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Dear Ms. Craig:

This letter responds to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
Restoration Center’s (RC) January 30, 2014, letter requesting National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS) concurrence under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) for a project-effects
determination for multi-county artificial reef projects (“the project”) included in the Deepwater
Horizon Oil Spill Draft Phase 3 Early Restoration Plan. The NOAA RC, a lead federal agency,
is requesting consultation on behalf of the federal natural resource trustees for the Deepwater
Horizon oil spill. You requested concurrence from NMFS with your determinations that the
project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, Gulf sturgeon, smalltooth sawfish, and 5
species of sea turtles (loggerhead, Kemp’s ridley, green, leatherback, and hawksbill), and
designated Gulf sturgeon critical habitat within Florida Nearshore Gulf of Mexico Unit 11 in the
Gulf of Mexico (GOM). NMFS requested additional information from the applicant/natural
resources trustee, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC), via email on
February 12, 2014, March 19 and 20, 2014, and April 3, 2014. We received the responses on
February 18 and 24, 2014, and April 1 and 3, 2014. We initiated consultation on April 3.
NMFS’s determinations regarding the effects of the proposed action are based on the description
of the action in this informal consultation. Any changes to the proposed action may negate the
findings of the present consultation and may require reinitiation of consultation with NMFS.

Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill Early Restoration
Under the Oil Pollution Act, designated agencies of the federal government and affected state
governments act as trustees on behalf of the public. The Trustees are charged with recovering
damages from the responsible parties to restore the public’s natural resources that sustained
injuries. NOAA shares trusteeship with the other natural resource trustees over all of the
resources that will benefit from these restoration actions. The Trustees developed the Early
Restoration selection process to be responsive to the purpose and need for conducting Early
Restoration. Early Restoration project selection is a step-wise process comprised of: (1) project
solicitation; (2) project screening; (3) negotiation with BP; and (4) public review and comment.



The Trustees released a Phase I Early Restoration Plan (ERP) in April 2012, a Phase II ERP in
December 2012, and a draft Phase III ERP on May 6, 2013. On June 26, 2014, the Trustees
released a final Phase III Plan. These plans contain a series of restoration actions that may be
may be selected independently by the Trustees. NMFS has previously completed consultations
on the Phase I ERP projects and 13 of the projects included in the Phase III ERP.’

The Phase I ERP consists of eight projects that address an array of injuries and are located
throughout the Gulf (See Appendix 1). Specifically, Phase I includes two oyster projects (one in
Louisiana and one in Mississippi), two marsh projects (one in Louisiana and one in Alabama), a
nearshore artificial reef project in Mississippi, two dune projects, and a boat ramp enhancement
project in Florida. Consultation on the Phase I projects was completed on April 2, 2012. NMFS
determined that that one of the marsh projects and both dune projects would have no effect on
listed species and that other projects are not likely to adversely affect listed species or designated
critical habitat under NMFS’s purview. NMFS evaluated potential impacts on listed species
(five species of sea turtles, Gulf sturgeon and smalltooth sawfish) from placement of material,
site exclusion, and dredging, and determined that these effects will be discountable or
insignificant because of the species’ mobility and ability to find suitable habitat for foraging in
the surrounding areas. NMFS also evaluated potential impacts to sea turtles and Gulf sturgeon
from fishing activities associated with the artificial reef project and determined that the effects
are discountable because the enhancement of the existing artificial reefs is not expected to induce
new fishing effort or increase the risk of harmful interactions between recreational fishers and
listed species. The boat ramp project will enhance two existing boat ramps and allow an
additional 92 vessels to be launched from two new public boat ramps. The purpose of these
projects is to relieve traffic and congestion at other boat ramps in the areas. NMFS determined
that any increase in vessel strike risk to sea turtles is discountable because the new boat ramps
are likely to be used by people who currently have vessels and a previous NMFS analysis
concluded that a typical dock or marina project in Florida that introduces less than 300 new
vessels to an area will have an insignificant or discountable effect on sea turtles.

Three of the Phase I projects (one boat ramp, one oyster project, and the nearshore artificial reef
project) are located in Gulf sturgeon critical habitat. The boat ramp is located Unit 9, and the
oyster project and artificial reef project are located in Unit 8. NMFS determined that the boat
ramp project is not likely to adversely affect Gulf sturgeon critical habitat in Unit 9 because the
construction will occur in the same footprint and will be to the same dimensions as the existing
piers, any increases in turbidity are expected to be localized and temporary and insignificant, and
the texture and quality of the sediments and its ability to support prey items are expected to be
the same pre- and post-project. NMFS similarly concluded that oyster project and artificial reef
project will not adversely affect Gulf sturgeon critical habitat in Unit 8 because the placement of
clean, toxin-free material will not alter the water or sediment quality and the addition of this
material to existing hardbottom will not alter prey availability.

