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The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Wilmington District (USACE), has conducted an
environmental analysis in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA) of 1969, as amended. The USACE assessed the effects of the following actions
in the Environmental Assessment, Channel from Back Sound to Lookout Bight,
Maintenance of U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and U.S. National Park Service
Navigation Channels, dated July 2023.

As District Commander, it is my duty in the role of responsible Federal official to review
and evaluate, in light of public interest, and the stated views of other interested
agencies and the concerned public, the environmental effects of this proposed action.

My evaluation and findings are as follows:
1. PROJECTION DESCRIPTION

Development of the alternatives for the Channel from Back Sound to Lookout Bight,
Maintenance of U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and U.S. National Park Service
Navigation Channels, addresses the maintenance dredging and associated
placement of dredged material, for the existing Back Sound Federal navigation
channel, the channel from Barden Inlet to Lookout Bight, and two National Park
Service (NPS) boat dock channels, using a contracted hydraulic pipeline dredge and
shallow draft Government plant. Maintenance dredging of these channels is required
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to maintain safe and reliable navigability for NPS ferry services, residents, visitors,
and commercial and recreational fishermen. Alternatives considered include:

Alternative 1 — No Action. The No Action alternative would result in no dredging of the
Back Sound to Lookout Bight or NPS navigation channels. These channels have not
been adequately maintained for more than 20 years. Absent dredging, the shoaling of
the channel would continue to be a hazard to navigation, and the NPS Ferry Service
may eventually cease operations to Cape Lookout. Placement areas, specifically
Sandbag Island, Morgan Island, and Cape Lookout beaches, would continue to erode
over time. The loss of Sandbag Island, which is currently approximately 1.5 acres in
size, would result in a loss of nesting bird habitat, and, potentially, the submerged
aquatic vegetation beds to the south. As Cape Lookout soundside beaches erode,
critical and historic infrastructure could be lost.

Alternative 2 — Maintenance Dredging of Back Sound to Lookout Bight with a
navigation corridor for the full project (no fixed channel); NPS channels would follow
deep-water (Full Project Corridor alternative). Alternative 2 encompasses a large
corridor of approximately 2,236 acres. This alternative allows for dredging of natural
deep-water throughout the full project corridor via hydraulic pipeline dredge and/or
shallow draft Government plant. Placement options for dredged material would
include Sandbag Island bird island, Morgan Island bird island, NPS soundside and
oceanside beaches, sidecasting of material, and within deep scour holes.

Alternative 3 (Proposed Action) — Maintenance Dredging of Back Sound to Lookout
Bight along fixed alignment for the northern portion and navigation corridor for the
southern portion; NPS channels would follow natural deep-water (Partial Project
Corridor alternative). Alternative 3 would dredge within a navigation corridor for the
Back Sound to Barden Inlet portion of the project (existing navigation channel) and
allows for dredging of a natural deep-water corridor from Bardon Inlet to Lookout
Bight, via hydraulic pipeline dredge and/or shallow draft Government plant.
Placement options for dredged material would include Sandbag Island bird island,
Morgan Island bird island, NPS soundside and oceanside beaches, sidecasting of
material, and within deep scour holes.

The USACE collected information and coordinated with Tribes and Federal, State,
and local agencies. The data collection, agency coordination, and findings of the
Project Development Team (PDT) resulted in the Proposed Action, which consists of
performing maintenance dredging of the fixed channel from Back Sound to Barden
Inlet and following natural deep-water within an identified navigation corridor from
Barden Inlet to Lookout Bight, as well as the two NPS boat dock channels. Dredged
material placement via hydraulic pipeline could occur on Sandbag Island, Morgan
Island, or NPS soundside or oceanside beaches, while Government owned shallow
draft plant would sidecast material and/or place material within deep scour holes.
Initial dredging would occur via hydraulic pipeline and reoccur every 3 to 5 years as
needed; Government owned shallow draft plant would occur between contracted
pipeline events on an as-needed basis.
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The Proposed Action considers the natural ecosystem and habitat that supports the
significant resources in the project area. The USACE has considered resource
agencies’ concerns by reducing dredging and placement of dredged material within
the majority of the project area to a time when marine species are less active or not
present. The USACE has committed to the protection of sea turtle nesting habitat by
restricting dredged material placement on NPS oceanside beaches between
November 16 through April 30. Likewise, to protect nesting shorebirds, placement of
dredged material on bird islands and NPS soundside beaches would occur from
September 1 through March 31. Government owned shallow draft plant dredging
would occur from October 1 through March 31 to protect fisheries resources.
Submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) beds are located throughout the project area.
To protect these resources, prior to any dredging event, USACE would identify
locations of SAV beds using the State’s online database and recent aerial imagery. In
addition, USACE will maintain a 100 foot buffer from all SAV during placement of
dredged material within deep scour holes or sidecasting in the Barden Inlet area
during the October 1 — March 31 timeframe. Federally listed species would be
protected by following the National Marine Fisheries Service’s (NMFS) 2020 South
Atlantic Regional Biological Opinion for Dredging and Material Placement Activities in
the Southeast United States (SARBO), as well as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s
(USFWS) Guidelines for Avoiding Impacts to the West Indian Manatee (2017) and
the 2017 North Carolina Coastal Beach Sand Placement, Statewide Programmatic
Beach Placement Biological Opinion (SPBO). The conservation measures in these
BOs would remain in place until all work is complete, all vessels have left the area,
and all equipment is removed from beaches and/or bird islands. To protect historic
and archaeologic resources, a 150 meter no dredging buffer would be established
around the wreck of the Olive Thurlow.

