Operation Fall Retrieve 2008
by PA2 Bill Colclough


In autumn, leaves descend to the earth like angels damned. Like the shade of an oak grove in the dead of summer, nature foreshadows a reprieve from the hustle-and-bustle over the waters of the Great Lakes with a portent of ice. A sentinel of sailors ride to the steady roar of an armada of 240 and 49-foot leviathans to raise a legion of beacons red and green from the lakes. 


From Oct. 7 to Dec. 28, 2008, the Ninth Coast Guard District conducted Operation Fall Retrieve, which is the largest domestic buoy recovery operation in the United States. Fall Retrieve is the annual Coast Guard mission of retrieving 1,255 aids to navigation such as lighted, unlighted buoys and beacons on the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Seaway System.

Spanning 2,233 leagues (6,700 statute miles of U.S. coastline) across five lakes, the Ninth District presides over 2,628 aids to navigation. Because all five of the Great Lakes are restricted waters, the district has the largest volume of aids in the United States. Also, many of the district’s navigable waterways from Massena, N.Y. to Duluth, Minn. are much shallower than other fresh or saltwater systems.


In Operation Fall Retrieve 2007, Ninth District units removed 1,276 of the total 1,298 aids; due to ice conditions, 22 buoys remained in Lake Superior and Lake Huron.


For Fall Retrieve 2008, the approximate total number of aids scheduled for removal are 1,092 unlighted buoys and 685 lighted buoys. Approximately half in the region, the aids are taken out of service for the duration of the winter months due to decreased vessel traffic and to minimize damage from ice and inclement weather.

To achieve the mission, the district deploys six of its nine cutters to remove aids to navigation:  
· 240-foot Mackinaw (WLBB-30) Homeport: Cheboygan, Mich.
225-foot buoytender/icebreakers
· Alder  (WLB-216) Homeport: Duluth, Minn.  
· Hollyhock (WLB-214) Homeport: Port Huron, Mich. 

140-foot Bay Class icebreaking tug with aids-to-navigation barge

· Bristol Bay (WTGB-102) Homeport: Detroit, Mich. 

· Mobile Bay (WTGB-103) Homeport: Sturgeon Bay, Wis.
100-foot inland buoytender

· Buckthorn (WLI-642) 

With aids ranging from 5-feet in diameter by 11-feet in height to 8-feet in diameter to 26-feet in height, the Hollyhock has 147 seasonal aids to navigation. The Hollyhock removed approximately 96 buoys from northern Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, Lake Erie, St. Clair River and Lake St. Clair.

“We usually just swap the buoy hulls without lifting the sinker from the bottom to keep it ‘mudded in’, so that it will be less likely to move off station,” said Lt.j.g. Christopher Jasnoch, Operations Officer, Coast Guard Cutter Hollyhock.

According to Jasnoch, the retrieved aids are lighted and are usually replaced with smaller unlighted buoys that are less likely to be damaged and/or moved off-station by the ice.

 “We take care of approximately 60 seasonal buoy reliefs, mostly consisting of 6-by-20 and 5-by-11-foot lighted hulls,” said Ens. John Mundale, executive officer, Coast Guard Cutter Mobile Bay.
According to Mundale, the Mobile Bay’s primary seasonal reliefs are in Green Bay, specifically in the Green Bay Harbor Entrance, the Sturgeon Bay ship canal and Little Bay de Noc. The Mobile Bay is one two icebreaking tugs which features a 120-foot aids-to-navigation barge.

“We’re about 90 percent done -- almost all lighted buoys,” said Boatswain’s Mate Senior Chief Jason Willey, officer-in-charge, Coast Guard Cutter Buckthorn.


Homeported in Sault Ste. Marie, Mich., the 100-foot Buckthorn takes care of the bulk of the 1,255 aids retrieved in the Ninth District in the St. Marys River System. Of all the six cutters participating in Operation Fall Retrieve, the Buckthorn is responsible for 376 aids, approximately 197 of which are buoys scheduled for retrieval. The workhorse of the Ninth District plucks up aids in the St. Marys River System from Point Iroquois, Mich.to Hessel, Mich.

“We work based on the winds and the weather,” said Willey.

Six small boat stations with aids to navigation duties and three Aids to Navigation Teams participate in Fall Retrieve, which are:
· STANT St. Ignace (St. Ignace, Mich.)

· STANT Saginaw River (Essexville, Mich.)

· STANT Portage (Dollar Bay, Mich.)

· STANT Muskegon (Muskegon, Mich.)

· STANT Two Rivers (Two Rivers, Wis.)

· STANT Kenosha (Kenosha, Wis.)
Aids to Navigation Team Buffalo

“The goal is to get the lights (lighted buoys) out before the ice hits,” said Chief John Williams, officer-in-charge, ANT Buffalo.


“My No. 1 goal is everyone comes home with their fingers and toes,”said Williams.

According to Williams, the combination of west-east ice flow and the relatively long fetch (unobstructed distance the wind blows) on Lake Ontario, his unit’s buoys are often the last to be removed from eastern Lake Ontario due to eastward accumulation – the most challenging part of ANT Buffalo’s area of responsibility.
Aids to Navigation Team Detroit

“We take out 188 buoys, plus 87 buoys from Lorain [Ohio] and 120 U.S. Army buoys … in an area of responsibility that spans about 230 miles of coastline,” said Chief Jason Rule, officer-in-charge, ANT Detroit.

“Fighting Island Lighted Buoy 89 is the most challenging. It’s right on the edge of the channel. It goes from 48 feet to – rocks – within 20 yards,” said Rule.

In addition to a large AOR, ANT Detroit negotiates the double obstacles of weather and water levels, according to executive petty officer Boatswain’s Mate 1st Class Charles Northcott.
Aids to Navigation Team Duluth

“We were actually ahead of the goal; the district allowed us to pull early in advance of ice season,” said Chief Mark Brookmole, officer-in-charge, ANT Duluth.

Situated in the near-polar region of the Great Lakes, ANT Duluth has an area of responsibility that spans three different states. They are responsible for approximately 200 buoys in northeastern Minnesota. For Fall Retrieve 2008, the crews removed approximately 85-90 buoys, 55 of which were river buoys and the remaining buoys ranging 5 feet wide by 11 feet high.


“The weather is always a challenge: extreme cold temperatures – sometimes below zero during decommissioning,” said Brookmole.


After a combined force of six cutters and nine units returned to base December 28, a bevy of buoys and beacons received new coats of paint, chains, sinkers and lights.

Thousands of aids.  Thousands of tons of concrete, steel, plastic and foam. Until they are called up for restoration in the spring, an assembly of signposts retired to yards of repair and slumber.
