Annual Report on Habitat Activities
Habitat and Ecosystem Advisory Panel
Draft - April 2024

Purpose and Scope of this report

In September 2023, the Council approved its Habitat Blueprint, which included a new provision
for the Habitat and Ecosystem Advisory Panel (HEAP) to develop an annual report on habitat
activities during their spring meeting and present this report at the next scheduled Habitat
Committee meeting.

The blueprint specified that the report should:

e address habitat and ecosystem conservation activities, including consultations, comment
letters, future threats, research needs, and use of habitat policies during the prior calendar
year;

e highlight the use of habitat policies;

e provide advance notice of developing issues; and

e rely heavily on tables, texts and bulleted lists to convey the relevant information
efficiently.

In December 2023 the Council approved an outline that would provide guidance for the HEAP
on what subjects would be appropriate for inclusion in the annual report. Council Staff and the
HEAP will complete the report at the April HEAP meeting. The report will be presented at the
June Council meetings.



April 2024 Annual Report of Habitat Activities
1. Status of Essential Fish Habitat (EFH)-related comments submitted by

the Council, South Atlantic States, and NOAAs Habitat and

Conservation Division (HCD).

a. On March 19, 2024 the Council submitted a letter regarding the proposed
Starship-Super Heavy Operations at Cape Canaveral. The letter is attached as
Appendix A.

b. There is a Regional Dredging NEPA Science Workshop meeting in May 2024 in
Charleston, SC hosted by the Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) to discuss
removing environmental dredging windows and replacing them with onsite
environmental consults to engage experts and to identify and document the
potential effects to species and habitats as a result of operational and maintenance
dredging and material placement in the South Atlantic.

2. Update of major regional activities/projects in the South Atlantic.
a. Major Regional projects
1. North Carolina
e Kitty Hawk
o The Kitty Hawk wind project — There is cause for concerns
with the cable export corridor going to Kitty Hawk, because if
the cable is built using the southern route (e.g., around Cape
Hatteras and Cape Lookout with eventual landfall in Atlantic
Beach, NC) this would be 200 miles of cable in, up to, a 30 ft
wide corridor through established EFH and interact with
SERFS. It would probably be preferential to take the power to
Virginia, but it is unclear whether that will happen.
e (Carolina Long Bay Offshore Wind Projects
e Wilmington Harbor Navigation Improvement Project
e Evaluations of Environmental Windows for Dredging
ii. South Carolina
e Charleston Post 45 Monitoring
e Mark Clark Expressway
ii. Georgia
e SHEP Monitoring
e Evaluations of Environmental Windows for Dredging
iv. Florida (Atlantic Coast)
e Port Everglades Deepening Project
v. Submarine data cable project
(https://www.submarinecablemap.com/submarine-cable/anjana )
b. Fish Passage Restoration (see image)
i. It’s important to bring attention to this because of the predator prey
linkage as well as the SAFMC Alterations to Riverine, Estuarine and



https://www.submarinecablemap.com/submarine-cable/anjana

Nearshore Flows policy. Specifically, the HEAP wanted to highlight the
Neuse River and its new inclusion into the River Sustainability Project.
Additionally highlighting that these are just the areas that have been
assessed. There are high priority areas that are currently being addressed
and will be included in the future (most likely as red). There is also a
significant road crossing issue that affects water flow and sedimentation
that is not being visualized in this image.

ii. Two fish passage assessments will be conducted in the upper Tar-Neuse
rivers.

iii. North Carolina is starting some road crossing assessments.
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Figure 1. Fish passage Restoration Projects Provided by Pace Wilbur NOAA HCD

c. Georgia Aquatic Connectivity Team - https://ga-act.org/
d. Georgia Water Coalition has done many studies on culverts and water passage
that have led to federal funding to fix the issues. ( https://www.gawater.org/)
e. Florida Aquatic Habitat Connectivity team (Appendix B)
i. Southeastern Aquatic Resources Partnership (SARP), and the Atlantic

Coastal Fish Habitat Partnership (ACFHP), are two of the National Fish
Habitat Partnerships (See http://www.fishhabitat.org/) established under
the National Fish Habitat Action Plan (NFHAP) which conducts on-the-
ground work to conserve and restore aquatic habitat. The partnerships are
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ii.

overseen by the NFHAP Board, which receives funding for their
operations via the America’s Conservation Enhancement Act: National
Fish Habitat Conservation Through Partnerships, passed by the U.S.
Congress on October 30, 2020. The web sites and details about these two
organizations are provided below. Several HEAP members either serve
on the ACFHP Steering Committee (Laney) or are responsible for
coordinating its activities https://southeastaquatics.net/sarps-
programs/coastal-program

The ACFHP and the SARP both operate along the Atlantic coast and
consider fish passage barriers a priority threat within coastal and
diadromous fish habitats, although ACFHP primarily emphasizes
headwaters to the continental shelf. ACFHP and SARP collaborate with
20 other Fish Habitat Partnerships nationwide, aligning with the vision of
the 2006 National Fish Habitat Action Plan. Previous joint efforts with
SARP and The Nature Conservancy (TNC) have involved spatially
prioritizing fish habitat conservation sites from Maine to Florida. In 2023,
ACFHP supported three habitat restoration projects as part of their annual
project funding cycle, including two dam removal projects led by TNC in
New Jersey and a salt marsh restoration & donor marsh project led by the
North Carolina Coastal Federation. These projects align with priorities
established by the National Fish Habitat Action Plan to reconnect
fragmented fish habitats and conserve water quality.

f.  Emory University has been studying toxic locations and human health concerns in
Brunswick over the past few decades. The research is ongoing. There is an
impact on the environment in this region.

3. Status of Council Habitat Policy Statements.

a. Usage in submitted comments.

1.

EFH and species information within policy statements are referenced in
our comment letters. When HCD provides specific project-related impacts
to EFH or species, such as tide gates, they defer to literature. For EFH
consultations, HCD pulls recommendations from the policies and tailors
them to the project. The Council discussed the possibility of adding a list
of Best Management Practices (BMPs) for each policy we can reference
and use for comment letters (long-term goal).

b. Adequacy of existing statements compared with current activities. (see graphic
below regarding 2023 FY consultations by number and acreage provided by
NMEFS HCD)

1.

ii.
1ii.
1v.

