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Executive Summary 

The Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT), District Seven, conducted a Project Development 

and Environment (PD&E) Study to evaluate the need for capacity and operational improvements 

along 16.3 miles of Interstate 275 (I-275) (State Road (SR) 93) from south of 54th Avenue South to 

north of 4th Street North in Pinellas County, Florida.  

The objective of this PD&E Study was to assist the FDOT and the Federal Highway Administration 

(FHWA) in reaching a decision on the type, location, and conceptual design of the necessary 

improvements for I-275 to safely and efficiently accommodate future travel demand. This study 

documented the need for the improvements as well as the procedures utilized to develop and 

evaluate various improvements including elements such as proposed typical sections, special 

designation of travel lanes, preliminary horizontal alignments, and interchange enhancement 

alternatives. The anticipated social, physical, and natural environmental effects and costs of these 

improvements will be identified. The alternatives were evaluated and compared based on a variety 

of parameters utilizing a matrix format. This process identified the alternative that best balanced the 

benefits (such as improved traffic operations and safety) with the impacts (such as environmental 

effects and construction costs). 

The PD&E Study satisfied all applicable federal and state requirements, including the National 

Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), in order for this project to qualify for federal-aid funding of 

subsequent development phases (design, right of way acquisition, and construction). The project 

was evaluated through the FDOT’s Efficient Transportation Decision Making (ETDM) process. This 

project is designated as ETDM Project #12556. An ETDM Final Programming Screen Summary 

Report was published on July 26, 2013, containing comments from the Environmental Technical 

Advisory Team (ETAT) on the project’s effects on various natural, physical, and social resources. 

Based on the ETAT comments, the FHWA determined that this project qualified as a Type 2 

Categorical Exclusion.  

This Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) was prepared as a 

component of the PD&E Study. The WEBAR documents the proposed project’s wetlands and 

protected species involvement. Pursuant to Presidential Executive Order 11990 entitled Protection of 

Wetlands, (May 1977) the U.S. Department of Transportation (USDOT) has developed a policy, 

Preservation of the Nation’s Wetlands (USDOT Order 5660.1A), dated August 24, 1978, which 

requires all federally‐funded highway projects to protect wetlands to the fullest extent possible. In 

accordance with this policy, as well as Part 2, Chapter 18 ‐ Wetlands of the FDOT PD&E Manual, 

project alternatives were assessed to determine potential impacts to wetland and other surface 

waters associated with construction of each alternative. This report also documents existing wildlife 

resources and habitat types found within the project area for potential occurrences of federal‐ and 

state‐listed protected plant and animal species and their suitable habitat in accordance with Part 2, 

Chapter 27 ‐ Wildlife and Habitat Impacts of the FDOT PD&E Manual. Potential impacts to protected 

species and habitats that may support these species are also addressed in this report. 

An Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) Assessment is also included as part of this report in accordance 

with Part 2, Chapter 11 – Essential Fish Habitat of the FDOT PD&E Manual and the requirements of 

the Magnuson‐Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSFCMA) of1996. This 

assesses waters and substrate necessary to fish for spawning, breeding, feeding, and development 

to maturity. 
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Wetlands 

Wetland habitats were observed within the project corridor. Wetlands included both freshwater and 

saltwater systems, as well as freshwater and tidal surface waters. Forested and non-forested 

wetlands were present. Bald cypress was predominant in many forested areas; Carolina willow was 

observed in several non-forested wetlands. Mangroves were observed within surface waters at 

Weedon Island Preserve, abutting the bridge over Big Island Gap, and along the Howard Frankland 

Bridge Causeway. The project corridor adjacent to Old Tampa Bay is within the Pinellas County 

Aquatic Preserve, an Outstanding Florida Water. Bay waters adjacent to the Howard Frankland 

Bridge Causeway contained seagrass habitats of varying density, quality and composition. Impacts 

to wetlands and surface waters were estimated based on preliminary design alternatives and 

estimated work space to complete construction. The project would result in approximately 0.74 acres 

of impacts to freshwater wetlands, 0.89 acres of impact to mangrove habitat, and 0.74 acres of 

seagrass habitat. Mitigation would be required pursuant to S.373.4137 Florida Statutes (F.S.) Part 

IV, Chapter 373, F.S. and 33 U.S.C.s, 1344. 

Protected Species and Habitat 

The project corridor was evaluated for the presence of state and/or federally protected wildlife and 

habitat to support protected wildlife. Wildlife habitat observed along the project corridor included 

fragmented natural areas variously impacted by urban development, freshwater forest and 

mangrove habitat abutting established preserves, and estuarine habitats associated with Old Tampa 

Bay. Six listed fauna were observed during field surveys. In addition, 30 species were listed to occur 

or potentially occur within proximity to the project according to database reviews. Federally-protected 

species which occur or have the potential to occur within the project corridor include fish (Gulf 

sturgeon, small-toothed sawfish), reptiles (sea turtles and the eastern indigo snake), birds (wood 

stork and piping plover), and mammals (West Indian manatee). Two non-listed, federally protected 

avian species (bald eagle and osprey) may also utilize the project area. U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service (USFWS) designated critical habitat is not found within the project limits. State-protected 

species known to utilize or have the potential to utilize habitat within the project corridor include one 

species of fish, several reptiles/amphibians, and a variety of avian species. Neither federal- nor 

state-listed plant species were observed within the project corridor.  

Essential Fish Habitat 

Estuarine habitats exist within Old Tampa Bay and tidally-connected waters are adjacent to the I-275 

project. An Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) Assessment was prepared to evaluate how the proposed 

action would affect EFH. A freshwater, but tidally-connected canal was present along I-275 that 

connects Riviera Bay to Sawgrass Lake Park near Tinny Creek. Mangrove habitat was observed 

near Weedon Island Preserve, at Big Island Gap, and along the Howard Frankland Bridge 

Causeway. Hardened seawall and natural shoreline were present along the Howard Frankland 

Bridge Causeway and seagrass habitat was mapped within Old Tampa Bay.  

Tampa Bay contains EFH utilized by federally-managed species and their prey. The Preferred Build 

Alternative for Segment C would impact seagrass and mangrove habitats located adjacent to or 

within the Pinellas County Aquatic Preserve, an Outstanding Florida Water. Impacts to seagrass 

habitat would occur as a result of widening a portion of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway. 
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Impacts to both seagrass habitat and mangrove habitat would occur at Big Island Gap as a result of 

the necessary I-275 bridge widening. In addition, impacts to mangrove habitat would also occur at a 

canal near Weedon Island Preserve to accommodate highway widening. The project would result in 

approximately 0.89 acres of impact to mangrove habitat and 0.74 acres of seagrass habitat. Impacts 

will be evaluated during design and mitigation will be provided pursuant to S.373.4137 Florida 

Statutes (F.S.) Part IV, Chapter 373, F.S. and 33 U.S.C.s, 1344.  
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Project Description 

The Interstate 275 (I-275) (State Road (SR) 93) project corridor extends from south of 54th Avenue 

South to north of 4th Street North in Pinellas County, Florida, a distance of approximately 16.3 miles. 

The study map is shown on Figure 1-1 on the following page. To effectively describe and evaluate 

the unique transportation characteristics of the project, the study corridor is divided into three 

segments as listed below, and graphically displayed on Figure 1-1: 

• Segment A: From south of 54th Avenue South to I-175, a distance of 4.6 miles; 

• Segment B: From I-175 to south of Gandy Boulevard, a distance of 6.0 miles; and 

• Segment C: From south of Gandy Boulevard to north of 4th Street North, a distance of 5.7 

miles. 

The study corridor is contained within the townships, ranges, and sections listed in Table 1-1 (United 

States Geological Survey [USGS] Pass-A-Grille Beach, Fla. 1956; St. Petersburg, Fla. 1956; Safety 

Harbor, Fla. 1956). 

Table 1-1. Township, Range, and Section Coordinates  

 Township Range Sections 

32 South 16 East 2, 3, 10, and 11 

31 South 16 East 1, 2, 11, 12, 13, 24, 26, 27, 34, and 35 

30 South 16 East 6, 12, 13, 14, 23 through 26, 35, and 36 

With respect to the Project Development and Environment (PD&E) Study section of I-275 within 

Segments A and B, only lane continuity improvements were evaluated. Segment C is the focus of 

express or managed lane improvements. 

  



Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) 
I-275 PD&E Study 

   | 2 

Figure 1-1. Project Location Map  
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1.2 Project Background 

The Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) conducted this PD&E Study to evaluate the need 

for capacity and operational improvements along I‐275 from 54th Avenue South to north of 4th 

Street North in Pinellas County, a distance of approximately 16.3 miles. The objective of this PD&E 

Study was to provide documented environmental and engineering analyses to assist the FDOT and 

the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) in reaching a decision on the type, conceptual design 

and location of the necessary improvements within the I-275 PD&E Study limits. 

Several multimodal transportation planning studies for the I-275 PD&E Study Corridor within Pinellas 

County have been completed while others are presently underway. The findings from these studies 

are assisting the FDOT in identifying transportation improvements needed to adequately meet local 

and regional travel demands, as well as to support the development of the PD&E Study’s Preferred 

Alternative. The following sections describe the relevant multimodal planning studies prepared for 

the I-275 corridor in Pinellas County. 

1.2.1 Tampa Bay Express (TBX) Master Plan 

FDOT District Seven developed the TBX Master Plan that indicates on which interstate facilities, and 

specific freeway segments of these facilities, it would be cost feasible to implement express lanes. 

This Plan ensures that the impacts of implementing express lanes on the Tampa Bay interstate 

system would be evaluated on a system-wide basis in lieu of treating each corridor as its own stand-

alone project. The I-275 PD&E Study incorporates the TBX Master Plan improvements proposed for 

the I-275 study corridor as part of the Preferred Alternative along with the lane continuity 

improvements which would occur generally between 54th Avenue South to south of Gandy 

Boulevard. 

Realizing a potential shortfall in funding for implementation of the Plan’s ultimate capacity 

improvements planned for the Tampa Bay Region, the FDOT underwent an evaluation to identify a 

series of lower cost express lane projects that can be funded in the FDOT’s Five-Year Work 

Program. These initial projects could be built within a five-year or less time period and then later be 

incorporated into the Master Plan projects at minimal additional costs. The shorter-term, lower-cost 

improvements are considered the “Starter Projects.”  

Further information regarding the development of the Master Plan and its proposed projects are 

documented in the TBX Master Plan document. 

1.2.2 Pinellas Alternative Analysis (AA) 

In addition to addressing highway capacity deficiencies, this PD&E Study also considered 

multimodal accommodations envisioned for the I-275 study corridor and its regional connections to 

the rest of Tampa Bay. The Tampa Bay Area Regional Transportation Authority (TBARTA) adopted 

a Transportation Master Plan for Citrus, Hernando, Hillsborough, Manatee, Pasco, Pinellas, and 

Sarasota Counties in May 2009. While considering all modes of transportation, the TBARTA Master 

Plan focused on providing the framework for an integrated transit system to serve all parts of the 

region. In 2009, the Hillsborough, Pinellas, Pasco, and Hernando County Metropolitan Planning 

Organizations (MPOs) and Citrus County all adopted the TBARTA Mid Term (2035) Networks in 
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their 2035 Needs plans and included several key elements of the Master Plan in their 203540 Cost 

Affordable Long Range Transportation Plans (LRTPs). 

As a first step in moving toward implementation of this Plan, the Hillsborough Area Regional Transit 

Authority (HART) had undertaken an AA for a light rail transit corridor running from the University of 

South Florida, through downtown Tampa, to the Westshore area. This HART analysis included a 

service connection to a proposed High Speed Rail station in downtown Tampa. A second AA has 

been completed by the FDOT, TBARTA, the Pinellas County MPO and the Pinellas Suncoast Transit 

Authority (PSTA) for a premium transit corridor from downtown St. Petersburg, through the Pinellas 

Gateway area, to downtown Clearwater. In addition, the FDOT, local transit agencies, and MPOs 

have planned several Regional Transit Corridor Evaluations for other elements of the TBARTA 

Master Plan. 

The 2012 Pinellas AA evaluated transit options connecting major residential, employment and 

activity centers in Pinellas County to Hillsborough County via the Howard Frankland Bridge corridor. 

The study identified a 24-mile light rail Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA) for its ability to offer 

transportation options that are safe, sustainable, affordable, and efficient. Significant countywide 

local bus enhancements were recommended to support the LPA, nearly doubling the existing local 

bus service with portions being implemented before the light rail.  

A key element of the TBARTA Master Plan is to provide a transit linkage across Upper Tampa Bay 

linking Hillsborough and Pinellas Counties. Specifically, both the TBARTA Master Plan and the MPO 

LRTPs call for the linkage to be provided across the Howard Frankland Bridge (I‐275/SR 93) 

corridor. This linkage would run from Hillsborough County’s proposed Westshore Regional 

Multimodal Center (service connection to the proposed High Speed Rail Station in downtown 

Tampa) to Pinellas County’s proposed Gateway Station. These stations would not serve as termini, 

but would allow uninterrupted transit movements from the St. Petersburg and Clearwater areas 

across the Howard Frankland Bridge to and through Tampa’s Central Business District (CBD) and 

vice versa. However, for this linkage to be possible, the Howard Frankland Bridge corridor must be 

able to accommodate the appropriate transit provisions. The FDOT plans to replace the northbound 

Howard Frankland Bridge in the future since it is approaching the end of its useful service life. 

Therefore, the I-275 PD&E Study will provide recommended improvements that provide the transit 

accommodations envisioned by TBARTA and the needed highway improvements consistent with the 

planned northbound bridge replacement. 

1.2.3 Lane Continuity Study 

Completed in October 2008, the I-275 Lane Continuity Study evaluated operational improvements 

on I‐275 from the Sunshine Skyway Bridge North Toll Plaza to Gandy Boulevard in Pinellas County. 

The study documented existing and future operational and safety conditions within the corridor for 

the purposes of recommending possible improvements to alleviate identified deficiencies. The study 

addressed both short-term traffic operational type improvements and longer-term major geometric 

improvements. As a long range improvement, the study recommended providing lane improvements 

to achieve one additional continuous lane on I‐275 in each direction from 54th Avenue South to 

Gandy Boulevard.  

The I-275 Pinellas PD&E Study incorporated and updated the Lane Continuity Study 

recommendations. Currently, I‐275 from south of 54th Avenue South to 4th Street North has one 

continuous lane in the northbound direction and no continuous lanes in the southbound direction. 
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According to the previous Lane Continuity Study recommendations, proposed lane additions to I‐275 

are anticipated to provide three continuous lanes in the northbound direction and two continuous 

lanes in the southbound direction between 54th Avenue South and 4th Street North. These new lane 

connections will improve the safety for motorists traveling the I-275 corridor by substantially reducing 

the number of lane changes for both directions of travel. The study also recommended modifications 

to certain interchanges within the study limits, allowing for a more refined analysis of those locations.  

1.2.4 National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) Process 

The proposed project has been evaluated through the FDOT’s Efficient Transportation Decision 

Making (ETDM) process. Agency coordination for this project has been initiated as part of ETDM 

Project Number 12556. The FDOT received Location Design and Concept Acceptance (LDCA) from 

FHWA on July 15, 2016 for lane continuity improvements along I-275 from 54th Avenue South to 

south of Gandy Boulevard and express lane improvements related to the TBX Master Plan project 

along I-275 from south of Gandy Boulevard to north of 4th Street North. 

1.3 Existing Conditions 

I-275 is a limited access urban interstate highway facility that runs in a north and south direction 

through Pinellas County. The posted speed limit is 65 miles per hour (mph). Within the project limits, 

I-275 is comprised of a four-lane divided typical section with auxiliary lanes from south of 54th 

Avenue South to I-375. From I-375 to north of 4th Street North, I-275 is comprised of a six-lane 

divided typical section with auxiliary lanes.  

The existing roadway typical sections, as shown on Figure 1-2(a-f), are described as follows: 

• Segment A (from south of 54th Avenue South to I-175): consists of four 12-foot general purpose 

travel lanes, two 12-foot auxiliary travel lanes, 12-foot inside and outside shoulders (10-foot 

paved) and generally open drainage with a median width that varies from 64 to 212 feet; 

• Segment B (from I-175 to south of Gandy Boulevard): consists of six 12-foot general purpose 

travel lanes, two or four 12-foot auxiliary travel lanes, 12-foot inside and outside shoulders (10-

foot paved) and generally open drainage with a median width that varies from 64 to 204 feet; and 

• Segment C (from south of Gandy Boulevard to north of 4th Street North): There are four 

separate typical sections within Segment C (labeled separately as C1-C4). 

o C-1 (from south of Gandy Boulevard to Roosevelt Boulevard) consists of six 12-foot general 

purpose travel lanes, two or four 12-foot auxiliary travel lanes, 12-foot inside and outside 

shoulders (10-foot paved) and generally open drainage with a median width that varies from 

64 to 204 feet; 

o C-2 (from Roosevelt Boulevard to south of 9th Street North): consists of six 12-foot general 

purpose travel lanes, zero to four 12-foot auxiliary travel lanes, 12-foot inside and outside 

shoulders (10-foot paved) and generally open drainage with a median width of 40 feet; 

o C-3 (from south of 9th Street North to north of 4th Street North): consists of six 12-foot 

general purpose travel lanes, two to four 12-foot auxiliary travel lanes, 12-foot inside and 

outside shoulders (10-foot paved) with a 26-foot wide concrete median containing a two-foot 

traffic barrier used to separate northbound and southbound traffic on I-275; 
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o C-4 (from north of 4th Street North to 1.0 mile south of the Howard Frankland Bridge): the I-

275 causeway consists of six 12-foot general purpose travel lanes, two 12-foot auxiliary 

lanes, 10-foot paved inside and outside shoulders, and a 22-foot median. The face of the 

outside barrier mounted on the sea walls is approximately 40 feet from the travel lanes.  

No dedicated transit facilities, frontage roads or high-occupancy vehicle (HOV) lanes are currently 

provided within any of the I-275 mainline Segments. I-275 includes 15 interchanges within the 

project limits:  

1. 54th Avenue South;  9. 22nd Avenue North; 

2. 26th Avenue South;  10. 38th Avenue North; 

3. 22nd Avenue South;  11. 54th Avenue North;  

4. 31st Street South;  12. Gandy Boulevard;  

5. 28th Street South;  13. Roosevelt Boulevard/118th Avenue North 

6. I-175;  14. Ulmerton Road/9th Street North; and  

7. I-375;  15. 4th Street North. 

8. 5th Avenue North;   

Figure 1-2. Existing Typical Sections 

 

Figure 1-2a. Existing I-275 Mainline Typical Section from south of 54th Avenue South to I-175 
(Segment A) 

 

Figure 1-2b. Existing I-275 Mainline Typical Section from I-175 to south of Gandy Boulevard 
(Segment B) 
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Figure 1-2c. Existing I-275 Mainline Typical Section from south of Gandy Boulevard to 
Roosevelt Boulevard (Segment C-1) 

Figure 1-2d. Existing I-275 Mainline Typical Section from Roosevelt Boulevard to south of 9th 

Street North (Segment C-2) 

Figure 1-2e. Existing I-275 Mainline Typical Section from south of 9th Street North to south of 

4th Street North (Segment C-3) 
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Figure 1.2f. Existing I-275 Mainline Typical Section from south of 4th Street North to 1.0 mile 

south of Howard Frankland Bridge (Segment C-4) 

1.4 Project Purpose and Need 

The purpose of this project is to provide for operational and safety improvements that maximize 

capacity within the I-275 corridor, improve lane continuity and connect I-275 within Pinellas County 

to the future network of express lanes planned for the Tampa Bay Region. Improvements are 

needed within the I-275 corridor to help alleviate existing traffic congestion, enhance safety and 

better accommodate future travel demands associated with projected growth in employment and 

population. The addition of special use/express lanes is included in the FDOT’s Approved SIS 

Highway Component 2040 Cost Feasible Plan. 

In 2012, Annual Average Daily Traffic (AADT) volumes on I-275 ranged from a low of 82,000 

vehicles per day north of 54th Avenue South to a high of 142,500 vehicles per day north of 4th 

Street North. Under these existing traffic loadings, several sections along the I-275 mainline operate 

deficiently (Level of Service – LOS E) during both the morning and afternoon peak travel periods and 

does not meet the minimum LOS standard D for SIS highway facilities. Without improvements, the 

operating conditions along I-275 will continue to deteriorate, resulting in unacceptable levels of 

service throughout the entire study corridor. 

