
 

 

Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) Review Redo  

Fishery Management Action Team (FMAT)  

“Data Meeting with Invited Experts”  

Summary of Recommendations 

 

On March 28-30, 2017, the EFH Redo FMAT invited experts from the Northeast Fishery 
Science Center and several state agencies to provide their expertise and assist the FMAT in 
developing recommendations for improving EFH and Habitat Areas of Particular Concern 
(HAPC) text and map designations. 

 
O v e r a l l  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  

 

❖ Broad scale maps should be used to support EFH consultation activities. 
❖ Text designations should be improved by defining specific habitat requirements 

and ecosystem factors that link to the Council Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries 
Management (EAFM) goals. 

❖ Different methods for mapping EFH and HAPC using trawl survey data, integrating 
federal survey data with inshore state surveys, and using environmental and 
oceanographic data, should be evaluated and tested. 

❖ The utility of habitat models for mapping EFH and HAPCs, or filling in gaps in maps 
based on trawl survey data, should be explored and evaluated. 

❖ Improving EFH designations (maps and text descriptions) is a higher priority in 
nearshore areas. Due to differences in the data sources, developing EFH maps for 
inshore and offshore environments will likely require different approaches 

❖ Greater use of HAPCs as a tool for focusing management attention on nearshore 
habitats most at risk from coastal development activities is recommended. 
 

N e a r - t e r m  E F H  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  ( 1 . 5 - 2  y e a r s )  
 

❖ To support the EFH consultation process and trigger consultations on non-fishing 
activities when they are appropriate, the EFH map designations should continue to 
be broad and encompass the full range of habitats used by a species/life stage in 
time and space throughout the year.  

❖ Text designations should be enhanced and further refined to include more detailed 
information regarding habitat requirements (e.g., depth, temperature, and salinity 
ranges, substrate associations) that determine whether EFH exists in a specific 
location.  

❖ Including additional ecosystem-related information in the text designations (e.g., 
primary prey, species interactions) would link EFH designations more explicitly with 
Council EAFM management goals.  

❖ State data (e.g. ACFHP Habitat Matrix details), and other important details which 
better describe nearshore habitat use should be added to EFH text designations.  

❖ Habitat vulnerabilities, if important for certain life stages, should be addressed in 
the EFH Review report but not be included in the EFH text designations. 



 

 

❖ Data collected during egg and larval surveys (e.g. GLOBEC, ECOMON, etc.) should be 
evaluated and used to enhance maps and text designations.  

❖ Designation approaches should be developed for subsets of time (e.g., 5-10 years) to 
capture effects of climate change on recent species distributions.  

❖ Substantial effort should not be spent pursuing EFH map designations south of 
Hatteras, with the possible exception being chub mackerel (which may be added as 
a Mid-Atlantic species). Text designations appear to be sufficient to address 
consultations in the south, without map designations being needed.  

❖ Designations should be reviewed/validated by species experts to ensure text and 
map designations are credible and do not exclude any important habitat attributes.  

❖ Improvements could be made to the map designations of EFH using modeling 
approaches and/or using environmental habitat data to map distributions, either on 
its own or in combination with fishery independent and dependent data.  

➢ Modeling approaches (e.g. Generalized Additive Models, Maximum Entropy 
Models, etc.) could be used to fill in areas without data in the current broad 
scale EFH maps which presently only use fisheries independent survey data 
collected at discrete times of year. These model-based approaches would 
allow for integration of survey data with other environmental/habitat data 
and could be used to map areas not presently included in the state and 
federal trawl surveys.  

➢ Mapping habitat niches in a simple way using specific information about 
habitat use (e.g. temperatures, salinity, oceanographic features, etc.) could 
provide an alternative, less complex approach for individual species and life 
stages, or assemblages with similar habitat use attributes.  

➢ Habitat niche models, presence-only habitat suitability models (e.g. MaxEnt), 
and a variety of spatial interpolation tools could be used to map EFH and 
could eliminate the reliance on heavily gridded spring and fall trawl survey 
data.  

➢ In the near-term, the best application of habitat modeling is for identifying 
HAPCs and habitat areas in need of protection. 

➢ For efficiency, the same type of model should be used across species 
whenever possible, with species-specific parameters.  

➢ Seasonal maps should be developed to provide more detailed information 

about species distributions, which could be used to support EFH 

consultations or fishery management.  
➢ Modeling approaches should focus on adult and juvenile life stages because 

they are most often the subject of EFH consultations and habitat protection 
measures.  
 

