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Dear Mr. MacDuffee:
NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service, Southeast Region, Habitat Conservation Division (NMFS
HCD) reviewed the Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) Assessment dated April 2009 for the Environmental
Impact Statement/Overseas Environmental Impact Statement (EIS/OEIS) dated September 2008 for an
Undersea Warfare Training Range (USWTR). The Department of the Navy’s U.S. Fleet Force Command
(USFF) prepared the EFH Assessment to assess potential impacts from conducting training activities
within the USWTR and from installing the instruments and cables necessary to support the training range.
Over 1,700 acres of seabottom would be disturbed by the proposed construction and training. USFF’s
determination is the proposed construction and operation of USWTR may adversely affect
live/hardbottom habitats that are EFH, and USFF proposes to address this potential through sequential
mitigation. As the nation’s federal trustee for the conservation and management of marine, estuarine, and
anadromous fishery resources, the following comments and recommendations are provided pursuant to
authorities of the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act and the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation
and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act). Based on the consultation history (summarized below),
our comments focus on the Jacksonville Operations Area (OPAREA), the Navy’s preferred location for
USWTR.
NOAA is a cooperating agency for development of the EIS/OEIS, and the NMFS Office of Protected
Resources is providing comments pertaining to the Endangered Species Act and Marine Mammal
Protection Act under separate correspondence. As indicated below, NMFS HCD is concerned about
potential impacts from the activities on live/hardbottom habitats that are spawning or nursery areas for
federally managed fishery species. We conclude the letter with recommendations for a path forward.
Consultation History
In October 2005, USFF released a draft EIS/OEIS that examined three potential locations for USWTR,
the Cherry Point OPAREA offshore of southeastern North Carolina, the Virginia Capes (VACAPES)
OPAREA offshore of northeastern Virginia, and the Jacksonville OPAREA offshore of northeastern
Florida, and identified the Cherry Point OPAREA as the preferred alternative. While the draft EIS/OEIS
did not identify a least preferred alternative, the tiered information collection that normally accompanies
development of an EIS/OEIS resulted in the draft EIS/OEIS having the least information about the
Jacksonville OPAREA. On January 31, 2006, NMFS HCD recommended to USFF that additional
analyses be conducted to evaluate the effects of the preferred alternative on federally managed fishery
species, especially effects from installing instruments and cables on the spawning habitats of snapper and
grouper species.

After further consideration, including reviews of comments received from resource agencies and the
public regarding the October 2005 draft EIS/OEIS, USFF identified an additional candidate location for
the USWTR, the Charleston OPAREA offshore of central South Carolina. In September 2008, USFF
released a revised draft EIS/OEIS that examined the now four candidate locations and identified the
Jacksonville OPAREA as the preferred alternative. In November 2008, the NMFS Office of Protected
Resources, serving as USFF’s NOAA point of contact for this project, provided USFF with information
needs that NMFS HCD found necessary to complete its review of the recommended alternative as well as
preliminary comments and recommendations. In response to that request, as well as informal discussion
between USFF and NMMS HCD during the past year, USFF provided NMFS HCD with the EFH
Assessment on April 23, 2009.
A primary focus of the discussions between USFF and NMFS HCD has been the Navy’s need to move
forward with USWTR designation before all necessary data were available to characterize the seabottom
within the Jacksonville OPAREA. USFF is currently sponsoring the mapping of the seafloor within the
proposed USWTR site and its associated trunk cable corridor in the Jacksonville OPAREA. The EFH
Assessment states that the seafloor mapping will likely continue into 2010 and the information gained
will be used during further refinements of the plans for constructing and operating the USWTR to avoid
sensitive habitats to the extent practicable.
Project Description
The Navy proposes to create an area for anti-submarine warfare (ASW) training by placing undersea
cables and transducer nodes within approximately 1,713 square kilometers (423,292 acres) of the Atlantic
Ocean seabottom. The instrumented area would be connected to shore via a single trunk cable. Once
constructed, training activities within the USWTR would include launch and recovery of non-explosive
exercise torpedoes and submarine target simulators.
