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Goal 7:  Reduce Impacts of Coastal Uses

Goal

Reduce the impact of human coastal activities on coral reef ecosystems.

Objectives  

1. Develop informal guidance, protocols and technical assistance programs to reduce the risks of damage to coral reefs resulting from activities conducted, funded or approved by federal agencies.

2. Strengthen, improve, and integrate federal and state permitting and management programs for coastal development activities impacting coral reef habitats by developing technical guidance, impact thresholds, and policy directives that minimize or prevent adverse impacts to coral reef ecosystems.

3. Initiate actions at the national and international levels to prevent vessel groundings and other vessel-related impacts by improving seamanship, strengthening aids to navigation, enhancing vessel traffic management measures; installing and maintaining mooring buoys in areas where anchor damage is likely.

4. Develop standard vessel grounding response, enforcement and injury assessment guidance and improve our ability to remove grounded and abandoned vessels and restore damaged habitat by enhancing local and regional emergency response capabilities, strengthening and standardizing enforcement and damage assessment actions, and identifying gaps in existing legal authorities.

5. Strengthen existing and develop new resource management programs and protected areas to address the broad range of coastal activities. This may include developing new programs, policies, and regulations to address resource protection threats.

6. Develop mitigation guidelines for coastal development projects that are deemed essential by federal state and territory agencies.

Rationale and Plan of Action

Coral reef ecosystems are being continually, and in some cases irreparably, damaged by a number of potentially avoidable human activities.  Coastal activities like dredging for navigation or marinas, construction of breakwaters and other hardened shoreline protection measures, beach re-nourishment, sand mining, pipelines and cable installation, and land-use practices (e.g. road construction, mangrove deforestation, and land reclamation for agricultural and urban development) decrease water quality around reefs.  Increased coastal tourism has led to increased pressure on coral reef resources, either through direct impacts on the reefs or indirectly through increased levels of coastal development, sewage discharge, vessel traffic, etc.

As the number of people using and transiting coral reefs increases annually, so too has the frequency of vessel groundings on reefs.  Vessels striking shallow coral reefs can cause profound damage to the habitat by dislodging, crushing and fracturing the benthic community, displacing resident fishes, and eliminating habitat structure that is the result of hundreds of years of growth. In addition, propeller scarring, anchoring and other physical impacts are of growing concern in near shore habitats. Some impacted habitats cannot recover without direct, and often expensive, human intervention in the form of immediate clean up of debris, emergency triage of injured animals, stabilization of unconsolidated surfaces and reinforcement of the reef framework, and long-term restoration of habitats and benthic communities.

These growing pressures are signs of the rapid growth in coastal populations and tourism over the past few decades, and of current resource limitations in programs responsible for implementation and enforcement of existing conservation authorities. Many of the adverse habitat impacts of coastal development, shoreline modification and vessel groundings can be prevented through consistent and proactive application of existing federal and state authorities and programs. While vessel groundings are unlikely to be completely avoided, prompt and careful removal of the vessel and evaluation of the injuries, followed by a rapid implementation of remedial actions can significantly reduce collateral damage and enhance survivorship of corals and other reef species. 

Summary of Implementation 

The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, with additional funding from the Environmental Protection Agency, initiated an investigation of completed Federally funded or permitted coastal construction projects in the U.S. Pacific (Clean Water Act : 404 and Rivers and Harbors Act: Section 10) where there were unavoidable impacts to coral reef ecosystems. Projects examined were those where compensatory mitigation should have been recommended and implemented, as a result of these unavoidable impacts. 

The project impacts were assessed and the effectiveness of the compensatory mitigation to offset the unavoidable losses was examined. All projects were subject to FWS, EPA, National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) mitigation policies, which aim to avoid, minimize, and where there are unavoidable impacts, provide compensatory mitigation to offset coral reef ecosystem losses. Of over 500 projects reviewed (1975-2001), files for 38 projects were useable for the analysis. These projects removed 1,651 acres of coral reef habitat and compensatory mitigation should have been recommended and implemented. The Federal resource agencies recommended compensatory mitigation for only 19 projects (50%) and some form of compensatory mitigation was implemented in 9 projects (24%). Of the cases examined, only four projects (11%) were effective in offsetting the losses to the coral reef ecosystem. These five projects compensated for the loss of 11 acres or 0.7% of the total acres (1,651) of coral reef habitat lost from all 38 projects. 

Summary and Recommendations 

Despite individual Federal agency's mitigation policies designed to provide compensatory mitigation for unavoidable losses to the coral reef ecosystem, the investigation documented limited implementation of these policies and poor effectiveness of the mitigation effort. The report for this investigation provides recommendations to guide improvements in compliance and effectiveness of future coral reef mitigation. Recommendations include: 

1. establish a coordinated local Interagency Coral Reef Mitigation Policy; 

2. closely correlate coral reef ecosystem functions and values lost to those gained through compensatory mitigation; and 

3. implement a monitoring and tracking system that will increase the resource agencies effectiveness in achieving adequate compensatory mitigation. 

