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TO INTERESTED AGENCIES, OFFICIALS, PUBLIC GROUPS AND INDIVIDUALS:

Enclosed is a copy of the Final Environmental Impact Statement
(EIS) concerning the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA)
designation of an ocean disposal site for the one-time disposal of
construction material dredged from the Brazos Island Harbor (BIH)
Entrance Channel. The Corps of Engineers, Galveston District -
proposes to deepen and widen the main channel and turning basin and.

-. . _ .discharge the dredged materijal.offshore. -This proposal -is. called --
the BIH 42-Foot Project, Texas. "Although the Nationhal
Environmental Policy Act does not apply to ocean disposal site
designation actions, EPA has voluntarily committed to prepare EISs
on these actions.

Because changes from the Draft EIS are minor, the Final EIS
incorporates the Draft EIS by reference and includes the following:
1) a revised summary; 2) comments received on the Draft EIS and
EPA’s responses; 3) modifications and corrections to the Draft EIS;
and 4) EPA’'s proposed action.

Written comments or inquiries on this Final EIS should be mailed
to Norm Thomas, Chief, Federal Activities Branch, at the above
address by the date stamped on the cover sheet following this
letter.

Sincerely yours,
p 4{‘ é{" ﬁ ~t /—t\«.‘?ﬂ
Robert E. Layton‘Jr., P.E.

Regional Administrator
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FINAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT (FEIS) FOR THE
BRAZOS ISLAND HARBOR 42-FOOT PROJECT, TEXAS
OCEAN DREDGED MATERIAL DISPOSAL SITE (ODMDS) DESIGNATION

RESPONSIBLE AGENCY: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Region VI

ADMINISTRATIVE ACTION: The purpose of the action is to comply with the Marine
Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act of 1972 by providing an environmentally
acceptable ODMDS in compliance with the Ocean Dumping Regulations (40 CFR § § 220-229).

EPA CONTACT:  Norm Thomas (6E-F) : ) o
-7 . - - 77 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency - - -- - - - = . - -
First Interstate Bank Tower
1445 Ross Avenue
Dallas, TX 75202-2733

ABSTRACT: The proposed action is the designation of a site for the ocean disposal of
1,325,000 cu yd of construction material from the Brazos Island Harbor (BIH) Entrance
Channel in conjunction with the U.S. Army Engineer District, Galveston, BIH, Texas, 42-Foot
Project. The major adverse environmental impact of disposal at the site is the high mortality
of the benthic infaunal community within the disposal-site boundary.

COMMENTS ON THE FEIS DUE: DEC 2 3 1991

RESPONSIBLE OFFICIAL:
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Robert E. Layton, Jr., P.E.
Regional Administrator
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PREFACE

To deepen the 2.5-mile-long Brazos Island Harbor (BIH) Entrance Channel to 44 ft and the
14.8-mile-long Brownsville Ship Channel to 42 ft, the United States Army Corps of Engineers
(USACE) plans to conduct dredging operations and discharge the dredged material at an
Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Site (ODMDS) off the Texas coast. This Federal dredging
project is a one-time deepening and widening of an existing navigable waterway that is
presently maintained by the USACE to the depth of 36 ft. The proposed project will require
the dredging of 1.325 million cubic yards new work (virgin, nonmaintenance) material and a

.. -one-time use of the ocean site for disposal of the material. The U.S. Environmental Protection . _-

Agency (EPA) has proposed a 0.42-nmi? rectangular ODMDS for this project. The ODMDS
is northeast of the BIH Entrance Channel, in 60-67 ft of water.

The Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS
Designation was issued by EPA in April 1991. The DEIS was distributed to approximately 25
Federal, State, and local agencies and interested individuals. Eight comment letters were
received by EPA during the public review period that expired on July 8, 1991.

This Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) consists of four sections, which are (1) a
summary of the disposal alternatives considered, the proposed action, and an evaluation of
the environmental impacts of the proposed action; (2) the comments received and EPA’s
responses; (3) modifications or corrections to the DEIS; and (4) EPA’s proposed action. A
complete environmental analysis of the proposed action is provided by the DEIS and FEIS
together.

This FEIS was prepared with the assistance of Battelle Ocean Sciences.