2. COORDINATION

A scoping letter describing the Proposed Action and requesting agency participation
was circulated via email May 6, 2022, and a scoping meeting was held on June 1, 2022.
The USACE coordinated the Proposed Action with Tribes and Federal, state, and local
agencies and issued a Public Notice on April 14, 2023, to solicit comments. Agency and
public comments were received from: USFWS, NPS, NMFS, Environmental Protection
Agency, NC Division of Environmental Quality, NC Wildlife Resources Commission, NC
Department of Agriculture, NC Department of Transportation, NC Division of Emergency
Management, NC Department of Natural and Cultural Resources, and Carteret County’s
Shore Protection Office. Documentation of all comments and comment responses is
included in this EA/FONSI as Appendix H.

Compliance with Section 7(a)(1) of the Endangered Species Act for the Proposed
Action is based on NMFSs 2020 SARBO. Federally protected species under purview of
the USFWS have been reviewed and actions approved as followed under the 2017
SPBO and the 2017 Manatee Guidelines. The North Carolina Division of Coastal
Management provided their final Federal consistency decision on June 28, 2023
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(Appendix ). The USACE Regulatory Division issued a permit on August 28, 2023, for
the dredging of NPS channels and placement of material on NPS beaches (Appendix
J). In addition, the NC Division of Water Resources (NCDWR) issued the corresponding
Water Quality Certificate for these activities on August 15, 2023 (Appendix J). A Special
Use Permit has been issued by the NPS, dated July 17, 2023 (Appendix K).

The NCDWR is reviewing a Water Quality Certificate application submitted by USACE
for the placement of material on Sandbag Island. No work will begin until all
authorizations are received, and all conditions of these authorizations would be adhered
to while work is ongoing.

The EA is available on the Wilmington District Website at:

http://www.saw.usace.army.mil/Missions/Navigation/

3. ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS AND IMPACTS

The Proposed Action will be in compliance with all environmental laws and executive
orders, and environmental impacts to protected resources will be minimized to the
maximum extent practicable.

4. DETERMINATION

Based on the EA prepared for this project, | have determined that this action does not
constitute a major Federal action significantly affecting the quality of the human
environment. Therefore, the action does not require the preparation of a detailed
statement under Section 102(2)(C) of the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42
U.S.C. 4321 et seq.). My determination was made considering the following factors
discussed in the EA to which this document is attached:

a. The proposed action may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect,
leatherback, loggerhead, Kemp’s Ridley, and green sea turtles (swimming) under NMFS
purview; West Indian manatee; Atlantic sturgeon; giant manta ray; and roseate tern.
The proposed action may affect, and is likely to adversely affect, leatherback,
loggerhead, Kemp’s Ridley, and green sea turtles (nesting) under USFWS purview;
piping plover; red knot; and seabeach amaranth. The proposed action may affect, and is
likely to adversely affect, piping plover designated Critical Habitat and red knot Critical
Habitat proposed for designation. The potential effects to endangered species and
Critical Habitat will not adversely affect any species at the population level.

b. No significant cumulative or secondary impacts would result from
implementation of this action.

c. The proposed action would not significantly impact cultural resources.
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d. The proposed action would result in no significant impacts to air or water
quality.

e. The proposed action would result in no significant adverse impact to fish and
wildlife resources.

f. The proposed action will not cause any environmental health risks or safety
risks that may disproportionately affect children and complies with Executive Order
13045, “Protection of Children from Environmental Health Risks and Safety Risks”.

g. The proposed action will not cause any disproportionately high and adverse
human health or environmental effects on minority populations and low-income
populations and complies with Executive Order 12898, “Federal Actions to Address
Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations”.

5. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

The proposed action to maintain the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and U.S. National
Park Service Navigation Channels from Back Sound to Lookout Bight would result in no
significant environmental impacts.

Date: 1V SEPRMEER. 723

Brad A. Morgan
Colonel, U.S. Army
District Commande -
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1.0 INTRODUCTION.

The National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), as amended, requires
consideration of the environmental impacts for major federal actions. The purpose of this
Environmental Assessment (EA) is to ensure the environmental consequences of the
proposed action are considered and that environmental and project information is
available to the public. This EA is being completed by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
(USACE) in partnership with the National Park Service (NPS), Cape Lookout National
Seashore through a Memorandum of Understanding. The EA will address restoration and
maintenance of channels that provide visitor access to the Cape Lookout National
Seashore (CALO) and provide access for maintenance of the lighthouse and park
grounds. This joint USACE/NPS EA will meet the NEPA requirements for both federal
agencies and will cover all actions assessed in the USACE’s 1975 Environmental
Statement and the NPS’s Cape Lookout National Seashore Protection of Lighthouse and
Associated Historic Structures EA, dated December 2005. Additionally, the EA will
address long-term maintenance of the NPS boat dock channels, dredging using the
USACE's shallow-draft fleet and placement of dredged material within the designated
areas of impact.

The United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) has prepared this EA in
accordance with the NEPA, the Council on Environmental Quality regulations (40 Code
of Federal Regulations (CFR) parts 1500-1508,1515-1518), and Engineering Regulation
(ER) 200-2-2.

