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SUBJECT:

Essential Fish Habitat Assessment and Consultation on Southeast
and Gulf of Mexico Region Field Operations Programmatic
Environmental Assessment

NOAA’s Office of National Marine Sanctuaries (ONMS) requests a general concurrence from
NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) pursuant to §305(b) of the MagnusonStevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSA; 15 U.S.C. 1855(b)) for field
operations in the Southeast and Gulf of Mexico region.
ONMS determined that while some of its field operations could adversely impact designated
Essential Fish Habitat, the impacts would be minor. In addition, the thorough mitigation
measures already in place for field operations in the region will ensure any adverse impacts
remain below the minimum threshold.
The attached Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment and Essential Fish Habitat (EFH)
Assessment describe in detail the activities and mitigations within the scope of this analysis. The
EFH Assessment forms part of the broader environmental assessment for the region’s field
operations, but is also attached separately here for your ease of reference. Although ONMS is
requesting a general concurrence, should NMFS provide any Conservation Recommendations;
these will also be included in the programmatic environmental assessment.
Thank you for your assistance; we look forward to working with you as you complete this
review.
cc:

David Dale
Fishery Biologist, Habitat Conservation Division

Enclosure: Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment and Essential Fish Habitat
Assessment for Southeast and Gulf of Mexico Field Operations
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Essential Fish Habitat Assessment
1.0 Introduction
The consultation requirements of §305(b) of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation
and Management Act (MSA; 15 U.S.C. 1855(b)) provide that:
•

Federal agencies must consult with the Secretary on all actions, or proposed actions,
authorized, funded, or undertaken by the agency, that may adversely affect
essential fish habitat (EFH);

•

the Secretary shall provide recommendations (which may include measures to
avoid, minimize, mitigate, or otherwise offset adverse effects on EFH) to conserve
EFH to Federal or state agencies for activities that would adversely affect EFH;

•

the Federal action agency must provide a detailed response in writing to the
National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries) and to any Council commenting
under §305(b)(3) of the MSA within 30 days after receiving an EFH Conservation
Recommendation.