To date, NMFS has completed consultations on 13 Phase III projects (See Appendix 2). These
projects are three artificial reefs in Texas, two oysters projects (one in Florida and one in
Alabama), four living shoreline projects (one in Alabama, one in Mississippi and two in Florida),

1 Neither of the Phase II ERP projects involve in-water work and, therefore, NMFS did not receive a request for
section 7 consultation.
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a scallop enhancement project in Florida, a Florida beach enhancement project, a North Breton
Island, Louisiana, restoration project, and a Mississippi fishing pier project. As with the Phase I
projects, NMFS evaluated potential impacts on listed species (five species of sea turtles and Gulf
sturgeon) from placement of material, site exclusion, and dredging, and determined that these
effects will be discountable or insignificant because of the species’ mobility and ability to find
suitable habitat for foraging in the surrounding areas. NMFS also evaluated the impacts of noise
created from construction, where applicable, and determined that the risk of short- or long-term
exposure to harmful noise is discountable, and any sounds heard by them will have insignificant
health effects. NMFS determined that the potential impacts to sea turtles and Gulf sturgeon
from fishing activities associated with the three artificial reef project are discountable because
the enhancement of the existing artificial reefs is not expected to induce new fishing effort.
NMFS also determined that the risk of vessels strike impacts to turtles from future use of the
artificial reef sites is discountable because use of the site will generally coincide with fair
weather patterns and calm sea states that will allow boaters to detect and avoid any sea turtles in
their path.

Six of the Phase III projects (three living shoreline projects, the beach enhancement project, the
Florida oyster reef project, and the scallop enhancement project) are located in Gulf sturgeon
critical habitat. The living shoreline projects are located in Units 8, 9 and 13. The beach
enhancement project is located in Unit 11, the oyster project is located in Units 9 and 13, and the
scallop enhancement project is located in Units 9, 10, 12, and 13. NMFS determined that the
scallop enhancement project will have no effect on of Gulf sturgeon critical habitat and that the
other projects are not likely to adversely affect the essential features of Gulf sturgeon critical
habitat (water quality, sediment quality, prey abundance, and safe and unobstructed migratory
pathways). The oyster reef project will place clean, non-toxic material over existing hardbottom,
which will make any impacts to water quality, sediment quality, or prey abundance discountable.
The beach enhancement project will improve sediment quality and effects to prey abundance,
water quality and migratory pathways will be insignificant because the work will take place in
shallower water than normal foraging depths, any increased turbidity will be temporary and
within natural background levels, and sand placement in the shallow waters along the beach will
not interfere with migration. Last, the living shoreline projects may temporarily increase
turbidity and displace some prey species but these impacts are expected to be insignificant. With
respect to prey abundance, the living shoreline projects are expected to have long-term beneficial
impacts by increasing prey abundance in adjacent areas.

Current Project

This project is part of the Phase III ERP and is designed to install artificial reefs offshore in
Florida coastal waters in 5 Florida counties (Escambia, Santa Rosa, Okaloosa, Walton, and Bay
Counties). The Florida artificial reef deployment ranges from Escambia County, Florida
(30.259383°N, 87.345033°W) to Bay County, Florida (29.918167°N, 85.471317°W), North
American Datum (NAD) 1983 (Figure 1, Table 1). The project spans 123 miles (107 nautical
miles [M] or 198 kilometers [km]) along the coast of Florida in the nearshore as well as the
offshore zone. Some project sites are located within Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11(68
FR 13370, March 19, 2003), although there are no sites in proposed loggerhead sea turtle critical
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habitat (78 FR 43005, July 18, 2013). Each county project component is described in detail
below and locations are shown in Figures 5-9:

The FWC proposes to build and deploy artificial reefs through a competitive bid process. The
commercial marine contractor with the winning bid will be contracted by FWC, who holds the
permit for the reef site. They will place 2 types of reef structures, consisting of concrete and
stone rubble (Figure 2) and pre-fabricated artificial reef pyramid/tetrahedron modules (Figure 3),
at depths ranging from 12-100 feet (ft) (or 3.7-30.5 meters [mJ) below mean lower low water
(MLLW) (Table 1). The pyramid/tetrahedron type units shown in Figure 3 weigh approximately
6,000 pounds (Ib) (2,722 kilograms [kg]), and have open-bottoms; therefore, a modification
would be made prior to deployment that would remove the top of the pyramid to create a
minimum 3-ft (0.9 m) opening at the top allowing adult sea turtles to escape. FWC or its
contractor will use a vessel/barge (i.e., not anchored) with a crane on a barge equipped with a
global positioning system (GPS) accurate to within a meter. The reef modules will be placed by
lowering them into position using a barge-mounted crane with a quick-release mechanism.
Deployment vessels would travel to the reef locations where boundaries would be marked by the
county or their designee using GPS.

Figure 1. Image of the proposed Florida artificial reef project indicated by the triangles for Escambia County (red),
Santa Rosa County (orange), Okaloosa County (yellow), Walton County (green) and Bay County (blue). The Gulf
sturgeon critical habitat Unit II- Florida nearshore (red polygon), and the proposed loggerhead critical habitat Unit,
N-33 and N-32, are the pink polygons in the far left and right part of the image, respectively.
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Table 1. Artificial reef sites for 5 Florida counties with corresponding area, depths, and
distance from shore

Distance Distance
Total center Total center

Center Center Area point is Area point is
County Latitude Longitude (module Depth from (module Depth from

°N footprint) shore footprint) shore

(NAD 1983) (NAD 1983) (ft2) (ft) (M) (m2) (m) (km)

