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From: Natalie Lafont Alenka Cardenas

Scientific Advisor Wetland Policy and Outreach Specialist
Healthy Gulf Bayou City Waterkeeper

VIA EMAIL

August 27, 2026

To: Regulatory Division, CESWG-RDE

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Galveston District

2000 Fort Point Road

Galveston, Texas 77550
swg_public_notice@usace.army.mil

RRS: https://rrs.usace.army.mil/rrs/public-notices

Re: Comments on Public Notice SWG-2026-00414, Port of Houston Authority application
for maintenance dredging and disposal of dredged material from the Houston Ship
Channel at the Galveston Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Site (ODMDS)

Dear District Engineer:

Healthy Gulf, Bayou City Waterkeeper, Public Citizen, Turtle Island Restoration Network, Air
Alliance Houston, Environmental Defense Fund, and Galveston Bay Foundation submit the
following comments on Public Notice SWG-2026-00414, published July 28, 2026, concerning
the application by the Port of Houston Authority to conduct maintenance dredging along
approximately 52 miles of the Houston Ship Channel (HSC), from the Upper Turning Basin
through Galveston Bay to the Gulf of America, and to dispose of dredged material at the
Galveston ODMDS.' Together, our organizations have a strong interest in ensuring that dredged
material from the Houston Ship Channel is managed in a manner protective of surrounding
communities and the marine ecosystem.

Continued reliance on the Galveston ODMDS rather than expanding upland confined placement
areas may also avoid additional capacity, levee-raise, and land-use burdens that fall on

' U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District. Public Notice SWG-2026-00414, Port of Houston
Authority. July 28, 2026.
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communities near existing upland placement areas along the Houston Ship Channel. At the same
time, shifting greater volumes and finer-grained material from more industrialized reaches
offshore underscores the need for adequate sediment verification, monitoring, and environmental
protections at the ODMDS.

Our comments are focused on ensuring that the monitoring and sediment-verification framework
for this permit is strong enough to protect surrounding communities and the marine ecosystem,
particularly as this authorization includes material from more heavily industrialized reaches of
the Houston Ship Channel. We ask the Corps to incorporate the following as permit conditions or
companion commitments.

1. Update the Galveston ODMDS Site Management and Monitoring Plan (SMMP), which
appears to be past its own stated term.

The governing SMMP for the Galveston ODMDS, dated January 26, 2016, states that it "goes
into effect upon the date of the last signature for a period not to exceed ten years.” The last of the
two required signatures were executed May 3, 2016, meaning the plan's own stated term ended in
May 2026, shortly before this notice was published. Section 102(¢)(3) of the MPRSA calls for
SMMPs to be reviewed and revised "not less frequently than every 10 years."? We ask that the
Corps and EPA Region 6 complete (or confirm completion of) that review and publish an
updated baseline assessment, so that monitoring commitments for this and future contracts are
grounded in current site conditions rather than a decade-old plan.

2. Clarify the sediment testing record so the public can see what has been verified.

Table 2 of the public notice lists two separate sediment reports with the identical title,
"Sampling, Chemical Analysis and Bioassessment of Houston Ship Channel: Upper Bay
(Bayport to Morgans), Bayport Ship Channel and Barbours Cut Channel, Chambers and Harris
Counties, Texas", but different dates and EPA concurrence dates (November 2024/February
2025, and August 2025/September 2025).> We ask the Corps to make the underlying sediment
chemistry and bioassay data publicly available so the testing basis for this newly authorized
expansion is transparent. The Corps should also provide the sampling locations and dates, testing

2 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, pp.3,8,26-27.

3 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District. Public Notice SWG-2026-00414. July 28, 2026, pp.
2-3.
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and bioassessment methods used, and explain whether the samples are representative of the
material expected to be dredged from each reach.

This information is of particular importance when considering the geographic extent of the
proposed authorization and the documented history of contamination in Houston Ship Channel
sediments. Previous sediment investigations in portions of the Houston Ship Channel have
documented contamination by persistent pollutants, including dioxins and furans, PAHs,
pesticides, PCBs and heavy metals.* ° These historical data do not establish that all material
covered by this permit is unsuitable for ocean disposal, but they do make current, representative
testing of the material proposed for dredging important. If additional or updated testing is
conducted or relied upon during the term of the permit, those results should also be made
publicly available.