PART I. SUMMARY OF THE DRAFT AND FINAL EIS
A. BACKGROUND

The purpose of this Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) is to identify an environ-
mentally acceptable site (Figure |-1) for the one-time disposal of construction (virgin,
nonmaintenance) material to be dredged from the Brazos Island Harbor (BIH) Entrance
Channel. The United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) BIH 42-Foot Project plan
recommends the enlargement of the BIH Entrance Channel from deep lvater in the Gulf of

Mexico through to the Port of Brownsville Turning Basin. This Federal project is a one-time

deepening and widening of an existing navigable waterway that is main’&a_ingd by the UA"SA,C.E. ST

to a depth of 36 ft. Improvements to the BIH Entrance Channel will produce an anticipated
1.325 million cubic yards of virgin dredged material to be discharged offshore. The BIH 42-
Foot Project plan includes '

e  Deepening and widening the BIH Entrance Channel to 44 and 400 ft, respectively,

for a length of approximately 2.5 miles, an increase from the presently maintained
dimensions of 38 and 300 ft, respectively

e  Deepening the Brownsville Ship Channel to 42 ft and widening it to 300 ft from
the BIH Entrance Channel to the turning basin extension, a distance of approxi-
mately 14.8 miles

e Deepening the 1-mile-long turning basin to 42 ft and widening it from 325 to
400 ft

¢  Removing Brownsville Navigation District Wharves 5, 6, and 9, and widening and
deepening that portion of the turning basin to 1200 and 36 ft, respectively

As part of the BIH 42-Foot Project, the USACE plans to discharge the dredged material at a
new Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Site (ODMDS) in the Gulf of Mexico for a period of 2
years or less.

The USACE is mandated by the Congress to construct and maintain the Congressionally
authorized navigation channels of the United States [Pub.L. 99-662 Sec. 101 (b)],-and the
Galveston District of the USACE is charged with maintaining the BIH Entrance Channel. If the
42-Foot Project is conducted, approximately 480,000 cu yd of maintenance material will be
removed approximately every 13 months from the BIH Entrance Channel and discharged
offshore at the existing BIH Maintenance ODMDS.
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Figure 1-1. Brazos Island Harbor (BIH) Area Showing Locations of the BIH Historic ODMDS,
the BIH Maintenance ODMDS, and the Proposed BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS.
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The BIH Entrance Channel was first constructed in 1905 when a 10-ft-deep, 70-ft-wide cut
was made through the sandbar east of Port Isabel for the passage of ship traffic. The
channel, designated the Brazos Santiago Pass, was stabilized in 1935 by the construction of
rubble-mound jetties (topped with 4-ft cubic granite blocks and concrete) and rehabilitated in
1987. Presently, the north and south jetties are 6,330 and 4,550 ft long, respectively. The
BIH Entrance Channel crosses the southern portion of the Laguna Madre, and then divides into
the Port Isabel Cut Off Channel and the Brownsville Ship Channel. The three connecting
channels have a combined length of 21.5 miles and presently afford a controlling depth of 36
ft over a 200-ft bottom width to the former Goose Island Passing Basin and then over a 300-
ft bottom width to the 500-ft-wide Brownsville Turning Basin extension. The turning basins
- at both Part Isabel and Brownsvilie-currently-have depths of36ft: . .. T T

The existing BIH Maintenance ODMDS (designated by EPA in September 1990) receives
‘material dredged from the 2-mile portion of the BIH Entrance Channel that begins between the
jetties and extends into the Gulf. This final-designated ODMDS includes a portion of and
some areas south and east of the BIH Historic ODMDS, which has received maintenance
material from the channel since the mid-1970s.

The Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act of 1972 (MPRSA), Pub.L. 92-5632,
empowered the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to issue regulations for ocean
disposal of dredged material and assigned the USACE as the permitting authority for dredging
operations. EPA’s Ocean Dumping Regulations, revised in January 1977 (40 CFR §§ 220-
229), establish procedures for ODMDS designation and terms for their management. Pursuant
to these regulations, all existing ODMDSs were designated as interim sites including the BIH
Historic ODMDS. When the BIH Maintenance ODMDS was designated in 1990, the BIH
Historic ODMDS was removed as an interim site.

B. ALTERNATIVES

EPA'’s proposed action is to designate a new ODMDS for the one-time disposal of construction
material dredged from the BIH Entrance Channel as part of the BIH 42-Foot Project. Disposal
alternatives that were considered include no action, land-based disposal, and ocean disposal
at nearshore, midshelf, and continental shelf sites.
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No Action .

