
 

 

Providing citizens a means to protect the beauty, health and heritage of the Mobile Bay Watershed and our coastal communities. 

                          May 23, 2019 
          

                          Alabama Department of Transportation (ALDOT) 
Mobile River Bridge and Bayway Project 
ATTN: Matt Ericksen, P.E. 
1701 I-65 West Service Road N. 
Mobile, AL 36618 
 
RE: Draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Study (SEIS) 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
We are Mobile Baykeeper, a twenty-two-year-old nonprofit organization with the 
mission of providing citizens a means to protect the beauty, health, and heritage of 
the Mobile Bay Watershed and our coastal communities. We are submitting 
comments on behalf of our board, officers, and more than 4,500 members regarding 
the draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Study (SEIS) for the I-10 Mobile 
River Bridge and Bayway project. Mobile Bay is a complex and highly sensitive 
ecosystem considered to be one of the most biodiverse ecosystems in North 
America. Mobile Bay is Alabama’s central estuary serving as a transitional zone where 
the river’s fresh water can mingle with tidally influenced marine waters making it a 
highly productive and diverse nursery as well as exceedingly environmentally and 
economically important. Protecting the health of Mobile Bay is critical for several 
industries including: commercial and recreational fisheries, tourism, coastal 
development, and recreation (boating, paddling, swimming, etc.). Each of these 
industries contribute significantly to our economic prosperity and growth making it 
vitally important to evaluate all potential impacts to our natural resources. We must 
ensure that we understand all of the potential impacts to be able to mitigate 
appropriately and protect our environment, economy, community, and quality of life 
for future generations.  
 
Mobile Baykeeper recognizes the value and need for the I-10 Mobile River Bridge 
and Bayway improvements and commend Alabama Department of Transportation 
(ALDOT) for its efforts to evaluate the project in full. By thoroughly studying and 
communicating the project’s plan, we can grow responsibly and minimize negative 
impacts to the very natural resources that support so many economic sectors and our 
quality of life. 
 
The project proposes to construct a new six-lane bridge across the Mobile River to 
increase capacity and supplement the existing four-lane George Wallace Tunnel and 
replace and raise the Bayway up to 8 feet higher as a result of storm surge projections. 
Mobile Baykeeper applauds ALDOT for evaluating several alternatives including a 
No Build Alternative and fourteen Build Alternatives to assess effectiveness and 
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impact on the environment. We have several comments after reviewing the SEIS that we believe 
should be reviewed and considered to ensure the plan is as effective as possible. 
 
Public Involvement  
Per NEPA requirements, environmental information must be made available to the public before 
decisions are made on a proposed project.1 Mobile Baykeeper attended both public hearings on May 
7 and May 9, 2019 hosted by ALDOT. The public hearings failed to cover the environmental impacts 
(wetland, SAVs, Essential Fish Habitat, etc.) in the presentation and poster sessions.2 It is important 
to provide and include environmental impacts so the community can understand the significant 
changes from the 2014 EIS and how they will impact their natural resources.  ALDOT needs to 
properly communicate with the community so they may provide feedback, comments, and concerns 
as intended through the NEPA process. We encourage ALDOT to actively share this information 
through their website, public meetings, or other media channels to ensure the community is properly 
informed of these changes for the final SEIS.  
 
Stormwater Runoff 
Stormwater runoff from highways and bridges contain harmful pollutants, including metals (including 
lead, zinc, and copper), particles, clay and silt, nutrients (nitrogen and phosphorous), oil, grease, 
chemicals, rubber, bacteria (animal droppings), litter, and other hydrocarbons.3, 4, 5 Each of these can 
have a negative impact on water quality and aquatic life.6 Any increase in impervious surfaces is an 
increase in the amount of rainfall now exposed to these substances, which results in a higher 
contribution of stormwater pollutants entering waterways. The proposed project will result in 
approximately 100 acres of new impervious surfaces within the watershed.  
 
