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United States Department of the Interior

FIS1I AND WITDLIFE SERVICE
Venfra Fish and Wildlife Office
2493 Portola Rond, Suite B
Ventura, California 93003

C INTIPLY BRI
PAS 227134094132

Septcmber 19, 2005

Tane M. Hicks, Acting Chief
Regulatory Branch, San Francisco District
11.8, Army Corps of Engincers
333 Macket Street _
" San Irancisco, California 94105-2197

Subjcct: Tnstallution of the Monterey Accelerated Research Sysiem Cabled Observatory,
Monterey County, California

Dear Ms. Hicles:

We have reviewed your letler dated June 30, 2005, and received in our office on July 7, 2005,
requesting our coneurrence with your determination that the proposed action may affect b is
not likely to adversely affect the {ederally endangered brown pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis),
shotl-tailed albatrosss (Phoebastria albatrus), California least tem (Sterna antillarum brownl),
and California clapper rail (Rallus longirostris obsoletus) aud the federally threatened southern
sea otler (Enhydra lulvis nereis), marbled mvrrelet (Brachyramphus marmoratus marmaraius),
and westem snowy plover (Charadrius alexandrinus nivosus). The project area is located at the
town of Mosy Landing and in Montcrey Bay, California. Your request and our response are in
accordanee with section 7 (a)(2) of the Indangered Species Act of 1973, as amended (Act).

The Monlerey Bay Aquarium Rescarch Institute (MBART) is proposing to install aud operats an
advanced undersea cabled obscrvatory in Monterey Bay. The project has onshore and offshore
sugments and consists of a single submarine cable that would be laid between a shore station in
Moss Tanding and (he observatory that would be placed on the scabed on Smooth Ridge,
upproximately 31.7 miles west-southwest of Moss Landing, ot a depth of 2,923 feet in the
Montersy Buy National Marine Sancluary, Prior {0 {the main cable lay opcration, a pre-lay
srupnél run (PLGR) would be conducted along the proposed cable route. The PLGR would clear
the scabed of debris such as wires, hawsers, abandoned fishing equipment, or other debris that
may oceur along the proposcd route. The main cable would be buried along approximately 76
percent of the route to a depth of 3.3 fect, where feasible. The cable would be buried using &
hydravlically operated plow, which would be towed by a cable installation’ vessel. The plow
wauld cuf a narrow trench on the scafloor for the cable and then bury the cable. The cable veossel
T de Ré, or other equivalent vessel, would conduct the cable~-laying operations at speeds of
pgenerally Iess than two knots (2.3 miles per hour). The onshore cable-landing site would be
Jocated in a currently vacant parcel owned by MBARI in Moss Landing on the west side of
Sandholdt Road at the road’s northern terminus. Horizontal dircetional drilling (HDD) would be
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used to drill an are-shaped borehols from shore under the harbor beach 1o a point approximately
0.89 mile offshore at a depth of approximalely 50 feet. A mixture of bentonite clay and wator
waould be used to cool the drill heads, remove suspended solids from the horehole, and fill the
annulus space in the surrounding soils, A 5-inch diamcler steel condvil, in which a fiber optic
cable would bo placed, would be advanced in scetions through the borehole as it is created,
)nring HDD operations and estimated 93 cubic yards of matetial would be removed from the
borehole and stored in the lemporacy FIDD cotry pit localed onshore. The propased onshore
staping arca for the HDD operation would be located adjacent to the beach at the entrance of
Moss Landing Iarbor. Drilling activities would ocour 12 hours a day during daylight hours and
are expected to be compleled within 13.5 days. HDD operations and drilling pressures would be
monitored to deteot the unintentional release of drilling fluid (frac-out) to the surface. An
cnvironmental monitor would visually inspeet the beach and near shore surf zone during [IDD
aperalions, 10 look for evidence that drilling fluid has surfaced. Drilling operations would
temporarily cease if drilling fluid was obscrved on Jand or in the water, and the contractor would
take appropriate measures to attempt fo reduce or climinate the release.

‘The contraclor proposcs to implement the following best management practices in association
with $ID1) aperations:

1. Locale the entrance and cxit pits at a sullicicnt clovation to avoid inundation by tidal
. activily.
2, Contain the spoils from excavation of the entrance and exit pits using silt feacing, to

avoid scdiment transport.

