Goal 8: Reduce Pollution

Goal

Conserve and protect the nation’s coral reefs through the reduction of point and non-point source pollution.

Objectives

1. Reduce sedimentation and other land-based sources of pollution by improving land-use and management practices in coastal watersheds through public-private partnerships, incentive-based measures, regulatory measures, technical and financial assistance, habitat restoration and other activities.

2. Reduce nutrient pollution by reducing discharges of harmful pollutants from wastewater treatment facilities, vessels, industrial sources, agricultural sources and air deposition.

3. Reduce chemical pollution (e.g., oil, toxics, hazardous materials) from land-based sources and vessel discharges.

4. Reduce the flow of marine debris and remove existing marine debris from reef ecosystems.

5. Prevent and control the spread of invasive species (e.g., non-native species in coral reef ecosystems from ballast water and other mechanisms.)

6. Develop tools to assess and address the impacts of pollution on coral reefs.

7. Increase awareness and understanding of the ecological health and socioeconomic impacts of land-based and marine pollution on reef ecosystems.

Rationale and Plan of Action

Healthy coral reefs require good water quality and healthy habitats, both of which are being imperiled by pollution.  Pollution enters reef ecosystems in many ways ranging from specific point source discharges such as sewage pipes and vessels, to more diffuse runoff from land-based sources such as agriculture, coastal development, road construction or golf course irrigation. Water pollution can poison sensitive species, disrupt critical ecological functions and trophic structure and dynamics, and impede the normal settlement and growth of critically needed reef-dwelling larvae.

Although the sources, characteristics and impacts of pollution vary widely among U. S reefs, much of the pollution could be significantly reduced or potentially eliminated by fully implementing existing authorities among various federal and state agencies.  The U.S. Coral Reef Task Force is committed to exploring these opportunities and the means to reduce or mitigate pollution without a redundancy in effort or the need for additional resources. 

Summary of Implementation   

Non-point and point sources of pollution can have major adverse impacts on the health of coral reef ecosystems.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Environmental Protection Agency have been engaged in the remediation of non-point and point source pollution for decades and much of this work has positive impacts on coral reef resources.

The USDA Farm Bill has provided many private landowners with the technical and financial resources to apply conservation practices on their lands.  The USDA - Natural Resources Conservation Service (formerly known as the Soil Conservation Service) has been providing technical assistance to landowners on a voluntary basis, to develop individual farm and ranch plans and implement conservation practices and measures - covering millions of acres - to reduce soil erosion and nutrient runoff enhancing water quality and other vital natural resources.

Private landowners have been provided financial assistance opportunities to implement conservation practices through USDA Farm Bill programs. Several of these programs include; Environmental Quality Incentives Program, Wetland Reserves Program, Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program and the Conservation Reserve Program. 

USDA conservation activities have taken place in agricultural watersheds throughout the United States mainland as well as Hawaii, Florida, the Caribbean Area and the Pacific Basin where near-shore coral reef ecosystems receive direct runoff from the landscape. These conservation activities include the implementation of conservation practices such as conservation buffers, cropland resource management systems, grazing land resource management systems, nutrient management, pest management, irrigation waster management, created wetlands, erosion control on urban and built-upland and wildlife habitat management.  The implementation of these practices and management activities benefit water quality and provide significant secondary benefits to coral reef ecosystems.  

EPA has been responsible for implementing regulations that have led to the reduction and, in many instances, the elimination of point source discharges polluting the nation’s waters.  EPA continues to address point source problems, including discharges from industrial facilities, municipal wastewater treatment plants, certain agricultural operations, and stormwater, resulting in improved water quality and aquatic ecosystems. 

To address non-point source pollution, EPA works with States, Territories, and Tribes through voluntary programs to provide support fors from industrial facilities, municipal wastewater treatment plants, certain agricultural operations, and s technical assistance, financial assistance, education, training, technology transfer, demonstration projects, and monitoring efforts.  In addition, EPA and NOAA work in partnership with coastal states to tackle non-point source pollution problems along the Nation’s coasts. The coastal non-point program strengthens the links between federal and state/territory coastal zone management and water quality programs in order to enhance coordination efforts to address land use activities that degrade coastal waters and coastal habitats. 

The implementation of both voluntary and regulatory programs to address point and non-point pollution sources has, indeed, improved water quality.  However, there is much more that needs to be accomplished in the effort to reduce sediment, nutrients and other contaminants from reaching coral reef ecosystems.  Building partnerships between federal, State and local governments, non-government organizations and local stakeholders to develop and implement strategies to improve natural resources is the key to improving water quality and providing significant benefits to coral reef ecosystems.  

Highlights

1.  Reduce sedimentation and other land-based sources of pollution utilizing land-use and management practices in coastal watersheds through public-private partnerships, incentive-based measures, regulatory measures, technical and financial assistance, habitat restoration and other activities.