In July 2002, the Interagency Coral Reef Mitigation Working Group was formed. This working group includes the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Environmental Protection Agency, National Marine Fisheries Service, Army Corps of Engineers (Regulatory and Civil Works), and the State of Hawaii natural resource agency. The group is currently working to address the problems outlined in the above report and is meeting on a monthly basis to write an Interagency Coral Reef Mitigation Policy.

The following outlines the grants that were considered and funded during FY 2002 and 2003:

In 2002, the Coral Reef Conservation Grants program awarded 18 grants to States and Territories in the amount of $5,482,021. The total non-Federal match to this funding was $1,831,727.
In 2003, the Coral Reef Conservation Grants program awarded 42 grants to States and Territories in the amount of $4,986,122 out of a total of $5,947,042 that was requested from prospective grantees. The total non-Federal match to this funding was $1,581,224. 

Highlights 

Objectives 1 and 2: Develop informal guidance, protocols and technical assistance programs to reduce the risks of damage to coral reefs resulting from federal agency activities.  Strengthen federal and state permitting and management programs for coastal development activities impacting coral reef habitats to minimize or prevent adverse impacts to coral reef ecosystems

In 2002, a review of how Federal programs addressed damage to coral reefs caused by coastal construction projects was conducted.  That review showed limited implementation of individual Federal agency mitigation policies designed to provide compensatory mitigation for unavoidable losses to the coral reef ecosystem, resulting in poor effectiveness of mitigation efforts.  As a result, an Interagency Coral Reef Mitigation Working Group was formed to develop a strategy to improve natural resource agency performance in providing recommendations for compensatory mitigation.

Through joint efforts of NOAA and the Department of Interior, $2.1 million in grants were awarded to the seven State and Territory members of the USCRTF to support priority local coral reef management efforts.   Project areas included managing local coral reef fisheries; funding of key enforcement, implementation of marine protected areas; and public education and outreach.  

In 2003, the Coast Guard’s marine environmental protection outreach & education program, Sea Partners, reached an audience of over 150,000 people.  In addition to coral reef protection, the Sea Partners program addresses other environmental issues such as endangered species protection, oil spill prevention, beach clean-ups, and garbage dumping.

Objective 3 and 4: Initiate actions at the national and international levels to prevent vessel groundings. Develop standard vessel grounding response, enforcement and injury assessment guidance and improve our ability to remove grounded and abandoned vessels and restore damaged habitat. 
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In 2003, the State of Hawaii, the Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary, and the Coast Guard worked together to address waterway management issues due to increased passenger vessel and cruise ship operations in Hawaii.  As a result, day use mooring buoys are being used to protect coral reefs from the ravages of anchoring and reduce the potential for vessel/whale interaction.

Through joint efforts of the Coast Guard and NOAA, the M/V MSC DIEGO was cited in October 2002 for anchoring in the Tortugas North Ecological Reserve.  This case has not yet been settled as of the date of this writing, and therefore, the levied fine amount and photos from the case are not available.   This is the first case of its kind, and quick action taken to identify the responsible party resulted in the establishment of a restoration project, and also put other vessel owners on notice that this type of activity will not be tolerated.

The Coast Guard is undertaking a project to establish a formal anchorage in Pago Pago, American Samoa for deep draft vessels for coral reef protection.  Pago Pago is the seat of government and has one of the finest harbors in the south pacific. Pago Pago harbor is 32-36 feet deep and has a channel width of 500 feet
.
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In July 2003, Coast Guard Station ISLAMORADA and the Coast Guard Southeast Regional Fisheries Training Center responded to the grounding of 72’ Motor Vessel in a sanctuary zone - penalty pending.

In December of 2002, NOAA settled with Great Lakes Dredge and Dock Company for $1,000, 000 to restore seagrass and coral in Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary. The $969,000 settlement reached on behalf of NOAA and the State of Florida is the largest ever obtained for damages to seagrass in the sanctuary. The funds, combined with an earlier $618,485 settlement obtained from co-defendant Coastal Marine Towing, will help restore the injured areas and reimburse NOAA for response costs.

Objective 5: Strengthen existing and develop new resource management programs and protected areas to address the broad range of coastal activities. 

In fiscal year 2002, Wetland Reserve Program funds were used to purchase 15,396 acres of conservation easements in coastal Martin County, Florida.  In fiscal year 2003, approximately 10,000 acres of the easements purchased were restored to functioning wetlands condition to reduce land-based runoff into the coastal coral reef ecosystem. Specifically, The Allapattah Ranch WRP project will improve and increase habitat coverage for a number of aquatic and terrestrial organisms, including a large number of Federal and State listed threatened and endangered species. 
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In 2003, these funds were used to acquire the Waihe'e Coastal Dunes and Wetlands Preserve in Hawaii.  This preserve consists of 249 acres in Maui County, protecting coastal and spring-fed wetlands, dunes, riparian habitat, and 12 miles of marine shoreline.   Partners: Maui County, the Maui Coastal Land Trust and the USF&W Service’s Endangered Species Section 6 Recovery Land Acquisition Grant Program.

