
DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY 
WILMINGTON DISTRICT, CORPS OF ENGINEERS 

69 DARLINGTON AVENUE 
WILMINGTON, NORTH CAROLINA 28403-1343 

 

           

 

 
CESAW-ZA   28 May 2026 
 
 
MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD 
 
SUBJECT: Notice of Intent to Prepare the Environmental Impact Statement for Proposed 
Changes to Operations and Maintenance Dredging and Placement Activities at Wilmington 
Harbor, North Carolina (EISX-202-00-K7P-1778161383) 
 
 
1.  The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) Wilmington District intends to prepare an 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) to evaluate proposed changes to the operations and 
maintenance (O&M) of the congressionally authorized deep draft Federal navigation project 
for Wilmington Harbor, New Hanover and Brunswick Counties, North Carolina.  The EIS will 
address environmental effects associated with O&M dredging activities including, but not 
limited to, operational windows and frequency, equipment, material transport and 
management, and other associated activities such as bed leveling and relocation trawling.  
The EIS will assess a reasonable range of alternatives, and the potential effects of 
proposed changes to O&M activities on the human environment in the Wilmington Harbor 
vicinity.  The EIS is one of four EISs being prepared concurrently, which will support a 
regional framework to standardize, to the extent appropriate, USACE deep draft navigation 
mission execution.  The EIS will evaluate proposed changes to O&M activities and 
requirements, and comprehensively update compliance with applicable environmental laws 
and regulations associated with the proposed changes. 
 
2.  The EIS is being prepared in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA) of 1969, as amended, and the Department of Defense’s NEPA Implementing 
Procedures published June 30, 2025.  USACE, as the lead Federal agency, has determined 
that the proposed action has the potential to significantly affect the quality of the human 
environment.  USACE is seeking comments on alternatives and environmental effects of the 
proposed action.  Additionally, the public is invited to submit any relevant information, 
studies, or analyses with respect to the proposed action.  Federal cooperating agencies 
include the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and National Marine Fisheries 
Service (NMFS). 
 
 a.  DATES: Written comments must be submitted by June 29, 2026. 
 
 b.  ADDRESSES: Written comments regarding the proposed EIS scope should be 
submitted to the following: Attention: Teresa Young, Environmental Resources Section, 
USACE Wilmington District, 69 Darlington Avenue, Wilmington, NC 28403.  Individuals who 
would like to provide comments electronically should submit comments by email to: 
CESAW-WHOMEIS@usace.army.mil.  Comments may also be submitted online using the 
public comment tool found on the project website at: https://sardn-eis-
sardn.hub.arcgis.com/. 
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3.  SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION 
 
 a.  Background.  The Wilmington Harbor Federal navigation channel originates offshore 
at the Outer Ocean Bar, at the mouth of the Cape Fear River and extends approximately 38 
miles from the Entrance Channel in the Atlantic Ocean, and up the Cape Fear River to the 
City of Wilmington, North Carolina.  Construction of the channel to its current dimensions 
was originally authorized as three separate projects, by the Water Resources Development 
Acts of 1986 and 1996.  The Energy and Water Development Appropriations Act of 1998 
combined the Wilmington Harbor Northeast Cape Fear River Project (Water Resources 
Development Act of 1986), Wilmington Harbor Channel Widening Project (Water Resources 
Development Act of 1996), and Cape Fear-Northeast Rivers Project (Water Resources 
Development Act of 1996) under a single project known as the “Wilmington Harbor 96 Act 
Project.” 
 
 b.  The proposed action provides an opportunity to standardize regional mission 
execution, modernize the operational and environmental requirements for O&M activities 
with the best available science, and comprehensively update compliance protocols 
associated with the proposed changes, based on Federal laws and regulations. 
 
 c.  Purpose and Need for the Proposed Action.  The purpose of the proposed action is 
to implement improvements to the continued O&M of the congressionally authorized deep 
draft Federal navigation project for Wilmington Harbor, New Hanover and Brunswick 
Counties, North Carolina, and to provide operational flexibility that is based on the best 
available science.  USACE is proposing to improve operational flexibility by updating 
avoidance and minimization measures, including adjusting the timing of dredging 
operations.  There is a need to update these measures using the best available science to 
allow for more effective O&M of the Federal navigation project.  The proposed action is 
needed to maximize operational flexibility to meet the USACE navigation mission, which is 
to provide safe, reliable, efficient, effective, and environmentally sustainable waterborne 
transportation systems. 
 
 d.  Preliminary Action Alternatives.  USACE has identified five preliminary alternatives 
including the no action alternative.  All four action alternatives would revise existing 
operational and environmental protocols with updated best available science and 
incorporate testing of innovative technologies in O&M activities: 
 
 (1)  No Action Alternative – Continued O&M activities for Wilmington Harbor without 
changes to operational and environmental protocols.  Current operational and 
environmental protocols include no overflow permitted during mechanical dredging within 
the Upper Channel with placement to the ocean dredged material disposal site. During 
transport to the Wilmington Ocean Dredged Material Disposal Site (ODMDS), there can be 
no overflow or excessive leaking (no more than a 1.5-foot draft loss). Overflow is prohibited 
near fish primary nursery areas in the Anchorage Basin and Mid River.  Trailing suction 
hopper dredging is only permitted from December 1 to April 15 for all reaches, and cutter 
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suction dredging is only permitted from August 1 to January 31 in the Mid River and Upper 
Harbor.  There are no operational restrictions on mechanical dredging.  Beach placement is 
only permitted from November 16 to April 30 from the Inner and Outer Ocean Bar to Bald 
Head Island, Oak Island, and Caswell Beach.  Lastly, the No Action Alternative incorporates 
the conditionally authorized Wilmington Harbor Section 403 Deepening Project. 
 