3 Brect isolation/containment dovices (und crwater booms and/or turbidity curtains) if
drilling mud does not congeal,

4. Call in a spill-response team lo contain and clean up excess drilling mud in the water if a
frac-out becomes excessively large.

5 Undertake and comlﬁcte proper disposal of excess spoils including the backfilling and
rostoring of the original contour of the entrance/exit pits.

0. Isolatc a frac-out in upland areas using hay bales, sand bags, or sill fencing to swrround
and contain the mud,

1, Report all bentonite sceps into waters of the State of Calilornia or sensitive habitat
immediatoly to the project’s resource coordivator and the appropriate resource agenciss,

o

Consult with the required regulatory agencics reparding the next appropriate action for
the elewnup of the drilling mud,
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9. Restore the area to preconsiruction conditions in consullation with regulatory agencics

once the cleanup has been completed.

Southem sea ottets (hereafter, soa ofters) generally forage in both rocky and sofi-scdiment
conmunities in water depths of 82 fect or less, although individuals occasionally will move inlo
deeper water. Most sea olters remain wilhin 1.2 miles of shore, and in Monterey Ray are most
ofien found in ascociation with giant kelp (Macrocystis pyrifera) forests. Rocky habitats that arc
topographically heterogeneous and support kelp forests are likely to support {he greatest diversity
and abnndance of food resources. Sea ofters occasionally mave up large, tidally influenced
yivers and sloughs, and have been obscrved within Blkhorn Slough and Moss Landing ITarbor.
Sea olters-conld be present in the near-shore waters near the cable-laying vesscl during proposed
projoct ackivitics. 1lowever, (he soa-hottom substrale is sandy and giant kolp and bull kelp
(Nereocystis luetkeana) are unlikely to oceur in this location; thus, sca otters arc unlikely to be
foraging in the proposed project arca. Sca otters seldom come to the mainland cxcept when sick
or during ox{reme storm events, so il is unlikely that any ses oflers would be on the beach during
HDD operalions,

Short-tailed albatrosses hreed on islands in the Pacific Ocean. Only two breeding colonies
yemain aclive Loday: Torishima Island and Minami-kojima Island, Japan. In addition, a single
nest was recently found on Yomejima Island of the Ogasawara Island group in Japan. Single
nests also occasionally occur on Midway Island, Hawail. Short-tailed albatrosses forage widcly
across the temperate ind subarctic North Pacific, and have been observed along the coast of
California, including Montercy Bay, in all scasons. Shorl-failed albatrosses could occur at-sea in
tho vicinily of the cable-laying vesscl, but only seven sighlings of the taxon in or near Monlerey
Bay have been reporied since 1983, Short-teiled albatrosscs are unlikely to ocour at-sea near the
shoreline, and return to Jand only to breed, and thus would not oceur on the beach al Moss
Landing,

California Icast tevns are migralory and spend the breeding season, from April through August,
along the cenlral and soulhern California coast, as well as along norlhern Baja Califotnia,
Mexico. Historically, the breeding range siretched from Monterey County, California, to Cabo
San Lucas, Baja California Sur, Mexico. The cumrent distribution of nesting locations in
California is discontinuous and distributed in five clustcrs along the coast: San Francisco Bay,
San Luis Ohispo/Santa Barbara County, Ventura County, Los Angeles/Orange County, and San
Diepo. Tho majority of California Icast terns nest from sonthern Santa Barbara County south
through San Dicgo County. The last recorded breeding of California least terns in the Monicrey
Bay arca was in 1956. California Jeast terns obtain most of their food from shallow cstuarics and
lngoons. Californin least tems have been observed near Moss Landing Iarbor and migrating
individuals could ocenr in the arca while (eeding in the harbor or roosting on the beach.
However, since there are no breeding colonics nearby, we do not expeet many California least
ferns 1o oceur near the proposed projeot site during cable-laying and HDD operations.

California clapper rails occur in salt and brackish marshcs are now restrioted almost entirely to
the marshes of the San Irancisco Bay cstuary, where the only known breeding populations occur,
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Califoroia clapper rails ocourred in the Elkhomn Slough region until 1980, They were oxtirpated
due to habitat changes and predation by non-native red fox (Pulpes vulpes). Therefore,
Culifornia clapper vails ate not expected to oceur at the proposed project site.