The no-action alternative provides that EPA refrain from designating an ocean disposal site for
the one-time disposal of 1.325 million cubic yards of virgin (hnonmaintenance) construction
material. Without site designation, the USACE would be required to develop an alternative
disposal method (e.g., land-based) or modify or cancel the project. Upland disposal was
evaluated and ruled out in the USACE Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the
BIH 42-Foot Project (see discussion below). Cancellation or modification of the BIH 42-Foot
Project would include the following impacts: (1) long-term increases in transportation costs
relative to those that would result from broject impleme-ntation and (2) loss of potential for
increased channel usage, since a widened channel would permit vessel traffic during

maintenance dredging. _Therefore, th'e;ng-action alternative _ié-.n_ot 'considéreg to be-a. -

reasonable option.

Land-Based Disposal

Non ocean-disposal alternatives that were considered in the DEIS included upland disposal and
beach nourishment. Upland sites that are available for disposal of BIH 42-Foot Project virgin
construction material are too small, far away, and/or in environmentally sensitive and
productive habitats such as shallow habitats and wetlands. The nearest available land
disposal area, an 82-acre site located 3 miles away from the seaward end of the project area,
was considered as a temporary alternative. The volume of this site is needed for construction
and future maintenance of the inland portions of the Channel; therefore, use of this land site
for the BIH 42-Foot Project would require the acquisition of new land or ocean disposal sites
for the future disposal of construction and maintenance material from the inland portions of
the channel. Because the surrounding land areas are wetlands or shallow-bay habitats, it is
unlikely that a suitably sized replacement area could be obtained without a significant loss of
ecologically sensitive and economically valuable wetlands or bay bottoms. Land or inland-
water sites farther away would have to be used, or ocean disposal would have to be resumed.
Additionally, the costs of overland transport of dredged material are very high, including costs
for property purchases, pipeline easements, heavy equipment, and pumps. The limited
capacity of the one available site and the cost of using it (and other more inland sites) make
upland disposal an economically unfavorable alternative.



In addition to dramatically higher disposal costs, upland dredged-material disposal is difficult
to properly engineer and carries more environmental risk. Dredged material that is disposed
of in upland sites, even very clean material such as from the BIH Entrance Channel, must
often be dewatered, diked, and either covered or vegetated with terrestrial plants to prevent
erosion. Erosion is already a problem at upland areas that receive dredged material from the
BIH inland channels. The arid conditions in South Texas lead to hypersaline conditions in the
land-disposed material; vegetation cannot take root and wind-driven dust and erosion hecome
significant problems. -

. The use of dredged . virgin construction mai_erial from the BIH 42—Fo_ot Project_for beéch e

nourishment and/or other beneficial uses was also evaluated in the DEIS. The construction
material is only 8.2% sand and is, therefore, not appropriate for beach nourishment. The poor
construction quality of the material to be dredged (i.e., 68% silt/clay) and the relatively low
quantity of material preclude any other viable beneficial uses such as submerged mounds or
feeder berms.

In conclusion, land-based disposal alternatives for the BIH 42-Foot Project construction
material offer no environmental or economical advantages over disposal of the material in the
ocean.

Qcean Disposal
Ocean disposal at the midcontinental shelf, the continental slope, and nearshore was
considered. These disposal alternatives are evaluated in the following sections.

Offshore Sites

The midshelf and continental slope areas are 25-30 and 60 miles, respectively, from the
seaward terminus of the BIH Entrance Channel. Generally, the midshelf and continental shelf
sites were determined to be unacceptable because of uncertain environmental impacts,
decreased monitoring and surveillance feasibility, increased transportation costs, and greater
safety risks. The sediments dredged from the BIH have significantly different chemical and
physical properties, compared to deep-water coastal sites. Deep-water benthic communities
are inherently less adapted to perturbations that might occur during dredged-material disposal

I-5



than are shallow-water communities. Shallow-water communities are adapted to high
turbidity and occasional burial caused by wave action and storm events.

