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7.3 Habitat Areas of Particular Concern

EFH guidelines published in Federal regulations identify habitat areas of particular

concern as types or areas of habitat within EFH that are identified based on one or more

of the following considerations:

* The importance of the ecological function provided by the habitat.

* The extent to which the habitat is sensitive to human-induced environmental
degradation.

» Whether, and to what extent, development activities are or will be stressing the habitat

type.
* The rarity of the habitat type.

Based on these considerations, the Council has designated both areas and habitat types as
HAPCs. In some cases, HAPCs identified by means of specific habitat type may overlap
with the designation of a specific area. The HAPC designation covers the net area
identified by habitat type or area. Designating HAPCs facilitates the consultation process
described in Section 7.5 by identifying ecologically important, sensitive, stressed or rare
habitats that should be given particular attention when considering potential nonfishing
impacts. Their identification is the principal way in which the Council can address these
impacts.

HAPCs based on habitat type may vary in location and extent over time. For this reason,
the mapped extent of these areas offers only a first approximation of their location.
Defining criteria of habitat-type HAPCs are described below, which may be applied in
specific circumstances to determine whether a given area is designated as a groundfish
HAPC. HAPCs include all waters, substrates, and associated biological communities
falling within the area defined by the criteria below.

Figure 7.2 is a map showing the location of these HAPCs. For HAPCs defined by habitat
type, as opposed to discrete areas, this map offers a first approximation of their location
and extent. The precision of the underlying data used to create these maps, and the fact
that the extent of HAPCs defined by key benthic organisms (canopy kelp, seagrass) can
change along with changes in the distribution of these organisms, means that at fine
scales the map may not accurately represent their location and extent. Defining criteria
are provided in the following descriptions of HAPCs, which can be used in conjunction
with the map to determine if a specific location is within one of these HAPCs. The areas
of interest HAPCs and oil platform HAPCs are defined by discrete boundaries. The
coordinates defining these boundaries are listed in Appendix B.

7.3.1 Designated HAPC
Figure7-2 shows the location and extent of the HAPC described below.
7.3.1.1 Estuaries

Estuaries are protected nearshore areas such as bays, sounds, inlets, and river mouths,
influenced by ocean and freshwater. Because of tidal cycles and freshwater runoff,



salinity varies within estuaries and results in great diversity, offering freshwater, brackish
and marine habitats within close proximity (Haertel and Osterberg 1967). Estuaries tend
to be shallow, protected, nutrient rich, and are biologically productive, providing
important habitat for marine organisms, including groundfish.

Defining characteristics: The inland extent of the estuary HAPC is defined as MHHW, or
the upriver extent of saltwater intrusion, defined as upstream and landward to where
ocean-derived salts measure less than 0.5 ppt during the period of average annual low
flow. The seaward extent is an imaginary line closing the mouth of a river, bay, or sound;
and to the seaward limit of wetland emergents, shrubs, or trees occurring beyond the lines
closing rivers, bays, or sounds. This HAPC also includes those estuary-influenced
offshore areas of continuously diluted seawater. This definition is based on Cowardin, et
al. (1979)

7.3.1.2 Canopy Kelp

Of the habitats associated with the rocky substrate on the continental shelf, kelp forests
are of primary importance to the ecosystem and serve as important groundfish habitat.
Kelp forest communities are found relatively close to shore along the open coast. These
subtidal communities provide vertically-structured habitat throughout the water column:
a canopy of tangled blades from the surface to a depth of ten feet, a mid-water, stipe
region, and the holdfast region at the seafloor. Kelp stands provide nurseries, feeding
grounds, and shelter to a variety of groundfish species and their prey (Ebeling, et al.
1980; Feder, et al. 1974). Giant kelp communities are highly productive relative to other
habitats, including wetlands, shallow and deep sand bottoms, and rock-bottom artificial
reefs (Bond, et al. 1998). Their net primary production is an important component to the
energy flow within food webs. Foster and Schiel (1985) reported that the net primary
productivity of kelp beds may be the highest of any marine community. The net primary
production of seaweeds in a kelp forest is available to consumers as living tissue on
attached plants, as drift in the form of whole plants or detached pieces, and as dissolved
organic matter exuded by attached and drifting plants (Foster and Schiel 1985).

GIS data for the floating kelp species, Macrocystis spp. and Nereocystis sp., are available
from state agencies in Washington, Oregon, and California. These data have been
compiled into a comprehensive data layer delineating kelp beds along the West Coast.
The kelp source data were provided for each state by Washington Department of Natural
Resources, Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, and California Department of Fish
and Game. Source data were collected using a variety of remote sensing techniques,
including aerial photos and multispectral imagery. Because kelp abundance and
distribution is highly variable, these data do not necessarily represent current conditions.
However, data from multiple years were compiled together with the assumption that
these data would indicate areas where kelp has been known to occur. Washington State
has the most comprehensive database, covering ten years (1989-1992, 1994-2000) of
annual surveys of the Straits of Juan de Fuca and the Pacific Coast. Oregon conducted a
coastwide survey in 1990 and then surveyed select reefs off southern Oregon in 1996-



1999. A comprehensive kelp survey in California was performed in 1989 and additional
surveys of most of the coastline occurred in 1999 and 2002.

