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1. Welcome Attendance, and Minutes (5 minutes)
Attendance is at the end of the document.

Meeting minutes from the previous meeting were not approved here but were sent out by
Isabelle Stinnette following the meeting for a vote by email.

2. HEP Action Agenda Revision (HEP, 60 minutes)

Rob Pirani shared that HEP is the process of revising its Action Agenda for 2025-2035. He
discussed the approach HEP is taking and partner involvement in the revision. HEP is
currently in conversations with all HEP’s respective workgroups, the Management
Committee, and community members. HEP will send the draft priorities to workgroups and
other partners in September for comments, and then the draft action agenda will be
released for public comment in November at HEP’s Fall 2024 Annual Conference. The
Action Agenda will then be sent to the Management Committee and EPA for review and
approval by the Spring 2025.

Isabelle presented preliminary results from the Habitat section of the 2024 State of the
Estuary Report. To summarize, many of the Habitat indicators are trending downwards
or showing no trend. The details on each Habitat indicator are listed below:

e Tributary Habitat Connectivity: density of barriers to migratory fish in the
watershed —This is a baseline dataset that can be used to show where there are
habitat connectivity issues in our watershed and where to focus efforts to

o Inresponse to a question by Judith Weis, Isabelle stated that most of the
dams in the watershed are historic and that a large proportion of them are no
longerin use

e Riparian Integrity: land use within the critical buffer area around streams in the
watershed — Overall, trends were mixed. In New Jersey, there was a net decline in
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riparian natural habitat; natural riparian vegetation (mainly forest and wooded
wetlands) was lost to mainly developed land and water. In New York, there was an
approximately even loss and gain of natural riparian habitat; most lost riparian
natural habitat was forest, but there was an increase in herbaceous wetland riparian
area, which could be related to sea level rise.

o Judith Weis asked if salt marsh is categorized as herbaceous wetland. Itis,
but must of the analysis covers tidal freshwater marsh, not saltwater marsh.

Submerged Aquatic Vegetation — there was a decrease in the acreage of SAV over
time due to wipe-out episodes from tropical storms Lee and Sandy. There has been
a bounce-back, but not to pre-storm levels. Water chestnut, the competing non-
native SAV, increased after Lee and Sandy, but has now levelled off in growth.

o Note that there has been no additional data since 2018 (but that DEC did fly
in 2022 and will hopefully have that data processed soon)

Tidal Wetlands: the change in tidal wetland area in the New Jersey and the Hudson
mainstem only (no tributaries or New York City included) — There was a small net
loss of wetlands from 2008 to 2018, with most wetlands in NJ lost to sea level rise
and less clear causes in NY. A case study of wetland loss in the NJ meadowlands
was the result of failed restoration efforts.

o Inresponse to a question, the wetland acreage loss is equivalent to about 1-
2% of total wetland area in this region over this decade.

o Judith reminded the group that we need to follow up with the USACE
regarding our ask for permitting information from tidal wetland projects
within the HEP watersheds. Lisa Baron will follow up with her colleagues.

Horseshoe Crab Spawning — horseshoe crabs have not been doing wellin our area,
and the Atlantic States Marine Fishery Commission downgraded the population
from stable to poor. Jamaica Bay, which is the strongest and most important
breeding population in the estuary, has shown a decline with time.

Stream Bioassessment: stream health based on invertebrate communities — New
Jersey streams were poorer in quality closer to the estuary and in urban areas;
trends over time were variable. For New York, there were no spatial patterns and no
significant trends in the lower Hudson.

Percent and Distribution of Natural Shorelines: amount of shoreline that is
natural versus hardened/engineered — This was predominantly a baseline dataset,
and not much has changed from the last SOE report. Living shoreline projects are
denoted and tracked in this dataset.

Oyster Reef Habitat — This was a baseline dataset, and there are no trends
available since there are no real lasting and self-sustaining oyster beds yet. Oyster
reef habitat restoration sites are denoted and tracked in this dataset.



e Estuarine and Diadromous Fish Abundance: fish abundance in the Hudson River -
The following fish species were tracked over time, and showed variable trends:
Alewife, Blueback Herring, Striped Bass, Shad, Atlantic Sturgeon, Atlantic Tomcod,
White Perch, Glass Eels, White Catfish, and Channel Catfish.

o Alewife and Blueback Herring abundances were variable over time, butin
general low and close to the recruitment failure level for both.

Striped Bass were variable.
Shad has been doing poorly since the early 2000s (abundances have been
under the recruitment failure level).

o Atlantic Sturgeon abundance was good for some time, but since 2018, their
abundance has been decreasing.

o Atlantic Tomcod has been completely lost to the estuary from climate
change, as they moved to colder waters.

