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DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 

OPERATIONS AND MAINTENANCE DISCRETIONARY AUTHORITY DECISION 
GULF INTRACOASTAL WATERWAY, VICINITY OF PORT ISABEL, TEXAS 

 
 
1.0 PROPOSED PLAN 
 
1.1 PROJECT SUMMARY 
 
 The U. S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), Galveston District (the District) is 
proposing to widen the bend in the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway (GIWW) in the vicinity of Port 
Isabel between the Queen Isabella Memorial Bridge (formerly known as the Queen Isabella 
Causeway) and the Long Island swing bridge.  The project would improve navigation safety in 
this section of the GIWW by providing a wider area for barges to set up for passage through the 
narrow channel under the two bridges.  The project authority is outlined in Engineer Regulation 
(ER) 1130-2-520 which provides that O&M funds may be used for increases in navigation 
dimensions at entrances, bends, sidings and turning places within a project to allow for free 
movement of boats in accordance with provisions of Section 5 of the River and Harbor Act of 14 
March 1975 (33 USC 562).  The non-federal sponsor for the proposed project is the Texas 
Department of Transportation (TXDOT).   
 
1.2 PROJECT AREA 
 
 The proposed project is located in the south coastal zone of Texas near Port Isabel in 
Cameron County (see Figure 1).  The project area is depicted in Figure 2.  The project site is the 
reach of GIWW between the Queen Isabella Memorial Bridge (QIM Bridge) and the Long Island 
floating swing bridge.  The GIWW in the project area passes from the Lower Laguna Madre, 
between the City of Port Isabel and Long Island, to the Brownsville Ship Channel.  South Padre 
Island, which is connected to Port Isabel by the QIM Bridge via State Highway 100, is located to 
the east of the project site.  South Padre Island separates the Gulf of Mexico from the Lower 
Laguna Madre.  Mexiquita Flats, a submerged area of seagrass meadows, is situated east of Long 
Island and north of the Brownsville Ship Channel.  Access to the Gulf of Mexico via the ship 
channel is through the Brazos Santiago Pass. To the south of the project site is South Bay. 
 
1.3 NEED FOR PROJECT 
 
 The GIWW at Port Isabel is an important waterway for transporting petroleum products, 
especially fuel, to support the extensive agriculture based economy of the Rio Grande Valley 
(USACE, 2004).  Barge traffic at Port Isabel is destined for Brownsville and consists primarily of 
fuel and petrochemicals, along with sand and gravel and other dry bulk commodities.  The 
refinery complex in Corpus Christi supplies the bulk of this commerce.  Waterborne commerce 
on the Corpus Christi to Brownsville segment of the GIWW, most of which passes through the 
Port Isabel area, has been fairly stable at around 2.2 million tons annually. 
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Figure 1 – Project Location
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Figure 2 – Project Area 
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 There is a significant bend in the GIWW channel between the QIM Bridge and the Long 
Island swing bridge.  Maneuvering between the bridges and maintaining a proper alignment for 
safe passage under the bridges, particularly for northbound tows, can be difficult.  The difficulty 
results from the relatively short distance from the exit from the swing bridge reach before 
encountering the QIM Bridge opening.  Complicating matters are the narrow channel (275 feet), 
the relatively sharp bend in the channel (curve radius 3,328 feet), and the frequent strong 
southeast winds and rapid tidal currents experienced in the area.  According to marine interests, it 
is particularly difficult for northbound barge tows to become aligned for safe passage under the 
QIM Bridge after passing through the Long Island bridge opening. 
 
 The issue of safe navigation of this reach of the GIWW arose in September 2001, when a 
northbound four-barge tow hit the QIM Bridge at night, collapsing portions of the span and 
resulting in the deaths of eight motorists.  As a result of this catastrophic event, the United States 
Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) Galveston District began to investigate whether a 
modification to the existing channel alignment is necessary to improve navigation safety. 
 
1.4 PROPOSED WORK  
 
 The proposed work is depicted in Figure 3.  The work consists of widening the GIWW 
channel along the bend between the QIM Bridge and the Long Island swing bridge and installing 
a current/tide meter(s) at the QIM Bridge.  The outside bend would be widened by 125 feet, 
transitioning from the existing 275-foot width to a 400-foot width, with a side slope of 1:3 
(vertical to horizontal).  The channel’s 12-foot project depth would be maintained.  
Approximately 40,000 cubic yards of material would be dredged from the bay bottom using a 
hydraulic pipeline dredge.  Two feet of advanced maintenance dredging would be done during 
the widening, which, along with an overdraft allowance of 2 feet, would result in an initial 
channel depth of 14 to 16 feet after dredging.  The current/tide meter would provide real-time 
water current and tide information to vessel operators transiting the bend reach of the GIWW. 
 
 The dredged material would be pumped via dredge pipeline into USACE Placement Area 
(PA) 240, which is located on the eastern end of Long Island, immediately to the south of the 
channel bend (see Figure 2).  PA 240 is an existing semi-confined placement area.  A levee 
surrounds most of the PA and a rock weir is located at the lower, east end of the PA.  Dredged 
material would be pumped into the upper, western portions of the PA and would flow toward the 
lower, eastern end.  Most of the material would settle out as it flows toward the weir but some 
would overflow the weir with the return water and settle in the shallow water immediately to the 
east of the PA.   
 
 The dredged material from the channel widening would utilize the remaining capacity of 
PA 240.  Therefore, future maintenance dredged material from the bend reach of the GIWW 
would be pumped to PA 241, which is a confined, upland disposal area located west of the 
GIWW at its confluence with the Brownsville Ship Channel.  The placement of dredged material 
associated with the maintenance of the GIWW into placement areas in the Laguna Madre, 
including PAs 240 and 241 was addressed in an Environmental Impact Statement prepared by the 
District in September 2003.  Dredge pipelines would be submerged to the extent necessary to 
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minimize interference with navigation in the channel reach between Long Island and the 
mainland at Port Isabel.  The current estimated shoaling rate for the existing channel is 
approximately 12,000 cubic yards of sediment per year.  The additional width of the channel 
would result in an additional 1,800 cubic yards of maintenance material per year, or about 9,000 
cubic yards per 5-year dredging cycle.  The most recent maintenance dredging of this reach of the 
GIWW was completed in February 2009, during which about 75,000 cubic yards of material was 
dredged from the channel and placed into PA 240. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 – Proposed Work 
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2.0 ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED 
 

A number of alternatives were evaluated based on the following criteria:   
 

• The project must provide for increased navigation safety  
• The project must be environmentally acceptable 
• The project benefits must exceed costs 
• The project must be acceptable to commercial waterway users 

 
Table 1 contains a matrix that shows each alternative that was considered and the screening 
criteria that were met for each alternative.  Six of the alternatives were eliminated from further 
study.  The recommended plan includes the only alternatives that are cost effective and fulfill the 
criteria.  Although each alternative is discussed in the following sections, only the “no action”, 
curve widening and current/tide meter alternatives were carried forward for environmental 
impact analysis in Section 4.0.   
 
 

Table 1 – Alternatives and Screening Criteria Matrix 
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No Action Alternative (Future Without Project)     
Alternate Channel Alignment A     
Alternate Channel Alignment B     
Alternate Channel Alignment C     
Underwater Berm     
Breakwater     
Widening of Existing Curve     
Current/Tide Meter     
Swing Bridge Replacement        

 
 
2.1 NO ACTION ALTERNATIVE (FUTURE WITHOUT PROJECT) 
 
 The no action alternative would be to continue to maintain this section of the GIWW in 
its present configuration.  Doing so would result in continued challenging conditions for tow 
operators negotiating the bend between the Long Island swing bridge and the QIM Bridge.  The 
risk of barges going outside the channel while navigating the bend between the two bridges 



 

 7 

would remain the same and the risk of allisions between tows and bridges and associated 
structures also would remain the same.  If there is growth in the volume of barge traffic and it is 
assumed that the number of allisions would be proportional with the level of barge traffic, there 
would be an increased frequency of allisions.  Conversely, under the same assumption, any 
decrease in barge traffic would result in a corresponding decrease in allision frequency. 
 
 The risk of a catastrophic allision with the QIM Bridge like the incident in September of 
2001 has been reduced by the construction of a bridge pier protection system, which was 
completed by the State of Texas in 2004.  This system has been tested at least once since its 
construction.  In December of 2006, a four-barge tow similar to the one that struck the bridge in 
2001 struck the bridge pier protection system near the same spot, which resulted in no damage to 
the bridge.  TXDOT estimated the damage to the pier protection system to be about $200,000 
(Perez-Trevino, 2006).  Although the risk of catastrophic allisions has been reduced by the bridge 
pier protection system, the risk of lesser damages such as in the 2006 incident would continue 
under the no action plan.  The no action alternative was rejected because it would not meet the 
criteria of increasing navigation safety. 
 
 Under the no action alternative, there would not be any new work dredging and thus 
would not be any impacts to additional open water habitat.  Maintenance dredge material would 
likely be placed in PA 240 until its capacity was reached, after which PA 241 would be used for 
all remaining maintenance material placement.  During placement of materials in PA 240, there 
would be minimal impacts to adjacent seagrasses as a result of semi-confined placement. 
 
2.2 ALTERNATE CHANNEL ALIGNMENTS 
 
 These alternatives are depicted in Figure 4.  They would consist of three alternative 
channel alignments that would route barge traffic around Long Island rather than through the 
channel between the island and Port Isabel.  They would connect with the Brownsville Ship 
Channel east of the existing confluence.  Each of these alternatives would have a high cost 
associated with dredging, they would increase transit times, and they would not be economically 
justified.  Although these alternatives would reduce the curvature of the bend in the channel and 
eliminate the necessity for tows to transit the Long Island swing bridge and the channel between 
Long Island and Port Isabel, tows would still be subject to tidal currents and wind in the open 
water area inside Brazos Santiago Pass.  Therefore, none of these alternatives were acceptable to 
commercial waterway users.  Each of the channel alignment alternatives is described in more 
detail in the following sections, along with additional rationale for not selecting them. 
 