The following information supports the proposed project’s purpose and need: 

Safety/Crash Rate Issues 

Crash data from the Florida Department of Highway Safety and Motor Vehicles indicated there were 

2,082 crashes recorded in the project limits during the five year period of 2009 through 2013. There 

were a total of 976 injuries and 18 fatalities. The crash rates were higher than the average statewide 

crash rate for urban interstates within the vicinity of certain interchanges within the project limits, and 

along mainline sections between 22nd Avenue and 54th Avenue North. 

Safety within the project limits will be enhanced due to maximizing capacity that will be provided by 

the proposed lane continuity improvements on I-275. The lane continuity improvements will reduce 

driving decisions related to lane changes, thereby decreasing potential conflicts among vehicles. 



Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) 
I-275 PD&E Study 

   | 8B 

Lane Continuity Issues 

Currently, I-275 from south of 54th Avenue South to 4th Street North has one continuous lane in the 

northbound direction and no continuous lanes in the southbound direction. The proposed intermittent 

widening and restriping of existing lanes within I-275 Segments A and B comprise the lane continuity 

improvements that will form two continuous lanes on I-275 in each direction between 54th Avenue 

South and 4th Street North; thereby improving the safety of motorists by reducing driving decisions 

which relate to lane changes and the incidence of associated crashes. 

Managed/Special Use Lanes Intent 

I-275 Segment C is a component of the Tampa Bay Express (TBX) toll lanes. As part of the TBX 

Master Plan, one tolled lane is to be added to I-275 in each direction from Gandy Boulevard to 118th 

Avenue North. From 118th Avenue North to north of 4th Street North, two tolled lanes will be 

provided in each direction on I-275. Access will be provided between the tolled and non-tolled lanes 

near Gandy Boulevard, at 118th Avenue North, and between 4th Street North and the Howard 

Frankland Bridge. 

Proposed Improvements 

The proposed action involves the provision of capacity and operational improvements along 16.3 

miles of I-275 from south of 54th Avenue South to north of 4th Street North in Pinellas County, 

Florida. This evaluation considers the operational and highway safety benefits of implementing 

capacity improvements and compares them to the cost savings and minimization of adverse impacts 

associated with a No Build Alternative. The No Build and Build Alternatives are evaluated and 

compared based on a variety of parameters utilizing a matrix format. This process identifies the 

alternative that best balances the benefits (such as improved traffic operations and safety) with the 

impacts (such as environmental effects and construction costs). In addition to capacity and 

operational improvements, the proposed action also considers the multimodal transportation needs 

of the I-275 project corridor, specifically incorporation of a multimodal envelope as part of the 

proposed improvements in order to be consistent with the Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA) of the 

Pinellas Alternatives Analysis (AA). 

The Preferred Build Alternative consists of providing lane continuity improvements within Segments 

A and B (from south of 54th Avenue South to south of Gandy Boulevard), and express lane 

improvements in Segment C (from south of Gandy Boulevard to north of 4th Street North). The lane 

continuity improvements consists of intermittent widening and restriping of existing lanes on I-275 to 

form two continuous lanes in each direction. In Segment B, a 40-foot (ft) multimodal transportation 

envelope within the I-275 median is preserved for the future implementation of light rail transit use 

envisioned as part of the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) approved Pinellas AA. The express 

lanes proposed in Segment C are part of the Tampa Bay Express (TBX) Master Plan, which consists 

of an integrated system of express lanes identified for the Tampa Bay Region.  

The I-275 interchange modifications proposed within the project segments are as follows, these 

future interchange improvements will be further analyzed in appropriate interchange analysis 

documents: 

Segment A 

• 31st Street South – moving SB on ramp from a left hand merge to a right hand merge 
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Segment B 

• 5th Avenue North – SB off ramp contains a new auxiliary lane (connected with 22nd Avenue 

North) 

• 22nd Avenue North – SB on ramp contains a new auxiliary lane with connection to 5th 

Avenue North 

• 38th Avenue North – Additional lane on NB off ramp (from 1 to 2). 

Segment C 

• 118th Avenue – new GUL and SUL ramps 

• Roosevelt Boulevard – new GUL NB on ramp 

• MLK Boulevard – NB on ramp widening 

• Ulmerton Boulevard – NB on ramp widening 

• 4th Street North – NB on ramp and SB off-ramp widening 

The proposed express lane improvements initially considers (prior to the design year 2040) one 

express lane (EL) in each direction of I-275 from south of Gandy Boulevard to north of 4th Street 

North. This near-term express lanes project is known as the Starter Project. The longer-term Master 

Plan Project shall provide for one EL in each direction of I-275 from south of Gandy Boulevard to 

118th Avenue North/Roosevelt Boulevard and two ELs in each direction of I-275 from 118th Avenue 

North/Roosevelt Boulevard to north of 4th Street North. The separately prepared Final Preliminary 

Engineering Report (PER) documents the engineering and environmental analyses conducted to 

assess the environmental and sociocultural effects of implementing the No Build and Build 

Alternatives. 

1.5 Report Purpose 

This Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) is one of several documents 

that were prepared as part of the PD&E Study. The WEBAR documents the project’s wetlands and 

protected species involvement. Pursuant to the Presidential Executive Order 11990 entitled 

Protection of Wetlands (May 1977), the U.S. Department of Transportation (USDOT) developed a 

policy “Preservation of the Nation’s Wetlands” (USDOT Order 5660.1A) dated August 24, 1978. This 

policy requires that all federally-funded highway projects protect wetlands to the fullest extent 

possible. In accordance with said policy, and additionally with Part 2, Chapter 18 – Wetlands of the 

FDOT PD&E Manual (April 22, 2013), project alternatives were assessed (including one Build (three 

segments) and one No-Build) to evaluate potential impacts to wetlands and surface waters 

associated with each alternative.  

Additionally, this report evaluates the project corridor for the existence or potential occurrence of 

federal- and state-listed plants and animals, as well as the presence of habitat suitable for utilization 

by federal- and state-listed plants and animals, in accordance with Part 2, Chapter 17 - Wildlife and 

Habitat Impacts of the FDOT PD&E Manual (November 10, 1991). An Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) 

Assessment has been included as a component of this WEBAR in accordance with Part 2, Chapter 

11 – Essential Fish Habitat of the FDOT PD&E Manual (Nov. 26, 2007) and the requirements of 

the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSFCMA) of 1996.  
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2.0 Improvement Alternatives 

A Design Traffic Technical Memorandum (DTTM) was prepared as part of the PD&E Study to 

document the existing travel conditions along I-275, present traffic forecasts of the opening year 

(2020), interim year (2030) and design year (2040) travel demand along I-275 and the crossing 

corridors, and summarize level of service evaluations of improvement alternatives for the I-275 

mainline. The DTTM concluded that the proposed improvements should consist of providing lane 

continuity improvements only in Segment A (from south of 54th Avenue South to I-175), lane 

continuity improvements which are compatible with potential multimodal improvements in Segment B 

(from I-175 to south of Gandy Boulevard) and adding express lanes (ELs) to the existing general use 

lanes (GULs) in each direction of the I-275 mainline to form express lanes in study Segment C (from 

south of Gandy Boulevard to north of 4th Street North). For the express lane section, two ELs would 

be provided in each direction of the I-275 mainline to accommodate traffic volumes forecasted in the 

design year (2040) under the Master Plan scenario. Alternatively, one EL would be provided in each 

direction of the I-275 mainline under the Starter Project scenario, in order to cost effectively provide 

mobility options and preserve acceptable levels of service for the regional travelers prior to the 

design year. 

2.1 No-Build Alternative 

The No Build Alternative assumes that, with the exception of the improvements that are already 

planned and funded, the existing conditions would remain for I-275 within the project limits and only 

routine maintenance activities would occur until the design year 2040. The advantages to the No 

Build Alternative include no new costs for design and construction, no effects to existing land uses 

and natural resources and no disruption to the public during construction. However, the No Build 

Alternative would not address the project’s purpose and need and would result in increased 

congestion and user costs. The traffic analyses for this alternative indicates that by the year 2040 a 

significant portion of the I-275 mainline, merge/diverge areas and ramp termini intersections would 

operate below acceptable levels of service. 

2.2 Mainline Build Alternatives 

For the I-275 mainline, two build alternatives were developed and evaluated based on alternate 

typical sections. In Segments A and B, the build alternative consists of lane continuity improvements, 

while in Segment C express lanes are considered as the build alternative. The proposed lane 

continuity improvements in Segments A and B provide for intermittent widening and restriping of 

existing lanes on I-275 to form two continuous lanes in each direction. In Segment B, a 40-foot 

multimodal envelope is preserved for the future implementation of light rail transit within the I-275 

median as part of the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) approved Pinellas AA. 

As part of the Master Plan improvements in Segment C, a single express lane is to be added in the 

northbound direction of mainline I-275 north of Gandy Boulevard. A second express lane is added to 

the northbound I-275 mainline as a direct connection from the 118th Avenue North corridor. Only 

one access point, located between 4th Street North and the Howard Frankland Bridge, is provided 

for travel between ELs and GULs. In the southbound direction, two ELs on the I-275 mainline will 

originate from points north/east of the Howard Frankland Bridge, with one of the ELs terminating as 
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a direct connection to the 118th Avenue North corridor, and the second southbound I-275 mainline 

EL will transition back into the GULs south of Gandy Boulevard. Similar to the northbound direction, 

only one access point is to be located between the Howard Frankland Bridge and 4th Street North. 

The express lane typical section in Segment C generally consists of six GULs (three lanes in each 

direction) and four ELs (two in each direction). A marked four-foot buffer containing traffic delineators 

(i.e., vertical PVC flexible posts) separate the ELs and the GULs.  

The Starter Project improvements in Segment C consist of re-designating the existing auxiliary lanes 

on mainline I-275 to form a single express lane in each direction from south of the Roosevelt 

Boulevard corridor to the Howard Frankland Bridge. Access to the EL from the GULs is provided at 

three locations along the northbound I-275 mainline: 1) between Gandy Boulevard and Roosevelt 

Boulevard, 2) a direct connection from the 118th Avenue North corridor, and 3) between 4th Street 

North and the Howard Frankland Bridge. In the southbound direction of mainline I-275, the single 

express lane originating from points north/east of the Howard Frankland Bridge will terminate south 

of Gandy Boulevard. Access from the EL to the GULs is provided at three locations along the 

southbound I-275 mainline: 1) between the Howard Frankland Bridge and 4th Street North, 2) a 

direction connection to the 118th Avenue North corridor, and 3) between Gandy Boulevard and 54th 

Avenue North. 

The widening of I-275, under both lane continuity and Starter and Master Plan express lane mainline 

alternatives, can be constructed within the existing right of way. Additional right of way may be 

required, however, for stormwater management facilities and floodplain compensation sites. 

A detailed description of each mainline alternative is provided in the following pages, and a graphical 

depiction of the conceptual design layout of the proposed build alternative is provided in Appendix 

A. 

2.2.1 Mainline Build Alternative – Segment A 

Mainline Build Alternative – Segment A, proposed lane continuity improvements mainly consists of 

providing intermittent widening that varies between 0 and 12 ft and restriping of the existing four-lane 

typical section with auxiliary lanes. The proposed I-275 mainline build alternative typical section in 

Segment A is shown on Figure 2-1. As seen in this graphic, widening of I-275 is only proposed to 

the outside in the southbound direction. 

 

Figure 2-1. I-275 Mainline Build Alternative Typical Section from south of 54th Avenue I-
175 (Segment A) 
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2.2.2 Mainline Build Alternative – Segment B 

Mainline Build Alternative – Segment B, proposed lane continuity improvements mainly consists of 

providing intermittent widening that varies between 0 and 24 ft and restriping of  the existing six-lane 

typical section with auxiliary lanes. As previously mentioned in Section 2.2, lane continuity 

improvements and accommodations for future light rail transit within the I-275 median as planned in 

the Pinellas Alternatives Analysis are provided. The proposed I-275 mainline build alternative typical 

section in Segment B is shown on Figure 2-2. 

 

Figure 2-2. I-275 Mainline Build Alternative Typical Section from I-175 to south of Gandy 
Boulevard (Segment B) 

2.2.3 Mainline Build Alternative – Segment C 

Mainline Build Alternative – Segment C, proposed widening of I-275 consists of the addition of 

express lanes to form the Master Plan and Starter projects. The proposed I-275 mainline build 

alternative typical sections in Segment C are shown Figure 2-3(a-d) and Figure 2-4(a-d) for the 

Master and Starter projects, respectively. 

2.2.3.1 Proposed Master Plan Improvements 

The Master Plan proposes to widen the existing I-275 mainline towards the median in order to 

accommodate one EL in each direction from south of Gandy Boulevard to 118th Avenue North (see 

Figure 2-3a for a graphical depiction of the proposed typical section). The proposed ELs are to be 

separated from the GULS by a four-foot painted buffer that is to contain traffic delineators. Direct 

connections from the 118th Avenue North/Gateway corridor to I-275 are provided via new flyover 

ramps that enter and exit I-275 from the median. Figure 2-3b illustrates the use of Mechanically 

Stabilized Earth (MSE) wall to transition 118th Avenue North flyover ramps to the at-grade I-275 

mainline. From 118th Avenue North to 1.0 mile south of the Howard Frankland Bridge, two express 

lanes are provided in each direction of travel along I-275 (see Figure 2-3c and Figure 2-4d). In 

order to accommodate the proposed express lanes, the existing I-275 causeway extending into 

Tampa Bay will need to be widened and the existing sea wall replaced.  
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Figure 2-3. I-275 Mainline Build Alternative Typical Sections – Master Plan Project 

 

Figure 2-3a. I-275 Mainline Master Plan Build Alternative Typical Section from south of Gandy 
Boulevard to Roosevelt Boulevard (Segment C-MP1) 

 

Figure 2-3b. I-275 Mainline Master Plan Build Alternative Typical Section from Roosevelt 
Boulevard to south of 9th Street North (Segment C-MP2) 

 

Figure 2-3c. I-275 Mainline Master Plan Build Alternative Typical Section from south of 9th 
Street North to north of 4th Street North (Segment C-MP3) 



Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) 
I-275 PD&E Study 

   | 14 

 

Figure 2-3d. I-275 Mainline Master Plan Build Alternative Typical Section from north of 4th 
Street North to 1.0 mile south of the Howard Frankland Bridge (Segment C-MP4) 

2.2.3.2 Proposed Starter Project Improvements 

The Starter Project improvements are similar to those of the Master Plan, with the exception that 

instead of two express lanes proposed in each direction of I-275 under the Master Plan Project, only 

one lane is provided in each direction of I-275. The southern termini of the Starter Project express 

lane improvements consist of a lane addition north of Gandy Boulevard, and in the southbound 

direction the proposed inside (i.e., towards the median) express lane transitions back into the 

existing southbound I-275 typical section south of Gandy Boulevard.  

The Starter Plan proposes to widen the existing I-275 mainline towards the median in order to 

accommodate one EL in each direction from south of Gandy Boulevard to 118th Avenue North (see 

Figure 2-4a for a graphical depiction of the proposed typical section). As illustrated on Figure 2-4b, 

an MSE wall is utilized in the design of the direct connection to transition 118th Avenue flyover 

ramps into the at-grade I-275 mainline just south of 9th Street North. The remaining limits of the 

Starter Project, from north of 9th Street to 1.0 mile south of the Howard Frankland Bridge, involve 

outside widening and re-designating the existing auxiliary lane on I-275 to form an express lane to 

the inside. As shown on Figure 2-4c and Figure 2-4d, no additional travel lanes above-and-beyond 

the number of existing travel lanes are added under the Starter Project north of 9th Street North. 

Figure 2-4. I-275 Mainline Build Alternative Typical Sections – Starter Project 

 

Figure 2-4a. I-275 Mainline Starter Project Build Alternative Typical Section from south 
of Gandy Boulevard to Roosevelt Boulevard (Segment C-SP1) 
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Figure 2-4b. I-275 Mainline Starter Project Build Alternative Typical Section from 
Roosevelt Boulevard to south of 9th Street North (Segment C-SP2) 

 

Figure 2-4c. I-275 Mainline Starter Project Build Alternative Typical Section from south 
of 9th Street North to north of 4th Street North (Segment C-SP3) 

 

Figure 2.4d. I-275 Mainline Starter Project Build Alternative Typical Section from north 

of 4th Street North to 1.0 mile south of the Howard Frankland Bridge (Segment C-SP4) 
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3.0 Existing Environmental Conditions 

3.1 Existing Land Use 

Land along the I-275 project corridor was evaluated in accordance with the Florida Land Use, Cover 

and Forms Classification System (FLUCFCS) developed by the Florida Department of 

Transportation (FDOT, 1999/2000) and combined desktop analysis using the Southwest Florida 

Water Management District (SWFWMD) Land Use Land Cover (LULC) GIS mapping (2011), 

SWFWMD Seagrass Survey Data (2010), Pinellas County Aerial Images (2010), U.S. Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) soils data for Pinellas County 

(2006), National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) data, and site-specific habitat and species data collected 

during field evaluations conducted during June 2014. Figures 3-1, 3-2, 3-3, and 3-4 include land use 

maps (north to south) representative of the project corridor. 

According to the SWFWMD LULC mapping, the I-275 corridor is predominantly an active 

transportation corridor (FLUCFCS, 8100), which has been variously impacted by roadway 

construction and grading, infrastructure, stormwater conveyance swales, dry and wet detention 

ponds, maintenance activities, and nuisance and exotic vegetation. The predominant vegetation 

within actively-maintained portions of the ROW included grasses and other low-cut herbs. 

Landscaping was present within the medians, right-of-way margins and interchanges and many 

roadside ditches contained ruderal and hydric vegetation.  

Along the southern two-thirds of the project corridor, beginning north of Maximo Canal, the highway 

was surrounded nearly entirely by urban development including high density (FLUCFCS, 1300) and 

low density residential (FLUCFCS, 1100), commercial (FLUCFCS, 1400) and industrial services 

(FLUCFCS, 1500), institutional facilities (FLUCFCS, 1700), recreational facilities (FLUCFCS, 1800), 

and utilities (FLUCFCS, 8300) with occasional, disconnected patches of open land (FLUCFCS, 

1900) and forested lots (FLUCFCS, 4340). Forested wetland fragments (FLUCFCS, 6210) generally 

¼ acre or less in size were present north of 54th Avenue South, and a drainage canal was present 

near 26th Avenue South (FLUCFCS, 5100). Boyd Hill Nature Park is east of I-275, and south of 26th 

Avenue South, and the Pinellas Trail crosses I-275 north of I-175 at 2nd Avenue South. 

Along the northern third of the project corridor, beginning near the southern edge of Sawgrass Lake 

Park, land use was more variable and open land more common, although high density residential, 

commercial, and industrial services were still present. Land along Sawgrass Lake Park abutting the 

I-275 corridor included hardwood conifer mix (FLUCFCS, 4340), cypress (FLUCFCS, 621), stream 

and lake swamps (FLUCFCS, 6150), and freshwater marsh (FLUCFCS, 6410). Open water 

reservoirs (FLUCFCS, 5300) were present along this stretch of highway and roadside ditches and 

canals (FLUCFCS, 5100) were common. One large canal/ditch beneath I-275 connects Sawgrass 

Lake Park (FLUCFCS 4340, 6150, 6440) to Riviera Bay near Tinny Creek south of Gandy 

Boulevard. Numerous parcels of open urban land (FLUCFCS, 1900) were also present including 

large tracks designated as utilities (FLUCFCS, 8300) and others abutting wetland habitats.  

Estuarine habitats were increasingly common north of Gandy Boulevard with wetland forested mix 

(FLUCFCS, 6300) transitioning to saltwater marsh (FLUCFCS, 6420) and mangrove swamp 

(FLUCFCS, 6120). Much of the undeveloped land north of Gandy Boulevard to south of Big Island 

Gap Bridge (south of 4th Street North), is designated as Weedon Island Preserve (FLUCFCS 

4260/6120). I-275 crosses the tidal waters of Old Tampa Bay (FLUCFCS, 5400) at the Big Island 
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Gap Bridge. From this point north, the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway was flanked by shallow 

drainage swales, landscaped coastal scrub (FLUCFCS, 3220), salt marsh and mangrove fringe. The 

final approximate half-mile of the project corridor included seawall with riprap stabilization waterward 

of the structure. An inventory of existing land use classifications within approximately 200 feet of the 

project centerline is provided in Table 3-1. 

