AZ Environmental Compliance Handbook


SPECIAL AQUATIC SITES

Documentation Guide

For AZ-CPA-52
BACKGROUND/POLICY

Special Aquatic Sites are those sites that are associated with the aquatic environment.  They are a subset of areas identified as “Waters of the United States”.  Activities that affect waters of the U.S. are regulated under the Clean Water Act (CWA).  Special Aquatic Sites are afforded  additional consideration under the 404 (b)(1) guidelines developed by EPA.  The guidelines are the environmental standards used by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to evaluate dredge and fill activities regulated under Section 404 of the CWA.  Under the 404(b)(1) guidelines, special aquatic sites are subject to greater protection than other waters of the U.S. because of their significant contribution to the overall environment. 

Special Aquatic Sites are either large or small areas possessing special ecological characteristics of productivity, habitat, wildlife protection or other important and easily disrupted ecological values.  These sites are generally recognized by EPA as significantly influencing or positively contributing to the general overall environmental health or vitality of the entire ecosystem of a region.

Special Aquatic Sites include fish and wildlife sanctuaries and refuges, wetlands, mud flats, vegetated shallows, coral reefs, and riffles and pool complexes.  Except for wetlands, which are described in the Documentation Guides on "Wetlands", each special aquatic site is described in the following paragraphs in accordance with guidance for Federal agencies published in the Federal Register (Dec. 24, 1980, Vol. 45, No. 249, p. 85346, -48, -52, -53).

Sanctuaries and Refuges for fish and wildlife are areas that are designated under State and Federal laws or local ordinances to be principally managed for the preservation and use of fish and wildlife resources.  Sanctuary and refuge area functions that warrant protection include breeding, spawning, migratory movements or other critical life requirements of the resident or transient fish and wildlife resources.  

Mud Flats are broad flat areas along the sea coasts, rivers or lakes, containing organic matter and particles smaller in size than sand.  Mud flats are un-vegetated or vegetated only by algal mats.  Mud-flat functions and values that warrant protection include water circulation patterns, periodic inundation patterns, considerations relating to optimal growth of aquatic species or chemical/biological processes concerning exchange rates, photosynthesis, respiration, decomposition, etc.

Vegetated Shallows are permanently inundated areas that under normal conditions support communities of rooted aquatic vegetation.  Vegetated shallow functions and values that warrant protection include nesting, spawning, nursery cover and forage areas for fish and wildlife.

Coral Reefs consist of the skeletal remains of invertebrate organisms that lived along marine shorelines. As the organisms grew, lived and died, their calcium or silicon structures allowed other coral organisms to grow on top of the old skeletons.  In this way coral reefs expanded within very restricted limits of light, salinity, aeration, nutrients, etc.  Functions and values that warrant protection are all the above aspects, since very slight changes in any of these conditions can cause drastic changes, if not the demise of the coral reef.

Riffle and Pool Complexes exist in steep gradient streams.  Riffles are places where water flows rapidly over the shallow, rocky streambed.  This creates a rough and turbulent flow that oxygenates the water and quickly distributes nutrients through the system.  Pools are defined by a deep hole in the streambed, slow stream velocity, and a smooth water surface.  Riffles and pools are significantly important habitat for fish and wildlife species along the stream.  Functions and values that warrant protection include maintaining the hydrologic regime and the riffle-to-pool ratio that is characteristic of that stream, minimizing sediment deposits, maintaining in-stream aeration, and stream characteristics that allow the stream to “treat” organic matter that enters the stream.
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