Food Webs and Connectivity 2016- adding in predatory prey information
(work ongoing)

Marine Aquaculture 2014

Climate Variability and Fisheries 2016

Marine Submerged Aquatic Vegetation 2014
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v. Beach Dredging and Filling, Beach Renourishment and Large-Scale
Coastal Engineering 2023

vi. Energy Exploration Development, Transportation and Hydropower
Licensing 2015 — Add in decommission language, public research
availability, and stake holder outreach (work ongoing)

vii. Alterations to Riverine, Estuarine and Nearshore Flows 2014 — Add in tide
gate, beneficial shores, and storm water language? - This change will need
Council approval

viii. Marine and Estuarine Ecosystems from Non-native and Invasive Species
2014

ix. Artificial Reefs 2017

Number of Consultations Total Acres
m Artifical Reefs w Beach nourishment = Development
= Dredging = Living shorelines = Marinas/Docks
= Military = Other = Port Piers
®m Restoration m Roads/Bridges ® Shoreline stabilization
= Utilities

Figure 2. EFH consultations by number and by impacted acreage for the year of 2023 Provided by Pace
Wilbur NOAA HCD

c. Suggestions for revisions of existing policies or creation of new policies.
1. Creation of a new Shoreline Stabilization policy (See April 2024 HEAP
report for details and reasoning)
ii. Creation of a new Emerging Fisheries Policy (See April 2024 HEAP
report for details and reasoning)

4. Potential future or developing habitat issues/threats:

a. A living shoreline could be a protected, stabilized coastal edge made of natural
materials such as plants, sand, or rock meant to stabilize estuary coasts, bays, and
tributaries. These are made of natural materials and will grow over time. There is
no consistent definition of what a living shoreline is, or how they are constructed,
and the consults for impact on EFH can vary widely. A definition needs to be



established for the region to allow managers to provide consistent EFH
consultations.

i. In NC a workshop was conducted bringing together researchers, the
regulatory community, and the NC Coastal Federation, where they talked
through definitions of living shorelines and habitat tradeoffs. They
documented the wide range of perspectives on living shoreline issues (and
hopefully built some goodwill amongst the different stakeholder groups).
e Summary document
e Meeting materials

b. Tide gates control water flow between a tidewater area and a diked-off, drained
upland area. The number of these projects in development is increasing with sea
level rise. What are the short and long-term impacts? What is the purpose and
need of these projects?

i. Charleston County is starting to see an increase in the number of proposed
tide gates for the area. Opposition to these projects has been strong and
recommendations have been made that the Corps require mitigation for
ALL EFH upstream of the tide gates. HCD provides known impacts to
EFH because of tidal restrictions, and recommendations to avoid and
minimize impacts. Two letters from SCDNR opposing Tide gates are
attached in Appendix C and D.

c. Thin Layer Placement (TLP) - Regionally, this is being talked about a lot between
the Corps, civil works projects, Towns, etc. Thin layer placement is (or at least,
should be) a restoration technique to restore elevation to a marsh that cannot
accrete sediment to keep up with SLR. However, there is a trend where TLP is
being used as a disposal technique disguised as a restoration. The placement of
sediment to a marsh is being used to dispose of that sediment, with little thought
going into planning on how that system accretes sediment, or if the marsh system
is impacted requiring sediment placement.

d. What are the space program impacts with increasing launches and historical
launches i.e. debris and waste?

1. Still waiting for FOIA response to address this issue.

e. What are the impacts of sound/pressure from construction projects?

i. There is an electronic tagging study of (mostly) black sea bass at the
Coastal Virginia Offshore Wind area (27nm E of VA Beach). While the
main research question is about behavioral responses to construction
noise, they will also get information about how fish are using the habitat
provided by turbine foundations. The study involves fine-scale tracking of
animals in three dimensions, so they will be able to make inferences about
their vertical movements in addition to horizontal. This could shed light on
the importance of turbine foundations and could be relevant in the South
Atlantic. The tagging just started and will not have data until late this year
early 2025. The study is funded by NEFSC.

f. Emerging disease

i. The Marine Resources Council (MRC) operates Florida’s largest state-
licensed mangrove nursery, housing over 9,000 mangroves of all three
native species. In early 2024, hundreds of young mangroves in the nursery
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began displaying symptoms of disease and stress, such as shoot dieback,
leaf spot, leaf drop, and stem canker. MRC sought assistance from Melissa
M. Deinys of the Santra Group at the University of Central Florida (UCF)
and Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden in Miami to investigate. Deinys
and her team identified a group of fungal pathogens affecting MRC’s
mangroves. They also tested wild populations for the species of fungus
and found it is quite common (in 80% of leaves tested) in wild mangroves
in southeast Florida. These fungal species are common in wild mangroves
and do not always cause symptoms or mortality. Further study is needed
to determine why the fungus became problematic, and the implications for
both nursery and wild mangroves merit future study.

Spinning fish — The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
(FWC) has been documenting reports of abnormal fish behavior (spinning
and whirling) in the Lower Keys (e.g., Summerland Key, Big Pine Key,
Litle, and Big Torch Keys). The cause of this abnormal behavior and these
mortalities is not known. Multiple organizations including FWC, the
Florida Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), Florida Gulf
Coast University, University of South Alabama (USA), Bonefish &
Tarpon Trust, and the Lower Keys Guides Association are actively
investigating this event. Ongoing efforts involve the collection and
analyses of water and tissue samples and coordinating the recovery of
endangered small-tooth sawfish carcasses for necropsy.

g. Range expansion/contraction of fisheries resources due to climate change

1.
1i.

Florida Mangrove species have been seen in the Georgia wetlands.

Over the last year, SC DNR year has examined long-term trends in the
status of the blue crab population in South Carolina. There appears to be a
break at about the year 2000 where estuarine temperatures started
becoming warmer with longer growing seasons, and estuarine salinities
became higher. This appears to correlate with a consistent and continuing
decline in blue crab stock numbers in South Carolina.

The report states:

“Abundances were generally greater during the 1900s than in the 2000s,
a pattern mirrored in North Carolina and Georgia, with declines mainly
occurring in the fall.”