 (2)  Action Alternative 1 – In addition to revising existing operational and 
environmental protocols with updated best available science and incorporate testing of 
innovative technologies in O&M activities.  This alternative would expand the existing 
winter-focused dredging operational window to increase operational flexibility. 
 
 (3)  Action Alternative 2 – In this alternative, the dredging operational window would 
be modified by re-examining and balancing species risks specific to Wilmington Harbor, 
while maintaining a similar availability of days to conduct O&M dredging and other activities 
as in Alternative 1. 
 
 (4)  Action Alternative 3 – This alternative would expand the overall number of days 
of the harbor-specific dredging operational window established in Alternative 2 to improve 
operational flexibility. Dredging and placement would only be restricted from occurring 
during the times of year associated with the highest risk of lethal species impacts. 
 
 (5)  Action Alternative 4 – This alternative would replace fixed dredging operational 
windows with adaptive management. 
 
 a.  Summary of Expected Effects.  The EIS will analyze impacts of the proposed action 
and alternatives on the human environment.  Preliminary resources that may be considered 
include navigation and recreation, marine and terrestrial species (e.g., fish, sea turtles, 
shorebirds, marine mammals, elasmobranchs, invertebrates), habitat types (e.g., benthic 
and regulated including Essential Fish Habitat and Critical Habitat), water quality, air quality, 
noise, and historic properties and cultural resources.  Prior coordination with Federal and 
State agencies identified potential significant adverse effects to fishery resources and sea 
turtles associated with changing the timing of O&M dredging and placement activities that 
require evaluation in an EIS.  USACE is seeking comments on resources to be considered 
as well as relevant information, data, or studies that can inform evaluation of environmental 
effects. 
 
 b.  Anticipated Permits and Other Authorizations.  The USACE will consult with Federal 
and State agencies, as appropriate, under the Clean Water Act, Coastal Zone Management 
Act, Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act (FWCA), and Magnuson Stevens Fishery 
Conservation and Management Act regarding the Proposed Action.  The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) is participating in the development of a programmatic FWCA 
Report.  NMFS is supporting coordination of development of a programmatic Essential Fish 
Habitat consultation.  The proposed action would align with the existing 2020 South Atlantic 
Regional Biological Opinion for Dredging and Material Placement Activities in the Southeast 
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United States.  USACE will coordinate with USFWS regarding any Endangered Species Act 
consultation need for species under their jurisdiction, as necessary.  USACE has existing 
approvals under Section 103 of the Marine Protection, Research, and Sanctuaries Act 
(MPRSA) for the placement of dredged materials in the Wilmington ODMDS. 

 
 c.  Scoping.  The release of the notice of intent to the public is to serve as a mechanism 
to solicit full and open agency and public input on preliminary alternatives and to identify 
significant issues to be analyzed in the EIS.  USACE will be soliciting public comments 
during the scoping period through June 29, 2026.  USACE invites all interested parties to 
participate in the scoping process and to provide comments regarding the proposed action, 
range of preliminary alternatives, and potential impacts on the human environment that 
should be considered in the EIS. 

 
 d.  USACE will host public scoping meetings for all interested parties to provide 
information about the action and an opportunity to submit comments.  An in-person public 
scoping meeting will be held in Wilmington, North Carolina on Tuesday, June 9, 2026, at 
Edwin A. Alderman Elementary School, 2025 Independence Boulevard, Wilmington, NC 
28403 from 5:30 p.m. to 7:30 p.m. EST.  Two virtual public scoping meetings will also be 
held on Monday, June 15, 2026, 11:30 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. EST, and Tuesday, June 16, 2026, 
5:30 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. EST.  All virtual meeting links will be advertised in advance on the 
project website at https://sardn-eis-sardn.hub.arcgis.com/. Virtual meeting information 
posted on the project website will include meeting times, agendas, and instructions for 
joining the meeting. 

 
 e.  Individuals may submit comments at the in-person or virtual public scoping meetings, 
or via any of the methods outlined in the Addresses section of this notice.  All comments 
received will become part of the administrative record, and all comments relevant to the 
proposed action will be considered in the preparation of the Draft EIS. 

 
 f.  Schedule.  USACE has developed a preliminary schedule for the publication of the 
draft EIS in spring 2027 for public review.  The draft EIS will be filed with EPA and will be 
available for public review and comment for 30 days from the date EPA publishes the 
Notice of Availability in the Federal Register.  USACE currently anticipates publishing the 
final EIS and a Record of Decision in spring 2028. 

 
 g.  FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT: Teresa R. Young, Environmental 
Resources Biologist at telephone: 910-251-4725; email Teresa.R.Young@usace.army.mil. 
 
 
 
 
 BRAD A. MORGAN, P.E. 
 COL, EN 
 Commanding 
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