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1.0

INTRODUCTION

1.1

PURPOSE OF THE BIOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT

This revised Biological Assessment (BA) has been prepared in fulfillment of the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers’ (USACE) responsibilities under Section (7)(c) of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973,
as amended. Originally, a proposed 48-foot deepening and widening project was coordinated with the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) by letters dated
February 21, 2007. The 2007 BA concluded that the 48-foot deepening and widening project was not
likely to adversely affect federally listed terrestrial species or designated terrestrial critical habitat.
However, since it was determined that the project could affect federally listed marine species, USACE
requested initiation of formal consultation pursuant to 50 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 402.14 to
evaluate the effects of that project on threatened and endangered sea turtles. This consultation concluded
with the NMFS’s issuance of a Biological Opinion, dated August 13, 2007 (Appendix G2).
For the purposes of the BA, we define the “project area” as those areas that would be directly affected by
construction of the Recommended Plan (Plan). This includes the proposed dredging footprint, existing
and proposed placement areas identified in the Dredged Material Management Plan (DMMP), DMMP
restoration and nourishment areas, and compensatory mitigation areas (Figure 1).
The “study area” includes a larger area for which environmental effects of the Plan have been analyzed
(see Figure 1). The study area encompasses a 2,000-square-mile area, which contains the smaller project
area, and includes the following waterbodies and adjacent coastal wetlands: Sabine Lake and adjacent
marshes in Texas and Louisiana, the Neches River channel up to the new Neches River Saltwater Barrier,
the Sabine River channel to the Sabine Island Wildlife Management Area (WMA), the Gulf Intracoastal
Waterway (GIWW) west to Star Bayou, the GIWW east to Gum Cove Ridge, the Gulf shoreline
extending to 10 miles either side of Sabine Pass, and 35 miles offshore into the Gulf of Mexico.
The “Project” refers to the Recommended Plan of navigation improvements for a 48-foot channel. Details
of the Plan are provided in Section 1.4.
The proposed Federal action (Project) requiring the assessment is the deepening of the Sabine-Neches
Waterway (SNWW) in Texas and Louisiana. This BA evaluates the potential impacts the Project may
have on federally listed endangered and listed species. The “Project” refers to the Recommended Plan of
navigation improvements for a 48-foot channel. Details of the Plan are provided in Section 1.4 of the
Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS).
This update is being provided because the proposed plan of navigation improvements has been modified.
The proposed depth and length of the navigation improvements remain the same, but proposed widening
of the Sabine Pass Jetty Channel, Sabine Pass Channel, and Port Arthur Canal has been dropped from
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proposed improvements. Potential effects to federally listed species remain essentially unchanged.
Modifications to the formerly proposed plan are as follows:
1. Widening the Sabine Pass Jetty Channel, the Sabine Pass Channel, and the Port Arthur
Canal to 700 feet have been dropped from the plan. The current 500-foot-width and
centerline of these channels would be maintained with proposed deepening.
2. Turning/Anchorage Basins 2, 3, 5, 6, and 7 have been dropped from the recommended
plan. However, the project sponsor may choose to construct them at a later date, so their
impacts are still being addressed by this BA and Final Environmental Impact Statement
(FEIS).
3. Some components of the proposed Neches River Beneficial Use feature have been
dropped or modified: Rose City West has been dropped, the size of Rose City East has
been reduced, and Bessie Heights West has been dropped. There are no changes to the
remaining components of the Neches River Beneficial Use Feature (Bessie Heights East
and Old River Cove) or the Gulf Shore Beneficial Use Feature.
4. There are no changes to proposed marsh mitigation measures in Louisiana. However,
oyster reef mitigation is no longer proposed since there would be no widening impacts.
5. There are no changes to offshore channels or Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Sites
(ODMDS) disposal plans for these channels. However, the quantity of material from the
Sabine Pass Jetty Channel has been reduced because widening has been dropped.
An FEIS, to which this BA is attached as an appendix, has been prepared to address the impacts of the
Project.

1.2

PROJECT SETTING

The existing project is a 65-mile-long deep-draft channel from the Gulf of Mexico through a jettied
channel at Sabine Pass, the Port Arthur Canal, the Sabine-Neches Canal, and the Neches River Channel to
the Port of Beaumont. The Channel to Orange segment of the SNWW was not included in the feasibility
study, and no improvements to this waterway segment are included in the Plan. The east jetty is 4.8 miles
long, while the west jetty is 4.15 miles long.
The study area (not to be confused with the project area) includes the SNWW and a much broader
geographical range covering approximately 2,000 square miles inland. Due to potential additional
saltwater intrusion into the Sabine Lake estuary resulting from the Project, hydrologic features associated
with the SNWW and Sabine Lake are an important consideration for overall project impacts.
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1.2.1

Study Area Habitat Description

The study area is located in the Austroriparian biotic province (Blair, 1950), which extends from east
Texas, along the Gulf coastal plain, to the Atlantic coast. The study area is characterized by a diversity of
features that are a result of the natural transition between marine and freshwater environments and
anthropogenic impacts. The study area is located within the Gulf Coast Prairies and Marshes and
Pineywoods vegetation areas (Hatch et al., 1990). The vegetation communities include marshes, swamps,
bottomland hardwood forests, upland forests, and upland grassland and rangeland. The study area
includes an important ecosystem called the Chenier Plain, which is composed of paleo-beach ridges that
parallel the shoreline (USFWS, 1998; White et al., 1987) fanning out where they are cut by river mouths.
The upland habitat of the cheniers supports the Coastal Live Oak-Sugarberry Series (Quercus virginianaCeltis laevigata), a maritime woodland or forest of the Upper Gulf Coast that is unique to the Chenier
Plain (USFWS, 1998). The Chenier Plain is separated from the Pleistocene Prairie Complex to the north
by a broad low area, which is dominated by brackish marshes (Louisiana Coastal Wetlands Conservation
and Restoration Task Force and the Wetlands Conservation and Restoration Authority [LCWCR/WCRA],
1998). Wildlife native to the study area include those that inhabit the Austroriparian Biotic Province
(Blair, 1950). Diversity in the study area is high with large numbers of vertebrate and invertebrate
species. The Austroriparian Biotic Province is situated in the eastern portion of Texas and extends
southward to the Gulf coast and east through Louisiana to the Atlantic Ocean. The vertebrate fauna of the
Austroriparian Biotic Province in Texas and Louisiana, with few exceptions, is the typical vertebrate
fauna of the Austroriparian Biotic Province eastward to the Atlantic seaboard. According to Blair (1950),
at least 47 species of mammals, 29 species of snakes, 10 lizards, 2 land turtles, 17 anurans, and 18
urodeles occur or have occurred there. Additional detail on project and study area habitats can be found in
Section 3 of the FEIS to which this BA is appended.

1.3

ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

A lengthy array of alternatives was considered during plan formulation. The alternatives were developed
from ideas provided by the public, resource agencies, USACE, and the non-Federal sponsor. Alternatives
considered were the “no-action” plan, a nonstructural plan, an alternative commodity transport plan, and
over 120 variations of channel depths and widths.
All of the alternatives were evaluated in terms of whether they met planning objectives and produced a
positive preliminary benefit to cost ratio. Planning objectives consisted of improving the navigational
efficiency and safety of the waterway, and maintaining or restoring existing coastal and estuarine
resources.

1.3.1

No-Action Alternative

The No-Action Alternative forms the basis against which all other alternative plans are measured. Under
the No-Action Alternative, the Federal Government and the non-Federal sponsor would not implement
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the Project and the objectives of improving the navigational efficiency and safety of the waterway, and
restoring existing coastal and estuarine resources would not be met.
The No-Action Alternative would retain the 40-x-500-foot SNWW navigation channel with no
improvements. The current channel dimensions do not allow the existing fleet to use the channel
efficiently. Ships are limited either by the current channel depth of 40 feet or by the narrow channel width
and safety limitations, which cause the waterway to be operated with one-way and daylight-only sailing
restrictions. The need to lighter products and/or light-load vessels increases overall vessel trips and
shipping costs, and decreases the efficiency of the vessels using the waterway. Safety would continue to
be good because of stringent pilot rules. Pilot rules would continue to limit the possibility of vessels
meeting in the Sabine-Neches channel reach. Vessel and shallow-draft tow movements would be
scheduled through both vessel traffic service (VTS) and communication between vessel pilots.

1.3.2

Nonstructural Alternative

Three Nonstructural Alternatives were evaluated: an alternative mode of commodity transport, a VTS,
and modification of existing pilot rules. Offshore oil terminals were evaluated as an alternative mode of
commodity transport. Economic analyses were conducted to determine if it would be more economical
for the primary users of the waterway (crude oil tankers) to utilize existing or proposed deepwater ports
like the Louisiana Offshore Oil Port (LOOP). The estimated cost of offshore ports has usually been so
high that they are not typically considered beyond the initial planning stage. Their efficiency is
diminished by their ability to serve only one commodity (i.e., crude oil) and high cost and complexity
required to deal with various grades and blends of crude oil and multi-party usage. The offshore terminal
alternative does not meet the efficiency objective for all waterway users and was eliminated from further
consideration.
The existing Port Arthur VTS was also evaluated as a nonstructural alternative. The VTS is designed to
expedite vessel movements, increase efficiency of the transportation system, improve all-weather
operating capability, and enhance vessel safety. It is a voluntary system operated in accordance with U.S.
Coast Guard regulations. While the VTS would relieve congestion and improve safety to some degree, its
role is limited to specific circumstances when the waterway is congested or experiencing hazardous
conditions. The VTS assists vessel operators in making independent decisions regarding the safe
navigation of their vessels, for which they retain complete responsibility. In this sense, VTS should be
considered primarily a navigational aid, a tool for mariners to use along with other tools to facilitate safe
navigation, and thus would not change deep-draft navigation inefficiencies created by the need for
lightering and associated vessel delays. It was also eliminated from further consideration.
Relaxation of the existing pilot rules for the waterway was considered as a nonstructural alternative.
However, because of concerns about vessel handling and associated safety issues, and the fact that vessels
utilizing the waterway are wider than those using the channel even 5 to 10 years ago, the Sabine Pilots
Association would not consider relaxing the rules. The expectation for the with- and without-project
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future is that pilot rules would continue to limit the possibility of vessel meetings in the Sabine-Neches
Canal reach and that both vessel and shallow-draft tow movements would be scheduled through both VTS
and communication between vessel pilots.

1.4

RECOMMENDED PLAN

Evaluation of various structural alternatives resulted in the selection of the 48-x-500-foot alternative as
the Plan. The 48-x-500-foot alternative was recommended as the locally preferred plan as it was preferred
by the project sponsor over the National Economic Development (NED) Plan (49-x-500-foot alternative).
Structural modifications of the 48-x-500-foot alternative meet the planning objective for increased
navigational efficiency, and DMMP restoration/nourishment features and compensatory mitigation
measures have been developed, which effectively avoid and mitigate all environmental impacts. Details
of the plan include (additional detail can be found in the Final Feasibility Report bound with the FEIS to
which this BA is appended):

•

Deepening the Sabine Pass Jetty Channel, the Sabine Pass Channel, the Port Arthur Canal, the
Sabine-Neches Canal, and the Neches River Channel to the Port of Beaumont from 40 to 48 feet,
plus advance maintenance and allowable overdraft. Dredging in the Sabine Pass Jetty Channel
would be conducted by hopper dredge, while the remaining inshore channels would be
constructed with hydraulic pipeline dredges.