Table 3-1. Existing Land Use / Land Cover (FLUCFCS) within the Project Area 

FLUCFCS Code Description 

100 ▪ Urban & Built Up 

1100 Low Density Residential 

1300 High Density Residential  

1400 Commercial 

1500 Industrial Services 

1700 Institutional Facilities 

1800 Recreational 

1900 Open Urban Land 

200 ▪ Agricultural NA  

300 ▪ Rangeland 3220 Coastal Scrub 

400 ▪ Upland Forest 
4260 Tropical Hardwoods/Maritime Hammock 

4340 Hardwood Conifer Mix 

500 ▪ Water 

5100 Streams & Waterways 

5300 Reservoirs 

5400 Bays & Estuaries 

600 ▪ Wetlands 

6120 Mangrove Swamps 

6150 Stream & Lake Swamps (Bottomland) 

6210 Cypress 

6300 Wetland Forested Mix 

6410 Freshwater Marshes 

6420 Saltwater Marshes 

6430 Wet Prairies 

6440 Emergent Aquatic Vegetation 

700 ▪ Barren Land NA  

800 ▪ Transportation, Communication, Utilities 
8100 Transportation 

8300 Utilities 
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Figure 3-1. Existing Land Use Map 
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Figure 3-2. Existing Land Use Map 
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Figure 3-3. Existing Land Use Map 
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Figure 3-4. Existing Land Use Map  
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3.1.1 Methodology 

Land use and habitat within and immediately adjacent the project corridor was evaluated during a 

desktop analysis using the resources stated above. Subsequent to the desktop analysis, field 

reconnaissance was conducted June 4, 2014 to verify and map all land use and natural habitats. 

Seagrass surveys were performed June 17, 2014. Wetland and surface water features, as well as 

the extent and density of seagrass habitats adjacent to the Howard Frankland Causeway, were 

subsequently mapped (1”=50”) by ground-truthing 2010 aerial images. All habitats within the corridor 

were categorized using the most representative FLUCFCS designations and were evaluated 

consistent with Cowardin’s Classification of Wetlands and Deepwater Habitats of the United States 

(1979). Both freshwater and saltwater wetlands were observed. Detailed descriptions of the habitats 

observed are included below. Seagrass and Essential Fish Habitat are discussed in Section 6.0.  

3.2 Soils 

According to the USDA NRCS Soil Survey of Pinellas County (2006), the predominant soil types 

along the project corridor are associated with urban fill. Areas of hydric soils are present but 

uncommon. Table 3-2 provides details regarding the soils mapped along this corridor. Figure 3-5 

depicts soils by hydric ranking along the project corridor.  
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Table 3-2. Project Soils 

# Name Hydric Landscape Depth to SHW Table Drainage Class 

2 
Adamsville Soils & Urban 
Land, 0 to 5% Slope 

NO 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

At a depth of 2 to 3 ½ft 
June-November 

Somewhat Poorly 
Drained 

4 
Astatula Soils & Urban 
Land, 0 to 5% Slope 

NO 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

More than 6 feet 
Excessively 
Drained 

6 
Basinger Soils & Urban 
Land 

Unranked 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

At surface to a depth of 1ft 
June-February 

Poorly Drained 

7 
Basinger Fine Sand, 
Depressional 

YES 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

From 2ft above surface to a 
depth of 1ft June-February 

Very Poorly 
Drained 

11 
Felda Soils and Urban 
Land 

YES 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

From surface to a depth of 
1ft June-March 

Poorly Drained 

12 
Felda Fine Sand, 
Depressional 

YES 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

From 2ft above surface to a 
depth of 1ft June-December 

Very Poorly 
Drained 

13 
Immokalee Soils & Urban 
Land 

NO 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

At depth of ½ to 1 ½ft 
June-November 

Poorly Drained 

14 
Kesson Fine Sand, Very 
Frequently Flooded 

YES 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

From surface to a depth of 
½ft January-December 

Very Poorly 
Drained 

16 
Matlacha & St. Augustine 
Soils & Urban Land 

Unranked 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

At a depth of 1 ½ to 3ft  
June-October 

Somewhat Poorly 
Drained 

17 
Myakka Soils & Urban 
Land 

NO 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

At a depth of ½ to 1 ½ft 
June-November 

Poorly Drained 

18 Okeechobee Muck YES 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

From 2ft above surface to a 
depth of 1ft June-April 

Very Poorly 
Drained 

22 
Pineda Soils & Urban 
Land 

Unranked 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

From surface to a depth of 
1ft June-October 

Poorly Drained 

23 
Pinellas Soils & Urban 
Land 

NO 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

At depth of ½ to 1 ½ft 
June-October 

Poorly Drained 

26 
Pomello Soils & Urban 
Land, 0 to 5% Slope 

Unranked 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

At a depth of 2 ½ to 3 ½ft 
June-November 

Somewhat poorly 
drained or 
moderately well 
drained 

29 
Tavares soils & Urban 
Land, 0 to 5% Slope 

NO 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

At a depth of 3 ½ to 6ft 
June-December 

Moderately Well 
Drained 

30 Urban Land Unranked 
Lower 
Coastal Plain 

Urban land with soil surface mostly covered with 
impervious development. 
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Figure 3-5. Soils Map  
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3.3 Natural and Biological Communities 

Subsequent to the land use review, natural upland and wetland communities were evaluated in the 

field to characterize habitat types. Both upland and wetland habitats were observed within and 

adjacent to the project corridor; however all habitats have variously been affected by proximity to 

existing transportation infrastructure.  

Habitats varied in type and quality along the project corridor. The southern two-thirds of the project 

were densely developed with minimal natural habitat. Some habitat fragments, forested wetlands, 

forested lots, and open fields were observed adjacent to and within the project corridor, and 

landscaped areas existed within medians and interchanges. Most areas were low to moderate 

quality. Natural areas along the northern portion of the project corridor were more common and 

included forested uplands and wetland habitats, open lands, public conservation areas, and tidal 

habitats within and/or abutting the project corridor. Most of the habitats in this area were considered 

moderate quality. The northernmost extent of the project contained causeway, which extended over 

Old Tampa Bay. Coastal uplands, mangrove forest and beach were present along both sides of the 

causeway northward to the causeway transition to seawall. Seagrass habitat of varying quality was 

present waterward of both the natural and hardened sections of causeway. Seagrass habitat (i.e. 

“continuous” and “discontinuous – patchy”) was mapped by SWFWMD (2010) and evaluated by 

FDOT staff and HDR biologists June 17, 2014. Seagrass habitat is discussed in Section 6.0.  

Field evaluations occurred within all habitat types along the project corridor to verify the extent of 

each habitat and to determine the presence or potential for occurrence of state or federally protected 

species (i.e. threatened, endangered, or state species of special concern). State and federally 

protected species are discussed in Section 5.0.  

3.3.1 Upland Habitats and Recreational Lands 

The majority of the project uplands contained urban development including high density and low 

density residential, commercial and industrial services, and institutional facilities. The most common 

undeveloped upland habitat within the project right-of-way was open land. These areas included 

mowed grasses within the median and along the outer limits of the right-of-way, and landscaped 

areas within medians and interchanges. Several undeveloped upland lots were also adjacent to the 

project corridor. These included disconnected patches of open land and forested lots, uplands 

associated with Sawgrass Lake Park, large tracks of land designated for utility services, and 

restoration lands abutting wetland habitats such as those along Weedon Island Preserve.  

Recreational lands proximal to the project corridor included Loggerhead Marina near Maximo Canal; 

Boyd Hill Nature Park east of I-275 and south of 26th Avenue South; the Pinellas Trail at I-275 north 

of I-175 at 2nd Avenue South; community park facilities (e.g. Wildwood Recreation Center), private 

recreational facilities, public school playgrounds, Sawgrass Lake Park (including a network of 

recreational trails) south of Gandy Boulevard, and Weedon Island Preserve paddling trails between 

Roosevelt Boulevard and Big Island Gap. No state or federally protect species were observed during 

field evaluations in any uplands or recreational areas. 
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3.3.2 Wetlands and Surface Water Habitats 

Wetlands and surface waters were present along the project corridor including both freshwater and 

saltwater systems and specifically freshwater palustrine, riverine, and estuarine wetlands, as well as 

freshwater and tidal surface waters.  

3.3.2.1 Surface waters 

The majority of surface waters were associated with roadside ditches (FLUCFCS, 5100), as well as 

stormwater management areas and drainage features within highway interchanges. Planted cypress 

(Taxodium distichum) was observed in some surface waters. Some surface waters were hydric-cut, 

although most were associated with stormwater management areas. Most roadside ditches were 

actively maintained and contained ruderal vegetation typical of disturbed habitats. Carolina willow 

(Salix caroliniana), Brazilian pepper (Schinus terebinthifolius), and leather fern (Acrostichum 

danaeifolium) were common in surface waters, particularly towards the northern portion of the 

project. Some ditches drain toward the Pinellas County Aquatic Preserve, an Outstanding Florida 

Water. Shallow intermittent conveyance swales with upland vegetation were also present. Open 

water reservoirs (FLUCFCS, 5300) of various sizes were observed adjacent to the project corridor.  

3.3.2.2 Forested Wetlands 

Forested wetlands were present along the project right-of-way north of 54th Avenue South, adjacent 

to Sawgrass Lake Park, and between Gandy Boulevard and Roosevelt Boulevard. Cypress 

(FLUCFCS, 6210) was predominant in many of these areas although red maple (Acer rubrum) and 

swamp bay (Persea palustris) were present in some. Carolina willow was observed in several 

forested and non-forested wetlands (FLUCFCS, 6180). Tidally-connected waters were observed 

along I-275 south of Gandy Boulevard. This included one canal connecting Riviera Bay to Sawgrass 

Lake Park near Tinny Creek. Leather fern was observed in this area. Sawgrass Lake Park, a 400-

acre natural area, abuts the project limits and contains one of the largest maple swamps on the Gulf 

Coast of Florida. The area supports a variety of wildlife, including thousands of migratory birds. 

Sawgrass Lake Park is jointly-owned and managed by Pinellas County Parks & Conservation 

Resource Department, the Pinellas County School District, and the SWFWMD.  

3.3.2.3 Freshwater and Tidal 

A variety of freshwater and tidal habitats were observed beginning near Gandy Boulevard in the 

vicinity of Sawgrass Lake Park and further north near Weedon Island Preserve including 

creeks/canals with direct connection to tidally-influenced bays and estuaries. Leather fern was 

present beginning near Sawgrass Lake Park and a tidal divide was observed at a weir between 

Roosevelt Boulevard and Ulmerton Road within a ditch along the I-275 right-of-way. Wetlands in this 

vicinity included wetland forested mix (FLUCFCS, 6300) transitioning to saltwater marsh (FLUCFCS, 

6420) and mangrove forest (FLUCFCS, 6120). Mangroves were present east and west of I-275 at 

the Weedon Island Preserve. The Weedon Island Preserve is a 3,190 acre natural area along Old 

Tampa Bay containing mangrove islands and coastal flats. The Preserve contains predominantly 

marine ecosystems buffered by coastal uplands. The uplands are mostly pine flatwoods with 

maritime hammock, shell mounds and a small remnant scrub. The land is jointly-owned by the State 

of Florida, Pinellas County, and Progress Energy.  
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3.3.2.4 Estuarine Intertidal 

I-275 crosses Old Tampa Bay (FLUCFCS, 5400) north of Ulmerton Road at Big Island Gap Bridge. 

Two estuarine intertidal habitats (scrub/shrub mangrove and unconsolidated sand shoreline) and two 

estuarine subtidal habitats (submerged aquatic vegetation and open water/bay bottoms) were 

observed along this area.  

Predominant wetland habitats observed along the project corridor area described in greater detail 

below: 

Cypress (FLUCFCS, 6216) 

Cypress was present north of 54th Avenue South, extended into the project right-of-way near 

Sawgrass Lake Park and between Gandy Boulevard and Roosevelt Boulevard, and was observed 

within some interchanges (e.g. 62nd Avenue North) along the project corridor. Some cypress 

appeared planted; some appeared to be remnant wetland communities. 

Willow (FLUCFCS, 6180) 

Non-forested freshwater wetlands and surface waters contained Carolina willow. In most cases, 

Carolina willow was predominant, but included areas with cypress, Brazilian pepper, primrose willow 

(Ludwigia spp.) and leather fern.  

Mangrove (FLUCFCS, 6120) 

Mangrove habitat was present within the project right-of-way including between Roosevelt Boulevard 

and Ulmerton Road associated with surface waters within Weedon Island Preserve, abutting the 

bridge over Big Island Gap, and along the Howard Frankland Causeway. Mangrove species included 

red mangroves (Rhizophora mangle), black mangroves (Avicennia germinans) and white mangroves 

(Laguncularia racemosa). The eastern oyster (Crassostrea virginica) was observed on prop roots of 

red mangrove near Big Island Gap. Brazilian pepper was present near the landward extent of 

mangrove habitats at Big Island Gap and was intermittent along the Howard Frankland Causeway. 

Native landscaped buffers including sea grape (Coccoloba uvifera) and southern red cedar 

(Juniperus virginiana) were observed landward of the mangrove.  

Seagrass – discontinuous (FLUCFCS, 9113) and Seagrass – continuous (FLUCFCS, 9116) 

Bay waters adjacent to the Howard Frankland Causeway contained waters of sufficient depth and 

substrate for seagrass growth. Seagrass habitats of varying density, quality and composition were 

observed. Estuarine habitats included two species of seagrass as well as other submerged aquatic 

vegetation (SAV). The majority of seagrass observed was shoal grass (Halodule wrightii), but 

manatee grass (Syringodium filiforme) was also present, particularly along the eastern side of the 

causeway. The subtidal community along the eastern side of the Howard Frankland Causeway was 

notably healthier and more diverse than that along the western limits of the causeway.  

Seagrasses were either absent or intermittent and patchy near the seawall, probably due to reflected 

wave energy, substrate disruption, and shading from floating organic debris. Shoal grass was found 

throughout the continuous grass beds. Manatee grass was observed within the continuous shoal 

grass areas, which tended to be away from the shore in slightly deeper waters and predominantly on 

the eastern side of the causeway. Other SAV included the alga Caulerpa sp., which contributed to 



Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) 
I-275 PD&E Study 

   | 28 

SAV coverage. Macroalgal epiphytes and drift algae were common within seagrass habitats and 

along the shoreline. 

Bays and Estuaries (FLUCFCS, 5400) 

The project crosses a portion of Old Tampa Bay, which connects to the Gulf of Mexico. Both 

hardened seawall and natural shoreline were present along the project limits. The natural shoreline 

contained sandy substrate along intertidal tidal habitats. The final approximate half-mile of the 

project corridor contained seawall with riprap stabilization. Seagrass habitat was present within Old 

Tampa Bay. 

3.4 Significant Water and Protection Areas 

Outstanding Florida Waters (OFW) and Aquatic Preserves are discussed in the ETDM Final 

Programming Screen Summary Report (Appendix B). This section has been prepared in 

accordance with Part 2, Chapter 19 – Aquatic Preserves and Part 2, Chapter 21 – Outstanding 

Florida Waters of FDOT’s PD&E Manual.  

3.4.1 Outstanding Florida Waters / Aquatic Preserves 

The northern portion of the project corridor crosses a section of Old Tampa Bay within Pinellas 

County. The portion of the project within this region is within the Pinellas County Aquatic Preserve, 

which is an Outstanding Florida Water. The 4th Street North Bridge over Big Island Gap and a 

portion of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway cross the project area. The proposed project 

would involve widening within existing I-275 ROW the Big Island Gap Bridge and widening along the 

Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway to a point where the Howard Frankland Bridge PD&E study 

(422799-1) begins. Best Management Practices would be implemented during construction to avoid 

impacts to water quality. 
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4.0 Wetland & surface water impacts 

4.1 Evaluated Alternatives 

Impacts to wetlands and surface waters were estimated based on preliminary design alternatives 

and estimated work space to complete construction. Additional ROW would be considered only for 

offsite stormwater treatment facilities and interchange improvements.  

The study evaluated the “No-Build” Alternative and “Build” Alternatives for Segment A (from 

south of 54th Avenue South to I-175), Segment B (from I-175 to south of Gandy Boulevard) and 

Segment C (from south of Gandy Boulevard to north of 4th Street North). The “Build” Alternatives 

for Segments A and B include lane continuity improvements, while Segment C includes the addition 

of express lanes. The “No-Build” Alternative assumes that existing conditions would remain for I-

275 within the project limits and only routine maintenance activities would occur.  

Engineering costs and ancillary costs associated with wetland and wildlife impacts were considered 

with regard to the “Build” Alternatives. Actual impact areas may be more or less depending on 

project engineering determined during the final design and construction phases. 

4.2 Impact Evaluation 

Wetlands and surface waters were observed along the project corridor including both freshwater and 

saltwater systems and specifically freshwater palustrine, riverine, and estuarine wetlands, as well as 

freshwater and tidal surface waters. The surface water impacts were associated with roadside 

ditches, canals and drainage features within highway right-of-way. Wetlands included freshwater 

forest, freshwater shrub, mangroves, and seagrasses.  

The “No-Build” Alternative would result in no fill impacts to surface waters, wetlands or seagrass 

habitat and no additional impacts to wildlife or wildlife habitats. The “Build” Alternatives include 

Segments A, B and C. Impacts are not anticipated for Segment A. Impacts would occur with “Build” 

Alternatives for Segments B and C. Segments B and C require fill within surface waters, wetlands, 

and within waters of Old Tampa Bay, which includes the Pinellas County Aquatic Preserve. Wetland 

impact maps are provided as Appendix C. Seagrass impacts are discussed in Section 6.0 and 

seagrass maps are provided as Appendix D. Wetland mitigation in discussed in Section 4.4.  

Surface waters would be impacted by the “Build” Alternatives for Segments B and C. Most surface 

water ditches were actively maintained and contained ruderal vegetation typical of disturbed 

habitats. Some of these areas drain to the Pinellas County Aquatic Preserve, an Outstanding Florida 

Water. Impacts that would occur to surface waters total approximately 4.69 acres. 

Forested wetland habitat was present within the project corridor north of 54th Avenue South, along 

the right-of way near Sawgrass Lake Park and between Gandy Boulevard and Roosevelt Boulevard, 

and within some interchanges (e.g. 62nd Avenue North) along the project corridor. Cypress was 

predominant in these areas. Non-forested, freshwater wetlands including shrub and marsh habitats 

were also observed within the project corridor; however, impacts to these areas should be minimal. 

The “Build” Alternatives for Segments B and C would result in approximately 0.74 acres of 
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impacts to freshwater wetlands including approximately 0.59 acres of freshwater forested wetlands 

and 0.15 acres of non-forested, freshwater wetlands.  

Mangrove habitat was present within the project right-of-way including between Roosevelt Boulevard 

and Ulmerton Road. Mangroves were observed within surface waters at Weedon Island Preserve, 

abutting the bridge over Big Island Gap, and along the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway. The 

project would result in 0.89 acres of impact to mangrove habitat including 0.73 acres around Big 

Island Gap and 0.16 acres to surface waters associated with the Weedon Island Preserve.  

Bay waters adjacent to the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway contained seagrass habitats of 

varying density, quality and composition. Seagrasses were categorized as continuous or intermittent 

and patchy. Impacts to continuous seagrass habitat would total approximately 0.40 acres; impacts to 

intermittent and patchy seagrass habitat 0.34 acres.  

4.3 Coordination with Permitting Agencies 

The project was reviewed by an Environmental Technical Advisory Team (ETAT) as part of the 

ETDM screening and Advanced Notification (AN) processes. As part of the review, agency 

personnel commented on the potential for the project to affect wetlands, water quality and quantity, 

floodplains, wildlife habitat, and coastal and marine resources. Commenting agencies included the 

Florida Department of Economic Opportunity, Florida Department of Environmental Protection, 

Florida Department of State, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, the Federal 

Highway Administration, National Marine Fisheries Service, NRCS, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

(USACE), U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), U.S. Coast Guard (USCG), and the U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service. Agency comments have been addressed herein. The ETDM Final 

Programming Screen Summary Report, including comments from the aforementioned agencies, is 

provided as Appendix B. Information provided in the ETDM Final Programming Screen Summary 

Report facilitated the review of avoidance, minimization and mitigation of project impacts. 