2.2.1 ALTERNATE CHANNEL ALIGNMENT A 
 
 This alternative would involve constructing an alternate 125-foot-wide by 12-foot-deep 
channel that would continue the perpendicular alignment of the channel under the QIM Bridge 
for about 0.4 miles after heading southbound under the bridge (see Figure 4).  It would then 
curve eastward around the western land approach to the old causeway, passing through the 
western end of the old causeway, then curving southward toward the Brownsville Ship Channel, 
and finally curving westward to join the Brownsville Ship Channel.  Each of the three curves in 
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this alignment would have a curve radius of about 2,865 feet.  This alignment would require 
demolishing a section of the Old Causeway and the relocation of an existing 24-inch water 
pipeline and a phone cable.  This alternative would impact a large area of seagrasses and would 
not be environmentally acceptable. 
 
2.2.2 ALTERNATE CHANNEL ALIGNMENT B 
 
 This alternative is similar to Alignment C but would pass through the center of the old 
causeway (see Figure 4).  This 125-foot-wide by 12-foot-deep channel would continue the 
perpendicular alignment of the channel under the QIM Bridge for about 0.4 miles after heading 
southbound under the bridge but would continue eastward through the center of the old causeway 
before making a long turn around Mexiquita Flats and back westward to join the Brownsville 
Ship Channel.  Both of the curves in this alignment would have a curve radius of about 2,865   
feet.  This alignment would require demolition of the old causeway and relocation of an existing 
24-inch waterline pipeline and a phone cable.  The channel construction would impact a small 
area of seagrasses in the southeast portion of Mexiquita Flats. 
 
2.2.3 ALTERNATE CHANNEL ALIGNMENT C 
 
 This alternative is similar to Alignment B but would pass around the eastern end of the 
old causeway (see Figure 4).  This 125-foot-wide by 12-foot-deep channel  would continue the 
perpendicular alignment of the channel under the QIM Bridge for about 0.3 miles after heading 
southbound under the bridge and would continue eastward around the end of the old causeway 
before making a long turn around Mexiquita Flats and back westward to join the Brownsville 
Ship Channel.  Both of the curves in this alignment would have a curve radius of about 2,865 
feet.  Although this alignment would avoid impacts to seagrasses, it is not economically justified. 
    
2.3 UNDERWATER BERM 
 
 This alternative would involve the construction of an underwater berm along the channel 
bend.  The berm would be placed in a manner to stop barges before they hit the QIM Bridge 
fender system.  This alternative was eliminated from further consideration early in the screening 
process due to high costs and limited contribution to improving navigation safety.  
 
2.4 BREAKWATER 
 
 Under this alternative, a stone breakwater would be constructed on the outside of the 
channel bend paralleling the curve of the centerline of the existing channel.  Similar to the 
previous alternative, the breakwater would block incoming tidal currents from the southwest.  
This alternative also was eliminated from further consideration because of high costs and limited 
contribution to improving navigation safety.  In addition, this hard structure would present safety 
concerns. 
 
2.5 REPLACMENT OF LONG ISLAND SWING BRIDGE  
 
 The Long Island swing bridge would be replaced by a permanent, fixed-span bridge under 
this alternative.  However, the high cost associated with implementing this alternative would not  
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result in a benefit-to-cost ratio (BCR) of greater than 1.0.  This alternative was eliminated from 
further consideration. 
 
2.6 CHANNEL WIDENING (PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE) 
 
 This alternative, which is part of the preferred plan, would consist of widening the outside 
bend in the channel between the QIM Bridge and the Long Island swing bridge.  This alternative 
is described in detail in Section 1.4 and the anticipated environmental impacts are discussed in 
Section 4.0.  
 
2.7 INSTALLATION OF CURRENT/TIDE METER (PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE) 
 
 This alternative also would be implemented as part of the recommended plan.  A 
current/tide meter would be installed on the QIM Bridge and would provide real-time water 
current and tide information to vessel operators transiting the bend reach of the GIWW. 
 
3.0 AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 
 
3.1 PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND PROCESSES 
 
 The study area is located in a unique environment.  It is at the southern end of one of only 
five hypersaline lagoons in the world, the Laguna Madre (Tunnell, 2002a).  Salinity in the Lower 
Laguna Madre ranges from 31 to 37 parts per thousand (ppt), with an average annual salinity of 
33 ppt (USACE, 2004).  This water body is shallow, averaging approximately 4.6 feet deep, and, 
including the South Bay and La Bahia Grande complex, contains approximately 180,000 acres of 
aquatic habitat.  Although no major rivers contribute fresh water to the system, some freshwater 
inflow is provided by the Arroyo Colorado.  The main outlet into the Gulf of Mexico for the 
southern reach of the Lower Laguna Madre is Brazos Santiago Pass.   
 
 Annual precipitation in the Brownsville area averages about 26.6 inches.  Much of the 
land is deltaic, having been formed by sediments from the Rio Grande.  Sediments in the project 
area are predominately mud, silt, and quartz-derived sand and pebbles.  Many dredged material 
placement areas are located along the GIWW.  They were established during the construction of 
the GIWW and some are used for the placement of material from maintenance dredging. 
 
 In the Laguna Madre as a whole, water level fluctuations are influenced more by wind 
driven tides than astronomical tides, due to the large area of the water body and the small number 
of inlets connecting the Laguna Madre to the oceanic waters of the Gulf.  The astronomical tidal 
cycle pattern in the project area is predominantly diurnal, meaning there is typically one high tide 
and one low tide each day.  Since the project area is located just inside Brazos Santiago Pass, 
tidal currents are stronger here than in the rest of the Laguna Madre.  During storms, when tide 
levels in the Gulf are higher than normal, tidal current velocities can be particularly high in the 
project area. 
 

There is a consensus among ocean scientists that mean sea levels are rising due to various 
factors, including climate change.  Any rise in mean sea levels will result in a corresponding rise 
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in tide levels.  Water level records collected at eight locations along the Texas coast, including 
Port Isabel, for periods of 43 years or more show rising mean sea level trends from 0.63 feet 
(Port Mansfield) to 2.24 feet (Galveston Pleasure Pier) per hundred years (NOAA, 2009).  
Engineer circular EC 1165-2-211 provides guidance for incorporating the direct and indirect 
physical effects of projected future sea-level change in planning, designing, constructing and 
maintaining of USACE projects.  Accordingly, planning studies and engineering designs 
developed for this study have considered a range (low, medium, and high) of possible future rates 
of sea-level change.  The low rate of sea-level change is the historically recorded change in mean 
sea level for the project area as recorded by NOAA’s National Ocean Service tide data station 
(#8779770) at Port Isabel, Texas.  The historical mean sea level trend for the project area from 
1944 to 2006 is 3.64 mm/yr +/- 0.44 mm/yr (1.19 feet per hundred years). 
 
3.2 BIOLOGICAL COMMUNITIES 
 
Terrestrial Habitat 
 
 The sparse vegetation in the placement areas consists mainly of opportunistic species that 
thrive on disturbed soils.  These assemblages are not considered significant contributors as food 
or detritus sources.  The placement areas are not considered high quality wildlife habitat due to 
disturbance and lack of established native vegetation. 
 
Seagrasses 
 

Seagrasses provide nursery areas, refuge and rich foraging areas for a number of estuarine 
fish and invertebrates, including commercially and recreationally import species, and are 
important in nutrient cycling (Withers, 2002a).  Seagrass communities are among the most 
biologically productive submerged habitats.  In the Lower Laguna Madre, seagrasses cover 
approximately 118,000 acres of bottom, or slightly more than 65 percent of the total bottom 
(USACE, 2004).   

 
The project site is located at the southern end of the Lower Laguna Madre.   Mexiquita 

Flats is a seagrass meadow in the project vicinity.  It is a roughly triangular area adjacent and to 
the east of Long Island (see Figure 2).  Most of Mexiquita Flats is turtlegrass meadow (Thalassia 
testudinum), although a band of shoalgrass (Halodule beaudettei) occurs along the northeastern 
edge.  The Brownsville Ship Channel is to the south, and open water is to the northeast.  
Seagrasses grow in patchy strips along the banks of navigation channels where water depths and 
clarity are sufficient to allow light penetration, including along portions of the Brownsville Ship 
Channel and the GIWW channel south of the proposed channel widening area.  Seagrasses have 
also become established in patches on the sediment to the northeast of the semi-confined 
Placement Area 240 and south of the proposed channel widening area (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 - Seagrasses in the Immediate Project Area 

 
 
Wetlands 

 Unlike bays in the more northern Gulf coastal areas, where smooth cordgrass (Spartina 
alterniflora) salt marshes are common along natural shorelines, smooth cordgrass marshes are 
limited on the Laguna Madre due to hypersalinity and are only sparsely distributed in the 
northern and southern extremes of the Laguna (Tunnell, 2002b).  The project area does not 
include any significant wetland areas.   
 
Tidal Flats 
 

The Lower Laguna Madre contains intertidal areas consisting of un-vegetated or sparsely 
vegetated mudflats, sandbars, and salt flats (USACE, 2004).  These serve as important feeding 
areas for shorebirds, fishes, and invertebrates.  Some of the tidal flats with no freshwater inflow 
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are devoid of marsh vegetation and are covered with mats of algae, developing unique biological 
communities.  Primary productivity of algal mats may be almost as high as that of seagrass 
meadows and about 20 to 40 percent of cordgrass (Spartina spp.) marshes (Withers, 2002b).  The 
tidal flats of the Laguna Madre are unique because irregular flooding and prolonged exposure are 
a result of wind and storm tides rather than astronomical tides. 
 
Mangroves 
 
 Black mangrove (Avicennia germinans) is abundant on the margin of the Laguna Madre 
near the QIM Bridge and is the only conspicuous woody plant in the area aside from trees and 
shrubs planted by residents (Tunnell, 2002b).  The eastern shoreline of Long Island has a fringe 
of black mangrove.  Scattered patches of black mangrove exist on the eastern edge of PA 240. 