•

Deepening the existing SNWW Entrance Channel in the Gulf from 42 to 50 feet, plus advance
maintenance and allowable overdepth, and constructing an extension of the offshore entrance
channel (50 x 700 feet x 13.1 miles). Dredging would be conducted by hopper dredge. Additional
details of this construction are provided below because of its potential to affected endangered sea
turtles.

•

Bend easings in three areas on the Sabine-Neches Canal and three areas on the Neches River
Channel.

•

Deepening the Taylor Bayou Navigation Channel and turning basins to 48 feet, and widening the
entrance and connecting channels to improve vessel maneuverability.

•

Dredging a new anchorage basin (AB 8) and two turning and anchorage basins (TAB 1 and 4) on
the Neches River Channel, and reducing the existing Sabine Pass anchorage basin in size by
approximately 50 percent.

•

Beneficially using dredged material, as part of the DMMP, to restore three degraded marsh areas
on the Neches River (Rose City East, Bessie Heights East, and Old River Cove) and nourish Gulf
shorelines at Texas and Louisiana Points. Gulf shore nourishment, which affects piping plover
Critical Habitat at Louisiana Point, is described in detail below. Construction of the Project would
yield a total of approximately 98 million cubic yards (mcy) of new work material.

•

Restoring six degraded marsh areas near Willow and Black bayous, Louisiana, as mitigation for
unavoidable salinity impacts from the Project. Dedicated dredging using a hydraulic pipeline
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dredge of a 2.1 miles long by 1,100-foot-wide borrow trench in Sabine Lake would provide
material for the marsh restoration near Willow Bayou. Material from hydraulic pipeline
maintenance dredging of the Channel to Orange would be used to restore one marsh area north of
Black Bayou. Material accumulated in the GIWW/Lake Charles Deepwater Channel would be
hydraulically dredged and used to restore degraded marsh areas near the Black Bayou Cut-off
Canal.

•

Adding four new ODMDS sites in the Gulf along the 13-mile channel extension.

•

Using 16 existing upland placement areas and 2 new expansions of existing placement areas for
construction and maintenance of the Project. The quantity of maintenance material to be removed
over the 50-year project life is estimated to total approximately 650 mcy.

1.4.1

Hopper Dredging

New work dredging in the Sabine Pass Jetty Channel, the Sabine Pass Outer Bar Channel, the Sabine
Bank Channel, and the Extension Channel would be accomplished using a hopper dredge (Figure 2). The
total length of the four channel reaches is approximately 35 miles. The new Sabine Pass Jetty Channel
would begin and end at approximately the same location as the existing channel. The new Sabine Pass
Outer Bar Channel and the Sabine Bank Channel would begin and end at the same location as the existing
channel, but the bottom width of the latter would be reduced from 800 to 700 feet. The new Extension
Channel would begin at the end of the Sabine Bank Channel with a bottom width of 700 feet. The
alignment would remain the same as the existing and extend at the same bearing.
With advance maintenance and allowable overdepth dredging, it is projected that construction of the
Sabine Pass Jetty Channel, the Sabine Pass Outer Bar Channel, the Sabine Bank Channel, and the
Extension Channel would require approximately 6 years to complete, with no contracts running
simultaneously. Because of the length of the offshore channels, the contracts would average 15 months in
length.
Dredged material management for construction and maintenance material from the Sabine Pass Jetty
Channel, the Sabine Pass Outer Bar Channel, the Sabine Bank Channel, and the Extension Channel would
incorporate the use of four existing and four proposed ODMDSs. Existing ODMDSs 1 through 4 average
approximately 3,535 acres in size and would accommodate 24.3 mcy of new work material over the
approximately 14,000 acres. They are located between 4.8 and 18.4 miles from shore in water depths
ranging from 16 to 43 feet. Maintenance dredging cycles for these sites would range from 1 to 5 years,
with an average of 2.6 mcy deposited per cycle. Proposed ODMDSs A through D average approximately
3,392 acres in size and would accommodate 18.7 mcy of new work material over the approximately
13,500 acres. They would be located between 21 and 30 miles from shore in water depths ranging from
44 to 46 feet. The maintenance dredging frequency for these sites is estimated to be 4 years, with an
average of 0.75 mcy deposited per cycle. The existing and proposed ODMDSs are located in a dispersive
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environment, and therefore no long-term accumulation of dredged material would be expected. No
beneficial use sites are proposed for the offshore portion of the Project.

1.4.2

Gulf Shoreline Nourishment

The DMMP would include Gulf shoreline nourishment at Louisiana Point and Texas Point. Over the
50-year period of analysis, beach nourishment activities using maintenance material from the adjacent
Sabine Pass channel would result in the creation of new saline marsh along a 3-mile stretch of shore (mile
0.5 to 3.5) at Louisiana Point and the same at Texas Point. The placement of material from each 3-year
Sabine Pass dredging cycle would alternate between Texas and Louisiana Points, so that placement of
materials at each shoreline would occur every 6 years.
Historic dredging records indicate that the material from Sabine Pass would average 51 percent silt,
31 percent clay, and 18 percent sand. The material would be hydraulically pumped into the nearshore
zone, and some material is expected to flow over existing marsh while the remainder flows into the
nearshore waters. Marsh plantings would occur as soon as possible on the inland half of the emergent
berm, to assist in stabilization. Recent experience with a similar project constructed at Texas Point
indicates that the dredged material would dissipate quickly during a placement event, with 60 percent
remaining and forming a shelf on the shallow nearshore slope in front of the existing marsh edge. Since
the material would be unconsolidated and prone to erosion, it is estimated that 50 percent of the material
that remains after each placement episode would erode away by the end of each 6-year cycle. New
material added every 6 years would add to the remaining sediment, eventually accumulating to form new
saline marsh by the end of the period of analysis at each Point.
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2.0

STATUS OF THE LISTED SPECIES

To assess the potential impacts of the proposed Project on endangered and threatened species, PBS&J
personnel (1) conducted a literature review and searched for other scientific data to determine species
distributions, habitat needs, and other biological requirements; (2) interviewed recognized experts on the
listed species, including local and regional authorities and Federal (USFWS [Clear Lake and Lafayette
Ecological Field Offices] and NMFS) and State (Texas Parks and Wildlife Department [TPWD] and
Louisiana Natural Heritage Program [LNHP]) wildlife personnel; (3) conducted an on-site inspection of
the biological resources of the project area; and (4) compiled lists of threatened and endangered species
that were requested from USFWS and NMFS (Table 1).
Significant literature sources consulted for this report include the USFWS series on endangered species of
the seacoast of the U.S. (National Fish and Wildlife Laboratories [NFWL], 1980), Federal status reports
and recovery plans, job reports of the TPWD, peer-reviewed journals, and other standard references,
including USFWS and NMFS websites for listed species by county or parish. Habitat assessments were
initially based on aerial photography and National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) mapping and then fieldverified. Field visits were conducted on various occasions by PBS&J ecologists and members of the
Habitat Workgroup (HWG) of the Interagency Coordination Team (ICT). Input was also solicited from
State and Federal resource agency personnel and from personnel from Federal National Wildlife Refuge
(NWR) and State WMAs in the area.

2.1

LOGGERHEAD SEA TURTLE

2.1.1

Reasons for Status

USFWS listed the loggerhead sea turtle (Caretta caretta) as threatened throughout its range on July 28,
1978 (43 Federal Register [FR] 32808). The decline of the loggerhead, like that of most sea turtles, is the
result of overexploitation by man, inadvertent mortality associated with fishing and trawling activities,
and natural predation. The most significant threats to its population are coastal development, commercial
fisheries, and pollution (NMFS, 2006a).

2.1.2

Habitat

The loggerhead occurs in the open seas as far as 500 miles from shore, but mainly over the continental
shelf, and in bays, estuaries, lagoons, creeks, and mouths of rivers. It favors warm temperate and
subtropical regions not far from shorelines. The adults occupy various habitats, from turbid bays to clear
waters of reefs. Subadults occur mainly in nearshore and estuarine waters. Hatchlings move directly to
sea after hatching, and often float in masses of sargassum. They may remain associated with sargassum
for perhaps 3 to 5 years (NMFS and USFWS, 1991a).
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TABLE 1
FEDERALLY LISTED ENDANGERED AND THREATENED
FISH AND WILDLIFE SPECIES OF POSSIBLE OCCURRENCE IN
JEFFERSON AND ORANGE COUNTIES, TEXAS
AND
CALCASIEU AND CAMERON PARISHES, LOUISIANA1
Common Name2
REPTILES
Leatherback sea turtle
Atlantic hawksbill sea turtle
Kemp’s ridley sea turtle
Loggerhead sea turtle
Green sea turtle
BIRDS
Piping plover
Red-cockaded woodpecker
MAMMALS
Red wolf (Extirpated)
Sei whale
Blue whale
Finback whale
Humpback whale
Sperm whale
West Indian manatee
Louisiana black bear
Black bear
FISHES
Gulf sturgeon
Dusky shark
Sand tiger shark
Night shark
Saltmarsh topminnow
Warsaw grouper
Speckled hind
Smalltooth sawfish
INVERTEBRATES
Elkhorn coral
Staghorn coral
Ivory tree coral

Scientific Name2

Status3

Jurisdiction

E
E
E
T
T

NMFS
NMFS
NMFS
NMFS
NMFS

T w/CH
E

FWS
FWS

E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
T/SA; NL

FWS
FWS
FWS
FWS
FWS
FWS
FWS
FWS
FWS

Acipenser oxyrinchus desotoi
Carcharhinus obscurus
Carcharias taurus
Carcharhinus signatus
Fundulus jenkinsi
Epinephelus nigritus
Epinephelus drummondhayi
Pristis pectinata

T
SOC
SOC
SOC
SOC
SOC
SOC
E

NMFS
NMFS
NMFS
NMFS
NMFS
NMFS
NMFS
NMFS

Acropora palmata
Acropora cervicornis
Oculina varicosa

T
T
SOC

NMFS
NMFS
NMFS

Dermochelys coriacea
Eretmochelys imbricata imbricata
Lepidochelys kempii
Caretta caretta
Chelonia mydas
Charadrius melodus
Picoides borealis
Canis rufus
Balaenoptera borealis
Balaenoptera musculus
Balaenoptera physalus
Megaptera novaeangliae
Physeter macrocephalus
Trichechus manatus
Ursus americanus luteolus
Ursus americanus

1

According to Natural Diversity Database (NDD, 2005a, 2005b), NMFS (2009), USFWS (2009).
Nomenclature follows American Ornithologist’s Union (AOU, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006), Crother et al. (2000,
2001, 2003), NDD (2005a, 2005b), and USFWS (2005, 2006).
3
FWS – U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service; NMFS – National Marine Fisheries Service.
E – Endangered; E w/CH – Endangered, with Critical Habitat; T – Threatened; DL – Federally delisted; NL – Not listed; T/SA –
Threatened because of similarity of appearance to another threatened/endangered species; T w/CH - Threatened, with Critical
Habitat; SOC – Species of Concern.
2
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Commensurate with their use of varied habitats, loggerheads consume a wide variety of both benthic and
pelagic food items, which they crush before swallowing. Conches, shellfish, horseshoe crabs, prawns and
other crustacea, squid, sponges, jellyfish, basket stars, fish (carrion or slow-moving species), and even
hatchling loggerheads have all been recorded as loggerhead prey (Hughes, 1974; Rebel, 1974; Mortimer,
1982). Adults forage primarily on the bottom, but also take jellyfish from the surface. The young feed on
prey concentrated at the surface, such as gastropods, fragments of crustaceans, and sargassum.
Nesting occurs usually on open sandy beaches above the high-tide mark and seaward of well-developed
dunes. They nest primarily on high-energy beaches on barrier islands adjacent to continental land masses
in warm-temperate and subtropical regions. Steeply sloped beaches with gradually sloped offshore
approaches are favored. In Florida, nesting on urban beaches was strongly correlated with the presence of
tall objects (trees or buildings), which apparently shield the beach from city lights (Salmon et al., 1995).

