Chapter 1 BACKGROUND, PURPOSE AND NEED, AND PROPOSED ACTION

1.1 Introduction

The Gulf of Mexico is a valuable and diverse ecosystem, consisting of the offshore waters and
adjacent land, water and watersheds of Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas.
The coastal and marine habitats of the Gulf Coast include wetlands, estuaries, barrier islands,
beaches, coral and oyster reefs, and deepwater habitat. These habitats play an integral role in the
economy and cultural fabric of the Gulf Coast and the Nation. Additionally, they provide a
range of services such as fisheries, wildlife-related activities, food production, and recreational
opportunities. They also help guard coastal communities and infrastructure from the effects of
powerful storms (GCERTF 2011).

Gulf Coast habitats are also very biologically diverse. The marine biodiversity contributes to the
Gulf Coast’s ability to produce seafood, resist diseases, filter pollutants, and rebound from
stresses such as overfishing and man-made and natural disasters (NOAA 2011). These beneficial
effects emphasize the importance of keeping coastal habitats and offshore waters healthy in order
to contribute to the resilience of Gulf Coast communities.

The Gulf Coast has endured extensive damage to key coastal habitats, such as wetlands, prairies,
forests, seagrass beds, oyster reefs, natural beaches and dunes, barrier islands, coral reefs, and
offshore habitats. Similarly, the Gulf of Mexico experiences numerous water quality problems,
including hypoxia, altered sediment inputs, and the presence of excess nutrients, pathogens,
mercury, and other pollutants. Living coastal and marine systems are showing signs of stress,
such as depleted species populations and degraded habitats. Storm risk, land loss, depletion of
natural resources, compromised water quality, and sea-level rise imperil coastal communities’
natural defenses and ability to respond to natural and man-made disruptions. These problems
endanger not only the natural systems, but also the economic vitality and cultural legacy of the
Gulf Coast region and the entire Nation.

The Gulf Coast contributes to the economy of the Nation, providing jobs for millions of people,
and adding trillions of dollars to the U.S. economy annually (NOAA 2011). The Gulf Coast
region’s economy, including much of its waterborne commerce and tourism is dependent on its
natural resources, including clean water, oil and gas deposits, commercial and recreational
fisheries, coastal beaches, and waterways for ports.

On April 20, 2010, the mobile offshore drilling unit Deepwater Horizon, which was being used
to drill an exploratory well for BP Exploration and Production, Inc. (BP) in the Macondo
prospect, southeast of the Louisiana coast, exploded, caught fire, and eventually sank, leading to
11 fatalities. This incident resulted in discharges of oil and other substances from the rig and the
submerged wellhead into the Gulf of Mexico. Millions of barrels of oil were released from the
Macondo wellhead over the span of nearly three months. In addition, more than a million
gallons of dispersants were released into the waters of the spill area, both on the surface and at
the wellhead one mile below the surface. The spill caused the closure of Federal waters to
fishing, and affected hundreds of miles of shoreline bayous and bays (Mabus 2010).

The U.S. Coast Guard led the response effort overseeing efforts to contain and clean up the spill.
The magnitude of the disaster was unprecedented in waters of the United States and severely



impacted natural habitats, wildlife, and human communities along coastal areas of Alabama,
Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas, and to the open water in the Gulf of Mexico.

On October 5, 2010, President Obama issued Executive Order (E.O.) 13554 establishing the Gulf
Coast Ecosystem Restoration Task Force (Task Force). The Task Force was comprised of
representatives from the five Gulf States, along with senior representatives from the Departments
of Defense, Justice, Interior, Agriculture, Commerce and Transportation, the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), the Office of Management and Budget, the Council on Environmental
Quality (CEQ), the Office of Science and Technology Policy, and the Domestic Policy Council.
The E.O. directed the Task Force to prepare an ecosystem restoration strategy for the Gulf Coast
that would address the damage caused by the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and longstanding
ecological decline. In December 2011, the Task Force issued its Gulf of Mexico Ecosystem
Restoration Strategy (Task Force Strategy) which presented goals and recommendations for
restoring the environmental and economic health of the region.

1.2 Legal Mandates and Authorities

1.2.1 The Resources and Ecosystems Sustainability, Tourist Opportunities and Revived
Economies of the Gulf Coast States Act of 2012
Congress passed the Resources and Ecosystems Sustainability, Tourist Opportunities and
Revived Economies of the Gulf Coast States Act of 2012 (RESTORE Act) on June 29, 2012, and
President Obama signed it into law on July 6, 2012, (Pub. Law 112-141). Building upon the
recommendations of the Task Force Strategy, the RESTORE Act, among other things created the
Gulf Coast Restoration Trust Fund (“Trust Fund”), added Section 311(t)(2) to the Clean Water
Act (CWA), and created the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council (“Council”). The
Council is comprised of the Governors of the five Gulf States, the Secretaries of the Interior,
Army, Commerce, Agriculture, and Homeland Security, and EPA’s Administrator.