Escambia 30.3120167 87.1220667 14,419 50-60 1.3 1,340 2.41

Escambia2 30.2945500 87.2192167 14,419 45-60 1.52 1,340
‘73

2.82

Escambia 30.2593833 87.3450333 14,419 35-50 3.19 1,340 5.91

Escambia 30.1876167 87.1501333 14,462 8.27 1,344 15.32

SantaRosa2 30.3789000 86.8537333 960 12-14 0.1 89 0.19

Santa Rosa 30.3528000 86.8610833 30,440 55-70 1.57 2,828 2.91

Okaloosa 30.3803000 86.4350000 832 9-17 0.1 77 0.19

Okaloosa 30.3949000 86.6168667 832 9-17 0.1 77 0.19

Okaloosa 30.3565167 86.5479333 8,660 69 1.4 805 21.0 2.59

Okaloosa 30.3523500 86.6145667 8,660 69 2.59 805 21.0 4.80

Okaloosa 30.3648500 86.7062333 8,660 70 1.8 805 21.3 3.33

Okaloosa 30.3481833 86.7062333 8,660 70 2.4 805 21.3 4.44

Walton 30.3760833 86.3886667 1,024 14-20 0.1 95 0.19

Walton 30.3565500 86.2776833 1,024 14-19 0.1 95 0.19

Walton 30.3226500 86.1578500 928 13-18 0.1 86 0.19

Walton 30.2706167 86.0058000 1,200 15-21 0.1 111 0.19

Walton 30.3229167 86.2009333 2,598 52-54 0.67 241
158

1.24
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Walton 30.2895833 86.0809333 2,598 52-57 0.44 241 0.81

Walton 30.3012500 86.1226000 2,598 53-56 0.56 241 1.04

Walton 30.2612500 86.0142667 2,598 54-57 0.67 241 1.24

Walton 30.3329167 86.2309333 2,598 55-58 0.59 241
64/

1.09

Walton 30.3112000 86.1609333 2,598 56-59 0.66 241 1.22

Walton 30.3645833 86.3892667 2,598 59-62 0.64 241 1.19

Walton 30.3562500 86.3226000 2,598 59-64 0.52 241 0.96

Walton 30.3395833 86.2559333 2,598 59-63 0.61 241 1.13

Walton 30.3221 167 86.2979167 2,598 70 2.4 241 21.3 4.44

Walton2 30.3283333 86.3816667 4,330 77-83 2.85 402 2253 5.28

Walton 30.2684833 86.2312500 2,598 80 4.4 241 24.4 8.15

Bay 30.2262000 85.9075833 528 15 0.1 49 4.6 0.19

Bay2 29.9181667 85.4713167 29,357 15-30 2.27 2,727 4.20

Bay 30.1572333 85.8310500 2,728 60 1.58 253 18.3 2.93

Bay 30.1431667 85.8637500 2,728 63 3.25 253 19.2 6.02

Bay 30.1493833 85.8961667 2,728 64 3.87 253 19.5 7.17

Bay 30.1221167 85.8472000 2,728 64 3.74 253 19.5 6.93

Bay 30.1698500 85.9104000 2,728 69 3.16 253 21.0 5.85

Bay 30.0211333 85.6632333 2,728 69 3.18 253 21.0 5.89

Bay 30.0021333 85.6953333 2,728 75 4.95 253 22.9 9.17

2Sites that already contain reef material/modules
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For shallower water sites, the disk-type reef modules are deployed from a tripod which is set in
place adjacent to a barge which is in a fixed position (Figure 4). The 4-ft (1.2 m) to 9-ft (2.7 m)
high by 54-inch (in) (4.5 ft, 1.4 m) diameter disk-type reef modules are also known as the
EcoSystem Reef snorkel modules (Figure 2), weigh approximately 2,000 lb (907 kg) and have a
15.9 ft2 (1.5 m2) footprint. The top of the fully constructed disk reef with a hollow central piling
is suspended by a hydraulic collar. Once the hollow center pipe is placed in position in contact
with the sea floor, ambient saltwater is pumped through the center of the hollow pipe and the
pipe subsides to the appropriate depth in the sand layer. The pump is then turned off, the
positioning of the disk reef is verified, the hydraulic collar and tripod are removed, and the next
disk module is similarly deployed.

F . 2. Layered artificial reef unit, also known as
the EcoSystem Reef snorkel modules (©2012,
Florida Department of Environmental Protection)

Figure 3. i reef pyramidltetrahedron unit, also
known as “Florida Limestone” module (©20l2, Florida
Department of Environmental Protection)

Figure 4. Disk-type reef module deployment with tripod followed by ambient seawater pumping (©20 11, Robert
Turpin, Escambia County Marine Resources Division)
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For the deeper water sites, the pyramid/tetrahedron type modules, also known as the “Florida
Limestone” modules, will be deployed. Each module measures 10 ft along each base and is 8 ft
in height, with a 43.3 ft2 (4.0 m2) footprint. These pyramid/tetrahedron type modules have an
open-top and open-bottom (Figure 3). They will be individually lifted by crane from the barge
deck using a pelican hook, and then lowered to the seafloor and the hook disengaged. The
modules would be deployed on either side of the vessel in a specific order and adjusted so each
successive placement would be far enough from the previous one to prevent any two modules
from touching.

No hard bottom, live bottom, or submerged aquatic vegetation are present at project sites, but if
encountered they will be avoided. All reef module positioning will occur on open sand bottom
with a mix of coarse-, medium-, and fine-grained terrigenous substrate. Construction crews will
follow NMFS’s 2006 Sea Turtle and Smalitooth Sawfish Construction Conditions. The entire
project is expected to take up to 2 years to complete.