2.1.3

Range

The loggerhead is widely distributed in tropical and subtropical seas, being found in the Atlantic Ocean
from Nova Scotia to Argentina, Gulf of Mexico, Indian and Pacific oceans (although it is rare in the
eastern and central Pacific), and the Mediterranean Sea (Rebel, 1974; Ross, 1982; Iverson, 1986). In the
continental U.S., loggerheads nest along the Atlantic coast from Florida to as far north as New Jersey
(Musick, 1979) and sporadically along the Gulf Coast. In recent years, a few have nested on barrier
islands along the Texas coast. The loggerhead is the most abundant sea turtle species in U.S. coastal
waters (NMFS, 2006a).

2.1.4

Distribution in Texas and Louisiana

The loggerhead is the most abundant turtle in Texas marine waters, preferring shallow inner continental
shelf waters, and occurring only very infrequently in the bays. It often occurs near offshore oil rig
platforms, reefs, and jetties. Loggerheads are probably present year-round but are most noticeable in the
spring when a favored food item, the Portuguese man-of-war (Physalia physalis), is abundant.
Loggerheads constitute a major portion of the dead or moribund turtles washed ashore (stranded) on the
Texas coast each year. This species has also been stranded on the Louisiana coast (Sea Turtle Stranding
and Salvage Network [STSSN], 2006). A large proportion of these deaths are the result of accidental
capture by shrimp trawlers, where caught turtles drown and their bodies are dumped overboard. Before
1977, no positive documentation of loggerhead nests in Texas existed (Hildebrand, 1982). Since that
time, several nests have been recorded along the Texas coast. In 1999, two loggerhead nests were
confirmed in Texas, while in 2000, five loggerhead nests were confirmed (Shaver, 2000). For the last 5
years, up to five nests per year have been recorded from the Texas coast (Shaver, 2006). Like the
worldwide population, the population of loggerheads in Texas has declined. Prior to World War I, the
species was taken in Texas for local consumption and a few were marketed (Hildebrand, 1982). Today,
even with protection, insufficient loggerheads exist to support a fishery. The loggerhead is the second
most abundant sea turtle in Louisiana (Fuller et al., 1987).
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2.1.5

Presence in the Study Area

There are no records of sea turtles nesting on Louisiana Point or anywhere in that area (Firmin, 2006), but
documented records of loggerheads exist from Jefferson County, Texas (Dixon, 2000). It is of potential
occurrence in the project area.

2.2

KEMP’S RIDLEY SEA TURTLE

2.2.1

Reasons for Status

Kemp’s ridley sea turtle (Lepidochelys kempii) was listed as endangered throughout its range on
December 2, 1970 (35 FR 18320). Populations of this species have declined since 1947, when an
estimated 42,000 females nested in one day (Hildebrand, 1963), to a total nesting population of
approximately 1,000 in the mid-1980s. The decline of this species was primarily due to human activities
including collection of eggs, fishing for juveniles and adults, killing adults for meat and other products,
and direct take for indigenous use. In addition to these sources of mortality, Kemp’s ridleys have been
subject to high levels of incidental take by shrimp trawlers (USFWS and NMFS, 1992; NMFS, 2006a).
The National Research Council’s (NRC) Committee on Sea Turtle Conservation estimated in 1990 that
86 percent of the human-caused deaths of juvenile and adult loggerheads and Kemp’s ridleys resulted
from shrimp trawling (Campbell, 1995). It is estimated that before the implementation of turtle excluder
devices (TED) the commercial shrimp fleet killed between 500 and 5,000 Kemp’s ridleys each year
(NMFS, 2006a). Kemp’s ridleys have also been taken by pound nets, gill nets, hook and line, crab traps,
and longlines.
Another problem shared by adult and juvenile sea turtles is the ingestion of man-made debris and
garbage. Postmortem examinations of sea turtles found stranded on the south Texas coast from 1986
through 1988 revealed 54 percent (60 of the 111 examined) of the sea turtles had eaten some type of
marine debris. Plastic materials were most frequently ingested and included pieces of plastic bags,
Styrofoam, plastic pellets, balloons, rope, and fishing line. Nonplastic debris such as glass, tar, and
aluminum foil were also ingested by the sea turtles examined. Much of this debris comes from offshore
oil rigs, cargo ships, commercial and recreational fishing boats, research vessels, naval ships, and other
vessels operating in the Gulf. Laws enacted during the late 1980s to regulate this dumping are difficult to
enforce over vast expanses of water. In addition to trash, pollution from heavy spills of oil or waste
products pose additional threats (Campbell, 1995).
Further threats to this species include collisions with boats, explosives used to remove oil rigs, and
entrapment in coastal power plant intake pipes (Campbell, 1995). Dredging operations affect Kemp’s
ridley turtles through incidental take and by degrading the habitat. Incidental take of ridleys has been
documented with hopper dredges. In addition to direct take, channelization of the inshore and nearshore
areas can degrade foraging and migratory habitat through dredged material placement, degraded water
quality/clarity, and altered current flow (USFWS and NMFS, 1992).
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Sea turtles are especially subject to human impacts during the time the females come ashore for nesting.
Modifications to nesting areas can have a devastating effect on sea turtle populations. In many cases,
prime sea turtle nesting sites are also prime real estate. If a nesting site has been disturbed or destroyed,
female turtles may nest in inferior locations where the hatchlings are less likely to survive, or they may
not lay any eggs at all. Artificial lighting from developed beachfront areas often disorients nesting
females and hatchling sea turtles, causing them to head inland by mistake, often with fatal results. Adult
females also may avoid brightly lit areas that would otherwise provide suitable nesting sites.
Kemp’s ridley appears to be in the earliest stages of recovery. Approximately 6,000 Kemp’s ridley nests
were recorded on Mexican beaches during the 2000 nesting season (Shaver, 2000); just over 10,000 nests
were recorded there during the 2005 nesting season (Shaver, 2006). Similarly, increased nesting activity
has been recorded on the Texas beaches in the last decade or so from four nests in 1995 to 51 nests in
2005 (National Park Service [NPS], 2006; Shaver, 2006). Some of these nests were from headstarted
ridleys. Of 46 Kemp’s ridley nests encountered in the continental U.S. during 2004, 42 were on Texas
beaches (NPS, 2006). The increase likely can be attributed to two primary factors: full protection of
nesting females and their nests in Mexico, and the requirement to use TEDs in shrimp trawls both in the
U.S. and in Mexico (NMFS, 2006a).

2.2.2

Habitat

Kemp’s ridleys inhabit shallow coastal and estuarine waters, usually over sand or mud bottoms. Adults
are primarily shallow-water benthic feeders that specialize on crabs, especially portunid crabs, while
juveniles feed on sargassum (Sargassum sp.) and associated infauna, and other epipelagic species of the
Gulf (USFWS and NMFS, 1992). In some regions the blue crab (Callinectes sapidus) is the most
common food item of adults and juveniles. Other food items include shrimp, snails, bivalves, sea urchins,
jellyfish, sea stars, fish, and occasional marine plants (Pritchard and Marquez, 1973; Shaver, 1991;
Campbell, 1995).

2.2.3

Range

Adults are primarily restricted to the Gulf, although juveniles may range throughout the Atlantic Ocean
since they have been observed as far north as Nova Scotia (Musick, 1979) and in coastal waters of Europe
(Brongersma, 1972). Important foraging areas include Campeche Bay, Mexico, and Louisiana coastal
waters.
Almost the entire population of Kemp’s ridleys nests on an 11-mile stretch of coastline near Rancho
Nuevo, Tamaulipas, Mexico, approximately 190 miles south of the Rio Grande. A secondary nesting area
occurs at Tuxpan, Veracruz, and sporadic nesting has been reported from Mustang Island, Texas,
southward to Isla Aquada, Campeche. Several scattered isolated nesting attempts have occurred from
North Carolina to Colombia.
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Because of the dangerous population decline at the time, a head-starting program was carried out from
1978 to 1988. Eggs were collected from Rancho Nuevo and placed into polystyrene foam boxes
containing Padre Island sand so that the eggs never touched the Ranch Nuevo sand. The eggs were flown
to the U.S. and placed in a hatchery on Padre Island and incubated. The resulting hatchlings were allowed
to crawl over the Padre Island beaches into the surf for imprinting purposes before being recovered from
the surf and taken to Galveston for rearing. They were fed a diet of high-protein commercial floating
pellets for 7 to 15 months before being released into Texas (mainly) or Florida waters (Caillouet et al.,
1995). This program has shown some results. The first nesting from one of these headstarted individuals
occurred at Padre Island in 1996, and more nesting has occurred since (Shaver, 2000).

2.2.4

Distribution in Texas and Louisiana

Kemp’s ridley occurs in Texas in small numbers and in many cases may well be in transit between
crustacean-rich feeding areas in the northern Gulf and breeding grounds in Mexico. It has nested
sporadically in Texas in the last 50 years. Nests were found near Yarborough Pass in 1948 and 1950, and
in 1960 a single nest was located at Port Aransas. The number of nestings, however, has increased in
recent years: 1995 (4 nests); 1996 (6 nests); 1997 (9 nests); 1998 (13 nests); 1999 (16 nests); 2000 (12
nests); 2001 (8 nests); 2002 (38 nests); 2003 (19 nests); 2004 (42 nests); and 2005 (51 nests) (Shaver,
2000, 2006; NPS, 2006). As noted above, some of these nests were from headstarted ridleys. Of the 51
Kemp’s ridley nests recorded for Texas in 2005, 28 were at the Padre Island National Seashore (Shaver,
2006). Such nestings, together with the proximity of the Rancho Nuevo rookery, probably account for the
occurrence of hatchlings and subadults in Texas. According to Hildebrand (1982, 1986, 1987), sporadic
ridley nesting in Texas has always been the case. This is in direct contradiction, however, to Lund (1974),
who believed that Padre Island historically supported large numbers of nesting Kemp’s ridleys, but that
the population became extirpated because of excessive egg collection. Kemp’s ridley also occurs in small
numbers in Louisiana; however, it is the most frequently reported sea turtle species (Fuller et al., 1987).

