
 
Removal Recommendation 

Degradation of Aesthetics Beneficial Use Impairment 
Clinton River Area of Concern 

 
Issue 
Based on the results of the 2011 Statewide Assessment of the Degradation of Aesthetics 
Beneficial Use Impairment (BUI) by the Michigan Department of Environment, Great 
Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) Areas of Concern (AOC) program and completion of the 
resulting construction activities, EGLE requests concurrence with its recommendation to 
remove the Degradation of Aesthetics BUI from the Clinton River AOC.  This request is 
made in accordance with the process and criteria set forth in the Guidance for Delisting 
Michigan’s Great Lakes Areas of Concern (Guidance) (MDEQ, 2015). 
 
Background 
Degradation of Aesthetics was originally identified as an impaired use due to widespread 
erosion, in-stream sedimentation, localized algal blooms, habitat degradation, and litter 
throughout the watershed (MDEQ, 1998).  In addition, studies conducted in the Clinton 
River during the 1970s documented poor water quality due in part to high turbidity, high 
suspended solids, and total phosphorus loadings (MDNR, 1988).  In the 1990s the State 
of Michigan began the implementation of the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination 
System regulatory program to address storm water runoff from municipal separate storm 
sewer systems, industrial sites, and construction sites.  The success of this program has 
led to significant improvements in water quality throughout the Clinton River watershed.  
These improvements include reduction of in-stream sedimentation and fewer localized 
algal blooms.  In addition to these efforts, local stakeholders have made significant 
progress in addressing litter and illegal dumping into the river.  Finally, there have been 
numerous habitat restoration and streambank stabilization projects completed throughout 
the watershed with funding support from various state and federal programs. 
 
Removal Criteria 
According to the Guidance, this BUI will be considered restored when monitoring data for 
two successive monitoring cycles indicate that water bodies in the AOC do not have any 
of the following physical properties in unnatural quantities that interfere with any 
designated use: 
 

• turbidity     • oil films 
• foams    • suspended solids 
• color    • floating solids 
• settleable solids   • deposits 

 
For the purposes of this criterion, these eight properties impair aesthetic values if they are 
unnatural – meaning those that are manmade (e.g., garbage, sewage), or natural 
properties that are exacerbated by human-induced activities (e.g., excessive algae growth 
from high nutrient loading).  Persistent, high levels are those defined as long enough in 
duration, or elevated to the point of being injurious, to any designated use listed under 
Rule 323.1100 of the Michigan Water Quality Standards.  Natural physical features that 
occur in normal ecological cycles (e.g., logjams/woody debris, rooted aquatic plants) are 
not considered impairments, and in fact serve a valuable ecological role in providing fish 
and wildlife habitat. 
 
 
 
 
2011 Aesthetics Monitoring 
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Two cycles of assessments were conducted in 2011 in accordance with the Statewide 
Aesthetics Assessment Workplan and Monitoring Protocol (MDEQ, 2011).   The results 
have been outlined in the MDEQ, AOC Program Statewide Aesthetics Assessment 
Findings for Impaired AOCs (Appendix A).  Each of the Clinton River monitoring sites was 
assessed as follows.  
 
The date, time, Global Positioning System coordinates, weather conditions, and water 
temperature were recorded at each monitoring site.  Three water samples were collected 
in glass jars from below the water surface to assess water color, clarity, and turbidity.  All 
three sample jars were photographed together against a white backdrop.  Any odors from 
the sample jars, visible debris, and obvious pollution (if any) in the river were recorded.  
Digital photographs were taken along the shoreline to the left, to the right, straight across, 
and directly into the water, along with any other condition, debris, etc., worthy of recording.  
Evidence of recreational activity such as empty bait containers or people swimming was 
noted along with any other observable conditions that may influence the decision as to the 
presence of a designated use impairment or a designated use being employed.  Based 
on the total of those observations, each site was assessed as to whether it met the criteria 
for removing the Degradation of Aesthetics BUI.  
 
At each monitoring location, a minimum of five photographs were taken and are available 
upon request, as are the individual monitoring data sheets completed at each site. Specific 
monitoring locations were chosen based on historical Remedial Action Plan documents, 
input received from the Clinton River Public Advisory Council (CRPAC), best professional 
judgment and personal knowledge of the EGLE AOC coordinator, and physical access to 
the water body. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Aesthetics Monitoring Results and Analysis 
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During the first round of monitoring conducted in July 2011 the following sites were 
assessed: 
 

• Bear Creek • Red Run Drain 
• Clinton River at Budd Park • Clinton River at Mt. Clemens 
• Clinton River Spillway • Clinton River North Branch 
• East Pond Creek • Paint Creek 
• Clinton River at Riverside Park • Clinton River at Heritage Park 

 

 
Figure 1: Clinton River Aesthetics Monitoring Locations  
 
None of the sites assessed showed evidence of degradation of aesthetics as an impaired 
use.  However, prior to the second round of monitoring the AOC Coordinator was informed 
of a site of potential issue located at the St. Lawrence Cemetery on the banks of the 
Clinton River in Shelby Township (Figure 2) and the site was added for assessment.  
 