White Perch abundance has been variable but lower than in the early 2000s.
American Eel abundances have increased through time.

o Short case-study on aquatic invasives: White Catfish (native) abundance
decreased following the introduction of non-native Channel Catfish, whose
abundance spiked beginning in the early 2000s. Channel Catfish are larger
and live longer, which gives them a competitive advantage over the native
White Catfish.

e Land Protected in Significant Biodiversity Areas: the amount (area) of land
protected within NY and NJ’s highlighted significant wildlife areas. Data is from
within the HEP boundary. NY data is broken down by individual significant
biodiversity areas, and NJ data is a cumulative acreage over time.

The high-level takeaways from the other sections of the State of the Estuary report were:
participation in community engagement and stewardship events continues to grow,
despite an effect during COVID, but more in-depth data is needed to determine the quality
of the engagement; public access to waterfront continues to increase; contamination
from PCBs is still a problem, but there’s some evidence that PCBs are becoming less
bioavailable over time; water quality has improved a lot, but less so in the last 20 years,
particularly for dissolved oxygen which hasn’t responded that significantly to decreased
nutrient loads and water temperature which continues to increase; loss of natural areas
from development and sea level rise on the coast is a problem for habitat, but changes in
ecological health may not always be related to habitat loss or degradation, but rather other
issues such as fisheries management

There was then discussion of the Action Agenda in breakout rooms for approximately 20
minutes. Elizabeth Balladares outlined how to discuss and provide comment on the Action



Agenda priorities by answering specific question and prompts developed by HEP. This was
conducted via Padlet online and by discussion for those in person.

» Feedback on the action agenda should be provided by 7/1/24 via padlet link,
distributed by email and here: https://padlet.com/Lizb_/action-agenda_habitat_-
jchgnhu1gjmj1870

3. Recontamination Results and Discussion (Terry Doss and Peg McBrien, 60 minutes)

Terry Doss discussed the issue of recontamination after restoration, remediation, or
mitigation. They are most interested in determining the potential risks to wildlife due to
recontamination. A site may or not be recontaminated — we have seen results that indicate
that sites may be recontaminated due to air and sediment deposition — but we are
interested in how this potential recontamination affects or does not affect wildlife. The data
they have collected over the past 20 years indicates that there is minimal to no risk to
wildlife contamination after a restoration/mitigation project is constructed. In addition, eco
risk analyses seem to indicate that the risks to wildlife have been overestimated in the past.

Peg McBrien, from WSP, presented four years of results from a wetland restoration project
in the NJ Meadowlands (Saw Mill Creek Pilot Wetland Mitigation Bank) that was designed
by US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) as a case-study to evaluate the risk of
recontamination. The Saw Mill Wetland Pilot Mitigation is located in Staten Island, near
Arthur Kill and Newark Bay, and was established by the NYC Economic Development
Corporation with NYC Parks. The restoration and sampling plan was coordinated with the
Interagency Review Team (IRT), which included USFWS, NOAA, NYC DEP, USACE, and NYS
DEC.

Prior to restoration, the site was comprised of filled and degraded urban wetlands and
upland buffers. The goals of the restoration were to remove urban fill, improve tidal
hydrology exchange, reestablish native plants, cull invasive plants, and improve fish and
wildlife habitat.

The eastern section of the site was restored in 2018. Debris were removed and tidal
channels were constructed and replanted with salt marsh species (both low and high
marsh). Tidal channels were constructed to be deep enough to have water in them even at
low tide (Peg approximates 3-4 ft deep, but she would need to double-check this). Fill
material was removed, over-excavated, and clean sand was placed on top in some areas
where contamination reached below the fill material.
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In Year 4, the restoration project was considered a success, with 88% of ground cover by
native vegetation and only 2% ground cover by invasive species. Additionally, 33 bird
species used the wetland in Year 4 alone, including some species that were not presentin
the area before restoration (Osprey, Saltmarsh Sparrow).

Sampling was conducted at multiple stages of the project: prior to restoration, after fill
material was removed, immediately after restoration (baseline sampling), and every year
for four years after restoration. Sampling was conducted in three areas within the restored
wetland and a reference site nearby to compare the risks of recontamination following
restoration versus the risks associated with no mitigation or restoration.

In addition to the standard surveys and sampling conducted following restoration projects
(e.g., annual monitoring and maintenance, avian surveys, vegetation surveys), sediment
and biota sampling was also conducted to see if the restored site became recontaminated.
Biota sampling consisted of a caged mussel bioaccumulation study (short-term: three
months annually, and long-term: four years) and composite biota sampling that included,
for example, crab, fish, arthropods, and spiders. Sediment sampling was conducted using
Incremental Sampling Methodology in each of the three areas within the restored site.
Within each area, the water, low marsh, and high marsh were sampled. Biota and sediment
samples were measured for PCBs, dioxins, pesticides, metals, and mercury.

Results in biota and sediment over 4 years showed no recontamination of the wetland
post-restoration. Specifically, contaminant concentrations in biota and sediment were
lower than or similar to baseline (immediately-post restoration) concentrations, which
were in general much lower than pre-restoration concentrations. Some contaminant levels
in biota were about the same as pre-restoration/reference or lower (e.g., PCBs in fish).

