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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

NATIONAL MARINE FISHERIE~ SERVICE 

Southeast Regional Otfice 
263 13th Avenue South 
St. Petersburg, FL 33701-5505 
(727) 824-5312, FAX (727) 824-5309 
http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov 

F/SER31:LC 

Mr. Joel Tutein 
Superintendent 
Buck Island Reef National Monument 
National Park Service JUN 12 20122100 Church Street, # 1 00 
Christiansted, VI 00820-4611 

Re: Draft General Management Plan and Environmental Impact Statement, Buck Island Reef 
National Monument 

Dear Mr. Tutein: 

This responds to the February 21,2012, letter from the National Park Service (NPS) regarding 
the preparation and implementation of the General Management Plan (GMP) and Environmental 
Impact Statement (ElS) for Buck Island Reef National Monument, St. Croix, Virgin Islands. 
These comments are submitted pursuant to the requirements of Section 7 of the Endangered 
Species Act (ESA) (50 CFR 402.12). 

NPS's preferred alternative discussed in the GMP includes both resource protection and 
opportunities for visitor access, recreation, and scientific research within the expanded 
monument boundary. The preferred alternative for management would allow for vessel access 
by 72 boats up to 150 feet in size in designated mooring fields and anchorage areas. An 
underwater snorkel and SCUBA trail and associated moorings in a coral reef and hardbottom 
area would also be maintained, and additional moorings would be added for NPS administrative 
use. Based on information provided by a member of your staff during a meeting with the 
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) Protected Resources Division consultation biologist 
on May 8, 2012, some changes may be made to the preferred alternative based on public input. 
In particular, access to reef and colonized hardbottom areas north of Buck Island would be 
allowed on a permit-only basis and reef areas south of the island would be within the zone 
designated for recreation. The implementation of the GMP would result in impacts to ESA
designated coral critical habitat from the installation and maintenance of mooring buoys in the 
area of the existing underwater trail. Implementation would also result in impacts to ESA-listed 
corals and their habitat as a result of the continued operation of the trail, access to Buck Island by 
vessels up to 150 feet in size, and scientific research activities. Indirect impacts to ESA-listed 
sea turtles may also occur as a result of the implementation of the GMP due to collisions with 
vessels, disturbance of nesting, foraging, and refuge habitat and the animals themselves by 
recreational users, and scientific research activities. 

http:http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov


Your February 21,2012, letter requested an informal Section 7 consultation with NMFS and 
concluded that the implementation of the preferred alternative in the GMP may affect, but is not 
likely to adversely affect ESA-listed hawksbill, green, loggerhead, and leatherback sea turtles, 
and elkhorn and staghorn corals. However, based on our review of the GMP and EIS and a 
meeting with NPS staff on May 8, 2012, NMFS is unable to concur with this determination. 
NMFS promulgated an ESA Section 4( d) rule extending ESA Section 9 take prohibitions to 
ESA-listed corals and a rule designating critical habitat in November and December 2008, 
respectively. The rules identified activities conducted in shallow water areas, such as boating 
and recreational SCUBA diving or snorkeling, as resulting in abrasion or breakage of corals and 
harming coral habitat by altering substrate. During our May 8, 2012, meeting, NPS staff 
indicated that, while the underwater trail is highly managed, some breakage to corals, including 
listed corals, may occur. In addition, due to input from the public, NPS is considering allowing 
access to reef and colonized hardbottom areas within the proposed Marine Hazard Zone on a 
permit-only basis. This area contains dense colonies of ESA-listed corals. NPS also engages in 
scientific studies ofESA-listed corals and sea turtles. 

Listed species under NMFS' purview that may occur in the area are sea turtles (hawksbill, 
Eretmochelys imbricata; leatherback, Dermochelys coriacea; loggerhead, Caretta caretta; and 
green sea turtles (Chelonia mydas) and corals (elkhorn, Acropora pa/mata; and staghorn, A. 
cervicornis). The project also occurs in critical habitat of the above-listed corals.' 

NMFS recommends that NPS prepare and submit a Biological Assessment to include the 
following information to assist our analysis and preparation ofa biological opinion on the effects 
of the implementation of the GMP preferred alternative on ESA-listed species and their habitat: 

1. 	 The acreage of impacts to coral critical habitat, including direct impacts from the 
installation and maintenance of mooring buoys, the use of the existing underwater trail, 
and scientific investigation, and indirect impacts from boating and other recreational and 
scientific uses in and outside the underwater trail area. This should also include details of 
how the preferred alternative will avoid and minimize impacts to ESA-listed corals and 
their critical habitat to the maximum extent practicable. 

2. 	 Analysis ofpotential impacts to ESA-listed sea turtles and their habitat, including direct 
impacts from the installation and maintenance of mooring buoys and the designation of 
deepwater anchorage areas for larger vessels, from collisions with vessels, and from 
scientific investigations, and indirect impacts from boating, recreation, and scientific 
activities. This should also include details of how the preferred alternative will avoid and 
minimize impacts to ESA-listed sea turtles and their habitat to the maximum extent 
practicable. 

1 The physical feature of critical habitat that is essential to the conservation of listed corals is substrate of suitable 
quality and availability, in water depths from the mean high water line to 30 m, to support successful larval 
settlement, recruitment, and reattachment of fragments. Substrate of suitable quality and availability means 
consolidated hardbottom or dead coral skeletons free from fleshy macroalgae and sediment cover. Based on the 
presence of listed elkhorn coral colonies in the project area, as well as the presence of at least 64 colonies ofbrain 
coral within the construction footprint, critical habitat is present within the project footprint. 
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3. 	 A monitoring plan to determine whether implemented management measures to protect 
ESA-listed species and their habitat are adequate and proposed steps to take remedial 
action as necessary if not. 

Thank you for your efforts to ensure the conservation of listed species and their habitat under 
NMFS' purview. If you have any questions regarding the Section 7 consultation process or our 
request for additional information for this project, please contact Dr. Lisamarie Carrubba, 
consultation biologist, at (787) 851-3700, or bye-mail at Lisamarie.Carrubba@noaa.gov. 

David M. Bernhart 
Assistant Regional Administrator 
Protected Resources Division 

cc: F/SER4 Ortiz, Wilber 

File: 1514-22.P 
Ref: I1SERl2012/00569 
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