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To All Interested Government Agencies and Public Groups:

Under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), an environmental review has been
performed on the following action.

TITLE:
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SUMMARY:

RESPONSIBLE
OFFICIAL:

Environmental Assessment on Issuance of a Permit for Scientific Research
on Sea Turtles in the Waters of the US Pacific Islands
[Permit File No. 14381]

Waters of the U.S. Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) around the U.S.
Pacific Islands and the Pacific Ocean high seas.

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFES) proposes to issue a
scientific research permit for takes under the authority of the Endangered
Species Act. Research authorized under Permit No. 14381 would further
the understanding of sea turtles to better manage and recover the species.
The preferred alternative would not be expected to have more than short-
term effects on sea turtles and will not significantly impact the quality of
the human environment.

James H. Lecky

Director, Office of Protected Resources

National Marine Fisheries Service

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
1315 East-West Highway, Room 13821

Silver Spring, MD 20910
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The environmental review process led us to conclude that this action will not have a significant
effect on the human environment. Therefore, an environmental impact statement will not be
prepared. A copy of the finding of no significant impact (FONSI) including the supporting
environmental assessment (EA) is enclosed for your information.

Although NOAA is not soliciting comments on this completed EA/FONSI we will consider any
comments submitted that would assist us in preparing future NEPA documents. Please submit
any written comments to the responsible official named above.
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Location: Wateré off of US Pacific Islands

Abstract: The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) proposes to issue a scientific research
permit to the NMFS Pacific Islands Region (PIR), 1601 Kapiolani Boulevard, Honolulu, HI
96814 under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA; 16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.), and the
regulations governing the taking, importing, and exporting of endangered and threatened species
(50 CFR Parts 222-226). The objective of the study is to gather scientific data from incidentally
caught sea turtles to help meet the goals of sea turtle recovery and protection outlined in sea
turtle recovery plans. The scientific data collected from sea turtles that are incidentally caught in
commercial fisheries in the Pacific Ocean will be used to minimize and mitigate future incidental
take of sea turtles.
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CHAPTER 1 PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR ACTION

11  DESCRIPTION OF ACTION

In response to receipt of a request from NMFS Pacific Islands Region (PIR), 1601 Kapiolani
Boulevard, Honolulu, HI 96814 (Principal Investigator: Kevin Busscher, File No. 14381),
NMEFS proposes to issue a scientific research permit that authorizes “takes™ in the wild pursuant
to the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA; 16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.), and the regulations
governing the taking, importing, and exporting of endangered and threatened species (50 CFR
Parts 222-226).

1.1.1 Purpose and Need

The primary purpose of the permit is to provide an exemption from the take prohibitions under
the ESA to allow “takes”. The need for issuance of the permit is related to NMFS’s mandates
under the ESA. NMFS has a responsibility to implement the ESA to protect, conserve, and
recover threatened and endangered species under its jurisdiction. The ESA prohibits takes of
threatened and endangered species, with only a few specific exceptions, including for scientific
research and enhancement purposes. Permit issuance criteria require that research activities are
consistent with the purposes and policies of the ESA and will not have a significant adverse
impact on the species or stock.

1.1.2 Research Objectives

This project will contribute to the monitoring and reduction of incidental mortality in
commercial fisheries. The data collected during this research would aid in the development of
methods to reduce sea turtle interactions with longline fishing gear.

12  OTHER EA/EIS THAT INFLUENCE SCOPE OF THIS EA

Sea turtles would be caught in the Western Pelagic Fisheries. The Management Plan for these
fisheries was analyzed through a Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) on the Pelagic
Fisheries of the Western Pacific dated March 30, 2001, and the EIS included in a Regulatory
Amendment to the Fishery Management Plan for the Pelagic Fisheries of the Western Pacific
Region, dated March 5, 2004. Proposed regulatory modifications for the shallow-set longline
fishery were analyzed in an EIS dated March 10, 2009. These EISs analyzed the socio-economic
and environmental impact of the management plan. The capture of the turtles is authorized
through the Incidental Take Statement in the Biological Opinions that accompanied these NEPA
documents.

13  SCOPING SUMMARY
The purpose of scoping is to:
¢ identify the issues to be addressed
¢ identify the significant issues related to the proposed action

1 The ESA defines “take” as "to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect, or to attempt
to engage in any such conduct." The term “harm” is further defined by regulations (50 CFR §222.102) as “an act
which actually kills or injures fish or wildlife. Such an act may include significant habitat modification or
degradation which actually kills or injures fish or wildlife by significantly impairing essential behavioral patterns
including breeding, spawning, rearing, migrating, feeding, or sheltering.”





¢ identify and eliminate from detailed study the non-significant issues
¢ identify and eliminate issues that have been covered by prior environmental review

An additional purpose of the scoping process is to identify the concerns of the affected public
and Federal agencies, states, and Indian tribes. CEQ regulations implementing the National
Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA; 42 U.S.C. 4321 et seq.) do not require that a draft EA
be made available for public comment as part of the scoping process.

1.3.1 Comments on application

A Notice of Receipt of the application was published in the Federal Register, announcing the
availability of File No. 14381 (74 FR 23995, May 22, 2009) for public comment. No comments
were received.

14  APPLICABLE LAWS AND NECESSARY FEDERAL PERMITS, LICENSES,
AND ENTITLEMENTS

This section summarizes federal, state, and local permits, licenses, approvals, and consultation
requirements necessary to implement the proposed action, as well as who is responsible for
obtaining them. Even when it is the applicant’s responsibility to obtain such permissions, NMFS
is obligated under NEPA to ascertain whether the applicant is seeking other federal, state, or
local approvals for their action.

1.4.1 National Environmental Policy Act

NEPA was enacted in 1969 and is applicable to “major” federal actions significantly affecting
the quality of the human environment. A federal action is considered “major” if a federal agency
fully or partially funds, regulates, conducts, or approves this action. NMFS issuance of research
permits is considered a major federal action. NEPA requires consideration of environmental
issues in federal agency planning and decision making. The Council on Environmental Quality’s
implementing regulations (40 CFR Parts 1500-1508) outline federal agency responsibilities
under NEPA.

Through NOAA Administrative Order (NAO) 216-6, NMFS established agency procedures for
complying with NEPA and the implementing regulations issued by the Council on
Environmental Quality. NAO 216-6 specifies that issuance of scientific research permits under
the MMPA and ESA are categorically excluded from further environmental review, except under
extraordinary circumstances.

NMFS must prepare an EA or EIS when a proposed action:
e is the subject of public controversy based on potential environmental consequences,
has uncertain environmental impacts or unknown risks,
establishes a precedent or decision in principle about future proposals,
may result in cumulatively significant impacts, or
may have an adverse effect upon endangered or threatened species or their habitats.

