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Purpose and Scope 

In order to inform the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) Southeast Region’s consultation 
activities regarding the designated critical habitat for sea turtles, this document consolidates and 
interprets existing information available from a host of sources including, but not limited to, listing 
documents, recovery plans, previous consultations, and existing literature. This collection of 
information provides Section 7 assistance, and identifies early conservation/recovery concepts to be 
considered during consultation. The contents are intended to summarize best available information as 
well as facilitate integration of conservation/recovery considerations into our routine consultation 
practices. This document should be considered a job aid and used as general guidance only. 
 
Section 7 Considerations 

This section presents information to help familiarize you with the designated critical habitat to 
understand the essential features as they specifically relate to Section 7 actions. 
 
Critical Habitat 

Five of the six sea turtle species/Distinct Population Segments (DPS) found in the South Atlantic, Gulf of 
Mexico, and Caribbean have designated critical habitat: the Northwest Atlantic Distinct Population 
Segment (NWA DPS) of loggerhead sea turtles, the North Atlantic (NA) and South Atlantic (SA) DPSs of 
green sea turtles, hawksbill sea turtles, and leatherback sea turtles. Critical habitat has not been 
designated for the Kemp’s ridley sea turtle. Critical habitat for the NWA DPS of loggerhead sea turtles 
was designated in the South Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico in 2014 and defines essential features. As 
further described below, critical habitat for green (now split into NA and SA DPSs), hawksbill, and 
leatherback sea turtles was designated in specific areas of the Caribbean in 1998, prior to the 
requirement to define essential features. 
 

Loggerhead Sea Turtle NWA DPS 

 Critical habitat for the NWA DPS of the loggerhead sea turtle was designated in 2014 (79 FR 
39856, July 10, 2014). 

 Loggerhead marine critical habitat is designated in waters from North Carolina to Texas (Figure 

A1). 

 The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service issued a final rule for loggerhead critical habitat for terrestrial 
areas (approximately 685 miles of nesting beaches in NC, SC, GA, FL, AL, and MS) in a separate 
final rule (79 FR 39755; July 10, 2014). 

 As defined in the final rule, critical habitat does not include all areas subject to the Naval Air 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2014/07/10/2014-15748/endangered-and-threatened-species-critical-habitat-for-the-northwest-atlantic-ocean-loggerhead-sea
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2014/07/10/2014-15748/endangered-and-threatened-species-critical-habitat-for-the-northwest-atlantic-ocean-loggerhead-sea
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2014/07/10/2014-15725/endangered-and-threatened-wildlife-and-plants-designation-of-critical-habitat-for-the-northwest
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Station Key West Integrated Natural Resources Management Plan and all federally authorized 
or permitted manmade structures such as aids-to-navigation, boat ramps, platforms, docks, and 
pilings existing within the legal boundaries on August 11, 2014. 
 

NMFS final rule designated 38 marine areas (“units”) within portions of the northwestern Atlantic 
Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico as critical habitat. Each of these areas consists of one or a combination 
of the following habitat types: nearshore reproductive habitat (directly off high-density nesting 
beaches out to one mile [1.6 km]), wintering habitat, breeding habitat, constricted migratory corridors, 
and Sargassum habitat. We determined that these habitat types support key life history phases of the 
loggerhead sea turtle and are thus essential to the conservation of the species. To further define 
critical habitat, we identified the physical and biological features (PBFs) of each habitat type that are 
vital for the conservation of the species and the primary constituent elements (PCEs) (referred to as 
“essential features”) that support the PBFs (Table 1). 

Section 7 Considerations for Loggerhead Critical Habitat 

Biologists will need to consider 1) whether their project is located in loggerhead critical habitat and 2) 
if yes, whether the proposed activity has any elements that have the potential to affect one or more of 
the listed PBFs.  If the project is located in critical habitat and an essential feature/PCE may be affected, 
the biologist should (1) indicate which unit(s) and habitat types the project occurs in, (2) define the 
PBFs of that habitat type, (3) list the PCEs of that habitat type, and (4) identify the PCEs that may be 
affected by the project. For instance, projects proposed off a nesting beach must be carefully analyzed 
for potential impacts to the PBFs/PCEs of nearshore reproductive habitat by looking at project design, 
project timing, and project location. The biologist will need to evaluate measures to avoid or minimize 
effects to the PBFs. For example, will construction occur outside of nesting season? Will any structures 
placed in the water impede ingress and egress of hatchlings and/or breeding females from reaching 
the beach or swimming offshore? Please refer to the expedited template for additional guidance on 
structuring your analysis. 
 