It is anticipated that the following permits will be required for this project: 

• SWFWMD Individual Environmental Resource Permit  

• USACE Section 404 Individual Dredge and Fill Permit  

• USCG Bridge Permit at Big Island Gap Bridge per the FHWA determination following the 

agency’s review of a Bridge Project Questionnaire on ___________. 

• FDEP National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System Permit  

Final agency coordination comments are provided as Appendix H. 

4.4 Wetland Impact Mitigation 

All wetland impacts resulting from construction of this project would require mitigation. Wetland 

impacts would be avoided and minimized to the greatest extent practical during project design and 

permitting. However, unavoidable direct wetland impacts would occur as a result of the proposed 

project. In addition, indirect secondary impacts would require consideration. Regulatory agencies 

generally assume indirect secondary impacts based on reduction of functional habitat value within a 

25-foot buffer on all impacted wetlands. Temporary impacts would be considered for certain projects. 

Temporary impacts would be minimized utilizing best management practices (BMPs) and 
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incorporating FDOT design standards. All impacts to jurisdictional wetlands and surface waters 

would be evaluated using the Uniform Mitigation Assessment Method (UMAM) (Chapter 62‐345 

FAC) during the design and permitting phase of the project as part of the Environmental Resource 

Permit (ERP) program under Part IV of Chapter 373 of the Florida Statutes.  

Mitigation would be required pursuant to S.373.4137 Florida Statutes (F.S.) Part IV, Chapter 373, 

F.S. and 33 U.S.C.s, 1344. Mitigation alternatives were explored as part of this review. The project 

corridor is primarily within the SWFWMD-designated Tampa Bay and Coastal Areas Watershed 

(#13). Small portions of the project are within the Upper Coastal Watershed (#14). Mitigation for 

unavoidable wetland impacts would be restricted to the basin of impact. Private mitigation banks 

offer a regionally-significant alternative to mitigation. At this time, all project impacts are anticipated 

to be within the service area for the Tampa Bay Mitigation Bank. Final wetland impacts and 

mitigation requirements would be determined during the permitting phase of this project and 

assessed using UMAM. Mitigation for impacts to seagrass habitat is discussed in Section 6.0. 
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5.0 Protected Species and Habitat 

The project corridor was evaluated for the presence of state and/or federally protected wildlife and 

habitat suitable to support protected wildlife in accordance with 50 Code of Federal Regulation 

(CFR) Part 402 of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973, as amended, Chapters 5B-40 and 

68A-27 F.A.C., and Part 2, Chapter 27 – Wildlife and Habitat Impacts of the FDOT PD&E Manual.  

5.1 Methodology 

Agency database searches, literature reviews, and desktop analysis using geographic information 

system-based (GIS) data searches were conducted in conjunction with cursory wildlife and habitat 

assessments that occurred in June 2014. The desktop analysis referenced the most recent 

databases to identify state and federally protected species and/or critical habitat occurring or 

potentially occurring within the project area. The ETDM Final Programming Screen Summary Report 

(Appendix B) was referenced to address agency comments regarding sensitive habitats and focal 

species deemed relevant to this project. Field surveys were conducted by vehicle and pedestrian 

survey along the project corridor and the portion of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway 

shoreline with the PD&E study’s limits. Habitat was mapped using high resolution aerial photography 

obtained from Pinellas County (2010). Information sources and databases used for the analyses 

included the following: 

• Efficient Transportation Decision Making Final Programming Screen Summary Report (FDOT 

Project #12556, July 2013) 

• Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) Eagle Nest database (FWC 2012) 

• Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission Manatee Synoptic Surveys (‘91-‘14) 

• Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission Wildlife Research Institute Data (various) 

• Florida Land Use, Cover and Forms Classification System (FLUCFCS) Handbook (1999) 

• Florida Natural Areas Inventory (FNAI) Biodiversity Matrix Query (April 2014) 

• Florida Natural Areas Inventory Florida Conservation Lands (June 2014) 

• Florida Natural Areas Inventory Element Occurrences Pinellas County (2007) 

• National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration Fisheries SE Regional Data Gulf of Mexico 

Fisheries (various) 

• Soil Survey of Pinellas County, USDA, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 

(2006) 

• Southwest Florida Water Management District, Land Use Land Cover (2011) 

• Southwest Florida Water Management District Seagrass Survey Data (2010) 

• Wood Stork Core Foraging Areas (2010) 

• U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Data (various data sets)  



Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) 
I-275 PD&E Study 

   | 33 

A list of protected fauna observed or potentially occurring within the project limits was compiled 

based on desktop research and field observations. Table 5-1 lists federal and state protected fauna 

observed or potentially occurring within or adjacent to the project corridor. Each species was 

designated as having a low, moderate or high likelihood of occurrence based on factors such as 

species range and habitat type, location, patch size, and connectivity. For each species the 

likelihood of occurrence was ranked based on the following classifications: 

Low Species documented within Pinellas County, but with a low likelihood to occur within the 

project corridor due to the limited presence of suitable habitat. 

Moderate Species documented within Pinellas County or within nearby counties and for which 

suitable habitat is present within the project corridor; however, no documented 

occurrences exist. 

High Species with a high likelihood to occur within the project corridor based on known 

habitat ranges and the existence of suitable habitat within the project corridor. Species 

are known to occur within or adjacent to the project corridor or have been documented 

within the vicinity of the project.  

5.2 Agency Coordination 

Agency coordination was conducted as part of the ETDM screening and the Advanced Notification 

review processes. The ETDM screening process was used to identify concerns from the 

commenting agencies. ETDM coordination included the USFWS, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration (NOAA) National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), Florida Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission (FWC), and SWFWMD. Full agency comments are provided in the ETDM 

Final Programming Screen Summary Report in Appendix B. A summary of each agency’s 

comments is provided below:  

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service - Degree of Effect - Minimal 

The USFWS identified wood storks and other wading birds as potentially utilizing areas within the 

project corridor. The Service stated that impacts to the Core Foraging Area (CFA) of several active 

wood stork nesting colonies were possible and recommended that the project avoid impacts to 

suitable foraging habitat. If avoidance was not feasible, the Service stated that wetland mitigation 

with suitable foraging habitat would be required. The Service did not address impacts to resources 

associated with Old Tampa Bay as part of the ETDM screening. 

National Marine Fisheries Service – Degree of Effect - Minimal 

The NMFS stated that Riviera Bay and Tampa Bay contain estuarine habitats used by federally-

managed fish species and their prey. In addition, mangrove habitat and seagrasses are found 

adjacent to the causeway. Federally-managed fish species and Essential Fish Habitat is addressed 

in Section 6.0. 
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Table 5-1. Protected Fauna Observed/Potentially Occurring within the Project Area 

Scientific Name Common Name 
Federal 
Listing 

(USFWS) 

State 
Listing  

(FWC) 

Habitat  
Probability 

of 
Occurrence 

Fish 

Acipenser oxyrinchus 
desotoi 

Gulf Sturgeon T T Freshwater streams; coastal waters and estuaries Low 

Kryptolebias marmoratus  Mangrove rivulus  SSC Mangrove forests; rotten wet logs Low 

Pristis pectinata 
Small-toothed 

sawfish 
E  Coastal waters; estuarine habitats (e.g. seagrass, mangroves) Low 

Reptiles and Amphibians 

Caretta caretta 
Loggerhead sea 

turtle 
T T Marine water, coastal bays and estuaries, nesting on beaches Moderate 

Chelonia mydas Green sea turtle E E Bays & estuaries, shorelines, seagrass habitats, nesting on beaches Low 

Drymarchon corais couperi Eastern indigo snake T T Forested uplands & wetlands, open fields Low 

Eretmochelys imbricata Hawksbill sea turtle E E Coastal reefs, estuaries and lagoons, nesting on beaches Low 

Gopherus polyphemus Gopher tortoise C T Upland habitat with well-drained sandy soil & herbaceous forage Low 

Lithobates capito Gopher frog  SSC Xeric uplands Low 

Lampropeltis extenuata Short-tailed snake  T Sandy upland habitats Low 

Lepidochelys kempii 
Kemp’s Ridley sea 

turtle 
E E Shallow waters w/sandy or muddy bottoms, nest on beaches Low 

Pituophis melanoluecus Pine snake  SSC Dry, sandy, open habitats, pine barrens, open fields, tortoise burrows Low 

Birds 

Ajaja ajaja Roseate spoonbill  SSC Coastal marshes, wetlands, and mangrove forest Moderate 

Aramus guarauna Limpkin  SSC Swamps, lakes and marshes Low 

Athene cunicularia Floridana 
Florida burrowing 

owl 
 SSC Upland fields Low 

Calidris canutus Red knot T  Migratory; intertidal and marine habitats; coastal inlets, estuaries, bays Low 

Charadrius melodus Piping plover T T Open, sandy and gravel shorelines and tidal flats Moderate 

Charadrius alexandrinus Snowy plover  T Dry, sandy beaches and mud/salt flats Moderate 

Egretta caerulea Little blue heron  SSC Marine and freshwater marsh, creeks and rivers Observed 

Egretta rufescens Reddish egret  SSC Tidal marsh, mangrove forest, salt/mud flats, estuarine habitat Moderate 
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Table 5-1. (Continued) Protected Fauna Observed/Potentially Occurring within the Project Area 

Scientific Name Common Name 

Federal 
Listing 

(USFWS) 

State 
Listing  

(FWC) 

Habitat  
Probability 

of 
Occurrence 

Egretta thula Snowy egret  SSC Marine and freshwater marsh, creeks and rivers Observed 

Egretta tricolor Tricolored heron  SSC Marine and freshwater marsh, creeks and rivers Moderate 

Eudocimus albus White ibis  SSC Marine and freshwater marsh, creeks and rivers Moderate 

Falco sparverius paulus SE American kestrel  T Open land with perch sites, diverse prey, and snags for nesting Low 

Grus canadensis pratensis 
Florida sandhill 

crane 
 T Wet prairie, lake edges, improved pasture, marshes Moderate 

Haematopus palliatus 
American 

oystercatcher 
 SSC Barren beaches, sandbars, shell rakes, salt marsh, sand flats Moderate 

Haliaeetus leucocephalus  Bald eagle *  Gulf coast, bays, inland lakes, rivers, forested habitat, marshes Moderate 

Mycteria americana Wood stork T T Estuarine/tidal water, marshes, streams, ponds, ditches Observed 

Pandion haliaetus Osprey **  Gulf coast, bays, inland lakes, rivers, marshes Observed 

Pelecanus occidentalis Brown pelican  SSC Marine, estuarine, and mangrove forest Observed 

Rynchops niger Black skimmer  SSC 
Estuaries, bays, tidal pools, creeks; nest on sandy beaches, sandbars, 

islands, shell banks, dredge, salt marsh 
Moderate 

Sternula antillarum Least tern  T Sandy beaches, dunes, coastal open lands, tidal marsh Observed 

Mammals 

Podomys floridanus Florida mouse  SSC Xeric uplands, sandhill and scrub Low 

Sciurus niger shermani 
Sherman’s fox 

squirrel 
 SSC Open fields, pine flatwoods Low 

Trichechus manatus 
latirostris 

West Indian manatee E E Bays and estuaries, rivers, streams, springs High 

 
E= Endangered; T= Threatened: C = Candidate for federal listing; N = Not Listed. Florida SSC= Species of Special Concern. 

* Protected - Bald & Golden Eagle Protection Act and Migratory Bird Treaty Act ▪ ** Protected - Migratory Bird Treaty Act 
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Southwest Florida Water Management District – Degree of Effect - Minimal 

The SWFWMD identified the following species could potentially utilize areas within the project 

corridor: small-toothed sawfish, the Gulf sturgeon, and the Florida manatee. The District stated that 

replacement or alteration to the Big Island Gap Bridge could impact saltwater habitat and feeding 

areas for aquatic birds and other aquatic life. Open waters around Big Island Gap Bridge have the 

potential to support the small-toothed sawfish, the Gulf sturgeon, and the Florida manatee. The 

Florida manatee has been observed in Old Tampa Bay. Stormwater outfalls and pipe structures 

extending below the mean high water and exceeding eight inches in diameter would require 

manatee protection grates. In addition, the District recommended that the FDOT develop a project 

specific manatee protection plan to eliminate the possibility of construction-related manatee injury or 

death. Course substrate and rock along the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway have high potential 

to support soft coral, sponges, and other benthic communities. The District also addressed the 

potential to impact seagrass beds along the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway, which have the 

potential to attract coelenterates, mollusks, baitfish and birds of prey. Mitigation measures would be 

required for direct and shading impacts to seagrasses and would be required to consider time lag. 

Potential impacts to marine benthic species and Essential Fish Habitat are addressed in Section 

6.0. 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission – Degree of Effect – Minimal 

The FWC noted the following species could potentially utilize areas within the project corridor: West 

Indian manatee, Sherman’s fox squirrel, Florida pine snake, piping plover, snowy plover, 

southeastern American kestrel, American oystercatcher, brown pelican, black skimmer, least tern, 

limpkin, reddish egret, snowy egret, little blue heron, tricolored heron, white ibis, wood stork, roseate 

spoonbill, burrowing owl, eastern indigo snake, short-tailed snake, green sea turtle, Kemp’s ridley 

sea turtle, leather back sea turtle, loggerhead sea turtle, gopher tortoise, mangrove rivulus, and the 

gopher frog. The Commission’s review was based on the assumption that the proposed additional 

lanes would be constructed within existing paved portions of the I-275 right-of-way. If outward 

expansion beyond existing paved areas would occur within Old Tampa Bay, impacts to in-water 

species including the manatee, sea turtle and other marine species would need to be considered.  

5.3 General Corridor Survey Results 

Six listed fauna were observed within the project corridor during field surveys. In addition, 30 listed 

species were listed to occur or potentially occur within close proximity to the project according to 

database reviews and literature research.  

Figure 5-1 and Figure 5-2 depict protected species and protected habitat. Figure 5-1 depicts avian 

species, including the 15-mile Core Foraging Area (CFA) buffer around two active wood stork 

colonies. Figure 5-2 illustrates observations for non-avian species. The following sections provide a 

brief discussion of protected species and habitat known to occur in the project area or for which 

there is special concern based on database and literature research.  

Each species is discussed based on the anticipated construction effects by referencing species data 

and current agency guidelines. The information is intended to provide details on the anticipated level 

of permitting coordination that may be required. During permitting, the federal action agency will 

make a “determination of effect” for federally protected species based on the proposed activities. 

Protected species coordination is typically required if adverse effects are anticipated.  
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Figure 5-1. Documented Avian Species Occurrences 
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Figure 5-2. Documented Non-Avian Species Occurrence 

  



Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) 
I-275 PD&E Study 

   | 39 

5.4 Potential Wildlife Habitat 

Wildlife habitat observed along the project corridor included fragmented natural areas variously 

impacted by urban development, freshwater forest and mangrove habitat abutting established 

preserves, and estuarine habitats associated with Old Tampa Bay.  

Freshwater forested wetlands were present within the project corridor north of 54th Avenue South, 

within interchanges, along some surface waters, and adjacent to Sawgrass Lake Park. Cypress was 

the predominant vegetation in these areas. Non-forested, freshwater wetlands including shrub and 

marsh habitats and vegetated surface waters were also observed. Sawgrass Lake Park connects 

hydrologically to Riviera Bay and is known to support a variety of wildlife, including migratory birds.  

Freshwater and estuarine habitats were present north of Gandy Boulevard in the vicinity of Weedon 

Island Preserve. Wetlands adjacent to this portion of the project contained estuarine ecosystems 

buffered by coastal uplands including pine flatwoods with maritime hammock, shell mounds and 

remnant scrub. Mangrove habitat was present within the project right-of-way including between 

Roosevelt Boulevard and Ulmerton Road associated with surface waters within Weedon Island 

Preserve, abutting the bridge over Big Island Gap, and along the Howard Frankland Bridge 

Causeway.  

The project crosses Big Island Gap and a portion of Old Tampa Bay. Bay waters adjacent to the 

Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway contained waters of sufficient depth and substrate for seagrass 

growth and natural shoreline along the causeway contained sandy and vegetated substrates along 

tidal and intertidal tidal areas. 

Species such as fish, marine reptiles, wading birds, and marine mammals utilize the tidal habitats 

along the project. The project also crosses freshwater and estuarine waters considered core 

foraging habitat for the wood stork. An Essential Fish Habitat Assessment is provided in Section 6.0 

and includes additional details regarding marine habitats in the vicinity of the project.  

5.5 Federally-listed Species 

Federally-protected fauna observed within or adjacent the project corridor or which have the 

potential to occur within the project corridor were provided in Table 5-1. Species include fish (Gulf 

sturgeon, small-toothed sawfish), reptiles (sea turtles and the eastern indigo snake), birds (wood 

stork and piping plover), and mammals (West Indian manatee). Two non-listed, federally protected 

avian species (bald eagle and osprey) may also utilize the project area.  

5.5.1 Fish 

Gulf Sturgeon (Acipenser oxyrinchus desotoi) 

The Gulf sturgeon is designated as a threatened species by the USFWS. It is known to forage in the 

Gulf of Mexico and associated estuaries and to spawn in major coastal rivers. Non-breeding 

populations have been found in Tampa Bay and Charlotte Harbor, while breeding populations are 

generally found in northern Florida. Critical Habitat for the Gulf sturgeon is not designated within or 

adjacent to the project corridor.  

Impacts to spawning habitat would be unlikely during project construction and impacts to potential 

foraging grounds for non-breeding individuals would be minimal and could consist of bridge 
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embankment work at the Big Island Gap Bridge and construction at sea walled areas along the 

Howard Frankland Causeway. In project areas where the Gulf sturgeon might occur, the FDOT will 

commit to incorporate the NMFS and USFWS special construction provisions into construction 

contract documents in order to avoid impacts to the Gulf sturgeon (Appendix E). Given the 

unlikelihood of the species within the project area and the FDOT’s commitment to adhere to the 

NMFS and USFWS construction provisions, it is anticipated that the project may affect, but is not 

likely to adversely affect the Gulf sturgeon. 

Small-toothed sawfish (Pristis pectinata) 

The small-toothed sawfish is designated as endangered by the USFWS. The sawfish has been 

protected from harvest throughout Florida since 1992 and protected against international trade since 

2007. The sawfish is a modified ray with a shark-like body found in a variety of shallow coastal and 

brackish waters including seagrass beds, oyster bars, mangrove shorelines, inshore bars and walled 

canals. Sawfish birth in Florida waters during April and May. Historically, the sawfish was found 

throughout the Gulf of Mexico, but is now believed confined to peninsular Florida. The project is 

corridor is not located in designated Critical Habitat for the small-toothed sawfish.  

Road improvements are anticipated to occur at Big Island Gap Bridge and along a section of the 

Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway and in-water construction including temporary and/or 

permanent project impacts to resources may occur. Sandy bottom habitat, seagrasses and 

mangrove shoreline are present in these areas. The NMFS developed the Sea Turtle and 

Smalltoothed Sawfish Construction Conditions to protect the species during construction. Given the 

unlikelihood of the species within the project area and the FDOT’s commitment to adhere to the Sea 

Turtle and Smalltoothed Sawfish Construction Conditions, it is anticipated that the project may 

affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the small-toothed sawfish. 

5.5.2 Reptiles and Amphibians 

Sea Turtles 

Sea turtles utilize marine waters and estuarine environments for shelter and feeding and sandy 

beaches for nesting. Various sea turtles listed as either threatened or endangered by the USFWS 

have been observed (living and dead) in and around portions of Tampa Bay, as well as using 

surrounding beaches, canals and estuaries including the loggerhead (Caretta caretta), green 

(Chelonia mydas), hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricate), and Kemp’s Ridley (Lepidochelys kempii) sea 

turtles. Juvenile sea turtles are known to frequent bays inlet waters.  