Hauling dredged material to a midshelf or continental slope site will increase the length of time
to complete each dredging operation, increase equipment and fuel costs, and require more
manpower and closer surveillance to guard against short dumps. Fuel combustion introduces
a range of environmental pollutants, increasing the overall environmental impact of disposal
at an offshore site. Use of additional vessels would reduce the total humber of days to
complete the work, but would not reduce the number of man-days or the quantity'of fuel
required. ' ’

Deepwaier disposal sites are also more difficult to monitor for baseline conditions and
postdisposal impacts. Whereas grab samplers and scuba divers can be used to monitor
shallow sites, more sophisticated sampling devices, submersibles, and larger research vessels
are necessary to monitor deep-water sites. Additionally, working farther offshore carries
greater safety risks during both the disposal and monitoring operations. Because of these
considerations, the midshelf and continental slope sites were eliminated as feasible disposal-
site alternatives.

Nearshore Sites

A nearshore site was determined to be the best alternative, based on monitoring studies that
show that no cumulative impacts have occurred from disposal at the BIH Historic ODMDS,
the feasibility of continued monitoring, and decreased cost and safety hazards.

Nearshore areas that are suitable for the establishment of ODMDSs were identified by using
the Zone of Siting Feasibility (ZSF) approach. This approach involves identification of a large
area within which an ODMDS could be located, based on physical, political and geographical
constraints. Subareas within the ZSF are then eliminated from ODMDS siting, based on the
locations of biologically sensitive areas, beaches and recreational areas, cultural and historical
areas, and living and nonliving resources. These areas are excluded from the ZSF based on
an interpretation of 5 general and 11 specific criteria described in 40 CFR §§ 228.5 and
228.6(a) of the Ocean Dumping Regulations.



A computerized literature search was conducted to collect data relevant to the BIH 42-Foot
Project area. Because there were no significant environmental reasons to locate the ODMDS
farther offshore, a 10-mile radius from the intersection of the BIH Entrance Channel and the
beach line was used as the boundary of the ZSF. The enclosed area (approximately 140
square miles) is restricted on the southern side by the United States/Mexico boundary and
would allow a maximum hopper dredge transport distance of 10 miles. Monitoring and
surveillance activities are feasible within all regions of the ZSF, and all areas outside the ZSF
were eliminated from further consideration. ‘

51 and Locati - |

The determination of the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS size and locati#n_ was based on the - ..

analysis of the daily number of discharges expected during dredging operations and location
restrictions as described in 40 CFR §§ 220-229. Otherimportant siting consi&erations include
(1) the cost of the dredging operations, (2) the regulations stating that:ODMDS sites shall be
as small as possible to contain any future impacts and allow for effective monitoring [40 CFR
§ 228.5 (d)]l, and (3) the regulations stating that historical disposal sites shall be used
whenever feasible [40 CFR § 228.5(e)].

The analysis concluded that the ODMDS for the BIH 42-Foot Project should be 5300 ft in a
direction parallel to the BIH Entrance Channel (east—west) and 2895 ft in a direction
perpendicular to the channel (north—south) (with a 2400- x 4800-ft discharge area located
in the center of the site). Use of the BIH Maintenance ODMDS for disposal of the project
material was considered and rejected after it was determined that the grain-size distribution
of the project material was dramatically different from the grain size of the BIH Maintenance
ODMDS area. Therefore, EPA recommends siting the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS inside the
following coordinates (see Figure I-1).

26°04° 47°N,97°05° 07°W; 26°05° 16°N, 97°05° 04°W;

26°05° 10°N, 97°04° 06°"W; 26°04° 42°N, 97°04° 09°W.
The above coordinates would be recorded differently according to EPA’s latest policy on
positioning (see page Ill-1). The proposed ODMDS has an area of 0.55 square statute miles
(0.42 nmi?. The northwest corner of the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS is located at the
intersection of the safety fairway and the boundary of the sandy-silt regime.
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It should be noted that an ODMDS designation does not permit the disposal of toxic or
otherwise hazardous dredged material at the site. By law (40 CFR §§ 220-229), dredged
material must meet stringent toxicity and bioaccumulation criteria before it may be disposed
at a designated ODMDS. In addition, dredged material must meet the limiting permissible
concentration (LPC) for toxicity and bioaccumulation per 40 CFR §§ 227.27. Dredged
material from the BIH Entrance Channel has historically met the LPC. Additionally, no
detrimental impact has been detected at the BIH Historic ODMDS.

While the literature on maintenance material disposal on the Gulf cbast indicates only minor
short-term and negligible long-term mounding from disposal activities, the BIH 42-Foot Project
. was sized based on significant expected mounding. There.is a po—impaqt,hismry fo:._tha,
discharge of maintenance material but not for virgin construction material because there has
been no periodic testing of the latter. Therefore, the following monitoring and surveillance
program is proposed for the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS during construction.

