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United States Department of the Interior %"—'—_ﬁ
A ——
FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE S ———
ECOLOGICAL SERVICES b
C/0 CCSU. CAMPUS BOX 338 - .
6300 OCEAN DRIVE

CORPUS CHRISTL TEXAS 78412

Saptesbar 6, 1994

Cslenel Rabaert B, Gatlin
Digtrict Engineer

U.8. Arxmy Corps of Engineers
P.0. Box 1229 *
Calvesten, Taxas 77553-122§

Dear Calenel Gatlin:

This Planning Aid Letter constitutes the Figh and Wildlife Service‘'s (Service)
initial comsents and suggestions regarding the reconnaissance study initiated by
the Calveaston District, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps), in September 1893
on the potential for deepening and widening the Coxpus Christl Ship Channel,
Nueces County, Texas. The single plan of channel enlargement considered during
the reconnaliggance study, according to partial draft materials received from the
Corps by FAXFORM on Auqust §, 1994, was to deepen the 4§-foot-deep channel to 50
feat in its interiar gections, and to viden it from 400 feot to 500 feat. Tho
bar and jetty sactions of the channal wara planned to be daepened to 52 feet from
47 feet, and the existing outer bar chamngl was planned for an approximately
9,600~-fcot extencion out to the 52-foot contour in the Gulf of Maxico.

This report was prepared under the authority of an in accordance with the
proviaicns af the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act (48 Stat. 401, as amended;

16 U.8.C. 661 et seg.). It has been prepared in cooperation with Texas Parks and

Wildlife Departmant and National Marine PFigheries service.

The Corps held a public workahop in Corpus Christi on March 30, 1994 to describe
the recannainsance study and to solicit public input. The Service attanded that
workshop, provided oral comments at that tima, and took note of the specific
input the Corps desired. Addressing the following five areas of input requasted
becama the purpoge for this planning aid lettser's format and content:

1) Eaviroamental, economic, and other rescurces in the study area ¢hat this
gtudy may impact;

2) Problems associated with current operation and maintenance of the channal
or problems that .may result froa channsl enlargement;

3) Preblaoms not directly related to the ahip channel which have the potential
tc be a;laviatad incidantal to channgl {mprovemants; .

4¢) Opportunities for the benaficial uu; of dredged material or environmantal
rectoration; .and o ‘

§). Othar opportunities that a channsl éxilarqement prcj‘éct may present that
could improve the overall wall-baing of the. study area. ‘

The Nueces—Corpus Christi Bay Estuary and -the  impacts-upon it by dredging
projects are discusmsed at length in.a series of previous:planning aid letters,
Fieh and Wildlife Coordination Act Reports, Environmental Impact Statements
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(EXS's), and supplements to these documents, over the last 20 years. Thae 40-Foot
Project and the 45~Foot Project are this reconnaissance report‘'s antecedents in
datail as well as timae, so very little remains to be discussed for the firat time
in this document. One additicnal action of major importance to the consideration
of the 50-Foot Project, as it will be called hereinaftar, has been the
construction of HNaval Station Ingleside, which has recently affected the
dimensions of the Corpus Christ{ Ship Channel and some of its associated dredged
material disposal areas. Tha Department of the Navy's (Navy) EIS on Culf Coast
Strategic Homporting describes these affects as wall as providas the most recent
background information on tha project: area's fish and wildlife rescurces.

What follows is a gummation.of the isoues described and/or anticipated by the
previous studies of enlargements of the Corpus Christi Ship Channel. As each
rasource isgsue is described, potential mitigatory and/or imvastigatory actions
will be suggested. Tha issues gensrally fall into two categories: dredging
impacts and dredged material disposal impacts. )

ETTRECTS OF DREDGING

A. Salinity intrusion. A well-known effect of the enlargement of deep draft
channels connected to the sea is to inoreage the volume of saeawater conducted
into an estuary wvia density currents. This is of particular concern in the
Ruecas=Corpus Christi Bay system sinca reduction of freshwater inflows haes bean
recently evaluated thare and found to be linked to a reduction in the system's
productivity. Under the current terms of the water rights permit governing the
-withdrawal of water from the Muoces River watershaed, incresses' in the upper bay
system's salinity above certain levels, no matter what the cause, would trigger
mandatory fresh water releases into Nuecos Bay, thus reducing the availability
of such fresh water for direct consumption by the population and industries of
the Texas Coastal Bend. Congequently, before deciding whethar to proceed with
this or any mimilar channel enlargament, proper hydreologic modeling should be
conducted to predict the enlargamant-ralated changes in Nueces Bay's salinity and
the quantlty of freshwater releases required to offeet those changas.
Quantification of these releasen, and an analysis of the economic and
environmental costs of the means (acquisition of water rights, construction of
reservoirs and conveyance systems, etc.) to provide them, are essantial to the
making of an informed choice in this matter.