 
Open Water 
 

Open water areas with un-vegetated sediments are found throughout the Lower Laguna 
Madre.  These areas support diverse and abundant benthic invertebrate communities and provide 
food for fishery populations.  Several hard bottom habitats are present in the system.  Living 
reefs of the Eastern oyster (Crassostrea virginica) are rare in the Laguna Madre but are found in 
South Bay at the southern extent of the Laguna Madre.  These oysters have become more tolerant 
of higher salinities than other oyster populations.  There is little commercial oystering in the 
Laguna Madre. 
 
3.3 WILDLIFE 
 

The Laguna Madre area provides feeding and nesting habitat for numerous species of 
waterfowl and shore birds.  The Texas coast is a terminus or stopover for many migratory 
waterfowl and other birds traversing the Mississippi or Central Flyways.  As a result, migratory 
game and non-game birds are found in large numbers along the Texas Coast during the winter 
months.  Many of these birds stay through winter or rest during migration in the Laguna Madre 
area.  Primary species of migratory waterfowl in the area include Canada goose (Branta 
canadensis), white-fronted goose (Anser albifrons), snow goose (Chen caerulescens), pintail 
(Anas acuta), gadwall (A. strepera), blue and green-winged teal (A. discors, A. carolinensis), 
mallard (A. platyrhynchos), mottled ducks (A. fulvigula), shoveler (A. clypeata), lesser scaup 
(Aythya offinis), redhead (A. americana), and American wigeon (Mareca americana).  The bays 
and marshes contain shore and wading birds including pelicans (Pelecanus spp.), black skimmer 
(Rynchops niger), white-faced ibis (Plegadis chihi), roseate spoonbill (Ajaia ajaja), plovers 
(Charadrius spp.), gulls and terns (Laridae family), sandpipers (Scolopacidae family), and 
herons and egrets (Ardeidae family) (USACE, 1977).   

 
Marshes and land around the Laguna Madre, with its associated vegetation, provide food 

and cover for numerous wildlife species, including nutria (Myocaster coypus), otter (Lutra 
canadensis), and muskrat (Ondatra zibethicus).  In addition, the lands in the area provide habitat 
for skunk (family Mustelidae), rabbit (Sylvilagus spp.), raccoon (Procyon lotor), opossum 
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(Didelphis virginiana), and armadillo (Dasypus novemcinctus).  In the immediate project area, 
there is limited habitat for wildlife species due to lack of vegetative cover. 

 
3.4 FISHERIES AND ESSENTIAL FISH HABITAT 
 

Shallow bay areas provide important nursery and feeding areas for such commercial and 
sport species as red drum (Sciaenops ocellata), black drum (Pogonias cromis), spotted seatrout 
(Cynoscion nebulosus), southern flounder (Paralichthys lethostigma), sheepshead (Archosargus 
probatocephalus), and croaker (Micropogonias undulatus).  Other common fishes include sea 
catfish (Arius felis), mullet (Mugil cephalus), bay anchovy (Anchoa mitchilli), and squid (Loligo 
sp.).  Brown shrimp (Farfantepenaeus aztecus), white shrimp (Litopenaeus setiferus), and blue 
crab (Callinectes sapidus) are important commercial crustaceans. 
 

Essential fish habitat (EFH) consists of those habitats necessary for spawning, breeding, 
feeding, or growth to maturity of species managed by Regional Fishery Management Councils, as 
described in a series of Fishery Management Plans, pursuant to the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery 
Conservation and Management Act.  The Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council has 
identified habitats in the Lower Laguna Madre as EFH for juvenile and adult gray snapper 
(Lutjanus griseus); red drum; Spanish mackerel (Scomberomorus maculatus) brown, pink and 
white shrimp; Gulf stone crab (Menippe adina); stone crab (Menippe mercenaria); and spiny 
lobster (Panulirus argus)  (NOAA, 2008).   

 
In addition to EFH, wetlands and seagrasses in the Laguna Madre system provide nursery 

and foraging habitat that supports various forage species and recreationally important fishery 
species such as spotted seatrout, flounder, Atlantic croaker, black drum, striped mullet and blue 
crab. These estuarine-dependent organisms also serve as prey for other fisheries managed by the 
fisheries management council (e.g., red drum, mackerels, snappers, and groupers) and highly 
migratory species, such as billfishes and sharks, managed by the National Marine Fisheries 
Service (NMFS).  EFH for those species that may occur in the project area and may be affected 
by the proposed action include the sand substrate and seagrass beds at the project site. 
 
3.5 THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES 
 

Federally-listed Species  
 
Table 2 summarizes the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (USFWS) list of threatened and 
endangered species for Cameron County.  In addition to these species, the NMFS lists the 
endangered marine species in Table 3 as occurring in Texas.  Table 4 includes NMFS’s list of 
marine species of concern in Texas.  The District prepared a Biological Assessment that 
addresses the proposed project’s potential impacts to these threatened and endangered species 
and species of concern (Appendix F).  The BA includes information on distribution and habitat 
requirements of these species.  Of these species, the brown pelican and piping plover regularly 
occur in the project area.  The brown pelican is a common resident and tidal flats are potential 
winter foraging habitat for the piping plover.  Loggerhead and green sea turtles are known to feed 
on seagrasses in the Lower Laguna Madre, with the green sea turtle being the more abundant of 
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the two species (Withers, 2002a).  For the remaining species, the likelihood of occurrence in the 
project area is low to very low, primarily due to the lack of suitable habitat in the project area or 
the project area’s being outside of the known present or historical range and distribution of these 
species.  

 
Table 2 

USFWS List of Threatened and Endangered Species for Cameron County 
  

Common Name (Scientific Name) Listing Status 
  
BIRDS  
   Brown pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis) Delisted 
   Piping plover (Charadrius melodus) Threatened 
   Northern aplomado falcon (Falco femoralis septentrionalis) Endangered 
  
TERRESTRIAL MAMMALS  
   Gulf coast jaguarundi (Herpailurus yagouaroundi cacomitli) Endangered 
   Ocelot (Leopardus pardalis) Endangered 
  
REPTILES  
   Loggerhead sea turtle (Caretta caretta) Threatened 
   Green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas) Threatened 
   Kemp's Ridley sea turtle (Lepidochelys kempii) Endangered 
   Hawksbill sea turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) Endangered 
   Leatherback sea turtle (Dermochelys coriacea) Endangered 
  
MARINE MAMMALS  
   West Indian manatee (Trichechus manatus) Endangered 
  
PLANTS  
   South Texas ambrosia (Ambrosia cheiranthifolia) Endangered 
   Texas ayenia (Ayenia limitaris) Endangered 
  

 Source:  USFWS 2010 
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Table 3 

Endangered Marine Mammals and Fish in Texas 
 

Common Name (Scientific Name) 
 
MARINE MAMMALS 
   Blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus) 
   Finback whale (Balaenoptera physalus) 
   Humpback whale (Megaptera novaengliae) 
   Sei whale (Balaenoptera borealis) 
   Sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) 
 
FISH 
   Smalltooth sawfish (Pristis pectinata) 
 

   Source:  NMFS (2009) 
 
 

Table 4 
Marine Species of Concern in Texas 

Common Name (Scientific Name) 
 
FISH 
   Dusky shark (Carcharhinus obscurus) 
   Largetooth sawfish (Pristis pristis) 
   Night shark (Carcharhinus signatus) 
   Saltmarsh topminnow (Fundulus jenkensi) 
   Sand tiger shark (Carcharias taurus) 
   Speckled hind (Epinephelus drummondhayi) 
   Warsaw grouper (Epinephelus nigritus) 
   White marlin (Tetrapturus albidus) 
 
INVERTEBRATES 
   Ivory bush coral (Oculina varicosa) 
 

          Source:  NMFS (2009) 
 
 
 

State-listed Species 
 
Table 5 is a list of additional species that are listed as rare by the Texas Parks and 

Wildlife Department (TPWD) and have the potential to sporadically be present at the project site.  
A comprehensive list of State-listed rare species for Cameron County is included in Appendix F. 
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Table 5 
Potential State-Listed Rare Species for Cameron County 

Common Name (Scientific Name) State Status 

  
   Peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus) Threatened 
   American peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus anatum) Threatened 
   Eskimo curlew (Numenius borealis) Endangered 
   Reddish egret (Egretta rufescens) Threatened 
   White-faced Ibis (Plegadis chihi) Threatened 
   Sooty tern (Sterna fuscata) Threatened 

   
 
The peregrine falcon and American peregrine falcon have been federally delisted but 

maintain the state listing status.  There is a potential for the peregrine falcon or its subspecies to 
occur as migrants in the area.  Both migrate across the state from more northern breeding areas in 
the United States and Canada to winter along the Gulf coast and farther south. 
 

The reddish egret favors brackish marshes and shallow salt ponds and tidal flats.  It nests 
on the ground or in trees or bushes, generally on dry coastal islands in brushy thickets of yucca 
and prickly pear.   

 
The white-faced ibis prefers freshwater marshes, sloughs, and irrigated rice fields, but 

will attend brackish and saltwater habitats.  It nests in marshes, in low trees, on the ground in 
bulrushes or reeds, or on floating mats. 

The sooty tern would occur predominately “on the wing” in the project area.  This species 
does not dive, but snatches small fish and squid with its bill as it flies or hovers over water.  
Breeding occurs from April through July. 

 
3.6 CULTURAL RESOURCES 
 

The remnant of the western portion of the first Queen Isabella Causeway, or the “old 
causeway”, to South Padre Island, constructed in 1954, extends into the Laguna Madre from the 
east shore of Long Island and is located southeast of PA 240.  The structure is presently under 
private ownership.  Since the structure is more than 50 years old, it is potentially eligible for 
listing on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).  However, the structure is outside of 
the footprint of the area that would be affected by the proposed project and further archeological 
investigations of the causeway are not warranted. 

