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Memorandum for Record, meeting with FWS on August 12, 2002 



CESAM-PD-EI Brandt/690-3260/23 August 2002 
 
 
MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD 
 
SUBJECT:  Meeting with USFWS and FWCC to Discuss ACF Water Control Operations and 
Consideration of Apalachicola River and Bay Aquatic Resources, 12 August 2002 
 
 
1.  Members of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Mobile District, met in Tallahassee, Florida 
with representatives of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), Panama City Office, and 
the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWCC) to discuss specific concerns 
regarding water control operations on the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint River (ACF) system 
and impacts on fishery resources in the Apalachicola River and Apalachicola Bay.  This meeting 
was scheduled in response to correspondence received from USFWS and FWCC raising 
concerns that falling river levels and extremely low flows experienced this spring had impacted 
potential Gulf sturgeon spawning habitat below Jim Woodruff, and also had impacted important 
spawning beds used by game and sport fishes on the Apalachicola River.  All parties understand 
that the ACF basin has been experiencing sustained drought conditions since 1998 and that low 
flows are the result of these sustained drought conditions.  However, the intent of this forum was 
to explore ways of improving coordination and communications related to flow management 
decisions and possible opportunities to minimize impacts or enhance fish spawning activities 
within the basin.  The following agency representatives participated in the meeting discussions: 
 
 
 Gail Carmody, USFWS, Project Leader 850-769-0552, Ext. 225 
 Jerry Ziewitz, USFWS 850-769-0552, Ext. 223 
 Vic Heller, FWCC, Asst. Exec. Dir. 850-488-3084 
 Ed Moyer, Div. Dir., FWCC 850-488-0331 
 Ted Hoehn, FWCC, Office of Environ Services 850-488-6661 
 Brian Barnett, FWCC, “ “ “ 850-488-6661 
 Charlie Mesing, FWCC 850-487-1645 
 Jim Estes, FWCC 850-488-5460 
 Steve Leitman, NWFWMD 850-627-3527 
 COL Bob Keyser, CESAM-DE 251-690-2511 
 LTC Joe Corrigan, CESAM-DC 251-690-2511 
 Curtis Flakes, Chief, CESAM-PD 251-690-2777 
 Joanne Brandt, CESAM-PD 251-690-3260 
 Memphis Vaughan, CESAM-EN-HW 251-690-2730 
 Gene Morisani, CESAM-EN-HW 251-690-3385 
 Bill Smallwood, CESAM-OP-TR 251-694-3726 
 
 
A copy of the meeting agenda is attached.  Also attached are handouts summarizing each 
agency’s specific concerns regarding water control operations on the ACF. 
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2.  USFWS Concerns.   
 
 a.  It is understood that there exist potential conflicts between current reservoir 
management operations to keep lake levels steady during reservoir fish spawning periods, and 
the desire by the State of Florida to keep river levels steady during riverine fish spawning 
periods, often occurring concurrent with reservoir spawning activities.  USFWS indicated they 
would gladly facilitate dialogue between the three State fishery agencies (Alabama, Florida and 
Georgia) and the Corps regarding any conflicting fish management concerns and 
recommendations for water control operations on the ACF to accommodate fish management 
and conservation needs.   
 
 b.  Another significant concern to USFWS is the requirements of Section 7 of the 
Endangered Species Act to consult regarding possible impacts to Federally protected species 
(i.e., the threatened Gulf sturgeon, the threatened Purple bankclimber mussel, and the 
endangered Fat three-ridge mussel).   USFWS noted there was an excellent process in place to 
implement consultation procedures and protective measures for the Federally listed mussels 
associated with the navigation dredging project.  Consultation has also routinely been conducted 
to avoid or minimize effects on the Gulf sturgeon due to navigation dredging.  Once agreement is 
reached on an allocation formula for the ACF basin, Section 7 consultation would be initiated to 
address water management actions and/or revisions to the water control plans necessary to  
implement the allocation formula.  However, USFWS advised that the Corps not wait before 
initiating consultation on the existing water control operations, especially in light of new 
information related to possible impacts to sturgeon spawning habitat.   
 