¢ Monitoring Discharge Locations — A major consideration in sizing the BIH 42-Foot
Project ODMDS was the location of the dredge when each discharge occurs. To
prevent excessive mounding, each discharge location will be recorded.

e Mounding Surveillance — Routine bathymetric scans will be conducted, with any
disposal methodology, to allow the prevention of excessive mounding and so that
a Notice to Mariners can be posted relative to any significant mounding that does
occur.

e Sample Collection — Monitoring stations (including a control station), stations
located immediately outside the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS, and stations located
some distance down-current from the site will be sampled for grain-size analysis,
chemical sediment characterization, and macrobenthic invertebrates (in triplicate)
to determine if impacts are occurring outside the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS.
Two stations on each side of the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS, roughly 300 ft from
the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS edges, a control site located east of the BIH 42-
Foot Project ODMDS, and two stations located 10,000 ft down-current (north) of
the down-current edge of the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS are proposed. These
stations will be sampled periodically during the project and for 1 year after the
cessation of virgin-material disposal at the ODMDS. Duration and frequency of
monitoring will be decided by EPA, in cooperation with the USACE prior to
construction.



C. AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

Physical Envi
The Brownsville Ship Channel and the BIH Entrance Channel are on the South Texas Coastal
Plain in a semitropical marine environment controlled by the Gulf of Mexico. The average
temperature and rainfall for winter (January) and summer (July) are 60 °F and 1.5 in. and
85 °F and 1.2 in., respectively. Water depth at the ODMDS is approximately 60-67 ft. and
the bottom topography in this part of the Gulf is flat and relatively featureless.

Water circulation in the area near- the BIH .Entrance:Chapne,l is-the result of a ~c_ompl_ez_(_-.,

interaction of lunar tides, meteorological driving forces, freshwater inflow, and Coreolis
acceleration. The diurnal tidal range in the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS area is 2 to 4 ft.
Because the tidal range is relatively small, wind or storms can completely obscure tidal
fluctuations. Annually, there are 32%, 21%, and 3% chances of a tropical storm, hurricane,
and extreme hurricane, respectively, striking the mid-Texas coast. Bottom currents are
predominantly to the north, with average near-bottom velocities of 0.1 to 0.3 kn beyond the
50-ft isobath. Maximum bottom currents of around 4 kn occur on an average of once every
3 years, and sustained bottom currents of 1 kn or greater occur for only several days per year.
The semipermanent northerly current in the southwestern Gulf of Mexico dominates the
hydrodynamic regime near Brownsville and is strongest from May through August. This
causes sediment transport to the north and, when combined with sediment from the bays
through Brazos Santiago Pass, causes shoaling of the BIH Entrance Channel of approximately
350,000 cu yd/year, with a calculated shoaling rate of 480,000 cu yd/year after the BIH 42-
Foot Project is completed.

( 3l an ndl
Offshore from the BIH Entrance Channel, the sediment becomes sandy silt with-a large,
irregular pattern of clayey sand within the sandy-silt regime. Farther offshore, other matrices
of sand, silt, and clay are found. On the average, the virgin material to be dredged during the
BIH 42-Foot Project contains clayballs (23.9%), silt/clay (67.9%), and sand (8.2%). As the
virgin construction material is predominantly silt and clay, a silty clay regime is the preferable
bottom type for disposal of the material, with a sand-silt-clay regime as the second-best
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alternative. However, these regimes are in areas excluded by the ZSF and the exclusionary
criteria in the regulations. Therefore, the 42-Foot Project ODMDS will be located in the third
choice sediment type, sandy silt.

Water samples in the project area show no significant water-quality problems, although copper
was higher than the EPA Water Quality Criteria in four of the five years in which samples
were taken.

Beaches in the BIH area are generally in a state of erosidn, although there is a net accretion

on the upcurrent (south) side of-the jetties at Brazos Santiago Pass. The beach north of the

jetties is experiencihg Brosion.- s_torfned(ivgn»,sediment is tran,spér_te_d, via southe_gst.wiod_s-, .
along with hurricane and tropical storm win&s, from the beaches and onto the tidal flats and

Laguna Madre. Prevailing southeast onshore winds strike the shoreline at a high angle and

generate strong, northerly longshore drift. The longshore drift is evidenced by the buildup of

sand on the south side of the jetties of Brazos Santiago Pass.