“Shifting climate regimes from cold/wet conditions to warm/dry
conditions have impacted blue crab abundance, with warming winters
also leading to earlier spawning.”

“...increases and decreases in blue crab population abundances do
appear to be synchronous across the Atlantic coastal range.”

“The conditions of South Carolina’s estuaries...have changed
substantially over the 40+ years... These changes have led to a shift in
our estuaries from cold/wet conditions to warm /dry conditions.”

“The combined effect of temperature and river flow/salinity on adult crabs
ultimately explains a high percentage (~>50%) of interannual variability
in adult blue crab abundances.”



“...the environmental conditions that contribute to higher abundance of
blue crab (e.g. non-drought conditions) also support strong recruitment of
red drum.”

If other estuarine dependent species are similarly negatively impacted by
these environmental changes, this could mean a reduced export of
estuarine-produced forage stocks that may be prey for coastal ocean
fishery resources.

5. Regional projects of interest to the Council -

a.

South Atlantic Salt Marsh Initiative (SASMI) (https://marshforward.org/)

b. Southeast Conservation Adaptation Strategy (SECAS)

C.

1. The 2023 version of the Southeast Conservation Blueprint was released in
October 2023. Notable improvements of potential interest to the Council
include:

il. A new marine highly migratory fish indicator focused on important
foraging and spawning areas for 3 highly migratory fish species at various
life stages (Skipjack tuna, Bluefin tuna, Blue shark).

iii. Anupdated Atlantic coral and hardbottom indicator that now includes
recent predictive models for cold water coral mounds in the Blake Plateau.

iv. Indicators for marine birds and marine mammals are now updated.

v. The short summary of all indicators used is now updated for 2023.

The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (ASMFC) Report on Fish
Habitats of Concern was approved by the ASMFC Interstate Fishery Management
Plan Policy Board and is available online.

https://asmfc.org/files/Habitat/FHOC Designations_January2024.pdf

1. The ASMEFC is interested in any information on EFH — HAPCs that are

not managed by the Commission.
There have been reports released regarding the impact of the US Supreme Court
Sackett vs. US EPA case decision, on wetlands. Given that wetlands provide
protection for aquatic, including fish and fishery, resources, this should be
considered by the Council. There are growing concerns regarding court decisions
limiting the jurisdictional extent of the waters of the US, based on ongoing
lawsuits (e.g., White vs. USEPA, see https://coastalreview.org/2024/05/wildlife-
groups-seek-to-intervene-in-pasquotank-mans-case/). To the extent that court
decisions continue to reduce the scope of “waters of the United States” and
decrease or eliminate the regulatory authority of the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers and U.S. Environmental Protection agency, the quality of freshwaters
entering South Atlantic coastal ecosystems and the nearshore Atlantic Ocean
which support Council-managed species will degrade and diminish the quality of
the habitats which support and sustain managed fish species and habitats.

1. The EDF last month released a preprint and interactive map viewer that

looked at the potential geographic scope of impacts to wetlands nationally,

based on using 8 different flooding thresholds for what defines a

“continuous surface connection.” As we discussed, that definition is the

subject of many lawsuits, but its been useful for conceptualizing the
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€.

potential geographic scope of impacts. The preprint further explored how
that definition would intersect with existing state protections, GAP
conservation status, and wetland size, which went beyond what was
discussed at the HEAP but have been frequently brought up in
conversations we’ve had in NC when discussing this.

11. An article on the decline of wetlands: https://www.fws.gov/press-
release/2024-03/continued-decline-wetlands-documented-new-us-fish-
and-wildlife-service-
report#:~:text=The%20rapid%20disappearance%200f%20vegetated,Lakes
%2C%20and%20Prairie%20Pothole%20regions

The Florida Aquatic Connectivity Team (FL-ACT) is a multi-agency statewide
aquatic resource management team sponsored by Southeast Aquatic Resources
Partnership (one of the national fish habitat partnerships). The team goal is to
increase aquatic organism passage through restoration practices such as culvert
replacement, floodplain reconnection, and dam sunsetting in Florida.

Florida’s Ecosystem Restoration Teams (ERT) are led by representatives from
state, federal, and regional agencies and non-profits. The mission of the two ERTs
on Florida’s Atlantic coastline is to facilitate and implement restoration and bring
together partners to develop regional landscape-level habitat initiatives focused on
the restoration and enhancement of estuarine habitat including coastal marsh,
mangroves, oyster reefs, and seagrass for estuaries on the Atlantic coast of
Florida.

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission Artificial Reef Program
coordinated three artificial reef deployments in Atlantic waters under the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Sport Fish Restoration (SFR) Grant:

1. Brevard County (Central Florida — Atlantic Coast) - On October 19, 2023,
Brevard County successfully deployed 15 prefabricated concrete reef
modules in the Brevard County Artificial Reef Site 2 permitted area,
constructing one patch reef. The Brevard County Artificial Reef Site 2
permitted area is located in federal waters of the Atlantic Ocean
approximately 15.5 nm due west of Port Canaveral Harbor.

1i. Palm Beach County (Southeast Florida — Atlantic Coast) - On June 1,
2023, and July 10, 2023 Palm Beach County successfully deployed 498
tons of limestone boulders and 21 tons of concrete materials in the Delray
Dredge Hole permitted area. The Delray Dredge Hole permitted area is
located in state waters of the Atlantic Ocean approximately 5.5 nm south
of the Boynton Inlet offshore Palm Beach County.

iii.  St. Lucie County (Southeast Florida — Atlantic Ocean) - St. Lucie County
deployed 1,518 tons of secondary use concrete on April 22, 2023, May 2,
2023, and May 10, 2023, to create three patch reefs within the Lee E.
Harris Memorial Site permitted area in 55 ft of water. The Lee E. Harris
Memorial Site permitted area is located in federal waters in the Atlantic
Ocean approximately 5.6 nm from the Fort Pierce Inlet offshore St. Lucie
County, Florida.
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6. Coordination between regions. (Mid Atlantic, Gulf, and Caribbean

partnerships or nationwide coordination)
a. Offshore wind projects are beginning in the Caribbean.

1.

il.