 c.  USFWS recommends that Section 7 consultation for the existing water control 
operations should address impacts of low flows in spring months on Gulf sturgeon spawning 
activities and proposed critical habitat (e.g., exposure of limerock ledges below Jim Woodruff 
which are likely sturgeon spawning habitat).  Jerry noted that his review of historic gage data 
shows the top of the primary limerock ledge below Jim Woodruff had been dewatered four times 
in April during the past 6 years, and had never been exposed in April in previous years.  The top 
of the rock ledge was exposed only one time in March, which occurred in 2000.  He is also 
conducting an analysis of historic ramping down rates for both pre- and post-dam construction.  
Jerry estimates that flows of approximately 20K cfs would be required to inundate the entire rock 
ledge to a depth of 4.6 feet, which is suspected to be the minimum depth necessary to assure 
successful spawning behavior over hard substrate (this is the lowest depth at which sturgeon eggs 
have been collected on other rivers).  Consultation should also address possible low flows less 
than 5000 cfs as a drought contingency action, and the associated impacts of dewatering or 
isolating essential mussel habitat. 
 
 d.  USFWS recommends the Corps initiate Section 7 consultation as soon as possible 
with preparation of a biological assessment based on the best available information.  USFWS 
would then prepare a biological opinion.  Over the longer term, additional information could be 
collected or developed to refine the biological assessment and biological opinion (e.g., study on 
locations of mussels relative to stage; location, depth and duration of sturgeon spawning; host 
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fish for mussel species; sturgeon nursery habitat requirements; etc.).   USFWS noted that the 
biological opinion guidelines require them to compare the action to a baseline condition, which 
should take into account background drought conditions in the basin. 
 
 e.  It was also recommended that the existing water control operations consultation be 
conducted separate from but parallel to the programmatic consultation on Gulf sturgeon to be 
conducted for dredging and disposal operations.   
 
3.  FWCC Concerns. 
 
 a.  FWCC primary concern is to improve interagency communications.  They are 
satisfied with the interagency communications regarding striped bass spawning in relation to 
dredging schedules, slough restoration projects, and current updates on reservoir levels and 
projected river stages.  However, there is a need to improve coordination and communications 
with Florida fisheries staff regarding input into decisions on water control operations during 
spring spawning activities, and the ramping down of flows on the Apalachicola River in the 
spring and summer months.  
 
 b.  FWCC would like to see conditions similar to natural flow regimes on the river.   For 
instance, in most years they would like to see floods with stages in excess of a 15-foot 
Blountstown gage, which would typically occur in the February to March timeframe.  Also of 
critical concern are durations of flows between 29K to 14K cfs since access to available adjacent 
floodplain habitat is reduced as river stages fall.  Access to the floodplain is necessary to provide 
important spawning, nursery and feeding habitat for a number of sport and game species.  Once 
the river stages fall to 14K cfs or less (approximate 6-foot Blountstown gage), then the river is 
essentially confined within the river banks and outside the adjacent floodplain.  They also want 
steady river levels during fish spawn to prevent dewatering of spawning beds, and to prevent 
isolation or trapping of fish in pools or cutoff floodplain areas as river levels fall.  FWCC noted 
that it was agreed during our meeting in September 2000 that the Corps would attempt to meet a 
goal to ramp down flows during fish spawning activities at a rate of 6 inches per day or less.  
FWCC concerns were that they were not consulted during fish spawn in 2002, and that ramping 
down of flows in April occurred at rates in excess of 1 foot per day. 
 
 c.  FWCC has initiated a study of fish year classes, based on creel surveys and age 
distribution analyses, to document impacts due to the low flows experienced during spring of 
2000, and in subsequent years.  Surveys have shown the impact of reduced year classes during 
drought periods when low flow or other adverse conditions impact spawning success during the 
spring and summer months.  Although fish populations can withstand occasional poor year 
classes due to impacts during a drought year, repeated failure to produce a healthy year class will 
ultimately result in significantly reduced populations. 
 
 d.  Other water control concerns relating to freshwater needs for Apalachicola Bay 
include the need for spring flood flows important for nutrient production, followed by gradually 
reduced flows over the summer to fall months which result in a gradual increase in salinity in the 
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bay.  Summer freshets are also important for primary production and predator control (oyster 
drill).  FWCC would also like opportunity to continue discussions related to water control 
operations to improve aquatic plant management in Lake Seminole, flow requirements for 
thermal refuges on the river, and spillgate operations at Jim Woodruff Dam. 
 
 e.  FWCC recommends the development of formal coordination procedures, either 
through a memorandum or SOP, to include FWCC in the decision-making process for water 
control operations during fish spawn and during critical low flow periods. 
 
