LOUISIANA/MISSISSIPPI HABITAT PROTECTION ADVISORY PANEL SUMMARY

October 29, 2009
5 of 10 AP members in attendance

7 others in attendance

6 items on the agenda
The Mississippi Coastal Improvements Program 

Dr. Susan Rees of the Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) stated that the Mississippi Coastal Improvements Program (MCIP) was a comprehensive plan for coastal Mississippi that consisted of structural, nonstructural and environmental project elements.  The project elements would address hurricane and storm damage reduction, salt water intrusion, shoreline erosion, and fish and wildlife preservation.  The MCIP was built upon a multiple lines of defense concept for protecting resources and communities.  Various levels of sea level rise were taken into consideration for all planning scenarios.  Dr. Rees discussed fifteen projects that had been proposed for phase I of the MCIP.  These included various marsh and barrier island restoration projects as well as buyout programs and flood proofing projects.  Five of the projects have been completed with all but two projects being under construction.  Approximately $439 million had been dedicated towards phase I projects with the total cost of phase I projects projected to be $1.2 billion.   
Deepwater Coral in the Gulf of Mexico 

Mr. James Sinclair from the Minerals Management Service (MMS) stated that MMS was responsible for the leasing of federal waters bottoms around the country and had lease stipulations to protect habitat.  Protected habitats included seagrass, hardbottom, and coral areas.  Mr. Sinclair stated that in the deepwater Gulf of Mexico approximately 762 square miles of acoustic anomalies have been recorded during surveys.  These areas represent probable areas for chemosynthetic communities and deepwater coral habitat.  This represents approximately 0.6% of the northern Gulf of Mexico continental slope.  Mr. Sinclair stated that chemotrophic bacteria create hardbottom and that coral communities live on the periphery of the sites or colonize the area after the decline of chemosynthetic communities.  Therefore, hardbottoms were protected because of their potential to support chemosynthetic and live bottom communities.  Mr. Sinclair discussed the location of Lophelia pertusa reefs.  Lophelia forms nearly monotypic stands of coral in water below 290 meters in the Gulf of Mexico.  He stated that MMS has several measures in place to protect Lophelia and other environmentally sensitive areas from natural resource extraction.

Individual Environmental Report 11

Ms. Laura Lee Wilkinson from the Corps discussed the Seabrook Floodgate that would provide hurricane storm surge protection on the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal in New Orleans.  She also discussed the hydrodynamic modeling and particle tracking model for larval fish transport in response to proposed navigation structures on the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO), Gulf Intracoastal Waterway (GIWW), and Bayou Bienvenue.  The structures include a surge barrier/floodgate at Seabrook, sector gates on the GIWW, a vertical lift gate at Bayou Bienvenue, and a floodwall on the MRGO.  All of these structures could possibly affect circulation and marine fish recruitment within the Lake Pontchartrain estuary.  She stated the Corps had recently completed a hydrodynamic model and particle tracking model to see how the structures would affect circulation and larval fish recruitment.  The model showed that the Seabrook Floodgate does impact water movement at the GIWW and Bayou Bienvenue structure locations.  Ms. Wilkinson reported that the three gate structure at Seabrook produces water movement magnitudes similar to those experienced under the base condition.  She stated that the closure of the MRGO at La Loutre significantly changes the circulation through the GIWW into Lake Pontchartrain.  She stated that a change to the final plan appeared to increase the recruitment rates within the estuary.  Finally she reported that despite the impact shown, particles were still moving within the system, but there was just a lag in their recruitment time.  Also, all possible recruitment regions (Lake Borgne) were not considered in the model.