Examples of Activities that May Pose “No Effect” to NWA DPS Loggerhead Sea Turtle Critical 

Habitat 

1. Nearshore reproductive habitat:  
PBF: The portion of the nearshore waters adjacent to nesting beaches that are used by hatchlings to 
egress to the open-water environment as well as by nesting females to transit between beach and open 
water during the nesting season. The following PCEs support this habitat: 
 
PCEs: 
1) nearshore waters directly off the highest density nesting beaches and their adjacent beaches, as 
identified in 50 CFR 17.95(c), to 1.6 km offshore; 
2) waters sufficiently free of obstructions or artificial lighting to allow transit through the surf zone and 
outward toward open water; and 
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3) waters with minimal man-made structures that could promote predators (i.e., nearshore predator 
concentration caused by submerged and emergent offshore structures), disrupt wave patterns 
necessary for orientation, and/or create excessive longshore currents (Table 1). 
 
We believe that there will be no effect to the PCEs of nearshore reproductive habitat of loggerhead 
critical habitat from any of the 10 categories of activities below, as long as the following bullets below 
are met: 
 

Categories of Activities 

1. Shoreline Stabilization 6. Boat Ramps 

2. Pile Supported Structures 7. Aquatic Habitat Enhancement, 
Establishment, and Restoration Activities 

3. Maintenance, Minor and Muck Dredging 8. Transmission and Utility Lines 

4. Water-Management Outfall structures 9. Marine Debris Removal 

5. Scientific Survey Devices 10. Temporary Platforms, Fill, and 
Cofferdams 

 

 Project design for shoreline stabilization, boat ramps, transmission/utility line, and temporary 
platforms, fill, and cofferdams will specify that activities will not occur on or near beaches used 
for sea turtle nesting; 

 The placement of ATONs will require only a single pile or anchor line, neither of which will be 
large enough in size to create obstructions, add lighting, aggregate predators, or disrupt wave 
patterns; 

 Dredging will not create long-term or permanent in-water obstructions, aggregate predators, or 
disrupt wave patterns. Additionally, all activities will be completed during daylight hours, 
avoiding lighting impacts. Please Note: Dredging, in this context, refers to Category 3 in the 
aforementioned list. Most dredging in loggerhead critical habitat will not be minor; it will likely 
be for the purposes of beach nourishment. Nevertheless, there may be a small number of 
projects that occur in loggerhead critical habitat that would be considered "minor" dredging. 
For these types of projects, please consider the factors listed in this bullet in making your 
determination(s). 

 Stormwater outfall structures will occur along the shoreline and will not create an obstruction 
to movement; temporary scientific survey devices will be small (average of 20 ft2) so they are 
not large enough to create an obstruction, and marine debris removal will not create new 
obstructions (rather, the activity will alleviate areas of current obstructions and hazards). None 
of these structures will be large enough or placed in such a way as to attract fish and larger 
predators that would increase predation or disrupt wave patterns. In addition, none of these 
structures will have lighting. 

 Artificial reef structures will not be placed in nearshore reproductive habitat (artificial reefs 
could result in an aggregation of predators). 

 
2. Winter Habitat: 
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PBF: Warm water habitat south of Cape Hatteras near the western edge of the Gulf Stream used by a 
high concentration of juveniles and adults during the winter months. 
 
PCEs: 
1) Water temperatures above 10° C from November through April; 
2) Continental shelf waters in proximity to the western boundary of the Gulf Stream; and 
3) Water depths between 20 and 100 m. 
 
Winter concentration habitat only occurs off the coast of North Carolina between Cape Hatteras and 
Cape Lookout. We do not believe the PCEs will be affected by activities of proposed projects. 
 
3. Concentrated breeding habitat: 

 
PBF: Sites with high densities of both male and female adult individuals during the breeding season 
(Table 1). 
 
PCEs: 
1) high densities of reproductive male and female loggerheads; 
2) proximity to primary Florida migratory corridor; and 
3) proximity to Florida nesting grounds. 
 
