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1. Background:

Dredging and dredged material placement operations unquestionably need to be carefully managed to avoid environmental impacts. However, many concerns associated with either dredging or dredged material placement are unsubstantiated and are not based on conclusive evidence that these operations pose a meaningful risk to the environment. Similarly, in many cases, there are few data documenting the absence of risk from specific operations. 

These ambiguities and uncertainties have resulted in a wide variety of environmental management practices being applied to dredging operations with the intention of reducing or eliminating perceived environmental risks. With increasing frequency regulators have stipulated that protective measures be taken justified almost solely by the precautionary principle. In brief, the precautionary principle states that when decisions to protect environmental resources are required, and that decision is based on knowledge with a high degree of uncertainty, one must err on the side of caution, i.e. take a conservative approach. Adoption of the precautionary principle has attained acceptance as a "best management practice," or BMP, irrespective of whether or not the beneficial or detrimental aspects of this practice are known. 

With regard to navigation dredging, this approach promotes restrictions and constraints that have significant logistical and cost implications. For example, silt screens or curtains are often recommended to control turbidity. These deployments entail considerable cost with a limited understanding of their ultimate effectiveness. Selection of alternative equipment, such as open or closed dredge buckets, is also driven by the intent to limit sediment re-suspension. Similarly, special buffer zones are often proposed to shield sensitive species or habitats from sedimentation, noise, or other types of impact relating to dredging with a limited understanding of the impacting processes and actual susceptibility of the resource involved. 

In recent years, a more controversial management practice has been adopted which involves a requirement for an "environmental window" for a given dredging project. This practice seeks to avoid detrimental impacts by constraining dredging and disposal operations to a "safe" time period. Experience in the United States and Australia has shown that environmental windows commonly complicate contracting and execution schedules for capital and maintenance dredging projects, may significantly inflate costs, and lead to difficulties in coordination among involved regulatory agencies. In the majority of cases, environmental windows exemplify the implementation of a BMP based almost entirely on the precautionary principle.

Few performance measures have been developed to assess the effectiveness of these best management practices. There has been little cumulative effort on the part of regulatory agencies to gauge the effectiveness of the various management approaches to identify improved resource protection and economically efficient management practices. It is conceivable that certain practices provide no protection, or actually add an element of risk. 

Considering the trend towards more restrictive management practices being placed on dredging operations, as well as the important benefits of constructing and maintaining navigation infrastructure in a cost efficient manner and the recognized need to care for the environment, there is an urgent need to a better appreciation of the range of BMPs available and their potential costs and benefits. Guidance is critically needed on making knowledgeable choices among existing BMPs, and identifying promising alternatives to routinely applied practices. 

In the United States BMPs, including environmental windows, became routine prior to recognition of their logistical and economic consequences. Hence it has been an exceedingly difficult task to evaluate and adapt the existing model through which BMPs are selected and implemented. In a proactive context, an examination of all BMPs on the international level would be exceedingly valuable. Exploration of new alternatives or more objective approaches to evaluating specific alternatives would provide many benefits, both in terms of sound conservation strategies and economics. One potentially productive discipline that has not previously been explored relative to BMPs is risk assessment. This effort should supplement, and be integrated with, other initiatives within PIANC that examine risk assessment methodologies.
2.  Terms of Reference

A review of the various operational and management practices that can be utilized to manage impacts associated with dredging and dredged material placement operations. The review needs to indicate : 

· The biota and habitats anticipated to require protection by a given management practice; 

· The effectiveness of various management practices in protecting specific biota and habitats; 

· Potential logistical and financial difficulties associated with specific practices (e.g., scheduling effects attributable to compliance with environmental windows); 

· Applicability of given practices across the broad spectrum of dredging and dredged material placement scenarios, acknowledging variations in project site characteristics, dredge plant specifications, and the nature and scales of works in relation to targeted resources; 

· The extent to which various risk assessment approaches are or can be utilized in determining the need for, and nature of, a specific management practice; 

· Monitoring measures commonly utilized to assess the effectiveness of specific management practices (e.g., turbidity monitoring in association with silt curtains); 

· Public attitudes and comments concerning various management practices including perceived benefits thereof; 

· New alternatives to determining appropriate management practices. 

These key issues should be considered from environmental, social, and economic perspectives as part of the report preparation process. 

3. Objective

The objective of this working group is to provide a forum for development of prudent guidance for future consideration of BMPs designed to provide environmental protection. The product of the group will be a document that sets forth recommendations for objective, science and engineering-based determination of specifications for any BMPs. The product will document the need for and prioritize directions for future research into effective alternatives. 

The ultimate guidance document should be designed for use by a broad spectrum of stakeholders in the dredging process, including port authorities, regulatory agencies, the dredging industry, and non-governmental organizations such as environmentalists and private sector consultancies.
4. Working Group membership

The chairperson should be versed in both environmental and engineering aspects of the dredging process. 

Members of the group should represent to the extent possible a broad cross-section of pertinent disciplines, including biological resource protection specialists, engineering design experts, dredging project managers, and economists.