N e a r - t e r m  H A P C  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  ( 1 . 5 - 2  y e a r s )  
 

❖ HAPC designations are an underutilized management tool and should be further 

developed. 



 

 

❖ HAPCs should be developed using each of the four HAPC criteria as a basis for 

designation (i.e., ecologically important, rare, sensitive, vulnerable), using a clearly 

described rationale and working with species experts. 

❖ HAPC should be linked to areas important for productivity (e.g. spawning, egg 

deposition, settlement, nursery areas, refugia, aggregations and assemblages, 

concentrations of forage (as part of habitat) that are driving aggregations, 

vulnerability, fragility). 

❖ New HAPC designations could be more flexible than the designations employed at 

present. These approaches will likely require a combination of text only, and text 

and map-based products and designations. Specifically: 

o HAPCs could be habitat-type based or place-based.  

o HAPCs do not need to be fixed in space. 

o HAPCs do not need to be fixed in time (e.g., seasonal).  

❖ Patterns in Chesapeake Bay habitat use by species can be used by analogy to fill gaps 

in other less well studied estuaries that may have similar species and habitats. 

❖ Metrics should be developed to track changes in HAPCs over time. 

L o n g - t e r m  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  ( 2  y e a r s  a n d  b e y o n d )  
 

❖ Risk-assessments should be developed to focus management on sensitive and 

vulnerable habitats. 

❖ A Habitat Vulnerability Assessment similar to the Northeast Fish and Shellfish 

Climate Vulnerability Assessment1 should be developed.  

❖ Research is needed to understand linkages between habitat and production, 

including connectivity between inshore habitat use, quantity, and quality and 
offshore populations.  

❖ Habitat niche dimension modeling and habitat projection approaches are promising 

but require much additional work. These could be complementary approaches for 

describing EFH in the future. 

❖ Telemetry data, and other new technologies, can be used to link fish species to 

habitats. 

❖ Develop a toolkit for habitat models that is similar to the NOAA Fisheries Toolbox.2 
A toolkit could provide a standard suite of habitat modeling programs.  

P r o c e s s  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  
 

❖ Broad, comprehensive reviews of EFH approaches should occur every 5 years. 
❖ Interim tools should be developed to allow updates to EFH designations between 

reviews.  

                                                           
1https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/ecosystems/climate/northeast-fish-and-shellfish-climate-
vulnerability/index. 
2 http://nft.nefsc.noaa.gov/. 

https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/ecosystems/climate/northeast-fish-and-shellfish-climate-vulnerability/index
https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/ecosystems/climate/northeast-fish-and-shellfish-climate-vulnerability/index
http://nft.nefsc.noaa.gov/
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Offshore G&G Activities 
 
Last year’s briefing included an update on offshore G&G activities. At the time, there were eight 
applications posted on BOEM’s website.   

http://www.boem.gov/Currently-submitted-Atlantic-OCS-Region-Permits/ 

As of May 11, 2017, the status of the applications is as follows: 
 
Permit Under Review 

• TDI-Brooks International, Inc. - Permit Number E14-010   (NC, SC and FL) 
Denied Permits 

• TGS - Permit Number E14-001      (NJ/DE border to FL)  
• GX Technology Corporation - Permit Number E14-003 (NJ/DE border to FL) 
• WesternGeco LLC - Permit Number E14-004  (VA to GA/Florida border) 
• CGG Services (US) Inc. - Permit Number E14-005  (MD to GA/FL border) 
• Spectrum Geo Inc. - Permit Number E14-006  (NJ/DE border to FL) 
• PGS - Permit Number E14-007    (VA to NC) 

Issued Permits 
• NEOS GeoSolutions Inc. - Permit Number E15-002 (VA-SC - on shelf) 

Approved Permit | Application for Permit  
Expired Permits 

• ARKeX Limited - Permit Number E14-008   (VA-SC – on shelf) 
Approved Permit (Expired) | Application for Permit 

Withdrawn Permits 
• Spectrum Geo Inc. - Permit Number E14-009 
• SeaBird Exploration Americas, Inc. - Permit Number E14-002 
• GX Technology Corporation - Permit Number E15-001 

However, on May 10, 2017, the Department of Interior announced that in accordance with 
Secretarial Order 3350, which implements President Trump’s America-First Offshore Energy 
Strategy, it will move forward to resume its evaluation of applications from six companies 
seeking permits to conduct geological and geophysical (G&G) activities in the Atlantic Ocean.   
This reverses BOEM’s denial of these the permit applications. Following the denial of the permit 
applications, the six companies filed appeals with the Interior Board of Land Appeals (IBLA) 
have their applications reinstated. BOEM has requested that the IBLA remand the six Atlantic 
G&G Permit Application denials under appeal. The remand would not approve the permits, but 
would allow BOEM to resume its evaluation to determine whether they will individually be 
approved or denied.   

