TEXAS HABITAT PROTECTION ADVISORY PANEL SUMMARY

NOVEMBER 10, 2009

7 of 10 AP members in attendance

26 others in attendance

6 items on the agenda

The Ike Dike 

Dr. Bill Merrell from Texas A&M Galveston stated that the Ike Dike would be a coastal barrier to protect the Houston/Galveston Region from hurricane storm surge.  He stated that the barrier was warranted due to the number of people living in the Houston/Galveston region, the petroleum industry in the area, and the region being affected by a major storm about every 15 years.  Large-scale evacuations are increasingly difficult especially for hurricanes that quickly increase in intensity and/or change direction.  Dr. Merrell stated that the Ike Dike would consist of an extension of the 17 foot high coastal barrier from the existing Galveston Seawall to San Luis Pass.  He said this could be near the beach or done by raising the highway, covering a total distance of 18 miles.  Another component would be the addition of a 17 foot high coastal barrier on Bolivar Peninsula from Bolivar Roads to High Island, covering a total distance of 35 miles.  Gates would need to be installed in Galveston Bay that would not impede navigation and allow normal water circulation.  Dr. Merrell said preliminary studies suggest that the Ike Dike will indeed suppress storm surge.  The Advisory Panel (AP) was interested in the potential impacts to habitat, but these were unknown at this time due to the preliminary nature of the planning for the barrier.
Update on Oyster Restoration in Galveston Bay

Mr. Lance Robinson from the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD) gave a presentation on oyster restoration in Galveston Bay since Hurricane Ike.  He said at the last AP meeting they had determined there was a 50% loss of oyster habitat but now they feel it is about a 60% loss.  Hurricane Ike’s storm surge deposited large amounts of sediment throughout Galveston Bay which had a widespread effect on oyster reefs.  Approximately 60% of the reefs in Galveston Bay were buried by sediment from the storm.  East Galveston Bay received the most damage due to large amounts of sediment from Bolivar Peninsula, causing an approximately 80% loss of oyster habitat.  Despite the overall loss of oyster habitat throughout Galveston Bay, there were some positive effects from Hurricane Ike.  Near the Houston Ship Channel oyster reefs were affected by Ike’s fast retreating storm surge.  The high velocity of the retreating storm surge helped remove sediments from some of the reefs creating more surfaces for oyster spat to attach and grow.  Some reefs now rise approximately a foot higher relative to the surrounding bay bottom in the area.  A restoration project in East Bay was completed where they put in 20 acres of habitat using river rock as the cultch material.  Mr. Robinson said they are looking at opportunities to do restoration in certain areas that would be minimally impacted by commercial fishing activity.  One of the restoration projects was designed to create small patch reefs in the vicinity of piers along the north shoreline of Eagle Point in Galveston Bay belonging to waterfront property owners, thereby restricting commercial harvest while increasing fishing opportunities for pier owners and fishermen. Seven pad sites have been built with cultch material (crushed concrete) making up approximately 2 acres of oyster habitat. 

Texas Artificial Reef Program Update 

Mr. Dale Shively from TPWD provided an update on the Texas Artificial Reef Program.  Mr. Shively said to date the program has permitted 58 artificial reef sites.  The majority of the sites are offshore, out of state waters.  The Texas Clipper was a World War II troop transport ship that needed to be cleaned and modified before reefing.  The first step was removing over 210,000 pounds of debris.  Next, approximately 1,680 cubic yards of asbestos, 7,000 pounds of oil sludge, and 330,000 gallons of waste water were removed.  The greatest challenge was removal of PCBs.  Over 72,000 pounds of PCB containing material were removed.  Once the decks were cleaned and walls removed, TPWD discovered a black tar-like substance on the bulkheads and ceilings.  After testing several removal methods, the cleanest and most cost effective method was sand blasting.  The process delayed the project for several more months and generated 317,000 pounds of PCB-contaminated sand media.  Mr. Shively said the main objective in cleaning and modifying the ship for reefing was to keep as much ship structure and detail in place as possible.  Items such as anchors remained on board as habitat and diver attractions.  Two sets of kingposts and three main masts were partially cut to allow for enough clearance over the ship.  The ship was reefed in November 2007.  The permitted reef site is located 17nm from the jetties of Santiago Pass near the Brownsville/South Padre Island area.  The water depth at the site is 135 feet.  The plan was to place the ship on the ocean bottom in an upright position.  The top of the vessel was designed to be 50 feet below the surface, making for a moderately shallow dive.  The contractor’s sink plan did not work.  It ended up on the port side in 136 feet of water so it is 66 feet to the tallest point, which is the hull.  A settlement was reached with the contractor on the Texas Clipper project.  It was decided that instead of going through lengthy litigation the contractor would help fund and do reef projects for TPWD.  The agreed amount of compensations was approximately $1 million.  
The Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary Management Plan Review