Along the Pacific coast of the United States, brown pelicans nest only on Anacapa and Santa
Barbara lslands off the southern California coast, Hence, nesting brown pelicans would not be
disturbed by the proposed projcct activities. However, between breeding seasons which is
generally between July and January, brown pelicans range north as far as Vancouver Island,
Brifish Columbia, Canada and sou(h to Colima, Mexico. At all times of the year brown pelicans
are known to roost, forape, and disperse along the California central coast, including the
Monterey Bay area, Roosting sites and loafing areas aro essential habitat for brown pelicans.
Disturbanee al roosting areas may negatively allect behavior, local distribution patterns, and
cven energy budgets. Displacement from traditional, high-quality roosts may induce the use of
marginal or less-preferred habilals or increase the amount of time spent commuting to and
between food sources. :

The marbled mutrelet is o small seabird that nests primarily in coniferous forests bordering the
north Pacific Ocean. The southern extent of the known breeding range of marbled murrelets is
(he Sunta Cruz Mountains in Santa Cruz and San Mateo Counties. Marbled muirelets only return
{o land in the vicinity of nesting arcas; they do not roost on beaches. Throughout the year
marbled murrelets ocour in nearshore waters off Califomnia, including Montcrey Bay, where they
mimarily feed on small sehooling fishes. Marbled murrelels could occur at-sca in the vicinity of
the cable-laying vessel.

"The western snowy plover is a small, pale-colored shorebird with dark patches on cither side of
the upper breast. Western snowy plovers prefer coastal beaches thal are relatively free from
homin disturbance and predation. The Pacific coast population of {he western snowy plover
breads primarily on coastal beaches from southern Washington to southern Baja California,
Mexico, An estimated 200 to 250 adult western snowy plovers breed in the Monterey Bay arca.
Western snowy plovers nested approximately 300 meters north of and approximatcly 1,000
meters south of the proposed 14DD operations onshore site in 2004. The breeding season for
western snowy plovers extends from March to late September, with birds at more southerly
locations breeding earlier. During tho non-breeding seuson western snowy plovers may remain
at breeding sites or may migrate to other locations. Disruption of western snowy plovers on
beaches could hinder fornging behavior, cause soparation of adults and their chicks, and flush
adults off nests and away from chiicks, thereby interfering with essential incubation and
chick-rearing behaviors.

'T'he lnying of the cable on the scafloor in Montcrey Bay is unlikely 1o alfect food resources of
{he afurementioned species, Due o the slow speeds of fhe cable-laying vessel, the slow rclease
rate of the cable, and the likelihood that sea otters and seabirds would avoid the ship, collisions
between the vessel and the aforementioned would be unlikely. Because California clapper rails
do not oceur in (he area and western snowy plovers spend most of their time on beaches, {hesa
speeies are unlikely to bo affected by cable-laying activities. A frac-out near the shoreline could
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temporarily disrupt feeding activities of near-shore species due {o siltation of the water. Due to
the proposed monitoring of FIDD operations, & frac-out would be detected quickly and any
release of drilling fluids into the nearshore aqualic cavironment would be small. In addition,
bentonite clay slurey is not toxic to wildlife; thercfore, fish, sea otters, scabirds, and shorchirds
would not be poisoncd by a relcase of drilling fluids. Smularly, slurry in the water would likely
not degrade the feathers of scabirds, and thus would not compromise their ability o remain
waterproof. A frac-out on the beach at Moss Landing Harbor could temporarily affect beach
liabitat and disrupt foraging activilies of adult western snowy plovers and roosting behaviors of
brown pelicans, However, becausc nests of western snowy plovers are likely (o oceur greater
than 300 meters from the proposed HDD onshore site, the temporary release of drilling fluids
would likely not affect adults, chicks, or eggs of the species. In addition, many other roost sitcs
would be available to brown pclicans, such as adjacent beaches, jetlics; and steuctures within
nearby Moss Landing Harbor.

We concur with your determination that the proposed action is not likely to adversely affeet the
alorementioned species, Our coneirence is based on the expected cffects of the aclivities
proposed as discussed earlier, the status and distribution of listed specics in the project vicinity,
and tho proposed best management practices, Therefore, further consultation, pursuant to section
7 of the Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended is not necessary. , If the proposed action
changes in any manner that may affect a listed species or critical habitat, you must contact us
immediately to determine whether additional consultation is required,

I you have any questions, please contact Bill Molver of my staff at (805) 644-1766,
cxtension 234,

Sincerely,

0 QU

David M. Pereksla
Assislant Ficld Supervisor
Santa Cruz/San Benito/Monterey

ce: Deirdre 1all
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