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The opinions expressed here are the views of the speaker and 

do not necessarily reflect  the views and opinions of the New 

York State Department of Environmental Conservation or any 

other party.
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Presentation Summary

• Introduction – St. Lawrence River at Massena / 
Akwesasne “Area of Concern” and the Massena / 
Akwesasne area Superfund sites; focus is on the 
Grasse River.

• Restoration under the Great Lakes Area of Concern 
process and Great Lakes Restoration Initiative

• Natural Resources Damages restoration by Trustees

• State and Federal Superfund remediation

• Opportunities for coordination, lessons learned, and 
take home messages
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The St. Lawrence River 
at Massena / Akwesasne 

Area of Concern
and the Grasse River
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St. Lawrence River at Massena / Akwesasne 
Area of Concern

The Area of Concern was considered highly degraded 
because of:

• historical industrial discharges

• municipal treatment facilities

• atmospheric deposition

• power dam and seaway construction

• high levels of PCBs (primary constituent of concern)

• Mercury, PAHs, DDE, Mirex, dioxins and furans, 
nutrients and metals 
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St. Lawrence River at Massena / Akwesasne 
Area of Concern

Several Beneficial Use Impairments exist or need 
further assessment

• Restrictions on Fish and Wildlife Consumption

• Degradation of Fish and Wildlife Populations 

• Fish Tumors and Other Deformities

• Bird/Animal Deformities or Reproductive Problems

• Degradation of Benthos

• Loss of Fish and Wildlife Habitat
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Town of 
Massena

ALCOA

Grasse River

St. Lawrence River

Former Reynolds 
Metals

Former General Motors

Mohawk Nation 
Territory at 
Akwesasne



9

Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 
Funded Projects in Massena / Akwesasne Area

Ten projects proposed by the Saint Regis Mohawk Tribe have been 
funded between 2010 and 2017 totaling $3.8 M

Projects include:

• Tissue analysis to support decision making on biota consumption 
advisories - Grant GL-9722130-10.

• Mussel relocation and restoration as part of a dam removal project 
on the lower St. Regis River - Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 
(GLRI) GL-00E01943.

• Development of a long term mussel relocation and reseeding 
project to address dredging impacts in Grasse River - Great Lakes 
Restoration Initiative (GLRI) GL-00E02266.
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The Natural Resources Damages 
Process

for the St. Lawrence / Grasse River
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Natural Resources Damages Assessment (NRDA)
Resources are held in 
trust for the benefit of the 
public by the Trustees 

NRDA determines the 
type and amount of 
restoration needed

Goal is to restore, 
replace or acquire lost 
services

Trustees designated by 
law to act on behalf of 
the public
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NRD Assessment Area

Alcoa East (Reynolds)

General Motors

Alcoa West

Multiple contaminants

Multiple Injury Categories: 

• Ecological injuries

• Recreational fishing 
losses, and

• Cultural injuries  
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2013 NRD Case Settlement

Alcoa NRD claim – 2013 settlement 

• $8.3 M for ecological restoration projects 

• $1.8 M for lost fishing/boating access projects

• $8.4 for cultural restoration projects 

• Trustee agency assessment costs 

Funds available for projects consistent with the Restoration 

Compensation and Determination Plan and Environmental 

Assessment (May, 2013). 
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Ecological Injury Restoration
Preferred alternatives –

Restoration and enhancement of:

Wetland habitat

Riparian streambank habitat

Upland wildlife habitat

Avian habitat

Fisheries habitat

Amphibians and reptiles

Mammal habitat

And 

Land acquisition and conservation 
associated with these alternatives.



15

Saint Regis Mohawk Tribe Cultural Restoration
Traditional uses of natural 
resources were significantly 
impacted by releases of 
hazardous substances.

Restoration:  The revitalization 
of land-based cultural practices 
including the language.  Four 
areas of traditional cultural 
practice include: 

Water, fishing, use of the river

Medicines and healing

Hunting and trapping 

Horticulture and traditional 
foods

Preferred Restoration Projects: 
• Apprenticeship Program
• Language Immersion
• Institutional Funding

Apprenticeship program emphasis 
on learning traditional practices 
through direct experience-
listening, watching, doing. 

Goal: Apprentices become skilled 
enough to teach others, thereby 
increasing the numbers of 
traditional knowledge 
practitioners. 
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Apprenticeship Program
Completed 4 year program in 

Dec. 2017: graduated 13 

apprentices

Benefits to Community:  

Conducted over 100 

workshops since 2014; and 

annual Elders Dinner, many 

immeasurable contributions

Objectives met of preserving 

traditional knowledge in the 4 

areas of traditional practice. 
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Massena Area Superfund Sites 
and 

The Grasse River Remedial Program
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Town of 
Massena

St. Lawrence River

Grasse River

General Motors

Reynolds Metals

ALCOA

Mohawk Nation Territory at 
Akwesasne
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St. Lawrence / Grasse River Superfund Site 

Status of Remedial Program:

• Land based remedial programs are completed at Reynolds (now “ALCOA 
East), and at ALCOA - in monitoring. Still ongoing at General Motors.

