
SEARSPORT DREDGING SUMMARY 

 The Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) and Maine Department of Transportation (MEDOT) propose to 

spend more than $13 Million taxpayer dollars ($3+M State and $10+M federal) to deepen the Searsport 

channel from the congressionally-authorized depth of 35-ft to 40-ft, deepen the depth at the docks to 43-ft, 

and expand the length of the channel and width of the turning basin by a third.  This proposal would require 

dredging almost a million cubic yards (cy) of material -- much of it contaminated – all of which the Corps 

proposes to dump in the fertile commercial fishing and lobstering grounds of Penobscot Bay.  These 

fisheries collectively are worth up to a billion dollars a year in the Maine economy and employ thousands of 

people – including more than 2,100 lobstermen in Zones C and D. 

 A Non-Structural Alternative, identified by nationally renown water resource development experts 

(Dawson & Associates), exists that would achieve 97% of the Corps’ port improvement goals at no cost to 

State taxpayers and a fraction of the cost to federal taxpayers.  This Non-Structural Alternative would 

require restoring the existing channel to the congressionally-authorized depth of 35-ft and deepening the 

dock depth to 45-ft, and would inflict none of the adverse environmental and economic damages on 

Penobscot Bay and its people that the Corps’ proposal would cause. All of the dredge spoils from the 

Dawson alternative (estimated <100,000 cy) could be cost-effectively disposed on land – protecting the 

environment and integrity of the commercial fishing and lobstering grounds in Penobscot Bay, and posing 

none of the risks of damage to the reputation of the iconic Maine Lobster brand that the Corps’ proposal has.  

*     *     * 

The only National Economic Development (NED) benefit that the Corps has identified for its more 

costly and destructive proposal is an annual “Transportation Savings” of $845,000, that shippers using Mack 

Point would allegedly obtain by reducing the tidal delays that vessels with drafts of 35.2-ft and up to 40-ft 

experience now, as a result of the Corps’ failure to do maintenance dredging over the past 50 years since the 

Searsport channel was established in 1964.  Shoaling attributable to the Corps’ lack of maintenance has 

reduced the channel depth to 33-ft in places.  Even with this shoaling, the maximum tidal delay vessels 

currently experienced in Searsport is 6 hours. No public benefit, other than this transportation savings, is 

identified by the Corps for this project.  Rather, the Corps has only identified two private, foreign-own oil 

companies, Sprague Energy and Irving Oil, as the primary beneficiaries of the proposed project’s NED 

benefit.  

The primary use of the port of Searsport is as a port for importing foreign oil – which historically has 

accounted for about 75% of the port’s activity.  Using data from the Corps’ Waterborne Commerce 

Statistics Center (WCSC), since 2003 (when MEDOT deepened the docks at Mack Point to accommodate 

deeper draft vessels), the number of vessels currently using the port of Searsport that meet the vessel-draft 

criteria to be benefited by deepening the Searsport channel is less than 7 vessels a year.  Further, because 

oil imports are declining and U.S. production of oil and gas has exponentially increased since 2008 (when 

the Corps did its economic analysis for this project), the need for the port of Searsport to import oil has 

substantially declined.  However, the Corps has not updated its calculation of the NED benefit to address the 

sea-change in energy markets and thus the need for this port for importing oil and gas.  Consequently, the 

need to deepen the Searsport channel has been exaggerated by the use of outdated economic data.    

The project, as proposed, would require the removal of almost a million cubic yards of material from 

the expanded channel area and docks.  After a century of use as a petroleum and chemical import facility, 

much of the sediment in and around Searsport is known to contain high levels of contamination including: 

heavy metals (copper, arsenic, lead, nickel, chromium, cadmium, and mercury), pesticides, polycyclic 

aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and other contaminants all known to be 

neuro-toxins, endocrine disruptors and/or carcinogens. In addition, from 1967 to 2000, a company called 

