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As the Houston-Galveston Navigation Channel is being expanded (HGNC Project), the silt and clay dredged during the expansion and subsequent Channel maintenance is being creatively utilized as an environmental resource to enhance Galveston Bay. This project, sponsored by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) and the Port of Houston Authority (PHA), in accordance with the Beneficial Uses Group (BUG), is the largest wetland creation effort of its kind in the nation and possibly, one of the largest environmental initiatives to date.

HGNC Project History:
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Today, the Port of Houston is ranked first in the United States in foreign waterborne commerce, second in total tonnage, bringing in $10.9 billion annually to the region's economy and creating more than 287,454 employment opportunities in Texas and another 714,000 nationwide. Most recent figures show more than 200 million tons of cargo have moved through the Port, and almost 7,000 ships have been recorded. This business and commerce hub also is the home for one of the most extensive environmental restoration initiatives to date.
The HGNC Project traces its history to 1969 when the PHA first requested modification of the Ship Channel as part of the USACE review of navigation projects in Galveston Bay. Later, when the HGNC needed to be expanded in order to better accommodate the variety of vessels calling at the Port, there was some disagreement as to the most appropriate method of disposal for the dredged material. 

In 1989, a bill was passed allowing the Port to hold a bond election permitting construction to begin. In preparation for the Port of Houston Authority’s bond election, the USACE undertook a Feasibility Report and Environmental Impact Statement, which addressed the environmental impacts of the proposal to deepen and widen the HGNC. The report raised environmental concerns in three categories: environmental, economic and procedural.  

One main issue raised was where to put the material to be dredged. Up until that time, it was commonplace to situate the material taken from the dredged channel back into the bay (“open bay” disposal), but this method was less-than-ideal, both environmentally and economically. Accordingly, the PHA decided to fund the difference in project costs between the historical open bay disposal plan and a locally preferred, innovative plan, which emphasized the beneficial uses of dredge material. 

In 1989, Houston voters approved the bond issue required for the local cost share to enact the project that would deepen the Channel from 40 feet to 45 feet and widen it from 400 feet to 530 feet, in addition to finding advantageous uses for the dredged material.

The Interagency Coordination Team
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In 1989, after the bond approval, the Interagency Coordination Team (ICT), a problem-solving group, was created by the USACE to address key environmental issues and concerns associated with the widening and deepening project. The 12-member team consists of state and federal resource agencies, as well as the Port of Houston Authority and the Port of Galveston. In order to find solutions to the identified key issues associated with the HGNC Project, the ICT formed several subcommittees, comprised of members from state and federal agencies with scientific expertise in different environmental and biological disciplines.  Subcommittees include, the BUG, the Oyster Committee, Cumulative Impacts Group and the Benthic Recovery Group, among others.
The performance and achievements of the ICT and its subcommittees have been outstanding. Their work has provided great insights into the environmental necessities of the area, which, in turn, greatly influenced the overall project design and will continue to do so throughout the 50-year life of the project.
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The Beneficial Uses Group (BUG)
The BUG is one of several subcommittees formed by the Interagency Coordination Team (ICT) to address environmental issues associated with the HGNC Expansion Project. 
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The BUG was given the specific goal of identifying environmentally and economically responsible ways to utilize the material dredged from the Houston-Galveston Navigation Channel.  Created in 1990, the BUG is an unprecedented coalition of eight government agencies: 
· The Port of Houston Authority (PHA) 

· The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE)  

· The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

· The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)  [image: image10.jpg]
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Early on, the BUG held numerous meetings with Bay users and interest groups soliciting community input in order to determine how to create the best plan to enhance both the environment and the surrounding communities.

In the fall of 1992, the BUG presented a conceptual plan (known as the BUG Plan) to build wildlife habitats with the material from the Ship Channel. The Plan was adopted by the ICT and received unanimous support from all federal and state resource agencies. The PHA and the USACE share in the cost of the BUG Plan construction.
Scheduled to coincide with the HGNC initial expansion construction and long-term Channel maintenance, the BUG Plan will be implemented over the next 50 years and includes: 
· Construction of 4,250 acres of salt marsh to partially restore lost wetlands acreage

· Construction of a six-acre bird-nesting island (Evia Island)

· Construction of an underwater berm to provide topographic relief for fishery habitat 

· Restoration of Goat Island in Buffalo Bayou. 

These facets of the project are created entirely with material dredged from the expansion and maintenance (until 2050) of the HGNC.

The BUG Plan also includes:
· Partial restoration of the popular boater destination, Redfish Island in Galveston Bay 

· Construction of access channels and anchorages for recreational boaters in mid- and lower Galveston Bay 

· Creation of 118 acres of new oyster reefs. 

The BUG’s work did not end with its plan.  Remaining committed to the project as a hands-on advisory group, the BUG meets monthly and continues to actively review the on-going design and construction of the beneficial use sites, checking for consistency with the BUG Plan and recording lessons that are learned. 
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The BUG also is actively involved in development and implementation of a monitoring, management and maintenance plan for each site. Throughout the 50-year life of the project (initial expansion construction and subsequent Ship Channel maintenance), the BUG will continue to advise the PHA and the USACE as the beneficial use sites are managed and expanded.
Material dredged from the Ship Channel is being utilized as an environmental resource.
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The National Marine Fisheries Services (NMFS) 


The U.S. Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)


The Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD)


The Texas General Land Office (TGLO)








The BUG Project is the largest wetland creation effort of its kind in the nation and possibly, one of the largest environmental initiatives to date.
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The Gulf intracoastal waterway provides 145,000 jobs in Texas and brings $20 billion annually into the Texas economy.
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The Port of Houston is ranked first in the USA in foreign waterborne commerce.