Biological Envi

Phytoplankton standing crops offshore of Brownsville are similar to those of other sections
in the south Texas outer continental shelf. The dominant phytoplankton in South Texas Guilf
of Mexico waters are diatoms, with the heaviest concentrations occurring nearshore. Peaks
in phytoplankton abundance occur in the spring and fall for nearshore communities. Offshore,
phytoplankton density increases during warm seasons. Changes in nearshore-phytoplankton
biomass correlate closely with freshwater runoff into the nearshore environment. Zooplankton
communities in the area are dominated by copepods with a spring/summer peak of abundance.

Greater numbers of zooplankton were normally found nearshore.

Macroinfauna in the area are dominated by polychaetes followed by molluscs. A different
benthic infaunal species composition was found at and south of the BIH Historic ODMDS than
at areas farther north and farther offshore. This appeared to be due, primarily, to a shift in
the grain-size composition of the bottom sediment of the ODMDS toward sandier sediment,
probably as a result of dredged-material disposal and longshore transport of beach and Rio
Grande sediments.
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Nekton offshore of the project area include a combination of species utilizing both the Bay and
Gulf, species found exclusively on the shelf at varying depths year round, and species that
migrate into the area from southern latitudes in response to the shelf water warming.
Commercially and recreationally important fishery resources in the area are typical of the
Texas Gulf coast and include penaeid shrimp, blue crab, kingfish, croaker, star drum,
pompano, and red-snapper. Other primarily recreational species are the spotted seatrout,
black and red drum, flounder, whiting, and sheepshead. Other species that occur in large
numbers around the project area include the Gulf whiting, A;lantic threadfin, mullet, sardine,
silverside, killifigh, and anchovy. None of these species is expected to be significantly
impacted by the proposed use of the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS.

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) has identified 10 species of aquatic vertebrates
considered endangered or threatened that possibly inhabit the Gulf in the Texas area. These
species are the humpback whale, sei whale, sperm whale, right whale, fin whale, leatherback
sea turtle, Kemp'’s ridley sea turtle, hawksbill sea turtle, green sea turtle, and the loggerhead
sea turtle. Fifteen species of aquatic and terrestrial vertebrates considered endangered or
threatened are also listed by the [U.S.] Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) (50 CFR § 17). The
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department lists 10 additional species of dolphins and whales as
threatened that are not listed by the FWS. Additionally, the Texas Organization for
Endangered Species lists two dolphin species as threatened.

In Texas coastal waters, the loggerhead turtle is the most abundant and the hawksbill turtle
is the least abundant. The largest concentration of green sea turtles on the Texas coast
occurs along the lower portion of the Laguna Madre. Juvenile green turtles inhabit the Laguna
Madre primarily in the fall. In 1987 and 1988, strandings of loggerhead, Kemp's ridley, green,
hawksbill, and leatherback turtles were recorded on Texas beaches. Nesting along the Texas
coast is extremely rare. The last two recorded loggerhead nests were in 1977 and 1979,
both on South Padre Island. Six Kemp’s ridley nests have also been recorded on South Padre
Island. Leatherback and hawksbill nests are extremely rare in the area.

Only four listed cetacean species are known to occur off the Texas coast — the sperm whale,
blue whale, black right whale, and the fin whale. The sperm whale is the most common, but
none is known to regularly inhabit nearshore Texas waters. EPA has determined that
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designation of the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS will not adversely impact any endangered or
threatened species.

There are no designated marine sanctuaries in the project area, although there is a fish haven
approximately 1.5 statute miles WNW of the preferred ODMDS and shrimp spawning of many
commercially valuable species occurs throughout the region.

Soci ic El :
Brazos Island Harbor is an active port for commercial and recreational vessels throughout the
year. Commercial uses include fishing vessels and bulk-cargo vessels that transport petroleum

- -products, cotton, corn, sorghum grains, fresh fruits, and nuts. Records show that 1.23 x.1 (o

short tons of bulk cargo was shipped through the BIH in 1987. This is a significant decline
from a peak of 6.38 x 10°® short tons in 1973 when Port Isabel had an operational deep-draft
transshipment terminal. Important wade-bank recreational fishing areas include the Brazos
Santiago Pass jetties, the shoreline both north and south of the Pass, the bayside shoreline
of South Padre Island at its southern tip, portions of the BIH Entrance Channel, and the
beaches of Brazos Island. Popular boat fishing areas include Brazos Santiago Pass, Mexiquita
Flats, South Bay, and numerous other areas in the Laguna Madre north of the Old Queen
Isabella Causeway Pier. In addition, charter-boat and party-boat fishing is important both
recreationally and commercially to the region.