Several nation-wide Integrated Natural Resources Management Plans (INRMPs) were completed in coordination with the Fish and Wildlife Service and State Fish & Wildlife agencies for DoD-controlled properties.  The INRMPs emphasize holistic management of natural resources and the integration of landscape and watershed management objectives, which is expected to lead to better co-existence with sensitive coral reef habitats.

The Fish and Wildlife Service funded implementation of Seabird Habitat Restoration on islets off Oahu to protect burrowing seabird nesting habitat and adjacent coral reefs from being buried by rain-induced mudslides on the highly eroded islets.

An interagency group representing the FL Environmental Protection Department, South FL Water Management District, and the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission’s FL Marine Research Institute with representatives from EPA, USDA, and Broward County Environmental Department developed and revised a suite of local action strategies, including implementation plans for specific projects.  A technical advisory council of scientists was created to assist in the further refinement of local action strategies.

The U.S. Coast Guard has been actively participating in the discussion and development of regulations and a management plan (in coordination with other agencies) for the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands Coral Reef Ecosystem Reserve. 

Objective 6: Develop mitigation guidelines for coastal development projects that are deemed essential by federal state and territory agencies.

In 2003, Coral reef researchers and managers gathered to discuss the assessment of resources, functions and ecological values of Hawaiian coral habitats under consideration for development.  The workshop provided guidance for developing a checklist to ensure adequate assessment of reef areas under consideration for development is completed.  Participants also provided insights on processes of particular concern in development impact mitigation.
Through joint efforts of the Fish and Wildlife Service and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the protection of coral reefs was incorporated into the scope of revised Regional Conditions for Clean Water Act and Rivers and Harbors Act nationwide permits.

The Fish and Wildlife Service funded a project in the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas Islands to conduct 70 site assessments, producing four reports and two mitigation plans.  Technical assistance was provided to governments, universities and private citizens on minimizing adverse impacts to coral reef ecosystems from development projects.

Future Plans

Units assigned to Coast Guard Pacific Area will partner with Dr. Jim Churnside of the NOAA Environmental Technology Laboratory to conduct a research project commencing April, 2005 aimed at testing two things related to ghost nets:  (1) the viability of a method using digital/infared sensors to detect drifting ghost nets from the air and (2) the density of ghost nets in the sub convergence zone (in the NW Hawaiian Islands).  In short, Dr. Churnside needs access to a C130 for 2-3 flights in April, 2005.  They will need some electrical power and plan to install their sensors/equipment (digital imagers, digital video tape recorders, monitors, visible and infrared radiometers, a GPS receiver, and computers) onto a standard C130 pallet.   The intent is to use the sensors to detect drifting nets and possibly to drop special data marker buoys to mark the nets for later recovery (although we don't envision recovering any nets during this project--just the viability of locating them and a general idea of the density of nets out there).  Ghost nets are one of the largest threats to coral reefs today.  Dr. Churnside is conducting cutting-edge research--coming up with a way to detect ghost nets at sea (before they hit the reefs) is a novel approach and may turn out to be a solution to this destructive threat.  If this project is successful, additional resources, when available, may be dedicated to the actual recovery of ghost net and other discarded fishing gear.  The Coast Guard has had a great deal of success in these recovery efforts in the past.  In 2001 alone, over 57,000 lbs of marine debris was removed from the waters adjacent to the Hawaiian Islands
. 
The Coast Guard will continue to partner with NOAA to monitor and patrol sensitive coral reefs.  Particular emphasis will be on prosecuting cases solely on aircraft sightings and documentation.  Utilizing aircraft is a significant force multiplier and increases deterrence.

The Coast Guard will support NOAA’s desired use of established radar sites in the Florida Keys to monitor the environmentally sensitive Tortugas Ecological Reserves.
The Coast Guard, through its Sea Partners and Commercial Fishing Vessel Safety Programs and through its boating safety educational efforts, has the potential to help educate critical parts of the boating public and commercial marine operators.   Coral reef conservation and protection information will be considered for addition to recreational boating safety courses taught by the Coast Guard Auxiliary.  At a minimum, however, coral reef preservation handout materials will be distributed to students in appropriate areas.  Insertion of similar material into courses taught by the United States Power Squadrons and other boating safety organizations will also be sought.  In coral reef areas, appropriate materials can also be distributed to commercial fishermen and during Coast Guard Auxiliary Vessel Safety Checks.   The Coast Guard will cooperate with other CRTF member agencies in the development and distribution of appropriate materials
.  
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�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� Recommend deleting this paragraph.  Doesn’t really fit into this objective, more of an education and outreach accomplishment that belongs in a different chapter of this report.
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