The subject of this EA is the restoration of the USACE federal navigation channel and
National Park Service (NPS) boat dock channels within Back Sound to Lookout Bight,
Carteret County, North Carolina. The USACE channel historically has included a fixed
portion and a portion that follows natural deep water, providing access from the Back
Sound through Barden Inlet and Lookout Bight to the Atlantic Ocean (Figure 1). The NPS
channels, which connect to the USACE channel, follow a deep water channel for ferry
operations that provide visitor access to the Cape Lookout National Seashore (CALO)
Lighthouse dock. A second dock that used to service the old U.S. Coast Guard (USCG)
Station is no longer used; however, NPS plans to utilize this dock in the future, so this EA
also addresses maintenance of a channel that follows deep water to this dock.

The USACE Federal channel has not been maintained in over two decades. Portions of
the channel are completely shoaled in, and mariners navigate outside of the north end of
the fixed channel, which swings around dangerous shoals (Figure 2). Current depths of
the federal channel are 4 feet, allowing only smaller shallow draft boats to navigate the
channel. A ferry service from the NPS CALO Headquarters on Harkers Island traverses
these waters several times daily during the summer season, navigating by means of
homemade buoys that are adjusted as necessary.

The Navigation mission of USACE is to provide safe, reliable, efficient, effective, and
environmentally sustainable waterborne transportation systems (i.e., channels, harbors,
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and waterways). As part of the navigation mission, the USACE is responsible for
maintenance of the federally authorized Channel from Back Sound to Lookout Bight
Channel project, allowing mariners to safely access the open ocean and improving
access for the recreational and commercial fishing vessels from Harkers Island. Trawlers
and other larger vessels have not been able to pass through the Barden Inlet for several
years.

This EA explores a reasonable range of alternatives to reestablish safe and navigable
channels between Back Sound and Lookout Bight. The No Action alternative of no
dredging is compared to the alternatives of restoring the channels to authorized project
dimensions. The preferred alternative, which would dredge using Government shallow
draft plant and contracted suction cutter hydraulic pipeline dredge, would occur within
agency-recommended environmental timeframes, unless emergency actions are needed.
This is further explained in Section 4 of this EA.



Figure 1. Project Area Overview



Figure 2. Project Area Bathymetry



1.1 Authority.
1.1.1 USACE Channel

The Channel from Back Sound to Lookout Bight navigation project was authorized
under authority of the River and Harbor Acts of August 26, 1937, and March 2, 1945.
The original project provided a channel 5 feet deep and 50 feet wide. A channel 7 feet
deep and 100 feet wide was authorized in 1945 by House Document (HD) 746/77/2 and
construction was completed in 1956. The channel has been maintained in
approximately the same location since it was constructed (1975 FES). The last dredging
event via contract occurred in 1997 and the last dredging event via Government Plant
(Sidecaster, Merritt) occurred in 1980.

The channel includes two sections, (1) a 100-foot-wide fixed channel with an authorized
depth of -7 feet mean lower low water (MLLW), with 2 feet of allowable overdepth,
extending from Core Sound, just south of the NPS Visitor Center on Harkers Island,
through Back Sound to Barden Inlet, and (2) a 100-foot-wide channel with an authorized
depth of -7 feet MLLW, with 2 feet of allowable overdepth that extends from Barden Inlet
through Lookout Bight.

1.1.2 NPS Channels

The NPS does not have a specific channel authority for dredging to access their boat
docks, and there is no record of previous dredging. The dimensions are based on the
minimum required to safely accommodate the vessels that use the NPS channels. The
proposed dimensions for the channel to the Lighthouse dock would be 40 feet wide by 7
feet deep, with 1-foot overdepth, and the channel to the old USCG Station dock would
be 40 feet wide by 4 feet deep, with 2 feet of overdepth.

1.2 Background.
1.2.1 USACE Channels

Federal funding to maintain the Channel from Back Sound to Lookout Bight project has
not been received since the 1990s. The original EA and Finding of No Significant Impact
(FONSI) was signed in November 1975 and assessed impacts associated with pipeline
dredging the federal channel and placing material onto two bird islands (Morgan Island
and Sandbag Island) and on the oceanfront beach of CALO. Sidecasting using the
Government-owned dredge MERRITT was also assessed; however, due to resource
agency concerns, sidecasting was limited to only within the Barden Inlet area.

The last navigation contract for maintenance dredging of the Back Sound to Lookout
Bight channel was in the winter of 1997 by pipeline dredge, which removed 78,350
cubic yards (CYs) of dredged material. The USACE has no records regarding the
placement location for this material, however, 1998 aerial imagery shows a
considerable increase in the size of Sandbag Island (Figure 3), which was the
placement area identified in the 1975 environmental impact statement (EIS). Prior to
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that, dredging was completed by pipeline contract in 1992 (no additional information is
available) and in 1988 USACE removed 47,078 CYs of material and placed it on
Sandbag Island (which included filling and placing the sandbags).

Currently, at low tide, much of the fixed channel bottom is above mean low water. Boat
traffic follows a meandering natural channel that has a controlling depth of 2 feet and
runs adjacent to the historic fixed channel alignment.