The Trust Fund will receive 80 percent of all CWA civil and administrative penalties paid, after
the date of enactment of the RESTORE Act, by responsible parties in connection with the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill. The Trust Fund is primarily distributed in three ways to support
ecological and economic restoration in the Gulf Coast region: 35 percent will be distributed to
the Gulf Coast States in equal shares (“the Direct Component”); 30 percent, plus 50 percent of
the interest earned from Trust Fund monies will go to the Council for programs and projects
(“the Council-selected Restoration Component”); and, 30 percent will go to the Gulf States under
a formula provided by the Act and Council regulations (“the Spill Impact Component”). The
remainder of the Trust Fund (5 percent plus 50 percent of the interest earned) will fund scientific
research and monitoring through Centers of Excellence Research Grant Program and a Gulf
Coast Ecosystem Restoration Science Program.

Due to the uncertainty around a variety of factors associated with ongoing litigation, the ultimate
amount of administrative and civil penalties that may be available to the Trust Fund and the
timing of their availability are currently unknown. Furthermore, the pending U.S. Department of
Treasury (Treasury) regulations governing the Trust Fund will specify how funds may be
transferred to the ultimate implementers of projects and programs. On January 3, 2013, the
United States announced that Transocean Deepwater, Inc., Transocean Holdings LLC,
Transocean Offshore Deepwater Drilling Inc., and Triton Asset Leasing GMBH (collectively



“Transocean”) and related entities agreed to pay $1 billion in civil penalties for the CWA
violations related to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. On February 19, 2013, the Federal court
approved the $1 billion civil settlement of CWA violations with Transocean. Over a three-year
period Transocean will incrementally pay $1 billion, plus interest, to the U.S. Government. Of
those funds, 80 percent will be deposited by the U.S. Treasury Department into the Trust Fund.
On March 15, 2013, Transocean made an initial payment of approximately $404 million to the
U. S. Government. Eighty percent of that payment went to the Trust Fund, of which
approximately $194 million was deposited for ecosystem restoration programs and projects in
the Gulf Coast region under the Comprehensive Plan and Spill Impact Components of the Trust
Fund. In addition, the United States continues to seek additional civil penalties from BP and
other potentially responsible parties in ongoing litigation, which may also provide funds for the
Trust Fund.

The RESTORE Act defines where and how funds may be spent. The Act defines “Gulf Coast
State” to mean any of the States of Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas, and
includes the following areas within the “Gulf Coast region”:

1. Inthe Gulf Coast States, the coastal zones (including Federal lands within the coastal
zones) that border the Gulf of Mexico;

2. Any adjacent land, water, and watersheds within 25 miles of the coastal zones; and,

3. All Federal waters in the Gulf of Mexico.

The RESTORE Act requires the Council to develop an Initial Comprehensive Plan (Plan) within
one-year of the date of enactment-- July 6, 2012. The Plan must include: (1) provisions
necessary to incorporate the strategy, projects, and programs recommended by the Task Force;
(2) a list of any project or program authorized prior to enactment of the RESTORE Act, but not
yet begun; (3) the strategy for allocating funds made available to the Council; and (4) subject to
available funding, a three-year project and program priority list which will be updated annually.
Once complete, the Plan will be updated every five years.

In addition to developing a Plan, the RESTORE Act tasks the Council with eight main duties:

. Identify as soon as practicable the projects that--

o have been authorized prior to the date of enactment of this subsection but not
yet commenced; and
o] if implemented quickly, would restore and protect the natural resources,

ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, barrier islands,
dunes, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast region;

. Establish one or more advisory committee(s) as may be necessary to assist the Council,
including a scientific advisory committee and a committee to advise the Council on
public policy issues;

. Collect and consider scientific and other research associated with restoration of the
Gulf Coast ecosystem, including research, observation, and monitoring carried out
pursuant to sections 1604 and 1605 of the RESTORE Act;

o Develop standard terms to include in contracts for projects and programs awarded
pursuant to the Comprehensive Plan that provide a preference to individuals and



companies that reside in, are headquartered in, or are principally engaged in business in a
Gulf Coast State;

Select projects and programs to be funded under the Council-selected Restoration
Component (Council Selected Projects);

Approve State Expenditure Plans and oversee grants to the Gulf Coast States for the
Spill Impact Component of the Trust Fund;

Prepare an integrated financial plan and recommendations for coordinated budget
requests for the amounts proposed to be expended by the Federal agencies represented on
the Council for projects and programs in the Gulf Coast States; and

Submit to Congress an annual report.

The RESTORE Act requires the Council to select projects and programs (collectively “projects”)
in the Gulf Coast region to be funded using the best available science and give the highest
priority to projects that address one or more of the following criteria:

Projects that are projected to make the greatest contribution to restoring and protecting
the natural resources, ecosystem, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitat, beaches, and
coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast region, without regard to geographic location within
the Gulf Coast region.

Large-scale projects that are projected to substantially contribute to restoring and
protecting the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats,
beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast ecosystem.