2.2.5

Presence in the Study Area

There are no records of sea turtles nesting on Louisiana Point or anywhere in that area (Firmin, 2006), but
documented records of Kemp’s ridleys exist from Jefferson County, Texas (Dixon, 2000). Thus, it is of
potential occurrence in the project area.

2.3

HAWKSBILL SEA TURTLE

2.3.1

Reasons for Status

The hawksbill sea turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) was federally listed as endangered on June 2, 1970 (35
FR 8495) with Critical Habitat designated in Puerto Rico on May 24, 1978 (43 FR 22224). The greatest
threat to this species is harvest to supply the market for tortoiseshell and stuffed turtle curios (Meylan and
Donnelly, 1999). Hawksbill shell (bekko) commands high prices. Japanese imports of raw bekko between
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1970 and 1989 totaled 713,850 kilograms, representing more than 670,000 turtles. The hawksbill is also
used in the manufacture of leather, oil, perfume, and cosmetics (NMFS, 2006a).
Other threats include destruction of breeding locations by beach development, incidental take in lobster
and Caribbean reef fish fisheries, pollution by petroleum products (especially oil tanker discharges),
entanglement in persistent marine debris (Meylan, 1992), and predation on eggs and hatchlings. See
USFWS (1998) for detailed information on certain threats, including beach erosion, beach armoring,
beach nourishment, sand mining, artificial lighting, beach cleaning, increased human presence,
recreational beach equipment, predation, and poaching.
In 1998, NMFS designated Critical Habitat near Isla Mona and Isla Monito, Puerto Rico, seaward to
3.9 miles (63 FR 46693–46701). There is no Critical Habitat within the study area.

2.3.2

Habitat

Hawksbills generally inhabit coastal reefs, bays, rocky areas, passes, estuaries, and lagoons, where they
occur at depths of less than 70 feet. Like some other sea turtle species, hatchlings are sometimes found
floating in masses of marine plants (e.g., sargassum rafts) in the open ocean (NFWL, 1980). Hawksbills
reenter coastal waters when they reach a carapace length of approximately 7.9 to 9.8 inches. Coral reefs
are widely recognized as the resident foraging habitat of juveniles, subadults, and adults. This habitat
association is undoubtedly related to their diet of sponges, which need solid substrate for attachment.
Hawksbills also occur around rocky outcrops and high-energy shoals, which are also optimum sites for
sponge growth. In Texas, juvenile hawksbills are associated with stone jetties (NMFS, 2006a).
While this species is omnivorous, it prefers invertebrates, especially encrusting organisms, such as
sponges, tunicates, bryozoans, mollusks, corals, barnacles, and sea urchins. Pelagic species consumed
include jellyfish and fish, and plant material such as algae, sea grasses, and mangroves, have been
reported as food items for this turtle (Carr, 1952; Rebel, 1974; Pritchard, 1977; Musick, 1979; Mortimer,
1982). The young are reported to be somewhat more herbivorous than adults (Ernst and Barbour, 1972).
Terrestrial habitat is typically limited to nesting activities. The hawksbill, which is typically a solitary
nester, nests on undisturbed, deep-sand beaches, from high-energy ocean beaches to tiny pocket beaches
about 10 feet wide bounded by crevices of cliff walls. Typically, the sand beaches are low energy, with
woody vegetation, such as sea grape (Coccoloba uvifera), near the waterline (NRC, 1990).

2.3.3

Range

The hawksbill is circumtropical, occurring in tropical and subtropical seas of the Atlantic, Pacific, and
Indian oceans (Witzell, 1983). This species is probably the most tropical of all marine turtles, although it
does occur in many temperate regions. The hawksbill sea turtle is widely distributed in the Caribbean Sea
and western Atlantic Ocean, with representatives of at least some life history stages regularly occurring in
southern Florida and the northern Gulf (especially Texas), south to Brazil (NMFS, 2006a). In the
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continental U.S., the hawksbill largely nests in Florida where it is sporadic at best (NFWL, 1980).
However, a major nesting beach exists on Mona Island, Puerto Rico. Elsewhere in the western Atlantic,
hawksbills nest in small numbers along the Gulf Coast of Mexico, the West Indies, and along the
Caribbean coasts of Central and South America (Musick, 1979).

2.3.4

Distribution in Texas and Louisiana

Texas is the only state outside of Florida where hawksbills are sighted with any regularity. Most of these
sightings involve posthatchlings and juveniles, and are primarily associated with stone jetties. These small
turtles are believed to originate from nesting beaches in Mexico (NMFS, 2006a). On June 13, 1998, the
first hawksbill nest recorded on the Texas coast was found at Padre Island National Seashore. This nest
remains the only documented hawksbill nest on the Texas coast (NPS, 2006; Shaver, 2006). The
hawksbill has been reported from Louisiana, but it is rare (Fuller et al., 1987).

2.3.5

Presence in the Study Area

There are no records of sea turtles nesting on Louisiana Point or anywhere in that area (Firmin, 2006), and
no documented records of hawksbills exist from Jefferson or Orange counties, Texas (Dixon, 2000), and
they are not expected to be present in the project area.

2.4

GREEN SEA TURTLE

2.4.1

Reasons for Status

The green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas) was listed on July 28, 1978, as threatened except for Florida and
the Pacific Coast of Mexico (including the Gulf of California) where it was listed as endangered (43 FR
32808). The greatest cause of decline in green sea turtle populations is commercial harvest for eggs and
food. Other turtle parts are used for leather and jewelry, and small turtles are sometimes stuffed for curios.
Incidental catch during commercial shrimp trawling is a continued source of mortality that adversely
affects recovery. It is estimated that before the implementation of TED requirements, the offshore
commercial shrimp fleet captured about 925 green sea turtles a year, of which approximately 225 would
die. Most turtles killed are juveniles and subadults. Various other fishing operations also negatively affect
this species (NMFS, 2006a). Epidemic outbreaks of fibropapilloma or “tumor” infections recently have
occurred on green sea turtles, especially in Hawaii and Florida, posing a severe threat. The cause of these
outbreaks is largely unknown, but it could be caused by a viral infection (Barrett, 1996). This species is
also subject to various negative impacts shared by sea turtles in general.

2.4.2

Habitat

The green sea turtle primarily utilizes shallow habitats such as lagoons, bays, inlets, shoals, estuaries, and
other areas with an abundance of marine algae and seagrasses. Individuals observed in the open ocean are
believed to be migrants en route to feeding grounds or nesting beaches (Meylan, 1982). Hatchlings often
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float in masses of sea plants (e.g., rafts of sargassum) in convergence zones. Coral reefs and rocky
outcrops near feeding pastures often are used as resting areas. The adults are primarily herbivorous, while
the juveniles consume more invertebrates. Foods consumed include seagrasses, macroalgae, and other
marine plants, mollusks, sponges, crustaceans, and jellyfish (Mortimer, 1982; Derek Green, unpubl. data).
Terrestrial habitat is typically limited to nesting activities, although in some areas, such as Hawaii and the
Galápagos Islands, they will bask on beaches (Balazs, 1980; Green, unpubl. data). They prefer highenergy beaches with deep sand, which may be coarse to fine, with little organic content. At least in some
regions, they generally nest consistently at the same beach, which is apparently their natal beach (Meylan
et al., 1990; Allard et al., 1994), although an individual might switch to a different nesting beach within a
single nesting season (Derek Green, unpubl. data).

2.4.3

Range

The green sea turtle is a circumglobal species in tropical and subtropical waters. In U.S. Atlantic waters, it
occurs around the U.S. Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, and continental U.S. from Massachusetts to Texas.
Major nesting activity occurs on Ascension Island, Aves Island (Venezuela), Costa Rica, and in Surinam.
Relatively small numbers nest in Florida, with even smaller numbers in Georgia, North Carolina, and
Texas (NMFS and USFWS, 1991b; Hirth, 1997).

2.4.4

Distribution in Texas and Louisiana

The green sea turtle in Texas inhabits shallow bays and estuaries where its principal foods, the various
marine grasses, grow (Bartlett and Bartlett, 1999). Its population in Texas has suffered a decline similar to
that of its world population. In the mid to late nineteenth century, Texas waters supported a green sea
turtle fishery. Most of the turtles were caught in Matagorda Bay, Aransas Bay, and the lower Laguna
Madre, although a few also came from Galveston Bay. Many live turtles were shipped to places such as
New Orleans or New York and from there to other areas. Others were processed into canned products
such as meat or soup prior to shipment. By 1900, however, the fishery had virtually ceased to exist.
Turtles continued to be hunted sporadically for a while, the last Texas turtler hanging up his nets in 1935.
Incidental catches by anglers and shrimpers were sometimes marketed prior to 1963, when it became
illegal to do so (Hildebrand, 1982).
Green sea turtles still occur in these same bays today but in much-reduced numbers (Hildebrand, 1982).
While green sea turtles prefer to inhabit bays with seagrass meadows, they may also be found in bays that
are devoid of seagrasses. The green sea turtles in these Texas bays are mainly small juveniles. Adults,
juveniles, and even hatchlings are occasionally caught on trotlines or by offshore shrimpers or are washed
ashore in a moribund condition.
Green sea turtle nests are rare in Texas. Five nests were recorded at the Padre Island National Seashore in
1998, none in 1999, and one in 2000 (Shaver, 2000; NPS, 2006). For the last 5 years, up to five nests per
year have been recorded from the Texas coast (Shaver, 2006). Green sea turtles, however, nest more in
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Florida and in Mexico. Since long migrations of green sea turtles from their nesting beaches to distant
feeding grounds are well documented (Meylan, 1982; Green, 1984), the adult green sea turtles occurring
in Texas may be either at their feeding grounds or in the process of migrating to or from their nesting
beaches. The juveniles frequenting the seagrass meadows of the bay areas may remain there until they
move to other feeding grounds or, perhaps, once having attained sexual maturity, return to their natal
beaches outside of Texas to nest. Green sea turtles are uncommon in Louisiana. Most of the reported
sightings are of juveniles (Fuller et al., 1987).

2.4.5

Presence in the Study Area

There are no records of green sea turtles nesting on Louisiana Point or anywhere in that area (Firmin,
2006), but documented records of green sea turtles exist from Jefferson County, Texas (Dixon, 2000). It is
of potential occurrence in the project area.