Coral Bay Marina (St John), Limetree Bay (St Croix), San Juan Bay
(Puerto Rico)
Christiansted Harbor Deepening Project (St Croix) (new)

b. Spatial mapping project ongoing with Mid Atlantic and South Atlantic — National
Centers for Coastal Ocean Science (NCCOS)

7. Funding projects/opportunities.
a. Funding concerns

1.

il.

iii.

1v.

NOAA Agency budget

C. FY 2024 agency budget no raise.

D. FY 2025 slight COLA after Q2?

E. FY 2026 budget still being developed
If the budget continues this direction essential projects and grants will be
limited. i.e. discard mortality projects and habitat use projects.
Cooperative telemetry projects through SECORA may have a decreased
budget with the current proposal.
FWS may also receive a budget cut.
The United States Department of the Interior, Fish and Wildlife Service,
National Wildlife Refuge System and the Ecological Services Program
and Fish and Aquatic Conservation Program are all potentially losing
budget which will cause decreases in staffing, diminishing the
conservation activities done by these FWS divisions which support and
sustain the quality of aquatic habitats which in turn support and sustain
Council-managed species. Research opportunities conducted on National
Wildlife Refuges via Special Use Permits, especially research which
documents the use of coastal NWR habitats by Council-managed species,
may decline due to a lack of staff available to review and approve them.

b. Funding opportunities

1.

ii.

Large scale restoration activities are more interesting from a funding
perspective.
7 million available for the national fish passage program.

C. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) recently announced
approximately $7 million of total available funding through their
National Fish Passage Program (NFPP), a voluntary program that
provides technical and financial assistance to partners to remove
barriers and restore aquatic organism passage and connectivity.
The program funds a variety of project types, including dam
removals, culvert replacements, floodplain restoration, and the
installation of fishways. Applications may be submitted
continuously between March 1, 2024 and December 31, 2024, with
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awards made on a rolling basis starting in Spring 2024. The first
step if you are interested in pursuing is to reach out to the fish
habitat program lead for your FWS region to discuss your interest
(for GA, that will be Tripp Bolton).

Please note: This is a separate opportunity from the funds
provided under the NFPP Bipartisan Infrastructure Law:
Restoring River, Floodplain, and Coastal Connectivity and
Resiliency opportunity announced in late 2023.

If you are interested in applying for this opportunity, please
contact your appropriate National Fish Passage Program
regional coordinator prior to developing an application.
Applications should only be submitted in GrantSolutions following
invitation by appropriate Regional staff. Regional staff should be
contacted to determine appropriate deadlines and application
process. For more information, refer to Grants.gov.

8. Highlight regional research and monitoring activities supporting EFH
and review recommended priorities included in the SAFMC Research
and Monitoring Plan (completed every odd year next review in 2025).

a.

The Atlantic Cooperative Telemetry Network (The ACT Network) actively
coordinates collaboration and sharing of marine species telemetry data to and
from researchers along the Atlantic coast. This data provides important and timely
information about marine species and contributes to the understanding,
conservation, and management of these species and their coastal habitats. The
ACT Network provides contributors with a comprehensive database to store
historic and ongoing acoustic telemetry data and provides detections of tagged
fish through its expansive network of researchers.

Indian River Lagoon (IRL) seagrass mapping is a joint project of the St. Johns
River and South Florida Water Management Districts. Mapping and trend
analysis are conducted every two years in the IRL. This analysis provides
quantifiable data vital to the assessment of water quality and the general health of
the estuarine system. The resultant data provides an overall picture of the seagrass
resource in the IRL.

Submerged aquatic vegetation in North Carolina waters is mapped and assessed
by the Albemarle Pamlico National Estuary Partnership (APNEP; see
https://apnep.nc.gov/). For details regarding the SAV mapping program, as well
as the trends in SAV extent within North Carolina estuarine waters, see
https://apnep.nc.gov/our-work/monitoring/submerged-aquatic-vegetation-
monitoring. As noted at the site, “Underwater grasses, also known as submerged
aquatic vegetation (SAV), are a critical nursery habitat for many aquatic creatures
and help to improve water quality.” The site further notes, “...a single acre of
grasses [supports] as many as 40,000 fish and 50 million small invertebrates.”
SAYV habitats in NC and FL serve as vital nursery habitats for Council-managed
species and tracking their extent and health provides important indicators of
habitat sustainability.
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9. Outreach and communication activities: Habitat and ecosystem focused.

a. The Habitat Website has been improved and is still an ongoing project. Plans for
Habitat month and earth day are underway with the SAFMC outreach team.
Stakeholder outreach is being highlighted in the new wind policy.

c. The HEAP recommends including defining living shorelines or identifying short-
and long-term impacts of tide gates in future habitat outreach activities.

d. Pursuant to a request from the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources
(SCDNR) has requested additional funds needed to refit the RV Lady Lillian,
which is a regional asset for conducting fishery independent monitoring of
Council-managed resources, the four South Atlantic affiliates of the National
Wildlife Federation prepared and submitted a letter to the National Marine
Fisheries Service, supporting the SCDNR needs. The letter was signed jointly by
the Chief Executive Officers of the Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, and South
Carolina Wildlife Federations and was transmitted to Assistant Administrator for
Fisheries Janet Coit. To date, no response from NOAA-Fisheries has been
received.

10.Anticipated future habitat activities of interest.
a. None that the HEAP is aware of that was not included in the report previously.
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Appendix A



SOUTH ATLANTIC FISHERY MANAGEMENT COUNCIL

4055 Faber Place Drive, Suite 201, North Charleston SC 29405
Call: (843) 571-4366 | Toll-Free: (866) SAFMC-10 | Fax: (843) 769-4520 | Connect: www.safmc.net

Carolyn N. Belcher, Ph.D., Chair | Trish Murphey, Vice Chair
John Carmichael, Executive Director

March 19, 2024

CCSFS Starship EIS

c/o Jacobs

5401 W. Kennedy Blvd #300,
Tampa, Florida 33609

To Whom It May Concern:

This letter is being submitted in response to solicitation of public comment on the proposed
Starship-Super Heavy Operations at Cape Canaveral Space Force Station Environmental Impact
Statement.