While issuance of scientific research permits is typically subject to a categorical exclusion, as
described in NAO 216-6, NMFS is preparing an EA for this action to provide a more detailed





analysis of effects to ESA-listed species. This EA is prepared in accordance with NEPA, its
implementing regulations, and NAO 216-6.

1.4.2 Endangered Species Act

Section 9 of the ESA, as amended, and Federal regulations pursuant to section 4(d) of the ESA
prohibit the take of endangered and threatened species, respectively, without special exemption
such as by a permit. Permits to take ESA-listed species for scientific purposes, or for the
purpose of enhancing the propagation or survival of the species, may be granted pursuant to
Section 10(a)(1)(A) of the ESA.

NMEFS has promulgated regulations to implement the permit provisions of the ESA (50 CFR Part
222) and has produced OMB-approved application instructions that prescribe the procedures
necessary to apply for permits. All applicants must comply with these regulations and
application instructions in addition to the provisions of the ESA.

Section 10(d) of the ESA stipulates that, for NMFS to issue permits under section 10(a)(1)(A) of
the ESA, the Agency must find that the permit: was applied for in good faith; if granted and
exercised will not operate to the disadvantage of the species; and will be consistent with the
purposes and policy set forth in Section 2 of the ESA.

Section 2 of the ESA sets forth the purposes and policy of the Act. The purposes of the ESA are
to provide a means whereby the ecosystems upon which endangered and threatened species
depend may be conserved, to provide a program for the conservation of such endangered species
and threatened species, and to take such steps as may be appropriate to achieve the purposes of
the treaties and conventions set forth in section 2(a) of the ESA. It is the policy of the ESA that
all Federal departments and agencies shall seek to conserve endangered species and threatened
species and shall utilize their authorities in furtherance of the purposes of the ESA. In
consideration of the ESA’s definition of conserve, which indicates an ultimate goal of bringing a
species to the point where listing under the ESA is no longer necessary for its continued
existence (i.e., the species is recovered), exemption permits issued pursuant to section 10 of the
ESA are for activities that are likely to further the conservation of the affected species.

Section 7 of the ESA requires consultation with the appropriate federal agency (either NMFS or
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) for federal actions that “may affect” a listed species or
adversely modify critical habitat. NMFS issuance of a permit affecting ESA-listed species or
designated critical habitat, directly or indirectly, is a federal action subject to these Section 7
consultation requirements. Section 7 requires federal agencies to use their authorities in
furtherance of the purposes of the ESA by carrying out programs for the conservation of
endangered and threatened species. NMFS is further required to ensure that any action it
authorizes, funds, or carries out is not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any
threatened or endangered species or result in destruction or adverse modification of habitat for
such species. Regulations specify the procedural requirements for these consultations (50 Part
CFR 402)





1.4.3 Other sections as needed

Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSFCMA): Under the
MSFCMA Congress defined Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) as “those waters and substrate
necessary to fish for spawning, breeding, feeding, or growth to maturity” (16 U.S.C. 1802(10)).
The EFH provisions of the MSFCMA offer resource managers means to accomplish the goal of
giving heightened consideration to fish habitat in resource management. NMFS Office of
Protected Resources is required to consult with NMFS Office of Habitat Conservation for any
action it authorizes (e.g., research permits), funds, or undertakes, or proposes to authorize, fund,
or undertake that may adversely affect EFH. This includes renewals, reviews or substantial
revisions of actions.

National Marine Sanctuaries Act (NMSA): The NMSA (32 U.S.C. 1431 et seq.) authorizes the
Secretary of Commerce to designate and manage areas of the marine environment with special
national significance. The National Marine Sanctuary Program, operating under the NMSA and
administered by NOAA’s National Ocean Service (NOS) has the authority to issue special use
permits for research activities that would occur within a National Marine Sanctuary. Obtaining
special use permits is the responsibility of individual researchers. However, as a courtesy, the
Office of Protected Resources consults with NOS when proposed research would occur in or
near a National Marine Sanctuary.






CHAPTER 2 ALTERNATIVES INCLUDING THE PROPOSED ACTION

This chapter describes the range of potential actions (alternatives) determined reasonable with
respect to achieving the stated objective, as well as alternatives eliminated from detailed study.
This chapter also summarizes the expected outputs and any related mitigation of each alternative.
One alternative is the “No Action” alternative where the proposed permit would not be issued.
The No Action alternative is the baseline for rest of the analyses. The Proposed Action
alternative represents the research proposed in the submitted application for a permit, with
standard permit terms and conditions specified by NMFS.

21 ALTERNATIVE1-NOACTION

An alternative to the proposed action is no action, i.e., denial of the permit requests. This
alternative would eliminate any potential risk to the environment from the proposed research
activities. However, it would not allow the research to be conducted, and the opportunity would
be lost to collect information that would contribute to reducing sea turtle bycatch in the longline
fisheries. If this permit was denied longline fishing would still take place but the turtles captured
incidentally to fishing would not be used for research purposes.

22 ALTERNATIVE 2- PROPOSED ACTION (ISSUANCE OF PERMIT WITH
STANDARD CONDITIONS)

Under the Proposed Permit alternative, a permit would be issued for activities as proposed by the
applicant, with the permit terms and conditions standard to such permits as issued by NMFS.
These include conditions required by the ESA and NMFS regulations for research permits, and
special conditions common to permits for research on sea turtles. The special conditions related
to research on sea turtles are intended to mitigate potential adverse effects on animals caused by
specific research methods. The permit conditions, including these mitigation measures that are
part of the proposed permit alternative are listed in Appendix A. The permit would be valid for
five years from the date of issuance.

The proposed action is issuance of a scientific research permit to the PIR, pursuant to the ESA.
The action encompasses three longline fisheries which encounter sea turtle interactions with
fishing gear. These fisheries include the Hawaii Deep-Set Longline Fishery, the Hawaii
Shallow-Set Longline Fishery, and the American Samoa Longline Fishery. The purpose of the
proposed research is to collect scientific data on sea turtles incidentally captured as a result of
interactions with these fisheries. Research would assist in assessing sea turtle post-hooking
survival, movements, and ecology in pelagic habitats. The capture of these animals is covered
under the Incidental Take Statement of the biological opinions issued for the fisheries. This
permit requests a matching number of takes for subsequent biological sampling of these animals.
Incidental takes from commercial fisheries interactions are addressed as a threat in the marine
environment in the Pacific Sea Turtle Recovery Plans for sea turtle species. The gathering of
scientific data from incidentally caught turtles will help the NMFS to better meet the goals of sea
turtle recovery and protection outlined in these plans.





