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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This Draft Environmental Impact Report (DEIR) evaluates the proposal by the Commonwealth 

of Massachusetts (Commonwealth) to designate the Buzzards Bay Dredged Material Disposal 

Site (Buzzards Bay Disposal Site, or BBDS) located in Falmouth, Massachusetts.  The purpose 

of the project is to provide state designation of a disposal site in Buzzards Bay for dredged 

material determined to be suitable for such open-water disposal (hereinafter referred to as “clean 

dredged material” or CDM).   

This DEIR follows the Scope specified in the Environmental Notification Form (ENF) 

Certificate issued by the Secretary of the Executive Office of Environmental Affairs (EOEA) on 

May 10, 1995, as well as additional comments specified in two Notice of Project Change (NPC) 

Certificates issued by the Secretary on April 4, 1998 and May 23, 2005.  The 1998 NPC included 

consideration of two specific changes: (a) modifying the proposed site use to include disposal of 

dredged material of all grain sizes, rather than only medium to coarse grained material as 

originally proposed; and (b) modifying the actual disposal site location to consider two candidate 

disposal sites in close proximity to the historically-used BBDS that provide adequate capacity for 

long-term use consideration (20 years, consistent with State-wide Dredged Material Management 

Plan objectives).  The 2005 NPC was filed due to lapse of time and did not include any 

significant changes to the project. 

This DEIR includes an estimate of the quantity and type of dredged material suitable for open 

water disposal in the Buzzards Bay region over the next 20 years; an evaluation of alternative 

disposal sites; physical, biological, and human use characterizations of the two candidate 

disposal sites; assessment of potential impacts from disposal at the candidate sites; and a 

recommendation of the preferred candidate site for state designation.  Also included are a 

summary of the permitting requirements for open water disposal in the Commonwealth, a draft 

Site Management and Monitoring Plan (SMMP), draft Section 61 findings, and responses

to comments raised in response to the ENF and subsequent NPCs. 

Purpose and Need for BBDS.  Estimates of future dredging needs were derived from historical 

records of dredging projects for the period 1920 to 1993 for Buzzards Bay, the Cape Cod Islands 

(Cuttyhunk and Nantucket), and the Cape Cod Canal.  The potential volume of CDM to be 

dredged to create the New Bedford Harbor confined aquatic disposal (CAD) cells was also 

included in the 20-year projected volume of material.  From this estimate, the projected volume 

of dredged material that is expected to be disposed through selection of the open water 

alternative in the Buzzards Bay region over the next 20 years is 1,613,761 cubic meters 

(2,110,720 cubic yards).

Policy Regarding Open Water Disposal.  Federal and state regulatory programs with 

jurisdiction over dredging and open water disposal require individual review of each potential 

disposal activity at the proposed state-designated site, including an evaluation of alternative 

disposal options. Beneficial beach nourishment and upland disposal/reuse are two options 

currently considered as alternatives to open water disposal of CDM in the Commonwealth.  The 

regulatory framework also includes a tiered testing protocol to determine whether the material to 
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be dredged is clean with respect to chemical contaminants and therefore suitable for open water 

disposal (i.e., adverse impacts on the aquatic ecosystem are unlikely).  Therefore, the site 

designation process does not constitute authorization for specific disposal activities at the 

designated site.  Rather, it provides a designated open water disposal site that can be included for 

consideration in the range of alternatives that may be available for individual dredging projects. 

Alternatives Analysis.  In examining the need for an open-water disposal site, this DEIR 

includes an evaluation of alternative disposal options.  The analysis of upland/reuse alternatives 

that was prepared for the Buzzards Bay region as part of the Environmental Impact Statement 

(EIS) for New Bedford/Fairhaven was recently certified by the Secretary and has been 

summarized and applied herein.  The aquatic disposal alternatives screening includes an 

evaluation of dredged material disposal at historic Buzzards Bay sites and the feasibility of using 

the historically used site; the feasibility of using one or both of the existing open water disposal 

sites in Massachusetts [Cape Cod Bay Disposal Site (CCDS), and Massachusetts Bay Disposal 

Site (MBDS)]; as well as the feasibility of using a federal designated site in Rhode Island Sound 

(Rhode Island Region Long-Term Dredged Material Disposal Site, Site W). A bay-wide analysis 

of potential new disposal site locations in Buzzards Bay is presented leading to an evaluation of 

the potential impacts associated with designation of either of two candidate disposal sites located 

in close proximity to the historical BBDS and Cleveland Ledge Disposal Site (CLDS).  

Justification of the need for an open-water disposal site was drawn from several recent, large-

scale studies of dredging and dredged material disposal in the Commonwealth and the wider 

surrounding region [state-wide DMMP evaluations, the Boston Harbor Navigation Improvement 

Dredging Project (BHNIP), and the Providence River and Harbor Maintenance Dredging Project 

(PRMP)].  These projects have included detailed evaluations of disposal alternatives throughout 

eastern Massachusetts, Rhode Island and a portion of eastern Connecticut.  These studies 

indicate the lack of availability of a single upland site, or several smaller suitable upland sites, 

capable of accommodating disposal of a substantial volume of material.   

