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Environmental Science Briefing

Dredging is the process of removing material from river or
lake bottoms, often to reshape an area. When done carefully,
dredging can be an effective tool for increasing access to our
waterways.

Due to dredging's many potential ecological impacts, a sig-
nificant amount of site-specific study and precaution is needed
to avoid harming neighboring properry fish populations and
ecosystems; disturbing toxic materials; promoting grov/th of
invasive species; and gene rily reducing water qualiry

lmpacts on fisheries and ecosystems
Dredging disturbs ecosystems by removing and killing critical or-

ganisms on river or lake bottoms that help puriS, the water, cycle
nutrients and stabilize lakebed, among other things. These organisms
also play an important role at the base of aquati.c food chains, and
changes in those populations can have cascading impacts throughout
the aquatic ecosystem.l

Dredging can also change the properties of the vrater in ways that
directly impact fisheries, such as decreasing clariry and increasing sed-
imentation in the near term, and altering the landscapes where fish
live or spawn in the long term.2 For example, while smaller fish and
minnows often live in the shallow water of a lake, dredging can upset
spawning and make those areas accessible to larger predators, disrupt-
ing the ecological balance that sustains game fish.

Neighboring property impacts
Since dredging involves the removal of

sediment, it has a direct impact on the
shape of lake or river bodies. However,
the impact is not always limited to the
immediate area; it can also change sedi-
ment stabiliry impacting neighboring
structures.
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Reduced water quality
Dredging in lakes can have significant impacts on vrater qualiry as

well; for example, organic matter and nutrients released during dredg-
ing can trigger algal blooms.3 Stinky, rotting algae on shores is major
concern for lakefront property owners.
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Release of toxic materials
Over time, toxic chemicals such as heavy met-

als and other pollutants can settle out of water and
accumulate in sediments. Dredging disturbs those
sediments, potentially releasing the toxic materi-
als back into the watff and environment.a Some
chemicals, like mercuty, tnzy even have changed
their chemical state and
become more hazardous
during burial. Dredging
also causes water flow
to change, resulting in
additional disturbance
of sediments.
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How is lakebed dredging different
from river dredging?

While some impacts from lakebed dredging and
river dredging are similar, there are a number of
important differences. One reason is that the wa-
ter fl.ow through rivers means they are generally
dynamic systems more resilient to change.6 In ad-
dition, properry ownership of a river is much dif-
ferent from that of a lake. A riverfront properfy
owner owns the riverbed to the navigational chan-
nel, whereas a lakefront property owner only owns
to the Ordinary High Water Mark. The rest of the
Yvatefiray is publicly owned.

Assembly Bill 600/Senate Bill 459
A recently proposed bill in \Misconsin wouid al-

low each lakefront property owner to dredge up to
30 cubic yards EACH \aEAR, equaling 3 dump
trucks, with only a general permit which is not
tailored to the lake's unique ecolog'y or neighbor
and habitat concerns. The proposal also allows up
to 100 cubic yards, or 1"0 dump trucks'worth, to
be removed on the Great Lakes. While dredging
can be a useful tool for waterfront property own-
ers, it must be done with care for the individual
circumstances of each property, not granted under
a blanket permit that doesn't consider how those
removed materials will impact the neighbors'prop-
erry, garne fish populations, sediment stability, and
presence of toxic material.ffiffiffi
AB 60C/SB 459 would ailow up to 3 dump trucks of nraterial
to be dredqed by each lakefront pioperty owner each year

of each property

lnvasive species
Healthy aquatic communities help protect against

invasion by non-native species. By disturbing the
natural habitat of the lakebed and damaging or de-
stroying native plants and ieaving behind bare sedi-
ment, dredging allows invasive species to gain an
easy foothold in lakess and allow them to spread to
new areas.

How is dredging currently
controlled?

Currently, the Wisconsin DNR allows dredging
through an individual permit. The individual per-
mit process allows lakefront property owners the
ability to dredge while minimizing the impacts to
6sh habitats and lakebed.
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