and the dredging of the Bay between 1900 and 1950.  Huge underwater dredges, or pits, were dug between 1900 and 1950 to widen the Jamaica Bay channel for navigation purposes.
,
  These huge underwater dredges adversely affect the marshlands by trapping the sediment flowing in with the tides.  The dredges “…act as a kind of trap for sediment, preventing this nourishing material from washing over the marshes and maintaining their growth.”
  The dredges were also dug to provide a huge amount of sand for filling in the wetlands during the construction of Kennedy Airport.
  Ordinarily the sediment “washes around and finds its way to the surface of the marshes.  The fine sediment builds up the marshes and counteracts routine erosion caused, for instance, by sea level rise.”
  Furthermore, not only do the underwater dredges trap sediment, “they also contribute to the erosion of the bay’s floor.  The result is a deeper water level and higher waves, which cause further erosion by flowing over the marshes.”



Another possible cause of the erosion of Jamaica Bay’s marshes may be the treated sewage and stormwater that are pouring into the Bay.  Four of the City’s wastewater treatment plants (the Rockaway, Jamaica, 26th Ward, and Coney Island plants) dump 250 million gallons of wastewater per day into Jamaica Bay,
 with one billion gallons of water being poured into the Bay on rainy days.
   This nutrient-loaded wastewater may be causing an overgrowth of mussels, preventing natural drainage.
,
  In addition, the presence of excessive nutrients, such as nitrogen and phosphorous, may also lead to eutrophication
, resulting in the depletion of dissolved oxygen, which is necessary for the survival of plants and animal species.  As such, the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) has entered into an administrative order-on-consent, in conjunction with the Office of the New York State Attorney General and the New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), requiring the DEP to reduce its discharges of nitrogen into Jamaica Bay.
  According to the DEC website, the order requires “DEP to upgrade its 26th Ward WPCP, which discharges to Jamaica Bay, to BNR [Step-Feed Biological Nitrogen Removal], to enhance nitrogen removal from effluent entering Jamaica Bay.”
  In addition, the order-on-consent requires DEP to “perform certain studies to determine how best to address nitrogen-related water quality problems in Jamaica Bay in the long term.”
   



It has also been proposed that the erosion of the Bay’s marshes may be attributed to the disposal of concentrated city sewage sludge waters, as a result of the end of the ocean dumping of this material.  “The marshes took a dramatic turn for the worse” “about the same time that the city ended its program of dumping sewage sludge more than 100 miles out in the Atlantic Ocean.”
  The sludge water that remains after sewage sludge has been de-watered, which is very high in nitrogen and phosphate, is now being discharged into the Bay, and may be contributing to algal blooms.
  The Jamaica Bay Eco Watchers, consisting of local fisherman, contend that “the nitrogen is too much for the wildlife, cutting away oxygen and killing the marsh and eventually the wildlife as a result.”





Other suspected causes behind the mysterious vanishing marshlands of Jamaica Bay include:

· changes in the tidal flows, which have adversely affected sediment flows in the Bay;

· highway and asphalt runoff soaked with motor oil and diesel fuel;

· toxins leaching from three inactive hazardous-waste landfills (Edgemere, Fountain Avenue, and Pennsylvania Avenue landfills);
,

· continued alteration of coastal habitat;  and,

· an overgrowth of seaweed.

IV.  Addressing the Bay’s Disappearing Marshes



It is clearly evident that there are numerous theories that attempt to explain why Jamaica Bay’s marshlands are disappearing.  As such, scientists, as well as environmentalists, are perplexed in their search for a definitive solution that would protect and preserve the marshlands of Jamaica Bay.  Several possible short-term solutions have been considered, such as restoring the marshes by “building” new ones through depositing uncontaminated dredged materials in the Bay and planting new vegetation,
 moving seaweed and mussel beds, and conducting analyses of sediment.

  

In May of 2001, Congressman Anthony Weiner, who represents the Jamaica Bay area, along with the National Park Service, convened a “Blue Ribbon Panel of experts in the field of marsh ecology… to evaluate the loss of marsh islands in Jamaica Bay.”
  A number of factors were identified by the panel as possible causes of the erosion of Jamaica Bay’s marshes, including: sediment displacement, sea level rise, wave energy, erosion, wildlife impacts, and water quality.
   The panel recommended that “a research program be initiated to better evaluate the role of each of the [aforementioned] factors so that a more effective restoration strategy can be developed.
  Congressman Weiner has secured a $598,000 grant from the Natural Resources Protection Program
 to implement research and corrective measures aimed at saving the salt marshes in Jamaica Bay, and the DEC has allocated $150,000 for the same purpose.
  Also, the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) recently announced that it had created the position of “Bay Guardian” in order “to insure that the best interests of Jamaica Bay were addressed.”
  The new Bay Guardian and “will serve as a liaison between the community and governmental agencies that have jurisdiction over the bay, including the DEC, the National Park Service, the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, the city’s Department of Environmental Protection and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.” 
  The Bay Guardian will also be responsible for developing “both short and long-term goals for improving water conditions and will review local plans and development proposals that might impact the bay.”
 

V.  Conclusion


It must be noted that, notwithstanding the mysterious vanishing marshlands, Jamaica Bay, “…is in its best condition in decades.  The birds and fish are thriving, and water is being flushed out by the open ocean more efficiently than scientists once thought.”
  Nevertheless, it is imperative that the various government agencies with jurisdiction over Jamaica Bay, including the City of New York, work together in the hopes of designing “…a rescue plan for the marshlands.”
  One thing is certain -- the Bay’s marshlands require and deserve immediate attention.
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