Range instrumentation would include interconnect cable, trunk cable, junction boxes, and transducer
nodes. The interconnect cable between each node and the trunk cable connecting the range to the shore
facility would be buried to a depth of approximately 1 meter. The buried trunk cable would be comprised
of two segments, one of which would connect on-shore facilities to a junction box, located 25 kilometers
(14 nautical miles) from shore (the junction box would not be buried) while the second segment would
connect the first junction box to a second located at the edge of the training range. The interconnect cable
could be buried between each transducer node within the range. The decision about whether or not to
bury the interconnect cable will be based upon the expected level of bottom fishing activity. Specialized
construction equipment would be used to cut (hardbottom) or plow (soft sediment) a furrow
approximately 10 centimeters wide in which the 5.8-centimeter diameter cable would be placed. The path
of the burial equipment is expected to be approximately 5 meters wide. Installation of the trunk cable is
expected to impact approximately 0.92 square kilometers (approximately 228 acres) of seabottom. Each
of the 300 transducer nodes would impact approximately 5 square meters (0.001 acres) of benthic habitat,
totaling about 0.0015 square kilometers (0.37 acres) for all 300 nodes. Installing the interconnect cable
(1,110 kilometers in length) has the potential to impact 5.55 square kilometers (1359 acres). USFF
believes that burying the interconnect cable would likely require cutting through at least some
live/hardbottom, but the amount of live/hardbottom impacted cannot be determined at this time.
The Navy plans to recover all exercise torpedoes (EXTORPs) deployed within the range. The MK 48
EXTORP flex hoses would sink along with the copper wire. The MK 46 and MK 54 lightweight
torpedoes all have expendable materials when they are air launched. The total amount of MK 48 flex
hoses that contain lead, and lead ballasts used between the MK 46 EXTORP and MK 46 recoverable
EXTORPs would be 5,322 kilograms. In addition, five vertical launch antisubmarine (VLA) rockets
would be mounted to MK 46 EXTORPs, and while the torpedoes would be recovered, the rockets would
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not. Torpedo exercises conducted in the USWTR would result in the release of chemicals, including
hydrogen cyanide and lead. In the highly unlikely event of a catastrophic failure and subsequent breakup
of the torpedo, OTTO II fuel would be released.
Various countermeasures would be deployed, including acoustic devices that weigh between 3 and 57
kilograms, with a diameter of 8 to 15 centimeters and a length of 102 to 280 centimeters. Throughout the
year, 3,000 sonobuoys, including expendable bathythermographs (XBTs), would be deployed that weigh
6 to 18 kilograms and are 12.5 centimeters in diameter and 91 centimeters in length. The sonobuoys
contain lead chloride batteries, parachutes for deployment, exterior cases, and sea anchors. The
sonobuoys, as well as other expendable devices, will be left within the USWTR; i.e., they will not be
recovered. The batteries used to power the sonobuoys contain lead, silver, and copper. USFF estimates
the impact footprint from the sonobuoys to be 330 square meters (0.08 acres).
The two different submarine target simulators (MK 30 ASW and MK 39) that would be used in the
USWTR differ in size and recoverability. The MK 30 ASW target simulator (planned for recovery, 60
deployed per year) is a torpedo-sized, electrically propelled target that weighs 1,224 kilograms and is 6.2
meters long. Although it is a recoverable unit, it still has the potential to malfunction and scuttle. The
MK 39 target simulator (50 deployed per year) is smaller than the MK 30 and weighs 9.6 kilograms and
measures 12.4 by 91.4 centimeters. The MK 39 is not recoverable and contains 30.5 meters of wire,
lithium batteries, and, when deployed by aircraft, a parachute that will sink to the bottom.
Essential Fish Habitat within the Jacksonville OPAREA
The South Atlantic Fishery Management Council (SAFMC) designates several habitats within the
Jacksonville OPAREA as EFH, including benthic substrate (e.g., sand, mud bottoms, shell/hash),
live/hardbottom, pelagic Sargassum, and the Gulf Stream Current. While the EFH Assessment provides a
generally adequate discussion of EFH within the Jacksonville OPAREA, the EFH Assessment omits
discussion of the impacts to the North Florida Marine Protected Area (MPA), which is an EFH-HAPC
(Habitat Area of Particular Concern), and lacks details on the continental shelf break that traverses the
entire Jacksonville OPAREA.
North Florida MPA: MPAs are part of SAFMC’s efforts establish a network of marine environments
managed for the primary purposes of aiding the recovery of overfished stocks and ensuring persistence of
healthy fish stocks, fisheries, and associated habitats1. In particular, SAFMC uses it authority under the
Snapper Grouper Fishery Management Plan to establish MPAs that protect physical habitats utilized by
these species and to minimize bycatch2. In January 2009, SAFMC designated eight MPAs that meet these
requirements, and the North Florida MPA occurs within the Jacksonville OPAREA3.
