War on reeds

About 250 acras of Hackensack River wetiands in Carfstadt, now ovarrun by the invasive phragmifes, or common reed plant, will
be the focus of a project to improve the tidal flow and introduce native species of plants to provide a battar habitat for breeding
fish and migrating birds. The Richard F. Kane Natural Area will provide North Jarsey with a site for kayaking, hiking and birding.
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crustacean not previously reported
in New Jersey, lives in the tract.
“To think we have a chance to
enhance a square mile of wetlands,
and in an area that's a huge mi

said Kristina Schvejda, executive
director of the Meadowlands Con-
servation Trust. “The property cer-
tainly is a treasure.”
g trust gained ownership of

the land, formerly called the
pire Tract, in 2005, It was
ed from development in the deal
that allowed the Xanadu retail and
entertainment complex to be built.

EarthMark, a North Carolina
company, will do the work
Richard K. Mogensen, Earth-
Mark's mid-Atlantic regional di-
rector, said the company will pay
the trust $6 million over five years
to lease the site and spend up to
$25 million to restare the wet-
lands. EarthMark expects to make
all that money back ~ and eam a
profit — by s

elling what is known §
as mitigation m.-ém

Those credits are a way for de-
velopers to offset wetlands harmed
by construction elsewhere. They
purchase credits and the money is
used (o preserve or enhance wet-
lands nearby.

For this project, mitigation bank
credits can be used only to offset
wetlands lost to transportation
projects by the New Jersey Tumn-
pike Authority, the state Depart-
ment of Transportation, NJ Tran-
sit or the Port Authority of New
York and New Jersey.

No contamination

The restoration work on the
Kane Tract is helped by the fact
that unlike other areas of the
Meadowlands, it is not known to
be contaminated,

But the invasive reeds have
wrought their own destruction.
The plants likely first took root
more than a century ago from Eu-
rope. Reeds, common around
ports, were used as a packing ma-
terial, the organic equivalent of
Styrofoam !

The reeds are destructive be-
cause, as they grow, their root

and create a wall that reduces the
ability for tidal waters to flow
through a marshland, a process
necessary for some species of fish
to breed.

“Because it deposits a lot of bio-
mass, phragmites elevates out of
the water and there's no tidal in-
undation, so it’s not useful for fish
breeding" said M n. “Sparti-
na is shorter and for a tidal
flush, and it can take up more pol-
lutants, acting as a filter.” Spartina

w 4 to 6 feet tall, while phrag-
E;Es can reach 15 feet. e

“Phragmites is even worse than
kudzu along the edges of forests,”
said Bernd Blossey, a Cornell Uni-
versity exilzcrt on invasive plants.
“We think phragmites is so suc-
cessful here because of the ab-
sence of natural enemies.”

Blossey is studying whether Eu- di
ropean insects that feed on the
reeds could be used to attack
phragmites in the United States
without harming native plants. In
the meantime, the wetlands
restoration will rely on spraying
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tems becomes incredibly dense The phragmites-threatened portion of the Richard P. Kane Natural Area is located just north-

east of 1zod Arena and the new Meadowlands football stadium.

acid known as glyphosate, is con-
sidered non-toxic or only slightly
toxic to fish, birds and other
wildlife, and breaks down in days
to weeks. The spraying by helicop-
ter will begin this fall.

But the herbicide won't com-
pletely kill off the reeds because
they reproduce by sending out
horizontal stems, or rhizomes,
along the soil; these develop
cloned shoots of the original plant.
So early in 2010, excavators will
dig up the roots.

Improved tidal flow

Another goal of the project is to
improve the tidal flow through the
site, which was blocked decades

q?@ when Bergen County built

and berms in an unsuccess-
ful bid to control mosquitoes.
EarthMark will level me berms
and dig new channels to help wa-
ter flow, essential for native vege-
tation to thrive.

Mudabock Creek will also be
Iﬂl?‘lﬁd so it will no longer need

tide gate. A new 8-foot-high
berm along the western perimeter
of the property will prevent flood-

ing in South Hackensack's 1|1du5*r
trial area.

Another berm will be created in
the tract's northermn portion to cre-
ate a freshwater forest with river
birch, sycamore, aspen, cotton-
wood and willow trees, The Mead-
owlands used to be a freshwater
system, but after the Oradell Dam
was constructed in 1923, freshwa-
ter flow was restricted down the
Hackensack River, and salt water
washed up, killing freshwater
plant species and creating the en-
vironment for phragmites to
thrive.

One complication is a natural
gas pipeline that runs across the
Empert;r The pipeline will be

in several spots so
the new charmals each 4 feet deep
and 50 feet wide, can flow above.

Once the Kane tract is free of
R’l hragmites next spring, Earth-
ark will plant up to 1.3 million

plgﬁi of
e Elmgawfng right
now in at Pin Nursery in
Columbus, Burlington County.
Last fall, the nursery collected

seeds from spartina growing in Jer-

sey City, Bavonne and the Mead-
owlands. The seeds are placed in
buckets of salt water and stored in
coolers for three to four months.
Then the seeds are mixed with soil
and put into plugs about the size of
& typical single plant at a garden
store,

The plugs are placed in thou-
sands of flats in greenhouses and
set into frames, where they sit in
salt water to acclimate to their fu-
ture home

“It's a very big arder,” said Don
Knezick, owner of the nursery,

EarthMark’s Mogensen knows
the site well - he helped work on
about 200 acres just east of the
tract for Williams, the natural gas
company. “It's fascinating to build
an m back to what Moth-
er Nature intended,” he said.

“The Meadowlands was set up
to be a dump and it became a for-
gotten ecosystem,” Mogensen said.
"But there are people who recog-
nized its potential, and are doing

some very nice work helping it to
recover.”

E-mall: onsilj@norhjersey.com