3. Confirm reach-specific contaminant monitoring keeps pace with the finer, more
industrial sediment now entering the site, and clarify what erosion at the site means for
those contaminants.

We want to reiterate that sediment contamination from these newly authorized reaches is a
central concern for us. The SMMP's own particle-size data show the Galveston ODMDS is
comparatively coarse and sand-dominated (61.1% sand) while the HSC Lower Bay Reach is
56% sand. The newly authorized upper reaches are markedly finer: the HSC Upper Bay Reach is
45.6% clay and the HSC Landlocked Reach is 55.1% silt, with sand fractions of only 19% and

19.3%, respectively.® Finer sediments are more likely to carry adsorbed contaminants.” The
SMMP's own monitoring history includes dioxin/furan-specific studies of Houston Ship Channel

412M Associates, LLC. Phase | and Phase Il Project 11 Field Investigation Report and Preliminary
Assessment, Glendale and Clinton Placement Area Peripheries, Houston, Texas. March 14, 2024, pp.
10-13, Tables 1-3.

® U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District. Houston Ship Channel 45-Foot Expansion Channel
Improvement Project, Final Integrated Feasibility Report—-Environmental Impact Statement, Appendix G:
Environmental Supporting Document. 2020.

6 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, p. 12.

" Shelton, L.R., and Capel, P.D. Guidelines for Collecting and Processing Samples of Stream Bed
Sediment for Analysis of Trace Elements and Organic Contaminants for the National Water-Quality
Assessment Program. U.S. Geological Survey Open-File Report 94-458, 1994.
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sediments, including material from the upper-bay area (2009 and 2012).* We ask the Corps to
clarify whether reach-specific contaminant testing (dioxins/furans, PAHs, metals) will be
required for each dredging contract involving material from these segments, rather than treated
as a one-time exercise, and whether those results will be available for public review on an
ongoing basis.

Relatedly, the SMMP describes the Galveston ODMDS as a "high-energy erosional zone" where
deposited material "disperse[s] and erode[s] quickly."® We ask the Corps to clarify what this
erosion and dispersal actually means for pollutants bound to the finer sediment fractions coming
from the newly included reaches, specifically, whether rapid erosion resuspends contaminants
into the water column, how far and at what concentrations they may travel beyond the disposal
zones and site boundary and what monitoring is in place to track that resuspension and transport.
The SMMP also ties its environmental-effects threshold to contaminant concentrations in
dredged sediment that EPA and the Corps have previously determined are suitable for disposal at
the ODMDS.'® This makes access to the underlying sediment testing results key in understanding
how material from the newly authorized reaches will be evaluated and monitored.

4. Ensure bathymetric and environmental effects monitoring scale with expanded use of the
site.

The SMMP's volume estimates in Appendix A indicate that expanded use of the Galveston
ODMDS could result in the disposal of tens of millions of cubic yards of dredged material at the
site over time. '' We support the tiered monitoring framework the SMMP already establishes
including routine and advanced bathymetric surveys, EPA R6 trend assessment, and

8 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, p. 33.

° U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, pp. 13, 20.

9 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, pp. 24-25.

" U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, Appendix A, p. 30.
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environmental effects monitoring.'> We ask that the Corps confirm that this framework, and its
associated funding, is scaled to match the increased frequency and volume of disposal contracts
expected under this expanded use, including monitoring of the specific disposal zones used by
this contract.

5. Strengthen and clarify the action thresholds that trigger deeper monitoring.

The SMMP's tiered monitoring framework relies on several thresholds that we believe need to be
clarified or strengthened as material from the newly authorized, more industrialized reaches
enters the site:

® Biological threshold is set too late. Waiting until pollution-sensitive biota are absent is a
lagging indicator that may register only after substantial ecological change has already
occurred. "* We ask that this threshold instead be based on a measurable reduction in
pollution-sensitive biota populations or diversity, so that a decline triggers deeper
monitoring while there is still time to respond, not only a complete loss.

e Contaminant thresholds are not identified in the notice. The SMMP defines the action
threshold for environmental effects monitoring as "concentrations above the range of
contaminant levels in dredged sediments that the Regional Administrator and the District
Engineer found to be suitable for disposal at the ODMDS", but neither the SMMP nor
this public notice states what those approved concentration levels actually are. '* We ask
the Corps to identify and reference the specific contaminant concentration levels or
thresholds that have been approved for ocean disposal at this site, so the public can
evaluate how they will be applied, particularly for material from the newly included
reaches.