HoltraChem dumped 9 to 12 tons of mercury 30-miles up the Penobscot River in Orrington.  Most of this 

dumping occurred in 1967 to 1970, before the passage of the Clean Water Act (CWA). Through tidal action, 

this mercury ultimately contaminated the sediment throughout the upper Penobscot Bay.  A 12-year study of 



the HoltraChem legacy mercury, performed under the direction of the United States District Court for the 

District of Maine, known as the Penobscot River Mercury Study (PRMS), has determined that there is a 

layer of buried inorganic mercury throughout the entire upper Penobscot Bay, down to the southern tip of 

Islesboro, found generally at a depth of about 20 to 40 cm (8 to 16 inches), attributable to the dumping of 

mercury by HoltraChem.  The Court’s experts concluded that there is no threat to the environment, biota or 

public health as long as this layer of HoltraChem legacy mercury remains buried.  The amount of buried 

HoltraChem legacy mercury in Searsport has never been determined. 

The Corps proposes to dump all of the million cubic yards of material generated by their proposal in 

one of three identified dredge disposal sites, all located in western Penobscot Bay (the Rockland Disposal 

Site (RDS), the Belfast Bay Disposal Site (BBDS) and the Penobscot Disposal Site (PDS)).  None of these 

sites has been formally determined to be suitable for use as a dredge disposal site since enactment of the 

CWA.  The Corps’ preferred choice for dumping all million cy of the Searsport dredge spoils is the PDS, 

which is closest to the dredging site and therefore the cheapest site to transport spoils from Searsport.   

The PDS is located on the Northwest side of Islesboro.  The PDS was last used for dredge spoils 

disposal more than 50 years ago when the Searsport Federal Navigation Project (FNP) was first established.  

It is designated on nautical charts as a “discontinued” dredge disposal site (as is the BBDS).  There are 

large, deep “pock” marks (about the size of the Rose Bowl) at this site, formed from methane venting.  The 

Corps has done no study of the stability of the structure of, or methane activity in, these “pock” marks and 

they do not know if they the methane vents are still active.  The PDS also is just 5,000 from some of the 

highest quality water in Penobscot Bay, where an aquaculture facility for raising mussels is located, the 

Pemaquid Mussel Farm. The PMF produces mussels for more than 53 local restaurants and produces about 

$500,000 a year in the local economy.  Mussels from the PMF filter a million gallons of water an hour.  

Currents around the PDS carry water and sediment throughout the western and eastern Penobscot Bay – the 

Corps has done no study of the impact of these currents on spreading dredge spoils and the contaminants in 

these spoils to other areas in Penobscot Bay, including the eastern bay, or on water quality generally. 

Penobscot Bay is at the heart of some of the most productive lobstering grounds in Maine and in the 

world.    A quarter of all lobsters caught annually in the U.S. are caught in western Penobscot Bay, where 

the Corps proposes to dredge and to dump all of the contaminated dredge spoils from this project. The 

lobster catch in just western Penobscot Bay was valued in 2013 at over $102 million at the dock and an 

estimated $500+ million to the Maine economy. Because of the presence of contamination in Searsport – 

including the likely presence of buried HoltraChem legacy mercury that dredging in Searsport could 

disturb -- this dredging project risks the safety and reputation for wholesomeness of ALL Maine lobsters. 

If dredging spreads methyl mercury contamination to any Pen-Bay lobsters, this project would 

permanently destroy the Penobscot Bay lobster fishery and could irreparably damage the iconic Maine 

Lobster brand – a cornerstone of the Maine economy. 

Corps staff have acknowledged in “private” meetings with lobstermen that it will take at least 4-

years for “recovery and re-colonization” of the area impacted by this dredge-and-dump proposal – double 

the time that the Corps publicly acknowledged recovery and re-colonization would take in the 2013 

Feasibility Study and draft Environmental Assessment (2013 FSEA).   

 A 4-year loss of just the western Penobscot Bay lobster fishery could result in up to a $2 billion loss 

to the Maine economy – lost revenue that the Corps’ staff confirmed would not be reimbursed by 

the federal government. 