We strongly recommend ALDOT incorporate stormwater runoff capture and containment methods 
into Bridge design, construction, and operation to reduce runoff pollution to Mobile River and Mobile 
Bay. ALDOT cites a national study, NCHRP 778, as the primary resource for identifying 
recommendations for stormwater best management practices and treatment options. The study finds 
“little evidence of water quality or ecosystem degradation resulting from stormwater runoff from 

                                                
1 40 C.F.R. § 1500.1(b) 
2 Mobile River Bridge Poster Boards - 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/h6m110pp4h8xes3/MRB%20Boards%201.pdf?dl=0; 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/zdr3yx0tk7v0xil/MRB%20Boards%202.pdf?dl=0  
3 Dupuis, T. V., and Kobringer, N. P., (1985) “Effects of Highway Runoff on Receiving Waters, Volume IV: 
Procedural Guidelines for Environmental Assessments.” Report No. FHWA/RD-84/065 (July 1985). 
4 Shepp, D.L. (1996). Petroleum Hydrocarbon Concentrations Observed in Runoff from Discrete, Urbanized 
Automotive-Intensive Land Uses. In Proceedings of Watershed 96: Moving Ahead Together, Baltimore, MD, 
June 8–12, 1996. 
5 Sansalone, J.J., and D.W. Glenn III. 2000. Temporal Variations in Heavy Metal Partitioning and Loading in 
Urban Highway Pavement Sheet Flow: Implications for In Situ Treatment Design. Transportation Research 
Record 1720 (00-0354):100–111. 
6 NCHRP (2002) National Cooperative Highway Research Program. Assessing the Impacts of Bridge Deck 
Runoff Contaminants in Receiving Waters V1. 



 

 

bridge decks being release into receiving waters”; however, runoff from highways and bridges are well 
known to contain heavy metals and other harmful pollutants. 7, 8, 9  We are concerned ALDOT is 
relying on a national study, instead of a local or regional study, for its analysis of local impacts. Our 
area has a higher than average concentration of industrial facilities and associated commercial traffic 
carrying hazardous materials; because of this the NCHRP study is likely not an accurate representation 
of the impacts that could reasonably be expected to occur as a result of this project.  
 
From ALDOT’s review of the study and use of its BMP selection evaluation tool (that evaluates costs 
and benefits of different BMPs), ALDOT has committed to environmental stewardship measures to 
help offset environmental impacts caused by stormwater. The current identified measures are 1) 
sweeping on Bayway Bridges, 2) utilizing Open Grade Friction Course Pavements in sections of the 
project, 3) vegetated filter strips, and the implementation of 4) environmental stewardship projects (to 
be determined). We appreciate ALDOT’s commitment and desire to reduce stormwater runoff 
impacts from the project, however, these measures alone will not offset the impacts and will likely 
lead to degradation of important and sensitive water resources for the state.  
 
Sweeping on the bridge decks can be effective at removing some of the contaminated sediments, 
however, it is largely dependent on how frequently sweeping occurs (currently only planned to occur 
on a monthly basis).10 Additionally, although stewardship projects have been successful at achieving 
improvements, many of these are seen off-site and away from where the negative impacts are being 
inflicted. We appreciate the addition of these low-cost nonstructural BMPs listed but are disappointed 
in ALDOT’s decision not to incorporate containment and treatment of stormwater runoff from the 
bridges, particularly in areas of high sensitivity and ecological importance.  
 
The NCHRP 778 report indicates decision about how to handle stormwater runoff must be made 
with consideration of public funding and the sensitivity of local environments. The report mainly 
focuses on the removal of pollutants with regards to their overall cost to the project. It is then up to 
the project manager and decision makers to evaluate the local system’s dynamics and public interests 
to ensure the right application of stormwater measures. ALDOT states in the draft SEIS that the 

                                                
7 Dupuis, T. V., and Kobringer, N. P., (1985) “Effects of Highway Runoff on Receiving Waters, Volume IV: 
Procedural Guidelines for Environmental Assessments.” Report No. FHWA/RD-84/065 (July 1985). 
8 Shepp, D.L. (1996). Petroleum Hydrocarbon Concentrations Observed in Runoff from Discrete, Urbanized 
Automotive-Intensive Land Uses. In Proceedings of Watershed 96: Moving Ahead Together, Baltimore, MD, 
June 8–12, 1996. 
9 Sansalone, J.J., and D.W. Glenn III. 2000. Temporal Variations in Heavy Metal Partitioning and Loading in 
Urban Highway Pavement Sheet Flow: Implications for In Situ Treatment Design. Transportation Research 
Record 1720 (00-0354):100–111. 
10 Sutherland, R.C., S.L. Jelen, and G. Minton. 1998. High efficiency sweeping as an alternative to the use of wet 
vaults for stormwater treatment. In Advances in Modeling the Management of Stormwater Impacts, ed. W. James, 
pp. 351–372. Computational Hydraulics International, Guelph, ON. 



