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There was a great deal of yelling and jeering yesterday at the Environmental Protection Agency's last Long Island meeting on its plan to designate two sites in Long Island Sound for long-term disposal of dredged materials.

There were appeals to EPA officials' humanity as fellow residents of the Earth. There were accusations that Connecticut, where most of the dredge spoils will originate, has double standards in supporting this plan, while opposing a cross-Sound electrical cable on environmental grounds. And there were threats of lawsuits and litigation from a bipartisan parade of Long Island's elected officials. 

But at this final stage in the five-year process to designate the dump site, it would take cold, hard scientific evidence for the EPA to change its recommendation, agency officials said.

"I think that there would need to be substantial new data that suggests that our environmental assessments are incorrect," said Mel Cote, an EPA water-quality manager.

Those assessments, he and other officials said, have determined that the plan to allow dumping of 20 million cubic yards of dredge material at the two sites is the best environmental alternative.

Materials dumped at the site, which are two nautical miles off Lloyd Neck and 10 nautical miles north of Shoreham Beach, would be tested for toxic chemicals or biological matter that could cause damage, EPA officials said. The sites would be monitored for environmental damage, as they have been for the last two decades, during which dredge dumping has been done on temporary permits.

EPA representatives responded to criticism the plan does not adequately consider other options, such as landfills and detoxifying treatments, by saying those methods will still be used where appropriate. The problem, they said, is none of those methods provide enough capacity for the necessary dredging.

The critics of the plan, which include Rep. Tim Bishop (D-Southampton), Sen. Hillary Clinton (D-N.Y.), state Sen. Kenneth LaValle (R-Port Jefferson), Democratic Suffolk County Executive Steve Levy and other politicians, environmentalists and residents, argue that the dumping may well cause damage to water quality and marine life. And, they say, it's still unclear whether the dredge dumping has so far damaged the Sound.

"What if you're wrong?" asked Adam Fisher, a 63-year-old resident of Stony Brook. "What if the standards that are handed down to you from a government that, frankly, has very little environmental authority, are wrong? Have you factored in the cost of being wrong?"

Carlton Hunt, an ocean sciences expert hired by the Army Corps of Engineers, which is working with the EPA, responded. "I can't answer that question with a crystal ball, but I can tell you that there is a program that's one of the most stringent programs around to look at the material in the Sound," he said.

Anne McElroy, an associate professor in the marine sciences research center at Stony Brook University, agreed. "The dredging program in Long Island Sound has been going on a long time and, compared with dredging in many places, has been relatively well-studied," said McElroy, who was not at the meeting. "There's no strong evidence, at least to my knowledge, of damage.

"Having said that, what's very clear is that there has been serious environmental degradation of western Long Island Sound. ... From that perspective you have to be faced with the question of how careful do we want to be in putting things in the water that could affect water quality?" she said.

Rick Kral, one of the few proponents of the plan from across the Sound who were at yesterday's meeting, said his livelihood as a marina owner in Cos Cob, Conn., depends on finding appropriate dredge-dumping sites. "On the most basic level, the dredging is to maintain the safety of our harbors and the viability of our marinas," he said. "Those materials have to go somewhere."

The EPA has extended its last public comment period on the plan by 15 days, until June 1, after which it must wait at least 30 days before making its decision. Another informational meeting is set for today in Connecticut.

GRAPHIC: Newsday Photo/Thomas A. Ferrara - Before EPA meeting, Suffolk County Executive Steve Levy talks about plan to dump dredged material in the LI Sound.
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