2.0 Program Description
The Programmatic Environmental Assessment of Field Operations in the Southeast and Gulf
of Mexico National Marine Sanctuaries developed by NOAA’s Office of National Marine
Sanctuaries (ONMS) describes current and ongoing activities for research and management
in three sites: Gray’s Reef National Marine Sanctuary, Florida Keys National Marine
Sanctuary, and Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary.
Section 2 of this document, the Description of Proposed Action and Alternatives, describes
the activities ONMS undertakes as part of its field operations in these sites.
3.0 Essential Fish Habitat in the Region
Gray’s Reef National Marine Sanctuary, Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary
and Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary overlap with EFH in the Gulf of Mexico for Red
Drum, Reef Fish, Coastal Migratory Pelagics, Shrimp, Stone Crab, Spiny Lobster and Coral. A
complete description of the EFH designations and the criteria used to determine them is
available in the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council’s Final Gulf Council EFH
Amendment (March 2005).
Red Drum EFH: all estuaries; Vermilion Bay, Louisiana, to the eastern edge of Mobile Bay,
Alabama, out to depths of 25 fathoms; Crystal River, Florida, to Naples, Florida, between
depths of 5 and 10 fathoms; and Cape Sable, Florida, to the boundary between the areas
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covered by the GMFMC and the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council (SAFMC)
between depths of 5 and 10 fathoms.
Reef Fish and Coastal Migratory Pelagics EFH: all estuaries; the US/Mexico border to the
boundary between the areas covered by the GMFMC and the (SAFMC) from estuarine
waters out to depths of 100 fathoms.
Shrimp EFH: all estuaries; the US/Mexico border to Fort Walton Beach, Florida, from
estuarine waters out to depths of 100 fathoms; Grand Isle, Louisiana, to Pensacola Bay,
Florida, between depths of 100 and 325 fathoms; Pensacola Bay, Florida, to the boundary
between the areas covered by the GMFMC and the SAFMC out to depths of 35 fathoms,
with the exception of waters extending from Crystal River, Florida, to Naples, Florida,
between depths of 10 and 25 fathoms and in Florida Bay between depths of 5 and 10
fathoms.
Stone Crab EFH: all estuaries; the US/Mexico border to Sanibel, Florida, from estuarine
waters out to depths of 10 fathoms; and from Sanibel, Florida, to the boundary between
the areas covered by the GMFMC and the SAFMC from estuarine waters out to depths of
15 fathoms.
Spiny Lobster EFH: from Tarpon Springs, Florida, to Naples, Florida, between depths of 5
and 10 fathoms; and Cape Sable, Florida, to the boundary between the areas covered by
the GMFMC and the SAFMC out to depths of 15 fathoms.
Coral EFH: the total distribution of coral species and life stages throughout the Gulf of
Mexico including: coral reefs in the North and South Tortugas Ecological Reserves, East and
West Flower Garden Banks, McGrail Bank, and the southern portion of Pulley Ridge; hard
bottom areas scattered along the pinnacles and banks from Texas to Mississippi, at the
shelf edge and at the Florida Middle Grounds, the southwest tip of the Florida reef tract,
and predominant patchy hard bottom offshore of Florida from approximately Crystal River
south to the Florida Keys. Coral and live bottom areas of SAFMC jurisdiction, including The
Ten-Fathom Ledge, Big Rock, and The Point; Hurl Rocks and The Charleston Bump; Gray’s
Reef National Marine Sanctuary; The Phragmatopoma (worm reefs) reefs off the central
east coast of Florida; nearshore (0-4 meters; 0-12 feet) hard bottom off the east coast of
Florida from Cape Canaveral to Broward County); offshore (5-30 meter; 15-90 feet) hard
bottom off the east coast of Florida from Palm Beach County to Fowey Rocks; Biscayne Bay,
Florida; Biscayne National Park, Florida; and the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary.
Oculina Banks off the east coast of Florida from Ft. Pierce to Cape Canaveral.
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4.0 Assessment of Effects on Essential Fish Habitat
NOAA Fisheries’ Office of Habitat Conservation has identified the following ONMS activities
as those that may adversely affect Essential Fish Habitat (all activities are described in detail
in Section 2 of this document):
General ONMS Field Operations across the Southeast and Gulf of Mexico Region:
• Vessel operations
Potential impacts may include anchor damage and risk of vessel grounding, which
may adversely affect bottom habitat. Pollutant discharge from vessels may
adversely affect pelagic habitat in the water column.
• SCUBA or snorkel operations
Potential impacts may include divers kicking bottom, which may adversely affect
bottom habitat. Diving gear acting as vectors for invasive species spread may
adversely affect both bottom habitat and pelagic habitat.
• Deployment of AUVs/ROVs/Gliders/Drifters
Potential impacts may include unintentional contact with coral on bottom and
grounding risk from either the survey equipment or the main vessel from which it is
deployed.
• Deployment of Equipment on the Seafloor (e.g., buoys; instrumentation; permanent
anchors)
Potential impacts may include contact with coral or seagrass on bottom during
installation of such equipment or in the event that such equipment breaks free from
its moorings.
• Other Sampling Activities
Specific Projects in Gray’s Reef National Marine Sanctuary:
• Gliders and ROVs are occasionally (once a year or less) deployed at GRNMS.
Specific Projects in Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary:
• None
Specific Projects in Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary:
• ROVs are deployed annually during monitoring surveys at FGBNMS.
5.0 Proposed Mitigation Measures
Great care is taken to avoid bottom contact with survey vehicles, as such contact has the
potential to damage the vehicle and the habitat. ONMS staff and contractors follow a set
of best management practices (BMP) to minimize any potential damage to bottom habitat
or the water column to the greatest extent possible. Across all three sites in the region,
managers limit activities in accordance with the following BMPs: instruments are deployed
and lowered onto sandy substrate whenever possible; deployment of instruments occurs
slowly and under constant supervision to minimize risk and mitigate impacts if a collision or
3

entanglement occurs; and while vehicles or personnel are deployed, spotters monitor the
activities at all times. Lastly, ONMS typically does not allow night operations.
6.0 Conclusion
ONMS expects the adverse effects on EFH from the field operations described above to be
minimal. This conclusion is based on the relatively small number of days at sea, divers and
equipment deployments conducted annually, as well as the rigorous best management
practices and training protocols in place for ONMS staff and contractors.
7.0 Revision, Tracking, and Review
If any changes are made to the ONMS Southeast and Gulf of Mexico field operations such
that there may be different adverse effects on EFH, ONMS will notify NOAA Fisheries and
the agencies will discuss whether the programmatic Conservation Recommendations
should be revised. ONMS will provide NOAA Fisheries with an annual report of all field
operations undertaken under the PEA. Every five years, NOAA Fisheries will review these
programmatic EFH Conservation Recommendations and determine whether they should be
updated to account for new information or new technology.
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