The historically used BBDS is located in relatively shallow water, and portions of the site 

experience active sediment transport as evidenced by observations of sand waves in images of 

the bottom obtained using side-scan sonar.  Additionally, the site is relatively small (about the 

diameter of a typical disposal mound) and does not have adequate capacity for the 20-year 

projected time period being planned for by the Commonwealth through the state-wide DMMP 

process.  Use of the existing CCDS and/or MBDS for open water disposal is prohibitively 

expensive based on the transit distances between Buzzards Bay dredging sites and these two 

disposal locations. 

Because the historically-used BBDS was determined not to be the ideal location for state site 

designation, two candidate disposal sites, candidate site 1 and candidate site 2, are evaluated in 

this DEIR to assess and compare potential impacts and suitability for long-term disposal site 

designation.

Candidate site 1 is 1,600 meters by 1,600 meters (1 square mile) located approximately 500 

meters southwest of the historically used BBDS.  Roughly 300 meters of the northern section of 

candidate site 1 is contained within the historic CLDS boundary.  Candidate site 2 is a 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Buzzards Bay Disposal Site – DMMP DEIR   iii

rectangular area that is 1,000 meters by 1,700 meters (0.66 square mile) in size and centered 

immediately east of the BBDS (and slightly overlapping the BBDS boundary).  Candidate site 2 

is contained entirely within the boundary of the historic CLDS.  Most of the area encompassed 

by each site has a water depth of 12 meters (39 feet) or greater, thereby providing significantly 

greater capacity to accommodate the anticipated volume of dredged material compared to the 

former BBDS.  Both sites have more than adequate capacity to accommodate projected 20-year 

estimates of the amount of material that may require open water disposal.   

Site Characterization.  The characteristics of candidate sites 1 and 2 are described using 

available references, past surveys of the historical BBDS, and surveys conducted specifically to 

evaluate existing conditions within and around each site.  Bathymetry, site accessibility, site 

capacity, sediment grain size and chemistry, hydrodynamic conditions and water column 

chemistry, biological conditions (benthic community and fishery resources), wildlife habitat 

(including rare and endangered species habitat areas), wetlands and other resource areas, 

historical and archaeological resources, and human use characteristics of each site are evaluated. 

Once evaluated, characteristics of candidate site 1 are compared to those of site 2.  

Potential Impacts.  Potential impacts to the site characterization features listed above are 

evaluated in the DEIR, including a comparison of the suitability of candidate site 1 and candidate 

site 2 with respect to each of the factors described above.  While both sites could be deemed 

suitable for designation, a conservative recommendation favors candidate site 1 over candidate 

site 2 for several reasons.  Candidate site 1 consists of a relatively broad, flat area without any 

substantive obstructions to navigation, while candidate site 2 is closely bordered by two shallow 

areas (Gifford Ledge to the east and a historical disposal mound to the west) that may hinder safe 

barge maneuvering.   

Existing grain size information suggests that candidate site 2 experiences slightly greater 

hydrodynamic conditions than candidate site 1 (based on the prevalence of slightly coarser 

substrate at candidate site 2 and predominance of sand to a greater water depth, 13 meters, than 

at candidate site 1, 12 meters).  Therefore, while both sites have depositional basins featuring no 

net transport of fine-grained substrates and adequate capacity for dredged material disposal, a 

conservative recommendation favors candidate site 1 because it appears to provide increased 

sediment stability and decreased potential for sediment reworking and erosion of fines. 

Gifford Ledge and the historical disposal mound that border candidate site 2 are features  that 

provide enhanced habitat areas for finfish, shellfish, lobster, and other wildlife such as waterfowl 

that feed in the area.  While biological surveys do not indicate any significant differences in the 

habitat characteristics of candidate site 1 compared to candidate site 2, and both short- and long-

term impacts from disposal activities beyond the disposal site boundary are anticipated to be 

negligible, a conservative recommendation favors candidate site 1 because it is located further 

from Gifford Ledge. 

Based on these conservative recommendations, the overall site suitability evaluation favors 

designation of candidate site 1.
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Project Mitigation. Detailed site management measures to ensure that no adverse 

environmental impacts occur from disposal activities are described in the draft Site Management 

and Monitoring Plan (SMMP) included in the DEIR.  Detailed monitoring is proposed to ensure 

adverse impacts are negligible and/or are identified as soon as possible following disposal 

activities to allow appropriate and timely management actions. 

Public Comment Process.  This DEIR represents a key milestone in the MEPA (Massachusetts 

Environmental Policy Act) review process for public comment.  Upon notification of receipt of 

this DEIR by the Secretary of Environmental Affairs, in the Environmental Monitor, there will 

be a review and public comment period from the date of notification of the availability of the 

report.  Comments on the Buzzards Bay BBDS should be directed to the MEPA office: 

Secretary

Executive Office of Environmental Affairs 

Attention MEPA Office 

EOEA No. 11534 

251 Causeway Street, Suite 900 

Boston, MA 02114-2150 