1.2.2 NPS Channels

The NPS boat dock channels (including the former USCG dock channel) provide vital
navigational linkage to NPS properties along the southern reach of CALO and to the
iconic Cape Lookout Lighthouse area, on which residents, visitors, businesses, and
NPS staff depend. These channels were maintained in the past, however, there is no
record of the last maintenance dredging event or placement location. The channel to the
ferry dock experiences the highest boating activity with ferries accessing it multiple
times daily. The channel to Les and Sally’s boat dock, which provides access to the
NPS maintenance area, is used daily by NPS staff, however, this channel is not
included in this EA due to the presence of submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV), a
protected resource for important fisheries species. To complete urgently-needed
dredging proposed for the fall of 2023 — winter of 2024, all environmental compliance
requirements must be met expeditiously, including completion of the NEPA process.
Maintenance dredging of the Les and Sally’s channel would result in unavoidable
impacts to SAV; therefore, mitigation would be required. Development of an acceptable
SAV mitigation plan could take several months, delaying completion of environmental
compliance requirements and risking delay of the upcoming proposed maintenance
dredging.

The channel accessing the old USCG dock has not been dredged since the USCG
departed in June 1982, however, it tends to follow a natural deep-water route. The
existing dock and pier are dilapidated and are not currently in use.

The last NPS project that involved dredging was a shoreline restoration project to
protect the important historic structures from erosion. In March 2006, borrow areas
within Barden Inlet were dredged and material placed on the soundside beach at Cape
Lookout Lighthouse (2005 NPS EA). Only a small portion of the federal channel was
dredged, and it was not a project intended to maintain the navigation channel.

1.3 Project Area (Dredqing and Placement Locations).

The project area encompasses all areas that may be affected by the alternatives
considered, including the corridors where dredging may occur and all dredged material
placement areas, including sidecast areas, Sandbag Island bird island, Morgan Island
bird island, and the soundside and oceanside beaches of CALO (Figure 4, Area of
Potential Effect). Details regarding dredging and dredged material placement locations
are described in more detail below.
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The Federal navigation channels are divided into two sections, the northern section,
which has historically been a fixed channel through Back Sound towards Barden Inlet,
and the southern section being the corridor encompassing Barden Inlet and Lookout
Bight, where channels follow natural deep water. The northern section includes the
USACE channel, which connects Harkers Island and Core Sound to Barden Inlet. The
southern section contains both NPS and USACE channels, providing access to the
CALO shoreline and the open ocean.

Placement locations vary depending on the material composition in the channel and the
type of dredge plant used for maintenance. The northern section contains material
suitable for beneficial use placement onto Sandbag and Morgan Island bird islands via
pipeline dredge and open water sidecasting adjacent to the channel. Material within
Barden Inlet and Lookout Bight is beach quality and suitable for soundside (Lighthouse
beach) and oceanside beach placement.

A submerged abandoned utility line that once supplied power to the Lighthouse on
Cape Lookout, exists within the project area. It has been out of service since 2018 when
the solar plant came online. For safety purposes, this utility line is shown on Figure 5
and its location will be provided in Government contracts for future maintenance
dredging.
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Figure 3. Sandbag Island Dredged Material Placement History
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Figure 4. Area of Potential Effect
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Figure 5. Abandoned Utility Line Location
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1.3.1 USACE Channel Dredging Action (Back Sound to Lookout Bight)

The northern portion of the proposed project area consists of a linear channel
approximately 3 miles long, 100 feet wide, and -7 feet deep MLLW, with 2 feet of
allowable overdepth, and 3:1 side slopes. Based on recent and previous sediment
analyses (see Appendix A), the material contains less than 10% fine-grained sediments,
meaning it is acceptable for bird island, sidecasting and deep-water placement.

The southern portion of the project consists of the route through Barden Inlet and
Lookout Bight, where, historically, the exact location of the channel was allowed to shift
to take advantage of naturally occurring deep water. The USACE maintained only the
area that provided a 100-foot-wide by 7-feet deep channel (plus 2 feet allowable
overdepth) along the route that required the least amount of dredging. Natural deep
water is more prevalent through Lookout Bight where tidal currents create a more
dynamic area of shoaling and erosion, as compared to Back Sound.

1.3.2 NPS Channel Dredging Action

There are two NPS boat dock channels proposed to follow deep water to the maximum
extent for minimal maintenance. They are Lighthouse Channel and the Old USCG
Station Channel and are described below.

1. Lighthouse Channel (40 feet wide by -7 feet MLLW, with 1-foot allowable
overdepth) — Ferries from the NPS Visitor Center take visitors to the Cape
Lookout National Seashore via the lighthouse channel several times daily
between the months of April — October.

2. Old USCG Station Channel (40 feet wide by -4 feet MLLW, with 2 feet allowable
overdepth) — The future plan is for NPS to utilize the abandoned USCG Station
as a maintenance facility and vehicle storage. The dock is currently in disrepair
and would require a complete overhaul. Dredging is not expected to occur here
for 3-4 years.

1.3.3 Sandbag Island Placement Option

Sandbag Island was created on top of a 1.66-acre island in 1976. Sandbags were
placed to contain the material dredged from the historic USACE channel. Figure 3
shows a time lapse of Sandbag Island and the six placement events that occurred
between 1976 and 1997. The island was at a maximum size of 16.99 acres in 1988 and
appears to have eroded steadily since 1998, after the last placement. At the current size
of 1.18 acres, the island has lost 15.81 acres over the last 34 years. Sandbag Island
appears to have been most stable between years 2004 — 2016.
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1.3.4 Morgan Island Placement Option

Morgan Island is a dredged material placement site, approximately 27 acres in size,
including marshlands. The history of the island is not well known. In 1976, it was
described in the Atlas of Colonial Waterbirds of North Carolina Estuaries (1979) as
approximately 15 acres in size with an elevation of approximately 10 feet. The island
had a substrate of sand and shell, and approximately two-thirds of the island was diked
and included a large area of unvegetated dome. The island received additional dredged
material from the Barden Channel maintenance dredging after 1976, but no details are
available regarding those placement events. The island’s dome is now sparsely
vegetated and there is a ring of shrub thicket vegetation with adjacent marshlands and
mudflats. There are state-mapped SAV beds to the north, east, and west of the island.
Morgan Island is an important bird nesting area within the boundaries of CALO with
multiple bird species nesting in the shrub thicket and on the dome area.