 
Figure 2: St. Lawrence Cemetery Site Boundary 
 



Removal Recommendation 
Degradation of Aesthetics BUI – Clinton River AOC 
Page 4 of 18  
  
During the second round of monitoring in November 2011 none of the previous ten sites 
again showed evidence of degradation of aesthetics as an impaired use.  However, the 
St. Lawrence cemetery site revealed the following: 
 

• Excessive erosion of the riverbank cutting into a historical landfill/dump 
• Solid waste and trash in the river  
• Discolored water seeping from the riverbank 

 
Conditions of the site were recorded (Appendix B) and photographs were taken by EGLE 
staff (Figures 3 and 4). 
 

 

 
 

Figure 3: St. Lawrence Cemetery Riverbank Erosion and Trash 
 

 

 
 

Figure 4: St. Lawrence Cemetery Riverbank Discolored Water Seep 
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St. Lawrence Cemetery/Landfill Site Investigations 
A historical review of the St. Lawrence Cemetery/Landfill site (SLCL), in conjunction with 
EGLE’s Remediation and Redevelopment Division staff, found past use as a nonregulated 
household waste dump dating back to the 1970s.  There are several similar sites along 
the Clinton River that were created prior to regulatory standards for disposal of solid 
wastes.  The SLCL site has been exposed to extreme erosion conditions due to the 
hydrology of the river, especially during high flows that are frequent after large rain events.  
Due to the historical nature of the site it does not fall under any EGLE regulations that 
would require clean up or remediation by a responsible party. In addition, a water sample 
collected on September 1, 2011, and analyzed by EGLE found elevated copper and 
mercury levels but nothing else that would reasonably exceed water quality standards and 
require enforcement action. 
 
The United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) Region 5 Emergency 
Response Branch #1 was contacted for an assessment of potential emergency remedial 
response.  In 2014 the USEPA conducted both surface and subsurface soil investigations. 
Analytical data from the samples found arsenic levels to be below USEPA Removal 
Management Levels (RML) and lead levels to be slightly above RMLs.  Ultimately, based 
on the lack of accessibility to the site and the low potential for long term human exposures 
it was recommended that the lead RMLs not be used to justify emergency remediation of 
the site.  It was however recommended that stabilization of the riverbank be implemented 
so as not to further exacerbate the site conditions and exposure of landfill debris. 
 
In 2015 the USEPA Great Lakes National Program Office entered into an Interagency 
Agreement with the United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) to design and 
construct a project to address the aesthetic impairments at the SLCL. In a collaborative 
effort between the USEPA, USACE, EGLE and the St. Lawrence Church a project was 
designed that included removing the exposed landfill debris from the site and in the river, 
pulling back the failing banks to a more stable grade, properly covering the site with the 
appropriate soils, and stabilizing the banks with rock and vegetation.   
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Construction of the project began in spring 2017 and was completed in fall 2017.  Site 
visits were conducted by EGLE staff throughout the project construction and post 
construction (Figures 5 and 6).  Based on these visits it was determined by EGLE staff 
that the site had been properly addressed to eliminate the issue of debris falling into the 
river.  EGLE staff was also satisfied that the stabilization of the riverbank had addressed 
the storm water runoff that lead to discoloration in the river.  The USCAE will provide 
postconstruction monitoring for two years.  The site will continuously be observed by the 
Clinton River Watershed Council as part of their regular watershed activities.  
 

 
 
Figure 5: St. Lawrence Cemetery/Landfill Completed Site – Upstream 
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Figure 6: St. Lawrence Cemetery/Landfill Completed Site - Downstream 
 
Recommendation 
Based on site visits and photograph documentation conducted by EGLE staff at the 
completed SLCL site, and the lack of other sites showing degradation of aesthetics as an 
impaired use, EGLE recommends removal of the Degradation of Aesthetics BUI from the 
Clinton River AOC.  The CRPAC discussed the issue in detail at their March 15, 2018 
meeting and visited the completed site on September 13, 2018.  During the September 13, 
2018, meeting the CRPAC members voted to support removal of the BUI.  The CRPAC 
submitted a letter dated October 25, 2018, expressing support for this action (Appendix C). 
 
This proposed action will be public noticed for 30 days via various media outlets.  
Supporting documents are posted on EGLE’s AOC program web page for public review 
and comment from May 1, 2020 through June 1, 2020.   
 
 
Prepared by: Jennifer Tewkesbury 
  Area of Concern Program 
  Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy 
  April 20, 2020 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A:  MDEQ Clinton River AOC Aesthetics BUI Assessment Data Sheets 
 
Appendix B:  MDEQ 2011 Statewide Aesthetics Assessment Findings for Impaired 
AOCs 
 
Appendix C:  CRPAC’s letter supporting BUI removal, October 25, 2018. 
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