Projects contained in existing Gulf Coast State comprehensive plans for the restoration
and protection of natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats,
beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast ecosystem.

Projects that restore long-term resiliency of the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries,
marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, and coastal wetlands most impacted by the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill.

Before Gulf States can receive funds from their Spill Impact Component for specific projects and
programs, they must develop and submit to the Council for approval a State Expenditure Plan
that, among other factors, takes into consideration the Plan and is consistent with the Plan’s goals
and objectives. Upon receipt of each State Expenditure Plan, the Council has 60 days to either
approve or disapprove it.

In developing the Plan, the Council is mindful of other Gulf Coast restoration reports and related
efforts, including restoration planning efforts being undertaken by Federal agencies, individual
states and nonprofits. A description of ongoing restoration and protection activities in the Gulf
Coast is included in Appendix B.

1.2.2 The National Environmental Policy Act

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), 42 U.S.C 88 4321-4335, and CEQ’s
implementing regulations at 40 C.F.R. Parts 1500-1508, set forth a process for Federal agency
decisionmakers to identify and consider the effects of proposed Federal actions and alternatives
on the quality of the human environment. The CEQ regulations (40 C.F.R. §1508.14) define the
“human environment” comprehensively as “the natural and physical environment and the



relationship of people with that environment.” NEPA provides a mandate and a framework for
Federal agencies to consider all reasonably foreseeable environmental effects of their proposed
actions and to involve the public and solicit information that will ensure the use of the best
available science to assist the decisionmaker’s consideration of environmental effects,
alternatives, and mitigation measures that can be used to reduce adverse environmental effects.

Actions undertaken by the Council to restore and protect the human and natural environment in
the Gulf Coast are subject to NEPA and its implementing regulations. NEPA and its
implementing regulations prescribe certain responsibilities for Federal agencies including
preparation of the appropriate level of environmental analysis and documentation. Federal
agencies considering implementation of a Federal action must produce an environmental impact
statement (EIS) if the proposed action is expected to have significant impacts on the quality of
the human environment. However, Federal agencies prepare a less detailed analysis in an
environmental assessment (EA) to evaluate the need for an EIS. If the EA demonstrates that the
proposed action will not significantly impact the quality of the human environment, the Federal
agency issues a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) and need not prepare the more
detailed and intensive analysis required by an EIS. If, during the preparation of an EA, an
agency determines that significant impacts to the quality of the human environment are likely to
occur as a result of the agency’s actions, and those effects cannot or will not be sufficiently
mitigated, then the agency must prepare an EIS.

A programmatic NEPA analysis is used to assess the environmental impacts of a proposed action
that is broad in reach; subsequent actions may be informed by subsequent NEPA analyses. A
programmatic analysis may be used for proposed policies, plans and programs that address a
given geographic area, or when environmental impacts are common to a class of actions or
activities that are not location specific. Programmatic NEPA analyses may be used when there
are limitations on available information or uncertainty regarding the timing, location, and
environmental impacts of subsequent implementing actions. A programmatic NEPA analysis
may also provide the basis for preliminary decisions prior to a Federal agency’s consideration of
the impacts for specific projects. The value of this level of analysis is that it can
programmatically address potential cumulative and indirect effects and allow the NEPA analysis
for a subsequent action to tier to the programmatic analysis, thereby avoiding duplicative
analyses of those impacts in the agency’s subsequent NEPA documents and, instead, enabling
decisionmakers and the public to focus on the most pertinent issues for decision.

The Council has determined that a Programmatic Environmental Assessment (PEA) is the
appropriate level of analysis to perform at this time; the Council has not made a determination
that the proposed Plan itself will have a significant effect on the human environment for NEPA
purposes. The Plan identifies the Goals and Objectives for the Council, and does not reach
decisions on funding allocations; and therefore no direct environmental effects flow from the
Plan. The Council developed this PEA to assist it in determining whether the Plan as proposed
results in potentially significant impacts to the quality of the human environment, in which case
the Council would prepare an EIS.

This PEA summarizes the current environmental setting of the Gulf Coast region, describes the
purpose and need for the Plan, identifies the No Action and Proposed Action Alternatives,



including a description of the process for developing the Proposed Action (the Plan), and
assesses the potential environmental consequences based upon available information. This
information is being used to make a threshold determination as to whether the Council must
prepare an EIS prior to adopting the Plan. The PEA does not analyze the specific effects of
projects that the Council may later fund. The appropriate level of NEPA analysis will be
performed on proposed projects prior to their selection by the Council for funding.