As stated in the 2016 briefing, NMFS HCD SERO and GARFO issued combined comments on 
BOEM’s PDEIS for G&G survey work in the Mid and South Atlantic in 2012.  At that time, it 
was determined that a programmatic EFH assessment provided by BOEM did not assess 
adequately the potential impacts of the G&G activities on EFH.  We also disagreed that the 
impacts to EFH from the seafloor disturbance would be negligible. We determined that a 

https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/2/2947.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/2/2762.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/2/2756.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/2/2757.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/2/2760.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/2/2761.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/2/2758.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/5/5209.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/5/5078.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/3/3527.pdf
https://www.data.boem.gov/PDFDocs/Scan/GGPERMITS/2/2759.pdf


programmatic consultation was inappropriate based upon the information available and issued an 
EFH conservation recommendation (cr) that BOEM consult with is on each individual 
application for G&G activities that would affect EFH adversely.  BOEM concurred with the EFH 
cr in their 2014 response.   
 
BOEM agreed to  review each application and request from the applicant additional information 
deemed necessary to analyze impacts of the specific activity within specified locations or areas 
on marine protected species, archaeological resources, biological features, and EFH.  During that 
review, BOEM would draft a site-specific environmental assessment (SEA) with the EFH 
Assessment as an appendix. On the basis of the SEA and the EFH Assessment, BOEM would 
then make the determination whether or not proposed specific activities would adversely affect 
EFH, which would warrant an EFH consultation. As a matter of process, permit applications for 
all proposed G&G activities in the Atlantic will be posted to BOEM's webpage: 

We will continue to update MAFMC as more information becomes available.   

Wind Energy 

GARFO HCD has begun meeting with developers for the RI and MA wind projects  
MA: 

• Vineyard Wind submitted Site Assessment Plan (SAP) and expects to submit 
Construction and operation plan by the end of this year or early next year. 

• Bay State Wind is working on surveys for COP.  They also plan to have COP submitted 
by early next year. 

• Both MA areas are proposing to use BOEM's "design envelope" 
RI:  

• Deepwater Wind is expected to provide us with survey plans for the COP which they also 
expect have out by early next year for the 15 turbine South Fork Project.  This cable 
would come into Montauk. We have some issues with their route, as they are passing 
through sand waves and eelgrass. 

 
NY:   

• On December 30, 2016, PNE Wind USA, Inc. submitted an unsolicited lease request for 
40,920 acres offshore New York.  The site is east and slightly north of the NY WEA.   
https://www.boem.gov/Unsolicited-Lease-Request-Offshore-New-York/ 

• HCD is working with the NEFSC to response to a request by the New York State Energy 
and Research Development Authority (NYSERDA) to review a data gap analysis being 
prepared as part of the State’s New York Offshore Wind Master Plan.  This plan is 
expected to be released by the end of 2017. 

• NYSERDA is proposing to conduct a G&G survey (sediment profile imaging and multi-
beam echo sounder (MBES)) in the NY offshore wind study area (see image below).  The 
study would take place for 14 days over 24-hour periods during a 21-day window this 
June.   

 

https://www.boem.gov/Unsolicited-Lease-Request-Offshore-New-York/


 
 

• A task force meeting may be planned in the coming months.  
 
NJ:   

• New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection hosted an interagency meeting with     
            DONG Energy on their Ocean Wind Project offshore of NJ.  DONG Energy acquired the        
            Rights to 160,480 acres (64,944 hectares) of ocean area from RES America Development                  
            Inc. in 2016. BOEM recently send us a copy of DONG’s survey plan for this summer.   
            We will get a copy of their SAP to review once BOEM has deemed it complete.  
 
NC: 

• On March 16, 2017, U.S. Secretary of the Interior Ryan Zinke and Bureau of Ocean 
Energy Management (BOEM) Acting Director Walter Cruickshank announced the 
completion of the nation’s seventh competitive lease sale for renewable wind energy in 
federal waters. A Wind Energy Area of 122,405 acres offshore Kitty Hawk, NC, received 
the high bid of $9,066,650 from Avangrid Renewables, LLC, the provisional winner.  In 
past correspondence with BOEM, SERO did not foresee significant issues with this 
WEA.  We are monitoring closely and will work with BOEM when requested as plans 
progress.  