1. The Escambia County component is located within the GOM off Escambia County, Florida
(Figure 5) between 30.2593833°N, 87.3450333°W and 30.3 12067°N, 87.1220667°W (NAD
1983). The 4 sites are located 1.3-8.3 M (2.4-15 kin) off Escambia County shoreline (near
Rabbit and Santa Rosa Island, Florida) and not in Gulf sturgeon critical habitat nor proposed
loggerhead critical habitat. The current reef sites are permitted for a cumulative 14.3-square-
nautical-mile (M2) (48.9 km2 or 12,088 acre) but only the nearshore east site (i.e., green
triangle in Figure 5) contains materials within its 2 M2 (6.86 km2, 1,695 acre or 73,834,200

Figure 5. Location of artificial reefs (red triangles), Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11- Florida nearshore (red
polygon), and proposed loggerhead critical habitat Unit N-33 (pink polygon) in Florida State waters off Escambia
County.
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ft2). This 1,695 acres of the nearshore east site contains 218 modules consist of 218 units or
modules of 119 concrete pieces that included bridge deck spans and large concrete rubble
pieces; 78 modules- concrete fish havens (4-sided pyramid 4.5 tall, six ft. along base); 8
concrete deck “T” spans; 5 modules-concrete grouper module (hollow rectangular box- 3-ft
tall, 5-ft wide, 10-ft long, one long side open); 7 concrete Walter Florida limestone special
tetrahedron (8-ft tall by 10-ft base) modules and; a metal deck barge 175-ft long x 40-ft wide
x 10-ft tall. The applicant will place 1,333 open-bottom and open-top tetrahedron/pyramid
modules over the 4 sites (14.3 M2, 48.9 km2, 12,088 acre or 526,553,280 ft2) positioning
them on open barren sand bottom with a mix of coarse-, medium-, and fine-grained
terrigenous substrate in depths ranging from 35-100 ft (11-3 1 m) MLLW. The cumulative
project footprint is 57,719 ft2 (5,362 m2 or 1.33 acre). Deployment of reef materials is
expected to take 24 days, working 14 hours per day during daylight hours, thereby limiting
the duration of any potential impacts.

2. The Santa Rosa County component is located within the GOM off Santa Rosa County,
Florida (Figure 6) between 30.3528000°N, 86.8610833°W and 30.3789000°N,
86.8537333°W (NAD 1983). The 2 sites are located 0.1-1.6 M (0.2-2.9 km) off the Santa
Rosa county shoreline (near Santa Rosa Island, Florida) with 1 of the 2 sites within Gulf
sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11. The current reef sites are permitted for a cumulative 2.0018
M2 (6.87 km2 or 1,697 acre) but only the nearshore snorkel site (i.e., green triangle in Figure
6) contains materials within its 0.00 18 M2 (0.006 km2, 1.5 acre, 66,420 ft2). This 1.5 acre
site contains 30 Walter ecosystems disk reef modules. The applicant will place 60 disk reef
modules, in the nearshore snorkel site, in depths of 12-14 ft (3.7-4.2 1 m) MLLW within Gulf

Figure 6. Location of artificial reefs (triangles) and Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11 -Florida Nearshore (red
polygon) in Florida state waters off Santa Rosa County.
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sturgeon critical habitat, and will place 703 open-bottom and open-top tetrahedron/pyramid
modules at depths of 55-70 ft (16.8-21.3 m) MLLW (not located within Gulf sturgeon critical
habitat). The cumulative project footprint is approximately 31,400 ft2 (2,917 m2 or 0.72 acre)
where 960 ft2 (89 m2 or 0.02 acre) are inside Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11.
Deployment of all Santa Rosa County reef materials is expected to take 14 days, working 14
hours per day during daylight hours, thereby limiting the duration of any potential impacts.

3. The Okaloosa County component is located within the GOM off Okaloosa County, Florida
(Figure 7) between 30.3481833°N, 86.7062333°W and 30.3803000°N, 86.4350000°W
(NAD 1983). The 6 sites are located 0.1-2.6 M (0.2-4.8 km) off the Okaloosa county
shoreline (near Okaloosa Island and Destin, Florida) with 2 of the 6 sites within Gulf
sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11. The applicant will place 104 disk reef modules in depths of
9-17 ft (2.7-4.3 m) MLLW within Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11, and will place 800
open-bottom and open-top tetrahedron/pyramid modules in depths of 69-70 ft (21.0-21.3 m)
MLLW (not located within Gulf sturgeon critical habitat). The 0. 1893-M2 (0.6493 km2 or
160 acre) currently permitted artificial reef deployment area will have a cumulative project
footprint of approximately 36,304 ft2 (3,373 m2 or 0.83 acre) where 1,664 ft2 (155 m2 or 0.04
acre) are inside Gulf sturgeon critical habitat. Deployment of all Okaloosa County reef
materials is expected to take 20 days, working 14 hours per day during daylight hours,
thereby limiting the duration of any potential impacts.

Figure 7. Location of artificial reefs (triangles) and Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11-Florida nearshore (red
polygon) in Florida state waters off Okaloosa County.

