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Council Policy on Coastal Development 
 
Policy Goal: The Council supports policies, projects, and investments which will stop and 
reverse the steady and ongoing deterioration of critical riverine, estuarine, and nearshore 
fish habitats caused by coastal development in the Mid-Atlantic.  
 
General Policies 
 
1. Coastal development poses an ongoing and significant threat to the marine ecosystem 

and the sustainability of Mid-Atlantic fisheries. 
 

2. Federal agencies, including the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA), Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and Army Corps of 
Engineers (ACE), as well as state agencies should be aligned in their support of 
practices that improve water quality for both people and nature.  

 
3. Developers and regulators should consider the cumulative impacts of development 

practices and projects on the environment and fisheries habitat and resources.  
 

Policies on Water Quality (including Eutrophication, Toxic Contaminants, Ocean 
Acidification, and Water Physics)  
 
Eutrophication 
 
1. The Council supports policies, projects, and investments that reduce point and non-

point sources of nutrient inputs and sediment to the aquatic environment.  
 

2. The Council opposes land use practices and other activities that exacerbate 
eutrophication, and supports practices to address impervious surfaces issues which 
prevent rainwater infiltration and natural groundwater recharge. 

 
3. Antiquated and improperly sited sewage treatment systems and outfalls should be 

upgraded and modified, and sewage should be treated to standards that are 
appropriate for the area.  

 
4. Sewage treatment facilities should plan and prepare for forecasted extreme weather 

events. Flooding events can damage critical infrastructure like sewer and solid waste 
systems, especially in systems which transport both stormwater and wastewater for 
treatment, triggering sewage overflows that spread into local waters. 

 
5. Practices should be employed that reduce over-reliance on septic systems that can 

contaminate the groundwater that feeds to rivers, estuaries, and nearshore waters.   
 

6. Practices which result in the overuse of fertilizers or do not adequately address animal 
waste in agricultural practices should be avoided.  
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7. Wetlands and sensitive habitats which serve as depositories for a large amount of 

organic matter and cycling of nutrients within the ecosystem, such as tidal marshes, 
seagrass beds, and shellfish beds, should be protected and restored.  

 
Toxic Contaminants 

 
8. The Council supports practices which reduce inputs of contaminants (toxic chemicals) 

into water systems. Contaminants can have deleterious effects on fish that utilize 
estuaries or coastal habitats, and chronic exposure can lead to bioaccumulation in 
species and compound impacts throughout food webs. 

 
9. The use of contaminants which can adversely affect the aquatic environment/marine 

biota should be below impact levels.  
 

10. The use of antifouling biocides (e.g., aluminum, copper, chlorine compounds) should 
be avoided; less damaging antifouling alternatives should be implemented to avoid 
the leaching of these contaminants into the environment. 

 
11. The Council supports studies to determine the impacts on fish from exposure to toxic 

contaminants of emerging concern (e.g., endocrine disrupting chemicals).  
 

Aquatic Acidification 
 
12. The Council supports policies, practices, and investments in research to address issues 

related to carbon dioxide emissions and associated aquatic acidification. 
 

13. Research to understand the impact of acidification on marine ecosystems should be 
prioritized. 

 
14. The Council supports practices that address eutrophication in the aquatic 

environment because excess nitrogen and phosphorus in coastal waters and estuaries 
(eutrophication) contribute to elevated carbon dioxide levels and acidification.  

 
Water Physics 
 
15. Many rivers and streams, wetlands, and estuaries have been degraded by the 

diversion of water for other uses, such as agriculture and consumption. As such, 
consideration should be given to restoring the natural hydrology of our rivers and 
streams and maintaining flow levels that feed into wetlands and estuaries, to the 
extent possible.  
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Policies on Water-Dependent Coastal Development 
 
1. Water-dependent coastal development activities, such as marinas, ports, docks, and 

bridges, should not be placed in sensitive benthic habitat such as shellfish beds, fish 
spawning and/or nursery habitat areas, submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV), or 
hard/structured habitat.  
 

2. Coastal upland buffers should be preserved between buildings/infrastructure and 
wetlands and sand dunes to allow for the inland migration of habitats as sea levels 
rise. 
 

3. Preference should be given to the use of softer or “living” shoreline stabilization 
methods for coastal development, which can offer an alternative form of erosion 
control, with less severe habitat impacts than “hard” shoreline stabilization methods 
(e.g., concrete bulkheads and seawalls, concrete or rock revetments). 

 
4. Projects should consider efforts to restore, create, and enhance fishery habitat to 

offset adverse impacts of coastal development (e.g., use soft/living shoreline methods 
to provide fish nursery habitats and marsh areas; remove barriers to natural fish 
passage). 

 
5. The Council supports the removal or modification of water control barriers (such as 

dams, culverts, and banks) which modify natural hydrology and/or restrict 
diadromous fish movement and passage through rivers and estuaries. The installation 
of new water control barriers, which may constrain fish passage or alter hydrology, 
should be avoided.   

 
6. The Council supports the use of seasonal restrictions and spatial buffers on coastal 

development activities to limit negative impacts during fish spawning, egg 
development, young-of-year development, and migration periods, and to avoid 
secondary impacts to sensitive habitat areas. 

 
Policies on Beach Nourishment 
 
1. Avoid sand mining in areas containing sensitive fish habitats (e.g., spawning and 

feeding sites, hard bottom, cobble/gravel substrate, shellfish beds). 
 

2. Avoid mining sand from sandy ridges, lumps, shoals, and rises that are named on 
maps. The naming of these is often the result of the area being an important fishing 
ground. 

 
3. Existing sand borrow sites should be used to the extent possible. Mining sand from 

new areas introduces additional impacts.  
 

4. Conduct beach nourishment during the winter and early spring, when productivity for 
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benthic infauna is at a minimum. 
 

5. Seasonal restrictions and spatial buffers on sand mining should be used to limit 
negative impacts during fish spawning, egg development, young-of-year 
development, and migration periods, and to avoid secondary impacts to sensitive 
habitat areas such as SAV. 

 
6. Preserve, enhance, or create beach dune and native dune vegetation in order to 

provide natural beach habitat and reduce the need for nourishment. 
 
7. Each beach nourishment activity should be treated as a new activity (i.e., subject to 

review and comment), including those identified under a programmatic 
environmental assessment or environmental impact statement.  

 
8. Bathymetric and biological monitoring should be conducted before and after beach 

nourishment to assess recovery in beach borrow and nourishment areas.  
 

9. The effect of noise from mining operations on the feeding, reproduction, and 
migratory behavior of marine mammals and finfish should be assessed. 

 
10. The cost effectiveness and efficacy of investments in traditional beach nourishment 

projects should be evaluated and consider alternative investments such as non-
structural responses and relocation of vulnerable infrastructure given projections of 
sea level rise and extreme weather events. 

 
Policies on Wetland Dredging and Filling 
 
1. Activities which disrupt overall wetland function, such as dredging and filling, should 

be avoided to the extent practicable.  
 

2. Dredged material should not be placed in wetlands or other sensitive fish habitats 
unless the placement is specifically designed to restore or to enhance the fishery 
habitat and ecological function of the wetland. 

 
3. Fishery habitat functions/services should be identified and characterized in project 

areas prior to any dredge and fill activities. 
 
4. Filling materials should be tested to ensure material meets or exceeds applicable state 

and/or federal water quality standards. 
 

5. Existing and/or EPA-designated disposal sites should be used for the disposal of 
dredged materials, unless material placement intended for habitat restoration or 
enhancement.  

 