 
Archival research shows that the Port Isabel area, including the proposed project area, has 

been employed extensively by historic watercraft throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.  Historic records indicate that numerous historic vessels are known to have sunk or 
been abandoned in the Laguna Madre.  To determine if any properties eligible for the NRHP 
were within the proposed channel widening area, a close-order remote-sensing marine survey of 
the proposed channel widening location was conducted in October 2005.  Results of the survey 
identified a total of 38 magnetic anomalies and 15 side scan sonar targets.  None of the magnetic 
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anomalies appeared to fulfill the criteria for significant submerged cultural resources, and the 
acoustic images did not have the signal characteristics indicative of shipwreck remains.  
Therefore, none of the magnetic anomalies or side scan targets was recommended as eligible for 
the NRHP and no additional archeological work was recommended.  A March 2006 draft cultural 
resources report, which included these recommendations, was submitted to the Texas State 
Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO).  The final report was completed in September 2006.  The 
SHPO concurred with the final report.  Correspondence with the SHPO in regard to the proposed 
project is included in Appendix G. 
 
3.7 AIR QUALITY AND NOISE 
 
 Existing ambient air quality is good in the project area because of the lack of heavy 
industry and relatively sparse populations.  The Texas Commission on Environmental Quality 
reports that Cameron County has met the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s national air 
quality standards for “criteria pollutants”.  Criteria pollutants are common air pollutants for 
which the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has established standards to regulate air 
quality.  These include sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, ground-level ozone 
and suspended particulates.   
 
 Because of the non-urban nature of the area, noise levels are relatively low.  Human-
generated ambient noise is primarily produced by vessels GIWW, by motor vehicles on State 
Highway 100 and residential and recreational activities in the resort community on Long Island.  
Periodic noise is also generated by dredging operations during dredging cycles.  This noise is 
comparable to noise produced by commercial vessels using the channel.  The nearest sensitive 
receptors of noise impacts in the project area would be in the in the residential canal subdivision 
in Port Isabel located approximately 1,000 feet west of the proposed channel widening area. 
 
3.8 WATER AND SEDIMENT QUALITY 
 

The water in the Laguna Madre system is generally considered to be of moderate to good 
quality, but it is affected by a variety of factors, including non-point source contamination from 
urban and agricultural sources (USACE, 2004).  Much of the land is deltaic, having been formed 
by sediments from the Rio Grande (USACE, 2004).  Sediments in the project area are 
predominately mud, silt, and quartz-derived sand and pebbles.  Many dredged material banks are 
located along the GIWW.  Water and sediment sampling is routinely conducted in the project 
area in association with maintenance dredging of the GIWW.  Historical data indicate that water 
and sediment quality in the project area is good.  Data from the most recent water, sediment, and 
elutriate sampling in the project area (2004), including heavy metals, ammonia, and total organic 
carbon, are included in Appendix C.   

 
3.9 HAZARDOUS, TOXIC AND RADIOACTIVE WASTE 
 
 The District performed a Hazardous, Toxic, and Radioactive Waste (HTRW) assessment 
of lands and water resources in and adjacent to the study area.  The objective was to identify the 
existence of potentially hazardous sites or facilities, hazardous contamination, and materials of 
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concern that could impact or be impacted by the proposed project.  The assessment included a 
site visit, a review of regulatory agency data and a review of aerial photographs.  These 
investigations did not identify any HTRW contamination at the project site or any sites or 
incidents near the project that would be of concern. 
 
 During the operation of construction and maintenance equipment, there is a slight 
potential for accidental spills of small amounts of fuel, lubricants, coolants, or hydraulic fluids.  
The contractor would be required to immediately contain and clean up any such spills. 
 
3.10 SOCIOECONOMICS 
 

The project area is in Cameron County, which, according to the U. S. Census Bureau’s 
2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates, had a population of 379,874 living 
in 140,565 households (USCB, 2009a).  The 2007 population of Port Isabel was estimated at 
16,408 (USCB, 2009b).  According to the Texas Workforce Commission, most of the jobs in 
Cameron County in 2000 were in the services (28.1%) and trade sectors (23.8%). Government 
(Federal, State and local) (23.6%) and manufacturing (11.4%) are other important industry 
sectors within this county (USACE, 2003).  The industry sector with the greatest percent increase 
in jobs between 1998 and 2000 was the construction industry, which grew by 21.3%.  The total 
labor force in Cameron County was 110,819 in 2000, representing a 10.2% increase over the 
1998 employment level.  This rate of job growth was higher than that of the State during the 
same years (7.2%).  Unemployment rates in Cameron County were 12.7% in 1990 and 9.2% in 
2001, higher than that of the state (6.3% in 1990, 5.1% for 2001). 

 
A large percentage of the economic activity in the region is linked to waterborne 

commerce, including movement of goods by barge on the GIWW.  An average of over two 
million tons of freight per year is transported via the GIWW below Corpus Christi.  The GIWW 
at Port Isabel is an important waterway for transporting petroleum products, especially fuel, to 
support the extensive agriculture based economy of the Rio Grande Valley.  While most of the 
tonnage involves refined petroleum products, fertilizer, sand, gravel, iron and steel products, and 
sugar each have composed from 6 to 10 percent of the shipments (USACE, 2004).     
 
3.11 ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
 
 In compliance with Executive Order (EO) 12898, Federal Action to Address 
Environmental Justice in Minority and Low-Income Populations, an analysis was performed to 
determine whether the proposed project will have a disproportionate adverse impact on minority 
or low-income population groups in the vicinity of the project area.  This analysis consisted of 
determining characteristics of residential populations in the project area. 
  
 A breakdown of the population of Port Isabel by ethnic group is shown in Table 6.  For 
comparison, the breakdown for Cameron County and the state of Texas are shown, also.  The 
table also shows median income and the percent of families living below poverty level.  Based on 
the census figures, the population of city of Port Isabel consists of a lower percentage of persons 



 

 

 

20 

of Hispanic or Latino origin than in Cameron County but more than double that of the state.  Of 
the population living in Port Isabel, 74.4 percent are of Hispanic or Latino origin, as compared to 
86.0 percent in Cameron County and 35.5 percent for the state. 
  
 The reported median family income for Port Isabel and Cameron County is lower than for 
the state of Texas.  The percent of families reported living below the poverty level within the 
Port Isabel and the Cameron County is much higher than for the state. 
 
 

Table 6 
Demographic Information 

 Port Isabel Cameron County State of Texas 
Ethnicity 
White 79.7 % 85.6 % 70.6 % 
African American 1.0 % 0.5 % 11.5 % 
Native American 0.3 % 0.2 % 0.5 % 
Asian 0.2 % 0.6 % 3.3 % 
Pacific Islander 0.1 % 0 % 0.1 % 
Other 15.5 % 12.0 % 12.3 % 
Two or more races 3.1 % 1.1 % 1.8 % 
Hispanic or Latino Origin 74.4 % 86.0 % 35.5 % 
Income & Poverty 
Median Family Income $26,077 $30,024 $54,165 
Families Below Poverty 21.7 % 37.1 % 13.3 % 

 Source:  (USCB, 2009) 
 
 
3.12 PRIME AND UNIQUE FARMLANDS 
 
 The area that would be affected by the proposed project does not include any land or soil 
suitable for farming activities since the project area consists of open water in the Laguna Madre 
and an existing dredged material placement area.   
 
 
3.13 RECREATIONAL RESOURCES 
 

 The natural resources of the Laguna Madre, although not as heavily utilized as other 
areas of the Texas coast, provide extensive recreational opportunities (USACE, 2004).  Activities 
such as fishing, bird watching, waterfowl hunting, windsurfing, camping, boating, jet skiing, 
swimming, shelling, and beach combing produce recreational opportunities that result in 
substantial economic benefits for the area.  The recreational fishing industry supplies the majority 
of these economic benefits in the Laguna Madre.  Tourism is also a major industry in the area.  
South Padre Island, which is across the QIM Bridge from Port Isabel, is a popular vacation 
destination.  Long Island Resort, located on Long Island, is a gated community that offers 
vacation home and RV lot rentals.   
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Mean Sea Level at 
Target Year (TY)

m ft m ft m ft
2009 1.423 4.670

  2012** 1.434 4.704 1.437 4.717 1.449 4.754
2037 1.525 5.003 1.559 5.118 1.707 5.603
2062 1.616 5.302 1.707 5.662 2.118 6.949
2109 1.787 5.863 2.132 6.995 3.254 10.678

* M + 0.0017= 0.00364 m/yr
**Estimated construction complete

Low Rate 
(historical trend)

Intermediate Rate 
(NRC Curve I - 

modified)*

High Rate                    
(NRC Curve III - 

modified)*

3.14 ROADWAYS AND TRAFFIC 
 
 State Highway 100 is a four lane, divided highway that passes over the QIM Bridge and 
becomes Park Road 100.  It is the only major highway in the project area and provides the only 
overland access to South Padre Island.  South Padre Island is a popular tourist destination, 
especially during the warmer months of the year.  During college spring break, the traffic can be 
particularly heavy on SH 100 over the QIM Bridge. 
 
 South Garcia Street, located immediately to the west of PA 240, is a two-lane road that 
passes over the Long Island swing bridge and provides access to the resort community on Long 
Island.  Since the road only provides local access to Long Island and is not a through street, 
traffic tends to be light, except when back-ups occur during bridge openings to allow passage of 
vessels on the GIWW. 
 
4.0 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF THE PROPOSED ACTION  
 
4.1 IMPACTS ON PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND PROCESSES 
 
 Hydrodynamic modeling conducted by USACE’s Engineer Research and Development 
Center (ERDC) demonstrated that the widened channel would tend to reduce current velocities 
along the widened portion of the channel (Teeter, et al, 2003).  The widening would not have a 
significant effect on current velocities in the channel outside of the widened portion.   
 
 The modified NRC Curves I and III and equations 2 and 3 (EC 1165-2-211 Appendix B) 
were used to estimate the intermediate and high changes to relative sea-levels.  Construction of 
the project is estimated to be completed in 2012.  Table 7 includes the mean sea-level values for 
NOAA Station # 8779770 (located approximately 1.7 miles from the proposed widening) for the 
year 2037 (midpoint) and at the end of the 50-year planning period 2062. 
 