10



4. The Walton County component is located within the GOM off Walton County, Florida
(Figure 8) between 30.3760833°N, 86.3886667°W and 30.2706167°N, 86.0058000°W
(NAD 1983). The 16 sites are located 0.1-2.85 M (0.2-5.3 km) off the Walton county
shoreline (near Miramar Beach, Seagrove Beach, and Rosemary Beach, Florida) with 13 of
the 16 sites within Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11 and 3 of 16 located outside Gulf
sturgeon critical habitat. The current reef sites are permitted for a cumulative 0.7409 M2
(2.54 km2, 628 acre or 27,353,420 ft2) but only one site (i.e., orange triangle in Figure 8)
contains materials within its 0.0625 M2 (0.21 km2, 214,369 m2, 53 acre or 2,307,449 ft2). Of
those 13 sites within Gulf sturgeon critical habitat, 4 of the sites are situated within 0.1 M
(0.19 km) from shore in 13-2 1 ft (4.0-6.4 m) water depth MLLW and the remaining 9 sites
are located 0.44-0.67 M (0.8 1-1.24 km) from shore in 52-64 ft (15.8-19.5 m) water depth
MLLW. The other 3 sites located outside Gulf sturgeon critical habitat in water depths
ranging from 70-80 ft (2 1.3-24.4 m) MLLW and 1 of the 3 sites contains materials within its
0.0018 M2 (0.006 km2, 1.5 acre, 66,420 ft2). The applicant will place 261 disk reef modules
in depths of 13-2 1 ft (4.0-6.4 m) MLLW within Gulf sturgeon critical habitat, and will place
760 open-bottom and open-top tetrahedronlpyramid modules in depths of 52-80 ft (15.8-24.4
m) MLLW. The 0.7409-M2(2.54 km2 or 628 acre) currently permitted artificial reef
deployment area will have a cumulative project footprint of 37,084 ft2 (3,445 m2 or 0.85
acre) where 4,000 ft2 (372 m2 or 0.09 acre) are inside Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11 at
depths of 13-2 1 ft (or 4.0-6.4 m) MLLW. Deployment of all Walton County reef materials is
expected to take 22 days, working 14 hours per day during daylight hours, thereby limiting
the duration of any potential impacts.

Figure 8. Location of artificial F s (triangles) and C
polygon) in Florida state waters off Walton County.

11-1 ,,rida nearshore (red
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5. The Bay County component is located within the GOM off Bay County, Florida (Figure 9)
between 30.22262000°N, 85.9075833°W and 29.9181667°N, 85.4713167°W (NAD 1983).
The 9 reef sites are permitted for a cumulative 3.50 M2 (12.00 km2, 2,966 acre or
129,217,128ft2)but only one site (i.e., green triangle in Figure 9) contains materials within its
0.0625 M2 (0.21 km2, 53 acre or 2,307,448 ft2). The 9 sites are located 0.1-5 M (or 0.2-9.2
km) off the Bay County shoreline (near Laguna Beach, Panama City Beach, Shell Island, and
Crooked Island, Florida) with 1 site within Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11. The
applicant will place 33 disk reef modules at -15 ft (or 4.6 m) MLLW within Gulf sturgeon
critical habitat, and will place 1,119 open-bottom and open-top tetrahedronlpyramid modules
in depths ranging from 15-75 ft (or 5-23 m) MLLW (not located within Gulf sturgeon critical
habitat nor proposed loggerhead critical habitat). The cumulative project footprint of the
modified artificial reef modules has an area approximately 48,981 ft2 (4,550 m2 or 1.124
acre) where 528 ft2 (49 m2 or 0.012 1 acre) are inside Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11.
Deployment of all Bay County reef materials is expected to take 20 days, working 14 hours
per day during daylight hours, thereby limiting the duration of any potential impacts.

NMFS believes due to the infrequent (i.e., less than 1 per year) reported sightings of smalltooth
sawfish in the proposed project areas, smalitooth sawfish are not likely to be present, thus they
will not be affected by the Florida artificial reef project activities.3 The proposed project is
located approximately 2 M from proposed loggerhead critical habitat Unit N-33 and N-32, thus
the units will not be affected by project activities. Five ESA-listed species of sea turtles (the

NMFS, Recovery Plan for Smalitooth Sawfish (Pristis pectinata), 2006, Prepared by the Smalitooth Sawfish
Recovery Team for the National Marine Fisheries Service: Silver Spring, MD.

Figure 9. Location of artificial reefs (triangles), the Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11- Florida nearshore (red
polygon), and proposed loggerhead critical habitat Unit N-32 (pink polygon) in Florida state waters off Bay County.
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endangered leatherback, Kemp’s ridley, and hawksbill; the threatened/endangered4green; and
the threatened loggerhead), and the threatened Gulf sturgeon can be found in or near the action
area and may be affected by the project.

The proposed project is located within designated Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11 (Florida
Nearshore). The features essential for the conservation of Gulf sturgeon present in Unit 11 are:
abundant prey items; water quality and sediment quality necessary for normal behavior, growth,
and viability of all life stages; and safe and unobstructed migratory pathways necessary for
passage within and between riverine, estuarine, and marine habitats.

Potential project effects to listed species and designated and proposed critical habitat are
discussed separately in the following sections.

Species Effects
NMFS has identified the following potential effects to sea turtles and Gulf sturgeon from the
deployment of these artificial reef materials at the different project locations in Bay, Escambia,
Okaloosa, Santa Rosa, and Walton Counties and concluded that these species are not likely to be
adversely affected.

1. Effects include being struck by artificial reef materials during deployment from barges, or
being struck by the barges.5 Due to the species’ mobility, the risk of injury will be
discountable. The controlled rate of descent of the reef materials and compliance with the
Sea Turtle and Smailtooth Sawfish Construction Conditions will further reduce the risk. The
slow transit speed of the towed barge (5 knots or less) to and from the sites renders the risk of
a vessel strike interaction discountable.