The northeast side of Morgan Island is currently experiencing some erosion and loss of
bird nesting habitat. The placement of dredged material on Morgan Island would help
offset the effects of erosion and rising sea levels, helping preserve bird nesting habitat.

1.3.5 Lighthouse Beach Placement Option (soundside)

Ferries from the NPS visitors center on Harkers Island unload passengers at the ferry
landing at Lighthouse beach. The Cape Lookout Lighthouse continues to draw
thousands of visitors a year; however, it and its attendant structures are being
threatened by beach erosion on the soundside. Lighthouse Beach is a sandy estuarine
shoreline approximately 2,600 linear feet that experiences high erosion due to currents
and storm events. The high-water line is a stone’s throw from the base of the Keeper's
Quarters and touches the edge of the foundation of the Summer Kitchen, similar to its
location in 2005 prior to NPS implementing a beach nourishment project. Dunes have
receded past the edge of Summer Kitchen, which is still in use, but is most vulnerable to
storm surge. The historical Coal Shed was removed in 2003 by Hurricane Isabelle and
only the foundation remains on the shoreline. In 2006, 74,000 CYs of beach quality
material from the Barden Inlet area was placed there; however, that nourishment project
is not evident today. Future placement of dredged material from the navigation channels
onto Lighthouse Beach would be within the same footprint as the 2006 placement
event, in a location that best protects the historic structures. Beach placement events
would occur at most, once every 3-5 years.

Placement onto Lighthouse beach would occur in accordance with NPS’s December
2005 EA. Oceanside beach placement would occur when there is no need for material
on Lighthouse beach; or when quantities exceed the limits of Lighthouse beach.

1.3.6 Cape Lookout Beach Placement Option (oceanside)

Depending on shoaling and erosion rates, future maintenance events using pipeline
dredges may require additional placement areas. In this case, NPS has identified areas
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along Cape Lookout oceanside beach which would be acceptable for receiving beach
quality material (Figure 6). A pipeline would be laid or elevated across the barrier island
at the narrowest crossing to reduce the amount of impact to marsh or sensitive upland
habitat to the maximum extent practicable. Beach placement events would occur at
most, once every 3-5 years.

The beach placement area would depend on the quantity of material available, and the
area identified would be approved by NPS. The beach template design would mimic the
natural beach as much as possible, typically having a berm elevation of 6 feet and berm
width of 175-200 feet, allowing for successful sea turtle nesting.
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Figure 6. CALO Soundside and Oceanside Beach Placement Areas
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1.3.7 Open Water and Deep Water Placement Options

Between pipeline dredging events, maintenance of shoals in USACE and NPS channels
is expected to occur annually using the Government-owned shallow-draft dredges. Two
different types of dredges, special purpose hopper dredge and sidecast (explained
further in Sections 4.1.2 and 4.1.3), can be utilized to quickly and efficiently remove
shoals within the channels. Both operate in sandy environments only (290% sand) and
cast or place material onto sandy bottoms within the project area, keeping sediment
within the system.

Open water placement using the sidecast dredge Merritt would take place within 80 feet
of the port and starboard sides of the dredge. This would be within the authorized limits
of the channels, except when dredging along the channel edges.

Open water placement using the special purpose hopper dredge Murden or Currituck
would occur only within waters that are a minimum depth of 14 feet. These deep water
locations may shift as shoals move, but would be located within the navigation channel
corridor(s) described in Section 4.

2.0 PURPOSE AND NEED.

The purpose of this action is to provide safe and reliable navigation for residents,
visitors, and NPS staff to and from Barden Inlet and Cape Lookout National Seashore,
while also protecting valuable historic structures from erosion by beneficially using
beach suitable dredged material. The northern portion of the channel through Back
Sound is almost completely shoaled in and unsafe for navigation. Currently, USACE
does not have existing environmental clearances to dredge (with commercial or
Government Plant) or to place dredged material in any location (Sandbag Island,
Morgan Island, soundside or oceanside beach, or open water) for the Channel from
Back Sound to Lookout Bight project. Environmentally, conditions have changed since
the 1975 EA, including new federally listed endangered species, water quality
regulations, Essential Fish Habitat, identified cultural resources, and shorebird nesting
areas; therefore, all applicable environmental requirements, including completion of the
NEPA process, must be completed before the Back Sound to Lookout Bight and NPS
channels are dredged.

The USACE federal channel (from Back Sound to Lookout Bight) was last dredged in
1997 and has not been maintained since due to a lack of Federal funds. Dates of last
maintenance dredging of the NPS channels are not known.