We believe that there will be no effect from any of the 10 categories of activities listed to any of the 
PCEs of concentrated breeding habitat of critical habitat of the NWA DPS of loggerhead. Any activities 
that will not result in the injury, death, or redistribution of loggerhead sea turtles will have no effect to 
the density of reproductive male and female loggerhead turtles. With respect to the nesting grounds, 
the only activities that could block access to nesting beaches are shoreline stabilization, boat ramps, 
and temporary platforms, fill, and cofferdams. However, if the project design for those specific 
activities precludes them from occurring on or near sea turtle nesting beaches, we believe that they 
will have no effect on Florida nesting grounds. 
 
4. Constricted migratory corridors: 

 
PBF: High-use migratory corridors that are constricted (limited in width) by land on one side and the 
edge of the continental shelf and Gulf Stream on the other side. 
 
PCEs:  
1) constricted continental shelf area relative to nearby continental shelf waters that concentrate 
migratory pathways; and 
2) passage conditions to allow for migration to and from nesting, breeding, and/or foraging areas. 
 
The constricted migratory corridor in Florida is approximately four miles wide at its narrowest point. 
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 Pile-supported structures and anchored buoys, scientific survey devices, artificial reefs, and 
utility and transmission lines may involve installation of structures within PCE 1. Since objects or 
structures deployed in these areas are spatially limited, we do not expect them to affect PCE 1. 

 Given the width of the corridor, artificial reefs placed in these areas would not restrict 
movement of turtles, as long as the project design states that new reef sections: 

o will be limited to one reef section measuring ¼- by ¼-nautical mile area (40 acres) in size 
with a distance of 500 feet between each section; 

o maintain enough space between the top of the structure and the water’s surface that 
they do not create navigational hazards, which will help ensure that the activities do not 
affect the passage conditions described above; 

o maintain a minimum vertical clearance of twice the height of the structure from the top 
of the deployed material relative to the MLW at all times. 
 

If project design meets these criteria, we believe that the categories of activities analyzed herein will 
have no effect on the constricted migratory corridor habitat type of the NWA DPS of loggerhead critical 
habitat. 
 
5. Sargassum habitat: 

 
PBF: Developmental and foraging habitat for young loggerheads where surface waters form 
accumulations of floating material, especially Sargassum. 
 
PCEs:  
1) convergence zones, surface-water downwelling areas, the margins of major boundary currents (Gulf 
Stream), and other locations where there are concentrated components of the Sargassum community in 
water temperatures suitable for the optimal growth of Sargassum and the inhabitance of loggerheads; 
2) Sargassum in concentrations that support adequate prey abundance and cover; 
3) available prey and other material associated with Sargassum habitat including, but not limited to, 
plants and cyanobacteria and animals native to the Sargassum community such as hydroids and 
copepods; and 
4) sufficient water depth and proximity to available currents to ensure offshore transport (out of the 
surf zone), and foraging and cover requirements by Sargassum for post-hatchling loggerheads, i.e. >10 
m depth. 
 
These floating algae mats on the ocean surface occur miles offshore. Activities that are spatially 
separated from the habitat will not affect Sargassum resources. 

 Placement of buoys, scientific devices, artificial reefs, and marine debris removal could occur in 
Sargassum habitat; however, none of these activities have the potential to affect PCEs 2 or 3. 
Buoys and scientific devices are too small to affect large areas of floating mats, and artificial 
reefs are located below the water surface. Vessel traffic through Sargassum areas that 
temporarily separate mats are not considered impacts to the habitat. 

 Marine debris is typically removed by manual means. Debris removal should not affect this 
habitat type as long as the project design requires: 
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o visual confirmation that the debris can be removed without causing further damage to 
aquatic resources; and 

o that the marine debris be lifted straight up rather than dragged, which will also prevent 
removal of Sargassum. 

 
If the activities are not large enough to affect ocean currents such as location of convergence zones, or 
the water depth or proximity to currents necessary for offshore transport to Sargassum beds for 
foraging and cover, then they would not affect this habitat type. 
 
Green Sea Turtle 

 Critical habitat for green sea turtles was designated in 1998 (63 FR 46693, September 2, 1998) 
to provide protection mainly for important developmental and resting habitats. This 
designation pre-dates the DPS listings, so it applies to both the North and South Atlantic DPSs. 

