Purpose for the General Reevaluation Report

The feasibility report and final EIS for the Wilmington Harbor Deepening project was completed in June 1996 and supplemented by and EA in February 2000.  However since then, the need for new project features and mitigation issues have arisen.  In order to address these issues, a General Reevaluation Report (GRR) will be prepared.  The GRR process is appropriate because it is used for a previously authorized study (with some features yet to be constructed) when reanalysis is needed due to changed conditions and/or assumptions.  Current planning criteria and policies are used in this reanalysis.  The results may affirm the previous plan or reformulate and modify it, as appropriate.

In order to initiate the GRR process, an agency scoping meeting was held on June 30, 2005 in Wilmington, NC.  The purpose of this meeting was for the Corps to provide an overview of the GRR process and for the attendees to provide general comments and concerns.  

To date, the Wilmington Harbor deepening project has resulted in environmental impacts that required mitigation.  First, construction has and will result in the loss of wetlands and fish primary nursery areas.  To mitigate for this impact, a 30 acre portion of a disposal island was altered to create intertidal wetlands and primary nursery area.   Another component of this mitigation would be acquisition by the non-Federal sponsor, State of North Carolina, of about 800 acres of prevention of degradation (POD) lands on the Northeast Cape Fear River.  This acquisition would protect about 29 acres of existing primary nursery area.  The acquisition procedure for this component is ongoing.

The second aspect of mitigation is for potential impacts to the endangered shortnose sturgeon resulting from blasting to remove rock.  Through discussions with National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), condition number 8 of the August 3, 2000 Biological Opinion (BO) indicated that "The COE must construct a fish passage structure at Lock and Dam #1 on the Cape Fear River.  The COE and all other interested agencies and experts must be involved in developing the best design for the fish passage structure."  The BO also required the Corps to study fish passage at the other two upstream locks and dams.  With these conditions, NMFS gave the Wilmington District a take limit of two shortnose sturgeon.  Without this condition, NMFS would have given us a take of zero which would have effectively precluded blasting and the successful completion of the project.  Blasting to date has not resulted in a documented take of a sturgeon. 

The type of fish passage structure was not specified in the BO, and an Environmental Assessment/Finding of No Significant Impact (EA/FONSI) was prepared to fully coordinate alternatives.  The alternative selected was the construction of a 3,800' foot fish passage channel around Lock & Dam #1 on the Cape Fear River.  This project has not been constructed to date due to funding constraints and real estate acquisition procedures ongoing by the non-Federal sponsor.  When selecting the fish passage alternative to be constructed, modifying the lock and dam was not considered since that would have effectively caused the authorized project purpose of commercial navigation to be eliminated at Lock & Dam #1.   By affecting the pool level at Lock and Dam # 1, this would have also resulted in eliminating the commercial navigation capability at the other two upstream locks and dams.

A third mitigation action not previously coordinated would be for a proposed relocated turning basin in the Northeast Cape Fear River above the Hilton Railroad Bridge near Chemserve.  Several alternative alignments were presented at the June 30th meeting, but each alternative would effect primary nursery areas designated by the NC Division of Marine Fisheries.  Therefore, mitigation will be a major issue for this work.  However if a new basin is constructed, the existing basin(s) would be abandoned and allowed to silt in or filled in with rock removed from the new basin.  These existing basins are also adjacent to primary nursery areas.

As indicated above, the Wilmington District, Corps of Engineers proposes to prepare a General Reevaluation Report (GRR) to address the proposed relocated turning basin and remaining mitigation issues related to the Wilmington Harbor deepening project (i.e. fish passage, POD lands, and relocated turning basin).  A NEPA document (EA or EIS) will be included as a part of this process.  There is a great potential for changes in the technical solutions for the existing required mitigation that may have a greater benefit to the environment, have a significant cost savings to the project, and will meet the intent of the Corps' commitments to provide the required mitigation.  This may include recommendations to modify one, two, or all three of the locks and dams on the Cape Fear River for mitigation purposes.  This is a potential recommendation since the locks and dams were justified on commercial traffic, but there is no commercial traffic using the locks and dams and no commercial traffic is expected.  Because of the lack of traffic, the navigation channel upstream of Lock and Dam # 1 has not been maintained since 1992.

Of course before any such recommendation could be considered, the viability of the water users upstream of the locks and dams must be assured, and other factors must be evaluated such as fish passage, future navigation, recreational and commercial fishing, public use of the parks associated with the locks and dams, wetlands, etc.  If a recommendation is made to modify the locks and dams, this recommendation could not be fully implemented until after the NEPA process is complete.  This GRR/NEPA process could take about 3-4 years.  Also if a recommendation is made to modify the locks and dams that would preclude future commercial navigation, Congressional approval would be required to deauthorize the project before the recommendation could be implemented.