2.5

LEATHERBACK SEA TURTLE

2.5.1

Reasons for Status

The leatherback sea turtle (Dermochelys coriacea) was listed as endangered throughout its range on
June 2, 1970 (35 FR 8495), with Critical Habitat designated in the U.S. Virgin Islands on September 26,
1978 and March 23, 1979 (43 FR 43688–43689 and 44 FR 17710–17712, respectively). Its decline is
attributable to overexploitation by man and incidental mortality associated with commercial shrimping
and fishing activities. Use of turtle meat for fish bait and the consumption of litter by turtles are also
causes of mortality, the latter phenomenon apparently occurring when plastic is mistaken for jellyfish
(Rebel, 1974). Nesting populations of leatherback sea turtles are especially difficult to estimate because
the females frequently change nesting beaches; however, Spotila et al. (1996) estimated the 1995
worldwide population of nesting female leatherbacks at 26,000 to 42,000. The major threat is egg
collecting, although they are jeopardized to some extent by destruction or degradation of nesting habitat
(NatureServe, 2006). This species is probably more susceptible than other turtles to drowning in shrimp
trawlers equipped with TEDs because adult leatherbacks are too large to pass through the TED exit
opening. Because leatherbacks nest in the tropics during hurricane season, a potential exists for stormgenerated waves and wind to erode nesting beaches, resulting in nest loss (NMFS and USFWS, 1992).
Critical Habitat for the leatherback sea turtle includes St. Croix, Virgin Islands; Santa Rosa NP., Costa
Rica; and sites in Mexico. NMFS (FR, May 12, 1995) established a leatherback conservation zone
extending from Cape Canaveral to the Virginia-North Carolina border and including all inshore and
offshore waters; this zone is subject to shrimping closures when high abundance of leatherbacks is
documented. Mortality associated with the swordfish gillnet fisheries in Peru and Chile represents the
single largest source of mortality for East Pacific leatherbacks (Eckert and Sarti, 1997).
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2.5.2

Habitat

The leatherback sea turtle is mainly pelagic, inhabiting the open ocean, and seldom approaches land
except for nesting (Eckert, 1992). It is most often found in coastal waters only when nesting or when
following concentrations of jellyfish (TPWD, 2006), when it can be found in inshore waters, bays, and
estuaries. It dives almost continuously, often to great depths.
Despite their large size, the diet of leatherbacks consists largely of jellyfish and sea squirts. They also
consume sea urchins, squid, crustaceans, fish, blue-green algae, and floating seaweed (NFWL, 1980). The
leatherback typically nests on beaches with a deepwater approach (Pritchard, 1971).

2.5.3

Range

The leatherback is probably the most wide-ranging of all sea turtle species. It occurs in the Atlantic,
Pacific, and Indian oceans; as far north as British Columbia, Newfoundland, Great Britain, and Norway;
as far south as Australia, Cape of Good Hope, and Argentina; and in other water bodies such as the
Mediterranean Sea (NFWL, 1980). Leatherbacks nest primarily in tropical regions; major nesting beaches
include Malaysia, Mexico, French Guiana, Surinam, Costa Rica, and Trinidad (Ross, 1982). Leatherbacks
nest only sporadically in some of the Atlantic and Gulf states of the continental U.S., with one nesting
reported as far north as North Carolina (Schwartz, 1976). In the Atlantic and Caribbean, the largest
nesting assemblages occur in the U.S. Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, and Florida (NMFS, 2006a).
The leatherback migrates farther and ventures into colder water than any other marine reptile. Adults
appear to engage in routine migrations between boreal, temperate, and tropical waters, presumably to
optimize both foraging and nesting opportunities. The longest-known movement is that of an adult female
that traveled 3,666 miles to Ghana, West Africa, after nesting in Surinam (NMFS and USFWS, 1992).
During the summer, leatherbacks tend to occur along the East Coast of the U.S. from the Gulf of Maine
south to the middle of Florida.

2.5.4

Distribution in Texas and Louisiana

Apart from occasional feeding aggregations such as the large one of 100 animals reported by Leary
(1957) off Port Aransas in December 1956, or possible concentrations in the Brownsville Eddy in winter
(Hildebrand, 1983), leatherbacks are rare along the Texas coast, tending to keep to deeper offshore waters
where their primary food source, jellyfish, occurs. In the Gulf, the leatherback is often associated with
two species of jellyfish: the cabbagehead (Stomolophus sp.) and the moon jellyfish (Aurelia sp.) (NMFS
and USFWS, 1992). According to USFWS (1981), leatherbacks never have been common in Texas
waters. No nests of this species have been recorded in Texas for at least 70 years (NPS, 2006). The last
two, one from the late 1920s and one from the mid-1930s, were both from Padre Island (Hildebrand,
1982, 1986). Leatherbacks in Louisiana are rare and restricted to offshore waters (Fuller et al., 1987).
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2.5.5

Presence in the Study Area

There are no records of sea turtles nesting on Louisiana Point or anywhere in that area (Firmin, 2006), but
documented records of leatherbacks exist from Jefferson County, Texas (Dixon, 2000); however, the
species is unlikely to occur in the project area since only one has been captured by a relocation trawler
(1.5 miles offshore of Aransas Pass), and there is no record of a take by a hopper dredge (NMFS, 2003).

2.6

RED-COCKADED WOODPECKER

2.6.1

Reason for Status

USFWS listed the red-cockaded woodpecker (Picoides borealis) as endangered on October 13, 1970 (35
FR 16047–16048). Reasons for listing included its perceived rarity, documented declines in local
populations, and reductions in available nesting habitat (USFWS, 1985). The primary impacts of human
activity include cavity tree and foraging habitat loss resulting from short-rotation, even-aged forest
management, conversion of forest (i.e., conversion from forest to nonforest and conversion from longleaf
pine to slash pine), and suppression of fires (Jackson, 1994).
Logging is the primary reason for the initial decline in suitable habitat. Subsequently, fire suppression and
silvicultural practices resulted in further declines of remnant habitat. These have led to hardwood
encroachment and increases in suboptimal pine species within the species range. The overall lack of
suitable habitat has now resulted in insufficient numbers of cavities and cavity trees; habitat
fragmentation and a subsequent reduction in genetic variation, dispersal, and demography; lack of
foraging habitat; and increased vulnerability to random demographic, environmental, genetic, and
catastrophic events (USFWS, 2003).

2.6.2

Habitat

Red-cockaded woodpeckers require mature open pine forest naturally maintained by periodic wildfire, a
habitat that has declined over much of the species’ range. Common species occurring in suitable habitat
include longleaf pine (Pinus palustris), loblolly pine (Pinus taeda), slash pine (Pinus elliottii), shortleaf
pine (Pinus echinata), Virginia pine (Pinus virginiana), pond pine (Pinus serotina), and pitch pine (Pinus
rigida). Cavity trees must be within open stands containing little to no hardwood midstory or overstory.
The species depends on live mature pines for excavating cavities. Mature pines have the sufficient
heartwood necessary to house a cavity at the preferred heights and are more likely to have red heart
fungus, an infection that helps facilitate cavity excavation (USFWS, 2003). Live trees are critical to the
species, as they produce large amounts of resin, which exudes following excavation and acts as a barrier
to predators, particularly snakes (USFWS, 2003). Suitable foraging habitat consists of mature pines with
an open canopy and little to no hardwood or pines in the midstory, little to no overstory hardwoods, and
an abundance of native bunchgrass and/or forb groundcover (USFWS, 2003).
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2.6.3

Range

Red-cockaded woodpeckers historically ranged throughout the southeastern U.S., from New Jersey and
Pennsylvania, south and west to Missouri and southeastern Oklahoma (USFWS, 1985; Jackson, 1994).
Today the species is still rather widespread, although populations are highly fragmented. The species’
current range includes all southern and southeastern coastal states from eastern Texas to southern
Virginia, with small interior populations in southeastern Oklahoma and southern Arkansas (USFWS,
2003). The largest populations are within Federal and State lands in the Carolinas, Florida, Georgia,
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and eastern Texas (USFWS, 2003).
In east Texas, known populations occur on State and Federal lands including the Sabine, Angelina, Davy
Crockett, and Sam Houston national forests, the L.D. Fairchild and W.G. Jones state forests, the
Huntsville State Fish Hatchery, the Alabama-Coushatta Indian Reservation, and on two private properties,
Brushy Creek (International Paper) and Scrappin’ Valley (Temple Inland Corporation) (USFWS, 2003).
In Louisiana, the species occurs on State and Federal lands including the Kisatchie National Forest, the
Upper Ouachita, D’Arbonne, and Black Bayou Lake NWRs, the Peason Ridge and Fort Polk military
installations, and Crossett Forest (Plum Creek Timber Company) (USFWS, 2003). Other populations may
occur elsewhere on private lands in east Texas and Louisiana, where suitable habitat is present.

2.6.4

Presence in the Study Area

No known current populations occur in any of the study area counties or parishes, and suitable habitat is
absent in the study area. Thus, the species is unlikely to occur in the study area.

2.7

PIPING PLOVER

2.7.1

Reasons for Status

USFWS listed the piping plover (Charadrius melodus) as threatened and endangered on December 11,
1985 (50 FR 50726–50734). The piping plover is a federally listed endangered species in the Great Lakes
watershed, while the birds breeding on the Atlantic Coast and northern Great Plains are federally listed as
threatened. Piping plovers wintering in Texas and Louisiana are part of the northern Great Plains and
Great Lakes populations and, therefore, are listed as threatened.
Shorebird hunting during the early 1900s caused the first known major decline of piping plovers (Bent,
1929). Since then, loss or modification of habitat resulting from commercial, residential, and recreational
developments, dune stabilization, damming and channelization of rivers (eliminating sandbars,
encroachment of vegetation, and altering water flows), and wetland drainage have further contributed to
the decline of the species (USFWS, 1995a). Additional threats include human disturbances through
recreational use of habitat, and predation of eggs by feral pets (USFWS, 1995a).

100007609/060201

2-13

2.7.2

Habitat

Piping plovers typically inhabit shorelines of oceans, rivers, and inland lakes. Nest sites include sandy
beaches, especially where scattered tufts of grass are present; sandbars; causeways; bare areas on dredgecreated and natural alluvial islands in rivers; gravel pits along rivers; silty flats; and salt-encrusted bare
areas of sand, gravel, or pebbly mud on interior alkali lakes and ponds (Haig and Elliott-Smith, 2004). On
the wintering grounds, these birds use beaches, mudflats, sandflats, dunes, and offshore emergent
placement areas (USFWS, 1995a; AOU, 1998).

2.7.3

Range

The piping plover breeds on the northern Great Plains (Iowa, northwestern Minnesota, Montana,
Nebraska, North and South Dakota, Alberta, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan), in the Great Lakes (Illinois,
Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Ontario), and along the
Atlantic Coast from Newfoundland to Virginia and (formerly) North Carolina. It winters on the Atlantic
and Gulf coasts from North Carolina to Mexico, including coastal Texas, and, less commonly, in the
Bahamas and West Indies (AOU, 1998; 50 FR 50726, December 11, 1985). Migration occurs both
through the interior of North America east of the Rocky Mountains (especially in the Mississippi Valley)
and along the Atlantic Coast (AOU, 1998). Few data exist on the migration routes of this species.