The Island Express Ferry service is a lifeline to this area, connecting the NPS Visitor
Center at Harkers Island to Cape Lookout and Shackleford Banks Islands. Harkers
Island resident business owners are reliant on tourists to spend money at their lodgings,
restaurants, and shops; however, for several years, ferries and mariners have struggled
to navigate what's locally known as the “S” curve at the north end of the fixed channel.
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Neglect of the channel has caused it to almost completely shoal in, with shoals often
exposed at low tide.

A stable and maintainable channel is needed to reduce risks to ferry service operations
and mariners. Also, many fishing and trawling boats can no longer pass through Barden
Inlet to access the open ocean. The only alternative for them is to travel nearly 9 miles
west to Beaufort Inlet, which adds an additional 2 hours round-trip to reach their
preferred fishing areas.

Groundings have become commonplace within the Back Sound and Lookout Bight
waters. Without proper navigation aids in the “S” curve, boaters unfamiliar with these
waters frequently run aground and require assistance. The current routes are not
marked with USCG aids, but instead are marked with painted red and green makeshift
buoys, rely on regular prop washing to remain open, however unsafe.

Beneficial use of dredged material will help to keep valuable sediments within the
system and decrease rates of erosion at Lighthouse beach, which continues to threaten
the lighthouse and its attendant structures. Dredged material from USACE and NPS
channels can be used to protect and buffer existing shorelines and structures, as well
as rebuild upland habitat areas to reduce risks to inshore areas from the effects of storm
surge and high tides. CALO lighthouse and its attendant structures are in desperate
need of buffering from ongoing erosion, and protection is a top priority of the NPS.

3.0 INCORPORATION BY REFERENCE.

The proposed work would be conducted predominantly by dredging and placement
methods previously used by USACE for maintenance dredging of federally authorized
channels in the project area. The environmental acceptability of previously used
methods has been addressed in previous National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)
documents that were circulated for public and environmental agency review between
1975 and 2005. They include the following:

a. Maintenance Dredging Channel from Back Sound to Lookout Bight, N.C. Final
Environmental Statement. November 1975, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.

Original NEPA document for the maintenance of USACE channels by use of pipeline
dredge (every 2-3 years) with placement onto Morgan Island (one time use only),
creation and use of Sandbag Island, and Core Banks oceanside. Sidecast dredging
only in a portion from Barden Inlet across the ocean bar to Lookout Bight (1-2 times
annually).

b. Use of Government Plant to Dredge in Federally Authorized Navigation Projects in
North Carolina. Environmental Assessment. March 2004, U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers. Use of Government Plant to Dredge in Federally Authorized Navigation
Projects in North Carolina. Finding of No Significant Impact. September 2004, U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers.
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Programmatic EA completed for maintenance dredging of USACE channels in North
Carolina using sidecast and special purpose hopper dredges. This EA did not
include Back Sound to Lookout Bight; however, the EA and FONSI are included by
reference to provide detail and background on the mechanics and operations of
Government Plant dredges.

c. National Park Service Cape Lookout National Seashore Protection of Lighthouse
and Associated Historic Structures Environmental Assessment. December 2005,
National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior.

NEPA document for placement of material from borrow areas (USACE channel and
Barden Inlet) onto CALO beaches experiencing erosion. The NPS action consisted
of the placement of approximately 74,000 cubic yards of beach quality material
along 2,600 linear feet of the estuarine shoreline of South Core Banks, Cape
Lookout National Seashore, in the vicinity of the Cape Lookout Lighthouse and
associated historic structures. To provide added protection to the lighthouse and
historic structures, a berm approximately 1,260 feet in length was constructed along
the southern fill area.

4.0 ALTERNATIVES.

The USACE and NPS are working collaboratively to restore navigation channels from
Back Sound to Lookout Bight and to the adjacent NPS channels. This will ensure safe
access to areas that provide natural and historic beauty, as well as provide a safe
access to the open ocean for commercial and recreational boaters. The goal is to
dredge effectively and economically, while making the best use of dredged material,
and avoiding and minimizing impacts to natural and cultural resources to the maximum
extent practicable.

As mentioned above, the scope of the project has been reduced to avoid impacting SAV
resources near the Les and Sally boat channel and dock. The Les and Sally channel
was initially considered for dredging and the adjacent beach for receiving dredged
material; however, SAV impacts are unavoidable and timing for the project is critical to
restore the Federal navigation channel, therefore it was removed from further analysis
in this EA.

4.1 Dredge Types and Placement Options.

All dredging and placement activities would occur during the proposed timeframes
described below and would be based on the type of dredge plant used and the
placement location of the material. Below is a description of the dredge types to be used
and placement options for maintaining the USACE and NPS channels.
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4.1.1 Pipeline Dredging with Bird Island or Beach Placement.

To maintain the USACE and NPS channels, a small contracted hydraulic cutter-suction
(pipeline) dredge would be used for initial dredging, then repeated approximately every
3-5 years for 30-45 days per event, depending upon shoaling rates and available
funding. These cutter suction dredges typically use pipelines of 12-18 inches and
operate 24 hours per day, having the capability to remove larger volumes of material
(2150,000 CYs) per contract. Cutterhead suction horsepower (HP) of small non-ocean
certified dredges usually ranges between 1,300 — 2,000 HP, whereas larger pipeline
dredges (not used for this project) range from 3,000 — 4,500 HP.