The South Atlantic Fishery Management Council (Council) is responsible for management of
fishery resources in the Exclusive Economic Zone from the North Carolina/Virginia border
through Key West, Florida. On behalf of the Council, I thank you for the opportunity to provide
comments early in the project’s development. The Council understands the purpose of the
proposed action is to advance U.S. space capabilities and provide launch and landing
infrastructure to further U.S. policies to ensure necessary capabilities to launch and insert
Department of the Air Force (DAF) payloads into space. The Council also understands the
DAF’s need to have access to space without compromising current launch capabilities.

Upon review of the scoping presentation provided on your website, the Council offers the
following comments:

The Council encourages DAF to include fishery resources in the list of resources to be
analyzed in the EIS, including social and economic impacts to fishing communities.

Both proposed Space Launch Complex (SLC) locations (SLC-37 and SLC-50) are in
proximity to designated Essential Fish Habitat for fishery resources within the
jurisdiction of the Council under the fishery management plans for snapper grouper
species, shrimp, and coastal migratory pelagic species.



Although most of the impacts to these resources associated with launch and landing
operations are expected to be short-term, cumulative impacts could be of concern as the
frequency of launches increases. Additionally, the Council is concerned about the
potential for debris associated with space activities at the site posing a hazard to fishing
activities in the surrounding waters.

The Council assumes that temporary safety zones would be activated ahead of launches
and landings. The Council encourages DAF to include in the EIS analyses of the
potential economic impacts of temporary disruptions to fishing activity (commercial and
recreational) in the vicinity of the project.

The EIS should include a thorough description of the potential cumulative impacts on the
benthic and pelagic habitats supporting local fisheries in the vicinity of the proposed
project sites.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments and for your consideration of our comments.

Sincerely,

@m@%ﬂﬂ Belen thB-

Carolyn N. Belcher, Ph.D.
Council Chair

LN# 202407

cc: SAFMC Members & Staff
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Florida Aquatic Connectivity Team
Guidance Plan
Version: July 2023

The mission of the Florida Aquatic Connectivity Team (FL-ACT) is to build a partnership that identifies,
prioritizes, and acts to increase aquatic connectivity of the state’s streams and floodplains by removing or
retrofitting physical barriers where feasible such as dams, culverts and stream crossings, levees, and
excess sediment that block the passage of aquatic wildlife, impede sediment transfer, and endanger
downstream communities.

The Florida Aquatic Connectivity Team consists of an interagency working group and a steering
committee. The steering committee develops the FL-ACT Mission and Goals, and sets the agenda for
working group meetings. The steering committee meets at least twice annually for planning and
coordination. The full interagency working group communicates, educates and collaborates on topics of
interest with the focus of meeting our objective to reconnect 100 miles of stream and associated
floodplains within priority watersheds over the next five years (2023-2028). The interagency working
group meets at least two times annually with at least one meeting held in person and one virtually.

The following guidance plan outlines the goals and actions we will take in 2023 and 2024 to meet our
objectives. FL-ACT partners will meet on an annual basis to review, rank, and discuss prioritized barriers
and cooperatively work to identify and pursue funding opportunities for removal or remediation.

Goal 1- Priority Areas
Define priority areas for barrier removal using species and watersheds as a basis.
Subgoals:

1.1.  Participating partners determine 5 priority HUC 8 watersheds based on previously
generated priority basin maps and identify a list of key watersheds in which to complete

barrier inventory.

Goal 2- Inventory of Barriers
Identify aquatic connectivity projects within the high priority watersheds.

Subgoals:

2.1.  Generate a priority list of barriers (road stream crossings and dams) in each of the top 5
priority basins using the SARP Prioritization Tool, identifying projects as high priority

due to opportunity, presence of an SGCN and/or T&E species, and mileage reconnected.



2.1.1. Collaborate with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to identify aquatic connectivity
projects and remediate barriers that benefit endangered species in priority

watersheds.

2.1.2. Collaborate with the U.S. Forest Service to identify aquatic connectivity projects

and remediate barriers negatively impacting National Forests lands.

2.1.3. Collaborate with the FL Department of Environmental Protection’s State Dam
Safety Program to identify high hazard dams and, where feasible, collaborate to
pursue FEMA High Hazard Potential Dams Rehabilitation funding.

2.2.  Develop an action list and/or map of potential projects to utilize existing inventory data to
prepare partners to seek funding for barrier removals.
2.3.  Identify funding sources and lead partners to complete barrier inventory in priority
watersheds.
2.4.  Perform social feasibility determinations for barriers within the top 5 HUC 8s.
2.5 Support the development of new inventory and prioritization tools for floodplain
connectivity and other barrier types (e.g., sediment plugs, levees).
Goal 3- Funding
Apply for funding opportunities for aquatic organism passage projects.
Subgoals:
3.1.  FL-ACT organizes and collectively agrees to submit at least one proposal no later than

2025 for the complete inventory of stream barriers for one priority watershed.

3.1.1. Apply for National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Fisheries habitat

restoration and fish passage grants.

3.1.2 Apply for U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service habitat restoration and fish passage

grants.



3.1.3 Collaborate with state, regional, and local organizations to support habitat

restoration and fish passage through grant or program funding.

Goal 4- Partnerships and Outreach
Identify and develop partnerships with federal, local and county governments in priority areas.

Subgoals:

4.1.  Develop a strategy to collaborate with county governments and other relevant entities on

replacement of county-owned culverts.

4.2.  Create an outreach program focused on public education about aquatic connectivity needs

and benefits.

Goal 5- Member Demographics
Determine member expertise and priority areas.

Subgoals:

5.1.  Determine FL-ACT partner organization skills and priorities using a survey.
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State of South Carolina
Department of Natural Resources

P.O. Box 167
Columbia, S.C. 29202
803-528-4199

Robert H. Boyles, Jr., Director
Lorianne Riggin, Director, Office of Environmental Programs

March 14, 2024

Ms. Eileen Foss Ms. Sarah Reed

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers S.C. DHEC

ATTN: REGULATORY DIVISION Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management
69 Hagood Avenue 1362 McMillan Avenue, Suite 400

Charleston, South Carolina 29403-5107 North Charleston, South Carolina 29405

RE: SAC-2021-01162, Seabrook Island Property Owners Association, Captain Sam’s Creek, Charleston
County

Dear Ms. Foss and Ms. Reed,

The South Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR) is the agency charged by state law with
the management, protection, and enhancement of wildlife, fisheries, and marine resources in South
Carolina. In addition to natural resource management responsibilities through research, management, and
licensing, the SCDNR is also obligated with statewide responsibilities for regulating watercraft operation
and associated recreation on state waters, conducting geological surveys and mapping, promoting soil and
water conservation, flood mitigation, drought response, and the coordination of the state scenic rivers
program. SCDNR’s mission is to serve as the principal advocate for and steward of South Carolina’s
natural resources (SCDNR authorities and responsibilities are described in Titles 48, 49 and 50, South
Carolina Code of Laws (1976), as amended). As such, personnel with the SCDNR have reviewed the
public notice referenced above and additional information provided by the applicant, evaluated its impact
on natural resources and offer the comments below.

