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Essential fish habitat review of the Florida Seagrass Recovery 
Project

In response to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, NOAA and the other Trustee agencies propose to 
fund the construction of the National Park Service Seagrass Recovery Project at the Gulf Islands 
National Seashore in Santa Rosa Sound, Escambia County, Florida using Phase IV Early 
Restoration funds. The project activities described in the essential fish habitat (EFH) assessment 
would result in minimal temporary impacts to estuarine water column and underlying submerged 
aquatic vegetation (SAY) habitats categorized as EFH under provisions of the Magnuson- 
Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act).

As specified in the Magnuson-Stevens Act, EFH consultation is required for federal actions 
which may adversely impact EFH. The NOAA Restoration Center prepared an EFH 
assessment for this project and provided the document for our review by electronic mail dated 
May 27, 2015. The Southeast Region’s Habitat Conservation Division (SER HCD) has reviewed 
the EFH assessment and finds the document adequately evaluates proposed project impacts to 
EFH supportive of a number of federally managed fishery species. Project implementation 
would result in minimal temporary EFH impacts to restore propeller scars within SAY habitat. 
Best management practices to minimize both short term construction impacts and long term 
impacts to sensitive habitats have been developed and were included in Ae EFH assessment.
The SER HCD has no EFH conservation recommendations to provide pursuant to Section 
305(b)(2) of the Magnuson-Stevens Act at this time. Further consultation on this matter is not 
necessary unless future modifications are proposed and such actions may result in adverse 
impacts to EFH.

cc:
F/HC2 - Jennings, Schubert 
F/SER - Giordano 
F/SER4 - Dale 
F/SER46 - Sramek

II® )‘H P
DWH-AR0287999

http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov


National Park Service's Seagrass Recovery Project at Gulf Islands National Seashore's Florida District 

Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) Assessment 

EFH overview  from  Magnuson Stevens Act

The 1996 M agnuson-S tevens Act requires coopera tion  am ong  th e  National M arine Fisheries Service 

(NMFS), anglers, and  federa l and  s ta te  agencies  to  protec t,  conserve, and e n h a n ce  EFH. EFH is defined 

as th o s e  w ate rs  and  subs t ra tes  necessary  t o  fish fo r  spawning, breeding, feeding, o r  g rowth  to  maturity. 

The designation  and  conservation  of EFH seeks to  minimize adverse  effects on hab i ta t  caused  by fishing 

and  non-fishing activities.

Project Description

The p roposed  project would include th e  res to ra tion  of seagrass  beds  on D epa r tm en t  of t h e  Interior - 

m an ag e d  su b m erged  lands th rough  th e  transp lan ting  of d o n o r  seagrasses  within p rop  scar and foo t 

traffic dam aged  a reas  in th e  Naval Live Oaks Unit of Gulf Islands National S eashore  (GUIS), Santa Rosa 

County, Florida. Seagrasses are  im portan t  wildlife hab i ta t  and  food  sources. The m o s t  com m o n  species 

in GUIS is tu r t le  grass (Thalassia testudinum ), which is particularly slow to  recover f rom  physical 

d am age ,  can ta k e  m any years to  recover naturally from  propeller  dam ag e  , and  m ay never  recover 

within severely scarred  areas. At GUIS, seagrass  beds  are  injured th rough  propeller  scars, blow holes, 

and  via re p e a te d  hum an  foo t  traffic which d am ag es  roo t  systems. Propeller scars occur w hen  boat  

p ropellers  cut up roots, s tem s, and  leaves of  seagrasses ,  producing long, narrow  fu rrow s devoid of 

vegeta tion .

The project would  be located in Santa Rosa Sound in Santa Rosa County, on  th e  so u th  side of th e  Naval 

Live Oaks unit of GUIS (see Figure a t  th e  end  of this d o c u m e n t  for project location). This a rea  contains 

im p o r ta n t  tu r t le  grass hab i ta t  which if no t res to red ,  could continue  to  d eg rade  and  im pact m ore  of th e  

ad jac en t  healthy  seagrass  habitat.