The action area is the U.S. Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) around the U.S. Pacific Islands
and the high seas waters where Hawaii-based longline fishing vessels are managed under the
Pelagics FMP. These areas include the EEZs around the Hawaiian Islands, and the remote U.S.
Pacific islands of Johnston Atoll, Kingman Reef, Palmyra, Jarvis, Howland, Baker, Midway, and
Wake Islands, and waters around American Samoa. The Hawaii-based pelagic longline fishery
operates inside and outside the EEZ primarily around the main Hawaiian Islands and
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands (NWHI) with some trips to the EEZs around the remote U.S.
Pacific Islands. Hawaii-based longline vessels vary their fishing grounds depending on their
target species.

The proposed research is to handle, measure, weigh, tag, photograph, attach transmitters to,
sample, assess, and salvage green, hawksbill, olive ridley, loggerhead, and leatherback sea
turtles. See Appendix B (Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4) for a table outlining the proposed numbers of
animals, research activities, etc.

The following is a description of the proposed methods.

Handle/Measure/Weigh/Photograph

Turtles would be handed according to the procedures outlined in the handling and resuscitation
requirements (50 CFR 223.206 (d)(1)(i)). Turtles small enough to brought aboard would be
removed from the water using the dip net required aboard all longline vessels. This dip net
would have an extended reach handle of at least 6 ft and be able to support at least one hundred
pounds without breaking or significant bending.

Turtles too large to bring aboard would be photographed and biopsied using a sampling pole.
Turtles would be kept moist during sampling and placed on tires for cushioning. The area
surrounding the turtle would not contain any materials that could be accidentally ingested.
Leatherbacks would only be hand netted and boarded if they can safely be brought on the vessel.
They would be handled by two people and never turned on their back. When handling and
tagging turtles displaying fibropapilloma tumors of lesions, researchers would clean all
equipment that comes in contact with the infected turtle and maintain a separate set of tissue
sampling equipment.

Measurements would be taken with calipers and a flexible fiberglass tape measure.

Flipper tag
Turtles would be examined for existing tags before attaching new ones. All tags and applicators

would be cleaned and disinfected before use. The tagging site would be cleaned and disinfected.
The tags would be attached to the trailing edge of each front flipper.

Tissue sample
Sterile techniques would be used at all times. Biopsy punches are disposable and would not be

used on more than one turtle. The biopsy site would be treated with a surgical scrub (3
alternating applications of ethanol and one application of surgical iodine). A sample would be
taken from the base of each hind flipper. Two samples are taken on each turtle to ensure the
recovery of genetic material for sampling.





Satellite tag
Researchers would attach a satellite transmitter to the carapace with the antenna facing the rear.

Total weight of the transmitter would not exceed 5% of the body mass of the animal. The
carapace would be lightly sanded and a 2-part epoxy resin would be used to attach the tag. It
would take at least one hour for the epoxy to dry. While the epoxy is drying the turtle would be
kept in a safe and cool area.

Salvage of carcasses, tissues and parts

The possibility exists within the Hawaii Longline fishery for encounters with dead sea turtles that
were not a result of incidental take associated with longline fishing gear. Researchers would
salvage dead turtles that are not hooked or entangled by the longline fisheries but are
encountered at sea during travel to, from, and between longline fisheries activities. Prior
encounters have included encountering dead sea turtles floating on the high seas, and mortalities
associated with derelict fishing gear and marine debris recovered by the Hawaii Longline
fisheries. Collection of these samples provides a unique opportunity for researchers to study
other contributing factors associated with sea turtle mortalities, as well as to continue to
supplement the biopsy collection used to determine migration patterns of nesting populations.

Salvaged carcasses would be frozen and imported to the US. Upon arrival, these animals would
be turned over to NMFS and the appropriate Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) paperwork would be completed and filed with the
United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). Collection and salvage of samples is
permitted by CITES. CITES permits are supplied by the USFWS on an annual basis, contingent
upon application renewal. All samples obtained from dead animals would be from animals that
died as a result of incidental take, or from previously dead turtles encountered at sea. These
whole carcasses would be subject to necropsies by the Marine Turtle Research Program (MTRP).





CHAPTER 3 AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

This chapter presents baseline information necessary for consideration of the alternatives, and
describes the resources that would be affected by the alternatives, as well as environmental
components that would affect the alternatives if they were to be implemented. The effects of the
alternatives on the environment are discussed in Chapter 4.

31  SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT

There are a variety of human activities that may occur in the action area such as commercial
fishing, shipping, military activities, recreational uses (such as fishing and boating), and
ecotourism. The social and economic effects of the proposed action mainly involve the effects
on the people involved in the research, as well as any industries that support the research, such as
suppliers of equipment needed to accomplish the research. Permitting the proposed research
could result in a low level of economic benefit to local economies in the action area. However,
such impacts would be negligible on a national or regional level and therefore are not considered
significant. There are no significant social or economic impacts of the proposed action
interrelated with significant natural or physical environmental effects. Thus, the EA does not
include any further analysis of social or economic effects of the proposed action.

32  PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

3.2.1 Sanctuaries, Parks, Historic Sites, etc.

On December 4, 2000, President Clinton designated the Northwestern Hawaiian

Islands Coral Reef Ecosystem Reserve in the federal waters of this island chain (EO 13178, 65
FR 76903). As the preamble to the President’s Order states, this “approximately 1,200 mile
stretch of coral islands, seamounts, banks, and shoals are some of the healthiest and most
extensive coral reefs in the United States” and represent 70 percent of the total coral reef area in
U.S. waters. This marine reserve complements two National Wildlife Refuges in the NWHI
managed by the FWS, the Midway Atoll National Wildlife Refuge and the Hawaiian Island
National Wildlife Refuge. The Reserve is contiguous in federal waters out to approximately 50
nm and includes more highly protected “Reserve Preservation Areas” in nearshore areas around
islands and covering submerged banks. (However, the Reserve designation excludes any ocean
area that is already part of the Midway Atoll NWR.) Commercial and recreational fishing is
restricted within the Reserve and other activities, such as vessel anchoring and removal of coral,
are prohibited.

The NOAA National Ocean Service has jurisdiction over the Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale
National Marine Sanctuary, which lies within the shallow (less than 600 feet) waters surrounding
the main Hawaiian Islands.

On June 15, 2006, the Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument (hereinafter
“Monument”) was created by Presidential proclamation. The Monument is jointly managed by
co-trustees including the NOAA National Ocean Service, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and
the State of Hawaii Department of Land and Natural Resources. Permitting by the co-trustees
provides authority to the researchers to operate in the following areas, which are overlaid by the
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Monument: Hawaiian Islands National Wildlife Refuge, Midway Atoll National Wildlife
Refuge, Battle of Midway National Memorial, Northwestern Hawaiian Islands State Marine
Refuge, Kure Atoll Hawaii State Seabird Sanctuary, and the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands
Coral Reef Ecosystem Reserve.