 

 

report makes note that “decision maker must be the steward of public funding and environment, 
balancing the objectives of each to ensure sustainability.”11 
 
Mobile River and Mobile Bay are sensitive environments that are subject to numerous anthropogenic 
stressors from industrial pollutants to sedimentation. The bridge decks cross waterways that contain 
endangered species (Alabama sturgeon, Alabama red-bellied turtle, Bald eagle, Gulf sturgeon, and 
West Indian Manatee), support high value fisheries, wildlife habitat and are heavily used for 
recreation.12 , 13  Thus, it is vital that ALDOT place significant emphasis on stormwater pollution 
reduction and should support contracts that will implement stormwater capture and runoff 
containment and treatment methods in project design, construction practices, and the final build.  
 
Runoff containment infrastructure is also extremely important when considering the potential for 
hazardous material spills. ALDOT cites NCHRP 778 again when discussing the estimated spill 
frequency, saying they are “extremely rare, less than 0.01 percent of all reported spills for the period 
of 2003 to 2012”. This study however is national and does not evaluate the frequency of hazardous 
material anticipated to travel on the Mobile River Bridge and Bayway and does not look at local data 
for frequency of spills. Therefore, utilizing the national NCHRP 778 report as the sole source is 
inappropriate for this major, local project.  
 
With so many new and innovative strategies available, ALDOT should incorporate more protective 
measures than what has been committed in the SEIS. For instance, with impacts to wetlands already 
identified from the replacement of the Bayway, wetland mitigation requirements could be fulfilled by 
constructing “stormwater wetlands” downgrade from the outlet of a bridge deck runoff collection 
system. As the NCHRP Report 778 states, “these engineered wetlands with dense vegetation remove 
pollutants primarily through biological processes, evapotranspiration and infiltration”. They also 
provide other benefits including “high aesthetic value; improved treatment over dry detention and 
retention; flood attenuation; reduction of peak flows; and limits downstream bank erosion”.14  
 
Mobile Baykeeper strongly encourages ALDOT to reduce stormwater runoff impacts from the 
proposed project with containment and treatment onsite, particularly in critical areas where protecting 
water quality is crucial to support fisheries, endangered species, and recreational activities. Below is a 
list of potential areas for implementing additional, more protective stormwater runoff BMPs.  

                                                
11 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/51lb7kt5g3xlz2r/Mobile%20River%20Bridge%20and%20Bayway%20SDEIS
%20-%20Volume%20I.pdf?dl=0 p. 115 
12 Martin, J. C. (2007, December 5). The Local and Regional Economic Impacts of The Port of Mobile 
(Rep.). Retrieved March 16, 2018, from Alabama State Port Authority website: 
http://www.asdd.com/aspa_feis/Appendix_C_MobileImpact.pdf  
13 University of Alabama, 2013. Southern Wonder Alabama’s Surprising Biodiversity. Book published by the 
University of Alabama and the Nature Conservancy, which was funded in part by the World Wildlife 
Federation. 2013. 
14 Arizona DOT Post-Construction BMP Manual, p. 160 of the .pdf document. Appendix B. Table B-3 



 

 

• Section of the proposed project crossing over D’Olive Creek – this is a critical area as it is 
listed in ADEM’s 2018 303(d) list, is ranked high for wetland restoration, contains critical 
remaining brackish submerged aquatic vegetation, and has priority intertidal wetlands for 
storm protection (Appendix A).  

• Crossing of important freshwater submerged aquatic vegetation (Appendix A, Appendix B). 
• Mobile River crossing where multiple anthropogenic stressors exist upstream and West Indian 

Manatee sightings are clustered downstream throughout the year (Appendix C).  
 