Terry Doss then presented results from previous studies on recontamination in the area.
Twenty years of studies show that while there can be recontamination at times, it’s never
above the baseline concentrations prior to restoration. In two studies in the Meadowlands
in 2012 and 2015, it was shown that there was no recontamination by legacy subsurface
sediments or tidal inundation of a marsh, and additionally that there was no significant
correlation between contaminant levels in sediment and biota tissue. Further, long-term
studies throughout the Meadowlands have shown high survival rates among fish, birds, and
terrapin.

In response to the two presentations, Carl Alderson asked whether there were any data on
benzopyrenes or PAHSs, given results from a previous study that showed exceedances of
heavy metals and benzopyrenes. Peg responded that benzopyrenes were sampled prior to



construction, but she is not sure if they measured that post-restoration and would check
this.

Carl mentioned that contaminants tend to collect in particular areas of marshes, and often
up to 6 cm depth within the sediment. Collecting composite samples versus discrete
measurements may miss some of the spatial variability in contamination. Peg responded
that only the top 1 cm was sampled post-restoration given the contaminated soil was
removed during the restoration process and only about 1 cm of sediment would be
expected to be deposited since restoration.

Carl also asked whether there was any plan to publish this work in a peer-review process?
Peg said there was no plan for this, but that there is an annual report sent to the IRT and
that the data is available to the public, though not publicly distributed.

Carl asked what the plan is for mitigation in the area west of Chelsea Road. Peg said the
approach would be similar to the East side. Carl mentioned that that specific area might
have a higher concentration of contaminants. He further asked whether there were any
plans to use the Francesco junkyard for future mitigation. Peg said this would be something
the city would need to answer.

Terry followed up to Carl’s questions by mentioning that previous work over 9 years in the
Berry’s Creek Superfund site showed that contaminants in marsh sediment pose a lower
risk to biota than contaminants in waterways, because marsh vegetation reduces
accessibility to surface sediments to foraging and because of reducing conditions at the
surface of the sediment. The risk is highest for shorebirds who are exposed to
contaminants in mudflat surface sediment. She stated that the recommendation now is to
remove softs sediment from waterways and cover it with 2 ft of clean material, but that
remediation of marsh sediment by digging is likely not necessary. Instead, renourishing and
rebuilding the wetland is preferable to minimize the risk of contamination.

George Jackman asked whether songbird behavior was studied given that previous work
has shown that PCBs can alter songbird songs and impact juvenile songbirds in other ways.
Peg stated that the songbirds were studied extensively and that no change to the songs was
observed. She also stated that there are acoustic recordings out in the Meadowlands and
that no anomalies were detected. Further, SUNY ESF is collecting extensive data at
multiple sites on this topic.

Judith commented that future restorations will be required to add new sedimentin
response to sea level rise, so concerns about contamination should be reduced. Peg
responded that there are still concerns around recontamination from the tides and from air
deposition.



Isabelle concluded that there was a lot of interest in this topic, but for the sake of time, the
discussion would be moved to a follow-up meeting at a later date. All members interested
in joining a follow-up discussion stated so, and others not at the meeting are encouraged to
join if interested by reaching out to Isabelle.

4. Resetting TEC Goals and Assignments (all, 5 min)

This portion of the agenda was skipped, but Isabelle followed-up via email that she will be
reaching out to the leaders of most of the TECs directly, asking them to set up follow-up
calls before the next RWG meeting in August.

5. Group Updates (all ,15 min)
NY-NJ HEP

Isabelle introduced the two newest members of RWG: Johnny Quispe from the Nature
Conservancy, who joined the group following Emily Maxwell’s departure from the group;
and Laura Logozzo who is a new Associate Scientist at HRF.

Isabelle also updated the group on some bad news from Dustin Partridge regarding the
Harbor Heron Survey. who were surveying. Unfortunately, many nests on Elders Point East
and West, the last strongholds of harbor herons in Jamaica Bay, were completely
abandoned, as storms took out most of the vegetation.

Terry mentioned that in earlier discussions with Dustin, one question that came up was
whether the Harbor Heron populations are shifting. For example, egret roost numbers and
night heron numbers have increased in the Meadowlands, whereas Dustin has seen those
numbers decreasing on the islands. The hope is that populations are just shifting, but
there’s no data to support that yet.

USACE

Lisa Baron stated that the execution of the design agreement of Fresh Creek and Duck
Point (second marsh island) will be as soon as tomorrow, and that those projects will then
be able to begin.

STAC

Judith reports that she has been chosen as the coordinating author of the US third World
Ocean Assessment - chapter on salt marshes. Also, she co-authored a chapter in the
second edition of the Treatise on Estuaries and Coastal Science that has just been



released. The stresses in salt marshes sediment chapter is available to the group here:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1eMJMIVDGbecNLiJ5hA3JghoMxBO-
sDzW/view?usp=drive_link

Attendance

In person:
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Robert Pirani, HRF/HEP
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Carl Anderson, NOAA

Lisa Baron, USACE

Aimee Boucher, USEPA
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