Economically important tourist/recreational beaches in the area are located on the southern-
most 10 miles of South Padre Island and Brazos Island. A State recreation area is also located
on Brazos Island. The Port Isabel State Historic Structure and the Queen Isabella State Fishing
Pier are located on the mainland. In the vicinity of the ODMDSs, there is one unit of the
Lower Rio Grande National Wildlife Refuge located on Brazos Island. In addition, the State of
Texas South Bay Coastal Preserve is located west of Brazos Island, and the National Audubon
Society’s Three Islands Bird Sanctuary and the Laguna Atascosa National Wildlife Refuge are
located to the north of Brazos Island. Cultural and historic sites in the area consist of 116
shipwrecks. Of the 116 shipwrecks, 62 are clustered near the jetties of the BIH Entrance
Channel.
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No mineral extraction is presently occurring in the project area, nor are there any military
restrictions that would influence the BIH ODMDS selection process. The nearest international
boundary is the United States/Mexico border approximately 10 miles south of the preferred
BIH ODMDS.

D. ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

The BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS has been evaluated according to five general and 11 specific
criteria in the Ocean Dumping Regulations [40 CFR §§ 228.5 and 228.6]8)]. This evaluation
is summarized in Tables I-1 and I-2. ' ' '

= - - - - - - - - - - : - - - ’ - T
E. PROPOSED ACTION

EPA’s proposed action is the designation of an ODMDS for the one-gime disposal of virgin
(nonmaintenance) construction material dredged for the BIH 42-Foot Project.
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PART Il. CONSULTATION AND COORDINATION

This section of the FEIS summarizes the process by which the DEIS was reviewed.
Comments received during the review process are acknowledged and responded to as
necessary by EPA.

A. PUBLIC REVIEW PROCESS

The Brazos Island Harbor 42-Foot Project, Texas, Ocean Dredgéd Material Disposal Site
Designation Draft EIS was distributed by EPA to interested agencies, officials, public groups,
~ and-individuals on April 25, 1991. (EPA.9Q6/04-91 -001). All comments received on the DEIS,
as well as the FEIS, are conSideréd by EPA when making a final decision on ODMDS

designation.
B. RESPONSES TO COMMENTS

During the public review process, eight comment letters concerning the DEIS were received
from Federal and State agencies and one private organization. The letters are numbered and
listed below. As a matter of information, Letter Number 2 is not a comment letter on the
DEIS but an endangered and threatened species list for the project area.

Letter Number Agency/Organization
1 Department of the Interior, Office of Environmental Affairs, Albuquer-
que, NM
2 Department of Commerce, National Oceanic and Atmospheric

Administration, NMFS, Southeast Region, St. Petersburg, FL

3 State of Texas, Office of the Governor, Austin, TX

4 State of Texas; General Land Office, Austin, TX

5 State of Texas, Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, Austin, TX

6 State of Texas, Texas State Soil and Water Conservation Board,

Temple, TX

-1



Letter Number Agency/Organization

7 State of Texas, Texas Water Commission, Austin, TX
8 State of Texas, Texas Water Development Board, Austin, TX
9 F. Hermann Rudenburg, Sierra Club, Lone Star Chapter, Coastal

Affairs Committee, Galveston, TX

These letters are reproduced in this section. Each comment within each letter is assigned a
number in the left margin. EPA’s responses to the comments are to the right and are
" identified by the respective comment number.

Only the comments pertaining to the BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS are addressed in this
document. EPA’s responses to the other comments are presented in the respective FEISs.
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PART lil. MODIFICATIONS AND CORRECTIONS TO THE DRAFT EIS

The BIH 42-Foot Project, Texas, Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Site Designation Draft EIS
was reviewed by EPA and other Federal and State agencies, public groups, and individuals.
This section of the FEIS presents minor revisions and some clarifications to the DEIS based
on errors identified during the review process. Each amendment is identified by page,
paragraph, and line of the DEIS and any amended text is presented in italicized type.