The Monument is the single largest conservation area in the U.S. and encompasses the entire
NWHI chain including 139,797 square miles of the Pacific Ocean (105,564 square nautical
miles).

The proposed action would not take place in any protected areas or historic sites and they are not
considered further in this EA.

3.2.2 Essential Fish Habitat
EFH has been designated for many of the fish species within the action area. Details of the
designations and descriptions of the habitats are available in the Pacific Fishery Management
Plans. Activities that have been shown to affect EFH include disturbance or destruction of
habitat from stationary fishing gear, dredging and filling, agricultural and urban runoff, direct
discharge, and the introduction of exotic species. None of the activities in the Proposed Action
are directed at or likely to have any impact on any designated EFH.

3.2.3 Designated Critical Habitat

Critical habitat for the Hawaiian monk seal (50 CFR 226.201) includes all beaches, sand spits,
islets, and surrounding waters out to a depth of 20 fathoms in the NWHI, excluding Sand Island
at Midway Atoll.

3.3 BIOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENT
3.3.1 ESA Target Species Under NMFS Jurisdiction

ESA Endangered

Green sea turtle Chelonia mydas*

Olive ridley sea turtle Lepidochelys olivacea*
Leatherback sea turtle Dermochelys coriacea
Hawksbill sea turtle Eretmochelys imbricata
ESA Threatened

Loggerhead sea turtle Caretta caretta

*Green turtles and Olive ridley turtles in U.S. waters are listed as threatened except for the
Florida breeding population and Mexico’s Pacific coast breeding population which are listed as
endangered. Due to the inability to distinguish between these populations away from the nesting
beach, green and Olive ridley turtles are considered endangered wherever they occur in U.S.
waters.
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Green sea turtle

Green turtles are found throughout the world, occurring primarily in tropical, and to a lesser
extent, subtropical waters. Throughout the Pacific, nesting assemblages group into two distinct
regional clades: 1) western Pacific and South Pacific islands, and 2) eastern Pacific and central
Pacific, including the rookery at French Frigate Shoals, Hawaii. In the Hawaiian Islands, green
turtles are site-specific and consistently feed in the same areas on preferred substrates, which
vary by location and between islands (in Landsberg et al. 1999). In Hawaii, green turtles lay up
to six clutches of eggs per year (mean of 3.7) and clutches consist of about 100 eggs each.
Females migrate to breed only once every two or possibly many more years. On the Hawaiian
Archipelago, females nest every 3 to 4 years (Balazs and Chaloupka 2004). Eastern Pacific
green turtles have reported nesting between two and six times during a season, laying a mean of
between 65 and 86 eggs per clutch, depending on the area studied (Michoacan, Mexico and
Playa Naranjo, Costa Rica) (in Eckert 1993 and NMFS and USFWS 1998a). Mean observed and
estimated clutch frequency for green turtles nesting at Colola beach (Michoacan, Mexico) was
2.5 and 3.2, respectively (Arias-Coyotl et al. 2003). Nesting populations are doing relatively
well in the Pacific, Western Atlantic, and Central Atlantic Ocean but are doing relatively poorly
in Southeast Asia, Eastern Indian Ocean, and perhaps the Mediterranean (NMFS and USFWS
2007a).

Olive ridley sea turtle

Olive ridley turtles occur throughout the world, primarily in tropical and subtropical waters. The
species is divided into three main populations in the Pacific, Indian, and Atlantic oceans.
Preferred nesting areas occur along continental margins and, rarely, on oceanic islands. Nesting
aggregations in the Pacific Ocean are found in the Marianas Islands, Australia, Indonesia,
Malaysia, and Japan (western Pacific); and Mexico, Costa Rica, Guatemala, and South America
(eastern Pacific). Olive ridley turtles from both eastern and western Pacific nesting beaches were
tagged in the Hawaii-based longline fishery (Polovina et al. 2004). Olive ridleys are famous for
their synchronized mass nesting emergences, a phenomenon commonly known as “arribadas.”
The threatened large arribada populations in the eastern Pacific have declined since the 1970s.
Nesting at some arribada beaches continues to decline (e.g., Nancite in Costa Rica) and is stable
or increasing at others (e.g., Ostional in Costa Rica) (NMFS and USFWS 20074d).

Leatherback

The leatherback ranges farther than any other sea turtle species, exhibiting broad thermal
tolerances (NMFS and USFWS 1995). Leatherbacks are widely distributed throughout the
oceans of the world, and are found throughout waters of the Atlantic, Pacific, Caribbean, and the
Gulf of Mexico (Ernst and Barbour 1972). Historically, population decline was due primarily to
intense exploitation of the eggs (Ross 1979), but adult mortality has increased significantly from
interactions with fishery gear (Spotila et al. 1996). On some beaches in the Pacific, nearly 100
percent of the eggs laid have been harvested (Eckert 1993). Adult mortality has also increased
significantly, particularly as a result of driftnet and longline fisheries (Eckert 1993; Eckert 1997;
Spotila et al. 1996). In the western Pacific, the major nesting beaches in Papua New Guinea,
Papua, Indonesia, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu (Limpus 2002, Dutton et al. 2007), consist of
approximately 2,700-4,500 breeding females. However, this estimate should be interpreted with
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caution as it was derived from nest counts, and reliable data on the number of nests per female
are not available (Dutton et al. 2007).

Hawksbill sea turtle

The hawksbill sea turtle occurs in tropical and subtropical seas of the Atlantic, Pacific, and
Indian Oceans. Within the Central Pacific, nesting is widely distributed but scattered and in very
low numbers. Foraging hawksbills have been reported from virtually all of the island groups of
Oceania, from the Galapagos Islands in the eastern Pacific to the Republic of Palau in the
western Pacific (Witzell 1983; Pritchard 1982a,b in NMFS and USFWS 1998b). NMFS and
USFWS (2007b) suggest that some regions are doing better than others based on available trend
data, and explain:

“Although greatly depleted from historical levels, nesting populations in the Atlantic in
general are doing better than in the Indo-Pacific. In the Atlantic, more population
increases have been recorded in the Insular Caribbean than along the Western Caribbean
Mainland or the Eastern Atlantic. In general, hawksbills are doing better in the Indian
Ocean (especially the South Western and North Western Indian Ocean) than in the
Pacific Ocean. In fact, the situation for hawksbills in the Pacific Ocean is particularly
dire, despite the fact that it still has more nesting hawksbills than in either the Atlantic or
Indian Oceans.”