 Critical habitat for the green sea turtle is designated in the waters surrounding the island of 
Culebra, Puerto Rico, from the mean high water line seaward to three nautical miles (Figure 
A2). These waters include Culebra’s outlying keys including Cayo Norte, Cayo Ballena, Cayos 
Geniquí, Isla Culebrita, Arrecife Culebrita, Cayo de Luis Peña, Las Hermanas, El Mono, Cayo 
Lobo, Cayo Lobito, Cayo Botijuela, Alcarraza, Los Gemelos, and Piedra Steven. 

 Green sea turtles (both juvenile and adults) depend on seagrasses as the principal dietary 
component of foraging. In addition, coral reefs and other topographic features within the 
waters around Culebra Island and surrounding islands and cays provide green sea turtles shelter 
during interforaging periods (refuge from predators). 
 

Hawksbill Sea Turtle 

 Critical habitat for the hawksbill sea turtle was designated in 1998 (63 FR 46693, September 2, 
1998) to provide protection mainly for important developmental and resting habitats and 
proximity to nesting beaches. 

 Critical habitat for the hawksbill sea turtle is designated in the waters surrounding the islands of 
Mona and Monito, Puerto Rico, from the mean high water line seaward to three nautical miles 
(Figure A3). 

 Hawksbill sea turtles depend on sponges as their principal dietary component and rely on 
healthy coral reefs for foraging and shelter habitats. They also require access to and from 
nesting beaches on Mona. 

Leatherback Sea Turtle 

 Critical habitat for leatherback sea turtles in the Atlantic was designated in 1979 (44 FR 17710, 
March 23, 1979) to provide protection to habitat used for courting, breeding, and as access to 
and from nesting areas on Sandy Point Beach, St. Croix, USVI. 

 Critical habitat for the leatherback sea turtle is designated in the waters adjacent to Sandy Point 
on the southwest corner of St. Croix, USVI, and in waters from the 100-fathom curve shoreward 
to the level of mean high tide, with boundaries at 17°42′12”N and 64°50′00″W (Figure A4). 
 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/1998/09/02/98-23533/designated-critical-habitat-green-and-hawksbill-sea-turtles
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/1998/09/02/98-23533/designated-critical-habitat-green-and-hawksbill-sea-turtles
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/action/critical-habitat-designation-leatherback-sea-turtles-sandy-point-st-croix-us-virgin-islands
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Section 7 Considerations for Green, Hawksbill, and Leatherback Sea Turtle Critical Habitat 

Biologists will need to consider: 1) Is the project located in sea turtle critical habitat? 2) If so, then does 
the proposed activity have any elements that have the potential to affect one or more of the habitat 
functions? Biologists must also consider project impacts: look at project design, project timing, and 
project location. Evaluate measures to avoid or minimize effects of the proposed action (e.g., 
scheduling construction outside of nesting season; ensuring that any structures placed in the water will 
not impede ingress and egress of hatchlings and/or breeding females from reaching the beach or 
swimming offshore; etc.). 
 
Examples of Activities that May Pose “No Effect” to Green, Hawksbill, and Leatherback Sea 
Turtle Critical Habitat in the U.S. Caribbean (Note: The action agency must ensure there are no 
other components that could affect the habitat before making a no effect determination). 
 

 Activities limited to removal, repair, and replacement of existing structures, including shoreline 
stabilization projects, boat ramps, and transmission and utility lines and will not expand the 
footprint of the existing structures and/or will not affect access to nesting beaches. (Note: the 
action agency must verify that the structures will not create an obstruction that would prevent 
access to and from nesting areas). 

 If only ATONs will be placed near sea turtle nesting beaches (i.e., if no other pile-supported 
structures are proposed near sea turtle nesting beaches), the placement of ATONs is not 
expected to limit access to nesting beaches since ATONs are single, small structures either 
mounted on a pile or anchored with a buoy. 

 Though dredging may change the bottom contours of the area dredged, the removal of 
sediments does not create an obstruction to beach access. 

 We do not believe the temporary placement of scientific survey devices, which are small 
(estimated at 1-50 ft²); will create an obstruction to sea turtles accessing nesting beaches. 

 Marine debris removal only removes items that may have created an obstruction or blocked 
foraging or shelter access, and does not create any new obstacles. 