Project Summary

As detailed in the public notice, the Seabrook Island Property Owner’s Association is proposing to
construct new stormwater drainage infrastructure and muted tide gates within the Ocean Winds Golf
Course area along Captain Sam’s Creek to reduce flooding associated with king tides and large
stormwater events. The proposed project will permanently impact 0.09 acre of wetlands and temporarily
impact 0.05 acre of wetlands during construction of a maintenance access road and stormwater drainage
system consisting of two 48’ diameter reinforced concrete pipes, concrete slab and wingwalls, and two
self-regulating tidal flap gates. Temporary cofferdams would be installed during construction on the north
and south sides of the proposed tide gates and a pump would be used to drain the dammed areas so that
construction would take place on dry land. Draining impacts may occur to critical area wetlands upstream
of the project area that are at a higher elevation than the proposed muted tide gates.

Agency Comments

The proposed project area is a natural tidal creek system encompassing intertidal saltmarsh and tidal creek
habitats and associated species that are critical to healthy estuarine and marine ecosystems. The functions
and values of tidal creeks and intertidal habitats are well documented. Tidal creek systems provide critical
feeding grounds, spawning areas, and nursery habitats for many species of fish, shellfish, birds,
waterfowl, and mammals. Marsh areas provide the basis for the estuarine food chain through the
production and transport of detrital material. Non-vegetated intertidal flats represent an important link in
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SAC-2021-01162 Seabrook Property Owner’s Association SCDNR Comments 2

the estuarine food chain by providing habitat that produce microalgae and phytoplankton which is utilized
by a variety of consumers and converted to benthic invertebrates. These benthic invertebrates provide a
major food source for higher level consumers such as crabs, shrimp, and bottom feeding fish. Most
shorebirds are totally dependent on intertidal flats for foraging.

The project as proposed has the potential for significant direct and indirect impacts to sensitive tidal
habitats, water quality and aquatic resources by restricting tidal flow. Tide gate structures can result in
impacts to natural resources through altering biological, chemical, and physical processes. The blocking
of tidal flows can restrict access for fish and invertebrates to and from habitats that are necessary for
feeding, spawning, migration, and predator avoidance as well as altering environmental conditions such
as salinity, temperature and dissolved oxygen which directly affect an organism’s fitness. Tide gates may
also affect hydrology and hydrodynamics in creek systems which can cause alterations to physical and
chemical dynamics such as sediment and nutrient flux which are critical factors in marsh building
processes'. In the Southeastern United States, the restriction and blockage of tidal flow in estuarine
ecosystems has resulted in the degradation of thousands of acres of habitat. There is the potential for
significant, cumulative impacts to tidal, estuarine resources resulting from the authorization of this work
and other similar projects.

In addition to potential impacts to natural resources, the SCDNR has concerns regarding impacts on state
navigation associated with the proposed project. It appears from the information provided that an existing
golf cart bridge path exists over Captain Sam’s Creek that allows uninhibited tidal exchange. In the
permit package, Captain Sam’s Creek is described as Section 10 Traditional Navigable Waters, and that
the proposed activity may require evaluation for compliance with construction in State Navigable Waters.
Please note that under State Regulations 30-11 for all critical area permits, the South Carolina Department
of Health and Environmental Control (DHEC) must consider “The extent to which the activity would
harmfully obstruct the natural flow of navigable water” and “the extent to which the development could
affect existing public access to tidal and submerged lands, navigable waters and beaches, or other
recreational coastal resources.”

The SCDNR'’s mission is to serve as the principal advocate for and steward of the state’s natural resources
in order to enhance human quality of life through wise use and safe enjoyment of the state’s diverse and
accessible natural resources. Recreational boating and fishing are of great interest to the agency;
therefore, there is concern regarding the potential for the proposed tide gate to block public access to state
navigable waters. The SCDNR requests that coordination occurs with DHEC, as the agency with
regulatory authority over the state’s navigable waters, to determine whether public access and use of
navigable waters will be impacted as a result of the proposed activities. As part of that coordination, the
SCDNR requests that additional information on the size/depth and navigability of these waters be shared
with SCDNR to further evaluate this potential impact.

According to the applicant, the proposed project will permanently impact 0.09 acres of salt marsh and
therefore, in accordance with Nationwide Permit General Condition 23(c), requires no mitigation. Please
note that Nationwide Permit General Condition 23(c) only applies to projects that are utilizing
Nationwide Permits. It is the understanding of the SCDNR that this is an individual permit. It is noted
that the Charleston District U.S. Army Corps of Engineers typically does not require mitigation for less

! Giannico GR, Souder JA. 2005. The effects of tide gates on estuarine habitats and migratory fish. Oregon Sea Grant. ORESU-
G-04-002.

2 NOAA Restoration Center & NOAA Coastal Services Center. 2010. Returning the Tide, A Tidal Hydrology Restoration
Guidance Manual for the Southeastern U.S. NOAA, Silver Spring, MD.
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SAC-2021-01162 Seabrook Property Owner’s Association SCDNR Comments 3

than 0.1 acres of impact. However, this project will impact critical area wetlands and S.C. Regulation 30-
4 (G) states that mitigation may be required for any projects impacting tidelands at the discretion of the
DHEC. If DHEC should require mitigation, regulations state:

Mitigation shall take the form of wetland creation and/or wetland enhancement and
restoration. Wetland creation shall be performed at a ratio of 2.1, wetland created to
wetland altered, for private projects and 1:1, wetland created to wetland altered, for
projects deemed in the public interest. Enhancement and restoration projects should
normally be coupled with some wetland creation and must clearly be an improvement
ecologically over the existing system. Approved mitigation work must be performed and
completed concurrently with permitted work unless otherwise authorized by [DHEC].