Loggerhead sea turtle

While loggerheads can be found throughout tropical to temperate waters in the Pacific, there are
a restricted to a number of breeding sites in the North Pacific and South Pacific. The recent
loggerhead status review (Conant et al. 2009) concluded that there are nine loggerhead distinct
population segments (DPSs). These include the North Pacific Ocean DPS; the South Pacific
DPS; the North Indian Ocean DPS; the Southeast Indo-Pacific Ocean DPS; the Southwest Indian
Ocean DPS; the Northwest Atlantic Ocean DPS; the Northeast Atlantic Ocean DPS; the
Mediterranean Sea DPS; and the South Atlantic Ocean DPS. While NMFS has not yet officially
recognized these DPSs, the information provided in the status review represents the most recent
and available information relative to the status of this species. Animals from the North Pacific
Ocean DPS and the South Pacific Ocean DPS would be affected by the proposed action. Conant
et al. (2009) assessed the extinction risk of the North Pacific and South Pacific Ocean DPS.
Given that it is unlikely that loggerhead bycatch mortality in fisheries can be sufficiently reduced
in the near future due to a host of challenges, and given coastal development and coastal
armoring on nesting beaches continues as a substantial threat, the assessment concluded that
these DPS’ are currently at risk of extinction.

Non Target Species

NMEFS has determined that the action being considered is not likely to adversely affect protected
species other than sea turtles. While other ESA-listed species exist near the action area, the
nature of the research is such that no others would be affected. The researchers would not put
any gear in the water, and would only work on sea turtles once they were already captured by the
fishery.
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CHAPTER 4 ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

This chapter represents the scientific and analytic basis for comparison of the direct, indirect, and
cumulative effects of the alternatives. Regulations for implementing the provisions of NEPA
require consideration of both the context and intensity of a proposed action (40 CFR Parts 1500-
1508).

41  EFFECTS OFALTERNATIVE 1: No Action

An alternative to the proposed action is no action, i.e., denial of the permit requests. This
alternative would eliminate any potential risk to all aspects of the environment from the proposed
research activities. It would prohibit researchers from gathering information that could help
endangered and protected sea turtles.

4.2  EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2: Issue permit with standard conditions

Any impacts of the proposed action would be limited primarily to the biological environment,
specifically the animals that would be studied or affected by the research. The type of action
proposed in the permit request would minimally affect the physical environment and would be
unlikely to affect the socioeconomic environment or pose a risk to public health and safety.

4.2.1 Effects on Biological Environment
Effects of the action on the target species (sea turtles) are discussed below.

Handle/Measure/Weigh/Photograph

NMEFS does not expect that individual turtles would experience more than short-term stresses
during the handling, measuring, and weighing. No injury would be expected from these
activities. Turtles would be worked up as quickly as possible to minimize stresses resulting from
their capture. The applicant would also be required to follow procedures designed to minimize
the risk of either introducing a new pathogen into a population or amplifying the rate of
transmission from animal to animal of an endemic pathogen when handling animals.

Flipper tag
The NMFS Southeast Fisheries Science Center Galveston Laboratory has flipper and PIT tagged

up to 56 loggerheads per year from 1999 to present holding the animals for approximately 3
years after tagging. Turtles were held in a laboratory setting, did fine, and were later released.
This suggests that if a turtle is tagged using proper techniques and protocol (NMFS SEFSC
2008) and released back into a suitable environment, the chances for problems associated with
the tagging are negligible. Additionally, in the 17 years that the NMFS Southeast Fisheries
Science Center has been Inconel (metal) flipper tagging turtles, all turtles exhibited normal
behavior shortly after being tagged and swam normally once released. Of the close to 1,000
tagged turtle recaptures the NMFS Southeast Fisheries Science Center Beaufort Laboratory has
encountered, no turtles show any adverse effects of being tagged in this manner (NMFS 2006).

Tissue Sample
The permit would contain conditions to mitigate adverse impacts to turtles. The applicants

would be required to follow procedures designed to minimize the risk of either introducing a new
pathogen into a population or amplifying the rate of transmission from animal to animal of an
endemic pathogen when handling and sampling animals. It is not expected that individual turtles
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would experience more than short-term stresses during tissue sampling. Researchers who
examined turtles caught two to three weeks after sample collection noted the sample collection
site was almost completely healed. During the more than five years of tissue biopsying using
sterile techniques, NMFS Southeast Fisheries Science Center researchers have encountered no
infections or mortality resulting from this procedure (NMFS 2006).

NMES expects that the collection of a tissue sample would cause minimal additional stress or
discomfort to the turtle beyond what was experienced during capture, collection of
measurements, tagging, etc.

Satellite Tag
The researchers plan to attach a variety of tracking devices to the sea turtles. Up to 6 loggerhead

sea turtles from each fishery would be tagged annually. The permit would require that the total
weight of transmitter attachments for any one turtle not exceed 5% of the body mass of the
animal. Each attachment would be made so that there is no risk of entanglement. Tags would
have no gap between the transmitter and the turtle that could result in entanglement. Low heat
producing marine epoxy will be used to attach equipment in order to prevent harm to the animal.
The permit would also require the applicant provides adequate ventilation around the turtle's
head during the attachment of transmitters. To prevent skin or eye injury due to the chemicals in
the resin during the transmitter application process, the transmitter attachment procedures would
not take place in the water.

Transmitters attached to the carapace of turtles have the potential to increase hydrodynamic drag
and affect lift and pitch. For example, Watson and Granger (1998) performed wind tunnel tests
on a full-scale juvenile green turtle and found that at small flow angles representative of straight-
line swimming, a transmitter mounted on the carapace increased drag by 27-30%, reduced lift by
less than 10% and increased pitch moment by 11-42%. It is likely that this type of transmitter
attachment would negatively affect the swimming energetics of the turtle. However, based on
the results of past tracking of hardshell sea turtles (Permit No. 1514) equipped with this tag set-
up NMFS is unaware of the transmitters resulting in any serious injury to this species.
Additionally, the epoxy molding technique that would be employed by this researcher should
help to minimize drag.

Based on past experience with these techniques used by turtle researchers and the documented
effects of transmitter attachment, NMFS expects that the turtles would experience some small
additional stress from attaching radio/satellite transmitters to turtles taken during this research,
but not significant increases in stress or discomfort to the turtle beyond what was experienced
during capture and other research activities. NMFS does not expect the transmitters to
significantly interfere with the turtle’s normal activities after they are released.

Salvage
Carcasses would be frozen until their return to port. Samples would be stored in sealed packets

and carcasses would be packaged in multiple bags to prevent the loss of biological materials.
Researchers would follow all safety protocols to ensure there is no impact to public health or
safety.
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4.3  SUMMARY OF COMPLIANCE WITH APPLICABLE LAWS, NECESSARY
FEDERAL PERMITS, LICENSES, AND ENTITLEMENTS

As summarized below, NMFS has determined that the proposed research is consistent with the
purposes, policies, and applicable requirements of the ESA, and NMFS regulations. NMFS
issuance of the permit would be consistent with the ESA.