Sea turtle nesting habitat is not present within the project limits. The narrow beach zones present 

along the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway are tidally-dynamic and do not provide suitable 

refuge for nesting sea turtles. However, sea turtles, in particular juvenile sea turtles, may be present 

in the waters within and abutting the project corridor. The FDOT will require implementation of the 

protocol outlined in the Sea Turtle and Smalltoothed Sawfish Construction Conditions during 

construction (Appendix E). Given the FDOT’s commitment to adhere to the Sea Turtle and 

Smalltoothed Sawfish Construction Conditions, it is anticipated that the project may affect, but is 

not likely to adversely affect sea turtles.  
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Eastern Indigo Snake (Drymarchon corais couperi) 

The eastern indigo snake is designated threatened by the USFWS. The indigo snake may be found 

in a range of habitats from wet prairie to pine flatwoods. The Boyd Hill Nature Park was historically 

known to support a population of the eastern indigo snake (<10 individuals in the 1990s); however, 

the population is believed to be in decline likely due to urbanization and habitat fragmentation. A 

second historic record exists near Weedon Island Preserve (pre-1970).  

Potential, low-quality, fragmented indigo snake habitat was observed along the project corridor; 

however, no snakes were observed. Due to the presence of potential habitat and due to the historic 

occurrences of the indigo snake within Peninsular Pinellas County, the FDOT will commit to 

implement the USFWS Standard Protection Measures for the Eastern Indigo Snake during 

construction (Appendix E). Given the unlikely presence of the species in the area and the FDOT’s 

commitment to adhere to the Standard Protection Measures for the Eastern Indigo Snake, it is 

anticipated that the project will have no effect on the Eastern indigo snake. 

5.5.3 Birds 

Wood Stork (Mycteria americana) 

The wood stork is designated as threatened by the USFWS. This often transient wading bird forages 

in shallow water containing high prey densities and typically utilizes freshwater and estuarine 

habitats for nesting, foraging, and roosting. Wood storks typically nest in colonies and construct 

nests in a variety of forested wetland habitats including hardwood and cypress swamps, mangrove 

forests, and forested sloughs. The USFWS recognizes a 15-mile Core Foraging Area (CFA) radius 

around wood stork rookeries in Central Florida. The portion of the project corridor north of Roosevelt 

Boulevard falls within the CFA of two wood stork rookeries: Sheldon Road Colony and colony 

#615113. Both are located in Hillsborough County.  

The USFWS references the Habitat Management Guidelines for the Wood Stork in the Southeast 

Region and the Draft Supplemental Habitat Management Guidelines for the Wood Stork in South 

Florida to assess wood stork impacts. The USFWS recognizes the need to protected suitable 

foraging habitat (SFH), which is defined as calm, relatively open waters, uncluttered by dense 

vegetation with a seasonal water level between 2 and 15 inches. The USFWS routinely accepts the 

USACE determination may affect, but not is likely to adversely affect for projects with insignificant 

impacts or for projects that avoid, minimize, and adequately mitigate the loss of SFH. The project 

must address wetland compensation and hydroperiod requirements or enter into formal consultation 

with the USFWS.  

Suitable foraging habitat exists within the project corridor including freshwater and tidal marshes, 

herbaceous ditches, and existing stormwater management areas; however, nesting colonies were 

not documented within the project limits. Construction of the project will impact wetlands and surface 

waters. Therefore, provisions to reduce or minimize impacts to SFH will be implemented. If 

necessary, these measures will include provisions for wetland mitigation pursuant to Part IV, 

Chapter 373, F.S. and 33 U.S.C. 1344. Impacts to SFH within the project corridor will be re-

evaluated during permitting. Due to the commitment to re-evaluate the corridor for SFH and to 

mitigate impacts, and based on the guidance from the Wood Stork Effect Determination Key 

(USFWS 2010), it is anticipated that the project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect 

the wood stork.  
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Piping Plover (Charadrius melodus) 

The piping plover is designated as threatened by the USFWS. This species utilizes open sandy 

beaches, graveled shorelines and tidal flats and mud flats. The piping plover is found along the Gulf 

Coast and is present in Pinellas County. The project is also within the USFWS Consultation Area for 

the piping plover. However, no USFWS Critical Habitat is designated within the project limits. 

Minimal project impacts may occur to a narrow, tidally-dynamic beach zone present near the Howard 

Frankland Bridge Causeway near the terminus of the seawall. However, due to the proximity of this 

unprotected area from the highway, utilization of the area by nesting piping plovers is unlikely. A 

small area of tidal mud flat is also present near Big Island Gap Bridge. However, the area is adjacent 

to the highway and frequented by pedestrians. Temporary or permanent impacts may occur to 

beach and/or tidal areas within the project limits; however, it is unlikely that habitat used by the 

piping plover for nesting, foraging or shelter will be impacted. Given the unlikely presence of the 

species within the project limits, it is anticipated that the project may affect, but is not likely to 

adversely affect the piping plover. 

5.5.4 Mammals 

West Indian manatee (Trichechus manatus) 

The West Indian manatee is designated endangered by the USFWS and is protected under the 

Marine Mammal Protection Act. The manatee utilizes coastal waters, bays, estuaries, and rivers 

throughout Florida preferring shallow waters where they forage on floating and aquatic vegetation. 

The project corridor is located in the USFWS Consultation Area for the West Indian manatee, 

although no federal sanctuaries, refuges, or critical manatee habitats exist within or adjacent to the 

project corridor. The area surrounding the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway along the project 

corridor is considered a marine mammal region and mortality locations and synoptic data (1991-

2014) were obtained from the FWC Fish and Wildlife Research Institute showing manatee utilization 

in this area (Figure 5-2). No individuals were observed during in water field surveys.  

Road improvements are anticipated to occur at the Big Island Gap Bridge and along the Howard 

Frankland Bridge Causeway. Stormwater outfall pipes and structures constructed within potential 

manatee waters, below the mean high water line, and measuring eight inches or greater in diameter 

will require manatee grates to prevent manatee entrapment. Seagrasses are present in these areas 

and temporary and/or permanent project impacts to seagrass resources may occur. If impacts to 

seagrasses occur, impacts will be mitigated pursuant to S.373.4137 Florida Statutes (F.S.) Part IV, 

Chapter 373, F.S. and 33 U.S.C.s, 1344. In addition, the Standard Manatee Conditions for In-Water 

Work will be implemented during construction to eliminate the possibility of construction-related 

manatee injury or death and these guidelines will be incorporated as part of the final project design 

(Appendix E). Since manatee grates will be required for outfall pipes and structures to prevent 

manatee entrapment, the Standard Manatee Conditions for In-Water Work will be implemented, and 

impacts to seagrass habitat will be mitigated, it is anticipated that the project may affect, but is not 

likely to adversely affect the West Indian manatee.  
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5.5.5 Non-listed, Federally Protected Species 

Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 

The bald eagle was removed from the USFWS List of Endangered and Threatened Wildlife effective 

August 8, 2007. The bald eagle continues to receive protections through the Bald and Golden Eagle 

Protection Act (BGEPA) (16 U.S.C. 668-668d), as amended, and the MBTA (16 U.S.C. 703-712). 

Construction activities are restricted within 330 feet of an active nest tree. In addition, the FWC 

requires adherence to USFWS Eagle Management Guidelines should construction activities occur 

within 660 feet of an active eagle nest during the nesting season (October 1 - May 15).  

Bald eagles are particularly common along Florida’s Gulf coast, as well as around bays, inland 

lakes, and rivers. The bald eagle typically uses forested habitats for nesting and roosting and often 

forages in shallow freshwater and saltwater habitats. Bald eagle nesting territories are present 

throughout Pinellas County. Bald eagle nests have been documented within the vicinity of the project 

corridor though according to the FWC Eagle Nest Locator none fall within 660 feet of the project 

limits. The FDOT will resurvey the project corridor during the permitting process and prior to 

construction. If a bald eagle nest is identified within 660 feet of the project, FDOT will coordinate with 

the USFWS and the FWC in accordance with the BGEPA and MBTA. Because this project will be 

consistent with the BGEPA and MBTA and will adhere to the USFWS Eagle Management 

Guidelines, it is anticipated that the project will have no effect on the bald eagle.  

Osprey (Pandion haliaetus) 

The osprey is federally protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) and state-protected by 

Chapter 68A of the Florida Administrative Code. Removal of active nests is restricted and removal of 

inactive nests is authorized via FWC Migratory Bird Nest Removal Permits. Ospreys forage in open 

water habitats along the coast and in freshwater lakes and rivers. Osprey nests can be found in 

large trees, on utility poles, on channel markers and on man-made platforms. Nesting season 

typically occurs between December and February.  

An osprey was observed near the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway; however, no osprey nests 

were observed within the project limits. The FDOT will resurvey the project corridor for nests during 

the permitting process and prior to construction. If an osprey nest is identified within project corridor, 

FDOT will coordinate with the USFWS and/or the FWC depending on the activity status of the nest. 

Because this project will be consistent with state and federal regulations, it is anticipated that the 

project will have no effect on osprey nests.  

5.6 State-Protected Species 

State-protected species known to utilize or have the potential to utilize habitat within the project 

corridor include one species of fish, several reptiles/amphibians, and a variety of avian species.  

5.6.1 Fish 

Mangrove rivulus (Kryptolebias marmoratus) 

The mangrove rivulus is an amphibious fish listed as threatened in Florida in in 1977, but two years 

later, re-classified as a Species of Special Concern. This species utilizes mangrove forests and 
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stagnant tidal pools and has been found in Tampa Bay. A small area of tidal flat and mangrove 

fringe is present near Big Island Gap Bridge and tidally-influenced waters occur between Roosevelt 

Boulevard N and Ulmerton Road. Minimal temporary or permanent impacts may occur to tidal areas 

near Big Island Gap Bridge. Mangrove impacts are not anticipated between Roosevelt Boulevard N 

and Ulmerton Road. Given the potential presence of the species within the project limits and the 

potential for minor impacts to mangrove habitat, it is anticipated that the project may affect, but is 

not likely to adversely affect the mangrove rivulus. 

5.6.2 Reptiles and Amphibians 

Gopher Tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus) 

The gopher tortoise is designated as threatened by the FWC, but is not federally listed. The gopher 

tortoise occupies a variety of communities, preferably habitats with well-drained sandy soils and 

abundant herbaceous forage. Low-quality and extremely fragmented habitat with the potential to 

support the gopher tortoise was observed; however, due to dense urbanization along the project 

corridor, presence is unlikely. If the gopher tortoise or tortoise burrows are located during 

construction, the FDOT will apply for a relocation permit from the FWC. Due to the low-likelihood of 

presence along the project corridor, and the requirement to relocate tortoises, it is anticipated that 

the project will have no effect on the gopher tortoise. The gopher frog is occasionally found within 

gopher tortoise burrows, in particular when burrows are located in xeric habitat adjacent to 

ephemeral ponds. Suitable habitat conditions were not observed within the project limits. Therefore, 

it is anticipated that the project will have no effect on the gopher frog. 

Short-tailed snake (Lampropeltis extenuata) 

The short-tailed snake is designated as threatened by the FWC. This snake is found in north-central 

peninsular Florida and prefers longleaf pine-turkey oak forests. It has also been found in scrub and 

dry oak hammocks. Suitable habitat was not observed within the project limits. Therefore, it is 

anticipated that the project will have no effect on the short-tailed snake. 

5.6.3 Birds 

5.6.3.1 Wetland-Dependent Avian Species 

This section describes state-protected, wetland-dependent avian species with the potential to utilize 

the project corridor. Several wading birds are listed by the FWC as threatened or species of special 

concern, but are not federally listed. These species may utilize ditches, marshes, tidal estuaries, and 

forested wetlands along the project corridor for foraging, roosting, or nesting.  

The state-threatened piping plover and the endangered wood stork may occur along the corridor. 

Both species also receive federal protection status and have been described above.  

Other state-threatened avian species with the potential to utilize the project corridor include the 

snowy plover (Charadrius alexandrines), least tern (Sternula antillarum), and the Florida sandhill 

crane (Grus canadensis pratensis). Both the snowy plover and the least tern utilize sandy beaches 

and tidal flats, similar to those found along the Howard Frankland Causeway. Minimal project 

impacts may occur to a narrow, tidally-dynamic beach zone near the Howard Frankland Bridge 

Causeway near the terminus of the seawall. However, due to the proximity to the highway, utilization 
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of this area by nesting birds is unlikely. Tidal flats are present near Big Island Gap Bridge. However, 

the area is adjacent to the highway and frequented by pedestrians. Temporary or permanent 

impacts may occur to beach and/or tidal areas within the project limits; however, it is unlikely that 

these areas are used for nesting, foraging or shelter. Given the unlikely presence of the species 

within the project limits, it is anticipated that the project may affect, but is not likely to adversely 

affect the snowy plover or the least tern. 

Sandhill cranes prefer wet prairies, marshy lake margins, improved pastures, and sparsely 

vegetated marshes, which are present in the area. All wetland impacts will be mitigated and will 

provide type for type replacement of habitat. Due to the dense urbanization, high volume traffic, and 

fragmented habitat throughout this area, it is anticipated that the project will have no effect on the 

Florida sandhill crane.  

The remaining species are designated as Species of Special Concern and include the roseate 

spoonbill (Ajaja ajaja), little blue heron (Egretta caerulea), reddish egret (Egretta rufescens), snowy 

egret (Egretta thula), tri-colored heron (Egretta tricolor), white ibis (Eudocimus albus), American 

oystercatcher (Haematopus palliates), the brown pelican (Pandion haliaetus), and the black skimmer 

(Rynchops niger). Several species of wading birds were observed during field surveys in June 2014. 

Species included the great blue heron (Ardea Herodias), snowy egret, and little blue heron near Big 

Island Gap Bridge and the double-crested cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus) along the Howard 

Frankland Causeway. Since impacts to wetland habitat will be minimized and mitigated, it is 

anticipated that the project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect these species.  

Florida Burrowing Owl (Athene cunicularia Floridana) 

The Florida burrowing owl is considered a Species of Special Concern by the FWC. The species 

requires dry, open, habitat with sandy soils. Although the burrowing owl has been found in Pinellas 

County, suitable habitat was not observed within the project limits and field surveys did not identify 

any individuals or burrows. Due to the lack of suitable habitat, it is anticipated that the project will 

have no effect on the Florida burrowing owl.  

Southeastern American kestrel (Falco sparverius paulus) 

The southeastern American kestrel is listed as threatened by the FWC. Kestrels frequent open 

pastures and agricultural lands, and prefer open lands with perch sites, a diverse prey population, 

and snags for nesting. Nesting snags were not observed. Suboptimal foraging habitat exists 

adjacent to the project limits between Gandy Boulevard and Roosevelt Boulevard. Given the mobility 

of this species and the absence of suitable nesting habitat, it is anticipated that the project will have 

no effect on the southeastern American kestrel. 
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5.7 Federal and State Listed Plants 

The FNAI Biodiversity Matrix (Appendix F) was queried to develop a list of plant species with the 

potential to occur within the project area (Table 5-2). According to the query, thirteen plant species 

protected by the Florida Department of Agricultural and Consumer Services (FDACS) potentially 

occur within the area: nine classified as endangered and four as threatened. One species, Florida 

goldenaster, is recognized as endangered by both federal and state rankings. Neither federal nor 

state listed plants species were observed within the project corridor during the PD&E surveys. 

Further, undeveloped areas along the project corridor were composed of habitat fringes of varying 

quality with various levels of disturbance. If protected plants are observed within the project limits 

during the design and permitting, coordination with the USFWS and/or the FDACS will be initiated.  

Table 5-2. Protected Flora Potentially Occurring within the Project Area 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Federal 
Status 

State 
Rank 

Likely/ 
Potential 

Nuttall’s rayless goldenrod Bigelowia nuttallii N E Potential 

Many-flowered grass-pink Calopogon multiflorus N E Potential 

Sand butterfly pea Centrosema arenicola N E Potential 

Hairy beach sunflower Helianthus debilis ssp. vestitus N E Potential 

Nodding pineweed Lechea cernua N T Potential 

Small’s flax Linum carteri var. smallii N E Potential 

Celestial lily Nemastylis floridana N E Potential 

Florida beargrass Nolina atopocarpa N T Potential 

Giant orchid Pteroglossaspis ecristata N T Potential 

 

E = Endangered: plants native to Florida in imminent danger of extinction, the survival of which is unlikely if decline continues; includes all 
species determined to be endangered/threatened pursuant to the U.S. ESA. T = Threatened: plants native to Florida that are in rapid decline, 
but which have not decreased in number as to cause them to be Endangered. N = Not currently listed, nor currently considered for listing. 

5.8 Critical Habitat 

The project corridor was evaluated for Critical Habitat as defined by Congress 17 CFR 35.1532. 

Review of GIS data obtained from the USFWS confirms there is no designated critical habitat within 

the project limits. Therefore, the proposed project will have no effect on Critical Habitat designated 

by the USFWS. 

  



Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) 
I-275 PD&E Study 

   | 47 

6.0 Essential Fish Habitat 

This Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) Assessment contains an evaluation of the proposed impacts on 

EFH associated with the I-275 project segment located over tidally-connected waters, including Old 

Tampa Bay. The purpose of this EFH Assessment is to enhance communication and coordination 

among the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), Fishery Management Councils (FMCs), and 

affected state and federal agencies. This EFH Assessment is provided in accordance with Part 2, 

Chapter 11 – Essential Fish Habitat – of the FDOT PD&E Manual and the requirements of the 

Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSFCMA) of 1996.  

As part of the ETDM screening, Fishery Biologist David A. Rydene commented on behalf of the 

NOAA NMFS Gulf of Mexico (Habitat Conservation Division) and stated EFH resources have been 

found within Maximo Channel, Riviera Bay, and Tampa Bay. The ETDM Final Programming Screen 

Summary Report, including agency correspondence, is provided as Appendix B. Final agency 

coordination comments related to the information contained in this WEBAR are provided as 

Appendix H. 

6.1 Magnuson-Stevens Act 

EFH is defined by the MSFCMA of 1976, as amended in 1996. The Magnuson-Stevens Act was 

enacted by the U.S. Congress to protect marine fish stocks and their habitat, to prevent and stop 

overfishing and to minimize by-catch. Congress defined EFH as “those waters and substrate 

necessary to fish for spawning, breeding, feeding, or growth to maturity” (16 U.S.C. 1802 (10)). The 

MSFCMA (Public Law 94-265, as amended) was established, along with other goals, to promote the 

protection of EFH in the review of projects conducted under federal permits, licenses, or other 

authorities that affect or have the potential to affect such habitat. Section 302 of the MSFCMA 

established eight FMCs. The Gulf of Mexico FMC is responsible for the creation of management 

standards for fishery resources in federal waters within the Gulf of Mexico from Florida to Texas and 

the implementation of the national standards in the Fishery Management Plans (FMP). In 1996, new 

habitat conservation provisions were added to the MSFCMA mandating the identification of EFH for 

all fish species federally managed by the FMCs and NMFS. Federal agencies that fund, permit, or 

implement activities that may adversely affect EFH must consult with the NMFS.  

6.2 EFH Involvement 

The intent of this EFH Assessment is to evaluate and describe how the proposed actions associated 

with the I-275 widening between Gandy Boulevard and Ulmerton Road, at the Big Island Gap 

Bridge, and along a section of the Howard Frankland Causeway may affect EFH designated by the 

NMFS and the Gulf of Mexico FMC within Old Tampa Bay and associated estuarine habitats. EFH 

generally includes a variety of aquatic habitats, such as rivers and creeks; estuarine wetlands; 

estuarine scrub/shrub mangroves and other forested wetlands; submerged aquatic vegetation; 

oyster reefs and shell banks; intertidal flats and shorelines; and estuarine and marine water 

columns. Pursuant to section 305(b)(2) of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, federal agencies must consult 

with NMFS regarding any of its actions authorized, funded, or undertaken, or proposed to be 

authorized, funded, or undertaken that may adversely affect EFH. Measures recommended by the 

NMFS or any FMC to protect EFH are advisory, not proscriptive. An effective EFH consultation 
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process is vital to ensuring that federal actions are consistent with the Magnuson-Stevens Act 

resource management goal.  

Guidance provided by NOAA (2004), states the following must accompany an EFH Assessment: 

1. Description of the action. 

2. Analysis of the potential adverse effects of the action on EFH and managed species. 

3. Federal agency(s) conclusions regarding the effects of the action on EFH. 

4. Proposed mitigation, as applicable. 

6.3 Proposed Action 

The FDOT project would propose interstate improvements along I-275 (SR 93) from South of 54th 

Avenue South to North of 4th Street North in Pinellas County, Florida, a distance of approximately 

16.3 miles. Specific project details include: 

• Segment A: From south of 54th Avenue South to I-175, a distance of 4.6 miles; 

• Segment B: From I-175 to south of Gandy Boulevard, a distance of 6.0 miles; and 

• Segment C: From south of Gandy Boulevard to north of 4th Street North, a distance of 5.7 

miles. 