Defining characteristics: The canopy kelp HAPC includes those waters, substrate, and
other biogenic habitat associated with canopy-forming kelp species (e.g., Macrocystis
spp. and Nereocystis sp.).

7.3.1.3 Seagrass

Seagrass species found on the West Coast of the U.S. include eelgrass species (Zostera
spp.), widgeongrass (Ruppia maritima), and surfgrass (Phyllospadix spp.). These grasses
are vascular plants, not seaweeds, forming dense beds of leafy shoots year-round in the
lower intertidal and subtidal areas. Eelgrass is found on soft-bottom substrates in
intertidal and shallow subtidal areas of estuaries and occasionally in other nearshore
areas, such as the Channel Islands and Santa Barbara littoral. Surfgrass is found on hard-
bottom substrates along higher energy coasts. Studies have shown seagrass beds to be
among the areas of highest primary productivity in the world (Herke and Rogers 1993;
Hoss and Thayer 1993).

Despite their known ecological importance for many commercial species, seagrass beds
have not been as comprehensively mapped as kelp beds. Wyllie-Echeverria and
Ackerman (Wyllie-Echeverria and Ackerman) published a coastwide assessment of
seagrass that identifies sites known to support seagrass and estimates of seagrass bed
areas; however, their report does not compile existing GIS data. GIS data for seagrass
beds were located and compiled as part of the groundfish EFH assessment process.

Eelgrass mapping projects have been undertaken for many estuaries along the West
Coast. These mapping projects are generally done for a particular estuary, and many
different mapping methods and mapping scales have been used. Therefore, the data that
have been compiled for eelgrass beds are an incomplete view of eelgrass distribution
along the West Coast. Data depicting surfgrass distribution are very limited—the only
GIS data showing surfgrass are for the San Diego area.

Defining characteristics: The seagrass HAPC includes those waters, substrate, and other
biogenic features associated with eelgrass species (Zostera spp.), widgeongrass (Ruppia
maritima), or surfgrass (Phyllospadix spp.).1

7.3.1.4 Rocky Reefs

Rocky habitats are generally categorized as either nearshore or offshore in reference to
the proximity of the habitat to the coastline. Rocky habitat may be composed of bedrock,

1 The extent and effect of non-native species in seagrass HAPC, such as Zostera
japonica, may be considered in conservation recommendations NMFS makes to other
Federal and state agencies (See Section 7.5)



boulders, or smaller rocks, such as cobble and gravel. Hard substrates are one of the least
abundant benthic habitats, yet they are among the most important habitats for groundfish.

Defining characteristics: The rocky reefs HAPC includes those waters, substrates and
other biogenic features associated with hard substrate (bedrock, boulders, cobble, gravel,
etc.) to MHHW. A first approximation of its extent is provided by the substrate data in
the groundfish EFH assessment GIS. However, at finer scales, through direct observation,
it may be possible to further distinguish between hard and soft substrate in order to define
the extent of this HAPC.

7.3.1.5 Areas of Interest

Areas of interest are discrete areas that are of special interest due to their unique
geological and ecological characteristics. The following areas of interest are designated
HAPCs:

« Off of Washington: All waters and sea bottom in state waters shoreward from the three
nautical mile boundary of the territorial sea shoreward to MHHW.

» Off of Oregon: Daisy Bank/Nelson Island, Thompson Seamount, President Jackson
Seamount.

» Off of California: all seamounts, including Gumdrop Seamount, Pioneer Seamount,
Guide Seamount, Taney Seamount, Davidson Seamount, and San Juan Seamount;
Mendocino Ridge; Cordell Bank; Monterey Canyon; specific areas in the Federal
waters of the CINMS; specific areas of the Cowcod Conservation Area.

The Washington State waters HAPC encompasses a variety of habitats important to
groundfish, including other HAPCs such as rocky reef habitat supporting juvenile
rockfish (primarily north of Grays Harbor) and estuary areas supporting numerous
economically and ecologically important species, including juvenile lingcod and English
sole. Sandy substrates within state waters (primarily south of Grays Harbor) are
important habitat for juvenile flatfish. A large proportion of this area is also contained
within the Olympic Coast National Marine Sanctuary and three offshore national wildlife
refuges, which provide additional levels of protection to these sensitive nearshore coastal
areas.