These pipeline dredging events would remove the greatest quantity of material,
restoring the channels to their full project dimensions. Based on recent bathymetry,
dated February 1, 2022, significant shoaling exists in the current channel alignment,
including approximately 170,000 — 180,000 CYs of shoaled material in the USACE
channels and 10,000 CYs in the NPS Lighthouse channel. These volumes are proposed
for dredging in FY23-24. Beneficial use of dredged material may occur in FY23-24 with
placement of beach quality sand on Sandbag Island bird nesting island or Lighthouse
beach for the purpose of storm surge protection, habitat restoration for nesting
shorebirds and sea turtles and protection of historic structures, respectively (Figure 7).
Placement onto the oceanside beach will occur when dredged material from Lookout
Bight exceeds the capacity of Lighthouse beach. Likewise, placement of dredged
material on Morgan Island bird island may occur in the future, depending on erosion
rates of the island, amount of material to be dredged, and available funding. Pipeline
dredging has been previously authorized with placement onto bird islands, soundside
and oceanside beaches. In between contracted pipeline maintenance dredging events,
Government owned shallow draft plant would remove any shoals impeding navigation.

Sandbag Island Placement. When a pipeline dredge is used to maintain the Back
Sound channel, dredged material is proposed for placement onto Sandbag Island,
(Figure 7) which is managed by the NC Wildlife Resources Commission (NCWRC) and
has historically provided habitat for various species of colonial waterbirds.

Pipeline dredges place beach quality sand on bird islands using control of effluent
technique. Typically, the site is prepared prior to placement with bulldozers to create
berms which would influence the direction of the dredged material. Bulldozers are used
again after pumping ceases to create the proper slopes and shape the island to
accommodate nesting birds in the area. Placement of beach quality sand on Sandbag
Island would be done in accordance with the plan laid out in detail in Appendix B. This
would occur between September 1 — March 31 for the protection of nesting birds and
fledglings, per U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). Initial dredging in FY23-24 is
expected to place approximately 160,000 CYs onto Sandbag Island from the Back
Sound channel. The initial dredging event would restore Sandbag Island to a size of
approximately 5 to 6 acres, with a height of no more than 15 feet.

23



Over time, USACE is proposing to create a bird island footprint no larger than 25 acres
that will not exceed a height of 15 feet (NAVD88), the maximum recommended by
NCWRC to reduce risk of predators inhabiting the island. This would be sufficient for
future maintenance and provide much-needed nesting habitat for terns, oyster catchers,
and pelicans. Placement events would be expected to occur each time a pipeline
contract is awarded (every 3-5 years, depending on funding).

Morgan Island Placement. When a pipeline dredge is used to maintain the Back Sound
navigation channel, dredged material could be placed on Morgan Island (Figure 7),
which is owned by the NPS and is an important nesting area for multiple bird species.

Placement on Morgan Island would be done in a similar manner as most bird islands,
via control-of-effluent, as described under the Sandbag Island Placement section
above. Placement of beach quality sand on Morgan Island would occur between
September 1 and March 31 to protect nesting birds and fledglings. Placement of sand
on Morgan Island is not scheduled for the initial dredging event; the island, while
experiencing some erosion, does not currently need sand placement. Placement events
on Morgan Island could occur when a pipeline contract is awarded (every 3-5 years)
and would be dependent on need, amount of material to be dredged, and available
funding. Future placement of dredged material on Morgan Island would be coordinated
with USFWS, NCWRC, and NPS prior to any placement event.

Lighthouse Beach Placement. Pipeline dredging within Barden Inlet and the Lookout
Bight corridor is proposed for placement directly onto Lighthouse beach (Figure 6) for
purposes of protecting historic structures and restoring wildlife habitat. Bulldozers onsite
would manipulate the material as it discharged from the pipe to maximize settling and
stacking. The placement timeframe is driven by the presence of shorebird nesting
habitat (September 1 — March 31) to protect nesting birds and fledglings. Lighthouse
beach is not known to provide sea turtle nesting habitat (personal communications with
CALO NPS) since sea turtles primarily nest on oceanside beaches.

A beach template would be designed with a specific elevation and berm width and
height in accordance with NPS regulations and would mimic the 2006 NPS nourishment
project intended to provide additional protection for the historic structures. For that
placement, sand was subdivided into two fundamental zones, with the break between
the northern and southern fill areas being the pier used for ferry services and National
Park seacraft. The northern fill area was approximately 1,000 linear feet long with an
estimated fill width of 50 foot contoured at a grade of +3.5 feet relative to sea level,
which is the existing beach elevation. The southern fill area was approximately 1,600
linear feet long with an estimated fill width of 100-foot also contoured at the +3.5-foot
elevation. There was also a berm feature for the southern fill area extending 1,250
linear feet, at a +7.5-foot elevation, with a top width of 15 feet.

Initial placement on Lighthouse beach in FY 2023-2024 would include approximately
38,000 CYs from Lookout Bight USACE and NPS channels, covering only a small
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portion of what was placed in 2006. However, future pipeline dredge events may result
in a larger amount, which would fill the 2006 template.

CALO Oceanside Beach Placement. Oceanside beach placement would occur when
dredged quantity amounts exceed the overall placement area of Lighthouse Beach. The
identified area where placement could occur is shown in Figures 6 and 7 and actual
placement location would be determined by the NPS. Placement onto CALO oceanside
beach would occur November 16 — April 30 for protection nesting sea turtles and
hatchlings, as required by USFWS in the 2017 NC State Programmatic Biological
Opinion. The beach template would be designed by USACE and approved by NPS.