Depths within the North Florida MPA typically range from 197 feet to 656 feet with one area as deep as
1,247 feet. Bottom habitat comprises mud bottom and shelf-edge reefs categorized as slab pavement,
blocked boulders, buried blocked boulders, low-relief bioeroded rock, moderate-relief bioeroded rock,
and high-relief bioeroded rock. Distinct fish assemblages are documented between shelf-edge and the
upper shelf slope, with high-relief bioeroded rock having the highest abundance of fish. Schobernd and
Sedberry (2009) observed reproductive behavior for five commercially-important fish species in this area.
Snowy grouper (Epinephelus niveatus) and speckled hind (Epinephelus drummondhayi) have been caught
in the area and the mud bottom may also be habitat for golden tilefish (Lopholatilus chamaeleonticeps).
1

http://safmc.net/MarineProtectedAreas/tabid/609/Default.aspx
Federal Register: January 31, 2002 (Vol. 67, No. 21): Proposed Rules, pp 4696-4697
3
Final designation published in the Federal Register: January 13, 2009 (Vol. 74, No. 8); Rules and Regulations,
pp 1621-1631
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Some mid-shelf species that that are also likely to inhabit the area include vermilion snapper
(Rhomboplites aurorubens), hogfish (Lachnolaimus maximus), scamp (Mycteroperca phenax), red porgy
(Pagrus pagrus), and tomtate (Haemulon aurolineatum)4. Data from the Marine Resources Monitoring,
Assessment, and Prediction (MARMAP) Program show concentrations of reproductively active grouper,
including speckled hind and Warsaw grouper (Epinephelus nigritus), from the shelf break due east of
Jacksonville and St. Augustine5.
Although figure 1-4 shows the North Florida MPA, the EFH Assessment does not assess impacts to this
MPA from installation and operation of USWTR. Use of the MPA for range installation and operation
and the associated bottom damaging activities may conflict with SAFMC’s MPA designation. Additional
information is needed for NMFS HCD to evaluate the potential impacts to this EFH-HAPC and whether
adequate measures will be taken to avoid and minimize adverse effects to this important area.
Shelf Edge Habitat as EFH: The EFH Assessment lacks discussion of how the continental shelf break
functions as EFH and how range operation would affect this important habitat6. As depicted on figure 14, the shelf break traverses the entire proposed USWTR from north to south, with a portion of this shelf
break habitat contained within the North Florida MPA. Schobernd and Sedberry (2009) describe the shelf
edge reefs within the area. Fishes that generally inhabit the shelf edge zone are tropical, such as snappers,
groupers, and porgies. Fish distribution is often diffuse in this zone with fish aggregating over broken
bottom relief in associations similar to those formed at inshore live/hardbottom sites. EFH for snapper
and grouper species includes medium to high profile outcroppings on and around the shelf break zone
from shore to at least 600 feet – but to at least 2,000 feet for wreckfish (Polyprion americanus) – where
the annual water temperature range is sufficiently warm to maintain adult populations of members of this
largely tropical complex. EFH includes the spawning area in the water column above the adult habitat
and the additional pelagic environment. Available information for other species suggests that shelf edge
environments of moderate to high structural relief are sites of spawning for many species, perhaps
through the entire southeastern U. S. region (SAFMC 1998). Rocky reefs along the shelf edge with rough
texture, complexity, and relief also provide favorable conditions for epibenthic invertebrates (Frasier and
Sedberry 2008). Additional information is needed for NMFS HCD to evaluate the potential impacts to
this EFH-HAPC and whether adequate measures will be taken to avoid and minimize adverse effects to
this important area.
Proposed Coral-HAPC
SAFMC identifies additional areas located near the eastern edge of the Jacksonville OPAREA as
warranting special protection and SAFMC is in the process of designating this area as a coral-HAPC. A
coral-HAPC is similar to an EFH-HAPC designation and would provide this area with a heightened focus
for protection by SAFMC when setting restrictions on fishing and developing formal policy statements
regarding habitat impacts. Final designation of the coral-HAPC by SAFMC is expected to occur during
2009. Figure 1-4 appears to show a buffer of 3 to 5 kilometers between the Jacksonville OPAREA and
the coral-HAPC. On June 4, 2009, USFF verified that a buffer of 3 to 5 km would occur between
USWTR and the coral-HAPC. NMFS HCD believes this buffer is sufficient to prevent impacts to
sensitive habitats within the coral-HAPC from activities within USWTR.