 

Table 7 
Estimated Future Mean Sea-Level, NOAA Station # 8779770 
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Rising sea level would not have any significant impacts during the 50-year project life.  
Using the historical MSL trend to estimate the change in MSL from 2012 (4.7 feet) to 2062 (5.3 
feet), the only anticipated impact of sea level rise on the channel would be a negligible increase 
of the depth of the channel (approximately 0.6 feet), which would not have a significant effect on 
the navigational safety of the channel.  The high rate (modified NRC Curve III) produces a 
significantly higher estimated MSL of 6.9 feet in 2062, an increase of 2.2 feet from 2012 to 2062.  
Potential effects of an increased channel depth of just over two feet include monitoring PA 241 
levees to mitigate impacts associated with increases in MSL.  Maintenance of PA 241 would take 
place independent of the curve widening project.  The estimated 2.2 foot increase in MSL would 
increase the depth of the channel and potentially reduce the amount of dredged maintenance 
material.  The intermediate rate (modified NRC Curve I) produces an estimated MSL of 5.6 feet 
in 2062, an increase of 0.9 feet from 2012 to 2062.  This represents a negligible increase in 
channel depth 0.3 feet greater than the historic rate and is also not expected to significantly 
impact the navigational safety of the channel. 

 
The installation of a current/tide meter on existing infrastructure would not have any 

direct impacts on the physical environment.  It would be installed such that it would be able to 
accommodate any rise in sea level. 

 
Under the no action alternative, the existing current velocities would not change.  Sea 

level changes would not have any significant effects on operation or maintenance of the existing 
project. 
 
4.2 IMPACTS ON BIOLOGICAL COMMUNITIES 
 
Terrestrial Habitat 
 
 Terrestrial vegetation present in the placement areas, which is sparse, would be covered 
by deposition of the dredged material from construction and maintenance dredging but this 
vegetation is likely to return after the placement activities.  Most terrestrial species would be 
negatively affected by the placement of dredged material in the placement areas.  Terrestrial 
habitat areas would be periodically covered, resulting in the death of any slow moving or non-
motile species.  Larger, more mobile species, especially birds, would be temporarily displaced.  
However the habitat would likely return following placement activities. 
 
 The placement of maintenance material would continue under the no action alternative 
until the capacity of the PA 240 is reached.  The impacts on terrestrial vegetation would be 
similar to those of the proposed plan. 
 
Seagrasses 
 
 Sediment contained in the effluent from the semi-confined dredged material placement 
area during channel widening likely would settle to some extent on existing seagrasses that have 
colonized in the shallow waters that have formed to the northeast of PA 240 due to previous 
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dredged material placement operations in this area.  However, these impacts would be similar to 
existing authorized maintenance dredged material placement practices.  A rock weir across the 
spillway exit from the disposal area would help minimize the amount of sediment.    Further, 
since the new work material that comes from widening the channel bend is more consolidated 
than maintenance material, it is expected that less sediment would be contained in the effluent 
than during typical maintenance dredging operations.  Dredging would be done during periods 
when seagrasses are dormant, which would further reduce impacts.  It is anticipated that impacts 
to seagrasses would be temporary, as the sediment fans created by previous dredging operations 
typically re-colonized with seagrasses.  Dredging and placement activities would be limited to 
months when seagrasses are dormant (November through February) to minimize impacts on 
seagrasses. 
 
 There are also seagrasses adjacent to the southern end of the area to be dredged.  Based 
on a review of historical aerial photos, the extent and boundary of these seagrasses is ephemeral.  
There may or may not be project impacts to these seagrasses.  There is a chance that up to 
approximately 0.1 acres of seagrasses could be directly impacted by the dredging associated with 
channel widening, which the District determined would be de minumus.  Since the work would 
be performed during seagrass dormancy, indirect impacts from increased turbidity and sediment 
deposition would be avoided. 
 
 Under the no action alternative, the placement of maintenance material into semi-
confined PA 240 would continue until the capacity of PA 240 is reached.  These impacts on 
seagrasses would be similar to the preferred alternative, although, as mentioned above, the extent 
of impacts could be slightly more extensive due to the less consolidated consistency of 
maintenance material compared to new work material. 
 
Wetlands 

 
There are no wetlands in the immediate vicinity of the project site.  Therefore, no direct 

impacts to wetlands will occur and no secondary impacts to any wetlands that may be outside the 
project area would be anticipated under either the proposed plan or the no action alternative.   
 
Tidal Flats 
 

A tidal sand/mud flat is located immediately east of PA 240 on the sediment fan created 
by the disposal of dredged material in this semi-confined disposal area.  It is likely that additional 
material would deposit on this area during the placement of material from the proposed widening 
of the channel.  It is expected that the location of the tidal area may shift as material is deposited 
but that there would not be a significant net change in the amount of tidal sand/mud flats.  This 
would apply to either the proposed plan or the no action alternative. 
 
Mangroves 
 
 Since mangroves are located along the shoreline, they would not be impacted by either 
the proposed work or by continued maintenance activities under the no action alternative. 



 

 

 

24 

 
Open Water 

 
 The widening of the channel would directly impact approximately 14.3 acres of open 
water habitat consisting of bay bottom substrate.  This area would be deepened from its existing 
depth, ranging from about 5 to 15 feet, with deeper scour areas, to a proposed depth of 14 to 16 
feet.  The habitat of any benthic organisms presently occupying the proposed footprint of the area 
of widening would be eliminated by the dredging.  Bottom habitat would be temporarily 
eliminated but would eventually recover after construction.  Organisms adapted to life in this 
shifting environment are also adapted to quickly re-colonize any new area or habitat in the area.  
Since the loss of this type of habitat represents an insignificant portion of total available habitat 
of this type in the project area, these impacts are considered to be minor. 
 
 Under the no action plan, no additional open water habitat would be impacted. 
 
4.3 IMPACTS ON WILDLIFE 
 

The proposed work would not have significant adverse impacts on wildlife in the area.  
There would be temporary, minor disturbance to marine species during construction but species 
that do not tolerate disturbance would avoid the area during this time.  The project area does not 
contain any scarce or unique feeding or reproductive areas.  The habitat in the project area is 
similar to the habitat found extensively in the region and does not represent a significant portion 
of this type of habit.  Therefore, the temporary disturbance would be negligible. 

 
The impacts of wildlife resulting from maintenance activities under the no action plan 

would be negligible and similar to those of the proposed work. 
 

4.4 IMPACTS ON FISHERIES AND ESSENTIAL FISH HABITAT 
 

Short-term adverse impacts to fisheries would be experienced during construction 
activities.  Approximately 7.6 acres of shallow open water bottom habitat would be deepened to a 
depth of 14 to 16 feet.  Benthic organisms presently occupying the proposed dredging footprint 
would be eliminated by the widening of the channel.  Bottom habitat would be temporarily 
eliminated but would eventually recover after construction.  Equipment noise and activity would 
result in disturbance in the immediate construction area to some fish species.  However, these 
effects would be temporary and would cease when construction activities are completed.  
Temporary increases in turbidity would be expected during dredging operations but this would be 
inconsequential.  These impacts are considered to be minor and, overall, adverse impacts of the 
proposed action on fisheries also would be minor.  The amount of bottom surface disturbed 
would be insignificant considering the amount of bottom habitat available in the area.   

 
The proposed action would affect EFH only minimally and temporarily.  Sediment 

contained in the effluent from the semi-confined dredge material placement area during channel 
widening likely would settle on existing seagrass beds in the shallow waters to the east of PA 240 
but these impacts would be similar to existing authorized maintenance dredged material 
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placement practices (or the no action plan).  All future maintenance dredged material would be 
placed in PA 241, an upland confined disposal area.  Since potential impacts are expected to be 
temporary and minor in individual or cumulative effects, mitigation for these impacts would not 
be necessary.  This draft EA will serve to initiate EFH consultation with NMFS. 
 
4.5 IMPACTS ON THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES 
 

The proposed project’s potential to affect federally-listed threatened and endangered 
species and species of concern is addressed in a Biological Assessment (BA, Appendix F), which 
has been submitted to the USFWS and NMFS for review.  The overall conclusion is that the 
proposed project is not likely to adversely affect any federally-listed threatened or endangered 
species, nor will it adversely modify critical habitat.  Also, the project is not likely to adversely 
affect any species of concern.   

 
Although several threatened or endangered species may occur in the project vicinity, 

including piping plovers and sea turtles, neither of these species nest in the project area and no 
regularly used habitat is known to exist in the immediate project site.  These species, if they 
happened to be present during construction activities, would be able to relocate during this 
activity and would not be adversely affected.  Other listed species are unlikely to occur in the 
project area, primarily due to the lack of suitable habitat or the project’s location in relation to 
these species’ known current or historical distribution.  Should any of these species wander into 
the project vicinity, the size and mobility of these animals would allow them to avoid the 
immediate project site during construction and maintenance operations.  

  
State-listed rare species, including the American and Arctic peregrine falcons, Eskimo 

curlew, reddish egret, white-faced ibis, and sooty tern, could possibly be found in the project 
vicinity as migrants.  However, no regularly used habitat would be affected and any effects on 
these species would be minor and of short duration. 
 
4.6 IMPACTS ON CULTURAL RESOURCES 
 

The proposed work was coordinated with the Texas SHPO.  The SHPO concurred that 
the proposed project would have no effect on any historic properties.  Should any cultural 
resources be discovered during construction, the construction contractor would immediately stop 
all work in that area and notify the District.  The District would initiate coordination with the 
SHPO, as necessary. 

 
4.7 IMPACTS ON AIR QUALITY AND NOISE 
 

Temporary increases in exhaust emissions would occur during construction and 
maintenance activities due to the operation of dredging and construction equipment.  These 
increases are minor in nature and would be temporary, occurring only during the construction 
period and during maintenance operations.  Dredging equipment would be the primary sources of 
noise from the proposed activities.   These impacts are expected to be minor in nature and would 



 

 

 

26 

be temporary, occurring only during the construction period.  Noise levels would be the same as 
those that occur during existing channel maintenance operations (or the no action plan). 

