LOUISIANA/MISSISSIPPI HABITAT PROTECTION ADVISORY PANEL SUMMARY
November 13, 2008
5 of 10 AP members in attendance

5 others in attendance

4 items on the agenda

Donaldsonville to the Gulf Levee Project

Mr. Nathan Dayan from the Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) discussed the proposed hurricane levee alignments for the Barataria Basin in southeastern Louisiana.  He stated that the primary project purpose was flood damage risk reduction.  Currently, four levee alignments have been proposed for the area.  Each alignment has its advantages and disadvantages along with various impacts on wetlands.  At the request of the AP, Mr. Dayan discussed in detail the proposed Gulf Intracoastal Waterway (GIWW) alignment that follows the GIWW from Larose to the east across the basin.  This alignment is the shortest of all the proposed levee alignments, but could have the most impact on essential fish habitat.  It would essentially cut the Barataria estuary in half, disconnecting the lower estuary from the nutrients, freshwater inflow, and sediment in the upper estuary.  AP members expressed concerns over the project’s lack of restoration.  The AP was also concerned that wetlands behind the levee would be developed after levee completion and how the project did not account for this or protect these wetlands.  While the GIWW alignment would be most cost effective alignment since it is the shortest alignment, the AP agreed that other alignments would benefit the environment more.  
Hurricane Impacts to Habitat

Ms. Heather Warner-Finley of the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries discussed the impacts of Hurricanes Gustav and Ike on habitat in south Louisiana.  She stated that after the passage of the storms that there were reports of floating marsh grass from all areas of the coast.  Hurricane Ike had an extremely large wind field that covered most of Louisiana in hurricane force winds.  She showed images of large marsh balls or large clumps of marsh that had been rolled up into a ball.  She stated that over 10,000 nutria had washed ashore in Mississippi after Hurricane Gustav.  She reported that the Isle Derniere island chain had taken a direct blow from Hurricane Gustav and that there was significant beach erosion, over-washing, and scour.  She then discussed the various pollution events associated with the hurricanes.  She stated that an estimated 500,000 gallons of oil had been spilled from 448 oil releases with an additional 3,000 pollution reports.  She reported that oyster mortalities east of the Mississippi River were highest north of the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet and mortality rates reached as high as 24% there.  She stated that oyster mortalities for the Barataria/Terrebonne Basin averaged about 30%.  She stated that vast areas of freshwater marsh were burned by the storm surge associated with the storms.  She reported that there were fish kills associated with the storms, but these were mainly confined to freshwater areas.  Finally, Ms. Warner-Finley stated that the economic impact of the storms on fisheries was between $158 and 240 million for the commercial fishing industry.
Monitoring Results from the 2008 Bonnet Carré Spillway Opening

Dr. Chris Brantley of the Army Corps of Engineers made a presentation on the history of the Bonnet Carré Spillway as well as preliminary results from monitoring the 2008 opening. He outlined the history of flooding in the lower Mississippi River Valley including the great flood of 1927.  After the 1927 flood, the Bonnet Carré site was selected as the controlled spillway site to protect New Orleans from flooding.  The Bonnet Carré was designed to allow up to 250,000 cfs of water to move from the Mississippi River into Lake Pontchartrain.  Since the spillway’s completion in 1937, it has been operated nine times including the 2008 opening.  The 2008 opening started on April 11, 2008 and continued until May 8.  The peak flow was 160,000 cfs.  He reported that monitoring showed that salinities were low in the southern half of Lake Pontchartrain and that estuarine finfish were displaced from the western part of the lake.  A small algae bloom occurred in the northwest corner of the lake.  No significant oyster mortalities were reported and an average brown shrimp season was reported for the lake.  Blue crab CPUE was above average in 2008.  The AP then discussed the potential benefits of small diversions into Lake Pontchartrain.  The AP passed a motion that the Council should request that the Corps consider using the Bonnet Carré spillway annually to divert up to 10,000 cfs during high river stages for fishery and habitat benefits.
Open Water Disposal of Dredge Material in Mississippi Sound

Mr. Jeff Rester stated that the original speaker for this presentation had cancelled two days before the meeting.  He stated that in the draft supplemental environmental impact statement for the Pascagoula

Harbor Federal Navigation Project the Corps had proposed to dispose of dredged material from the navigation channel directly into Mississippi Sound.  He stated that Mississippi Sound has seen an 85% decrease in seagrass coverage since the 1960s mainly due to water quality.  The Council had expressed their concerns over this proposed open water disposal while reviewing the DSEIS.  Since the DSEIS, the Corps has now proposed to allow open water disposal for all Corps dredging projects in Mississippi Sound.   Mr. Rester stated that he will continue to monitor this issue and schedule the presentation for the next AP meeting.  The AP passed a motion that the Council continue to monitor the proposal for open water disposal of dredged material in Mississippi Sound due to serious concerns about the impact of the proposal on fish habitat.

Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration (LaCPR) Project Update

The original speaker for this presentation did not show up, so Mr. Rick Hartman from the National Marine Fisheries Service provided a brief update.  He stated that after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005, the Corps was ordered by Congress to provide a report examining a comprehensive hurricane protection analysis and design for Louisiana and examining a full range of flood control, coastal restoration, and hurricane protection measures from a storm surge equivalent to a “Category 5” hurricane.  Mr. Hartman stated that he was concerned that a NEPA analysis was not being conducted for LaCPR and that all of the impacts from these stand alone projects were not being evaluated programmatically.  Each component that was authorized would be required to mitigate for impacts, but no overall mitigation plan was being proposed.  He stated that the Council should continue to monitor the development and implementation of LaCPR.
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