2. Sea turtles may be temporarily unable to use the sites for forage or refuge habitat due to
potential avoidance of deployment activities, but this effect will be insignificant, given the
short duration of deployments. Also, the drop sites consist of coarse-, medium-, and fine
grained terrigenous sands and are unlikely to attract sea turtles because they lack physical
features which could be used for foraging or shelter and these habitat types are very common
throughout this region of the Gulf of Mexico.

3. Post-construction, as their surfaces get colonized and encrusted with marine organisms, the
artificial reef pyramids may attract recreational fishermen and foraging sea turtles, or sea
turtles seeking shelter inside the structures, which may potentially result in interactions with
local fishermen (i.e., by hooking and/or entanglement). Thus, increased fishing effort may
result from the proposed reef creation and associated broken off/remnant fishing lines and
hooks wrapped around the reef structures could pose a long-term entanglement/hooking risk
to foraging sea turtles and Gulf sturgeon. The objective of the restoration effort is to make
up for recreational fishing opportunities lost as a result of the DWH event. Still, the addition
of new artificial reef sites and concomitant new fishing opportunities is not expected to
exceed overall effort levels existing prior to reef creation: One would not expect a new
fisherman to purchase a boat merely to be able to fish the “new” artificial reef. Effort would
merely shift where that effort currently occurs. Consequently, any potential use of each site

Green turtles are listed as threatened, except for breeding populations in Florida and the Pacific coast of Mexico,
which are listed as endangered.

NMFS’s Gulf ofMexico Reef Fish Fishery Biological Opinion, September 30, 2011.
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will likely reduce commercial and recreational pressure at other nearby reef sites (including
natural reefs), resulting in no net increase in commercial and recreational activities in the
area or increased risk of remnant fishing gear entanglement interactions. Compliance with
the Army Corps of Engineers’ and the Environmental Protection Agency’s artificial reef
guidance,6developed and refined over time to avoid adverse impacts to marine wildlife—
including prevention of sea turtles entering and potentially becoming trapped in reef
structures—is a condition of the permit.

4. Sport fishermen boating to and from the artificial reefs will be an indirect effect of the
proposed action. These and other high-speed recreational boats can strike sea turtles, leading
to injury or death. The addition of a new artificial reef to the areas may cause an increase in
vessel traffic to the new sites, but this will generally coincide with fair weather patterns and
calm sea states that will largely allow boaters to detect and avoid most sea turtles in their
path, as they would normally avoid hitting any floating objects. Therefore, we believe the
risk of vessel strike impacts to sea turtles from construction and future use of the reef sites is
discountable. Frequently, sea chop and wind will compel boaters to slow down or curtail
their trips, further reducing the strike risk.7

5. A potential effect at the 9 Walton County sites, that will be placed in 52-64 ft (15.8-19.5 m)
water depth MLLW, is the temporary exclusion from the project areas for Gulf sturgeon
foraging or use as refuge habitat due to potential avoidance of construction activities.
However, these effects will be insignificant because there are equally suitable forage and
refuge habitat in deep as well as shallower waters around the project areas. In addition, Gulf
sturgeon primarily occupied shoreline areas between 2 and 4 m of depth characterized by low
relief sand substrate8. Fox et al. (2002) illustrated that Gulf sturgeon appeared to use only the
deeper bay waters (>4 m) for movement between shoreline areas. Furthermore, the presence
of artificial reefs may provide an indirect benefit to Gulf sturgeon by enhancing the diversity
of available prey.9 Moreover, in-water work (i.e. reef module deployment) will only occur
during daylight hours in a very small portion of the overall project area at any given time,
leaving access to large portions of the project area for foraging and refuge.

6. Gulf sturgeon foraging could be adversely affected by sand displacement and increased
turbidity. The increases in turbidity and the alterations in benthic topography will be
temporary, highly localized, and short-lived (i.e. individual artificial reef deployments range
14-22 days). Although the anticipated project is expected to last up to 2 years, the project
areas should not affect listed species due to the short duration of individual artificial reef
deployments having a cumulative total of 100 days for all 5 counties. Moreover, Gulf
sturgeon have the ability to avoid disturbed areas. Gulf sturgeon are opportunistic feeders
that forage over large distances and thus will be able to locate prey throughout Unit 11 in
areas unaffected by this action and in available sandy areas adjacent to those impacted by this
project.

6 http://www. saj usace.army.mil/Missions/Regulatory/SourceBook.aspx, Permitting: Artificial Reefs
Barnette, M. NMFS Memorandum dated April 18, 2013: Threats and Effects Analysis for Protected Resources on

Vessel Traffic Associated with Dock and Marina Construction. NMFS Southeast Regional Office, Protected
Resources Division.

Fox, D.A., J.E. Hightower, and F.M. Parauka. Estuarine and Nearshore Marine Habitat Use by Gulf Sturgeon from
the Choctawhatchee River System, Florida. in American Fisheries Society Symposium. 2002. American Fisheries
Society.

