BOEM ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES PROGRAM: Ongoing Studies
Region: Alaska

Planning Area(s): Cook Inlet

Title: Ecological Processes in Lower Cook Inlet and Kachemak
Bay: A Partnership in Monitoring (AK-14-x10; AK-14-x11;
AK-14-x12)

BOEM Information Need(s) to be Addressed: The BOEM 2017-2022 Outer
Continental Shelf Oil & Gas Leasing Draft Proposed Program includes a lease sale in
the Cook Inlet Planning Area. NEPA analysts require updated information regarding
the physical and biological environment, including variability in oceanographic
conditions and plankton communities, as well as data related to sensitive species. The
results will support NEPA analysis and documentation for lease sales, Explorations
Plans (EPs), and Development and Production Plans (DPPs). Collected oceanographic,
benthic and seabird data will support validation and sensitivity testing of ocean
circulation models used for BOEM’s Oil-Spill Risk Analysis efforts.

Total Cost: $350,000 Period of Performance: FY 2014-2017
plus Joint Funding (~$1,000,000)

Conducting Organization: NOAA; USFWS; NPS

BOEM Contact: Catherine Coon

Description:

Background: Cook Inlet circulation patterns are influenced by intrusions of the Alaska
Coastal Current, large seasonal changes in freshwater input, geographically-influenced
wind forcing and a large tidal range. The lower Cook Inlet and Kachemak Bay also
support rich nearshore and pelagic biological communities. Improving understanding
of this complex marine environment will improve understanding of biological variability
and potential impacts from oil and gas development activities.

The Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council (EVOSTC) and State and Federal agencies
are currently supporting a five-year, $12 million long-term monitoring program in the
Gulf of Alaska region affected by the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, including lower Cook
Inlet. The multidisciplinary monitoring program, called GulfWatch Alaska, seeks to
build upon the extended restoration research and monitoring by providing data to
identify and help understand the impacts of multiple ecosystem factors on the recovery
of injured resources. This program, headed by the Alaska Ocean Observing System
(AOOQS), Prince William Sound Science Center, and the NOAA Kasitsna Bay Laboratory,
links changes in environmental conditions with population trends in nearshore benthic
and pelagic species. In lower Cook Inlet and Kachemak Bay, the program includes
seasonal oceanographic and plankton surveys, annual near-shore benthic surveys, and
opportunistic seabird and marine mammal surveys.
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Data management for the GulfWatch Alaska program is coordinated by AOOS and
science synthesis is led by the NOAA Kasitsna Bay Laboratory. Oceanographic data
from this study will also support NOAA'’s ongoing validation efforts for the NOS
circulation model to improve model use in environmental assessments and oil-spill
response planning. Collaboration with the GulfWatch Alaska program and partner
organizations (AOOS, NOAA, USGS, UAF, ADF&G, USFWS, etc.) presents a unique
opportunity for BOEM to leverage funds and obtain needed information through
support of expanded ecosystem monitoring efforts in lower Cook Inlet.

Objectives:

e Quantify seasonal and inter-annual variability in oceanographic conditions and
plankton communities and provide information to assess long-term trends.

e Enhance monitoring of sensitive species (seabirds, sea otters) in conjunction with
monitoring of environmental conditions.

e Improve understanding of water mass movement in lower Cook Inlet/Kachemak
Bay for use in environmental analysis and circulation model validation.

e Compile existing historical data and literature in regards to intertidal studies and
canopy kelps in the subtidal from Cook Inlet. Information will be accessible for
use in planning as well as for use in future site selection and recommendation for
more extensive evaluations.

Methods: This study will enhance existing oceanographic surveys, plankton surveys,
near-shore benthic surveys, and upper trophic level surveys of seabirds and marine
mammals to support NEPA analyses. Collected data include: temperature, salinity,
phytoplankton and zooplankton samples, water samples for acidification analyses,
benthic surveys, and seabird and sea otter observations when possible. Currently,
oceanographic and plankton surveys are conducted quarterly along three transects in
lower Cook Inlet and two transects in Kachemak Bay. Based upon consideration of
results from analysis of data collected in 2012, surveys will be expanded in time and/or
space to improve assessment of seasonal conditions. The need for expanded benthic
monitoring will be assessed and implemented if appropriate. This study will also
provide for addition of seabird and marine mammal observers to all surveys in Cook
Inlet. Standard agency protocols are used for intertidal, bivalve and subtidal canopy
kelp, at-sea seabird and marine mammal monitoring.

Current Status: Ongoing
Final Report Due: July 2017
Publications Completed: None

Affiliated WWW Sites: http://www.boem.gov/akstudies/
www.qulfwatchalaska.org/

Revised Date: August 2016
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ESPIS: Environmental Studies Program Information System
All completed ESP studies can be found
here: http://www.data.boem.gov/homepg/data_center/other/espis/espisfront.asp
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