The proposed actions would include widening a section of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway 

within waters of Old Tampa Bay, improvements at the Big Island Gap Bridge, and work within tidal 

waters between Roosevelt Blvd and Ulmerton Road near the Weedon Island Preserve.  

6.4 Existing Conditions 

Estuarine habitats exist within Old Tampa Bay and are crossed by the I-275 project. Desktop 

analysis and field evaluations were conducted to verify and map existing mangrove habitats along 

the project corridor and to verify and/or refine the SWFWMD seagrass mapping data (2010). Per the 

SWFWMD 2010 data, seagrass habitats within the project corridor are categorized as either 

seagrass – continuous (FLUCFCS 9116) or seagrass – discontinuous (FLUCFCS 9113).  

Based on field reviews conducted June 4th and 17th, 2014, the project crosses five EFH types 

including ditches/canals with direct connection to tidally-influenced bays, two estuarine intertidal 

habitats (i.e. scrub/shrub mangrove and unconsolidated sand shoreline), and two estuarine subtidal 

habitats (i.e. submerged aquatic vegetation and bay bottoms).  

6.5 Agency Coordination – Coastal and Marine Habitats 

Agency coordination was conducted as part of the ETDM screening and the Advanced Notification 

review processes. The ETDM screening process was used to identify concerns from the 

commenting agencies. ETDM coordination included coordination with the USFWS, the NMFS, and 

the SWFWMD. Full agency comments are provided in the ETDM Final Programming Screen 

Summary Report in Appendix B. A summary of each agency’s comments is provided below:  
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U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service – Degree of Effect - Minimal 

Due to proximity to the Pinellas County Aquatic Preserve, Boca Ciega Aquatic Preserve, Weedon 

Island Preserve, Boyd Hill Nature Park, Sawgrass lake Park and the Pinellas NWR, the USFWS 

stated that the project design should incorporate drainage improvements that reduce contaminants 

entering Tampa Bay. Additionally, work within nearshore areas will be considered substantial. 

National Marine Fisheries Service – Degree of Effect - Minimal 

NMFS commented about resources within Riviera Bay and Tampa Bay, both of which contain 

estuarine habitats used by federally managed species and prey; Loggerhead Marina and Maximo 

Channel; and Sawgrass Lake which connects via canals/ditches to Riviera Bay near Tinny Creek. 

They noted mangrove habitat along the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway and near shore 

seagrass beds. Direct impacts were not considered in the ETDM Report, but NMFS recommended 

stormwater systems to prevent indirect impacts of degraded water from reaching estuarine habitats. 

Direct impacts to estuarine resources will require additional coordination with NMFS staff.  

Southwest Florida Water Management District – Degree of Effect - Minimal 

The SWFWMD noted the close proximity of seagrasses to the causeway and the potential for 

shading impacts associated with bridge work over Big Island Gap. Seagrass impacts will be 

addressed during permitting and evaluated as direct impacts or shading. In addition to seagrass 

habitat along the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway, SWFWMD commented on the potential to 

impact wetlands and restoration areas associated with Big Island Gap. 

6.6 Field Survey Methodology 

Habitat mapping was conducted and species surveys were undertaken along I-275 between South 

of 54th Ave. S. to approximately 1-mile west of the Howard Frankland Bridge and around the Big 

Island Gap Bridge area on June 4, 2014. Field surveys were conducted by vehicle along the road 

and by foot along the shoreline, and habitat was mapped using high resolution aerial photography 

(Pinellas County, 2010).  

Subsequent seagrass surveys were conducted June 17, 2014 and involved seagrass mapping, an 

EFH assessment, and wildlife surveys along a portion of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway 

within Old Tampa Bay. The field survey commenced at 8:30am at approximately 1.5ft mean lower 

low water (MLLW) (Figure 6-1) and was conducted along meandering transects by kayak, shallow 

water wading, and snorkeling. The limits of seagrass habitat were recorded using a GPS Trimble 

GeoXT and differentially corrected for accuracy. Seagrass habitats were delineated as 

discontinuous, patchy (10 to 25% coverage) or continuous (>25% coverage). The seagrass mapping 

was intended to verify the presence/absence of seagrass beds mapped previously by the SWFWMD 

(2010) and to document flora and fauna species present.  

The EFH assessment included visual observation of seagrass habitats within the project area, 

identification of seagrass by genus and species, documentation of other submerged aquatic 

vegetation (SAV) and epiphytes, examination of floating vegetation and bay bottom, and 

identification (when possible) of benthic organisms and other aquatic species. 
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Figure 6-1. Tide Table 

6.7 Results  

A variety of coastal habitat communities are present along and adjacent to the project corridor 

including canals/ditches with direct connection to tidally-influenced bays and estuaries, two estuarine 

intertidal habitats (i.e. scrub/shrub mangrove and unconsolidated sand shoreline), and two estuarine 

subtidal habitats (i.e. submerged aquatic vegetation and open water/bay bottoms).  

Predominant habitat types observed along the project corridor area described below: 

Tidal canals/ditches (FLUCFCS, 5100) 

Tidally-connected canals were observed along the project corridor. A freshwater, but tidally-

connected canal was present along I-275 south of Gandy Boulevard. This canal connects Riviera 

Bay to Sawgrass Lake Park near Tinny Creek. Leather fern was observed. Further north, mangroves 

were observed east and west of I-275 within the canal located between Roosevelt Boulevard and 

Ulmerton Road at the Weedon Island Preserve. Construction impacts are anticipated within the I-275 

right-of-way at both canal crossings.  

Mangrove (FLUCFCS, 6120) 

Mangrove habitat was observed at the Weedon Island Preserve, at Big Island Gap on both natural 

substrate and riprap and along the Howard Frankland Causeway. Mangrove habitat included red 

mangrove (Rhizophora mangle), black mangrove (Avicennia germinans), and white mangrove 

(Laguncularia racemosa). The eastern oyster (Crassostrea virginica) was observed on prop roots of 

red mangrove near Big Island Gap. Brazilian pepper was present landward of the mangrove habitat 

at Big Island Gap and was intermittent along a section of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway. 

Native landscape plantings including sea grape (Coccoloba uvifera) and eastern red cedar 

(Juniperus virginiana) were observed landward of the mangrove limits. Construction impacts are 

anticipated to mangrove habitats at Big Island Gap and near the Weedon Island Preserve.  
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Bay and Estuarine Waters (FLUCFCS, 5400) 

Hardened seawall and natural shoreline were present along the Howard Frankland Bridge 

Causeway within Old Tampa Bay. The natural shoreline contained sandy unconsolidated substrate 

along the supratidal, intertidal, and subtidal zones. These relatively open areas of sand and floating 

algae supported benthic organisms and fish (Table 6-1). Bay waters adjacent to the causeway 

contained waters of sufficient depth and substrate for seagrass growth. Seagrass habitats of varying 

density, quality and composition were observed. The majority of seagrass observed was shoal 

grass (Halodule wrightii), but manatee grass (Syringodium filiforme) was also present, particularly 

along the eastern side of the causeway. Conditions along the eastern side of the causeway were 

notably healthier and more diverse than those along the western limits of the causeway.  

Estuarine subtidal habitats exist within the I-275 construction limits. Seagrasses were either absent 

or intermittent and patchy near the seawall, probably due to reflected wave energy, substrate 

disruption, and shading from floating organic debris. Shoal grass was found throughout areas of 

continuous and discontinuous seagrass. Manatee grass was observed primarily within the 

continuous shoal grass beds, which tended to be away from the shore in slightly deeper waters and 

predominantly on the eastern side of the causeway. Macroalgal epiphytes and drift algae were 

common within the seagrass habitats and along the shoreline. Other SAV included the alga 

Caulerpa sp., which contributed to SAV coverage. Caulerpa sp. is particularly common in the upper 

reaches of Old Tampa Bay (Yarbro, 2011). Seagrass maps generated from field data collected June 

17, 2014 are provided in Appendix D.  

Table 6-1. Wildlife Observed within Old Tampa Bay 

Fish  Birds  

Anchovy  Anchoa sp.  Osprey  Pandion haliaetus 

Sheepshead  Archosargus probatocephalus  Great blue heron  Ardea herodias 

Pipefish  Syngnathus sp.  Snowy egret  Egretta thula 

Stripped burrfish  Chilomycterus schoepfii  Double-crested Cormorant  Phalacrocorax auritus 

Mullet  Mugil cephalus Little blue heron Egretta caerulea 

Cownose ray  Rhinoptera bonasus      

Atlantic stingray  Dasyatis sabina      

Inverts  Mammal   

Horseshoe crab  Limulas polyphemus  Bottle-nose dolphin  Tursiops truncatus 

Blue crab  Callinectes sapidus     

Hermit crab  Not determined     

Fighting conch  Strombus pugilis     

Crown conch  Melongena corona      

Lightening whelk  Busycon perversum     

Tulip snail  Fasciolaria sp.      

Eastern oysters  Crassostrea virginica     

Comb jellies  Ctenophora      
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6.8 Analysis of Effects on EFH 

Tampa Bay contains EFH utilized by federally-managed species and their prey including within the 

open waters of Old Tampa Bay, the estuarine water column, and SAV, including seagrass habitat. 

The NMFS and the SWFWMD commented regarding impacts to EFH as part of the ETDM process; 

however, at the time of review, impacts to EFH were not anticipated along a section of the Howard 

Frankland Bridge Causeway or at Big Island Gap. However, the selected Preferred Build Alternative 

would result in construction impacts to tidal waters within a portion of Old Tampa Bay as part of the 

I-275 widening and at the Big Island Gap Bridge including impacts to seagrass and mangrove 

habitats. Potential impacts to the following species known to exist in Tampa Bay were reviewed as 

part of the EFH Assessment. 

6.8.1 Fishery Management Plans 

Species listed in the FMPs of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (GMFMC) are 

available (Rev. 5/31/2012). Fisheries known to exist in Tampa Bay include the red drum 

(Scianenops ocellatus), coastal migratory pelagics, and reef fish, pink shrimp (Farfantepenaeus 

duorarum), stone crab (Minippe mercenaria), and spiny lobster (Panulirus argus).  

Red Drum (Scianenops ocellatus) is a nearshore species found in estuaries throughout the Gulf of 

Mexico including within Tampa Bay. They inhabit a range of habitats including estuaries, tidal inlets, 

tidal flats, seagrass habitats, oyster reefs, as well as deeper water habitats. The red drum is a 

euryhaline species able to adapt to a range of salinities from freshwater to very high sanity waters 

(50ppt), but prefers saltwater of 30-35 ppt. The red drum can also tolerate a range of temperatures. 

The red drum lives the majority of its lifecycle in nearshore waters and estuarine habitats. Estuaries 

provide vital nursery habitat for the red drum. Deterioration of water quality or loss of habitat can 

dramatically affect survival of juvenile red drum. Due to the FDOTs commitment to use BMPs during 

roadway and bridge construction and due to the ability of the species to utilize nearby habitat, 

impacts to this species are not anticipated.  

The Reef Fish FMP includes various species of snappers, groupers, triggerfishes, jacks, tilefishes, 

and wrasses. Although the FMP covers 42 species, stock assessments have only been conducted 

on eleven species. Gray (mangrove) snapper (Lutjanus griseus) is abundant in Tampa Bay. Gray 

snapper spawn offshore but eggs and larvae move by currents into estuarine, seagrass, and 

mangrove habitats. Larvae, juveniles, and smaller adults are common in seagrass habitats and 

around mangrove roots, pilings, seawalls, and jetties. Juvenile snappers forage during the day in 

seagrass beds (Bortone and Williams 1986) and feed primarily on penaeid shrimp and crabs 

(Rutherford et al.1989a). Adult gray snapper are nocturnal predators that consume fish, shrimp, and 

crabs. (Harrigan et al. 1989; Hettler 1989). Habitat utilized by the gray snapper may be impacted 

during project construction, however, due to FDOT’s commitment to utilize BMPs and due to the 

ability of the species to utilize nearby habitats, long-term impacts to this species are not anticipated.  

The Coastal Migratory Pelagics FMP includes all estuaries along the U.S. and Mexico border 

south to the boundary between the GMFMC and the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council 

(SAFMC). The GMFMC and the SAFMC joint FMP includes the king mackerel (Scomberomorus 

cavalla), Spanish mackerel (S. maculatus), and cobia (Rachycentron canadum). Species included in 

the fishery, but not in the management unit include cero (S. regalis), little tunny (Euthynnus 

alletteratus), dolphin (Coryphaena hippurus), bluefish (Pomatomus saltatrix). Spanish mackerel, 
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although not considered estuarine-dependent, are known to infrequently utilize mouths of rivers, 

estuaries, and bays and is known to occur in Tampa Bay. Due to the infrequent occurrence of this 

species in bays and estuaries, impacts from construction are not anticipated.  

Four species of shrimps are included in the species management unit of the shrimp FMP including 

brown shrimp (Farfantepenaeus aztecus), white shrimp (Litopenaeus setiferus), pink shrimp 

(Farfantepenaeus duorarum), and royal red shrimp (Pleoticus robustus). Pink shrimp are abundant 

in Tampa Bay. They are the most common species harvested in Florida. Pink shrimp occupy a 

variety of habitats including seagrass habitats, and in particular shoal grass beds. Juvenile shrimp 

are commonly found in estuaries where they burrow into the substrate by day and emerge at night. 

Juveniles inhabit almost every U.S. estuary around the Gulf and are abundant in Florida and both 

adults and juveniles are present in Tampa Bay. Some impacts will occur in seagrass habitats along 

a portion of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway; however, due to the productivity of shrimp and 

the ability of shrimp populations to rebound quickly from one year to the next, long-term impacts to 

this species are not anticipated from this project. 

Spiny lobster (Panulirus argus) has been found off shore from Tampa Bay. Although the FMP 

covers the Gulf regions north to Tarpon Spring, the spiny lobster is not expected to occur within the 

project area. The project is not expected to impact this species.  

As of October 2011, the Stone crab (Minippe mercenaria) fishery in Florida waters is no longer 

jointly managed by the GMFMC and the State of Florida, but rather is now solely managed by the 

State of Florida. Although there is no formal FMP for the stone crab, its presence in highly regarded 

throughout Florida and it contributes significantly to the Florida fishery. It is also an important species 

in the assessment of Essential Fish Habitat. There are two species of stone crabs found in Florida: 

the Florida stone crab (Menippe mercenaria) and the Gulf stone crab (M. adina). These species 

interbreed creating a hybrid crab that displays traits from each species. Each species is 

distinguished by specific biological and ecological characteristics. The Florida stone crab is found 

throughout Florida and is abundant in SW Florida preferring hard bottom habitats with rocky 

outcrops and seagrasses. The gulf stone crab is more common in the northern and western Gulf of 

Mexico and prefers mud flats, oyster reefs, rock jetties, and other submerged habitats. The stone 

crab occurs extensively in Tampa Bay is harvested for food. Due to the resilience of this fishery and 

the mobility of the species, the project is not expected to have detrimental impacts to this species.  

6.8.2 Project Impacts 

Construction of Segment C of the I-275 project would impact seagrass and mangrove habitats. This 

portion of the project area drains to the Pinellas County Aquatic Preserve, an Outstanding Florida 

Water Project.  

Impacts to seagrass habitat would occur as a result of widening of a portion of the Howard 

Frankland Bridge Causeway. Impacts to both seagrass habitat and mangrove habitat would occur at 

Big Island Gap as a result of bridge widening. In addition, impacts to mangrove habitat would also 

occur at a canal near Weedon Island Preserve, located between Roosevelt Boulevard and Ulmerton 

Road, to accommodate highway widening.  

Mangrove habitat was present within the project right-of-way including between Roosevelt Boulevard 

and Ulmerton Road. Mangroves were observed within surface waters at Weedon Island Preserve, 

abutting the bridge over Big Island Gap, and along the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway 

associated with this proposed project’s PD&E study limits. The project would result in 0.89 acres of 
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impact to mangrove habitat including 0.73 acres around Big Island Gap and 0.16 acres to surface 

waters associated with the Weedon Island Preserve.  

Bay waters adjacent to a portion of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway within this proposed 

project’s study limits contained seagrass habitats of varying density, quality and composition. 

Seagrasses were categorized as continuous or intermittent and patchy. Impacts to continuous 

seagrass habitat would total approximately 0.40 acres; impacts to intermittent and patchy seagrass 

habitat 0.34 acres. Final seagrass impacts will be determined during project permitting.  

6.8.3 Water Quality and Erosion Control Measures 

Degradation of water quality resulting from construction or excess loading of stormwater runoff from 

the project has the potential to adversely impact tidal habitats in and around Tampa Bay including 

seagrass habitats and benthic communities. Water quality impacts from construction will be avoided 

and minimized through the incorporation of BMPs including, but not limited to, construction phasing, 

sediment barriers, floating turbidity screenings, silt fences, and other construction techniques 

identified during design and permitting by the regulatory agencies.  

6.9 Proposed Mitigation 

Impacts to seagrass habitat will be avoided and minimized to the greatest extent practical during 

project design and permitting. However, it is anticipated that unavoidable impacts will occur as a 

result of the proposed project. Temporary impacts will be minimized utilizing BMPs and incorporating 

FDOT design standards.  

Permanent impacts will require mitigation. Impacts to seagrass habitat will be evaluated during 

design and permitting as part of the environmental resource permit (ERP) program under Part IV of 

Chapter 373 of the Florida Statutes (F.S.). Mitigation will be required pursuant to S.373.4137 Florida 

Statutes (F.S.) Part IV, Chapter 373, F.S. and 33 U.S.C.s, 1344. Coordination has been initiated to 

determine a future seagrass mitigation approach. Any mitigation decisions will be incorporated into 

this document prior to the public hearing.  
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7.0 Conclusions and Commitments 

7.1 Wetland 

The “Build” Alternatives for I-275 (SR 93) from 54th Avenue South to north of 4th Street North in 

Pinellas County include Segments A, B and C. Impacts are not anticipated for Segment A. Impacts 

would occur with “Build” Alternatives for Segments B and C. Segments B and C require fill within 

surface waters, wetlands, and within waters of Old Tampa Bay, which includes the Pinellas County 

Aquatic Preserve.  

The “Build” Alternatives for Segments B and C would result in approximately 0.74 acres of 

impacts to freshwater wetlands including approximately 0.59 acres of freshwater forested wetlands 

and 0.15 acres of non-forested, freshwater wetlands. Segment C would result in 0.89 acres of 

impact to mangrove habitat including 0.73 acres around Big Island Gap and 0.16 acres to surface 

waters associated with the Weedon Island Preserve. Segment C would also require impacts to 

seagrass habitat. Impacts to continuous seagrass habitat would total approximately 0.40 acres; 

impacts to intermittent and patchy seagrass habitat 0.34 acres.  

Wetland impacts would be avoided and minimized to the greatest extent practical during project 

design and permitting. All impacts to jurisdictional wetlands and surface waters would be evaluated 

using the Uniform Mitigation Assessment Method (UMAM) Chapter 62‐345 FAC) during the design 

and permitting phase of the project as part of the Environmental Resource Permit (ERP) program 

under Part IV of Chapter 373 of the Florida Statutes. Mitigation would be provided pursuant to 

S.373.4137 Florida Statutes (F.S.) Part IV, Chapter 373, F.S. and 33 U.S.C.s, 1344. 

7.2 Protect Species & Habitat 

Wildlife habitat observed along the project corridor included fragmented natural areas variously 

impacted by urban development, freshwater forest and mangrove habitat abutting established 

preserves, and estuarine habitats associated with Old Tampa Bay. Six listed fauna were observed 

within the project corridor during field surveys. In addition, 30 listed species were listed to occur or 

potentially occur within close proximity to the project according to database reviews and literature 

research. Federally-protected fauna observed within or adjacent the project corridor or which have 

the potential to occur within the project corridor include fish (Gulf sturgeon, small-toothed sawfish), 

reptiles (sea turtles and the eastern indigo snake), birds (wood stork and piping plover), and 

mammals (West Indian manatee). Two non-listed, federally protected avian species (bald eagle and 

osprey) may also utilize the project area.  