Boudreaux, ML., J.L. Stiner, and L.J. Walters. 2006. Biodiversity of sessile and motile macrofauna on intertidal
oyster reefs in Mosquito Lagoon, Florida. Journal of Shellfish Research, Vol. 25, No. 3.
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7. The nearest sea turtle nesting beach is approximately 2 M away on the Gulf side of Rabbit
Island (LOGG-N-33) and St. Joseph Bay (LOGG-N-32) (78 FR 43005, July 18, 2013). The
risk that reef deployment impacts from this project would impact any sea turtles approaching
the beach to nest is discountable because the applicant has agreed to restrict construction to
daylight hours; therefore, there would be no potentially disruptive effects from work barge
lighting.

Based on the above analyses, all potential project effects to sea turtles and Gulf sturgeon will be
insignificant or discountable. Based on this information, this project is not likely to adversely
affect listed species under our jurisdiction.

NMFS has also considered the effects of this project in conjunction with the effects associated
with the Phase I and Phase III projects that have previously undergone section 7 consultations
and concludes there are no additive effects of the overall projects that rise above the level of
effects considered for each of the individual projects. The potential impacts to listed species
from construction activities are limited in time and place, and cease to exist once the project is
complete. As stated above, artificial reefs projects may cause a shift in fishing effort and an
increase in vessel traffic. However, NMFS expects that any changes in fishing effort or vessel
traffic will be localized and thus, that combined effects of these artificial reef projects, which are
located throughout the Gulf, will not result in any additional impacts beyond those considered
for each of the individual projects.

Critical Habitat Effects
NMFS believes the project is not likely to adversely affect Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11.
Of the 4 essential features of critical habitat (sediment quality, water quality, prey abundance,
and safe and unobstructed migratory pathways) the latter 3 may be affected, but these effects will
be insignificant. The total project footprint located within Gulf sturgeon critical habitat 11 is
7,152 ft2 (or 664 in2 or 0.16 acre) out of the 4,633,477,000 ft2 (430,464,118 m2 or 106,370 acre)
area. This yields a 0.00015% alteration of Gulf sturgeon critical habitat unit 11, however this
alteration will not appreciably impact any of the essential features of critical habitat as described
below:

1. Sediment quality will not be affected by the placement of artificial reefs associated with
the project activities.

2. Water quality impacts from project activities will be limited to a very short-term
elevation in suspended sediments (i.e., turbidity) in the immediate vicinity of the project
sites associated with placing the reef structures in the water. Increases in turbidity will be
temporary and the disturbed sediments will settle out quickly. The overall suspended
sediment levels in Gulf sturgeon critical habitat unit 11 will not be measurably affected
and the effects are insignificant.

3. Gulf sturgeon prey abundance (and consequently, foraging success) will be
insignificantly affected. The placement of the EcoSystem Reef snorkel disk modules in
shallow water initially removes direct access to prey items to the Gulf sturgeon.
However, this does not permanently impede the availability of prey items. The FWC will
place fully constructed disk reef with a hollow central piling on the sea floor. They will
pump ambient saltwater through the center of the hollow pipe as the pipe subsides to the
appropriate depth in the sand layer. By using this technique, they will displace any prey
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below the immediate footprint of the reef module into ambient sediment. The prey
abundance and Gulf sturgeon foraging will not be significantly affected by the proposed
action because each reef module is only 54-in in diameter and they are spaced out over a
wide area. Based on the size of the project areas and the number of reef modules
proposed (totaling 458 for the 8 artificial reef sites), modules will be spaced one per
1,107 to 3,044 ft2. The placement of the pyramidal/tetrahedron reef units in deeper
waters may initially remove the direct access to prey items to Gulf sturgeon, however the
prey abundance and Gulf sturgeon foraging will not be adversely affected by the
proposed action because each reef are spaced out over a wide area (i.e., 540 units in
2,307,361 ft2 area resulting in 1 artificial reef unit every 4,373 ft2). The artificial reef
footprint of the sediment in critical habitat would preclude sturgeon from feeding within
the footprint of the reefs, but it would not adversely affect prey availability overall in the
areas surrounding the reef modules. The reef placement may result in moving prey items
outside the footprint of the artificial reef but Gulf sturgeon are opportunistic feeders and
will still be able to forage around the structures to find prey.

4. Safe and unobstructed migratory pathways for Gulf sturgeon could be affected by the
placement of artificial reefs by impeding migratory pathways to and from spawning
areas. However, these reef structures are in open water, consist of only a single reef
structure with the reef elevated above the ocean floor, and are spaced out sufficiently for
Gulf sturgeon to move (i.e., modules will be spaced one per 1,107 to 4,373 ft2).
Therefore, the risk of obstructing migratory pathways is discountable.

Finally, as noted above, the presence of artificial reefs may provide an indirect benefit to Gulf
sturgeon by enhancing the diversity of prey available to Gulf sturgeon by creating patchwork
reefs that, over time, provide more dissimilar and structurally complex habitat for prey species.
The presence of reefs may encourage neritic/coastal production that could have a productivity
spillover effects that lead to greater prey availability (e.g., macrofaunal species such as
amphipods, polychaetes, gastropods, and bivalves) in the immediate surroundings for Gulf
sturgeon. Thus, the effects to the essential features that are necessary to support the conservation
of Gulf sturgeon are minor, and there is no discernible impact on the status of that essential
feature in Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11. Based on the preceding, NMFS believes that
effects on the essential features of critical habitat Unit 11 will be insignificant.