2.7.4

Presence in the Study Area

Approximately 35 percent of the known global population of piping plovers winters along the Texas Gulf
Coast, where they spend 60 to 70 percent of the year (Campbell, 1995; Haig and Elliott-Smith, 2004). The
species is a common migrant and rare to uncommon winter resident on the upper Texas coast (Richardson
et al., 1998; Lockwood and Freeman, 2004). Piping plover concentrations in Texas occur in the following
counties: Aransas, Brazoria, Calhoun, Cameron, Chambers, Galveston, Jefferson, Kleberg, Matagorda,
Nueces, San Patricio, and Willacy (USFWS, 1988). In Louisiana, the piping plover is a rare migrant
statewide and uncommon winter resident along the Gulf Coast in Cameron and Jefferson parishes
(USFWS, 1994). Piping plovers may occur in the study area, but suitable habitat is of limited extent.
Critical Habitat: USFWS has designated Critical Habitat for the species in its nesting and wintering range
(65 FR 41781–41812, July 6, 2000). Designation of Critical Habitat became final on July 10, 2001 (66 FR
36038–36143). Within Louisiana, USFWS has designated critical wintering habitat for the piping plover
along the entire shoreline from the east side of Sabine Pass (Texas-Louisiana border) east approximately
16 miles to the west end of Constance Beach (Hydrologic Unit [HU] LA-1, in part). Critical habitat
includes the land from the seaward boundary of mean low low water (MLLW) to where densely vegetated
habitat, not used by the species, begins and where the constituent elements no longer occur. Primary
constituent elements (PCEs) are defined in 66 FR 36065 as “Important components (primary constituent
elements) of intertidal flats include sand and/or mud flats with no or very sparse emergent vegetation. In
some cases, these flats may be covered or partially covered by a mat of bluegreen algae. Adjacent
unvegetated or sparsely vegetated sand, mud, or algal flats above high tide are also important, especially
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for roosting piping plovers. Such sites may have debris, detritus (decaying organic matter), or
microtopographic relief (less than 20 inches above substrate surface) offering refuge from high winds and
cold weather. Important components of the beach/dune ecosystem include surf-cast algae for feeding of
prey, sparsely vegetated backbeach (beach area above mean high tide seaward of the dune line, or in cases
where no dunes exist, seaward of a delineating feature such as a vegetation line, structure, or road) for
roosting and refuge during storms, spits (a small point of land, especially sand, running into water) for
feeding and roosting. . . .” No USFWS-designated Critical Habitat for the piping plover is present within
the Texas portions of the project area.

2.8

RED WOLF

2.8.1

Reason for Status

USFWS listed the red wolf (Canis rufus) as endangered on March 11, 1967 (32 FR 4001). Later it
received protection under the ESA of 1973. The primary reasons for the species’ decline include human
persecution (i.e., hunting and trapping) and land-clearing activities (i.e., drainage projects, logging,
farming, and mineral exploration) (USFWS, 1990). Land-clearing activities in the mid-twentieth century
resulted in the loss of vast areas of forest and woodland habitat, which allowed the coyote (Canis latrans)
to expand its range eastward and subsequently, resulted in hybridization of the two species and
suppression of the genetic identity of the red wolf (USFWS, 1990; Schmidly, 2004).

2.8.2

Habitat

Red wolves formerly inhabited a variety of wooded habitats including pine forests, bottomland hardwood
forests, swamps, marshes, and coastal prairies (Schmidly, 1983). USFWS (1990) indicates that the
species requires large areas of habitat (greater than 170,000 acres).

2.8.3

Range

Red wolves originally occurred in woodlands and forests throughout the southeastern U.S.; however, the
species was apparently extinct in the wild by 1980. Captive breeding colonies of red wolves now exist at
several locations throughout the country. Beginning in 1987, USFWS began the reintroduction of red
wolves to the Alligator River NWR, North Carolina. Between 1987 and 1992, USFWS released 42
wolves in Alligator River NWR, and at least 23 wolves were born in the wild. As of August 1992, the
Alligator River NWR population numbered at least 24 wolves. Additionally, USFWS has released red
wolf pairs on Bull’s Island, South Carolina, St. Vincent Island, Florida, and Horn Island, Mississippi, but
breeding and survival on these islands have been limited. Most recently, USFWS has reintroduced red
wolves to the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
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2.8.4

Presence in the Study Area

Red wolves historically ranged throughout the eastern half of Texas and Louisiana, but the species is
extirpated in these areas and is not present in the study area.

2.9

WEST INDIAN MANATEE

2.9.1

Reason for Status

USFWS listed the West Indian manatee (Trichechus manatus) as endangered on March 11, 1967 (32 FR
4001). Later it received protection under the ESA of 1973. The largest known human-related cause of
manatee mortality is collisions with hulls and/or propellers of boats and ships. The second-largest humanrelated cause of mortality is entrapment in floodgates and navigation locks. Other known causes of
human-related manatee mortality include poaching and vandalism, entrapment in shrimp nets and other
fishing gear, entrapment in water pipes, and ingestion of marine debris (USFWS, 2001). Hunting and
fishing pressures were responsible for much of its original decline because of the demand for meat, hides,
and bones, which resulted in near extirpation of the specie (USFWS, 1995a).
A prominent cause of natural mortality in some years is cold stress, and major die-offs associated with the
outbreaks of red tide have occurred, where manatees appear to have died because of ingestion of filterfeeding tunicates that had accumulated the neurotoxin-producing dynoflagellates responsible for causing
the red tide (USFWS, 2001). The low reproductive rate and habitat loss make it difficult for manatee
populations to recover.

2.9.2

Habitat

The West Indian manatee inhabits shallow coastal waters, estuaries, bays, rivers, and lakes. Throughout
most of its range, it appears to prefer rivers and estuaries to marine habitats, although manatees inhabit
marine habitats in the Greater Antilles (Lefebvre et al., 1989). It is not averse to traveling through dredged
canals or using quiet marinas. Manatees are apparently not able to tolerate prolonged exposure to water
colder than 68 degrees Fahrenheit (°F). In the northern portions of their range, during October through
April, they congregate in warmer water bodies, such as spring-fed rivers and outfalls from power plants.
They prefer waters that are at least 3.3 to 6.6 feet in depth; along coasts, they are often in water 10 to 16
feet deep. They usually avoid areas with strong currents (NatureServe, 2006).
Manatees are primarily dependent upon submergent, emergent, and floating vegetation, with the diet
varying according to plant availability. They may opportunistically eat other foods such as acorns in early
winter in Florida or fish caught in gill nets in Jamaica (O’Shea and Ludlow, 1992).

2.9.3

Range

The manatee ranges from the southeastern U.S. and coastal regions of the Gulf, through the West Indies
and Caribbean, to northern South America. U.S. populations occur primarily in Florida (NatureServe,
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2006), where they are effectively isolated from other populations by the cooler waters of the northern
Gulf and the deeper waters of the Straits of Florida (Domning and Hayek, 1986).

2.9.4

Presence in the Study Area

The West Indian manatee historically inhabited the Laguna Madre, the Gulf, and tidally influenced
portions of rivers. It is currently, however, extremely rare in Texas waters and the most recent sightings
are likely individuals migrating or wandering from Mexican waters. Historical records from Texas waters
include Cow Bayou, Sabine Lake, Copano Bay, the Bolivar Peninsula, and the mouth of the Rio Grande
(Schmidly, 2004). In May 2005, a live manatee appeared in the Laguna Madre near Port Mansfield
(Blankinship, 2005). Although the West Indian manatee is chiefly a marine species, its occurrence in the
study area is unlikely.

2.10

LOUISIANA BLACK BEAR/BLACK BEAR

2.10.1

Reason for Status

USFWS listed the Louisiana black bear (Ursus americanus luteolus) as threatened on January 7, 1992 (57
FR 588–595). The Service also designates other free-living bears of the species U. americanus, within the
Louisiana black bear’s historic range, as threatened because of similarity in appearance. The primary
threats to the Louisiana black bear are habitat destruction and modification. Human activities have
reduced or fragmented much of the species’ habitat throughout its historic range. Additional threats
include human related mortality (i.e., hunting and trapping, automobile-related mortality) (USFWS,
1995b).

2.10.2

Habitat

Black bear habitat must have a combination of adequate food, water, cover, and denning sites within
sufficiently large and remote blocks of land. The Louisiana black bear requires large, relatively remote
blocks of bottomland hardwood forest (USFWS, 1995b). Forest types within the range of the species
include bald cypress (Taxodium distichum), bald cypress-water tupelo (T. distichum-Nyssa aquatica),
river birch-American sycamore (Betula nigra-Platanus occidentalis), cottonwood (Populus deltoides),
sugarberry-American elm-green ash (Celtis laevigata-Ulmus americana-Fraxinus pennsylvanica), Nuttall
oak-American elm-green ash (Quercus nuttallii-Ulmus americana-F. pennsylvanica), overcup oak-water
hickory (Q. lyrata-Carya aquatica), sweetgum-water oak (Liquidambar styraciflua-Q. nigra), and swamp
chestnut oak-cherrybark oak (Q. michauxii-Q. falcata) (USFWS, 1995b). Other habitat types include
freshwater and brackish marshes, agricultural fields, wooded levees along canals and bayous, and salt
domes (USFWS, 1995b).
A key component of Louisiana black bear habitat is remoteness, which is relative to forest tract size and
the presence of roads (USFWS, 1995b). Optimal habitat generally consists of tracts larger than
2,500 acres that are at least 0.5 mile from well-maintained roads and development, or tracts with 0.3 mile
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or less of road per 0.4 square miles of forest (USFWS, 1995b). Larger, undisturbed tracts of forest
decrease the likelihood of human disturbance.

2.10.3

Range

While U. americanus is a widely distributed species, its range has declined since European colonization
of North America. The species formerly ranged from northern Alaska and northern Canada, south to
central northern Mexico (USFWS, 1995b). The Louisiana subspecies once occurred in southern
Mississippi, all of Louisiana, and eastern Texas (USFWS, 1995b). In Texas, Louisiana black bears
occurred in all counties east of and including Cass, Marion, Harrison, Upshur, Rusk, Cherokee, Anderson,
Leon, Robertson, Burleson, Washington, Lavaca, Victoria, Refugio, and Aransas (USFWS, 1995b).
Today, the only remaining Louisiana black bear populations occur in the Tensas and Atchafalaya river
basins in Louisiana (USFWS, 1995b).

2.10.4

Presence in the Study Area

Garner (1996) indicates that suitable habitat for the Louisiana black bear in east Texas is restricted to the
Big Thicket National Preserve, the Sulphur River Bottom, the Middle Neches Corridor, and the Lower
Neches River Corridor. While recent reports of black bears exist from east Texas and southwestern
Louisiana, it is unlikely that these represent individuals of the subspecies U. a. luteolus. Suitable black
bear habitat may occur within the study area, but it is highly unlikely that black bears are present in the
study area.