Seamounts and canyons are prominent features in the coastal underwater landscape, and
may be important in rockfish management because “rockfish distributions closely match
the bathymetry of coastal waters” (Williams and Ralston 2002).

Seamounts rise steeply to heights of over 1,000 m from their base and are typically
formed of hard volcanic substrate. They are unique in that they tend to create complex
current patterns (Lavelle, et al. 2003; Mullineaux and Mills 1997) and have highly
localized species distributions (de Forges, et al. 2000). Seamounts have relatively high
biodiversity and up to a third of species occurring on these features may be endemic (de
Forges, et al. 2000). Because the faunal assemblages on these features are still poorly
studied, and species new to science are likely to be found, human activities affecting
these features need careful management. Currents generated by seamounts retain rockfish



larvae (Dower and Perry 2001; Mullineaux and Mills 1997) and zooplankton, a principal
food source for rockfish (Genin, et al. 1988; Haury, et al. 2000). Several species observed
on seamounts, such as deepsea corals, are particularly vulnerable to anthropogenic
impacts (Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary 2005).

Canyons are complex habitats that may provide a variety of ecological functions. Shelf-
edge canyons have enhanced biomass due to onshore transport and high concentrations of
zooplankton, a principal food source of juvenile and adult rockfish (Brodeur 2001).
Canyons may have hard and soft substrate and are high relief areas that can provide
refuge for fish, and localized populations of groundfish may take advantage of the
protection afforded by canyons and the structure-forming invertebrate megafauna that
grow there (Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary 2005). A canyon in the North
Pacific was observed to have dense aggregations of rockfish associated with sea whips
(Halipteris willemoesi), while damaged sea whip “forests” had far fewer rockfish
(Brodeur 2001).

Daisy Bank is a highly unique geological feature that occurs in Federal waters due west
of Newport, Oregon and appears to play a unique and potentially rare ecological role for
groundfish and large invertebrate sponge species. The bank was observed in 1990 to
support more than 6,000 juvenile rockfish per hectare; a number thirty times higher than
those observed on adjacent banks during the same study period. The same study also
indicated that Daisy Bank seems to support more and larger lingcod and large sponges
than other nearby banks (Mark Hixon, pers. comm., August 2004).

Discrete areas at Cordell Bank and the Channel Island National Marine Sanctuary, and
the Cowcod Conservation Areas, are designated HAPCs because they are afforded high
levels of protection through their inclusion in a National Marine Sanctuary and/or
designation as an ecologically important closed area (see Section 7.4). These designations
both reflect and enhance their value as groundfish habitat.

Defining characteristics: As noted above, the shoreward boundary of the Washington
State waters HAPC is defined by MHHW while the seaward boundary is the extent of the
three-mile territorial sea. The remaining area-based HAPCs are defined by their mapped
boundaries in the EFH assessment GIS. The coordinates defining these boundaries may
be found in Appendix B to this FMP.

7.3.2 Process for Modifying Existing or Designating New HAPCs

Recognizing that new scientific information could reveal other important habitat areas
that should be designated HAPCs or call into question the criteria for existing HAPCs,
the Council may designate a new HAPC or modify or eliminate an existing HAPC
through the process described below. This process allows organizations and individuals
to petition the Council at any time to consider a new designation, or modify or eliminate
an existing designation, and ensures, provided they submit the required information
described below, their proposal will be considered by the Council. The process includes



the following elements, which may be described in more detail in Council Operating
Procedures:

1. A petitioner submits a proposal to eliminate or modify an existing HAPC, or designate
a new HAPC, by letter to the Chairman and Executive Director of the Council.
Proposals must include a description of: (a) for a new HAPC, the location of the
HAPC, defined by specified geographic characteristics such as coordinates, depth
contours, or distinct biogeographic characteristics; (b) for a new HAPC, how the
HAPC meets the criteria specified in regulations at 50 CFR 600.815 (a)(8), or for
changes to an existing HAPC, how such a change would better meet these criteria;
and (c) a preliminary assessment of potential biological and socioeconomic
effects of the proposed change or new designation.

2. Council/NMFS staffs determine whether the proposal contains the mandatory
components outlined in step one. If this technical review determines that the
proposal is inadequate, staff return it to the petitioner for revision and
resubmission. If it is determined adequate, staff forward it to the Council for full
consideration over three Council meetings as described below.

3. At the first meeting, the Council establishes a timeline for consideration, including
merit review by the EFH OC and the SSC.

4. At the second meeting, the EFH OC and SSC provide their merit review to the
Council. Depending on the results of this review, the Council directs staff to begin
developing any documentation necessary for implementation. The proposal is also
be forwarded to other advisory bodies for additional review.

5. At the third meeting the Council receives advisory body reports, reviews implementing
documentation, and decides whether to approve an FMP amendment for
Secretarial review.
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Figure 7-2. Groundfish HAPC