4.1.2 Special Purpose Hopper Dredging with Placement in Deep Scour Holes.

The Wilmington District has two shallow-draft special purpose hopper dredges, the
“Murden” and the “Currituck”. Special purpose hopper dredges have not been
previously authorized to work in the entire corridor area, therefore no approvals for open
water placement currently exist. These vessels typically operate during daylight hours
approximately 300 out of 365 days per year, 12 hours per day. Both dredges are
capable of dredging at a minimum depth of 5.5 feet of water partially loaded and 8 feet
fully loaded, and both have two dragarms with dragheads (2.0 feet by 3.00 feet in size)
that pump material at 100-110 HP into a hopper that can overflow to obtain an
economic load. Once the hopper is full (~300 to 500 CYs) the dredged material would
be placed by opening the split-hull hopper in naturally occurring scour holes, 14 feet
deep or greater below mean low water (MLW), within the channel limits in Lookout Bight
(Figure 7). These dredges are used to remove small and/or isolated, regularly occurring
shoals when contract dredging is not scheduled. Special purpose hopper dredging is
proposed to occur during the October 1 — March 31 timeframe as per NMFS and North
Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries (NCDMF) recommendations, to minimize impacts
to SAV, blue crab spawning and egg/larval stages of fish. In addition, USACE will
maintain a 100 foot buffer from all SAV during placement of dredged material within
deep scour holes or sidecasting in the Barden Inlet area during the October 1 — March
31 timeframe. Should an unexpected weather event occur that requires dredging
outside the October 1 — March 31 timeframe, the USACE would coordinate with
resource agencies prior to dredging.

Each hopper dredging event would be expected to last for 1-2 weeks.

Deep water areas may shift over time, therefore fixed deep water placement areas are
not proposed. This alternative to nearshore placement avoids the need to traverse
Barden Inlet and therefore is a safer option for the dredges and crew; also, deep water
placement adjacent to the channel would significantly reduce travel time per load. Deep
water placement also would retain these valuable sediments within the system,
decreasing rates of erosion and habitat loss.
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4.1.3 Sidecast Dredging

The Wilmington District presently has one sidecast dredge, the “Merritt.” The Merritt is
capable of dredging in a minimum depth of 4-5 feet of water, has two adjustable
dragarms with dragheads (2 feet by 3 feet in size), has a 12-inch discharge pipe that is
80 feet long, and has an available 10-foot pipe extension. The suction pump
horsepower is 110 HP. The Merritt casts material approximately 100 feet from the
centerline of the vessel (80 feet from starboard or port side) into adjacent open waters
where the predominant currents carry the sediments away from the channel. As with the
special purpose hopper, the sidecaster operates only during daylight hours (12
hours/day).

Due to its shallow draft capability, the sidecast dredge is often the only method of
dredging available for shoal removal. The Merritt is often used for digging pilot channels
in order for the special purpose dredges or contract dredge to deepen to project depth.
Sidecast dredging takes less time than special purpose dredging, since transit time for
dredged material placement is not required. When maintenance dredging is required
and other dredge types are not available, USACE proposes to sidecast dredge.

Sidecast dredges have been previously authorized to work only within the Barden Inlet
area, therefore no approvals for sidecasting currently exist within the remainder of the
project area. USACE proposes to sidecast adjacent to all channels in the project area,
only during the timeframe of October 1 — March 31 to minimize impacts to SAV, blue
crab spawning and for egg/larval stages of fish, and only as needed during that period.
In addition, USACE will maintain a 100 foot buffer from all SAV during placement of
dredged material within deep scour holes or sidecasting in the Barden Inlet area during
the October 1 — March 31 timeframe. Should an unexpected weather event occur that
requires dredging outside the October 1 — March 31 timeframe, the USACE would
coordinate with resource agencies prior to dredging. Sidecast dredging is expected to
occur annually for a period of 1-2 weeks per event.

4.2 Alternative 1 — No Action.

The No Action alternative would result in no dredging of the Back Sound to Lookout
Bight or NPS navigation channels. These channels have not been adequately
maintained over the last 20 plus years due to lack of Federal funding. Neglecting to
dredge these channels will continue to result in more detrimental effects on the
surrounding communities, including Harkers Island and CALO.

It is difficult to assess the future specific effects if dredging does not occur for another
20 plus years; however, the number of boaters running aground due to shoaling is
already significant and may increase. Also, in the absence of a safe navigation channel,
USCG would likely pull the remaining navigation aids, leaving it to be marked by only
private aids. Some of the aids have already been removed due to the shallow
conditions. Ferry service to CALO could eventually be forced to discontinue operations,
and public visitation would dramatically decline.
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It is USACE'’s responsibility to maintain the Channel from Back Sound to Lookout Bight
navigation project, but it is funding dependent. Although taking no action is not a viable
option, it is carried forward for comparison purposes in the detailed analysis of the
Affected Environment and Environmental Effects in Section 5.

4.3 Alternative 2 — Maintenance Dredging of Back Sound to Lookout Bight with a
navigation corridor for the full project (no fixed channel portion); NPS channels would
follow natural deep water (Full Project Corridor alternative).

Alternative 2 includes a large corridor (approximately 2,236 acres) that encompasses
the entire Back Sound to Lookout Bight project area (Figure 8). The authorized USACE
channel dimensions for Back Sound to Lookout Bight (as mentioned above) would be
dredged following the deepest natural water within the cor