Therefore, the SCDNR finds that an assessment for compensatory mitigation associated with the project
should be considered. Information was not provided to support the frequency and duration of closure of
the tide gate under current hydrologic regimes. The SCDNR finds that any mitigation assessment should
include both initial tidal resource impacts from construction related activities and impacts associated with
tide gate operation. It cannot be assumed that impacts to areas upstream from the proposed tide gate
would be temporary or minor without specific information to support such, including the length of time
gates will remain closed during each king tide or large stormwater events and baseline information
including water quality data, biological data (e.g., benthic invertebrate, crustaceans, finfish, etc.) and a
functional assessment of the upstream habitat. A tide gate malfunction or obstruction could result in a loss
of a function to the existing ecosystem through complete inundation or disconnection upstream.

The SCDNR questions a proposed solution to reduce flooding impacts on the golf course that would
result in new stormwater infrastructure restricting navigation and preventing the movement of aquatic
organisms in a natural tidal creek. For the above reasons, the SCDNR objects to the project as currently
proposed and requests the applicant consider pursuing less damaging alternatives to the state’s natural
resources. The SCDNR finds it important to consider alternatives with a greater emphasis on the use of
nature-based measures. Nature-based and layered resilience alternatives promote the establishment of
tidal vegetation and other important natural resources; provide flood reduction benefits; and provide
important ecological functions, such as water purification and wildlife habitat.

Should the applicant choose not to pursue a nature-based solution for mitigating flooding and the
regulatory agencies move forward with permitting, the SCDNR requests that the following information is
provided to fully evaluate the effects of the proposed project to natural resources:

1) alternatives analysis that includes nature-based solutions and not solely tide gates;

2) modeling to understand the hydraulics and geomorphology of the project area; and

3) adetailed design, operation and maintenance plan outlining construction, monitoring, and
management of the proposed tide gate.

Information regarding operational factors such as the system’s settings for when to open and close the
gates (both for now and for adaptive management in the future to combat sea level rise and additional
land use changes that will influence hydrology in the watershed and thus frequency and duration of tide
gate closures), duration of opening time, and a monitoring plan to outline how often the structures will be
checked for obstructions or deterioration are necessary in considering potential risks to coastal resources.
Failure of the tide gates to remain fully operational may lead to significant impacts to water quality and
tidal habitats in the project area. Reduced flushing, changes in salinity and DO, and extended nutrient
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SAC-2021-01162 Seabrook Property Owner’s Association SCDNR Comments 4

resident times could have detrimental impacts on overall water quality and associated aquatic resources;
these topics should be included in discussions on water quality impacts of the proposed project.

Thank you for the opportunity to review this project and provide comments. If you have any questions
related to these recommendations, please contact me at Crowes@dnr.sc.gov.

Sincerely,

Stacie Crowe

Coastal Environmental Project Manager
Office of Environmental Programs, SCDNR
PO Box 12559

Charleston, SC 29422

843.953.9092 Office

crowes(@dnr.sc.gov

cc: USFWS
NMFS
EPA
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State of South Carolina
Department of Natural Resources

P.O. Box 167
Columbia, S.C. 29202
803-528-4199

Robert H. Boyles, Jr., Director
Lorianne Riggin, Director, Office of Environmental Programs

December 8, 2023
Mr. Matthew Murphy

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers S.C. DHEC

ATTN: REGULATORY DIVISION Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management
69 Hagood Avenue 1362 McMillan Avenue, Suite 400

Charleston, South Carolina 29403-5107 North Charleston, South Carolina 29405

RE: SAC-2021-02023, Charleston County Public Works, James Island Creek, Charleston County
Dear Mr. Murphy,

The South Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR) is the agency charged by state law with
the management, protection, and enhancement of wildlife, fisheries, and marine resources in South
Carolina. In addition to natural resource management responsibilities through research, management, and
licensing, the SCDNR is also obligated with statewide responsibilities for regulating watercraft operation
and associated recreation on state waters, conducting geological surveys and mapping, promoting soil and
water conservation, flood mitigation, drought response, and the coordination of the state scenic rivers
program. SCDNR’s mission is to serve as the principal advocate for and steward of South Carolina’s
natural resources (SCDNR authorities and responsibilities are described in Titles 48, 49 and 50, South
Carolina Code of Laws (1976), as amended). As such, personnel with the South Carolina Department of
Natural Resources (SCDNR) have reviewed the public notice referenced above and supporting
documentation, evaluated its impact on natural resources and offer the comments included below.

Project Summary

The proposed work consists of constructing new stormwater drainage infrastructure and muted tide gates
for drainage improvements and flood control within the Central Park Road drainage basin. In detail, the
applicant proposes to permanently impact 0.088 acre of vegetated wetlands and 0.04 acre of unvegetated
wetlands, and temporarily impact 0.086 acre of vegetated wetlands during construction. The existing dual
culvert (54-inch and 25-inch diameter) concrete pipes under Central Park Road would be replaced with
three 48’ diameter Reinforced Concrete Pipes (RCP) with two flow-variable “muted” tide gates and one
check valve. Temporary cofferdams would be installed during construction on the north and south sides
of Central Park Road and a pump would be used to drain the dammed areas so that construction may take
place on dry land. The proposed project may result in draining impacts to critical area wetlands

upstream of the muted tide gates. According to the applicant, the purpose of the proposed project is to
reduce flooding associated with king tides and large stormwater events within the Central Park Road
drainage basin.

Agency Comments

The proposed project area includes intertidal, shallow subtidal, and vegetated tidal marsh habitats and
species that are critical to healthy estuarine and marine ecosystems. The functions and values of tidal
creeks and associated intertidal habitats are well documented. Tidal creek systems provide critical feeding
grounds, spawning areas, and nursery habitats for many species of fish, shellfish, birds, waterfowl, and
mammals. Marsh areas provide the basis for the estuarine food chain through the production and transport
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of detrital material. Non-vegetated intertidal flats represent an important link in the estuarine food chain
by providing habitat that produce microalgae and phytoplankton which is utilized by a variety of
consumers and converted to benthic invertebrates. These benthic invertebrates provide a major food
source for higher level consumers such as crabs, shrimp, and bottom feeding fish. Most shorebirds are
totally dependent on intertidal flats as a feeding ground.

