TEXAS HABITAT PROTECTION ADVISORY PANEL SUMMARY
NOVEMBER 6, 2008
7 of 10 AP members in attendance

11 others in attendance

6 items on the agenda
Coastal Bend Bays and Estuaries Program 

Mr. Ray Allen from the Coastal Bend Bays and Estuaries Program (CBBEP) stated this program is one of twenty-eight national estuary programs around the country.  He said they spent four and a half years developing a comprehensive conservation management plan that contains approximately 50 action items including everything from public access, water quality, habitat, education, outreach and working with maritime industries.  They are committed to supporting continued economic growth and public use of the bays.  They are a non-profit, non-regulatory organization working with industry, environmental groups, bay users, local governments, and resource managers to implement their plan.  The priority issues are human uses, freshwater inflows, maritime commerce, habitat loss, water and sediment quality, and a strong focus on public education and outreach.  Mr. Allen discussed several projects that the CBBEP is working on in the area.  The projects include restoring tidal flow by cutting levees, restoring oyster reefs, tagging tarpon for mark and recapture study, restoring freshwater inflow in the Nueces River Delta, creating rookery islands for birds, and restoring marsh.  
Issues Facing the Texas Oyster Fishery
Mr. Lance Robinson from the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD) reported that the oyster industry was undergoing changes.  Some of the changes were coming from suggestions within the industry and some were from outside sources.  The commercial landings have gone up over the last 10 to 15 years.  Variability in landings is due to freshwater inflow issues, salinities, disease issues, and fishing pressure.  The independent monitoring data shows the resource as sustainable.  The industry asked TPWD for some license management structure that would cap the number of licenses so that the industry would not expand.  The industry also asked for a reduction in sack limit, area closures as needed to allow oysters to reach marketable size, and to investigate gear impacts on oyster reefs.  TPWD is also discussing a shell recovery program, developing restoration guidelines which should be available next year, and a Vibrio management plan.  
Spotted Sea Trout Advisory for Galveston Bay
Mr. Lance Robinson stated that in June an advisory was issued by the Department of State Health Services for all of Galveston Bay for spotted seatrout and all catfish species because of dioxin and PCB contamination.   He detailed previous fish consumption advisories for Galveston Bay.  Sampling showed that metal and compound levels found in spotted seatrout and catfish during the monitoring were all above the mean confidence level, hence the advisory.  The new Galveston Bay Advisory (ADV-35) actually reads:  Persons should limit consumption of all catfish and spotted seatrout from Galveston Bay to no more than one eight-ounce meal per month and women who are nursing, pregnant, or who may become pregnant and children should not consume catfish and spotted seatrout from Galveston Bay.
Hurricane Ike Impacts to Habitat

Mr. Robinson also made a presentation on the impact Hurricane Ike had on oyster habitat in three areas of Galveston Bay.  He showed images of side scan sonar before and after the storm on the same grids.  TPWD estimated that 50-60% of the oysters were lost due to the storm.  Next, Mr. Jamie Schubert of TPWD gave a presentation on the wetland impacts from Hurricane Ike.  He stated that the vegetation impacts from the storm surge were as far as 15 miles inland.  The salt and depth of the water was very stressful to the freshwater marsh plants.  The impacts on marshes in Galveston Bay were minimal because most of the marshes in Galveston Bay are generally sloping and are quickly drained.  Most impacts were in the inland marshes and the Trinity River Delta.  Another impact is erosion of the beach ridge at McFadden National Wildlife Refuge.  Parts of the beach ridge have been a concern for quite a few years.  Through the years the land elevation has subsided and now there is a regular exchange from the Gulf of Mexico saline waters into this freshwater marsh system
Matagorda Ship Channel Update

Mr. Rusty Swafford from NMFS stated resource agencies had concerns over the oyster impact assessment addressing the salinity increase of anywhere from 1 to possibly 3 to 4 parts per thousand in upper Matagorda and Lavaca Bay in the draft EIS for the deepening of the Matagorda Ship Channel.   Since that time, a panel of oyster experts from around the country met and worked with TPWD data and developed a method that would try to quantify the impacts.  Under the original estimate it was determined that approximately 200 acres would need to be mitigated but after this process it was reduced to about 80 acres of mitigation.  It was a much more defensible assessment using much more statistical science.  NMFS is satisfied it meets the requirements by having been reviewed and developed by the panel of oyster experts. The project itself has not significantly changed since the last time the panel met as far as the potential beneficial uses and the contained disposal areas.  Headquarters is now trying to determine whether or not the project needs to go through the Corps’ External Peer Review Process.  The Corps said if it does go through this process, the best case scenario for the FEIS will be late 2009.  If they are not required to do a review, they should publish the final EIS in the first quarter of 2009.  
Old River Cove Restoration

Mr. Andy Tirpak from TPWD gave presented information on the Old River Cove Restoration Project located in the lower Nueces River.  This project started in 1998 when Chevron was closing portions of their facility in Port Arthur.  Some of these facilities have been in existence and running for over 30 years so over time there have been some substantial changes in habitats and the wildlife in that area.  The project site is in Jefferson and Orange counties near the Louisiana border.  The area is highly organic and has experienced increasing saltwater intrusion and marsh loss.  The project built approximately 85 acres of marsh terraces and mounds.  Chevron developed the process being used for the project where they used slurry pits and transported the material to the actual site.  The project also restored the hydrologic flow in the Old River Bayou system to how it was at the turn of the century.  They replaced culverts to help channelize water from one side of the project to the other.  Chevron will continue monitoring the project for three years after it is completed to document its success.
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