1.3 Purpose and Need for the Comprehensive Plan

The need for this action is to create an Initial Comprehensive Plan for restoration of and
protection of the Gulf Coast region as mandated by the RESTORE Act. The purpose of this
Plan, which is also described in the RESTORE Act, is to restore and protect the natural
resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, and coastal wetlands of
the Gulf Coast region. The Plan will: incorporate the recommendations and findings of the Task
Force Strategy; describe how Council selected ecosystem restoration activities will be solicited,
evaluated and funded; outline the process for the development, review and approval of State
Expenditure Plans; and, include a list of any ecosystem restoration projects authorized prior to
the enactment of the RESTORE Act, but not yet commenced. In accordance with the Act, State
plans for expenditure of the Spill Impact Component funds will consider and be consistent with
the goals and objectives of the Plan. The decision to fund specific projects in the Gulf Coast
region will occur at a later time, following the Council’s development of a proposal evaluation
and selection process, as described in the Plan.

The Plan does not include a description of the manner in which amounts from the Trust Fund
projected to be made available to the Council for the next ten years will be allocated. Nor does it
include a project and program priority list that the Council will fund over the next three years,
referred to as the “Funded Priorities List.” The Council did not include these elements in this
Plan for several reasons. First, there is uncertainty related to the overall amount and availability
of funds deposited in the Trust Fund, as noted above. Second, the procedures to guide Trust
Fund expenditures have not been issued by the Treasury. Third, the Council wishes to solicit
public input on this Plan. Fourth, the Gulf Coast States are in the process of developing State
Expenditure Plans to guide the expenditure of funds that will be allocated to the States. For all
of these reasons, the Council has purposely deferred developing the 10-Year Funding Strategy
and Funded Priorities List.

1.4 Public Engagement

1.4.1 Draft Plan

The Council sought public input in the drafting of the Plan through a series of public meetings
across the Gulf Coast region and by reviewing the compilation of reports, research documents,
and written comments from individuals and groups.

The public meetings were held as follows:
December 11, 2012 Mobile, Alabama

February 19, 2013 Biloxi, Mississippi
Houma, Louisiana
February 20, 2013 New Orleans, Louisiana



February 21, 2013 Lake Charles, Louisiana

February 28, 2013 Panama City, Florida
March 12, 2013 Pasadena, Texas
March 13, 2013 St. Petersburg, Florida

Tribal consultation webinars were held on Tuesday, April 9, and Thursday, April 11, 2013.
1.4.2 Draft PEA and Draft Plan

The public was notified of the opportunity to review and comment on the Draft PEA and Draft
Plan in various ways, including publication of a notice in the Federal Register and posting of a
notice of the availability of the documents on the Council’s website. The Council also sent e-
mail notifications to those individuals who requested to be notified when the Draft Plan and
Draft PEA were published.

The Draft PEA and Draft Plan were available for public review and comment between May 23,
2013, and July 8, 2013. In addition to soliciting public review, the Council sought public input
through a serious of public meetings. The public meetings were held as follows:

June 3, 2013 Pensacola, Florida

June 5, 2013 Spanish Fort, Alabama
June 10, 2013 Galveston, Texas

June 11, 2013 Biloxi, Mississippi
June 12, 2013 Belle Chasse, Louisiana
June 17, 2013 St. Petersburg, FL

A Tribal engagement session was held on June 13, 2013.

1.5 Compliance with other Authorities

In addition to meeting NEPA requirements, the Council is cognizant that the Plan and projects
subsequently selected to be funded must comply with applicable Federal statutes, regulations and
E.O.s, in addition to any other applicable state or local laws. To assist the public with
identifying other applicable authorities, the Council prepared a non-exclusive list of other
potentially applicable Federal authorities attached as Appendix C. Whether and the extent to
which an authority applies to a particular project depends on the unique characteristics of each
specific project. Consequently, not every authority listed in Appendix C will apply to every
project.



Chapter 2 ALTERNATIVES, INCLUDING THE PROPOSED ACTION

Introduction

This chapter describes the alternatives considered in the PEA: the No Action Alternative and the
proposed Plan. It is not possible at this time to identify an environmentally preferable alternative
for the entire region. Future NEPA analysis on individual projects will take into account site-
specific conditions and identify the environmentally preferable alternative, as applicable.

2.1 Alternative A: No Action

The CEQ NEPA regulations require that Federal agencies consider a No Action Alternative as it
establishes a point of comparison for likely impacts should the proposed action not be carried
forward. Under a No Action Alternative, there would be no Plan and the Council would not
expend funds allocated under the RESTORE Act. The RESTORE Act requires the Council to
distribute the Council-selected Restoration Component of the Trust Fund, which includes 30
percent of the amounts, plus 50 percent of the interest earned by the Trust Fund. The Act also
requires another 30 percent of the amounts in the Trust Fund (i.e., the Spill Impact Component)
to be allocated among the five Gulf Coast States, once the States have submitted, and the Council
has approved a State Expenditure Plan, that is consistent with the Council’s Plan. Without a
Plan, the Council would not be able to distribute Council-selected Restoration Component
Funds; further, the States would not be able to create a State Expenditure Plan to expend funds
under the Spill Impact Component. The States’ expenditure of funds for projects under the
Direct Component, however, is not dependent upon the Council’s issuance of the Plan, and may
be utilized by the States on projects and programs regardless of the adoption of the Plan.