• The two WEAs off Wilmington may be more problematic, but will not be auctioned for a 
least a year.  The Wilmington WEAs are now being bundled with a SC WEA, and the SC 
WEA lags the NC WEA in the NEPA process (hence the delay relative to the Kitty Hawk 
WEA). 
 

Other Activities 
Connecticut 
The ACOE is doing a "SMART" planning process for deepening the New Haven (Connecticut) 
FNP.  It is just in the scoping phase right now for agency initial feedback.  They are working on 
developing feasible alternatives for the deepening portion as well as beneficial in-water use 
alternatives for the dredge material (~500K cy expected).  It is expected that there will be 
blasting involved for a portion of the FNP deepening.   
 
New York 
A Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) was recently issued for New York State’s  
Coastal and Social Resiliency Initiatives for the Tottenville shoreline along the south shore of 
Staten Island, New York.  The preferred alternative in the DEIS includes an offshore component 
known as the Living Breakwaters Project.  This portion of the proposed project consists of ten 
breakwaters placed 500 – 2100 ft from the shoreline, grouped into three sections by design type, 
totaling 3900 linear foot (lf).  The total proposed breakwater footprint is 12.7 acres, with potions 
of the structure extending above mlw. The project was developed as part of the US Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) sponsored Rebuild-by-Design competition that was 
held post-Hurricane Sandy.  HCD has concerns about the proposal and is reviewing the EFH 
assessment provided to us in mid-April 
 
New Jersey  
Last year, the ACOE proposed to establish a sand borrow area at the mouth of Great Bay and in 
the Little Egg Inlet. The borrow area is 2050-acre portion of the ebb shoal at the mouth of the 
inlet. It would be used as a source of sand the ACOE’s Long Beach Island beach nourishment 
project.  So far, the ACOE has not finalized its plans for the inlet, so the New Jersey Department 
of Environmental Protection (NJDEP) has proposed to dredge a portion of the proposed borrow 
area and place the sand on the beaches of Beach Haven and Holgate within the bounds of the 
federal project. 
   
The inlet has been in the news in recent months as the US Coast Guard pulled the aides to 
navigation from the area due to the shallow water depths.  The inlet is not designated as either a 
state or federal navigation channel, so it is not dredged for navigational purposes. However, 
GARFO port agents report that a number of charter boats and recreational boats do use the inlet, 
and have been pushing to have a channel dredged.  The alignment of the area to be dredged by 
NJDEP does form a channel, but the alignment was designed to minimize the area impacted and 
to avoid cables, wreck and other hazards.   
 
The borrow area within the HAPC for sandbar shark designated at Great Bay.  This area has been 
identified as an important pupping any nursery area for sand bar shark.  River herring and striped 
bass also use the inlet to access spawning and nursery grounds.  We have recommended a 
seasonal restriction on the dredging from March 1 to September 30 to protect river herring and 



sandbar sharks. USFWS owns the land on both sides of the inlets and is concerned about the 
effects of dredging the shoals on the Forsythe National Wildlife Refuge.    
 
Chesapeake Bay 

• We are continuing to work with ACOE and Maryland Department of Natural Resources 
(MDNR) on the proposed Man O'War Shoals shell dredging project and reviewing 
ACOE's draft EFH assessment. MDNR conducted a patent tong population survey on 
December 20, 2016 to provide more recent data on the oyster population density on Man-
O-War shoal. All of the area proposed for shell dredging was surveyed. No oysters were 
found throughout the entire area, the result of the killing freshet of 2011 and the lack of 
subsequent spat set since then. The proposed action area has been revised and the areas 
on the west end of the shoal where oyster plantings have been conducted over the last 10 
years have been removed.  

 
• We are reviewing the draft EFH assessment for widening of Baltimore Harbor approach 

channels, including disposal at Wolf Trap in VA. Placement of dredged material at the 
Wolf Trap open water placement site during winter when blue crabs are dormant at the 
site has been a topic of many conversations with ACOE and comment letters for this and 
other dredging projects. We will be requesting more information from ACOE for the 
EFH assessment. 

 
 The Wolf sites lie within the Virginia Marine Resources Commission (VMRC) Blue Crab 
 Sanctuary Area, a refuge for overwintering female blue crabs that support a multi-million 
 dollar, multi-jurisdictional fishery including Maryland, Virginia and the Potomac River. 
 Currently, blue crab fisheries are considered “not recovered” and unable to sustain 
 recreational and commercial harvest at the optimum levels.  There is a concern that 
 placement of material at the site, even when crabs are not overwintering may alter the 
 habitat in a manner that will make it less suitable as blue crab overwintering habitat.   
 