Mr. G.P. Schmahl from the Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary (FGBNMS) discussed the Sanctuaries’ update of their management plan.   He stated that the sanctuary was designated in 1992 and includes East and West Flower Garden and Stetson Banks.  It is located 93 to 104 nautical miles offshore.  The FGBNMS is 56 square miles in depths of 55 to 500 feet.  The Flower Garden Banks and Stetson Bank are only three of dozens of reefs and banks that parallel the edge of the continental shelf in the northwestern Gulf of Mexico.  The FGBNMS harbors significant biological communities.  All sanctuaries are required to have a management plan which establishes management priorities and performance measures for all sites.  The FGBNMS Management Plan Review has been ongoing for three years.  The first step in the process is to indentify the most important issues that need to be addressed in the management plan review.  Fishing was the top concern and it was stated repeatedly by constituents that the FGBNMS needed stringent regulations, and hook and line should be the only gear type allowed.  Several nearby banks were suggested for expansion of the Sanctuary.  Mr. Schmahl said they will propose the same regulations for the expansion as currently exists for the FGBNMS.  The Advisory Council will suggest that one of the banks be closed and the others would remain open to fishing and it would be monitored to see what impacts the closure would have.  They are hoping to release the plan to the public in January 2010.  They hope to finalize the management plan by the end of 2010.  
The South Padre Island Second Access Project
Mr. Danny Allen from HNTB Corporation stated his company was currently developing an environmental impact statement for a second access point to South Padre Island.  The study area includes the communities of Port Isabel, South Padre Island, Laguna Vista and Laguna Heights.  The purpose and need consist of 5 different objects:  to facilitate congestion management during peak periods and emergency evacuations; to enhance safety and mobility; to provide infrastructure necessary to support economic development; it would have to be done in a timely manner; and be environmentally sensitive.  After screening, they developed five possible bridge alternatives.  One of the major constraints of the project is the very well developed seagrass beds both on the mainland and island sides.  In order to assess whether each of these alternatives have a different impact on the seagrass beds, they accessed potential impacts by doing a survey in July to identify the diversity, percent cover, and richness of the seagrass beds.  Sampling points were established and they concluded there was no significant difference between any of the alternatives on seagrass density, diversity, or richness.  In addition to the direct impacts the structure would have on the seagrass beds they also looked at the indirect impacts such as scour from the bridge supports and shading effects from the bridge to the seagrass in the area.  The estimates will be used to help determine appropriate measures for compensatory mitigation based on loss of seagrass production in addition to mitigation from direct impacts.  Mr. Allen said the entire area of lower Laguna Madre is EFH and they will be working with NMFS to develop EFH assessments.  Mr. Allen stated that the current “preferred alternative” would impact approximately 40 acres of seagrass.
Juvenile Red Snapper Habitat Use
Dr. David Wells from Texas A&M Galveston discussed the work he had done on habitat utilitzation of juvenile red snapper.  The three objectives of the project were to map historically important red snapper nursery habitat in the northern Gulf with digital side scan sonar; examine the effect of habitat type on juvenile red snapper density, growth, and diet in the north central Gulf; and examine effect of habitat type on juvenile red snapper density, growth, and mortality in the north western Gulf.   They examined NMFS fall groundfish survey data over a ten year period to determine where the majority of the juvenile red snapper were being caught.  They then used side scan sonar on high, low, and two mid-density areas.  What they found in these four areas were the high density areas had a high content of shell.  The low density areas consisted of low shell, and the mid density areas were sand.  In addition to the sand and shell habitat they wanted to evaluate the importance of natural reef habitats.  During 2004 and 2005 they sampled in the north central Gulf using standard otter trawls.  They did this in collaboration with NMFS Pascagoula Lab.  They used that data to quantify habitat types.  Dr. Wells stated that age 0 juveniles were mainly in the sand and low shell habitats.  The age 0.5+ were over the high shell and reef habitats.  He said at age 1 the majority were over the higher reef habitats.  He said they used a number of different gear types to get ideas of what different size and age classes of red snapper were in each habitat.  He said when they looked at the video data for total length by the different habitats; the video data corroborated the trawl data.  They found larger individuals over the reef habitat than either the shell or the sand.  They were slightly larger over the shell than the sand.  The largest sizes were on the inner reef system and found in the summer months, and then they gradually saw smaller sizes.  They found faster growth rates over the sand than the other habitat types suggesting the sand/mud habitats are possibly as equally important as the others.  There are ontogenetic diet shifts from juveniles, sub-adults to adults.  The prey source habitat for adults appears to be sand and not necessarily the reefs themselves.  He said in the north western Gulf they surveyed four different banks, Freeport Rocks, Heald Bank, Sabine Bank, and Rio Grande Bank.  He concentrated on work from the Freeport Rocks area where the bathymetric high is composed primarily of relic oyster shell material with mixes of sand and mud.  He said looking at the density by habitat they did not find any significant difference in densities.   He stated that the growth rates paralleled the growth rates in the north central gulf.  The mortality rate, again using a similar method of just the decline of the catch, once again paralleled with what they found in the north central gulf.  In conclusion, they saw a trend that the red snapper displayed ontogenetic habitat shifts from low relief/soft bottom sand or mud habitat to high relief/hard bottom shell habitat.  Red snapper ontogenetic habitat shifts are likely a function of the structural complexity, not necessarily enhanced growth and feeding opportunities.  Dr. Wells concluded that Essential Fish Habitat for red snapper should include all habitats used throughout its life history.  

Recommendations to the Council 
The AP recommended that the Council be ready for the DEIS on South Padres Island second access project.  It will be a major impact to EFH.  An AP member stated that based on the meetings he had attended they are focusing on developing the north end of the island mainly for holiday weekends and spring break.  He said in reference to hurricane evacuation, there are not that many people on the island.  There will be major impacts so the Council should be ready to respond to the NEPA documents when they are distributed.  A motion was passed that the Council should review the DEIS for the second access to South Padres Island very carefully because of the potential major impacts to EFH.  
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