 
4.8 IMPACTS ON WATER AND SEDIMENT QUALITY 

 
Except for increased turbidity, widening of the channel would have no significant adverse 

impacts on water and sediment quality.  Ordinarily, some elevation in turbidity is expected to 
result from dredging activity.  However, any re-suspension is expected to be intermittent and 
localized.  After dredging operations are completed, the suspended materials would disperse.  
The dredged material consists of uncontaminated materials.  Any impacts from the placement of 
materials are expected to be minor in nature and would be temporary, occurring only during the 
construction period.  Since PA 240 is an authorized semi-confined placement area, some 
sediment from the effluent would deposit in the shallows to the east of the placement area.  This 
impact would be similar to routine maintenance dredging for the existing project (or the no 
action plan).  During future maintenance dredging operations for this reach of the GIWW, all 
material would be placed in PA 241, which is an upland confined placement area. 

 
4.9 IMPACTS FROM HAZARDOUS, TOXIC AND RADIOACTIVE WASTE 

 
A site investigation and technical assessment was conducted to determine the presence of 

HTRW in or near the proposed project and did not find any sites of concern at or immediately 
adjacent to the proposed project footprint.  The HTRW analysis report is included in Appendix 
D.  The potential for encountering HTRW during the implementation of the proposed project or 
under the no action plan is low. 

 
4.10 IMPACTS ON SOCIOECONOMICS 
 
 There would be minimal adverse effects from the proposed work on vessel traffic within 
the navigation channel.  Only brief delays may be expected during set-up of dredging equipment 
during construction and maintenance operations.  The proposed work would not restrict access to 
the general area for commercial or recreational boating.  The project would have a beneficial 
effect on local navigation by providing for safer navigation for barge tows.  The channel 
widening would not have any appreciable effects on the local communities as the dredging work 
would be performed along the existing channel, away from these communities, and the disposal 
of dredged material would be in existing disposal areas.  This also applies to the no action plan. 
 
4.11 IMPACTS RELATING TO ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

 
Any direct adverse impacts on human populations caused by the project would be 

minimal and would be distributed among all population groups within the project area.    
Accordingly, the project would not have a disproportionate adverse impact on minority or low-
income population groups.  The project is expected to have a positive impact on all population 
groups by providing for safer navigation in reach of the GIWW and reducing the risk of allisions 
at this location. 
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4.12 IMPACTS ON PRIME AND UNIQUE FARMLANDS 
 
 Due to the marine location of the proposed work and the use of existing dredge material 
disposal sites, neither the proposed project nor the no action plan would have any impacts on 
prime or unique farmlands. 
 
4.13 IMPACTS ON RECREATIONAL RESOURCES 
 

The proposed work would not occur in areas where recreational activities normally take 
place.  The GIWW would remain open during dredging operations but there could be temporary 
delays to recreational boating while positioning dredging equipment.  These impacts would be 
minor under the proposed plan or the no action plan.     
 
4.14 IMPACTS ON ROADWAYS AND TRAFFIC 
 
 All materials and equipment would be transported to the work site and disposal areas by 
water.  It is not anticipated that local roadways would be used for transport of materials or 
equipment.  Therefore, implementation of the recommended plan would not have any impacts on 
roadways and traffic. 

 
5.0 MITIGATION 
 
 The proposed project would not impact wetlands and the impacts on seagrass beds would 
be minimal and temporary.  There would not be any significant adverse impacts to other 
resources.  Therefore, compensatory mitigation would not be required.   
 
6.0 CUMULATIVE IMPACTS 
 

Cumulative impacts are defined by the Council on Environmental Quality’s (CEQ) 
regulations for implementing the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) as the effects on 
the environment which result from the incremental effect of the action when added to other past, 
present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions. Cumulative effects can result from 
individually minor but collectively significant actions taking place over a period of time.  
Ecological effects refer to effects on natural resources and on the components, structures, and 
functioning of affected ecosystems, whether direct, indirect, or cumulative.   

 
For the proposed project, the most significant resources that would potentially be 

impacted are seagrasses, water quality, traffic and transportation, and health and safety.  The 
project impact zone is the southern end of the Lower Laguna Madre in the vicinity of Port Isabel.  
The impacts of the proposed project are expected to be localized, affecting only this limited area.  
The temporary impacts from the widening of the channel are not expected to last beyond the 
construction period.  Other long-term impacts associated with maintenance activities are not 
expected to have any significant additional cumulative effect as those addressed in the September 
2003 EIS for maintenance dredging of the GIWW in the Laguna Madre. 
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 The turbidity impacts that are anticipated to occur in association with construction and 
maintenance activities will be temporary.  These activities will be conducted during months 
when seagrasses are dormant to minimize the effects on seagrasses.  Historically, the 
construction of the GIWW has had a positive impact on seagrasses and water quality in the 
Lower Laguna Madre.  In particular, the construction of the waterway has increased water 
circulation and reduced the occurrence of extreme hypersalinity events (Tunnell, 2002a).  This 
may have resulted in the increased productivity and distribution of seagrasses in the Laguna 
Madre that has occurred since the construction of the GIWW (Withers, 2002a).  A review of 
aerial photography in the Lower Laguna Madre shows that shallow open water placement areas, 
such as PA 139, which is located immediately north of the proposed project site, have been 
colonized by seagrasses.    
 

Similar dredging and dredged material disposal activities to the proposed project are 
routinely performed by USACE along the GIWW and Brownsville Ship Channel.  The additional 
maintenance material that would be dredged from the widened channel reach and placed into PA 
241, approximately 9,000 cubic yards per 5-year maintenance dredging cycle, would not result in 
a significant decrease in the capacity or life of the placement area.  Other than the deepening and 
widening of the Brownsville Ship Channel, no other federal navigation projects are anticipated in 
the foreseeable future.  Given the types of vessels using the GIWW and the anticipated level of 
commercial use of the GIWW for the foreseeable future, it is unlikely that the GIWW would 
need to be modified to accommodate increased shipping capacity.  The proposed widening would 
have a positive effect on navigation safety in the immediate project area by providing a larger 
area for barge tows to set up for passage through the narrow passages at the bridges.  This would 
also result in lessening the chances of bridge allisions that could have an impact on road 
transportation associated with the bridges.  The proposed project is not designed to allow for 
increased water commerce and it will not promote increased commerce.   

 
This area of the Laguna Madre in the project vicinity is a highly developed area.  

Development in Port Isabel and South Padre Island includes public parks, hotels, condominiums 
and amenities supporting tourism, which is the primary industry in the area.  The proposed 
project is designed to increase safety for commercial barge transportation and it is extremely 
unlikely that it would have any effect on development in the project area. 

 
Based on this assessment, no adverse cumulative impacts to environmental resources are 

expected as a result of project implementation. 
 

7.0 RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER FEDERAL PROJECTS 
 

This plan is part of the GIWW, which is a Federally-maintained navigation channel.  The 
purpose is to increase the navigational safety of this project.  The Brazos Island Harbor (BIH) 
Project, which involves the proposed deepening and widening of the Brownsville Ship Channel , 
is located immediately south of the subject project.  The channel widening and maintenance work 
will not impact the BIH Project.  The There are no other Federal projects directly affected by this 
plan. 
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8.0 COMPLIANCE WITH PLANNING AND ENVIRONMENTAL REQUIREMENTS 

 
8.1 PLANNING REQUIREMENTS 
 
 The planning of the proposed project is in accordance with USACE’s “Actions for 
Change” policies.  Plan formulation has been based on a comprehensive systems approach and 
potential direct and indirect affects inside and outside the project area have been considered.  
Risk and uncertainty have been considered in evaluating alternatives, which are discussed in this 
document.  The proposed plan has been selected based on inter-disciplinary coordination that 
utilizes the best professional and technical expertise available during the planning process. 
 
8.2 ENVIRONMENTAL REQUIREMENTS 
 

This assessment has been prepared to satisfy the requirements of all applicable 
environmental laws and regulations, and has been prepared in accordance with the Council on 
Environmental Quality’s implementing regulations for the National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA), 40 CFR Parts 1500 – 1508, and USACE Regulation ER 200-2-2, Environmental 
Quality:  Procedures for Implementing NEPA.  The planning and implementation of the 
proposed project is consistent with the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers’ Environmental Operating 
Principles.  The following is a list of applicable environmental laws and regulations that were 
considered in the planning of this project and the status of compliance with each: 

 
National Environmental Policy Act - This environmental assessment has been prepared in 

accordance with Council on Environmental Quality regulations for implementing NEPA.  The 
environmental and social consequences of the recommended plan have been analyzed in 
accordance with the Act and presented in the assessment. 

 
Fish And Wildlife Coordination Act Of 1958, As Amended - The proposed plan is being 

coordinated with the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, National Marine Fisheries Service, and 
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department.  A copy of this draft EA is being provided to these 
agencies and information provided by these agencies on fish and wildlife resources will be 
considered in the development of the final project plan.   

  
Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended – The District is coordinating this project 

with the USFWS and NMFS regarding threatened, endangered or proposed species and their 
critical habitats in the project area.  The District requested information on listed species that may 
occur in the project area from the USFWS and NMFS by letters dated December 12, 2007.  The 
USFWS and NMFS provided the requested lists on January 18, 2008 and December 19, 2007, 
respectively.  The District prepared a Biological Assessment of potential impacts to federally 
listed species and provided it to the USFWS and NMFS for review.  The BA concluded that the 
proposed project would not result in any significant adverse impacts to federally listed threatened 
or endangered species (Sections 3.5 and 4.5).  The BA and correspondence with the USFWS and 
NMFS regarding the BA will be included in Appendix F of the final EA. 
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Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act - Congress enacted 

amendments to the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act in 1996 that 
established procedures for identifying essential fish habitat and required interagency coordination 
to further the conservation of federally-managed fisheries.  Rules published by the National 
Marine Fisheries Service (50 CFR 600.805 through 600.930) specify that any Federal agency that 
authorizes, funds or undertakes, or proposes to authorize, fund or undertake an activity that could 
adversely affect EFH be subject to the consultation provisions of the act.  No significant impacts 
to living marine resources or EFH would occur as a result of the project (Sections 3.4 and 4.4).  
The draft EA is being coordinated with NMFS and comments from NMFS regarding fisheries 
and EFH will be included in Appendix G. 