• Sediment remedies completed on the St. Lawrence at Reynolds and at 
General Motors;  in monitoring.

• Grasse River sediment remedy – last remaining element in the overall 
Massena area remedial program.
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Principal Stakeholders
Grasse River Superfund Site

USEPA (Federal Lead Agency)

Saint Regis Mohawk Tribe (Support Agency) 

State of New York (Support Agency)

Arconic (Responsible Party)
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View of the 

Grasse River 

looking 

southwest 

(upstream) from 

the St. Lawrence 

confluence.
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Grasse River Site Remedy

Pilot dredging and capping work done during RI/FS

Record of Decision (ROD) issued by EPA in 2013

ROD remedy - primarily a capping remedy with near shore 

dredging

Habitat reconstruction (particularly protection of sturgeon 

habitat) important element of remedy from State 

perspective
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Grasse River Pilot Project Locations 1995-2006
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ROD Habitat Recovery Goals

• Habitat assessment study for affected species will be 

conducted to assess the river for habitats that are present and 

the use of the habitats by aquatic and semi-aquatic species;

• Identification of habitat recovery material over capped areas 

and/or return to grade;

• Design for restoration of vegetation; and,

• Monitoring habitat and biota recovery
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Typical River Cross Section
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Grasse River Remedial Design - Issues

State concerns with the current remedial design: thickness and 
makeup of the habitat layer on top of the cap isolation layer, and the 
loss of large numbers of freshwater mussels.

Loss of benthic habitat: lost lake sturgeon foraging habitat. 

Disagreement on the applicability of State regulations on protection of 
threatened and endangered species, and protection of waters.
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Potamilus alatus Leptodea fragilis Elliptio complanata

Lampsilis radiata
Pyganodon cataracta

Grasse River Mussels
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Coordination between GLRI Restoration, 
NRD Restoration, and Superfund 

Remediation
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Missed Opportunities

• ROD concurrence by State without sufficient specifics on 
habitat reconstruction requirements.

• NRD Settlement by Trustees did not include remedy induced 
injuries, as habitat reconstruction was expected under 
Superfund program.

• AOC BUI delisting criteria took into account Superfund actions 
with similar understanding of remedial design; further 
management actions may be necessary for delisting.
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Alternative Approach

• Develop State/Tribe/EPA MOU at the time of the ROD to clarify 
specific habitat reconstruction work in the CERCLA remedy.

• Consider NRD settlement after scope of remedy induced injury 
is understood?

• Stakeholders then develop an approach to the AOC which 
takes into account (1) CERCLA remedial design; (2) NRD 
restoration projects, and (3) GLRI project development and 
funding.

• Develop an integrated project design to address remedy 
related habitat reconstruction issues, NRD issues, and GLRI 
impairments.
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There’s Still a Chance…

NY State seeking to partner with 

SRMT to develop a proposal for 

supplements to the CERCLA design –

still GLRI / GLLA funds available?

Is there time left to get this done 

before the final design is approved by 

EPA and the remedial project starts in 

2019? Is there more time?
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Lessons Learned

Best to consider details of habitat reconstruction during 
Feasibility Study development, leading up to the Record of 
Decision, to clearly understand implications of habitat 
reconstruction needs and choices.

Get an EPA/Tribal/State Memorandum of Agreement to 
spell out roles in developing habitat reconstruction plans 
and to specify in advance the details each party finds 
important.
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Lessons Learned

Look for opportunities to integrate NRD and Great Lakes 

program restoration projects with CERCLA reconstruction 

design.

EPA/States/Tribes should look to partner with Great Lakes 

program to maximize the opportunity for habitat recovery / 

restoration beyond that available from the CERCLA and NRD 

processes.
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Take Home Messages

Maximum success in habitat recovery after intrusive sediment 

remedial work is best achieved through a cooperative effort of all 

potentially involved programs. 

Take advantage of all possible opportunities to leverage greater 

habitat reconstruction and ecological restoration success.

Start planning early and be ready for all partnership possibilities.
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Thank You

DEC – Corbin Gosier, Div. of Fish and Wildlife; Chris Fidler and 

Michael Kuzia-Carmel, Div. of Water (Great Lakes program)

Saint Regis Mohawk Tribe - Barbara Tarbell (NRD); Jessica 

Jock (Great Lakes program), Jay Wilkins (Superfund)

ASTSWMO Sediment Focus Group – Alex Liverman, Mike 

Bares, Todd Keyser, Satya Dwivedula, Walter Leonguerro, Kristi 

Dobra
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