12 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, pp. 24-25, 34-35.

3 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, p. 24.

% U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, p. 25.
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o "Sub-lethal effects” is undefined. The advanced environmental effects monitoring
threshold is triggered by "unacceptable sub-lethal effects to benthic organisms,"'” but the
term is not defined anywhere in the SMMP or notice. We ask the Corps to specify which
sub-lethal effects will be measured and what criteria will determine when those effects
are "unacceptable," so this trigger can be applied consistently rather than left to
case-by-case interpretation.

® The ecological baseline is outdated. The most recent EPA R6 status-and-trend assessment
referenced in the SMMP was conducted in 2012, predating the 2015 rule change that
expanded use of the site to suitable dredged material from all reaches of the Houston Ship
Channel.'” We ask that a current trend assessment be completed (or its status confirmed)
so that the thresholds above are measured against an up-to-date ecological baseline, not
one from over a decade ago.

6. Complete and disclose ESA and EFH consultations, and conduct a wildlife and fisheries
analysis specific to the affected reaches and disposal zones.

We support the Corps' stated intent to complete Section 7 ESA consultation and
Magnuson-Stevens EFH consultation prior to finalizing the permit decision, and ask that the
results be made public. The notice identifies federally managed species and species groups that
use Essential Fish Habitat at the site, including red drum, triggerfishes, jacks, wrasses, snappers,
tilefishes, groupers, coastal migratory pelagics, shrimps, stone crabs, and spiny lobsters. '* The
Notice does not provide a wildlife or fisheries analysis specific to the newly included channel
reaches or the disposal zones most likely to receive their material. We ask the Corps to include

'* U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, p. 25.

16 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, p. 12.

7 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 6 and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District.
Galveston, Texas Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites Site Management and Monitoring Plan.
January 26, 2016, p. 8.

8 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Galveston District. Public Notice SWG-2026-00414. July 28, 2026, p. 4.
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such an analysis, and to apply the December 1-March 31 hopper-dredging window established
for protection of sea turtles consistently, with any deviations documented and disclosed.”

7. Track cumulative use of the site over time.

As use of the Galveston ODMDS expands to include material from additional reaches of the
Houston Ship Channel, we ask that the Corps' monitoring and reporting track cumulative
volumes and cumulative zone use over time, not just on a contract-by-contract basis, so that
long-term trends in mounding, dispersion, or sediment quality across the site can be identified.

Conclusion

We ask that the Corps address the monitoring, sediment testing and transparency, and threshold
concerns identified above, including making the underlying sediment testing data available for
public review and clarifying how material from the newly authorized reaches will be evaluated
and monitored. These measures are necessary to ensure that expanded use of the Galveston
ODMDS is protective of surrounding communities and the marine ecosystem. We appreciate the
opportunity to comment and welcome further discussion with the Corps.

Respectfully submitted,

Natalie Lafont, Science Consultant and Matt Rota, Senior Policy Director
Healthy Gulf

Alenka Cardenas, Wetlands Policy and Outreach Specialist
Bayou City Waterkeeper

Sarah Cinco, Organizer
Public Citizen

Joanie Steinhaus, Ocean Program Director
Turtle Island Restoration Network

Juliana Hernandez, Government Relations Coordinator
Air Alliance Houston

'® National Marine Fisheries Service. Gulf of Mexico Regional Biological Opinion, Revision 1. November
19, 2003, amended June 24, 2005.
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Grace Tee Lewis, Senior Health Scientist
Environmental Defense Fund

Jacob Hupp, Government Affairs and Public Policy Manager
Galveston Bay Foundation