Base on this project review, the following findings were determined for federally protected species. 

The project: 

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the Gulf sturgeon;  

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the small-toothed sawfish;  

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the loggerhead, green, hawksbill, or Kemp’s 

Ridley sea turtles;  

• will have no effect on the Eastern indigo snake;  



Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) 
I-275 PD&E Study 

   | 56 

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the wood stork;  

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the piping plover; and 

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the West Indian manatee.  

Additionally, although the bald eagle is no longer listed as threatened or endangered, it remains 

protected for the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Golden Eagle Protection Act. The osprey is also 

protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. However, the project will have no effect on the bald 

eagle or the osprey. 

The findings for state protected wildlife are as follows. The project: 

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the mangrove rivulus;  

• will have no effect on the gopher frog;  

• will have no effect on the short-tailed snake;  

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the snowy plover or the least tern;  

• will have no effect on the Florida sandhill crane;  

• may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the roseate spoonbill, little blue heron, 

reddish egret, snowy egret, tri-colored heron, white ibis, American oystercatcher, the brown 

pelican, or the black skimmer;  

• will have no effect on the Florida burrowing owl; and  

• will have no effect on the southeastern American kestrel. 

Designated critical habitat does not fall within the project limits. Therefore, the proposed project will 

have no effect on Critical Habitat designated by the USFWS. 

7.3 Essential Fish Habitat 

Estuarine habitats exist within Old Tampa Bay and are crossed by the I-275 project. Based on field 

reviews, the project crosses variety of coastal habitat communities. A freshwater, but tidally-

connected canal was present along I-275 south of Gandy Boulevard. Mangroves were observed 

east and west of I-275 within the canal located between Roosevelt Boulevard and Ulmerton Road at 

the Weedon Island Preserve. Mangrove habitat was observed at the Weedon Island Preserve, at Big 

Island Gap on both natural substrate and riprap and along the Howard Frankland Causeway. 

Seagrass habitats of varying density, quality and composition were observed waterward of a portion 

of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway. Impacts to seagrass habitat would occur as a result of 

widening a portion of the Howard Frankland Bridge Causeway. Impacts to both seagrass habitat and 

mangrove habitat would occur at Big Island Gap as a result of bridge widening. In addition, impacts 

to mangrove habitat would also occur at a canal near Weedon Island Preserve, located between 

Roosevelt Boulevard and Ulmerton Road, to accommodate highway widening.  

Species known to exist in Tampa Bay and listed in the FMPs of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council include the red drum, coastal migratory pelagics and reef fish, pink shrimp, 

stone crab, and spiny lobster. However, base on standard water quality protection measures and 

mitigation, the project is not expected to have detrimental impacts on any of these species. 
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Mitigation will be provided pursuant to S.373.4137 Florida Statutes (F.S.) Part IV, Chapter 373, F.S. 

and 33 U.S.C.s, 1344. 

7.4 Commitments 

In order to assure that adverse impacts to protected species or habitat will not occur within the 

project corridor, the FDOT will adhere to the following commitments and protection measures: 

• Endangered Species Act Section 7 informal consultation will be re-initiated with the NMFS for 

smalltooth sawfish and swimming sea turtles during the future project’s design phase once more 

detailed information is known for this project. The FDOT will continue coordination with NMFS on 

potential impacts associated with pile driving activities. 

• The FDOT will adhere to the NMFS’s Sea Turtle and Smalltooth Sawfish Construction 

Conditions (Appendix E) during construction of the project. 

• The FDOT will continue informal Endangered Species Act Section 7 consultation with the 

USFWS for the Gulf Sturgeon during the future project’s design phase. 

• FDOT will incorporate the Construction Special Conditions for the protection of the Gulf 

Sturgeon (Appendix A). 

• To assure the protection of wildlife during construction, the FDOT will implement a Marine 

Wildlife Watch Plan (MWWP), which includes the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

(FFWCC) Standard Manatee Conditions for In-Water Work. The FDOT will require the construction 

contractor to abide by these guidelines during construction. The current guidelines (2011) that 

provide concurrent protections for manatees and sea turtles are provided in Appendix E.  

• Special conditions for manatees will be addressed during construction and include the following: 

o No nighttime in water work will be performed. In-water work can be conducted from 

official sunrise until official sunset times; 

o Two dedicated (minimum one primary), experienced manatee observers will be 

present when in-water work is performed. Primary observers should have experience 

observing manatees in the wild on construction projects similar to this one; 

o All siltation barriers or coffer dams should be checked at least twice a day, in the 

morning and in the evening, for manatees that may become entangled or entrapped at 

the site. 

o Barges will be equipped with fender systems that provide a minimum standoff distance 

of four feet between wharves, bulkheads and vessels moored together to prevent 

crushing manatees. All existing slow speed or no wake zones will apply to all work 

boats and barges associated with construction; and 

o Although culverts are unlikely for the portion of the project in the vicinity of the Big 

Island Gap waterway, any culverts larger than eight inches and less than eight feet in 

diameter should be grated to prevent manatee entrapment. When the I-275 Big 

Island Gap bridge is widened, the spacing (if feasible) between the new pilings will 
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be at least 60 inches to allow for manatee movement in between the pilings. If a 

minimum of 60-inch spacing is not provided between the new piles, further 

coordination will be conducted with the USFWS. The existing bridge piling spacing 

will not need to be altered. 

• No blasting is authorized for this project as part of this PD&E study. If blasting is required, 

informal Section 7 Consultation will be initiated with the USFWS for the manatee and with the NMFS 

for swimming sea turtles and the smalltooth sawfish. A blast plan and MWWP would be developed 

and submitted to the USFWS, NMFS and FFWCC for their approval prior to beginning blasting 

activities. 

• No dredging is authorized for this project. If dredging is required, informal Section 7 Consultation 

will be re-initiated with the USFWS for the manatee. 
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Appendix B.  
ETDM Summary Report 

  















Participating and Cooperating agencies are not applicable for this class of action.

Planning Consistency Status
Are the limits consistent with the
plans? Yes
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APPENDIX B 
Wetland Impact Maps 

  



 

 

Appendix C.  
Wetland Impact Maps 

  















 

 

Appendix D.  
Seagrass Habitat Impact Maps 
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Agency Species Management Plans 

  



STANDARD PROTECTION MEASURES FOR THE EASTERN INDIGO SNAKE 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

August 12, 2013 
 
The eastern indigo snake protection/education plan (Plan) below has been developed by the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) in Florida for use by applicants and their construction 
personnel. At least 30 days prior to any clearing/land alteration activities, the applicant shall 
notify the appropriate USFWS Field Office via e-mail that the Plan will be implemented as 
described below (North Florida Field Office: jaxregs@fws.gov; South Florida Field Office: 
verobeach@fws.gov; Panama City Field Office: panamacity@fws.gov). As long as the signatory 
of the e-mail certifies compliance with the below Plan (including use of the attached poster and 
brochure), no further written confirmation or “approval” from the USFWS is needed and the 
applicant may move forward with the project. 
 
If the applicant decides to use an eastern indigo snake protection/education plan other than the 
approved Plan below, written confirmation or “approval” from the USFWS that the plan is 
adequate must be obtained. At least 30 days prior to any clearing/land alteration activities, the 
applicant shall submit their unique plan for review and approval. The USFWS will respond via e-
mail, typically within 30 days of receiving the plan, either concurring that the plan is adequate or 
requesting additional information. A concurrence e-mail from the appropriate USFWS Field 
Office will fulfill approval requirements.  
 
The Plan materials should consist of: 1) a combination of posters and pamphlets (see Poster 
Information section below); and 2) verbal educational instructions to construction personnel by 
supervisory or management personnel before any clearing/land alteration activities are initiated 
(see Pre-Construction Activities and During Construction Activities sections below).  
 
POSTER INFORMATION 
 
Posters with the following information shall be placed at strategic locations on the construction 
site and along any proposed access roads (a final poster for Plan compliance, to be printed on 11” 
x 17” or larger paper and laminated, is attached): 
 
DESCRIPTION: The eastern indigo snake is one of the largest non-venomous snakes in North 
America, with individuals often reaching up to 8 feet in length. They derive their name from the 
glossy, blue-black color of their scales above and uniformly slate blue below. Frequently, they 
have orange to coral reddish coloration in the throat area, yet some specimens have been reported 
to only have cream coloration on the throat. These snakes are not typically aggressive and will 
attempt to crawl away when disturbed. Though indigo snakes rarely bite, they should NOT be 
handled.   
 
SIMILAR SNAKES: The black racer is the only other solid black snake resembling the eastern 
indigo snake. However, black racers have a white or cream chin, thinner bodies, and WILL BITE 
if handled. 
 
LIFE HISTORY: The eastern indigo snake occurs in a wide variety of terrestrial habitat types 
throughout Florida. Although they have a preference for uplands, they also utilize some wetlands 
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and agricultural areas. Eastern indigo snakes will often seek shelter inside gopher tortoise 
burrows and other below- and above-ground refugia, such as other animal burrows, stumps, 
roots, and debris piles. Females may lay from 4 - 12 white eggs as early as April through June, 
with young hatching in late July through October. 
 
PROTECTION UNDER FEDERAL AND STATE LAW: The eastern indigo snake is 
classified as a Threatened species by both the USFWS and the Florida Fish and Wildlife 
Conservation Commission. “Taking” of eastern indigo snakes is prohibited by the Endangered 
Species Act without a permit. “Take” is defined by the USFWS as an attempt to kill, harm, 
harass, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, trap, capture, collect, or engage in any such conduct.  
Penalties include a maximum fine of $25,000 for civil violations and up to $50,000 and/or 
imprisonment for criminal offenses, if convicted. 
 
Only individuals currently authorized through an issued Incidental Take Statement in association 
with a USFWS Biological Opinion, or by a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit issued by the USFWS, to 
handle an eastern indigo snake are allowed to do so. 
 
IF YOU SEE A LIVE EASTERN INDIGO SNAKE ON THE SITE:  
 
• Cease clearing activities and allow the live eastern indigo snake sufficient time to move 

away from the site without interference;  
• Personnel must NOT attempt to touch or handle snake due to protected status.   
• Take photographs of the snake, if possible, for identification and documentation purposes.   
• Immediately notify supervisor or the applicant’s designated agent, and the appropriate 

USFWS office, with the location information and condition of the snake.   
• If the snake is located in a vicinity where continuation of the clearing or construction 

activities will cause harm to the snake, the activities must halt until such time that a 
representative of the USFWS returns the call (within one day) with further guidance as to 
when activities may resume. 

 
IF YOU SEE A DEAD EASTERN INDIGO SNAKE ON THE SITE: 
 
• Cease clearing activities and immediately notify supervisor or the applicant’s designated 

agent, and the appropriate USFWS office, with the location information and condition of 
the snake.   

• Take photographs of the snake, if possible, for identification and documentation purposes.   
• Thoroughly soak the dead snake in water and then freeze the specimen. The appropriate 

wildlife agency will retrieve the dead snake.   
 
Telephone numbers of USFWS Florida Field Offices to be contacted if a live or dead 
eastern indigo snake is encountered: 
 
North Florida Field Office – (904) 731-3336  
Panama City Field Office – (850) 769-0552  
South Florida Field Office – (772) 562-3909  
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PRE-CONSTRUCTION ACTIVITIES  
 
1. The applicant or designated agent will post educational posters in the construction office and 
throughout the construction site, including any access roads. The posters must be clearly visible 
to all construction staff. A sample poster is attached. 
 
2. Prior to the onset of construction activities, the applicant/designated agent will conduct a 
meeting with all construction staff (annually for multi-year projects) to discuss identification of 
the snake, its protected status, what to do if a snake is observed within the project area, and 
applicable penalties that may be imposed if state and/or federal regulations are violated. An 
educational brochure including color photographs of the snake will be given to each staff 
member in attendance and additional copies will be provided to the construction superintendent 
to make available in the onsite construction office (a final brochure for Plan compliance, to be 
printed double-sided on 8.5” x 11” paper and then properly folded, is attached).  Photos of 
eastern indigo snakes may be accessed on USFWS and/or FWC websites.  
 
3. Construction staff will be informed that in the event that an eastern indigo snake (live or dead) 
is observed on the project site during construction activities, all such activities are to cease until 
the established procedures are implemented according to the Plan, which includes notification of 
the appropriate USFWS Field Office. The contact information for the USFWS is provided on the 
referenced posters and brochures. 
 
DURING CONSTRUCTION ACTIVITIES  
 
1. During initial site clearing activities, an onsite observer may be utilized to determine whether 
habitat conditions suggest a reasonable probability of an eastern indigo snake sighting (example: 
discovery of snake sheds, tracks, lots of refugia and cavities present in the area of clearing 
activities, and presence of gopher tortoises and burrows). 
 
2. If an eastern indigo snake is discovered during gopher tortoise relocation activities (i.e. burrow 
excavation), the USFWS shall be contacted within one business day to obtain further guidance 
which may result in further project consultation. 
 
3. Periodically during construction activities, the applicant’s designated agent should visit the 
project area to observe the condition of the posters and Plan materials, and replace them as 
needed. Construction personnel should be reminded of the instructions (above) as to what is 
expected if any eastern indigo snakes are seen. 
 
POST CONSTRUCTION ACTIVITIES  
 
Whether or not eastern indigo snakes are observed during construction activities, a monitoring 
report should be submitted to the appropriate USFWS Field Office within 60 days of project 
completion. The report can be sent electronically to the appropriate USFWS e-mail address listed 
on page one of this Plan. 
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CONSTRUCTION SPECIAL PROVISIONS 
GULF STURGEON PROTECTION GUIDELINES 

(PURSUANT TO NMFS AND USFWS) 
 
The Gulf sturgeon (Acipenser oxyrinchus desotoi) is listed under the Endangered Species Act as 
threatened. It is managed under the joint jurisdiction of the National Marine Fisheries Service 
(NMFS) and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). Potential habitat for the Gulf 
sturgeon is located within the limits of this project. 
  
The following special provisions will be incorporated into any construction contract where 
involvement with sturgeon may occur: 
 
The FDOT has coordinated with the NMFS and USFWS early in the project development stage. 
The following provisions are intended to avoid/ protect known spawning habitats, nursery areas, 
feeding areas and thermal refuges. 
 

1. The Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) shall advise all FDOT project 
personnel and Contractor personnel on the project that there are civil and criminal 
penalties for harming, harassing or killing sturgeon. The FDOT and the Contractor will 
be held responsible for any sturgeon harmed, harassed, or killed as a result of the project 
activity. 
 

2. The FDOT shall provide information to all FDOT and Contract personnel for 
identification of sturgeon. 

 
3. Appropriate work shift personnel will be instructed in the appearance, habits, biology, 

migratory patterns, and preservation of sturgeon. At least one of these trained personnel 
will be on site during construction activities to maintain a constant surveillance for these 
species, assure the cessation of activities (such as dredging, excess turbidity, and 
construction barge activity), which may endanger these species, and assure that 
uninhibited passage for the animals is provided. 

 
4. Post signs on site warning of the presence of sturgeon, of their endangered status and 

federal protection, and precautions needed. 
 

5. Turbidity from construction activity will be adequately controlled to prevent degradation 
of the quality and transparency of the water. When sturgeon are present, turbidity curtains 
of appropriate dimension will be used to restrict the animals’ access to the work area. 
Pollution booms or turbidity curtains should use tangle resistant or hemp rope when 
anchoring, or employ surface anchors' to prevent entangling sturgeon. Continuous 
surveillance will be maintained in order to free animals which may become trapped in silt 
or turbidity barriers. 

 
6. No dredging of the river bottom will be conducted for barge access. 
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7. Drilled shaft pile construction will be used whenever prudent and feasible as determined 
by FDOT. 

 
8. Care shall be taken in lowering equipment or material below the water surface and into 

the stream bed. These precautions will be taken to ensure no harm occurs to any sturgeon 
which may enter the construction area undetected. 

 
9. Construction debris shall not be discarded into the water. 

 
10. If the use of explosives is necessary, the following protection measures will be employed 

for projects in FDOT's District 3 
 

a. In riverine areas: 
 No blasting will occur in known spawning, staging, feeding, or nursery areas. 
 In-water explosive work should be avoided between the months of April to 

October. 
 If explosive work becomes necessary within the April to October time frame, 

a non-lethal "Fish Scare" charge will be detonated one minute prior to 
detonation of the underwater blast. 

 
b. In estuarine areas: 

 No blasting will occur in known spawning, staging, feeding, or nursery areas. 
 In-water explosive work should be avoided between the months of October to 

April. 
 If explosive work becomes necessary within the October to April time frame, 

a non-lethal "Fish Scare" charge will be detonated one minute prior to 
detonation of the underwater blast. 

 
c. In the event that a sturgeon is killed during blasting, the NMFS and the USFWS 

will be notified immediately. 
 

National Marine Fisheries Service  US Fish and Wildlife Service 
by email at:     1601 Balboa Ave. 
takereport.nmfsser@noaa.gov  Panama City, Florida 32405  
      Tel: (850) 769-0552 

 
11. Any sturgeon carcass will be secured on site or held in a freezer until an agency 

representative arranges for its transport for analysis. 
 

12. Following completion of the project, a report summarizing any involvement with 
sturgeon will be prepared for USFWS and NMFS. 