The federal court’s sediment expert, Dr. Kevin Yeager, determined that the Corps’ 2008 sediment 

testing was inadequate under both the standards jointly issued by the Corps and EPA (RIM 2004), and the 

federal court’s experts’ standards developed during the PRMS to detect the presence and effects of mercury, 

particularly HolraChem legacy mercury.  The Yeager Report concludes that additional sediment testing 

must be required before any dredging, even maintenance dredging, is done. 

 



Failure to conduct the necessary, updated sediment testing prior to proceeding with this project and 

disturbing the buried HoltraChem legacy mercury by the proposed dredging in Searsport could:  

 Directly interfere with the federal court’s oversight of the remediation of HoltraChem mercury; 

 Increase the actual, economic, environmental and human costs of the remediation of the HoltraChem 

mercury contamination; 

 Spread methyl mercury contamination to the entire Pen-Bay food web, including the valuable 

commercial fisheries and aquaculture facilities in this region; 

 Damage or destroy the actual and economic viability of the lobster industry in Penobscot Bay, that 

sustains the Midcoast economy and the more than 2,100 licensed lobstermen in Zones C and D; and 

 Do irreparable harm to the iconic Maine Lobster Brand – a multi-billion dollar a year industry that is 

a foundation of the Maine economy.  

 

There is an alternative to the massive dredging project that the Corps proposes that would 

achieve 97% of the navigation improvements in the port of Searsport that the Corps claims that this 

project is intended to have.  Dawson & Associates, a firm established by former Corps of Engineers 

personnel who are nationally recognized experts in federal water resources development, evaluated the 

Searsport dredging project as proposed by the Corps in the 2013 FSEA and concluded that: 

 A less environmentally damaging, practical, Non-Structural Alternative to the proposed 

Searsport project exists, involving completing only maintenance dredging in the existing 

channel to restore the congressionally-authorized depth of 35-ft and deepening the dock area 

to a 45-ft depth (2-ft deeper than the Corps proposes), that would accommodate 97% of the 

desired future fleet; 

 Potential mercury contamination of the proposed dredge and dredge disposal sites must be 

further analyzed before the project moves forward; and 

 Several Army Corps’ economic assumptions are questionable and could significantly 

[negatively] affect projected cost benefit ratios for this project. 

  

 The project as proposed by the Corps is extremely controversial. More than 35 State legislators and 9 

towns have objected to the Corps proceeding without doing the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), 

required by the National Environmental Policy Act for projects that will have significant impacts on the 

human environment (i.e. will have significant environmental and economic impacts).  The Corps has 

attempted to evade doing an EIS by claiming that this project will have no significant impacts (a FONSI 

determination).  As a result, the Corps has only done a draft Environmental Assessment (EA) and only 

assessed limited, local impacts this would have in Searsport directly, and only identified impacts to existing 

vessel traffic (using data from 2008 and earlier). 

 Proponents of this project, mainly from Bangor in the Action Committee of 50, the Bangor Regional 

Chamber of Commerce (BRCC) and Eastern Maine Development Corporation (EMDC), all affiliated with 

former Transportation Commissioner David Cole, have asserted that this project will result in additional 

industrial development in central and northern Maine, including the creation of a wood pellet manufacturing 

facility for converting portions of the Northern woods to wood pellets for export through Searsport.  

Proponents assert that deepening the harbor is required for these manufacturing facilities to be developed 

and the creation of a facility to build new oil transport train cars at the former Loring AFB.  However, all of 

the jobs and secondary industrial impacts touted by proponents of deepening the Searsport FNP are 

speculative and ignore the significant adverse economic impacts and job losses that would occur if this 

project proceeds as proposed by the Corps.  Further, even if the speculative dredge-it-and-they-will-come 

projects identified by proponents are possible, NEPA requires that the Corps assess the impacts of these 

reasonably foreseeable secondary industrial projects on the human environment from the Coast up to the 

northern woods of Aroostook County through an EIS before this project can proceed.  The Corps has 

violated federal law over the past 14 years by failing to do an EIS on this project, which is a mandatory 

undertaking and almost always done on all projects that require congressional authorization like this one.  