EPA and USDA co-lead the CRTF effort to address the key threat of land-based sources of pollution impacting coral reef ecosystems. This effort, thus far, includes the designation of EPA and USDA federal Navigators in all seven coral jurisdictions in support of the development of 3-year local action strategies to address land-based sources of pollution to coral reef ecosystems, and holding Regional Workshops on Coral Reefs and Land-based Pollution in both the Pacific region and the Atlantic/Caribbean region.

In FY03, the Hanalei Heritage River Program received a $700,000 grant from EPA’s Targeted Watershed Grants program to reduce pollution and assess coral reef health in Hanalei, Kauai. The project funding will be used to upgrade antiquated cesspools, control sediment discharges from farms, reduce erosion in forests, monitor water quality, and assess changes in the structure and recruitment of reef ecosystems.

USDA Farm Bill programs, including the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, Farmland Protection Program, Wetlands Reserve Program, Conservation Reserve Program and the Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program, continue to be used to implement soil conservation practices on private lands in watersheds out-letting to coral reef ecosystems.  For example, in fiscal years 2002 and 2003, in Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands alone, over 959,000 tons of soil was saved from leaving agricultural lands and potentially impacting coral reef watersheds.

2. Improve water quality by reducing nutrient discharges from wastewater treatment facilities, vessels, industrial sources, stormwater, agricultural sources and air deposition.

Upon recommendation of the Governor of Florida, the Monroe County Board of County Commissioners, and the Water Quality Protection Program Steering Committee, the U.S. EPA designated all State waters within the boundary of the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary as a no discharge zone effective June, 2002.

EPA has released new guidelines to help local governments strengthen their management of septic systems and other small, privately-owned wastewater treatment systems. The Voluntary Guidelines for Management of Onsite and Clustered Wastewater Treatment Systems complements EPA’s efforts to help state and local governments strengthen their oversight of septic systems and other small, privately, owned wastewater treatment systems.

EPA and NOAA approved the Coastal Non-Point Source Programs in American Samoa and CNMI.

Mobile Irrigation Labs (MILs) are being utilized by USDA-NRCS in South Florida in partnership with the South Florida Water Management District, Florida Department of Agriculture and the local Soil and Water Conservation Districts to maximize the efficiency of irrigation water and nutrient usage.  This results in reducing fertilizer and sediment losses that may impact coral reefs.  In FY 02, in South Florida alone, the use of MILs resulted in the potential water savings of 3,478 million gallons of water. 

The USDA-NRCS Environmental Quality Incentives Program continues to provide the means for private landowners to implement animal waste management systems on private lands benefiting water quality through animal waste management. 

3.  Reduce chemical pollution (e.g., oil, toxics, hazardous materials) from land-based sources and vessel discharges.

The USDA - South Florida Resource Conservation and Development Area partnered with the Federal Emergency Management Agency, Florida Department of Community Affairs and Miami-Dade County to remove contaminated sediment and other debris from a 2.25 mile section of the secondary canal system. An analysis of the sediment showed low levels of contaminants and required the disposal of dredged sediment at a Class 1 lined landfill.  Removal of this sediment eliminated its potential deposition and adverse impacts on associated coral reef ecosystems.

EPA is working with the Navy to develop Uniform National Discharge Standards to regulate incidental liquid discharges from vessels of the Armed Forces.

4.
Reduce the flow of marine debris and remove existing marine debris from reef ecosystems.

EPA supported development of the Ocean Conservancy’s National Marine Debris Monitoring Program (NMDMP).  The NMDMP is a statistically valid, volunteer monitoring program designed to determine whether the amount of debris on U.S. coastlines is increasing or decreasing, and the sources of debris.

5.
Prevent and control the spread of invasive species (e.g., non-native species in coral reef ecosystems from ballast water and other mechanisms.)

EPA is supporting a U.S. Coast Guard rulemaking to establish a national mandatory ballast water management program which, in essence, will require vessels entering US waters from outside our EEZ to undertake mid-ocean ballast water exchange.  In addition, EPA is working with the Coast Guard to help facilitate development of a process for testing and verifying potential ballast water treatment technologies.

6.
Develop tools to assess and address the impacts of pollution on coral reefs.
EPA has completed the draft of its second National Coastal Conditions Report (NCCR II), and expects to release the final report this fall after a period of public review.  NCCR II follows the release of the first National Coastal Conditions Report in 2001.  The NCCR analyzes three types of data to arrive at comprehensive, comparable and nationally consistent ratings of ecological health indicators: water quality, coastal habitat loss, sediment quality, benthic community condition, and fish tissue contaminants, many of which may relate to the health of coral reef ecosystems.  The draft report documents that indicators revealing the poorest conditions throughout the U.S. are coastal habitat condition, sediment quality, and benthic condition. The indicators that demonstrate the best conditions are individual components of water quality - dissolved oxygen and dissolved inorganic nitrogen. 

7. Increase awareness and understanding of the ecological health and socioeconomic impacts of land-based and marine pollution on reef ecosystems.

Future Plans

USDA-NRCS will continue to implement provisions of the Farm Bill to reduce non-point source pollution from agricultural lands resulting in improved water quality and potentially, healthier coral reef ecosystems. 

[More to be added.]