• ACOE is revisiting the Mid-Chesapeake Bay Island Ecosystem Restoration Integrated 
Feasibility Report and Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), and needs to execute the 
Record of Decision to complete the feasibility phase. It has been twelve years since we 
provided comments on the proposed project at James and Barren Islands in Dorchester 
County, and local conditions have changed. The project involves the filling of open 
waters surrounding James Island and Barren Island with material dredged from the Upper 
Chesapeake Bay approach channels to the Port of Baltimore and the southern approach 
channels to the Chesapeake and Delaware (C&D) Canal.  
 
The proposed island construction would cover of 2,072 acres of Chesapeake Bay bottom 
at James Island and up to 100 acres at Barren Island.  A 55% wetland to 45% upland mix 
is proposed.  The EFH assessment has been minimally updated by ACOE, but does not 
address that SAV has moved into areas at Barren Island that are proposed to be converted 
to wetlands. We will be requesting more information from ACOE. 

 
• The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and the Virginia Department of 

Transportation (VDOT) approved the Final Supplemental Environmental Impact 



Statement (Final SEIS) for the Hampton Roads Crossing Study (HRCS).   The preferred 
alternative is to create a consistent six-lane roadway along I-64 from I-664 in Hampton to 
the I-564 interchange in Norfolk. A parallel bridge-tunnel would be constructed west of 
the existing I-64 Hampton River Bridge Tunnel width would match the expanded 
capacity on the approaches.  We are coordinating with FHWA, VDOT and others on the 
review of the project and its impacts on EFH. 

 
• As part of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge Tunnel at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, the 

Parallel Thimble Shoal Tunnel Project involves the construction of a new two-lane tunnel 
under Thimble Shoal Channel.  When complete, the new tunnel will carry two lanes of 
traffic southbound and the existing tunnel will carry two lanes of traffic northbound.  
There are 353 acres of EFH within the project study area.  Because this is a design-build 
project, the impacts to EFH have not been defined fully, but the project will involve the 
placement of fill, pile driving and dredging. Coordination with the ACOE and others is 
ongoing.   

 
North Carolina 

• SERO has initiated the elevation process (under the 1992 MOA) with Corps regarding a 
proposed permit modification that would allow the Village of Bald Head Island to mine 
sand from Frying Pan Shoals.  The SAFMC also has objected strongly to the proposed 
permit modification.  An EFH Assessment was received in early May and HCD is now 
reviewing it to see if our concerns are addressed.  SERO HCD is briefing the SAFMC the 
week of May 14th.  .  

 
• SERO continues to work with NCDOT on a solution for NC Highway 12 along the NC 

Outer Banks.  Phase 1, replacement of the Bonner Bridge across Oregon Inlet, is 
proceeding, and the seagrass mitigation project has begun construction.  Phase 2, 
replacing a 10-mile portion NC 12 on the barrier island with a bridge in Pamlico Sound 
(running from the Pea Island NWR to Rodanthe) is finishing the NEPA process.  SERO 
has worked with the NOAA Beaufort Lab, which has an extensive seagrass mapping 
program, on an alignment that is least impactful to seagrass habitat.  Mitigation for the 
seagrass impacts will likely be provided by adding to the Bonner Bridge seagrass 
mitigation 

 
Miscellaneous: 

• On March 20, 2017, the latest version of the U.S Army Corps’ Nationwide Permits 
(NWP) became effective. NWPS are reissued and modified every 5 years.  There are two 
new NWP this round, one for the removal of low head dams and one for the construction 
of living shorelines.  NWPs are used by the Corps from NY south to VA within 
GARFO’s region.  Nationwide permits are supposed to allow the authorization of 
activities that will have no more than a minimal adverse effect, individually and 
cumulatively on the environment.  We have developed regional conditions with each of 
the four ACOE districts to minimize impacts to our resources and eliminate the need for 
individual project review.  
 



• NOAA Fisheries in the process of developing a National Mitigation Policy to enhance 
consistency within the agency in the practice of mitigation and to address the unique 
circumstances that can occur with respect to mitigation in estuarine and marine 
environments. The Policy addresses all authorities under which NOAA either 
recommends or requires mitigation of impacts to federal trust fish and wildlife resources 
and other resources identified in statute. It is intended to serve as an umbrella policy 
under which NOAA may issue step-down guidance for specific programs or regions in 
the future.  
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