B. B8torm tides. Enlarging the pass botween San Jose and Mustang Island would
tend to increuase the volume of water than an approaching tropical storm or
hurricane would force into Corpus Chrieti, Redfigh, and Aransas Bays through that
pass. This would mean a larger area of the coastal plain and the islands

surrounding™ the bays would be inundated and subjected to wave action than had

pravicusly been the case with storms of coxparable intensity, coursa, and .

duration. Termporary impacts to coastal habitats wia erosion and salt intrusion
would theraefore be more widespread than thay were historically. The aexpected
increage in storm runnup should be calculated and an estimate made of the
additional acreage of habitats and properties affected thereby. '

c. Tid&_ﬂ%ﬁgml_umm,l_md vind tides would also oarry groater
volumes through the 50-Foot Project's channel dimengions than were formerly
possible, allowing both higher and lower tidaes than before to oocur in tha bays
within & certain radius of the ship channel. This inorease in tha tidal iprisn
may decreasae the areal covarage of seagrassed &nd certain high marsh plants,
while allowing an increase in the areal coverage of smooth cordgrase and ‘black
Dangrovaes, The tradeoff would not occur evenly, £or there are :other
environmental parameters than tidal influence which determine plant growth and
survival. In general, the quild of wading birds would benefit, because tha high
bay salinitiass combinasd with the increased tidal prism would tend to increaga the
scope of unvegeaetated tidal flats. Ducks and fish depandant upon seagrass meadows
or intertidal marshes for winter food or nursery argas would not .be generally as
well off as before, however.

(O]
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D. ZTurbidity. Dredging always results in temporary suspansion of particulatas
in the water column. If currents are not too gtrong, the scope and geverity of
the turbidity can be mitigated with silt curtains, but the currents from the Guls
of Maxico to at least the middle of Corpus Christi Bay are likely to make tha uge
cf silt curtains infeasible. Inside the lnner Harbor, the channel is naturally
enclosed, and no additional benefit from gilt curtains would be axpectsd.
However, the poasibility of silt curtain deployment should be expleored batween
the middle of the bay and eantrance to the Corpus Christi{ Inner Harbor.

B. Resouspension of contaminated sadiments. Cartain sediments in the Inner
Barbor and, to & lessar extent, the L4 Quinta Channel, have a history of
contamination with heavy metale, some PCB's, and 6i1 and grease. Scme of the
worst of these ware removed during maintanance dredging and the completicn of the
45-Foot Project and buried beacath relatively clean materials. Opportunitiesa to
- continue thig practice should be msought. For this reason, {t is {wportant that
sediment core samples be taken at discrete depth intervals froa the channel sides
and bottom bafore it is enlarged, and that the samples obtained not be mixed
before analysias. Otherwise, it will not be possible to recognizae which sediments
are “hot" and therefore candidates for segregation during the dredging process.

F. Migration of estuarine organiems. There has long bean sought a dredging
"window™; {.@., & Period when ége dredging in the channel segment through a tidal

paas like that at Port Aransas would not coincide and potentinlly interfere with
the pasg‘' use by some migrating estuarine crganism of major sport or commercial
interest. In practice, however, the window never opens) somet of major
econcale importance is continually in that channel reach. If & w doas
exist, it probably exlsts not for the fish, but for the fisherman, and not in tha
pags {tgelf, but between Port Aransas and Ingleside Point. Wa refer to the
gaagonal shrimp fishaery in the £all whan shrimp trawvlars congregate in this reach
of the ship channel. The dredging activity should be scheduled to take this
brief but econcmically significant eveat into account. Contact the Texas Shrimp
Asgociaticon representative in Aransas Pass for specific timing.