 
Clean Water Act of 1977 – The District evaluated the proposed action pursuant to Section 

404(b)(1) of the Clean Water Act and this analysis is included in Appendix C.  A Joint Public 
Notice has been issued with the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (Appendix A).  
The Commission is the state agency for issuing state water quality certifications pursuant to 
Section 401 of the Clean Water Act.  A copy of the state water quality certification will be 
included in Appendix C of the final EA. 

 
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended – Compliance with the National 

Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, requires identification of all properties in the 
project area listed on, or eligible for listing on, the NRHP.  For any adversely affected properties, 
mitigation measures must be developed in coordination with the SHPO and the Advisory Council 
on Historic Preservation.  The District initiated coordination of the proposed project with the 
Texas SHPO in a March 20, 2006 letter.  The District contracted an archeological consultant to 
conduct a cultural resources investigation, which concluded that the project would not impact 
any properties eligible for listing on the NRHP.  In an email dated June 2, 2009, the State verified 
that it had accepted the investigation report and determined that the archeological investigation 
requirements have been met. (Sections 3.6, 4.6 and Appendix G). 

 
Coastal Barrier Resources Act of 1982 – This Act established the John H. Chaffee 

Coastal Barrier Resources System to minimize the loss of human life, wasteful federal 
expenditures, and damage to fish, wildlife, and other natural resources associated with coastal 
barriers.  The Act defines coastal barriers as “bay barriers, barrier islands, and other geological 
features composed of sediment that protect landward aquatic habitats from direct wind and 
waves.”  As part of the program, the Federal government discourages development on designated 
undeveloped coastal barriers by restricting certain federal financial assistance, including USACE 
development projects.  The proposed project is not located on a designated undeveloped coastal 
barrier so this Act does not apply to the proposed work. 

 
Coastal Zone Management Act of 1972 - This Act requires that all land-use changes in 

the project area be conducted in accordance with approved state coastal zone management 
programs.  Any project that is located in, or which may affect land and water resources in the 
Texas coastal zone and that requires a federal license or permit, or is a direct activity of a federal 
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agency, or is federally funded must be reviewed for consistency with the Texas Coastal 
Management Program (TCMP).  The proposed action is within the coastal boundary defined by 
the TCMP.  The District has determined that the proposed project would not adversely impact 
these resource areas and that the proposed activities are consistent with the goals and policies of 
the Texas Coastal Management Program to the maximum extent practicable.  The District’s 
consistency review is included in Appendix E. 

 
Clean Air Act of 1977 - The Environmental Protection Agency established nationwide air 

quality standards to protect public health and welfare.  The State of Texas has adopted the 
National Ambient Air Quality Standards as the state’s air quality criteria.  The project is located 
in Cameron County which has attainment status.  Emissions from construction activities are not 
considered regionally significant (Sections 3.7 and 4.7). 

 
Executive Order 11990, Protection of Wetlands - The proposed action has been analyzed 

for compliance with Executive Order 11990.  The project area does not contain wetlands, nor 
would wetlands outside the project area be affected by the project.  Therefore, the proposed 
project is in compliance with this Order (Sections 3.2 and 4.2). 

 
Executive Order 11988, Floodplain Management - This Order directs Federal agencies to 

evaluate the potential effects of proposed actions in floodplains.  The proposed project is situated 
in a floodplain.  In accordance with this Order, a public notice (Appendix A) has been circulated 
to acquaint the public and all interested Federal, State and local agencies and organizations with 
details of the proposed action and provide opportunity for public hearing.  The recommended 
plan would not induce increased flooding in developed areas and would not contribute to 
increased future flood damages. 

 
Council on Environmental Quality Memorandum dated August 11, 1980, Prime or 

Unique Farmlands - Prime farmland is land that has the best combination of physical and 
chemical characteristics for producing food, feed, forage, fiber, and oilseed crops, and is also 
available for these uses.  Unique farmland is land other than prime farmland that is used for the 
production of specific high value food and fiber crops.  The proposed project would not impact 
any lands considered prime or unique farmlands. 

 
Executive Order 12898, Environmental Justice - This Order directs Federal agencies to 

achieve environmental justice to the greatest extent practicable and permitted by law, and 
consistent with the principles set forth in the report on the National Performance Review.  
Agencies are required to identify and address, as appropriate, disproportionately high and adverse 
human health or environmental effects of its programs, policies, and activities on minority 
populations and low-income populations.  The proposed project would not have a 
disproportionate adverse impact on minority or low-income population groups within the project 
area (Sections 3.11 and 4.11). 
 
 Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) with the FAA to Address Aircraft-Wildlife Strikes - 
This MOA was executed between the Federal Aviation Administration, the U.S. Air Force, the 
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U.S. Army, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  Through this MOA, the agencies establish procedures 
necessary to coordinate their missions to more effectively address existing and future 
environmental conditions contributing to aircraft-wildlife strikes throughout the United States.  
These efforts are intended to minimize wildlife risks to aviation and human safety, while 
protecting the Nation’s valuable environmental resources.  A search was made to determine the 
proximity of airports to the project site.  There are no airports located within 5 statute miles of 
the proposed project site.  The nearest airport is located more than 16 statute miles away.  
Therefore, the risk of aircraft-wildlife strikes is considered to be negligible, and no further 
coordination is required. 
 
9.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 

The following specific conclusions summarize the findings of the EA, as detailed in the 
environmental analyses in Section 4.0: 

 
• Aquatic habitat would be temporarily affected during the construction activities, but 

these impacts do not represent significant impacts to the environment.   
 

• No terrestrial habitats would be adversely affected by this proposed action. 
 

• Fish and invertebrates may be affected locally in the project area, but this does not 
represent significant or adverse impacts to the environment. 

 
• Threatened or endangered species would not likely be adversely affected by the 

project. 
 

• Historic properties or recorded archeological sites would not be affected by the 
proposed action. 

 
• Emissions from construction activities would not be regionally significant. 

 
• Implementation of the proposed action would not result in any significant or 

permanent noise impacts. 
 

• There would be no long-term impacts to water quality from the proposed activities. 
 

• There would be no hazardous and/or toxic waste impacts from the proposed action. 
 

• There would be minor, temporary impacts to recreational resources during the 
construction period, but no long-term impacts.  Navigation would benefit from a 
wider bend in the channel, resulting in a safer and more reliable channel condition. 

 
• No significant or adverse impacts to environmental resources are expected to occur 
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as a result of implementation of the proposed project.  No adverse cumulative 
impacts to environmental resources are expected as a result of project 
implementation 

 
• The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers finds that the proposed action is in compliance 

with the Texas Coastal Management Program. 
 

The proposed project would not result in significant impacts to the human environment.  
Therefore, the preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement is not required. 
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[Public notice and comments will be included in final EA] 



 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX B 
 

RESPONSES TO COMMENTS ON  
DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
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[Responses to comments will be included in final EA]



 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX C 
 

CLEAN WATER ACT SECTION 404(B)(1) EVALUATION, 
WATER & SEDIMENT QUALITY DATA, 

AND WATER QUALITY CERTIFICATION 
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 [TCEQ water quality certification letter will be included in final EA]
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Vicinity of Port Isabel 
 

Hazardous, Toxic and Radioactive Waste Investigations 
 

A Hazardous, Toxic, and Radioactive Waste (HTRW) assessment of lands and water resources in 
and adjacent to the project area was performed by USACE, Galveston District.  The objective of 
this assessment was to identify the existence of potentially hazardous sites or facilities, hazardous 
contamination, and materials of concern that could impact or be impacted by the proposed 
project.  The HTRW assessment was conducted in general accordance with procedures described 
in the USACE guidance document ER 1165-2-132, "Water Resources Policies and Authorities-
Hazardous, Toxic and Radioactive Waste Guidance for Civil Works Projects" (USACE, 1992, 
Reference 32), ASTM E 1527-05 Standard Practice for Environmental Site Assessments: Phase I 
ESA Process, and EPA Standards and Practices for All Appropriate Inquires, 2005.  Findings and 
recommendations presented in this assessment are based on field reconnaissance, interviews, a 
regulatory agency review, historic archives, and a review of site history through examination of 
historic aerial photographs.  As part of this assessment, a site visit was conducted within the 
project area.  No visual signs of environmental contamination or recognized environmental 
conditions, including spills or illegal waste disposal, were observed during the site inspection. 
 
Primary data comprising the regulatory agency review were procured from TelALL Corporation 
of Austin, Texas.  The regulatory agency review examined the following databases: National 
Priority List (NPL); Comprehensive Environmental Response Compensation, and Liability 
Information System (CERCLIS); No Further Remedial Action Planned (NFRAP); Resource 
Conservation and Recovery Information System - Treatment, Storage and Disposal Facilities 
(RCRA TSD); Resource Conservation and Recovery Information System – Corrective Action 
Sites (RCRA COR); Resource Conservation and Recovery Information System - Large and 
Small Quantity Generators (RCRA GEN); Emergency Response Notification System (ERNS); 
State Sites (e.g., Texas Commission on Environmental Quality Voluntary Cleanup Program Site 
Listing [TXVOL], Innocent Owner/Operator Program [IOP] and State Superfund Sites); 
City/County Solid Waste Landfills (SWL); Texas Industrial Hazardous Waste Notice of  
Registration (IHW NOR); Registered Above Ground/Underground Storage Tanks (AST/UST); 
and, Leaking Underground Storage Tanks (LUST). 
 
A supplemental regulatory agency review was conducted by the Galveston District which 
examined the following databases: Texas National Resource Information System (TNRIS), 
which includes oil/gas well and pipeline data from the Texas Railroad Commission, U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency’s Envirofacts Data Warehouse, and other in-house data 
archives from the USACE Information Management Office.  Although the assessment of oil/gas 
wells and associated pipelines are not required by USACE guidance (ER 1165-2-132), these sites 
were investigated in exercising due diligence and prudence regarding potential environmental 
impacts, relocation issues, or impacts to engineering design and construction activities. 
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For purposes of data acquisition, the project area was overlain with standard American Society 
for Testing and Materials search radii (ranging from 0.25 to 1.0-mile) for sites of potential 
interest.  Data searches for sites of interest emanated from a geo-referenced search origin, located 
within the existing channel centerline of the project area.  The regulatory review identified the 
following sites and environmental incidents, within the project area vicinity. 
 