 Temporary cofferdams that do not occur on, or contiguous to, ocean beaches that may be used 
by nesting sea turtles, would not be expected to obstruct access to nesting beaches. 
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Table 1. Physical and Biological Features (PBFs) and Primary Constituent Elements (PCEs) of NWA DPS of Loggerhead Sea Turtle Critical Habitat 

Habitat Type Units State Physical And Biological 
Features 

Primary Constituent Elements 

Nearshore 
Reproductive 
Habitat 

LOGG-N-3 through 
N-6 

NC Portion of nearshore 
waters adjacent to 
nesting beaches that 
hatchlings use as egress 
to the open-water 
environment. Also used 
by nesting females to 
transit between beach 
and open water during 
the nesting season. 

1) Nearshore waters with direct proximity to nesting beaches that 
support critical aggregations of nesting turtles (e.g., highest density 
nesting beaches) to 1.6 kilometer (1 mile) offshore 

2) Waters sufficiently free of obstructions or artificial lighting to allow 
transit through the surf zone and outward toward open water 

3) Waters with minimal man-made structures that could promote 
predators (i.e., nearshore predator concentration caused by 
submerged and emergent offshore structures), disrupt wave 
patterns necessary for orientation, and/or create excessive 
longshore currents 

LOGG-N-7 through 
N-11 

SC 

LOGG-N-12 & N-13 GA 

LOGG-N-14 
through N-32 

FL 

LOGG-N-33 FL & AL 

LOGG-N-34 
through N-36 

AL & MS 

Winter 
Habitat 

LOGG-N-1 & N-2 NC 

Warm water habitat 
south of Cape Hatteras, 
near the western edge 
of the Gulf Stream, 
which supports 
meaningful aggregations 
of juveniles and adults 

1) Water temperatures above 10°C during the colder months of 
November through April 

2) Continental shelf waters in proximity to the western boundary of 
the Gulf Stream 

3) Water depths between 20-100 meters (m) 

Concentrated 
Breeding 
Habitat 

LOGG-N-17 & N-19 FL 

Sites that support 
meaningful aggregations 
of both male and female 
adult individuals 

1) Meaningful concentrations of reproductive male and female 
loggerheads 

2) Proximity to primary Florida migratory corridor 
3) Proximity to Florida nesting grounds 

Constricted 
Migratory 
Corridor 
Habitat 

LOGG-N-1 NC High-use migratory 
corridors that are 
constricted (limited in 
width) by land on one 
side and the edge of the 
continental shelf and 
Gulf Stream on the 
other side 

1) Constricted continental shelf area relative to nearby continental 
shelf waters that concentrate migratory pathways 

2) Passage conditions to allow for migration to and from nesting, 
breeding, and/or foraging areas 

 

 

 

 

LOGG-N-17 
through N-19 

FL 
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Habitat Type Units State Physical And Biological 
Features 

Primary Constituent Elements 

 

 

Sargassum 
Habitat 

LOGG-S-1 & S-2 

Atlantic 
Ocean & 
Gulf of 
Mexico 

Developmental and 
foraging habitat for 
young loggerheads 
where surface waters 
form accumulations of 
floating material, 
especially Sargassum 

1) Convergence zones, surface-water downwelling areas, and other 
locations where there are concentrated components of the 
Sargassum community in water temperatures suitable for optimal 
growth of Sargassum and inhabitance 

2) Sargassum in concentrations that support adequate prey 
abundance and cover 

3) Available prey and other material associated with Sargassum 
habitat such as, but not limited to, plants and cyanobacteria and 
animals endemic to the Sargassum community such as hydroids 
and copepods 

4) Sufficient water depth and proximity to available currents to 
ensure offshore transport, and foraging and cover requirements by 
Sargassum for post-hatchlings (i.e., >10 m depth to ensure not in 
surf zone) 
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Appendix A: Sea Turtle Critical Habitat Maps 

 

Figure A1. Loggerhead Sea Turtle Critical Habitat in the Southeastern U.S.1 

                                                 
1 https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/map/loggerhead-turtle-northwest-atlantic-ocean-dps-critical-habitat-map 
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Figure A2. Green Sea Turtle Critical Habitat 
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Figure A3. Hawksbill Sea Turtle Critical Habitat 
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Figure A4. Leatherback Sea Turtle Critical Habitat 

 