If the Council does not fund any Gulf Coast region projects, and the States cannot expend funds
under the Spill Impact Component, the likely result would be that coastal restoration and
protection projects intended by Congress to be funded through the RESTORE Act would not be
undertaken in the Gulf Coast region. While other funding associated with the Deepwater
Horizon oil spill and intended for restoration in the Gulf Coast region is available or anticipated
to become available, such funds are distinct from the RESTORE Act and would not substitute
the function specifically intended and required by the Act. These other programs are described
in further detail in the Cumulative Effects section of this PEA.

2.2 Alternative B: Proposed Action — Plan

The Plan was developed based on the mandates of the RESTORE Act and from public input
received since the initial Council meeting in December 2012. The Plan: (1) incorporates the
recommendations and findings of the Task Force; (2) describes how Council-selected ecosystem
restoration activities will be solicited, evaluated, and funded; (3) outlines the process for the
development, review, and approval of State Expenditure Plans; (4) provides the Council’s next
steps; and, (5) includes a list of any ecosystem restoration projects authorized prior to enactment
of the RESTORE Act, but not yet commenced. A copy of the Plan can be found at
http://www.restorethegulf.gov/.
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Overview of the Proposed Plan

The Council will use Goals, Objectives, and Evaluation Criteria to guide its ecosystem
restoration funding decisions. The Goals provide the Council’s desired long-term outcomes for
Gulf restoration; the Objectives outline the broad types of activities that will achieve the Goals
and will be refined over time to be more specific and measureable as more information is known
about the ultimate amount and timing of funding.

Goals

1. Restore and Conserve Habitat — Restore and conserve the health, diversity, and
resilience of key coastal, estuarine, and marine habitats.

2. Restore Water Quality — Restore and protect water quality of the Gulf Coast region’s
fresh, estuarine, and marine waters.

3. Replenish and Protect Living Coastal and Marine Resources — Restore and protect
healthy, diverse, and sustainable living coastal and marine resources.

4. Enhance Community Resilience — Build upon and sustain communities with capacity to
adapt to short- and long-term changes.

5. Restore and Revitalize the Gulf Economy — Enhance the sustainability and resiliency of
the Gulf economy.

Objectives

The Council will select and fund projects and programs that restore and protect the natural
resources, ecosystems, water quality, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, and coastal
wetlands of the Gulf Coast region. Projects not within the scope of these Objectives for
ecosystem restoration will not be funded under the Council-selected Restoration Component.
The Obijectives are not listed in any particular order, and the Council does not anticipate that
restoration efforts funded under the Council-selected Restoration Component will be equally
distributed among the Objectives. Restoration projects may achieve multiple Objectives
simultaneously. The list of example projects is meant to be descriptive rather than limiting.

1. Restore, Enhance, and Protect Habitats — Restore, enhance and protect the extent,
functionality, resiliency, and sustainability of coastal, freshwater, estuarine, wildlife, and
marine habitats. These include barrier islands, beaches, dunes, coastal wetlands, coastal
forests, pine savannahs, coastal prairies, submerged aquatic vegetation, oyster reefs, and
shallow and deepwater corals.

The types of projects that could be implemented under this objective include the
restoration, enhancement, creation, and protection of important coastal, freshwater,
estuarine, and marine habitats, and removal of invasive species. Protection and
conservation projects may be implemented through active management, acquisition,
voluntary management agreements, protected area management, perpetual management,
conservation easements, and other conservation activities.



2. Restore, Improve, and Protect Water Resources — Restore, improve, and protect the
Gulf Coast region’s fresh, estuarine, and marine water resources by reducing or treating
nutrient and pollutant loading; and improving the management of freshwater flows,
discharges to and withdrawals from critical systems.

The types of water resource management projects that could be implemented include
implementation of watershed best management practices; improved agricultural and
silvicultural management practices; enhanced stormwater and/or wastewater
management; improved quality and quantity of freshwater flows, discharges, and
withdrawals; sediment runoff management, and other foundational water quality
concerns.

3. Protect and Restore Living Coastal and Marine Resources — Restore and protect
healthy, diverse, and sustainable living coastal and marine resources including finfish,
shellfish, birds, mammals, reptiles, coral, and deep benthic communities.

The types of projects that could be implemented under this objective may address
recovery of threatened and endangered species, overfishing and bycatch, improved
fisheries assessments, sustainable resource management of commercially and
recreationally important activities (such as fishing, hunting, and wildlife watching),
increased resource stocks, invasive and nuisance species management and removal,
enforcement, and other protective measures.

4. Restore and Enhance Natural Processes and Shorelines — Restore and enhance
ecosystem resilience, sustainability, and natural defenses through the restoration of
natural coastal, estuarine, and riverine processes, and/or the restoration of natural
shorelines.