Regulatory Agency Review 
 
Regulatory records indicated 6 ERNS incidents (or spills) had occurred within a 0.25-mile radius 
of the study origin.  The locations of these incidents are not geo-referenced so their distance and 
direction from the search origin are approximations.  The incidents occurred in the vicinity of 
Port Isabel within the areas of Long Island, South Point Marina, the GIWW, the Laguna Madre 
Channel, and Barrera Docks.  The incidents consisted of small quantities of unknown materials 
spilled on land, and impacts to harbor and waterway areas from unknown sheens, small fuel and 
oil spills, and a leaking battery.  
 
One registered UST site and 2 LUST sites comprised of multiple tanks which previously stored 
gasoline and diesel fuel, were identified within 0.25 and 0.50 miles respectively of the project 
area.  One of the LUST sites was associated with the Queens Point Marina and Yacht Club, and 
the other site was located in the vicinity of Marchans Restaurant, in Port Isabel.  Impacts to 
ground water were reported as part of an incomplete site characterization for both LUST sites.  
All fuel tanks associated with the sites have been removed from the ground and remedial actions 
are completed.  No ASTs were captured by the regulatory review. 
 
One NFRAP site, associated with Hess Oil and Chemical Corporation, is located within 0.25 
miles of the channel centerline.  Assessment and remediation of the site has been completed and 
EPA has determined this site has no further potential for listing on the NPL as a Superfund site.  
 
Finally, 1 IHW-NOR site was identified within 0.25 mile of the project area, at the Milpark Port 
Isabel Warehouse.  This site is currently inactive but was once a large quantity generator of 
industrial hazardous waste. 
 
With respect to the oil/gas well and pipeline search, a 1.0 mile radius was utilized revealing a 
total of 6 oil/gas well sites and 2 pipelines within the project area vicinity.  The closest oil/gas 
well to the proposed channel widening area is designated a vertical dry hole and is located at 
latitude 26.082398 north and longitude 97.193755 west, bearing due east at approximately 1,300 
feet from the existing channel centerline.  One other oil/gas well is also designated a vertical dry 
hole and is located on the southeastern corner of PA-241, at latitude 26.046144 north and 
longitude 97.21043 west.  The closest pipeline to the proposed project crosses the GIWW 
channel at its southern junction with the Brownsville Ship Channel.   
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

D-3 

Aerial Photographs 
 
A review of aerial photographs indicated the general project area and adjacent lands, to include 
the City of Port Isabel (City) and the present-day resort community of Long Island, were still 
sparsely developed in 1934, and there was no evidence of the Queen Isabella Causeway.  By 
1955, the City had grown substantially as evidenced by increased roadway infrastructure, and 
residential and commercial structures.  In addition, the Queen Isabella Causeway had been 
completed connecting Port Isabel to Padre Island, and the adjacent Long Island had substantially 
increased in area as a result of dredge material placement.  From 1986 to 1996, the number of 
residential and commercial structures appears to have stabilized.  However, 2006 photography 
showed the addition of a large HEB Grocery store, in the southwestern portion of the City.  The 
review of aerial photography did not reveal any additional sites of interest, beyond those 
identified by the regulatory agency review. 
 
Impacts 
 
Technical assessments and site investigations conducted to determine the presence of HTRW in 
or near the proposed project, indicate no sites of concern at or immediately adjacent to the 
proposed project footprint.  Considering the de minimus nature of the spill events to land and 
water, the removed status of LUSTs, the reported distance of these occurrences from the project 
area, and the fact that there are no ongoing or planned remedial actions associated with any of 
these sites, the potential for encountering HTRW is considered low.  No other HTRW 
investigations are warranted at this time. 
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CONSISTENCY WITH THE TEXAS COASTAL MANAGEMENT PROGRAM 
 

CHANNEL IMPROVEMENT IN THE 
VICINITY OF PORT ISABEL 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The State of Texas submitted the Texas Coastal Management Program (TCMP) to the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration for review pursuant to Section 306 of the 
Federal Coastal Zone Management Act of 1972, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1451 et seq.).  The 
TCMP was approved by the Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management in 1996.  
Federal approval of the TCMP requires that federal actions occurring within the TCMP boundary 
be consistent, to the maximum extent practicable, with the goals and policies of the TCMP.  To 
show compliance, Federal agencies responsible for these actions must prepare a consistency 
determination and submit it to the state for review.   

 
This consistency determination for the proposed project is prepared in accordance with 

the “Texas Coastal Management Program Final Environmental Impact Statement,” dated August 
1996 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1996).  Details of the proposed project, as well as 
environmental impacts, are presented in previous sections of this EA and will be referenced in 
this determination.  It is the intent of the Galveston District of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
that all USACE projects be consistent to the maximum extent practicable with the goals and 
policies of the Texas Coastal Management Program. 
 
IMPACT ON COASTAL NATURAL RESOURCES AREAS  
 
 A description of the project, an environmental description of the site, environmental 
impacts resulting from construction of the project, and results of a cultural resource investigation 
of the project area are presented in Sections 1.0, 3.0, and 4.0.  Several of the Coastal Natural 
Resources Areas identified in the state program are found in the vicinity of the proposed project.  
Following are Coastal Natural Resource Areas that are associated with valuable coastal resources 
or vulnerable or unique coastal areas.  Anticipated impacts to these resources from the proposed 
project and measures to minimize or avoid potential impacts are summarized for each of these 
resources. 

 
• Coastal Barriers:  The proposed project is not located within a designated Coastal 

barrier.  The project would not jeopardize the integrity of any coastal barriers or 
result in adverse impacts. 

 
• Coastal Historic Areas:  The remnants of the old Queen Isabella Causeway are 

located adjacent to the proposed project area but the project will not have any 
impacts on the structure.  No other historic properties have been identified in the 
project area. 
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• Coastal Preserves:  There are no state coastal preserves in the project area.   
 
• Coastal Shore Areas:  This resource area is a strip of land from the high-water mark 

on coastal beaches to 100 feet inland.  None of these resources are located near the 
project area.  The proposed project is located more than 2 miles from the Gulf of 
Mexico. 

 
• Coastal Wetlands:  There are no coastal wetlands located in the immediate project 

area.  Consideration of wetlands is described in Sections 3.2 and 4.2.  Adverse 
impacts to wetlands are not anticipated from this project. 

 
• Critical Dune Areas:  There are no sand dunes located in the project area.  No 

adverse impacts to sand dunes are expected. 
 
• Critical Erosion Areas:  These areas are designated by the land commissioner.  

There are no such areas in the project area. 
 
• Gulf Beaches:  The project is not located on a Gulf beach and would not result in 

adverse impacts to Gulf beaches. 
 
• Hard Substrate Reefs:  There are no naturally occurring rock outcrops or reefs 

occurring in or near the project area. 
 
• Oyster Reefs:  There are no oyster reefs occurring within or near the project area.   
 
• Special Hazard Areas:  These are low-lying, flood-prone areas as shown on federal 

Flood Hazard Boundary Maps or Flood Insurance Rate Maps.  The project area is 
located on the water and in low lying areas in Zones V10 and A8 on the Flood 
Insurance Rate Map for this area.  Therefore, the area is considered a special hazard 
area.  However, the proposed project would not induce increased flooding in 
developed areas and would not contribute to increased future flood damages in the 
region. 

 
• Submerged Lands:  The proposed channel widening is located within the Laguna 

Madre, which is submerged land.  The shallow waters east of USACE Placement 
Area (PA) 240, into which sediment from effluent produced by the placement of new 
work material from channel widening is anticipated to deposit, is also submerged 
lands.  The impacts from these proposed activities are described in Section 4.0.  
Adverse impacts to submerged lands are not anticipated. 

 
• Submerged Aquatic Vegetation:  Seagrasses are present in the proposed project 

area.  It is expected that there will be some extent of sediment deposition on 
seagrasses to in the shallow waters to the east of PA 240.  However, these impacts 
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will be consistent with previously authorized semi-confined placement practices for 
this placement area and are anticipated to be minor impacts. 

 
• Tidal Sand or Mud Flats:  A tidal sand/mud flat is located immediately east of PA 

240 on the sediment fan created by the disposal of dredged material in this semi-
confined disposal area.  It is expected that additional material would deposit on this 
area during the placement of material from the proposed widening of the channel.  It 
is expected that the location of the tidal area may shift as material is deposited but 
that there would not be a significant net change in the amount of tidal sand/mud flats. 

 
• Waters of the Open Gulf of Mexico:  The proposed project is not located on the 

Gulf of Mexico and would not result in any impacts to this resource. 
 
• Waters Under Tidal Influence:  The proposed project is located in open water that 

is influenced by tides.  Construction and maintenance activities would temporarily 
release suspended solids in the area.  These impacts would cease once these activities 
are completed.  This impact is described in the Section 4.0 and judged to be minor 
and of short duration. 

 
COMPLIANCE WITH GOALS AND POLICIES 
 
 The following goals and policies of the TCMP were reviewed for compliance. 

 
• Section 501.23:  Development in Critical Areas 
 
• Section 501.26:  Construction in The Beach/Dune System 
 
• Section 501.15:  Policy for Major Actions 
 

Compliance with Section 501.23:  Development in Critical Areas 
 

The proposed project would not result in adverse impacts to any of these critical areas.  
The project would increase navigation safety on an existing federal channel and would not 
promote new development in critical areas.  Sections 1.0, 3.0, and 4.0 of the EA demonstrate that 
the project complies with Section 501.23.   

 
Compliance with Section 501.26:  Construction in The Beach/Dune System 
 

The proposed project is not located in within any beach or dune systems and would not 
have any impact on these resources. 
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Compliance with Section 501.15:  Policy for Major Actions 
 

In its Environmental Assessment, USACE determined that the proposed project will not 
result in significant impacts to the environment and that an Environmental Impact Statement is 
not necessary.  Therefore, the proposed action is not a major federal action as defined in the 
TCMP and is in compliance with Section 501.15. 
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[Additional coordination documents will be included in Final EA] 
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