ADEM 303(d) Impaired Waterbodies  
Joe’s Branch and D’Olive Creek are listed in the 2018 303(d) list for siltation due to land development. 
The proposed project will cross directly over Joes Branch and will be partially in the D’Olive Creek 
watershed and in close proximity to the creek. The Mobile River is also listed in the final 2018 303(d) 
list for mercury from atmospheric deposition and although the project does not specifically cross over 
the section listed, it is still in close proximity to the project. Two of the three of these waterways’ 
impairments are due to runoff and stormwater pollution. In order to not exacerbate the pollution 
issues in these waterways, runoff capture and containment from the Mobile River Bridge and Bayway 
is an integral part of project evaluation and final construction. We greatly appreciate ALDOT’s 
commitment to achieving a sediment reduction load of 80% for the D’Olive Creek Watershed. We 
encourage ALDOT to account for impacts to impaired waters regardless of if a Total Daily Maximum 
Load (TMDL) has been implemented by Alabama Department of Environmental Management. We 
are also supportive of ALDOT’s willingness to “partner with local organizations on environmental 
stewardship projects in a similar manner within the Southwest Region to help improve water quality”.  
 
Erosion Control 
We strongly encourage the Construction Best Management Practices Plan (CBMPP) to incorporate 
phased construction approaches to minimize erosion issues. We also request the natural riparian buffer 



 

 

to be at least 50 ft, as opposed to the 25 feet in the SEIS, as EPA suggests that distance “to safeguard 
these fragile areas [riparian buffers], highways should be sited with sufficient setback distances 
between the highway right-of-way and any wetlands or riparian areas”.15 Riparian areas are important 
zones to protect as they provide benefits to our aquatic resources, water quality, structural integrity, 
economy, and overall community welfare. 
 
Environmental Justice and Air Quality 
It is important that the Corps comply with the Executive Order 12898 requiring federal agencies to 
ensure minority and low-income populations will not experience disproportionately high and adverse 
impacts from federal projects. Based on the projections provided, the project would result in 
“disproportionately high and adverse effects on the Africatown/Plateau community due to traffic 
diverting to the non-tolled route along Bay Bridge Road and the Cochrane-Africatown USA Bridge”. 
ALDOT needs to find ways buy down the toll including special funding resources and grants to ensure 
this community is not disproportionately impacted.  
 
We appreciate ALDOT studying the impacts from the proposed project on local air quality. We 
suggest ALDOT install air monitors, particularly along the Africatown corridor to monitor air quality 
and ensure impacts to public health are evaluated as projections of traffic could be incorrect or change 
and therefore require additional measures to protect the surrounding community.  
 
Dredging  
Dredging can cause: an increase in suspended sediment concentrations or turbidity, the potential 
release of contaminated material, an increase in erosion to nearby shorelines, and disturbance of 
habitats, particularly within the vicinity of the dredging activities.16 During this activity, fine sediments 
(including clays, silt, and fine-sands) generate turbid conditions. Turbidity plumes and sedimentation 
are a result of overflow and washing practices.17 Impacts from dredging activities on water quality 
needs to be quantitatively evaluated to fully understand options for avoidance, minimization, and 
mitigation of impacts.18 
 
Dredged material has the potential to be contaminated with harmful substances such as heavy metals, 
pesticides, PCBs, oil, etc. particularly when it is near ports and industrial facilities. Many of these 
contaminants are legacy and therefore can be buried within or locked in seabed sediments. Dredging 
can suspend these into the water column where they can cause contamination of waters and 
shellfish/fish species. Many of these metals typically do not manifest until some time has passed and 
different chemical, hydrographical, and geological processes have had an opportunity to alter these 

                                                
15 National Management Measures to Control Nonpoint Source Pollution from Urban Areas (November 
2005, EPA-841-B-05-004 
16 P.L.A. Erftemeijer, R.R.I.I.I. Lewis. (2006). Environmental impacts of dredging on seagrasses: a review 
Marine Pollution Bulletin, 52, pp. 1553-1572 
17 Nieuwaal, M. (2001). Requirements for sediment plumes caused by dredging. MSc. Thesis, Delft University 
of Technology, 89pp. 
18 40 C.F.R. § 230.10(d) 



 

 

newly disturbed sediments. ALDOT needs to evaluate the long-term impacts and monitor the material 
to be dredged to manage the potential for contamination. 
 