NMFS has also considered the effects of this project on Gulf sturgeon critical habitat in
conjunction with the effects associated with the Phase I and Phase III projects that have
previously undergone section 7 consultations. We conclude there are no additive effects of the
overall projects that rise above the level of effects considered for each of the individual projects.
The potential impacts to water and sediment quality from construction activities associated with
all of these projects are localized and temporary. Similarly, any impacts to prey abundance will
be localized and although some projects may displace some prey species, none are expected to
reduce overall prey abundance in the project area or critical habitat unit. NMFS previously
consulted on the Phase III Gulf Island National Seashore beach enhancement project off also
located in Gulf sturgeon critical habitat Unit 11 off Escambia County, Florida, and determined
that the project, which will remove fragments of asphalt and road-base material from the sand in
shallow waters along the beach in, may affect migratory pathways but that any effect will be
insignificant. The proposed artificial reef project has an Escambia County component but none
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of the four Escambia sites is located in Gulf sturgeon critical habitat. Thus, NMFS concludes
none of the proposed artificial reef activities will result in impacts to the migratory pathway
essential feature beyond those previously analyzed.

Summary
Finally, we concur with your project-effect determinations that the Florida Artificial Reef Project
is not likely to adversely affect leatherback, Kemp’s ridley, hawksbill, loggerhead, and green sea
turtles; Gulf sturgeon; and Gulf sturgeon critical habitat.

This concludes the NOAA Restoration Center’s consultation responsibilities under the ESA for
species under NMFS’s purview. Consultation must be reinitiated if a take occurs or new
information reveals effects of the action not previously considered, or the identified action is
subsequently modified in a manner that causes an adverse effect to the listed species or critical
habitat in a manner or to an extent not previously considered, or if a new species is listed or
critical habitat designated that may be affected by the identified action.

We have enclosed additional relevant information for your review. We look forward to further
cooperation with you on other projects to ensure the conservation of our threatened and
endangered marine species and designated critical habitat. If you have any questions on this
consultation, please contact Nicolas Alvarado, Consultation Biologist, at (727) 209-5955, or by
email at Nicolas.Alvarado@noaa.gov.

Sincerely,

1/ Roy E. Crabtree, Ph.D.
Regional Administrator

Enc.: 1. Sea Turtle and Smalitooth Sawfish Construction Conditions (Revised March 23, 2006)
2. PCTS Access and Additional Considerations for ESA Section 7 Consultations

(Revised June 11,2013)

File: 1514-22.C
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PCTS Access and Additional Considerations for ESA Section 7 Consultations  
(Revised 6-11-2013) 

 
Public Consultation Tracking System (PCTS) Guidance: PCTS is a Web-based query system at 
https://pcts.nmfs.noaa.gov/ that allows all federal agencies (e.g., U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
- USACE), project managers, permit applicants, consultants, and the general public to find the 
current status of NMFS’s Endangered Species Act (ESA) and Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) 
consultations which are being conducted (or have been completed) pursuant to ESA Section 7 
and the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act’s (MSA) Sections 
305(b)2 and 305(b)(4).  Basic information including access to documents is available to all. 
 
The PCTS Home Page is shown below.  For USACE-permitted projects, the easiest and quickest 
way to look up a project’s status, or review completed ESA/EFH consultations, is to click on 
either the “Corps Permit Query” link (top left); or, below it, click the “Find the status of a 
consultation based on the Corps Permit number” link in the golden “I Want To…” window. 

 
Then, from the “Corps District Office” list pick the appropriate USACE district.  In the “Corps 
Permit #” box, type in the 9-digit USACE permit number identifier, with no hyphens or letters.  
Simply enter the year and the permit number, joined together, using preceding zeros if necessary 
after the year to obtain the necessary 9-digit (no more, no less) number.  For example, the 
USACE Jacksonville District’s issued permit number SAJ-2013-0235 (LP-CMW) must be typed 
in as 201300235 for PCTS to run a proper search and provide complete and accurate results.  For 
querying permit applications submitted for ESA/EFH consultation by other USACE districts, the 
procedure is the same.  For example, an inquiry on Mobile District’s permit MVN201301412 is 
entered as 201301412 after selecting the Mobile District from the “Corps District Office” list.  
PCTS questions should be directed to Eric Hawk at Eric.Hawk@noaa.gov or (727) 551-5773. 
 
 

mailto:Eric.Hawk@noaa.gov


EFH Recommendations:  In addition to its protected species/critical habitat consultation 
requirements with NMFS’ Protected Resources Division pursuant to Section 7 of the ESA, prior 
to proceeding with the proposed action the action agency must also consult with NMFS’ Habitat 
Conservation Division (HCD) pursuant to the MSA requirements for EFH consultation (16 
U.S.C. 1855 (b)(2) and 50 CFR 600.905-.930, subpart K).  The action agency should also ensure 
that the applicant understands the ESA and EFH processes; that ESA and EFH consultations are 
separate, distinct, and guided by different statutes, goals, and time lines for responding to the 
action agency; and that the action agency will (and the applicant may) receive separate 
consultation correspondence on NMFS letterhead from HCD regarding their concerns and/or 
finalizing EFH consultation.   
 
Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) Recommendations:  The ESA Section 7 process does 
not authorize incidental takes of listed or non-listed marine mammals.  If such takes may occur 
an incidental take authorization under MMPA Section 101 (a)(5) is necessary.  Please contact 
NMFS’ Permits, Conservation, and Education Division at (301) 713-2322 for more information 
regarding MMPA permitting procedures. 
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