 



 
MANATEE and MARINE TURTLE CONSTRUCTION CONDITIONS FOR IN-WATER WORK 

 
 
The permittee shall comply with the following conditions intended to protect manatees and marine turtles from 
direct project effects: 
 
 
a. All personnel associated with the project shall be instructed about the presence of marine turtles, 

manatees and manatee speed zones, and the need to avoid collisions with (and injury to) these 
protected marine species.  The permittee shall advise all construction personnel that there are civil and 
criminal penalties for harming, harassing, or killing manatees which are protected under the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act, the Endangered Species Act, and the Florida Manatee Sanctuary Act.   

 
b. All vessels associated with the construction project shall operate at "Idle Speed/No Wake” at all times 

while in the immediate area and while in water where the draft of the vessel provides less than a four-
foot clearance from the bottom.  All vessels will follow routes of deep water whenever possible.   

 
c. Siltation or turbidity barriers shall be made of material in which manatees and marine turtles cannot 

become entangled, shall be properly secured, and shall be regularly monitored to avoid manatee 
entanglement or entrapment.  Barriers must not impede manatee or marine turtle movement.  

 
d. All on-site project personnel are responsible for observing water-related activities for the presence of 

marine turtles and manatee(s).  All in-water operations, including vessels, must be shutdown if a marine 
turtle or manatee comes within 50 feet of the operation.  Activities will not resume until the animal(s) 
has moved beyond the 50-foot radius of the project operation, or until 30 minutes elapses if the 
animal(s) has not reappeared within 50 feet of the operation.  Animals must not be herded away or 
harassed into leaving.  

 
e. Any collision with or injury to a marine turtle or manatee shall be reported immediately to the Florida 

Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) Hotline at 1-888-404-3922, and to FWC at 
ImperiledSpecies@myFWC.com.   Collision and/or injury should also be reported to the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (for north Florida, Jacksonville 1-904-731-3336 or for south Florida Vero Beach 1-772-
562-3909). 
 

f. Temporary signs concerning manatees shall be posted prior to and during all in-water project activities.  
All signs are to be removed by the permittee upon completion of the project.  Temporary signs that 
have already been approved for this use by the FWC must be used.  One sign which reads Caution: 
Boaters must be posted.  A second sign measuring at least 8 ½” by 11" explaining the requirements for 
“Idle Speed/No Wake” and the shut down of in-water operations must be posted in a location 
prominently visible to all personnel engaged in water-related activities.  These signs can be viewed at 
MyFWC.com/manatee. Questions concerning these signs can be sent to the email address listed 
above.  
 

g. Lighting on offshore or onshore equipment including dredge, crew boats, and all ancillary vessels shall 
be minimized through reduction, shielding, lowering, and appropriate placement to avoid excessive 
illumination of the water’s surface and visibility from adjacent marine turtle nesting beaches while 
meeting all Coast Guard, EM 385-1-1, and OSHA requirements. Light intensity of all fixtures on the 
vessels shall be reduced to the minimum standard required by OSHA for General Construction areas, 
in order not to misdirect marine turtles. Lights used to survey nearshore or inlet waters for manatees 
and sea turtles shall be mounted as low as possible and aimed to minimize visibility from adjacent 
nesting beaches. Shields shall be affixed to the light housing and be large enough to block light from all 
lamps from being transmitted outside the construction area.
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Appendix G.  
Representative Photographs 



 

Howard Frankland Causeway – I-275 southbound (view looking west along seawall) 

 

Howard Frankland Causeway – I-275 southbound (view looking east along seawall) 



 

Howard Frankland Causeway – I-275 southbound (view looking west) 

 

Howard Frankland Causeway – I-275 southbound (view looking east) 



 

Big Island Gap Bridge – I-275 southbound (view looking south) 

 

Big Island Gap Bridge – I-275 southbound (view looking north) 



 

I-275 southbound (view looking south near Roosevelt Blvd.) - Surface Water Impact Area 

 

I-275 southbound (view looking north) – Sawgrass Lake Park - Cypress 



 

I-275 southbound (view looking south) – Sawgrass Lake Park - Cypress 

 

I-275 southbound – Sawgrass Lake Park - Cypress 



 

I-275 southbound (view looking north) – Sawgrass Lake Park - Cypress 

 

I-275 southbound (view looking west) – Sawgrass Lake Park – Surface Water 



 

I-275 southbound (view looking south) – Sawgrass Lake Park - Cypress 

 

I-275 northbound south of Gandy Blvd. (view looking south) – Surface Water 



 

I-275 northbound south of Gandy Blvd. (view looking south) – Surface Water 

 

I-275 northbound south of Gandy Blvd. (view looking north) – Surface Water 



 

I-275 northbound south of Roosevelt Blvd. (view looking north) – Surface Water 

 

I-275 northbound south of Roosevelt Blvd. (view north) – Cypress in I-275 right-of-way 



 

I-275 northbound south of Roosevelt Boulevard (view east) – Cypress near canal 

 

I-275 northbound south of Roosevelt Blvd. (view south) – Cypress in I-275 right-of-way 



 

I-275 northbound south of Roosevelt Boulevard – Cypress in I-275 right-of-way 

 

I-275 northbound south of Roosevelt Blvd. (view north) – Surface Water 



 

I-275 northbound north of Roosevelt Blvd. (view north) – Surface Water 

 

Big Island Gap Bridge – I-275 northbound (view looking south) 



 

Big Island Gap Bridge – I-275 northbound (view looking south) 

 

Big Island Gap Bridge – I-275 northbound (view looking south) 



 

Big Island Gap Bridge – I-275 northbound (view looking south) 

 

I-275 northbound (view looking northeast) – Howard Frankland Causeway 



 

I-275 northbound (view looking southwest) – Howard Frankland Causeway 

 

I-275 northbound (view looking northeast) – Howard Frankland Causeway 



 

I-275 northbound – Howard Frankland Causeway 

 

I-275 northbound (view looking northeast) – Howard Frankland Causeway 
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Aprill5, 2015 

Ms. Nicolle Selly 
Environmental Specialist 
Florida Department ofTransportation (FOOT) District Seven 
11201 North McKinley Drive 
Tampa, FL 33612 
Nicolle.Selly@DOT.state.flus 

Re: I-275 from South of 54th AvenueS. to North of 4th Street N., PD&E Study, Pinellas 
County, Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report 

Dear Ms. Selly: 

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) staff has reviewed the Draft 
Final Wetland Evaluation and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR) for the above-referenced 
project, prepared as part of the PD&E Study. We reviewed the south portion of this project 
(south of Gandy Boulevard) in 2009 and 2010 through FOOT's Efficient Transportation Decision 
Making (ETDM) process (ETDM 12556). It is notable that ETDM 12556 did not include the 
current project's right-of-way expansion into Old Tampa Bay at the west end of the Howard 
Frankland Causeway. We provide the following comments and recommendations for your 
consideration in accordance with Chapter 379, Florida Statutes, and Rule 68A-27, Florida 
Administrative Code (F.A.C.). 

The project involves an evaluation of capacity and operational improvements a long 16.3 miles of 
I-275 from south of 54th Avenue South to north of 4th Street North in Pinellas County. In general, 
the section of I-275 south of Gandy Boulevard would have an additional auxi liary lane in each 
direction, while the section north of Gandy would have two additional lanes in each direction. 
The project would result in approximately 0.59 acres of impact to freshwater forested wetlands, 
0. 15 acres of impact to herbaceous freshwater wetlands, 0.89 acres of impact to mangrove 
wetlands, and 0. 74 acres of impact to sea grass habitat. The project vicinity consists of mostly 
urbanized lands with some remnant pine/hardwood mix landcover, along with freshwater and 
estuarine wetlands increasing in coverage along the northern portion of the project. 

To determine the required mitigation, the wetland impacts of the project would be assessed 
during the permitting phase using the Uniform Mitigation Assessment Method. All impacts are 
anticipated to be within the service area of the Tampa Bay Mitigation Bank. Mitigation for 
seagrass impacts, presumably a seagrass planting project, will be determined via interagency 
coordination. Seagrass planting projects frequently yield less than the desired results, often 
because of avoidable problems with project design. The FWC's Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute has evaluated seagrass restoration techniques in Tampa Bay, and can provide technical 
ass istance in the design of a mitigation project. The Seagrass Research Team in St. Petersburg 
can be contacted at (727) 896-8626 or technical assistance can be coordinated through the staff 
identified at the close of this letter. 

The WEBAR evaluated potential project impacts to 29 wildlife species classified under the 
Endangered Species Act as Federally Endangered (FE) or Threatened (FT), or by the State of 
Florida as Threatened (ST) or Species of Special Concern (SSC). Listed species were evaluated 
based on range and potential appropriate habitat or because the project is within a U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) Consultation Area. Included were: Gulf sturgeon (FT), small tooth 
sawfish (FE), eastern indigo snake (FT), loggerhead sea turtle (FT), green sea turtle (FE), 
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hawksbill sea turtle (FE), Kemp's ridley sea turtle (FE), piping plover (FT), wood stork (FT), 
Florida manatee (FE), rivulus (SSC), gopher frog (SSC), gopher tortoise (ST), short-tailed snake 
(ST), Florida sandhill crane (ST), southeastern American kestrel (ST), brown pelican (SSC), least 
tern (ST), Florida burrowing owl (SSC), snowy plover (ST), American oystercatcher (SSC), black 
skimmer (SSC), osprey (SSC), reddish egret (SSC), snowy egret (SSC), little blue heron (SSC), 
tricolored heron (SSC), white ibis (SSC), and roseate spoonbill (SSC). The osprey should be 
removed from this list since only the Monroe County population is classified as SSC. Four 
additional state-listed species have been documented in this general area of Pinellas County, 
although they would have a low probability of occurrence in the project work site. They are the 
pine snake (SSC), limpkin (SSC), Sherman's fox squirrel (SSC), and Florida mouse (SSC). 

Also evaluated was the bald eagle, which has been removed from state and federal listing but is 
still governed by the state bald eagle rule and the federal Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act. 
The FWC has developed a bald eagle management plan to further guide eagle conservation in 
Florida. 

Project biologists made a finding of"no effect" for the eastern indigo snake, short-tailed snake, 
gopher tortoise, gopher frog, Florida sandhill crane, burrowing owl, and southeastern American 
kestrel, due to a lack of suitable habitat for these species within the project area. We agree with 
these findings. A fmdi ng of"no effect" was also made for the bald eagle and osprey, however, 
this would only apply to the nests of these raptors. For all the other listed species, their findings 
were "may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect", and we agree with these determinations 
provided that appropriate wetland and seagrass mitigation replaces any lost habitat value. 

We support the project commitments for protected species, which include the fo llowing: 

1. The FOOT will resurvey the project corridor for bald eagle nests during the permitting 
and design phase of the project. Should a bald eagle nest be built prior to or during 
construction within 660 feet of the construction limits, precautions will be followed based 
on the USFWS Bald Eagle Management Guidelines. 

2. The standard FOOT Construction Precautions for the Eastern Indigo Snake will be 
followed during construction. 

3. In the unlikely event that a gopher tortoise or burrow is discovered in the project corridor, 
the FOOT will secure a relocation permit from the FWC. 

Please reference the FWC's Gopher Tortoise Permitting Guidelines (Revised April2013 
at http://www.myfwc.com/media/ 141 0274/GTPermittingGuidel ines.pdD for survey 
methodology and permitting guidance prior to any construction activity. Specific 
guidance in the permitting guidelines includes methods for avoiding permitting as well as 
options and state requirements for minimizing, mitigating, and permitting potential 
impacts of the proposed activities. Any commensal species observed during the burrow 
excavations should be handled in accordance with Appendix of the Gopher Tortoise 
Permitting Guidelines. To the maxmum extent possible, the FWC also recommends that 
all staging and storage areas be sited to avoid impacts to gopher tortoise burrows and 
their habitat. 

4. The Standard Manatee Conditions for In-Water Work will be implemented during 
construction to eliminate the possibility of construction-related manatee injury or death, 
and these guidelines will be incorporated as part of the fi nal project design. Stormwater 
outfall pipes and structures constructed within potential manatee waters, below the mean 
high water line, and measuring e ight inches or greater in diameter will be required to 
have manatee grates to prevent manatee entrapment. 
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5. Wetland impacts will result in loss of wood stork foraging habitat, thus requiring 
mitigation acceptable to the USFWS. This mitigation should also help compensate for 
habitat loss for the other potentially affected wading birds. 

6. The FOOT will require implementation of the protocol outlined in the Sea Turtle and 
Smalltoothed Sawfish Construction Conditions during construction. 

Thank you for the opportunity to review the WEBAR for the I-275 project in Pinellas County. If 
you need further assistance, please do not hesitate to contact Jane Chabre either by phone at (850) 
410-5367 or at FWCConservationPlanningServices@MyFWC.com. If you have specific 
technical questions regarding the content of this letter, please contact Brian Barnett at (772) 579-
9746 or email brian.bameU@MyFWC.com. 

Sincerely, 

Jennifer Goff 
Land Use Planning Program Administrator 
Office of Conservation Planning Services 

jdg/bb 
ENV 1-13-2 
1-275 from Soulh of 54'11 AvenueS lo Nonh o f 4'11 Slrcel N_20895_041515 

cc: Dr. Margaret Hall, FWC, Penny.Hall@MyFWC.com 
Mr. Kent Smjth, FWC, Kent.Smith@MyFWC.com 



From: Baird, Tera
To: Selly, Nicole
Cc: Heath Rauschenberger
Subject: FWS Log No. 2015-I-0297, PD&E Study (I-275/SR 93)
Date: Friday, June 19, 2015 4:19:59 PM

RE: PD&E Study (I-275/SR 93)

       FDOT Work Program Number: 424501-1

       Pinellas Counties, Florida

 

Dear Ms. Selly:

 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) has completed its review of the final
draft Project Development and Environment Study (PD&E) and Wetland Evaluation
and Biological Assessment Report (WEBAR). The PD&E Study evaluates the need for
capacity and operational improvements along 16.3 miles of Interstate 275 (I-275)
(State Road (SR) 93) from south of 54th Avenue South to north of 4th Street North
in Pinellas County, Florida and satisfies all applicable federal and state requirements,
including the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), in order for this project to
qualify for federal-aid funding of subsequent development phases (design, right of
way acquisition, and construction). The Service provides the following comments in
accordance with section 7 of the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (Act), as amended
(16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.).

 

The Service received a request from the Florida Department of Transportation
(FDOT) for informal consultation on March 24, 2015, to review the (WEBAR) dated
March 2015.  It is our understanding that the FDOT intends to continue informal
consultation for the project’s effects on the listed species during its future permitting
process. It is understood that the Service’s informal consultation on the project will
be concluded before the project advances to the construction phase. In this case
FDOT, in compliance with Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act, agrees not to
begin construction on the project as described in the WEBAR, or otherwise make any
irreversible or irretrievable commitment of resources that precludes the
implementation of any reasonable and prudent measures until consultation with the
Service is completed. The Commitments and Recommendations Section of the final
FHWA approved NEPA document for the project will include a commitment to
continue Section 7 consultation with this agency during the project’s future
permitting process. Given this commitment and based on the current project
development and environment study phase information for the proposed project, we
are providing the following review of the project’s potential to affect species listed
under the Endangered Species Act.

 

Wood stork 

mailto:tera_baird@fws.gov
mailto:Nicole.Selly@dot.state.fl.us
mailto:heath_rauschenberger@fws.gov


Wood storks depend on wetlands for foraging and nesting.  In Florida, wood storks
have been documented foraging in forested wetlands, cypress domes, fresh water
marshes, retention ponds and roadside ditches.  As noted in the WEBAR, the Service
is currently utilizing a 15 mile core foraging area around active colonies in central
Florida to evaluate the effects of wetland destruction with respect to forage
availability for wood storks.  Two active nesting colonies and their associated core
foraging areas are found within 15 miles of the proposed road improvement project.
The FDOT is committed to reducing the direct and indirect impacts of this project on
wetlands throughout the planning, design, and permitting phase of this proposal. 
Also, the agency has committed to providing the appropriate mitigation to
compensate for any loss of suitable wood stork foraging habitat.  Based on this
commitment and our review of the information available in the WEBAR the Service
could concur with a ‘may affect, but not likely to adversely affect’ determination for
the wood stork.  

 

Florida Manatee 

The WEBAR concluded a ‘may affect, not likely to adversely affect’ determination for
the Florida manatee and FDOT listed several action items in the WEBAR to protect
manatees for the duration of the project.  No critical habitat has been designated
within this area known as Old Tampa Bay.  The level of manatee use in the area is
considered high.  The Service appreciates the inclusion of the action items noted in
the WEBAR and could support a determination of ‘may affect but not likely to
adversely affect’.  We understand that the following special conditions will be
implemented:

·         2011 In-Water Construction Conditions will be followed.

·         A Manatee Protection Plan will be developed and submitted to the USFWS at
least 60 days prior to the start of construction with manatee observer names and
qualifications listed.  Agency approval is contingent on our concurrence with FDOT’s
determination of may affect but not likely to adversely affect.

·         Dedicated, experienced, manatee observers will be present if in-water work is
being performed.  All siltation barriers or coffer dams should be checked at least
twice a day for manatees that may become entangled or entrapped at the site.

·         FDOT will conduct a seagrass survey during the growing season within two
years prior to the start of construction.  

·         Any culverts larger than eight inches in diameter below mean high water
should be grated to prevent manatee entrapment.  The spacing between the bridge
pilings will be at least 60 inches apart to allow for manatee movement in between



the pilings.

·         Barges will be equipped with fender systems that provide a minimum standoff
distance of four feet between wharves, bulkheads and vessels moored together to
prevent crushing manatees between the barges or between the barge and work
site.  All existing slow speed or no wake zones will apply to all work boats and
barges associated with the construction. 

·         No dredging is proposed at this time.  If dredging is needed, consultation
should be reinitiated.

·         FDOT understands that blasting will result in a ‘may affect’ determination and
FDOT would initiate formal ESA consultation.

 

Piping Plover 

Although piping plovers have not been sighted within the footprint of the project,
pedestrian observations occurred outside wintering or migration period for the
species. Temporary or permanent impacts may occur at the beach and or tidal areas
within the project limits.  FDOT has determined that it is unlikely that piping plovers
use the proposed project area for foraging or shelter. During the design phase, if it
is determined that suitable wintering habitat may be impacted by the future project,
we recommend observations occur during migration or wintering periods.  Based on
the description of the habitat, the Service could concur with a ‘may affect but not
likely to adversely affect’ determination for this species.

 

Gulf Sturgeon 

FDOT has committed to follow the Special Construction Conditions for the Gulf
Sturgeon and to ensure that observers watch for this species.  Because there is
suitable habitat for this species within the action area and the special conditions will
reduce the risk of take, the Service could concur with a ‘may affect but not likely to
adversely affect’ determination for this species.

 

Sea Turtles

FDOT has determined that sea turtle nesting habitat is not present within the project
limits. However, sea turtles, in particular, juvenile sea turtles, may be present in the

waters within and abutting the project corridor. The FDOT will require



implementation of the protocol outlined in the Sea Turtle and Smalltoothed Sawfish
Construction Conditions during construction. Given the FDOT’s commitment to
adhere these special conditions, the Service could concur with the determination of
‘may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect’ for these species.

 

Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act

 The FDOT is statutorily obligated to mitigate all wetland impacts according to the
Clean Water Act and the Section 404 permitting process through the Army Corps of
Engineers.  In addition, the State of Florida also requires the demonstration of
avoidance, minimization and mitigation of wetland impacts.  During the design and
permitting phase the FDOT has committed to avoiding and minimizing the direct and
indirect effects of this project on wetland ecosystems. 

 

This email does not represent a biological opinion as described in Section 7 of the
Act nor a final concurrence with project effects on listed species as determined by
the FDOT.  New information regarding species status, presence, changes to and
refinement of the proposed project, and potential adverse effects not initially
considered may increase the risk of adverse effects to a level at which take is
reasonably certain to occur.  All additional information available will be evaluated
during the project design phase. If you have any questions, please contact Tera
Baird at (904)731-3196.  Thank you for considering the effects of your proposal on
fish and wildlife, and the ecosystems upon which they depend.

-- 
Tera K. Baird
North Florida Ecological Services Office 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
7915 Baymeadows Way, Suite 200 
Jacksonville, FL 32256-7517
TEL: 904.731.3196
FAX: 904.731.3045
www.fws.gov/northflorida

http://www.fws.gov/northflorida/Staff3.htm
tel:904.731.3045
http://www.fws.gov/northflorida


UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
NATIONAL MARINE FISHERIES SERVICE
Southeast Regional Office
263 13th Avenue South
St. Petersburg, Florida 33701-5505
http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov

May 4, 2015 F/SER46:DR

Ms. Nicole Selly
Environmental Specialist
Florida Department of Transportation
11201 North McKinley Drive
Tampa, Florida 33612-6456

Ref.: WPI Segment Number 42450 1-1, Florida Department of Transportation District 7, 1-275
(SR 93) widening from south of 54th Avenue South to north of 4th Street North, Pinellas
County, Florida

Dear Ms. Selly:

NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) has reviewed the information you have
provided regarding the 1-275 widening PD&E study. This letter responds to your conclusions
regarding Endangered Species Act (ESA)-listed species under NMFS’s purview and Magnuson
Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act Essential Fish Habitat (EFH), as part of the
reasonable assurance process required by the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA). You
have requested that NMFS review the Draft Final Wetland Evaluation and Biological
Assessment Report and provide support for moving the project forward toward determining a
finding under the National Environmental Policy Act. Our comments are provided in accordance
with provisions of Section 7 of the ESA of 1973, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.) and the
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Reauthorization Act of 2006. NMFS
believes that, to the extent practicable at this stage of the project, FDOT has addressed NMFS’s
previous comments in relation to the project.

The Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) proposes widening 1-275 (SR 93) from south
of S4’’ Avenue South to north of 4th Street North in Pinellas County, Florida.

FDOT has determined that the project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect (NLAA)
Gulf sturgeon (Acipenser oxyrinchus desotoi), smalltooth sawfish (Pristis pectinata), and
swimming sea turtles including loggerhead (Caretta caretta), green (Chelonia rnvdas), Kemp’s
ridley (Lepidochelys kempii), and hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata) sea turtles. NMFS cannot
provide concurrence or non-concurrence with these NLAA determinations at this time because
sufficiently detailed project information is not yet available for NMFS to conduct an analysis as
part of the ESA Section 7 consultation process. In addition, uncertainty remains regarding how
construction impacts to ESA-listed species will be minimized. However, NMFS believes it can
provide reasonable assurance that the Section 7 consultation can be completed as an informal
consultation as the project moves forward and project details and commitments are finalized.

NMFS has reviewed the information regarding impacts to wetlands due to the project. It appears
that the preliminary assessment of impacts to estuarine wetlands and other NMFS trust resources



comprising Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) is accurate. NMFS believes that if appropriate
compensatory mitigation is provided for those unavoidable wetland impacts that do occur, the
project will not have an adverse impact on EFH. Further coordination with NMFS will be
required to identify appropriate mitigation, especially for seagrasses and mangroves.

If you have any questions regarding this letter, please contact me at (727) 824-5379, or by email
at David.Rydene@noaa.gov.

Sincerely,

David Rydene, Ph.D.
Fishery Biologist
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