Wetlands, SAVs, and Essential Fish Habitats  
Wetlands are known to provide several important ecological functions such as water purification, 
shoreline stabilization, flood protection, groundwater recharge, nutrient recycling, particle retention, 
surface water and subsurface storage, and habitat for fish and wildlife.19 They add intrinsic value to 
the community. However, wetland loss “remains a threat to the State’s ecological and socioeconomic 
prosperity”.20  There are a number of reasons for the significant wetland loss in coastal Alabama and 
trends indicate future loss from sea level rise.21 Shading of wetlands can result in a reduction of 
vegetation productivity and growth. The proposed construction of the new Bayway is anticipated to 
result in the impact of approximately 3.9 acres of wetlands through shading.  
 
Submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) is an important source of food for several species including 
manatees and over-wintering waterfowl. It provides habitat for macroinvertebrates and fishes, and 
helps prevent erosion through sediment stabilization. Over the past few decades, there have been 
dramatic declines in the SAV population in Mobile Bay.22 Approximately 16.1 acres of SAV are 
anticipated to be impacted by the proposed project. We are appreciative of ALDOT for 
acknowledging that 100 percent of the SAV between the existing Bayway bridge could be impacted 
either from shading or dredging and therefore has taken a conservative approach to their impact 
evaluation.  
 
ALDOT has indicated pile driving operations may result in impacts to aquatic species and has 
coordinated with the USFWS in order to minimize potential impacts and the Concessionaire has 
decided to use a “ramp-up pile driving procedure during the installation of piles in water”. We 
appreciate ALDOT’s cooperation and coordination with relevant agencies to reduce local impacts to 
fish habitat and aquatic species.  
 
For the impacts that cannot be avoided, compensatory mitigation has been identified for the project. 
ALDOT is proposing a mitigation ratio of 1.5:1 for wetlands. This is one of the lowest ratios available 
and essentially considers these wetlands to be unproductive. These wetlands are located in the lower 
delta where critical species rely on these wetlands and are vital for several important ecological 

                                                
19 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Why Are Wetlands Important? (last updated Jan 19, 2018) available 
at https://www.epa.gov/wetlands/why-are-wetlands-important 
20 Handley, L., K. Spear, S. Jones, C. Thatcher (2011) Mobile Bay. In: Emergent wetlands status and trends in 
the Northern Gulf of Mexico, 1950-2010: USGS Scientific Investigations Report. 22pps. 
21 Friend, J.H., Lyon, M., Garrett, N., Borom, J.L., Ferguson, J., and Lloyd, G.C. (1981). Alabama coastal 
region ecological characterization: Volume 3: a socioeconomic study, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Office of 
Biological Services, Washington, D.C., FWS/OBS-81/41, 367 p. 
22 Barry A. Vittor & Associates. (2005). Historical SAV Distribution in the Mobile Bay National Estuary 
Program Area and Ranking Analysis of Potential SAV Restoration Sites. 
http://www.mobilebaynep.com/images/uploads/library/NEP_historicSAV.pdf  



 

 

functions (listed earlier). ALDOT should increase their valuation of the impacted wetlands to more 
than 2:1 and ensure an adequate mitigation. All mitigation should occur within the 12-digit HUC sub-
watershed and near where the impacts from the project will be endured.  
 
In addition to reevaluating the mitigation ratio, we also want to make a few comments on the currently 
proposed mitigation: “the creation of tidally influenced emergent wetland and SAV habitat in Polecat 
Bay, approximately 8,600 ft (2,590 m) north of the project. Creation of a 9-acre marsh island and a 
surrounding 32.2-ac area of SAV habitat would require fill across 43.5 acres of bay bottom with 
suitable sediments”. This proposed project could be a beneficial option, but we encourage ALDOT 
to work with relevant agencies to ensure successful implementation and to verify that no secondary 
impacts will occur from this proposed mitigation (such as release of contaminated materials, loss of 
existing productive habitat, etc.).   
 