4.  Corps of Engineers Considerations in Water Control Operations. 
 
 a.  The Corps is responsible for implementing water control operations in a manner that 
balances impacts and benefits for a number of authorized project purposes.  Fish and wildlife 
conservation is recognized as one of the authorized project purposes for the ACF projects.  The 
Corps also noted that water control operations during spring spawning months are generally a 
critical time for operation of the ACF system.  Spawning begins at a time when storage volumes 
are reduced for flood control purposes during the wetter part of the year.  At this time of the year, 
water managers must also make decisions balancing operations for flood control purposes versus 
the need to refill the reservoirs for the upcoming drier months.  Decisions made in the spring 
months may impact the ability to continue to augment flows later in the season when water is in 
short supply.  Inflows for the ACF basin in the spring months for the 3 of the past 4 years have 
been less than 50 percent of normal, due to the extended drought conditions in the basin.  This 
lack of inflows has limited our flexibility to meet competing demands on the system.  Rapidly 
dropping inflows on the Flint basin in conjunction with uncertainties in adjusting flows through a 
combination of the turbines and spillgates resulted in the inability to ramp down flows this spring 
at a rate of 6 inches or less.  (The average ramping rate was closer to 1 foot per day, with rates 
greater than 1 foot a couple of days.)   
 
 b.  The Corps summarized various system constraints and limitations that may affect the 
ability to release increased and/or steady flows during spring spawning months, and which may 
also impact the ability to meet a goal of ramping down releases at a rate of 6 inches per day or 
less.  Structural head limits dictate release rates from Jim Woodruff Dam whenever the tailwater 
elevation is at or below approximate +44.5 feet (approximately 15,000 cfs flow produces a 
tailwater elevation of +44.5 feet), and may require immediate increases in discharge to reduce 
the pool elevation, increase the tailwater elevation, and reduce the head differential.  Other 
considerations include the amount of storage available within the system, routing times for water 
released from upstream storage reservoirs, and the inability to precisely control the amount of 
discharge through the turbines and spill gates.   For instance, in order to achieve an approximate 
6-inch reduction in stage at the Blountstown gage (equivalent to approximately 1000 cfs 
reduction of flow), a crane must suspend the spillgate open at approximately one-half step.  
Releases from this operation can only be roughly estimated.  New turbines are being installed at 
Jim Woodruff powerhouse that may improve the flexibility for controlling discharges at certain 
flows, but ratings for these turbines are still being established.  It was also emphasized that 
forecasts of flood events or extended dry conditions may also result in reasonable and prudent 
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decisions on whether water should be stored or released to accommodate future needs.  Although 
the Corps is still committed to attempt to meet a goal of ramping down stages on the river at a 
rate of 6 inches per day, the various system limitations will likely result in rates of up to one foot 
per day.  
 
 c.  The Corps also looked at the proposal by USFWS to enhance sturgeon spawning 
success below Jim Woodruff Dam to see if it could have been accomplished in the spring of 
2002..  The proposal would provide for a sustained increase in flows (to approximately 22K cfs) 
for a two to three week period during peak sturgeon spawning in April to May, with a gradual 
ramp down of flows at 6 inches or less.  Increasing and sustaining flows for fish spawn support, 
in conjunction with the gradual ramping down of flows, may be possible depending upon the 
specific conditions experienced in a particular year. However, head limits, impacts on lake fish 
spawning and available storage must also be taken into consideration.  The Corps agrees that 
improved planning and coordination would reduce the impacts on all parties, but must also take 
into account a balancing of all project purposes and the uncertainty of future conditions in the 
basin. 
 
 d.  The Corps proposed that the appropriate coordination mechanism to address the 
Apalachicola River fish management concerns should be the existing Mobile District Standard 
Operation Procedures for “Project Operations for Lake Regulation and Coordination for Fish 
Management Purposes” (SAM SOP 1130-2-9).  Mobile is initiating an update and revision of the 
SOP and proposes to incorporate requirements coordination with FWCC and USFWS to include 
consideration of Apalachicola River fish management actions. 
 