4.3.1 Endangered Species Act

To comply with section 7 of the regulations (50 CFR 402.14(c)), a section 7 consultation was
initiated by NMFS PR under the ESA. In accordance with Section 7 of the ESA of 1973, as
amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.), a biological opinion was prepared for this proposed action and
it concluded that after reviewing the current status of listed sea turtles, the environmental
baseline for the action area, the effects of the take authorized in the permit, and probable
cumulative effects, it is NMFS’ biological opinion that issuance of Permit No. 14381, as
proposed, is not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any listed sea turtles, or any other
NMEFS ESA-listed species and is not likely to destroy or adversely modify designated critical
habitat.

44  COMPARISON OF ALTERNATIVES

While the no action alternative would have zero environmental effects, the opportunity would be
lost to collect information that would contribute to better understanding sea turtles and that
would provide information to NMFS that is needed to implement NMFS management activities.
This is important information that would help conserve and manage sea turtles as required by the
ESA and NMFS’s implementing regulations. The preferred alternative would affect the
environment, primarily individual sea turtles. However, the effects would be minimal and the
alternative would allow the collection of valuable information that could help NMFS’ efforts to
recover sea turtles. Neither the no action nor the preferred alternative is anticipated to have
adverse population or stock-level effects on sea turtles.

4.5  MITIGATION MEASURES

There are no additional mitigation measures beyond those conditions that would be required by
the permit. The conditions that would be required if the permit were issued are outlined in
Appendix A. All of these conditions are intended to minimize unavoidable adverse effects of the
various research activities. The permit conditions also require regular reporting on the
effectiveness of the research at achieving the applicant’s stated objectives (and thus at achieving
the purpose and need of the federal action) and on the effectiveness of the mitigation measures
required by the permit. By statute, regulation, and permit conditions, NMFS has authority to
modify the permit or suspend the research if information suggests it is having a greater than
anticipated adverse impact on target species or the environment.

46  UNAVOIDABLE ADVERSE EFFECTS

The research activities would cause disturbance and stress and injury to the captured sea turtles
(temporarily interrupting normal activities such as feeding). The research is not expected to have
more than a minimal effect on individuals, and no effect on populations. While individual sea
turtles may experience short term stress and discomfort in response to the activities of
researchers, the impact to individual animals is not expected to be significant.
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The measures required by permit conditions are intended to reduce, to the maximum
extent practical, the potential for adverse effects of the research on all species. Because
the research involves wild animals that are not accustomed to being captured, the
research activities would unavoidably result in harassment; however, the harassment
would not rise to significant levels.

4.7  CUMULATIVE EFFECTS

Cumulative effects are defined as those that result from incremental impacts of a proposed action
when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions, regardless of which
agency (federal or nonfederal) or person undertakes such actions. Cumulative impacts can result
from individually minor but collectively significant actions that take place over a period of time.

4.7.1 Other research permits and authorizations
NMEFS has issued five other permits for research in and around the proposed action area.

Permit No. 10027 is issued to the American Museum of Natural History (expiring July 31,
2013). Little is known about sea turtles and their habitats at the remote Palmyra Atoll National
Wildlife Refuge, Central Pacific, hindering comprehensive management and conservation
efforts. The objectives are therefore to research the population biology and connectivity of green
(Chelonia mydas) and hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata) sea turtles at Palmyra, focusing on: 1)
Distribution and abundance; 2) Ecological interactions and feeding ecology; 3) Health; 4)
Threats; 5) Connectivity - the relationships of sea turtles found at Palmyra Atoll to other groups;
and 6) Management and conservation applications. The research includes sea turtle and habitat
surveys, and follow standard procedures for sea turtle capture, examination, body measurement,
tagging, tissue (blood, skin, carapace) sampling, gastric lavage, fecal collection, fitting of
tracking devices (acoustic, radio, satellite/GPS), photography, release, and subsequent tracking.

Permit No. 1514 is issued to the NMFS Pacific Island Region Office (expiring March 31, 2010).
The proposed action would replace this permit. Researchers sample turtles that have been
captured in the Hawaii longline fishery. Coverage for the incidental capture of these turtles in
the fisheries would be provided under the incidental take statement of the February 23, 2004
Biological Opinion for the Western Pelagics Fishery Management Plan. The research provides
data on the at sea distribution and movement patterns of sea turtles. It also investigates the post-
release behavior and mortality of hard-shelled turtles that have been hooked or entangled by
longline gear.

Permit No. 1556 is issued to the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands Division of
Fish and Wildlife (expiring June 1, 2011). The permit authorizes sea turtle surveys in the waters
of the Northern Mariana Islands, USA. The project consists of shoreline/cliff line assessments,
in-water tow dive assessments, and the hand capture of sea turtles.

Permit No. 1581 is issued to the NMFS Pacific Islands Fisheries Science Center (PIFSC,
expiring December 31, 2011). The purpose of PIFSC’s work is to continue long-term
monitoring of the status of green and hawksbill sea turtles in the Hawaiian Islands to determine
their abundance, size ranges, health/disease status, diving behavior, habitat use, foraging
ecology, local movements, and migration routes. Researchers annually capture up to 600 green
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and 10 hawksbill sea turtles by hand, scoop net, entanglement net, and bullpen net. All green sea
turtles are measured, weighed, passive integrated transponder tagged, and flipper tagged. A
subset of green sea turtles have their shell etched with an identification mark, be blood sampled,
tissue sampled, lavaged, and have an electronic tag attached to them. Hawksbill sea turtles are
measured, weighed, passive integrated transponder tagged, flipper tagged, blood sampled, and
tissue sampled.

NMEFS does not expect the combination of these activities to negatively affect sea turtle
populations. The objectives of the currently permitted activities differ from the proposed action.
The proposed action area is so large that it is unlikely that all these permitted actions will overlap
in space and time.

4.7.2 Other human activities

Within the action area the target sea turtles are adversely affected by human activities including
commercial and recreational fishing, and tourism and recreation (via harassment from human
approach and presence).

4.7.3 Summary of cumulative effects

It is likely that issuance of the proposed permit would have some cumulative adverse effects on
the target animals due to the disturbances associated with research activities. These adverse
effects would likely be additive to those resulting from disturbance under other permits, and to
disturbances related to other human activities in the action area. Some animals may be
acclimated to a certain level of human activity and may be able to tolerate disturbance associated
with these activities with little adverse impacts on population or species vital rates. However,
even animals acclimated to a certain level of disturbance may be adversely affected by additive
effects that exceed their tolerance threshold. Based on the review of past, present and future
actions that impact the target species, the incremental contribution of the short-lived impacts
associated with the proposed action is not anticipated to result in significant cumulative impacts
to the human environment.