ALDOT plans to implement a “5-year monitoring program design [that] includes post-construction 
observations and measurement of elevation, bathymetry, and shoreline changes, as well as assessment 
of vegetative cover, species composition, and areal extent of habitat”. We are supportive of monitoring 
plans but request they be at least 10 years to ensure long-term impacts and changes are accounted for 
and addressed. 
 
Benthic Communities  
Benthic communities are known to play a critical role in the health and functioning of estuarine 
systems. For instance, organic matter not used in the water column settles on the bottom floor where 
it can be remineralized by benthic organisms to become nutrients that can then be used in the water 
column.23 This remineralization contributes the nutrients necessary to increase primary productivity 
and is an important link in the food web of an estuary.  
 
Dredging activities can negatively impact benthic communities either directly or indirectly. The extent 
of these impacts can vary greatly and depend on many factors including the type of community 
present, the duration of, and type of dredging. Excavation and smothering by sediment can cause 
lethal impacts to these communities.24, 25 The specific benthic communities along the proposed project 
should be characterized to understand what species will be disturbed from dredging and if damage is 
irreversible or if the area contains recolonizing benthic species that have a more rapid recovery 
period.26 For instance, benthic assemblages that are physically buried from sediment deposited may or 

                                                
23 Nowicki, B., & Nixon, S. (1985). Benthic Nutrient Remineralization in a Coastal Lagoon 
Ecosystem. Estuaries, 8(2), 182-190. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/1352199 
 
24 Morton, R. A. (1977). Historical shoreline changes and their causes: Transactions Gulf Coast Association of 
Geological Societies, v. 27, p. 352-364. 
25 Guillory, V. (1982). Environmental effects of estuarine dredging and spoil disposal, a literature review. 
Contributions of the Marine Research Laboratory, Technical Bulletin 35, Louisiana Department of 
Wildlife and Fisheries, 37-61. 
26 ICES International Council for the Exploration of the Sea. (1992). Report of the ICES working 
group on the effects of extraction of marine sediments on fisheries. Copenhagen (Denmark): 



 

 

may not be able to recolonize depending on the species and frequency of dredging and sediment 
deposited from the project. To ensure the full extent of impact is evaluated, we encourage ALDOT 
characterize the different benthic communities throughout the portion of the project’s disturbance.  
 
Major Comments Summarized: 
• More needs to be done to reduce stormwater runoff pollution. With so many new and 

innovative strategies available, ALDOT needs to strive to incorporate better protections including 
containment and treatment of runoff. Specifically we suggest ALDOT implement constructed 
stormwater wetlands downgrade of stormwater runoff flow in critical areas . 

• Pursue options to buy down the toll and reduce impacts to environmental justice 
communities. ALDOT should look into special funding and grant resources to reduce the toll 
including to ensure the Africatown/Plateau community is not disproportionately impacted from 
the project.  

• Impacts to water quality from dredging needs to be quantitatively evaluated. ALDOT 
needs to evaluate the long-term impacts and monitor the material to be dredged to for manage 
the potential for contamination of waterbodies. 

• The mitigation ratio undervalues the importance of impacted wetlands. With impacts to 
wetlands, SAVs, and Essential Fish Habitat, we must underscore the importance of proper 
mitigation so the project’s impacts can be offset to ensure the ecological and economic functions 
these provide can be maintained.  

• Impacts to benthic communities needs to be evaluated. ALDOT has not studied the specific 
benthic communities along the proposed project’s disturbance area. These communities need to 
be characterized to understand potential impacts from dredging.  
 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the draft SEIS. We request a written response 
to each of the provided comments. If you have any questions or need additional information, please 
don’t hesitate to contact us.  
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
 

Casi (kc) Callaway       Cade Kistler          Laura Stone  
Executive Director & Baykeeper     Program Director         Program Coordinator 
Mobile Baykeeper       Mobile Baykeeper                  Mobile Baykeeper 
 
 
 

                                                
ICES Cooperative Research Report # 182. https://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/tm/tm209/pdfs/ch6.pdf  
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APPENDIX B 

 
http://www.mobilebaynep.com/images/uploads/library/SAV_2015.pdf  



 

 

APPENDIX C 

 
 
Retrieved from DSEIS Biological Opinion generated by Dr. Carmichael.  