Potential Estuarine and Marine Impacts from the Proposed Richton Salt Dome Strategic Petroleum Reserve 

Ms. Cynthia Ramseur from Natural Resources Development Inc. stated that the Energy Act of 2005 authorized the expansion of the U.S. Strategic Petroleum Reserve (SPR), from 747 million barrels to one billion barrels.  The Department of Energy (DOE) proposed to create a new 160 million barrel SPR at Richton, Mississippi and increase capacity at two older sites.  The project would involve using 50 million gallons of water a day from the Leaf River to hollow out the salt dome at Richton.  The 260 ppt brine would be disposed of approximately 4 miles south of Horn Island and Mississippi Sound.  A Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) on the project was released in late 2007, but the DOE decided to move the freshwater intake from the Leaf River to the Pascagoula River after the Final EIS was released.  Therefore a Supplemental EIS was scheduled to be released in 2008 examining this change of water withdrawal and examining the impacts of reduced freshwater inflow to Mississippi Sound and brine disposal.  The Supplemental EIS has been delayed without explanation, but Ms. Ramseur stated that land acquisition for the project has continued. Ms. Ramseur stated that the largest impacts from this project were unknown since the Final EIS was not very detailed and the Supplemental EIS had not been completed or released for public review.  After discussion, the AP passed a unanimous motion that the AP request the Council to send a letter to the DOE requesting no further action on the Richton SPR project until the concerns the Council has already stated were addressed in a Supplemental EIS.  
Open Water Disposal of Dredge Material in Mississippi Sound 

Ms. Jennifer Jacobson from the Corps stated there were several federally maintained navigation channels in Mississippi Sound.  She stated that these channels were maintained via a variety of different dredges.  She reported that the lower portions of the Pascagoula Harbor channel were dredged approximately every 18 months and produced from 200,000 to 1,200,000 cubic yards of dredge material depending on the location.  This dredge spoil was disposed of in a variety of ways including open water disposal within Mississippi Sound.  She stated that the Gulfport Harbor channel would soon be widened with some of the dredged material being placed to the west of the channel to allow alongshore transport of the material to Cat Island.  Other dredge spoil would be transported to a beneficial use area to the east of the Chandeleur Islands to help nourish the islands.  Ms. Jacobson stated that no estuarine emergent wetlands, oyster reefs, or SAVs were adversely affected by the Corps’ dredging operations in Mississippi Sound.  She stated that approximately 30,000 acres of the 1,184,129 acres of Mississippi Sound bottom would be affected and of this only a small fraction of this total area would likely be affected during any year.  She stated that the Corps uses thin layer disposal where feasible and that benthic recovery occurred within a few months.  She reported that the increased water column turbidity during dredging was temporary and localized.  The spatial extent of elevated turbidity was expected to be within 750 feet of the operation and generally return to ambient conditions within a few days.  Finally, she stated that due to the phased nature of the channel maintenance and the small area of Mississippi Sound that would be affected at a given point in time, no significant long-term impacts were expected to occur.

Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Plan Projects in Planning Unit 1

Mr. Tim Axtman from the Corps discussed the Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Plan (LACPR) and the hurricane protection projects proposed for Planning Unit 1, the area east of New Orleans.  He stated that the Corps leveraged the Louisiana State Master Plan and used the plan to ensure that the LACPR technical report covered a broad array of alternatives based on that plan.  These alternatives included a multiple lines of defense strategy; restoration of the barrier islands, ridges, and coastal wetlands; nonstructural defense like buyouts, relocations, and elevating structures; and structural defense like levees, floodwalls, floodgates, and pumps.  He stated that Planning Unit 1 was everything east of the Mississippi River from Baton Rouge to the mouth of the River.  He stated that this area would be very susceptible to hurricane storm surge in the future without protection measures.  He stated that a multicriteria decision analysis was completed to examine alternatives under a variety of hurricane strength and sea level rise scenarios.  Mr. Axtman showed maps of where the Corps proposed buyouts, freshwater diversions, levees, and other means to increase hurricane protection.

Other Business
The Chairman, Mr. Richard Hartman from NMFS stated that there were currently four proposed levee alignments for the Donaldsonville to the Gulf hurricane protection project.  He stated that the GIWW alignment was really being pushed as the preferred alternative.  He stated that the Corps was not evaluating the other alignments as much as this one.  He stated that a Draft EIS would be out late next fall.  He stated that NMFS, EPA, and FWS were all concerned about this alignment.  
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