254th BSB Eco-Park opens to community schools and nature enthusiasts

     A small but vibrant ecosystem lies on the north end of the U.S. Army post at the Emma Mine Complex, Schinnen in the south of the Netherlands. More than 200 species, some of them rare, live in the little pond and park area.

     The Eco-Park is the brainchild of Hans Verwasch, chief of the BSB’s Environmental Management Office. Verwasch fought for five years to get funding for the project after seeing the final report of a survey conducted of the area. Seven European laboratories analyzed soil and sludge samples in and around the area to determine water quality and recommend use of the pond. After nine months they produced a report that was three inches thick and contained detailed information about the flora and fauna of the pond area. More importantly however, the report classified the Schinnen pond as a Class 3 wetland – a rare water environment.
     The survey team found a unique plant called wet bush that grows by large ponds but has become increasingly rare in the Netherlands due to the diminishing availability of groundwater. The species Zavreliela Marmarata and the Zavrelimyia were found in the pond. These species of water beetles prefer environments that are influenced by seepage and the Schinnen pond is fed by three natural springs. Because of this, the water in the pond is probably somewhat colder than most ponds and is an ideal habitat for the rare Culex Territans mosquito. According to experts, the only place in the Netherlands where this insect is found is at the Schinnen pond. The University of Maastricht has shown interest in studying this species.
     One of the main challenges Verwasch and the Directorate of Public Works (DPW) staff faced in the refurbishment project was maintaining the ecosystem while construction was ongoing. The pond was drained and dredged, stumps removed along with 2,100 tons of sludge. Over 2,000 Carp, Pike, Breem and Perch were captured and moved to the pond in front of the headquarters building. Unfortunately some trees around the pond had to be felled because they were too close to the retaining dyke. Truckloads of rock and soil were brought in to build up the banks to contain the pond and huge woods pylons were installed to hold up the walls. It took 200 workdays to clean out and prepare the pond.
     Once the construction was completed, the pond was refilled by its own springs and rainwater. The fish were recaptured and relocated, thousands of wild flower seeds were scatted and hundreds of plants were planted.

     Today, Eco-Park is a reality and boasts resting areas and viewing platforms with benches, a nature walking path around the pond and about 40 plaques with pictures and the names of rare plants in the area. One side of the pond can be used for fishing and there are different levels on the north side of the pond for different water plants. These plants are protected from water ripples by a boom strategically placed to prevent undue wind disturbances. A meter high fence surrounds the pond to keep small children from wandering too close.
     The project cost $75,000 but Verwasch figures the price tag is well worth it.

     “We now have an environmentally friendly wetland protecting rare and endangered animal and plant species that will be great for education purposes. People need to know that we are good stewards of the environment,” said Verwasch.