The types of projects that could be implemented under this objective may include
removal of barriers, including levees and other structures, to improve freshwater inflow
and fish passage; improved sediment management (e.g., through increased beneficial use,
dedicated dredging, and sediment capture structures); restoration of coastal wetlands,
restoration of eroded shorelines; river diversions (also known as river re-introduction
projects) and other types of hydrologic restoration; natural ridge restoration;
implementation of living shoreline techniques; and other restoration techniques that
address natural processes and shorelines.

5. Promote Community Resilience — Build and sustain Gulf Coast communities’ capacity
to adapt to short and long-term natural and man-made hazards, particularly increased
flood risks associated with sea-level rise and environmental stressors. Promote
ecosystem restoration that enhances community resilience through the re-establishment
of non-structural, natural buffers against storms and flooding.

The types of projects that could be implemented under this objective may address

capacity for local governments, businesses, and community-based organizations to adapt;
risk assessments; advance natural resource planning and natural resource recovery
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planning with locally-driven solutions; long-term land use planning as it relates to the
management and sustainability of coastal resources; acquisition and/or preservation of
undeveloped lands in coastal high-hazard areas (e.g., as buffers against storm surge and
sea level rise); non-structural storm and surge protection; design of incentive-based
mitigation programs; engagement with and among local communities and other measures
that build community resiliency through ecosystem restoration. Projects and programs
that promote community resilience should be tied to ecosystem restoration or protection.

6. Promote Natural Resource Stewardship and Environmental Education — Promote
and enhance natural resource stewardship through environmental education efforts that
include formal and informal educational opportunities, professional development and
training, communication, and actions for all ages.

The types of projects that could be implemented under this objective may include
environmental stewardship and education programs tied to Gulf Coast resources that
encourage and coordinate the use of existing environmental education and outreach
networks and institutions; establish a more effective relationship between research and
education communities; and provide meaningful hands-on ecosystem education that
includes local, cultural, environmental and economic values with the belief that education
will encourage action toward a healthier Gulf. Projects and programs which promote
natural resource stewardship and environmental education should be tied to ecosystem
restoration or protection.

7. Improve Science-Based Decision-Making Processes — Improve science-based decision-
making processes used by the Council.

The types of projects that could be implemented under this objective may implement or
improve science-based adaptive management and project-level and regional ecosystem
monitoring, including the coordination and interoperability of ecosystem monitoring
programs; regional database and expert systems used to warehouse ecosystem data;
improved ecosystem restoration outcome and impact measurement and reporting; and
development of local and regional ecosystem models to apply the monitoring information
gained and address the critical uncertainties related to restoration to adaptively manage
and inform Council decision-making processes related to ecosystem investments.

Evaluation Criteria

The RESTORE Act directs the Council to use the best available science and give highest priority
in at least the first three years to ecosystem projects that meet one or more of the following four
Priority Criteria. The Council will use these criteria to evaluate proposals and select the best
projects and programs to achieve comprehensive ecosystem restoration.

1. Projects that are projected to make the greatest contribution to restoring and protecting
the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, and
coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast region, without regard to geographic location within
the Gulf Coast region.

2. Large-scale projects that are projected to substantially contribute to restoring and
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protecting the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats,
beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast ecosystem.

Projects contained in existing Gulf Coast State comprehensive plans for the restoration
and protection of natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats,
beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast region.

Projects that restore long-term resiliency of the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries,
marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, and coastal wetlands most impacted by the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill.

12



Chapter 3 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING - GULF COAST REGION

3.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the general human environment of the Gulf Coast region that provides the
setting for the resources that the Draft Plan could impact. Various documents have analyzed the
affected environment of the Gulf Coast region. To decrease redundancy, and remain consistent
with CEQ’s NEPA regulations which state that NEPA’s purpose is not to generate excellent
paperwork but rather to foster excellent action (40 C.F.R. 81500.1(c)), the Council has
incorporated relevant sections of existing documents into the PEA and supplemented with
information, as necessary. This PEA provides a general overview of the human environment of
the Gulf Coast region. The Gulf of Mexico Regional Ecosystem Restoration Strategy (GCERTF
2011) and the Mabus Report, 2010, provide a more in-depth description of the physical and
ecological environment, cultural resources, and socioeconomic environment and are incorporated
here by reference.

3.2 Physical Environment

The Gulf of Mexico is the ninth largest water body in the world. Formed by subsidence of the
seafloor, the Gulf region covers approximately 600,000 square miles, measuring approximately
995 miles from east to west and 560 miles from north to south. The portion of the Gulf of
Mexico designated as Federal waters, covers approximately 3,242 square miles and has a
coastline of over 1,600 miles; if bays and other inland waters are included, the total shoreline
increases to over 16,000 miles (US EPA 2010). The Gulf of Mexico receives waters from 32
states via 150 rivers. In its Gulf of Mexico at a Glance: A Second Glance, NOAA details the
physical environment of the Gulf of Mexico. The sections describing the physical environment
are incorporated here by reference.