2.11

GULF STURGEON

2.11.1

Reason for Status

USFWS and NMFS listed the Gulf sturgeon (Acipenser oxyrinchus desotoi), a subspecies of the Atlantic
sturgeon (A. oxyrhinchus), as threatened on September 30, 1991 (56 FR 49653–49658). As with other
sturgeon species, the damming of rivers has been the most significant threat to the Gulf sturgeon (NMFS,
2006b). Dams are now present on all of the major rivers within the Gulf sturgeon’s range (Pearl,
Mississippi, and Alabama rivers), which prevents upstream migration for spawning. Other threats to the
species include overexploitation, incidental catch, dredging activities, the removal of snags, and dredged
material placement associated with channel improvements and maintenance (USFWS and Gulf States
Marine Fisheries Commission [GSMFC], 1995; NMFS, 2006b).

2.11.2

Habitat

The Gulf sturgeon is anadromous, which means the species breeds in freshwater environments (i.e., river
systems) but spends the remainder of the year in marine and estuarine environments. Spawning occurs in
the deeper portions of rivers on clean rock or rubble bottoms. Mud and sand bottoms and seagrass
communities are likely important marine habitats (USFWS and GSMFC, 1995).
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2.11.3

Range

The Gulf sturgeon historically ranged along the northeastern Gulf, in major rivers from the Mississippi
delta in Louisiana, east to Charlotte Harbor, Florida, and in marine waters of the central and eastern Gulf
(USFWS and GSMFC, 1995; NMFS, 2006b). Its current range extends from Lake Pontchartrain and the
Pearl River in Louisiana and Mississippi east to the Suwannee River in Florida. Sporadic records exist
from as far west as the Rio Grande between Texas and Mexico, and as far east and south as Florida Bay.
Viable populations exist in the Mississippi, Pearl, Escambia, Yellow, Choctawhatchee, Appachicola, and
Suwannee rivers (NMFS, 2006b).

2.11.4

Presence in the Study Area

The study area is not within the known historic range of the Gulf sturgeon. Fish are mobile species and
frequently occur outside of their normal ranges; however, it is unlikely that the species is present in the
study area.

2.12

ELKHORN CORAL

Elkhorn coral was listed as threatened on May 9, 2006 (71 FR 26852) and is found on coral reefs in
southern Florida and the Bahamas, and throughout the Caribbean. Its northern limit is Biscayne National
Park, Florida. This species is particularly susceptible to damage from sedimentation. Neither the project
area nor the study area are located within the historical range for this species, nor does suitable habitat
exist in the project vicinity.

2.13

SMALLTOOTH SAWFISH

2.13.1

Reason for Status

Smalltooth sawfish (Pristis pectinata) were listed as endangered by the NMFS on April 1, 2003 (50 CFR
224, p. 15674–15680), and the USFWS on November 16, 2005 (50 CFR 17, p. 69464–69466). They may
grow up to 23 feet in length, live up to 30 years, and females give birth to live young, up to 15 to 20 at a
time. Data indicate the smalltooth sawfish is found over about 10 percent of its original U.S. distribution,
and the population size may have been reduced by 95 percent. These reductions probably have resulted
from incidental entanglement in nets, reduced habitat, and the sawtooth’s low birth rate. Additionally,
little is known about the habitat utilized by juvenile sawfish (NMFS and USFWS, 2009).

2.13.2

Habitat

Smalltooth sawfish are usually found in shallow (typically less than 33 feet), warm (water temperatures
exceeding 16 °C) coastal waters, close to shore, over muddy and sandy bottoms. They are often found in
sheltered bays, on shallow banks, and in estuaries or river mouths on inshore bars, near mangrove edges,
or over seagrass. Critical habitat for smalltooth sawfish has been proposed along the southwestern Florida
coast from Charlotte Harbor south to Florida Bay (50 CFR 226, p. 70290–70308).
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2.13.3

Range

The U.S. population is found only in the Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico. Historically, the U.S.
population was common throughout the Gulf of Mexico from Texas to Florida, and along the East Coast
from Florida to Cape Hatteras. The current range of this species has contracted to peninsular Florida, and
smalltooth sawfish are relatively common only in the Everglades region at the southern tip of the state.
No accurate estimates of abundance trends over time are available for this species. However, available
records indicate that abundance of this species has declined dramatically in U.S. waters over the last
century. The last published report of smalltooth sawfish in Texas was in 1984.

2.13.4

Presence in the Study Area

The most recent verified report of a smalltooth sawfish from Texas waters was in 1998. All recent
observations of smalltooth sawfish have been in southwestern Florida. It is unlikely there are smalltooth
sawfish in the project area. Since the smalltooth sawfish prefer shallow water, it is unlikely they would be
encountered in the project areas that would be dredged.

2.14

STAGHORN CORAL

Staghorn coral was listed as threatened on May 9, 2006 (71 FR 26852) and is found throughout the
Florida Keys, the Bahamas, and the Caribbean islands. This coral occurs in the western Gulf of Mexico,
but it is absent from U.S. waters in the Gulf of Mexico. Neither the project area nor the study area are
located within the historical range for this species, nor does suitable habitat exist in the project vicinity.

2.15

WHALES

NMFS identifies five endangered whale species of potential occurrence in the Gulf. These are the sei
whale (Balaenoptera borealis), blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus), fin (or finback) whale
(Balaenoptera physalus), humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae), and sperm whale (Physeter
macrocephalus). These species are generally restricted to deeper offshore waters; therefore, it is unlikely
that any of these five species would regularly occur in the study area (NMFS, 2003).

2.16

SPECIES OF CONCERN

2.16.1

Dusky Shark

The dusky shark is a large shark with a wide-ranging distribution in warm-temperate and tropical
continental waters. It is coastal and pelagic in its distribution, where it occurs from the surf zone to well
offshore. Habitat for this species does exist in the project area.
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2.16.2

Night Shark

The night shark is a deep-water shark reported in waters from Delaware south to Brazil, including the
Gulf of Mexico. This shark is usually found at depths greater than 150–200 fathoms during the day and
100 fathoms at night. Habitat for this shark does not exist in the project area.

2.16.3

Saltmarsh Topminnow

This fish is endemic to the north-central coast of the Gulf of Mexico from Galveston Bay eastward to
western Florida. They tend to live in salt marshes and brackish water. This species requires shallow
flooded marsh surfaces for breeding and feeding. Coastal erosion and loss of marsh is thought to be the
greatest threat to this species. It is possible that this species occurs in the project area.

2.16.4

Sand Tiger Shark

The sand tiger shark has a broad inshore distribution. In the western Atlantic, this shark occurs from the
Gulf of Maine to Florida, in the northern Gulf of Mexico, in the Bahamas, and in Bermuda. They are
generally coastal, usually being found in the surf zone down to depths around 75 feet. They may also be
found in shallow bays. They usually live near the bottom, but may be found throughout the water column.
Their biggest threat is over fishing. Habitat for this species may exist in the project area.

2.16.5

Speckled Hind

The speckled hind inhabits warm, moderately deep waters from North Carolina to Cuba, including
Bermuda, the Bahamas, and the Gulf of Mexico. The preferred habitat is hard-bottom reefs in depths
ranging from 150 to 300 feet. Habitat for this species does not exist in the project area.

2.16.6

Warsaw Grouper

The Warsaw grouper is a very large fish found in the deep-water reefs of the southeastern U.S. This fish
ranges from North Carolina to the Florida Keys and throughout much of the Caribbean and Gulf of
Mexico to the northern coast of South America. This species inhabits deepwater reefs on the continental
shelf break in waters 350 to 650 feet deep. Habitat for this species does not exist in the project area.

2.16.7

Ivory Tree Coral

Colonies of ivory tree coral are found to depths of 500 feet on substrates of limestone rubble, low-relief
limestone outcrops, and high-relief, steeply sloping prominences. The project area is not located within
the historical range for this species, nor does suitable habitat exist in the project vicinity.
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3.0

ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS

3.1

DIRECT EFFECTS

Direct effects of the Project are those associated with navigation channel improvements, and the
placement of dredged material. They include (1) impacts to benthic organisms and their Gulf, estuarine,
and riverine water-bottom habitats resulting from dredging to construct navigation improvements,
offshore placement areas, borrow areas for mitigation measures, and marsh restoration in shallow, openwater areas; (2) dredging impacts to bottom-feeding and pelagic organisms such as sea turtles, (3) impacts
to marshes and upland habitats from the enlargement of placement areas; and (4) impacts to shorebirds
and their habitat from the regular placement of maintenance material on the Gulf shoreline.
The discussion of direct Project impacts provided below is limited to those having the potential to affect
threatened or endangered species or their Critical Habitat that may occur in the study area. The following
species are unlikely to occur in the study area and, therefore, no impacts are expected: least tern (interior
population), red wolf, Louisiana black bear/black bear, gulf sturgeon, and listed whale and coral species.

3.1.1

Sea Turtles

Sea turtles may be present in the project area during certain times of the year. Thus, construction activities
could result in impacts to the sea turtle, should they be present in the project area. These impacts,
however, would be temporary and local in nature. Feeding opportunities within the proposed channel
could attract sea turtles, where they might be exposed to additional risks from boat traffic, contaminants,
fishing activities, tangled fishing lines, and accumulated plastic detritus, but that is true at the existing
channel.
A pipeline dredge would be used in those reaches of the SNWW inland of the Jetty Channel and a hopper
dredge would be used in the Sabine Pass Jetty Channel, the Sabine Pass Outer Bar Channel, the Sabine
Bank Channel, and the Extension Channel. Sea turtles easily avoid pipeline dredges because of the slow
movement of the dredge. The potential for incidental take of sea turtles by hopper dredges would be
minimized by the use of draghead deflectors and the other measures noted in Section 4.1 of this BA.
Construction dredging of the offshore channels is expected to take at least 6 years with individual
contracts lasting an average of 15 months. Therefore, accommodation of a winter dredging window for
construction is unlikely. An agreement between NMFS and USACE is in place and implemented
regarding take of sea turtles with hopper dredges to ensure that significant impacts do not occur, but that
BO only applies to maintenance dredging. Between 1996 and 2005, maintenance dredging in the Sabine
Pass Outer Bar and Sabine Bank channels by hopper dredges resulted in the lethal take of two sea turtles,
a Kemp’s ridley in 1997 and a loggerhead in 2002 (Rob Hauch, pers. comm., 2006). In 2006,
maintenance dredging in the Sabine Bank Channel resulted in the lethal take of one Kemp’s ridley, but
there were no lethal takes in the 2008 dredging of the Sabine Outer Bar Channel (USACE, 2009). Details
of the sea turtle avoidance plan are included in Section 4.1.
100007609/060201

3-1

The effects of placing dredged material at the proposed ODMDSs include (1) a collision potential from
the vessel; (2) the deposition of dredged material on turtles and forage areas, and (3) the possibility of
trash and debris from the dredge operation. Regarding the deposition of dredged material, modeling
indicates that most of the dredged material is confined to a relatively small area. Because this is a shortterm effect, and considering the mobility of the turtle species and the lack of limestone ledges in the
proposed ODMDSs, the turtles should easily be able to avoid a descending plume, and available food
sources should not be seriously reduced (NMFS, 2003). Regarding the vessel and debris possibility, it is
the combined effect of many marine activities (e.g., oil spills, oil and gas operations, commercial fishing,
marine transportation, etc.) that constitute the hazard and not a single activity such as a dredge operation.
As noted in Section 4.11.2 of the SNWW Channel Improvement FEIS to which this document is
appended, it has been determined that the proposed ODMDS designation does not constitute an adverse
impact on listed sea turtles.
The existing offshore channels (Outer Bar and Sabine Bank) would be deepened with effects similar to
but of longer duration than routine maintenance dredging. The Entrance Channel Extension would begin
18 miles offshore where sea turtles should be more dispersed than nearer the jetties. Only two lethal takes
have been observed during maintenance dredging between 1996 and 2005, a period that entailed water
temperatures ranging from 49 to 90°F. Based on the facts listed above, the proposed Project may affect
and is likely to adversely affect sea turtles. No Critical Habitat for sea turtles is present within the study
area; therefore, the Project is unlikely to adversely affect Critical Habitat.