Impacts to Essential Fish Habitat
The EFH Assessment uses water column, soft bottom, and live/hardbottom to organize the discussion of
impacts to EFH. This habitat breakdown is then crossed with USWTR installation and training. We will
generally follow this same approach but will combine discussion of soft bottom and live/hard bottom.
4

http://safmc.net/MarineProtectedAreas/tabid/609/Default.aspx
http://safmc.net/Portals/6/Library/MPAs%20Source%20Documents/MPA%20Sites%20Oct05.pdf
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We note that impacts from range installation are described in Section 2.2.1
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Water Column: Installing range equipment and cables could produce excessive turbidity and elevate the
concentration of suspended material within the water columns, however strict observance of standard best
management practices should prevent these impacts from affecting EFH. Torpedo exercises would result
in the release of lead and hydrogen cyanide. Sonobuoys or ASW target simulators may release lead,
silver, copper, or lithium from their batteries into the water column. USFF determined that all chemical
releases, even those associated with a worst-case scenario, would either be quickly diluted within the
water column or would occur at such a slow rate over a long period of time that concentrations high
enough to impact biota would not occur. NMFS HCD defers evaluation of this issue to the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and we support EPA’s recommendations to monitor the
releases and utilize adaptive management to adjust training activities based on monitoring results.
Soft Bottom and Live/Hardbottom: In total, over 1,700 acres of benthic habitat would be impacted by
installing the equipment and cables needed to establish the USWTR. The relative amounts of soft bottom
and live/hardbottom within these 1,700 acres will not be known until more detailed plans and habitat
maps are developed. As noted in the summary of the consultation history, USFF is currently sponsoring
the mapping of the seafloor within the proposed USWTR site and its associated trunk cable corridor in the
Jacksonville OPAREA.
USFF concludes the impacts to soft bottom habitats from installing equipment and cables would be
minor. This conclusion is largely based on the supposition by USFF that equipment used to create the
trench within which the cables would lie does not significantly alter sediment characteristics and any
benthic communities impacted should be able to readily recolonize the sediment, in other words, the
impacts should be temporary. NMFS HCD agrees this is a reasonable expectation, although we note that
a relatively simple monitoring program could be implemented to test this assumption.
USFF concludes the impacts to soft bottom habitats from training activities within the USWTR would be
minor. This conclusion is based on the Navy’s intent to recover EXTORPs and the view that expendable
material associated with the EXTORPs, sonobuoys, XBTS, and ASW target simulators has a minimum
volume and may even provide additional attachment sites for biota that require hard substrates. Similar to
our review of the final EIS/OEIS for the Jacksonville Range Complex (letter dated February 17, 2009)
and Cherry Point Range Complex (letter dated May 28, 2009), NMFS HCD does not agree that expended
materials would provide additional hardbottom habitat for attachment of coral and other hardbottom
species. Rather, NOAA considers such materials to be marine debris, which is defined as any persistent,
manufactured, or processed solid material that is directly or indirectly, intentionally or unintentionally,
disposed of or abandoned into the marine environment (NOAA 2008). Marine debris includes a wide
variety of objects (i.e., derelict fishing gear, lost vessel cargo, plastics) that pose a threat to the marine
environment, human health, or navigation. Marine debris can damage habitats in a variety of ways,
including a reduction in the structural complexity of habitats. In addition, marine debris can cause tissue
abrasion and mortality of sessile invertebrates (Chiappone et al. 2002). The expended materials are not
only a threat to EFH as they hit bottom, but the materials also would persistently degrade fishery habitat.
In contrast to its conclusion that impacts to soft bottom habitat would be minor, USFF concludes impacts
to live/hardbottom habitat from both installation and training would be adverse when it is necessary for
the construction to occur through areas with this habitat or when training materials hit the bottom in areas
with this habitat. Both USFF and NMFS HCD expect the great majority of the impacts to
live/hardbottom habitat that do occur would be from installing the cables. As noted above, the acreage of
these impacts will not be known until the additional habitat surveys planned by USFF are completed and
USFF selects actual cable routes and equipment locations and the Navy plans its training exercises.