The continental shelf forms an almost continuous terrace around the margin of the Gulf; its width
varies from a maximum of more than 200 miles to a minimum of about 25 miles. The waters of
the continental shelf are less than 200 meters deep and comprise 22 percent of the Gulf bottom.
This shelf is characterized by large areas of sand or mud bottom and interspersed with living
coral reefs or limestone reefs which are primarily remnant coral reefs. Three examples of living
coral reefs are the Flower Gardens Reef off the Texas and Louisiana coast; the northernmost
living coral reef in the Gulf, Pulley’s Ridge; and the Tortugas Ecological Reserve located off
south Florida. The Florida Middle Grounds located southeast of Apalachicola, Florida, is a
prime example of the limestone reefs found across the Gulf (GMFC 2010).
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The continental slope is the transition area between the continental shelf (less than 200 meters)
and the abyssal plain (less than 3000 meters). This slope represents 20 percent of the Gulf area
and contains both hard and soft bottom areas. The hard bottom areas are typically created near
cold seeps, where chemosynthetic organisms thrive in the low light conditions. These areas
support deepwater coral populations and diverse fish and benthic communities.

The seafloor of the abyssal plain is comprised of waters greater than 3000 meters in depth and is
typically characterized by soft fine grain sediments, no light conditions and year round
temperatures near freezing. Originally thought to be relatively barren of life forms, a high
degree of biodiversity was recently shown among the highly adapted organisms living in this
harsh environment. The abyssal plain contains 20 percent of the Gulf’s floor, including the
Sigsbee Deep, which is the deepest region of the Gulf. Located in the Southwest quadrant, this
region has depths up to 4,384 meters (Gore 1992).

Water flows into the Gulf through the Yucatan Strait, circulates as the Loop Current, and exits
through the Straits of Florida, eventually forming the Gulf Stream that flows north along the
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Atlantic Coast. These warm currents help moderate temperatures along the Eastern seaboard and
in Northern Europe. Portions of the Gulf Loop Current often break away forming eddies, or
“gyres” within the Gulf which affect regional current patterns. Smaller wind driven and tidal
currents are created in near shore environments (Moretzsohn et al 2013).

The U.S. contributes more than 85 percent of the freshwater inflow to the Gulf, with the
Mississippi River accounting for 64 percent. The Mississippi River originates in northern
Minnesota and flows 2,350 miles to the Gulf of Mexico, capturing runoff from 41 percent of the
continental U.S. (NOAA 2011). Drainage into the Gulf of Mexico is extensive, covering more
than 60 percent of the contiguous U.S. Additional freshwater inputs originate in Mexico, the
Yucatan Peninsula, and Cuba (US EPA 2010).

The deposition of sediments carried by the Mississippi and other regional rivers into the Gulf and
extreme fluctuations in sea level that occurred from the end of the Pleistocene to the early
Holocene, contributes to a diverse combination of coastal plain-continental shelf sub-provinces
(Bianchi et al. 1999). The physiography of the region includes the formation of carbonate
deposits in Florida and the Yucatan which dominate the eastern and southern regions, while
clastic sediment deposition and subsidence dominate the northern and northwestern regions. The
geomorphology of the coastal plains are also quite variable, with the northern coastal plains of
the Gulf comprised of estuarine environments that vary from the extensive floodplains and
drowned river valleys of the Mississippi River, strand plain and chenier plain systems in
Southwest Louisiana and Texas, barrier island-back bay complexes in the northern Gulf, sandy
beaches and dunes in the eastern regions, and lagoonal systems in the northern and southern
regions.

The Gulf of Mexico basin resembles a large bowl with a broad shallow rim. Approximately 38
percent of Gulf waters are shallow, intertidal areas. This intertidal zone consists of sandy
beaches, tidal marshes, and mangrove swamps, along with many bays, estuaries, lagoons and
barrier islands. In addition, the Gulf of Mexico is bordered by five million acres of wetlands (US
EPA 2010).

3.2.1 Land Use

The Gulf of Mexico and the Gulf States encompass many types of ownership interests -- private
lands, public lands, state lands, tribal lands and mixed-interest land, such as private lands with
Federal easements. The map below depicts selected Federal lands within the South Eastern U.S.
The uses to which these lands are put include parks, military bases, national forests and
grasslands, land held in Trust for Tribal use by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, as well as land
protected as wildlife refuges or protected for water quality or other purposes.
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3.2.1.1 Federal Lands

Protected areas vary in purpose and legal authority and are meant to give greater protection to
natural and cultural resources, and include forests, parks, and wildlife refuges. Jurisdiction over
Federal lands in the Gulf Coast States includes the U.S. Forest Service (Forest Service), National
Park Service (NPS), and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).