5.  Discussion. 
 
 a.  Copies of the current SOP were distributed to the meeting attendees for reference. 
Update of SAM SOP 1130-2-9 should be accomplished in coordination with the USFWS and 
fish management agencies from all three States (Alabama, Florida and Georgia).  USFWS 
suggested that they arrange for discussion of the SOP update during the upcoming fishery 
management technical meeting.  The meeting is currently scheduled for 24 September 2002 at 
the Lake Seminole resource management office in Chattahoochee, Florida, and will include 
representatives from each of the three States.  The Corps agreed to participate in this meeting 
discussion on the afternoon of 24 September. The goal will be to improve 2-way 
communications related to water management decisions during reservoir and river fish spawning 
periods, and to incorporate appropriate coordination protocol and recommended fish 
management measures into the updated SOP. 
 
 b.  It was agreed that early consultation would be conducted with the FWCC prior to 
initiation of river spawning activities and would continue throughout the spawning period, 
similar to that conducted for reservoir spawning activities.  Coordination would also be initiated 
during other critical periods or for specific water management actions likely to significantly 
affect river levels.  Typically communications with the State fisheries staff are initiated by or 
through the local project office, and then relayed to Mobile District for consideration during the 
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weekly water management meeting (conducted on Wednesdays, at 10:30 a.m. Central Time).  
Feedback on water management decisions and forecasts for conditions in the basin would 
continue to be issued via email notices.  In the event conflicts or problems are anticipated in 
being able to meet or maintain recommended reservoir or river levels, the weekly water meeting 
would include a teleconference with the state fishery POCs.  Charlie Mesing was designated as 
the FWCC POC, with Ted Hoehn as the alternate.  The Corps POC for communications with 
FWCC would be Don Morgan at the Lake Seminole project office. 
 
 c.  USFWS suggested that the update of the SAM SOP may also represent an appropriate 
mechanism to initiate Section 7 consultation on impacts to Gulf sturgeon and listed mussels 
resulting from existing water control plan operations.  It was also noted that the Corps has a 
certain amount of flexibility and discretion to operate under the current water control plan in 
order to accommodate needs for protected species and other environmental resources.  
Consultation could be initiated under current water control operations based upon new 
information regarding potential for impacts to protected species.  It was suggested that we set a 
date in October 2002 to discuss the appropriate approach for accomplishing Section 7 
consultation. It was stressed that these discussions should be conducted separately from ongoing 
water allocation discussions or any future discussions related to implementation of the water 
allocation formula.  It should also be noted that additional future revisions to the SOP could be 
required for the future implementation of an allocation formula for the ACF basin. 
 
 d.  Colonel Keyser requested technical assistance, in the form of a letter from FWCC, that 
would provide information on critical flows or other water management actions (minimum 
flows, flood pulses, etc.) determined necessary throughout the year to support Apalachicola 
River and Bay fish management and conservation activities.  This information would assist the 
District in making daily water management decisions, and assure that impacts on all project 
purposes and uses are considered.  FWCC agreed to provide their resource needs by letter prior 
to the 24 September technical meeting.  
 
6.  Action Items: 
 
 a.  The Corps will initiate update/revision of the SAM SOP 1130-2-9 to include 
coordination with FWCC and consideration of Apalachicola River fish management actions.  
Initial discussions with the USFWS and the three state fishery agencies will begin at the 24 
September technical meeting.  OP, PD and EN technical staff will attend these discussions.  OP-
TR is responsible for updating the SOP, and staffing through District elements.   
 
 b.  FWCC will identify specific water management actions requested in support of fish 
management activities in the Apalachicola River and Bay, and provide these to the Corps in 
writing prior to the 24 September meeting. 
 
 b.  Corps and USFWS will meet in October 2002 to establish a strategy and approach for 
initiating Section 7 consultation on existing water control operations.  Jerry Ziewitz and Joanne 
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Brandt will coordinate to set the date and agenda for this meeting.  PD will be responsible for 
accomplishing the Section 7 consultation with USFWS. 
 
 c.  All parties will work to improve 2-way communications regarding Apalachicola River 
fish management needs and the water control operation decision-making process. 
 
 
 
 
  JOANNE BRANDT 
  Compliance Manager 
  Inland Environment Team 
 
Attachments 
1. Agenda 
2.  USFWS Presentation 
3.  FWCC Presentation 
4.  COE Presentation 
5.  SAM SOP 1130-2-9 (23 Feb 95)  
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