Overall, the preferred alternative would not be expected to have more than short-term effects on
endangered and threatened sea turtles species. The impacts of the non-lethal research activities
are not expected to have more than short-term effects on individual sea turtles and any increase
in stress levels from the research would dissipate within approximately a day and injuries caused
by tagging and sampling are expected to heal. Even if an animal was exposed to additional
research effort (e.g., a week later), no significant cumulative effects of research would be
expected given the nature of the effects. NMFS does not expect the authorization of the
proposed research activities of the preferred alternative to appreciably reduce the species’
likelihood of survival and recovery in the wild because it would not likely adversely affect their
birth rates, death rates, or recruitment rates. In particular, NMFS does not expect the proposed
research activities to affect adult female turtles in a way that appreciably reduces the
reproductive success of adults, the survival of young, or the number of young that annually
recruit into the breeding populations of any of the target species.

The incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably
foreseeable future actions discussed here would not be significant at a population level. The data
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generated by the tagging, measuring, and sampling activities associated with the proposed action
would help determine the movement and habitat use of sea turtles found in the waters of the
action area. The research would provide information that would help manage, conserve, and
recover threatened and endangered species and would outweigh any adverse impacts that may
occur.

CHAPTER 5 LIST OF PREPARERS AND AGENCIES CONSULTED
Permits, Conservation, and Education Division, Office of Protected Resources, National Marine
Fisheries Service, Silver Spring, MD
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APPENDIX A: PERMIT CONDITIONS

In an effort to mitigate the effects of research the proposed permits would be conditioned with
the following requirements:
e Researchers must suspend activities in the event of a serious injury or mortality or if
the level of authorized take is exceeded.
e Researchers must submit annual reports each year the permit is valid and a final
report summarizing the research results.
e Researchers must notify the appropriate NMFS regional office at least two weeks
before beginning the field season. This is will help to coordinate the level of
research occurring in the action area.

The following conditions are specific to sea turtle permits and would accompany the general
conditions listed above:

e Tagging, measuring, and weighing instruments and equipment must be cleaned and
disinfected between animals.

e Researchers must use care when handling live animals to minimize any possible
injury, and appropriate resuscitation techniques must be used on any comatose turtle
prior to returning it to the water.

e During release, turtles must be lowered as close to the water’s surface as possible to
prevent potential injuries.

e NMEFS researchers must carefully observe newly released turtles and record
observations on the turtle’s apparent ability to swim and dive in a normal manner.

e Leatherbacks must only be boarded if they can be safely brought on board the
vessel. Leatherback turtles must be handled by at least two people, one on either
side of the turtle, and precautions must be taken to ensure that animals are supported
from underneath. Leatherback turtles must not be turned on their back. Extra care
must be exercised when handling, sampling and releasing leatherbacks.

e Total weight of transmitter attachments would not exceed 5% of the body mass of

the animal. Each attachment would be made so that there is no risk of entanglement.
New biopsy punch must be used on each animal.





APPENDIX B: PROPOSED ANNUAL TAKES UNDER PERMIT NO. 14381

Table 1. Hawaii Shallow-Set Loniline Fishei, Annualli*

Turtle, green sea Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag; Measure;
Adult Female Photograph/Video; Salvage
1 (carcass, tissue, parts); Sample,

tissue; Release

Turtle, leatherback Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag; Measure;
sea Adult Female Photograph/Video; Salvage
16 (carcass, tissue, parts); Sample,

tissue; Release

Turtle, loggerhead Subadult/ Male and Mark, flipper tag; Measure;
sea Adult Female Photograph/Video; Salvage
40 (carcass, tissue, parts); Sample,

tissue; Release

Turtle, loggerhead Subadult/ Male and Handle, instrument, epoxy
sea Adult Female attachment (e.g., satellite tag, VHF
6 tag); Mark, flipper tag; Measure;

Photograph/Video; Salvage
(carcass, tissue, parts); Sample,
tissue; Release

Turtle, olive ridley Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag; Measure;
sea Adult Female Photograph/Video; Salvage
4 (carcass, tissue, parts); Sample,

tissue; Release

*= Researchers may conduct research on up to this number of animals, but not to exceed the number authorized by the ITS of the
fishery biological opinion.





Table 2. Hawaii Deep-Set Longline Fishery, Annually*

Turtle, green sea Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag;
Adult Female Measure; Photograph/Video;
7 Salvage (carcass, tissue,

parts); Sample, tissue; Release

Turtle, leatherback Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag;
sea Adult Female Measure; Photograph/Video;
13 Salvage (carcass, tissue,

parts); Sample, tissue; Release

Turtle, loggerhead Subadult/ Male and Handle; Instrument, epoxy

sea Adult Female attachment (e.g., satellite tag,
VHF tag); Mark, flipper tag;
Measure; Photograph/Video;
Salvage (carcass, tissue,
parts); Sample, tissue; Release

Turtle, olive ridley Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag;

sea Adult Female Measure; Photograph/Video;
41 Salvage (carcass, tissue,
parts); Sample, tissue; Release

*= Researchers may conduct research on up to this number of animals, but not to exceed the number authorized by the ITS of the
fishery biological opinion.





Table 3. American Samoa Loniline Fishei, Annualli*

Turtle, green sea Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag; Measure;
Adult Female Photograph/Video; Salvage (carcass, tissue,

20 parts); Sample, tissue; Release

Turtle, leatherback | Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag; Measure;

sea Adult Female Photograph/Video; Salvage (carcass, tissue,
10 parts); Sample, tissue; Release

Turtle, loggerhead | Subadult/ Male and Mark, flipper tag; Measure; Photograph/Video;

sea Adult Female Salvage (carcass, tissue, parts); Sample, tissue;

Release

4

Turtle, loggerhead | Subadult/ Male and Handle; Instrument, epoxy attachment (e.g.,

sea Adult Female satellite tag, VHF tag); Mark, flipper tag;

Measure; Photograph/Video; Salvage (carcass,

6 tissue, parts); Sample, tissue; Release

Turtle, olive ridley | Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag; Measure;

sea Adult Female Photograph/Video; Salvage (carcass, tissue,
20 parts); Sample, tissue; Release

Turtle, hawkshill Subadult/ Male and Handle; Mark, flipper tag; Measure;

sea Adult Female Photograph/Video; Salvage (carcass, tissue,
10 parts); Sample, tissue; Release

*= Researchers may conduct research on up to this number of animals, but not to exceed the number authorized by the ITS of the fishery biological opinion.