The applicant evaluated several alternative plans to avoid and minimize wetland impacts while meeting
the project goals including:

No action alternative,

Improved culverts without tide gates,

Installation of back flow prevention valves,

Raising the elevation of Central Park Road without additional drainage improvements,
and

e Improved culverts with muted tide gates (preferred alternative).

To fully evaluate the effects of the proposed project on natural resources associated with the preferred
alternative, a detailed design and construction plan and an operation and maintenance plan of the tide
gates should be provided.

Self-regulating tide gates have a very specific task of draining from the upstream area while also
providing tidal inundation. To achieve the proper balance of flow, it is important to understand the
hydraulics and geomorphology of the project area to properly design and operate the system. Although
the terms “model and modeling” were used in the applicant’s supporting documentation, details regarding
a specific model or modeling results were not provided. The SCDNR finds that this is important
information to understand the impacts associated with use of tide gates. Additionally, the SCDNR would
recommend that any project involving tide gates must include an operations and maintenance plan.
Information regarding operational factors such as the system’s settings for when to open and close the
gates (both for now and for adaptive management in the future to combat sea level rise and additional
land use changes that will influence hydrology in the watershed and thus frequency and duration of tide
gate closures), duration of opening time, and a monitoring plan to outline how often the structures will be
checked for obstructions/interference or deterioration, are necessary in considering potential risks to
coastal resources. Failure of the tide gates to remain fully operational may lead to significant impacts to
water quality and tidal habitats in the project area. Reduced flushing, changes in salinity and DO, and
extended nutrient resident times could have detrimental impacts on overall water quality and associated
aquatic resources; these topics should be included in discussions on water quality impacts of the proposed
project.

The proposed project includes raising Central Park Road to an elevation of 6.3 feet to prevent inundation
from extreme tides and tidal surges, which is an elevation that exceeds the 50-year planning horizon for
critical infrastructure against sea level rise based on the City of Charleston’s Sea Level Rise Strategy
Document '. While the proposed road elevation was designed with future conditions in mind, an analysis
of projected sea level rise for the project area over the expected life of the structure, including anticipated
frequency of gate closures, is needed to understand the long-term use of the tide gates. Increasing sea
levels will result in higher low tide elevations and will trigger more frequent closures.

According to the applicant, the proposed project will permanently impact 0.088 acres of wetland and
therefore, requires no compensatory mitigation. Assessments for compensatory mitigation should include

! Nationwide Permit/Critical Area Permit Supporting Documentation provided by Terracon
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both initial tidal resource impacts from construction related activities and impacts associated with tide
gate operation. The applicant states, “The upstream area having no tidal flow while the gate is closed is
not anticipated to have a negative impact on marine species as the habitat will largely remain unchanged
and the depth of the water will provide adequate habitat conditions for marine species to survive until the
gates open as the tide recedes.” It cannot be assumed that impacts to the area behind the tide gates would
be temporary or minor without specific information to support such, including the length of time the gate
will remain closed during each king tide or large stormwater event and baseline information including
water quality data, biological data (e.g., benthic invertebrate, crustaceans, finfish, etc.) and a functional
assessment of the upstream habitat. A tide gate malfunction or obstruction could result in a loss of a
function to the existing ecosystem through complete inundation or disconnection upstream.

The SCDNR has concerns regarding the potential for significant direct and indirect impacts to tidal
habitats, water quality and aquatic resources by restricting tidal flow. Tide gate structures can result in
impacts to natural resources through altering biological, chemical, and physical processes. The blocking
of tidal flows can restrict access for fish and invertebrates to and from habitats that are necessary for
feeding, spawning, migration, and predator avoidance as well as altering environmental conditions such
as salinity, temperature and dissolved oxygen which directly affect an organism’s fitness. Tide gates may
also affect hydrology and hydrodynamics in creek systems which can cause alterations to physical and
chemical dynamics such as sediment and nutrient flux which are critical factors in marsh building
processes>. In the Southeastern United States, the restriction and blockage of tidal flow in estuarine
ecosystems has resulted in the degradation of thousands of acres of habitat>.

The SCDNR finds that an additional alternative should be considered prior to the use of tide gates due to
the risks associated with long-term impacts to functioning ecosystems. This alternative would include
raising Central Park Road and improving drainage by replacing undersized culverts, which may meet
project goals and avoid impacts to coastal resources. The SCDNR finds it important to consider all
possible alternatives including those with a greater emphasis on the use of non-structural measures that
minimize impacts to natural resources associated with this project.

Summary
The SCDNR finds that additional information is needed for impacts to natural resources to be fully

evaluated prior to permit issuance for the project as currently proposed. Please provide the following
additional project information:

Detailed design plans and construction sequencing.

Operation and Maintenance Plan outlining monitoring and management of the structure.

Model use and modeling results for the proposed preferred alternative.

Analysis of projected sea level rise for the project area over the expected life of the structure,

including frequency of gate closures.

e Baseline data on existing water quality parameters and biological resources and a discussion of
how they may or may not be impacted, as well as a functional assessment of the upstream habitat.

e Discussion of the alternative proposed by SCDNR (raising Central Park Road and improving

drainage by replacing undersized culverts).

2 Giannico GR, Souder JA. 2005. The effects of tide gates on estuarine habitats and migratory fish. Oregon Sea
Grant. ORESU-G-04-002.

3 NOAA Restoration Center & NOAA Coastal Services Center. 2010. Returning the Tide, A Tidal Hydrology
Restoration Guidance Manual for the Southeastern U.S. NOAA, Silver Spring, MD.
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Thank you for the opportunity to review this project and provide comments. Should you have any
questions or need more information, please do not hesitate to contact me by email at CroweS@dnr.sc.gov.

Sincerely,

Stacie Crowe

Coastal Environmental Project Manager
Office of Environmental Programs, SCDNR
PO Box 12559

Charleston, SC 29422

843.953.9092 Office

crowes(@dnr.sc.gov
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