G. Sea turtle hibarnation. Sea turtles have been known to hibernats during the
winter on the bottoms ©f channels along the Florida to tha Scuth Carolina
Atlantic Coasts. Although no report of similar bahavior has been made for the’
Texas channels, &ll speciac of gea turtles are included on the Federal threateaned
or endangered lists and consequeatly  should recoive consideration during
dredging. The Corps' and its dredging contractors should golicit and follow tha

National Marine PFisheries Service's instructions for conserving the turtles.

E. Brown Pelicans. The largeat colony of nesting eastern brown palicang in this
state ig on Pelican Island, a.k.a. Disposal Areas 7 and 8. A gpacies .still
listed as endangered in Texas, lLouisiana and Mlgeigaippi, the eastern brown
pelican feeds 4{n the vicinity of the ship channel the year arcund. The dredging
is most likely to have a megative effact oan the pelican during the February
through September nesting seacon when turbidity in the channel reach from Pelican
Island to tha naar shore portion of the Culf of Maxico is a critical factor (n
itg ability to forage for its nestlings. Thie raach should therefore be draedged
during cother times of the yaar.

I. Discolved Oxygen. Deep channels, particularly landlocked portions like the
Inner Harbor, ganerally lack sufficient means far vertical mixing, have bottoms
balow the photic zonae, and accumulate oxygen demanding sediments that toguthar
result in anoxic conditions in the lower parta of the water column. As a result,
deap channels tend to lack productive bottca fauna and may at times contribute
to fish killa. Practically epeaking, however, thare would probably ba little
difference in the habitat quality of the channel bottom in the Inner Harbor at
ite current depth of 45 feat and itg condition et the ‘depth of 50 feet. Both
situations are/would ba inimical to life.’ :
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EFFECTS OF FILLING

A. ‘Miai?—“l' area ca 'a____citie._ﬂ- The statusqee of the capacitles of the exieting
disposal areas associated with the Corpus Christi S8hip Channel are not precisely

known, but none of the 45-Poot Project confined disposal areas are balieved to
have sufficient capacity to hold 50 mora years of maintenance material. The
capacities of the disposal aresas around Point Ingleside have already been
exhausted by the deposition of materials from the dredging at Naval station
Ingleside. WNithout additicnal digposal araas or major increases in the
capacities of the existing cnaes, the- 50-Foot Project confined disposal areas
would likewise have a less than 50-year maintenance life.

LOPOBE :

currently considered £ull, conatruction of the supertanker berths and ocil-
handling facilities for this project would gliminate any remaining potential DA
4 may have for future use in maintaining the ship channel. The Navy iz also
loocking for an isolated berth with land and deepwater access to scerve as a
facility for detecting and cancelling the electrical €ields of its anti-mine
vessela. Possible locations for this facility include the La Quinta Channel.
Depending upon its location, dredged material generated by this facflity's
construction and maintenance might ba placed in DA 13. Finally, the Port of
Corpus Christi Authority haa historically made it & practice to permit, if not
to promote, development within the disposal areas on the north side of the Innsr
Harbor. One such development currently under the Port Authority's consideration
As the construction of the Nerthaide Road Project, a highway that would extend
wast from the lift bridge along the shore of Nueces Bay. Dapending upon its
precige location and the amount of coordination between the two projects, the
road might interfere with or enhance the capacity of the Inner Harbor's DA's for
ao0lding the 50-Foot Project's materials.

C. Bnhancing existing disposal area capacities. DA 13's capacity was extended

Y Y 2 y ©f naw work material from the enlargement
of the Reynolds Matals docking area, and DA 1°'s levees in the Inner Earbor were
enhanced similarly after bore samples were taken to releocate some of the material
dredged during earlier channel deepaninn. The 50-Foot Project's initial dredging
would provide millions of cubic yards (MCY) of virgin material for levee
construction (an estimated 4.03 MCY at DA 6/Point of Mustang, 2.74 MCY at DA 13,
and a total of 8.23 MCY at tha Inner Barbor dicposal areasg). If not immaediately
used for raising levees, this virgin material should at least be deposited in
such 8 manner as to facilitate finding and excavating it for this purpose later.
The proposed Rorth Shore Road might be constructed upon dewatered £i1l material
dredged during the deepening of the Inner Harbor to 50 feet, thus maximizing the
capacity of the disposal areas. s