The objective of t h e  p roposed  Seagrass Recovery Project a t  GUIS is to  res to re  approxim ate ly  0.02 acre 

of seagrass  injured from propeller scars, blow holes, and tram pling w h en  fishers and  o th e r  

recreationalis ts  w ad e  into th e  shallow beds. An initial a s se ssm en t  survey would be  conduc ted  in th e  

p ro jec t  a rea  to  identify priority res to ra tion  sites. The p roposed  res to ra tion  work includes: (1) harvesting 

shoal grass (Halodule w righ tii), (a hardy, fas t  growing p ioneer  species of seagrass  which helps establish 

p ro p e r  site conditions for th e  fu tu re  colonization of healthy  tu r t le  grass) from nearby  dono r  sites and 

t r an sp lan t  th e m  into t h e  injured areas, (2) installing bird stakes to  condition th e  sed im en ts  to  p ro m o te  

survival and growth  of seagrasses  within t h e  res to red  site, and (3) m onitoring th e  sites to  m e a su re  and 

re p o r t  on th e  success of th e  restora tion  work. An associa ted  educat ion  c o m p o n e n t  will include signage, 

b o th  in w a te r  within t h e  transp lan t  a reas  and  on shore  n ea r  public access points, to  a ler t  visitors to  th e  

res to ra tion  project and th e  dange r  of th e i r  actions to  seagrass  beds. Every effort will be m a d e  to  

co m ple te  th e  seagrass  t ransp lan t  during t h e  spring of th e  year to  maximize t h e  potentia l for seagrass 

e s tab l ishm en t  and growth.
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O nce all site restora tion  activities are  co m p le ted  and d o cu m en te d ,  th e  site will be m on ito red  o n e  year  

post-planting. The overall goal for this  p ro jec t is to  res to re  seagrass. Given th is  goal, res tora tion  success 

fo r  this  project will be  based on e s tab l ishm en t  of seagrass  t ran sp lan ts  in th e  re s to red  area .  Restoration 

success will be  m on ito red  and eva lua ted  using tw o  param ete rs :  s tructural integrity of stakes and  signs 

and  p ercen t  coverage of seagrass. The m e th o d s  a re  described below:

Objective #1: Stabilize, protec t,  and e n h a n c e  seagrass  beds  th rough  transp lan ting  seagrass, installing 

bird stakes and  signage.

•  W as th e  project im p lem en ted  as des igned?

•  Are seagrass  planting units surviving?

•  Are bird stakes and signage being m ain ta ined?

P aram e te r  #1: Structural Integrity

a.) M ethod: Visual observa tion  of bird stakes and signs to  ensu re  th e y  a re  still in place and 

perform ing as designed.

b.) Timing and  Frequency: Bird s takes  and signage will be inspected  during th e  follow up 

m onitoring ev e n t  approxim ate ly  one  year  af te r  construction.

c.) Sample Size: m onito r  all s takes  and  signs.

d.) P erform ance Criteria: At Year 0 and 1, bird stakes a n d /o r  signs are  installed as designed and 

m ain ta ined  for lifespan of project.

e.) Corrective Action: Repair or rep lace  signs and  stakes.

Objective #2: P rom ote  re-grow th  of native seagrass  beds

•  Is th e  tran sp lan te d  seagrass  surviving?

P aram e te r  #1: Percent Coverage:

a.) M ethod: At least t e n  percen t o f  th e  res to red  a rea  will be  m onito red  th rough  random  

p la ce m en t  of sq u a re  0.25m^ quadra ts .  Benthic cover of seagrasses  will be  e s t im a ted  in th e  

q u ad ra ts  using a modified Braun-Blanquet scale.

b.) Timing and  Frequency: Initially a f te r  t h e  t ransp lan ts  a re  installed (in spring if possible) and 

again o n e  year  later.

c.) Sample Size: At least te n  p e rc en t  of t h e  res to red  a rea  will be  m on ito red  th rough  random  

p la ce m en t  of sq u a re  0.25m^ quadra ts .

d.) P erform ance Criteria: At Year 1, t r an sp lan te d  seagrass is surviving in re s to red  areas.

e.) Corrective Action: If t r an sp lan te d  seagrass  has no t survived based  on th e  monitoring 

conduc ted ,  con trac to r  should rep lan t  if project funding is available.

Federally m anaged fisheries and EFH

Information on des ignated  EFFI in th e  Gulf of Mexico w as ob ta ined  on April 30, 2015 from  th e  NMFS' 

GMFMC Consolidated EFFI table.  Table 1 provides a sum m ary  of th e  federally  m an ag e d  highly migratory
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species  (HMS) identified as having des igna ted  EFH for o n e  or m ore  life s tages  within th e  potentia l 

pro jec t  im p lem enta tion  a rea  in Figure 1.

Red Drum Larvae

Red Drum Post-Larvae

Red Drum Late-Juveniles

Red Drum Adults

Red Drum Spawning-Adults

Black grouper Early-Juvenile

Gag Early-Juvenile

Gag Late-Juveniles
Gray (mangrove) 
sn a p p e r Post-Larvae

Gray (mangrove) 
sn a p p e r Early-Juvenile

Gray (mangrove) 
sn a p p e r Late-Juveniles

Hogfish Early-Juvenile

Hogfish Late-Juveniles

Lane sn a p p e r Post-Larvae

Lane sn a p p e r Early-Juvenile

Lane sn a p p e r Late-Juveniles

N assau  grouper Early-Juvenile

Red grouper Early-Juvenile

Yellowtail Early-Juvenile

Pink Shrimp Early-Juvenile
Figure 1.