3.1.2

Piping Plover

Dredging activities, which would occur in open water, would not directly affect the piping plover. The
greatest potential for impacts to the piping plover would be associated with the placement of dredged
material or beach nourishment activities in areas of suitable habitat. USFWS has designated the entire
shoreline between Constance Beach and Sabine Pass (HU LA 1, in part) as Critical Habitat for the piping
plover. Proposed beach nourishment activities at Louisiana Point would occur along approximately
3 miles of this unit, beginning approximately 0.5 mile east of Sabine Pass. A survey of both the Texas and
Louisiana shore nourishment areas was conducted in July 2006 (see Attachment B to the BA). No habitat
was found on the Texas side, just an eroding bank with marsh vegetation on the top of the bank. There
was some habitat on the Louisiana side: a 1.65-mile-long, narrow tidal sand/mudflat spit that ranged from
500 yards off the beach on its western end to confluence with the beach at its eastern end; a 1-mile-long,
narrow offshore sand bar that ranged from 1,400 yards offshore on the west to 400 yards offshore on the
east end; and sandy beaches, ranging from 50 to 300 feet in width, beginning 2 miles east of the east jetty
and extending east beyond the potential nourishment area. Shoreward of the beach was an eroded
shoreline, above which there were flats with sometimes extensive stands of dense vegetation.
Therefore, Critical Habitat on Louisiana Point would only include the beach, since no other PCEs appear
to be present. The current shoreline within the proposed nourishment area on Texas Point is an eroding
marsh and contains no beach. Details of the beach nourishment activities are included in Section 4.2.
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Placement of dredged materials (i.e., Gulf shoreline nourishment) at Texas Point and Louisiana Point
would not adversely affect piping plovers or designated Critical Habitat for the piping plover. These
activities should result in positive effects on the piping plover by increasing the extent of suitable habitat
in the study area. On the Louisiana side, where Critical Habitat is designated, additional beach may allow
saltation to create some microtopographic relief on the backbeach, providing another PCE. Based on the
information listed above, the proposed Project is not likely to adversely affect the species or its Critical
Habitat.

3.1.3

West Indian Manatee

No recent records of West Indian manatee exist from the study area, and such an occurrence would be
rare. If a manatee was to enter the project area, the greatest threats to it would be from boat traffic or
dredging operations. The proposed Project should have no effect on the West Indian manatee.

3.2

INDIRECT EFFECTS

Indirect effects of the Project result from small salinity increases, which increase wetland loss rates and
decrease biological productivity in some aquatic habitats in the study area. In Texas, 33,500 acres of
intertidal marsh and swamp may be negatively impacted by these small salinity increases. In Louisiana,
negative impacts are projected to affect 182,000 acres of intertidal marsh. Construction of the Neches
River Beneficial Use Feature and the Texas portion of the Gulf Shore Beneficial Use Feature may offset
all the indirect effects in Texas and some of the indirect effects in Louisiana. These beneficial use features
would result in the net creation of 2,853 acres of restored, emergent fresh, and intermediate, and brackish
marsh in Texas. Additionally, a mitigation plan has been proposed to restore 2,783 acres of emergent
marsh, improve 957 acres of shallow-water habitat, and nourish 4,355 acres of existing marsh in
Louisiana. This mitigation plan is intended to offset the indirect negative impacts to Louisiana wetlands
from the project. No loss of saline marsh or bottomland hardwood acreage is projected. Salinities are
projected to increase throughout the study area. The highest projected increases are +1.1 to 1.8 parts per
thousand (ppt) in the Old River Cove marsh at Sabine Lake along its north shore and in the marshes
fringing the east shore of Sabine Lake, +1.6 ppt in the freshwater marshes along the north GIWW, +1.0 to
1.5 in the Sabine River south of Orange, +0.8 ppt in the Texas Point marshes at Sabine Pass, and +0.6 ppt
along the Sabine River near the City of Orange and to the north. The effects of the salinity increases on
tidal marshes have been mitigated by marsh restoration, and the small salinity increase on the upper
Sabine River would have negligible effects on the cypress-tupelo swamps and bottomland hardwood
forests. No impacts to threatened or endangered species or Critical Habitats that may occur in the study
area would result from the indirect effects of salinity increases or marsh loss.
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4.0

VOLUNTARY AVOIDANCE AND CONSERVATION
MEASURES

4.1

SEA TURTLE AVOIDANCE PLAN

Avoidance measures would include an avoidance plan for hopper dredge impacts to sea turtles. This
avoidance plan includes reasonable and prudent measures that have largely been incorporated in USACE
regulatory and civil works projects throughout the Gulf for more than a decade. These measures include
use of temporal dredging windows, when possible; intake and overflow screening; use of sea turtle
deflector dragheads; observer reporting requirements; and sea turtle relocation/abundance trawling:
•

Hopper Dredging: Hopper dredging activities in Gulf waters from the Mexico-Texas border to
Key West, Florida, up to 1 mile into rivers shall be completed, whenever possible, between
December 1 and March 31 when sea turtle abundance is lowest throughout Gulf coastal waters.
USACE should coordinate with National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
should dredging need to occur outside of this window.

•

Nonhopper-type Dredging: Pipeline or hydraulic dredges, which are not known to take turtles,
must be used whenever possible between April 1 and November 30 in Gulf waters up to 1 mile
into rivers.

•

Observers: The USACE shall arrange for NOAA Fisheries–approved observers to be aboard the
hopper dredges to monitor the hopper soil, screening, and dragheads for sea turtles and their
remains. Observer coverage sufficient for 100 percent monitoring (i.e., two observers) of hopper
dredging operations is required aboard the hopper dredges year-round in Texas waters between
April 1 and November 30, and whenever surface water temperatures are 52°F or greater.

•

Screening: When observers are required on hopper dredges, 100 percent inflow screening of
dredged material is required and 100 percent overflow screening is recommended. If conditions
prevent 100 percent inflow screening, screening may be reduced gradually, but 100 percent
overflow screening is then required.

•

Sea Turtle Deflecting Draghead: A state-of-the-art rigid deflector draghead must be used on all
hopper dredges in all Gulf channels and sand-mining sites at all times of the year.

•

Dredge Take Reporting: Observer reports of incidental take by hopper dredges must be reported
to NOAA Fisheries by onboard endangered species observers within 24 hours of any observed
sea turtle take. A preliminary report summarizing the results of the hopper dredging and any
documented sea turtle takes must be submitted to NOAA Fisheries within 30 working days of
completion of any dredging project. In addition, an annual report (based on fiscal year) must be
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submitted to NOAA Fisheries summarizing hopper dredging projects and documented incidental
takes.
•

Relocation Trawling: Relocation trawling shall be undertaken by the USACE where any of the
following conditions are met: (a) two or more turtles are taken in a 24-hour period in the project;
(b) four or more turtles are taken in the project; or, (c) when 75 percent of a District’s sea turtle
species quota for a particular species has previously been met. Handling of sea turtles captured
during relocation trawling in association with hopper dredging project in Gulf navigation
channels and sand-mining areas shall be conducted by NOAA Fisheries–approved endangered
species observers.

Other conditions may also apply. A detailed outline of the conditions of the USACE’s sea turtle
avoidance is included in the NMFS Biological Opinion for dredging of Gulf navigation channels and
sand-mining areas using hopper dredges (Consultation Number F/SER/2000/01287).

4.2

GULF SHORELINE NOURISHMENT

The unconfined placement on the shoreline would have a net beneficial effect on this environment.
Placement events would affect shallow nearshore waters and marsh. Benthic organisms in the nearshore
zone would quickly rebound from the short-term impacts of each placement event, as would marsh areas
that are nourished with additional sediment. The potential for the nourishment activity to affect threatened
and endangered species was evaluated. USFWS has designated the entire shoreline between Constance
Beach and Sabine Pass (HU LA 1, in part) as Critical Habitat for the piping plover; however, the
shoreline in the proposed nourishment area has no, or only a narrow, beach. Therefore, minimal intertidal
beaches, dunes, or sand flats used by the plover as its wintering range would be affected by this measure.
Should beach nourishment occur when piping plovers are utilizing the project area, they would be
temporarily displaced to nearby habitat to the east, but would not be permanently excluded from using the
project area, and nourishment would only occur every 6 years. Piping plover Critical Habitat would
benefit from the creation of an additional PCE. Effects to existing piping plover Critical Habitat would
occur during each beach nourishment cycle, but the overall condition of the nourishment area would be
improved for piping plovers. While it is unlikely that the creation of more beach on Louisiana Point
would allow sea turtle nesting, it certainly would have no adverse impacts on potential nesting habitat.
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5.0

SUMMARY

The proposed Project may affect a few federally listed endangered or threatened species. The following
species are unlikely to occur in the project area and, therefore, no impacts are expected: least tern (interior
population), red-cockaded woodpecker, red wolf, Louisiana black bear/black bear, gulf sturgeon, the
leatherback sea turtle, and listed whale and coral species. The Project is expected to have no effect on the
West Indian manatee. The Project may affect and is likely to result in adverse effects to the following
species: loggerhead sea turtle, Kemp’s ridley sea turtle, hawksbill sea turtle, and green sea turtle. The
piping plover and its Critical Habitat would experience a beneficial effect from the proposed Project
resulting from habitat enhancement (i.e., shoreline nourishment) through beneficial use of dredged
material. The only designated Critical Habitat in the project area is a portion of HU LA 1 at Louisiana
Point, which was designated as Critical Habitat for the wintering range of the piping plover. The Project
is not likely to adversely affect the piping plover or its designated Critical Habitat since the Project is
expected to have only a beneficial effect.
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