D. Contaminants. The Inner Barbor and, to a lesser extant, the La Quinta
Channel, bave historically contained maintenance material laced with varying
amounts of PAH's, PCB's, and some heavy metals. Left axposed on tha surface,
these contaminants have ways of getting into the food chain. Levees should not
ba made of this material, leat it erods into bays. Erosion occurring during and
subsequent to Hurricane Allea in 1980 allowed rinc-—contaminated gpoll to wagh
into the mouth of the Nueces Rivar between dredging cycles, sc leveas coantaining
such material should be maintained continucualy to praevant failure, even after
the maintenance dredging ceases. Even when gontained, the prevailling winds blow
the dried contents of the disposal areas i{into tho bays, and vogetatioa growing
on the surface of the maintanance material has besn shown to take up the zinc in
significant quantities, adding it directly to the food chain. The best way to
handle contaminated material is to sampls sc as to locate it specifically,
sagregate it during dredging, place it within a continually contained digposal
wrea, and covaer it over with the cleaneat dredged material avallable.
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E. Return flows. Regardlegs of the chemical contaent of the dredged material,
the e uent from the disposal areas should always be directed into the body of

water from which the material wac dredged. This minimizes the combined 8copa of
the water quality impacts associated with the dredging and the release of the
effluent. This would also help limit the impact to the surrounding hablitatg {f
effluent quality is poor, or {f the release rata is too rapid, as, for example,
whan the dredged material escaped through the weir at the Port Manafield dispogal
area earlier thig aummar.

F. %«%%_wa digpoaal arezs in Corpus Chrigel
Bay between D.A, and the Inner Harbor have not been historically associated
with environmental effects mare severe than temporary loss of infauna and
turbidity of a more prolonged nature. Wave energy and depth in their vicinity
apparaently have precluded the formation of islands. Although these factars would
also make their location engineeringly challenging, the paucity of long-term
contained upland dispocal alternatives weighs heavily in favor of exploring these
uncontained disposal areas as locations for major beneficial uses projects.
Patential goals would be to generate submorged or sami-emergent substrates for
oyster reefs, seagrass beds or marshes. Besides the problems of depth and wave
erosion, concerns to be addressed include avoidance of existing shell reefs and
shrimping areas, effects on bay circulation, and consequences for navigation.

G. Wﬁw Past proposals to permanently aenlarge
existing 8posal areas at the cost Of diminishing the size of the bays and
wetlands adjacent to them have met with almost uniform disapproval from the
rescurce agencies, commercial fischermen and environmental groups. Examples
include proposals to expand disposal areas into Tule Laks (40-Foot Project),
Nueces Bay (45-Foot Project), and Corpus Christi Bay (Gulf Coast Strategic
Ecmporting Project). Although there arae many reasons £or not decreasing the sgige
of the estuary, the simplest and most comprehensive is that it results 4in an
ecosystenm-wide logs of productivity that is extremely difficult to offset. At
a minimum, such loss requires in-kind and two-to-one mitigation, and exparience
has shown (e.g., the 200-acre wetland creation project attempted as a part of the
45-Foot Project's mitigation), that such mitigation is difficult to design, fund,
and carry out.

None of thade past proposals included the more racently devalopad béanaficial uses
programe that replace bay bottoms not with emergent land but with another aquatic
habitat of hopefully higher . value to the estuarine ecosystem. The Saervice
believes ©of the examples given above, only the DA 13 area has sufficient
potential for producing & higher value habitat to merit inveastigation of a
beneficial uses of dredged material project. Tule lLake has a small but very
diverse aerray of aguatic and watland rescurves, while Nueces Bay provides an
irreplaceable low salinity, soft-bottomed, detritus-rich f£igh and ghellfish
nursary. Corpus Chriati Bay on the scuthwast side of DA 13 pogsaesses a
comparably lesg diverse and productive gat of habitats, which might justifisdly
bo converted to marsgh, reef, or seagrass bed, provided there waere no practicabla,
lees damaging, upland c¢onfined alternatives.

BE. Sharing dispogal areas. One of the positive results of the controversy that
arose over the Ravy's proposal to expand DA 13 was the aoquisition of its .laesa-
damaging alternative:s an upland disposal site north of the La Quinta Channal.
This esite {8 as yet unused. As noted above, the Navy is seeking to construct a
deep—draft barth somewhore nearby. Perhaps, if this berth were to be dredged
along the La Quinta Channel, that dredging and the dredging for the S0-Foot
Project could be accomplished simultanecusly, thus reducing costs. Such a
coordination of aeffortas would require a eharing of disposal areas, but again
there may be an opportunity for mutual cost reductions. For example, Lf the Navy
were to locate its facility at the west end of the La Quinta Channal, it would
be most econcmical to dispese of the dredged material in the adjacent portion of
DA 13, rather than to pump it to its own upland disposal site miles farther away.
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The Corps could in exchange pump material from the reach of the La Quinta Channel
nearest tha Ravy's upland site into that site instead of DA 13.