Table 4. Salvage carcasses at sea during transit to fishing areas, Annuall

Turtle, unidentified | Subadult/ Male and Salvage, transport to Honolulu
Adult Female
25
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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
National Oceanic and Atmosphsric Administration
NATIONAL MARINE FISHERIES SERVICE

Silver Spring, MO 20810

Finding of No Significant Impact
Issuance of Scientific Research Permit No. 14381

Background
In May 2009, the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) received an application for

a permit (File No. 14381) from the NMFS Pacific Island Regional Office (PIR) to
conduct research on sea turtles in the waters off the Pacific Islands. In accordance with
the National Environmental Policy Act, NMFS has prepared an Environmental
Assessment (EA) analyzing the impacts on the human environment associated with
permit issuance. In addition, a Biological Opinion was issued under the Endangered
Species Act (February 2010) summarizing the results of an interagency consultation. The
analyses in the EA, as informed by the Biological Opinion, support the below findings
and determination.

Analysis
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Administrative Order 216-6 (May 20,

1999) contains criteria for determining the significance of the impacts of a proposed
action. In addition, the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations at 40
C.F.R. 1508.27 state that the significance of an action should be analyzed both in terms
of “context” and “intensity.” Each criterion listed below is relevant to making a finding
of no significant impact and has been considered individually, as well as in combination
with the others. The significance of this action is analyzed based on the NAO 216-6
criteria and CEQ’s context and intensity criteria. These include:

1) Can the proposed action reasonably be expected to cause substantial damage to the
ocean and coastal habitats and/or essential fish habitat (EFH) as defined under the
Magnuson-Stevens Act and identified in Fishery Management Plans?

The proposed action does not authorize the capture of sea turtles. The authorized
activities occur once the turtles are brought on board the vessel; therefore, the
proposed action does not include activities that will cause damage to the ocean
and coastal habitats or EFH.

2) Can the proposed action be expected to have a substantial impact on biodiversity
and/or ecosystem function within the affected area (e.g., benthic productivity,
predator-prey relationships, etc.)?

The proposed action will not have a substantial impact on biodiversity and/or
ecosystem function. As mentioned previously the proposed action will only affect
the target species after capture occurs. The sea turtles will be released alive,
benthic productivity will not be affected, and no sediment will be disrupted as a
result of the proposed activities.
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3) Can the proposed action reasonably be expected to have a substantial adverse impact
on public health or safety?

The proposed activities involve handling and transporting biological samples and
carcasses of incidentally caught turtles. Samples will be stored in sealed packets
and carcasses will be packaged in multiple bags and frozen to prevent the loss of
biological materials. Researchers will follow all safety protocols to ensure there
is no impact to public health or safety.

4) Can the proposed action reasonably be expected to adversely affect endangered or
threatened species, their critical habitat, marine mammals, or other non-target species?

The proposed action is not expected to adversely affect endangered or threatened
species, critical habitat, marine mammals, or non-target species. The proposed
action occurs once the turtles have been brought on board the vessel; therefore,
the action does not affect non-target species. The action will not take place in
critical habitat. Effects to the turtles will be short term lasting only hours. There
will be no significant adverse effects to individual turtles.

5) Are significant social or economic impacts interrelated with natural or physical
environmental effects?

There are no significant social or economic impacts related to the proposed
action.

6) Are the effects on the quality of the human environment likely to be highly
controversial?

The action is not likely to be controversial. The application was made available
for public comment and no comments were received. NMFS is not aware of any
controversy surrounding this permit application.

7) Can the proposed action reasonably be expected to result in substantial impacts to
unique areas, such as historic or cultural resources, park land, prime farmlands, wetlands,
wild and scenic rivers, essential fish habitat, or ecologically critical areas?

The proposed action begins after the turtles are brought onboard the research
vessel; therefore, NMFS PR determined the proposed action would not
significantly impact EFH since the sampling would not affect EFH or other
aspects of the environment. The research would not interact with any substrate.
Research would not affect the characteristics of unique or ecologically critical
areas.






8) Are the effects on the human environment likely to be highly uncertain or involve
unique or unknown risks?

The basic sampling of the proposed research is not new and has been used by
other researchers. NMFS believes that the effects on the human environment
would not be highly uncertain and the risks would be minimal and known.

9) Is the proposed action related to other actions with individually insignificant, but
cumulatively significant impacts?

It is not expected that the addition of the impacts of this permit to the existing
baseline would result in cumulatively significant impacts. The short-term stresses
(separately and cumulatively when added to other stresses the turtles face in the
environment) resulting from the research, sampling, and tagging activities would
be expected to be minimal. The permit would contain conditions to mitigate
adverse impacts to turtles from these activities.

10) Is the proposed action likely to adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures,
or objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places or
may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural or historical resources?

The proposed action would not take place in areas eligible for listing in the
National Register of Historic Places or areas of scientific, cultural, or historical
resources.

11) Can the proposed action reasonably be expected to result in the introduction or spread
of a non-indigenous species?

The action would not result in the introduction or spread of a non-indigenous
species. All sampling equipment would be cleaned and sterilized after each turtle.

12) Is the proposed action likely to establish a precedent for future actions with
significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration?

The decision to issue this permit would not be precedent setting and would not
affect any future decisions. Issuing a permit to a specific individual or
organization for a given activity does not in any way guarantee or imply that
NMFS will authorize other individuals or organizations to conduct the same or
similar activity, nor does it involve irreversible or irretrievable commitment of
resources.






13) Can the proposed action reasonably be expected'to threaten a violation of Federal,
State, or local law or requirements imposed for the protection of the environment?

The action would not result in any violation of Federal, State, or local laws for
environmental protection. The applicant is required to obtain the necessary
permits from state and local authorities.

14) Can the proposed action reasonably be expected to result in cumulative adverse
effects that could have a substantial effect on the target species or non-target species?

The action is not expected to result in cumulative adverse effects to the species
that are the subject of the proposed research. The proposed action would not be
expected to have more than short-term effects on sea turtles. No adverse effects
on other non-target ESA listed species are expected. The effects on non-target
non-ESA species were also considered and no substantial effects are expected, as
none would be affected. No cumulative adverse effects that could have a
substantial effect on any species would be expected.

DETERMINATION

In view of the information presented in this document, and the analyses contained in the
EA and Biological Opinion prepared for issuance of Permit No. 14381, it is hereby
determined that permit issuance will not significantly impact the quality of the human
environment. In addition, all beneficial and adverse impacts of the proposed action have
been addressed to reach the conclusion of no significant impacts. Accordingly,
preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement for this action is not necessary.
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