T here  are  no Habitat Areas of Particular Concern (HAPC) identified in th e  p roposed  seagrass  restora tion  

areas.

A ssessm ent o f  effects to  EFH

It is unlikely th e  p roposed  seagrass  res to ra tion  activities or bird stakes would result in adverse  effects 

on  federally m anaged  species or the ir  des ignated  EFH, because  any initial d is tu rbance  will be  very brief, 

w ould  no t in te rfere  with EFH used fo r  migration, spawning or  refuge areas, and eventually  would be 

likely to  provide ecological benefit  m any  federally  m anaged  species. P lacem ent of bird stakes would 

occur quickly and  any seagrass  d is tu rbance  is expected  to  be minimal. M o vem en t  o f  HMS species would 

likely no t  be  im peded  by th e  stakes. It is an tic ipa ted  th e  p roposed  seagrass  rep la ce m en t  will have only 

brief and minor effects on any federally m anaged  species or des igna ted  EFH. The dura tion  and e x ten t  of 

d is tu rbance  would likely no t in te rfe re  with federally  m anaged  species migration, nesting  or  refuge 

areas ,  because  ad jacen t a reas  of similar hab i ta t  will be available and undisturbed , and m ost organism s 

could easily m ove aw ay from  th e  minor and  te m p o ra ry  d is tu rbance  activity. The project would result in
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an overall ecological ne t  benefit  to  th e  existing benthic  and seagrass  com m unities  by Including 

Improving th e  quality and quant i ty  of t h e  available seagrass  habitat .  The p lacem en t  of t h e  signage 

within th e  tran sp lan t  a reas  is no t likely to  adversely affect federally  m anaged  species or des ignated  EFH. 

Seagrass transp lan ts  will be selectively rem oved  from  hea lthy  seagrass  beds  in th e  project area. Donor 

m ateria l will be collected in accordance  w ith necessary  permits ,  using bes t  m a n a g e m e n t  practices to  

e n s u re  th a t  t h e  dono r  seagrass beds  are  n o t  degraded . The following bes t  m a n a g e m e n t  practices will be 

fo llow ed to  minimize impacts:

•  No re p e a te d  harvest from  d o n o r  sites within a ca lendar  year;

•  No harves t  from  high cu rren t areas;

•  To th e  maximum e x ten t  possible, t h e  env ironm en t  a t  t h e  dono r  site w ould  m atch  conditions at 

th e  res to red  site for salinity, se d im e n t  types, tidal cu r ren t  speeds,  w ave  exposure ,  and 

te m p e ra tu re ;

•  The dono r  beds  would  be  located on shallow, sandy shoals w h e re  shoal grass grows a t  densities 

of a t  least 3,000 shoo ts  per  sq u a re  m eter ;

•  Harvest of d o n o r  seagrass  would  be  spaced at 3-foot radius Intervals from th e  o u te r  edge  of any 

core  taken  a t  a maximum; and

•  The maximum core size d ia m e te r  would  no t exceed  20 cen tim ete rs .

No adverse  impacts to  t h e  ecological hea lth  of neighboring seagrass com m unities  a re  antic ipated  from 

collection of seagrass  t ran sp lan t  materials.

Conclusion

Potential direct and secondary  Impacts to  EFH In th e  p roposed  locations for t h e  seagrass  restora tion  

p ro jec t  have been  assessed  and It has b een  d e te rm in e d  th a t  th e  res to ra tion  would  no t be likely to  

adversely  affect EFH. Implementing th e  pro jec t would  no t result in th e  creation  or  conversion of one  

EFH hab i ta t  ty p e  to  a n o th e r  type, as p roposed  res to ra tion  activities a re  to  occur in a reas  which 

previously su p p o r ted  seagrass. Disturbance to  EFH and associa ted  d e p e n d e n t  species w h ere  scars 

would  be  re s to red  would be  te m p o ra ry  and  minimal, with risks fu r the r  m itigated by following Identified 

bes t  m a n a g e m e n t  practices during construc tion .  No additional adverse  impacts to  o th e r  categories of 

EFH are  expected  to  occur from th e  p ro posed  seagrass restora tion  activities and th e re fo re  mitigation for 

EFH im pacts Is no t  required.
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Seagrass Recovery Project at Gulf 
Islands National Seashore, Florida District

Naval Live O a k s  S e a g ra s s  B eds
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