I. pelican Jsland. Pelican Igland and its expanding population of nesting
palicans owe a great deal to the guccessful integration of dredged matarial
disposal activities and the habitat requirements of this gpecies. Tha Corps has
aluc enhanced the island with ercsion protection for the qaensitive woody
vegetation on the island's northeastern portion where the pelican nesting hae
occurred most recently. Other nesting seabird species, particularly terns and
skimmers, have benefited from the placement of maintenance material atop the
harbacecus vegetation along the southern shores ¢f the island. This daposition
not only replaces the igland itgelf about as fast as the prevalling winds wagh
it away, it aleoe, albait only for a few years, provides the uanvegetated nesting
substrate required by those particular birda. Potential beneficial uses of
dredged material at DA's 7 and 8, which togather fora the didatinctly double-lobed
island, include stockpiling dredged material for intaermittent gspreading over the
tern and skirmar nosting sites between the maintenance periods, which hava
historically been 8 yaars apart. Another pogsible benaficial use might be for
tha formation of marches as wavae buffers along most of the unarmaored sections of
the island's shorelines (one exception baeing the cove betwean island's lobes;
thisg area already supports seagrasses and is heavily used by fledgling pelicans).

J. Long-term disposal solutions the Inner Harbor. With little hope of
subjecting Nueces Bay to future dredged material disposal without generating
anothar controvarsial situation and subjecting the estuarine ecosystem to
potantially irremedisble adverse impacts, the planning for the S0-Poot. Project
should include ancther cloge examination of alternative long—term diesposal araeas
for the Inner EBEarbor reach. These alternatives include but are by no means
limited to the upland portions of the Nueces River Delta, the uplande north of
ueces Bay, the open waters of Corpus Christi Bay (See F. abovae), and the
undaveloped areas south and west of the Port of Corpus Chrigti. Ancther posaible
site may ba that of & Corpus Christi subdivision near the Port's refinery
dietrict which may become a buffer rone between the City's populace and the
rafineries in the near future. All of thaese alternatives may be expansive, but
for the sakes of the futures of the pPort, the City, and Nueces Bay, they must be
explored.

R. Qther uses for £ill material, Small bird naesting islands in the upper
portion of Nueceg Bay and near the Nueces Bay Causeway continue to need
raplenighment. The islands off Whites Point in the northern bay are the worst
off and eupport precariocusly one of the few nesting colonies ef roseate
spocnbills, a state-protected species, found in the region. Unfertunately, the
islands are remote and would not provide much diesposal capacity. The two islands
near the causeway are close enough to the Rincen Harbor to have recaeived matarial
from the maintenance of its entrance channel, and during the recent expansion of
the causeway one of them receivad waste concrete from that activity as riprap.
However, both could use additional fill, especially well-consolidated material.

Conclusion

This concludes our planning aid sdvice for the reconnaissanca study on the
enlargamant of the Corpus Christi 8hip Channel. We look forward to reviewing and
conenting on subsequent documents from this planning activity. Please contact
Johnny French at (S12) 994-9005 if you have questione.

Sincerely,
To, oM

THOMAS E. GRAEL
Arting Field Supervigor

P.7
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United States Department of the Interior

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
Ecological Services
c/lo TAMU-CC, Campus Box 338
6300 Ocean Drive
Corpus Christi, Texas 78412

December 10, 2002

Dr. Terrell W. Roberts

Department of the Army

Galveston District, Corps of Engineers
P.O. Box 1229

Galveston, Texas 77553-1229

Dear Dr. Roberts,

Enclosed please find the final draft of the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act Report for the
Corpus Christi Ship Channel - Channel Improvement Project. This document fulfills the Fish
and Wildlife Service obligation under the Military Interdepartmental Purchase Request #01-PL-
006.

If you have any questions, please contact Clare Lee of our office at (361) 994-9005.

Sincerely,
. L

Allan Strand
Field Supervisor