The Forest Service manages national forests in the Gulf Coast States and its watershed to sustain
the health, diversity, and productivity of the Nation’s forests and grasslands to meet the needs of
present and future generations. These public lands are administered under multiple-use
management to protect and obtain the greatest benefit from all forest resources: recreation,
timber, range, fish and wildlife, soil and water and minerals. These lands include: four National
Forests in east Texas, the Caddo-Lyndon B. Johnson National Grasslands in northeast Texas, the
Kisatchie National Forest in Louisiana, six national forests in Mississippi, four National Forests
in Alabama, three National Forests in Florida, and the 1,400-mile Florida Trail, one of eleven
National Scenic Trails in the United States.

The National Wildlife Refuge System, managed by the USFWS, is a network of lands and waters
established for the conservation of the Nation’s fish and wildlife resources. There are 45
National Wildlife Refuges (NWR) located in the Gulf Coast region, as defined by the RESTORE
Act, — all of which provide residents and visitors in the Gulf States the opportunity to access their
natural heritage and enjoy the outdoors. These include Aransas NWR in Texas, Breton NWR in
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Louisana, Mississippi Sandhill Crane NWR in Mississippi, Bon Secour NWR in Alabama, and
St. Marks NWR and Everglades Headwaters NWR in Florida.

The National Park system is a network of natural areas set aside for future generations with park
management priorities varying dependent upon the parks designation. There are numerous
National Parks in the Gulf, including the Everglades National Park, Big Cypress National
Preserve, Dry Tortugas National Park, Padre Island National Seashore, Gulf Islands National
Seashore, Palo Alto Battlefield National Historical Park, Jean Lafitte National Historic Park,
New Orleans Jazz National Historical Park, Big Thicket National Preserve, and DeSoto National
Memorial.

The National Marine Sanctuaries Act (NMSA) establishes a framework for protecting, restoring,
and studying marine areas of national significance and is managed by NOAA’s NOS. The two
national marine sanctuaries in the Gulf of Mexico are Flower Garden Banks (offshore of Texas
and Louisiana) and Florida Keys (offshore southern Florida).

E.O. 13158, Marine Protected Areas, defines a marine protected area (MPA) as “any area of the
marine environment that has been reserved by Federal, state, territorial, tribal, or local laws or
regulations to provide lasting protection for part or all of the natural and cultural resources
therein.” About 40 percent of the Gulf of Mexico is in some form of a MPA. There are
currently 295 MPAs in the Gulf Coast; of these 278 are multiple use. About two thirds of the
region’s MPAs are in Florida. Over 100 of Florida’s 217 MPAs are Outstanding Florida Waters-
overlay zones established to protect water quality in sensitive areas. Florida also has a 41-
member system of aquatic preserves, 21 of which are MPAs in the Gulf. Ninety-five percent of
the MPA area in the Gulf is in Federal waters, most of this is in fishery MPAs managed by the
NMFS with the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (Gulf of Mexico FMC).

3.2.1.2 Agricultural Setting

Approximately 78 percent of the acreage in Texas is farmland; 38 percent is farmland in
Mississippi; and just less than 30 percent of the acreage in Louisiana, Alabama and Florida is
farmland. The following table shows the number of acres within each Gulf Coast State that were
found by the 2007 Agricultural Census to be dedicated to cropland, permanent pasture or
rangeland, woodland (i.e., incidental to farmland), certain conservation programs, and other uses
such as buildings, livestock facilities and other miscellaneous uses.*

Acresin Acresin
Permanent farmsteads,
State Acres in pasture and Acres in buildings, Acresin
Cropland | rangeland, Woodland | livestock Conservation*
other than facilities,
cropland and ponds, roads,
woodland wasteland,

! See, 2007 Agricultural Census, Volume 1, Chapter 1: State Level Data. National Agricultural Statistics Service, U.S.
Department of Agriculture.( http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2007/Full_Report/Census_by_State/).

17



pasture etc.
Texas 33.7 million |  87.2 million 7.2 million 2.4 million 4.2 million
Louisiana | 4.7 million 1.5 million 1.2 million | 700 thousand 525 thousand
Mississippi | 5.5 million 1.6 million 3.6 million | 675 thousand 1.1 million
Alabama 3.1 million 2 million 3.4 million | 500 thousand 500 thousand
Florida 3 million 3.2 million 2.3 million | 730 thousand 225 thousand

*“Acres in Conservation” is defined for the Agricultural Census to include lands enrolled in the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s Conservation Reserve, Wetlands Reserve, Farmable Wetlands or Conservation Reserve Enhancement Programs.

Through various Federal conservation programs, such as the Farm and Ranch Land Protection
Program (FRPP), Grasslands Reserve Program (GRP), and Environmental Quality Incentives
Program (EQIP), the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) and the Wildlife Habitat
Incentives Program (WHIP), private landowners use key conservation practices, such as nutrient
management, conservation crop rotation, cover crops, and residue and tillage management, that
address critical water quality concerns of the region, and improve the protection of other natural
resources, such as forestland and wetlands.

3.2.1.3 Prime and Unique Farmlands

Prime and unique farmlands of state and local importance are protected under the Farmland
Protection Policy Act of 1981 (FPPA). The Prime and unique farmlands of the Gulf Coas