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Cumulative Impacts: The Magnuson-Stevens Act defines an adverse effect as “any impact which reduces
quality and/or quantity of EFH [and] may include direct, indirect, site-specific or habitat wide impacts,
including individual, cumulative, or synergistic consequences of actions” (50 CFR 600.810). The EFH
Assessment does not provide an analysis of cumulative effects of the action on EFH, the managed
species, and associated species by life history stage. An assessment of cumulative impacts is needed.
This assessment should include, but not be limited to, activities that would occur at VACAPES Range
Complex, Cherry Point Range Complex, and Jacksonville Range Complex.
Information Needs
In summary, NMFS HCD requests information on:
1. The North Florida MPA and how range installation and operation would affect this EFH-HAPC.
2. The continental shelf break as EFH and more detail on how installation and operation would
affect this EFH.
3. Cumulative impacts to live/hardbottom habitat that includes but is not limited to activities that
would occur at VACAPES Range Complex, Cherry Point Range Complex, and the Jacksonville
Range Complex.
Subsequent to our receipt of the EFH Assessment, USFF informed NMFS HCD that the first two items
will be addressed by the plans described below, and the third item will be addressed via appropriate
updates to the discussion of cumulative impacts within the final EIS/OEIS.
Recommended Path Forward
NMFS HCD recognizes that successful operation of the proposed USWTR has significant public interest
elements. The proposed USWTR off the coast of Jacksonville and its proposed trunk cable corridor
includes live/hardbottom habitat that is EFH or EFH-HAPC for several federally managed fishery species.
USFF concludes for both installing the equipment and cables needed to establish the USWTR and for
operating the USWTR that live/hardbottom habitat may be adversely impacted when it is necessary for
the construction to occur through areas with this habitat or when training materials hit the bottom in areas
with this habitat; NMFS HCD agrees with this determination.
NMFS HCD and USFF have a mutual interest in understanding the potentially effected environment and
the impacts of current and proposed Navy activities. NMFS HCD and USFF will collaborate to establish
an approach for improving coordination on data collection efforts and sharing such data to the extent
national security and other U.S. Navy restrictions allow. As data collection and other research results in
new habitat data, USFF will continue to reassess and incorporate such information into future
environmental planning for USWTR. This approach may include: (a) NMFS identifying specific, finite
areas of known or potential deepwater habitats of concern; (b) USFF providing the areas where
current/proposed activity would result in high use of expended materials that could potentially disturb
bottom habitats; and, (c) NMFS HCD and USFF agree to further assess those areas in future
environmental planning documents once areas of overlap are identified.
During recent discussion USFF concurred that, in addition to the general steps described above, the future
development of a habitat mapping plan and mitigation plan should be added to the recommended path
forward. The mitigation plan would focus first on avoidance and then on minimization of impacts, using
compensatory mitigation only if absolutely necessary. As such, USFF agrees to:
1. Provide NMFS HCD with a plan for developing habitat maps of the seafloor and for
incorporating that information into the further refinements of the plans for the installation and
operation of USWTR, including the trunk cable corridor. This plan will include specific
measures that will be implemented to avoid and minimize adverse effects to shelf edge habitats,
including those found within the North Florida MPA.
2. Provide a sequential mitigation plan to offset the loss of EFH that focuses first on avoidance and
minimization, based on the results of the additional studies that will occur during the planning of
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USWTR. NMFS HCD will assist the Navy in developing this plan, prioritizing specific locations
of live/hardbottom habitat for avoidance, and scoping mitigation options, should they prove
necessary.
With USFF’s inclusion of a commitment to this path forward in the Record of Decision for USWTR,
NMFS HCD concludes that the procedural goals for implementing the EFH requirements of the
Magnuson-Steven Act are met for this project, that EFH conservation recommendations are not needed at
this time, and that the EFH coordination is complete. Should additional information or subsequent project
modifications indicate that impacts to NOAA trust resources would occur, we may provide EFH
conservation recommendations to address those changes.
We appreciate the opportunity to provide these comments. Please direct related questions or comments to
the attention of Ms. Jocelyn Karazsia at our West Palm Beach Area Office. She may be reached at (561)
616-8880 extension 207 or by e-mail at Jocelyn.Karazsia@noaa.gov.
Sincerely,

/ for
Miles M. Croom
Assistant Regional Administrator
Habitat Conservation Division
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