Page iii, paragraph 2, lines 14 and 15 and page 2-1, paragraph 1, lines 12 and 13:
- ". . .and 3) decreased recreational benefits to fisherman and other visitors to the

Jetties." is deleted from the DEIS. Plans to make improvements to the jetties were deleted

from this project. - -~~~ - -

Page 2-29, paragraph 1, lines 3 and 4:
Based on EPA’s new policy for presenting latitude/longitude coordinates, the BIH 42-
Foot Project ODMDS coordinates would read as follows

+26°04° 477, —97°05° 07°7; +26°05° 167, —97°05° 04~;
+26°05° 107, —97°04° 06~; +26°04° 427, —97°04° 09°.

Page 3-4, paragraph 2, lines 2 and 3:

The words only slightly are deleted from the phrase ". . . which only slightly exceeded the
criterion.”

Page 3-7, Table 3-4:

Two corrections were made to the Water Quality Criteria (WQC) column in Table 3-4.
The WQC for nickel should be 75 ug/L and the WQC for toxaphene should be 0.27 ug/L.

Page 3-18, paragraph 1, line 10:

The word slightly in the phrase ". . .was slightly higher. . ." is deleted. The word three
in the phrase ". . .in three of the years in which samples were taken." is replaced by the word
four.
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PART IV. EPA’S PROPOSED ACTION

The Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) proposed action is the designation of an
ODMDS for the one-time disposal of virgin (nonmaintenance) construction material dredged
from the Brazos Island Harbor 42-Foot Project. The BIH Entrance Channel and the Brownsville
Ship Channel provide access for commercial and recreational vessels from the Gulf of Mexico
to the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway and Port Brownsville. Because the sediment grain-size
regime at the BIH Maintenance Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Site (ODMDS) is inappropri-
ate for receiving construction material from this project, a new ODMDS must be designated.
The proposed BIH 42-Foot Project ODMDS was identified based on an evaluation of
envuronmental economic, and Jegulatow consudefatlons _
Longshore currents, lunar tides, and storm-induced water movement cause shoaling of the BIH
Entrance Channel at approximately 350,000 cu yd annually. This amount is expected to
increase to approximately 480,000 cu yd annually after completion of the BIH 42-Foot
Project. The United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) is responsible for channel
construction and maintenance under the Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act of
1972 (MPRSA); specifically the Galveston District USACE is charged with maintaining the BIH
Entrance Channel.

The no-action alternative provides that EPA refrain from designating an ocean disposal site for
the disposal of 1.325 million cubic yards of construction material. Without this ODMDS
designation, the USACE would be required to develop an alternative disposal method (e.g.,
land-based) or modify or cancel the project. Cancellation or modification of the BIH 42-Foot
Project would include the following impacts: (1) long-term increases in transportation costs
relative to those that would result from project implementation and (2) loss of potential for
increased channel usage, because a widened channel would permit vessel traffic during
maintenance dredging.

Upland disposal sites were excluded from consideration, based on lack of available sites and
technical problems related to transferring material from dredges to land. Midshelf and
continental shelf sites were determined unsuitable because of potential impact on the benthic
community, greatly increased fuel and manpower requirements, and increased safety risks
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associated with long-distance transport. The proposed ODMDS avoids areas of recreational
importance and biological sensitivity, and is reasonably nearshore to facilitate site monitoring
and surveillance.

While the literature on maintenance-material disposal on the Gulf coast indicates only minor
short-term and negligible long-term mounding from disposal activities, the BIH 42-Foot Project
ODMDS was sized based on significant expected mounding. The proposed ODMDS was
selected so that the temporary reduction in water depth and long-term transport of material
from the site would cause no adverse impacts. Extensive rﬁonitoring and surveillance of the
disposal area is planned.

EPA has determined that the proposed ODMDS is acceptabler for disposal of virgin
(nonmaintenance) construction material dredged from the BIH Entrance Channel and the
Brownsville Ship Channel. A number of unavoidable environmental impacts result from
dredged-material disposal: e.g., increase in turbidity and suspended solids; release of minor
quantities of heavy metals, oil, grease, and nutrients; a change in dissolved oxygen (DO)
content; and smothering of the benthos. These impacts will result from the ocean disposal
of dredged material regardless of where the ODMDS is located. The BIH 42-Foot Project
ODMDS was selected to minimize impacts on the greatest extent possible; however, certain
impacts will occur, such as the temporary burial of the benthic community and the potential
for mortality of some of the benthic organisms within the site. Complete ecological recovery
can be expected at the virgin site.
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