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1. BACKGROUND 
 
 The Morris Island Lighthouse is located along the shore of South Carolina just to the 
southwest of the Charleston Harbor entrance channel, as well as to the northeast of Folly 
Beach, in Charleston County (see Figures 1 and 2).  The lighthouse is only a few miles from 
the City of Charleston.  The lighthouse used to be on Morris Island, but a high erosion rate 
over the years has caused the island to retreat to the northwest and has left the lighthouse 
standing isolated and surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean.  Continued erosion around the 
foundations has placed the lighthouse in jeopardy. 
 
 A light at Morris Island has served as the entrance marker to Charleston from 1673 to 
1962.  For nearly three hundred years, much like the Statue of Liberty has marked the 
entrance to New York City, the Morris Island Lighthouses marked the seaward portal to 
Charleston Harbor.  From the first establishment of the beacon the lightkeepers of history 
have served seagoing travelers destined for the South Carolina coast.  The lights were also an 
integral part of several major Civil War battles. 
 
 Construction of the present Morris Island Lighthouse was completed in 1875.  In 1962 
the U.S. Coast Guard decommissioned the lighthouse when a new lighthouse was constructed 
on the north side of Charleston Harbor on Sullivan’s Island.  Due to the lighthouse’s historical 
significance, it was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1982.  A non-profit 
corporation (Save the Light, Inc.) bought the lighthouse from a private landowner in 1999 
with the intent of restoring the structure.  Ownership of the lighthouse was transferred to the 
state of South Carolina on December 13, 2000. 
 
 Save the Light, Inc. requested assistance, by letter of March 12, 1999, from the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers under Section 14 of the 1946 Flood Control Act, as amended, to 
eliminate the threat of a structural failure of the lighthouse caused by continued erosion.  
Although initiated under Section 14 authority, the project authority has been changed to 
Section 103 of the River and Harbor Act of 1962.  Coincident with the change in ownership 
of the lighthouse from Save the Light, Inc. to the State of South Carolina, sponsorship of the  
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FIGURE 1 - MORRIS ISLAND AREA & LOCATION MAPS 
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FIGURE 2 - MORRIS ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE AERIAL VIEW AND AS 

SEEN FROM FOLLY BEACH (LOOKING NORTH) 
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project, changed to South Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR).  In 2004, 
sponsorship of the project changed again with the State of South Carolina Budget and Control 
Board (SCB&CB) assuming sponsorship of the project. 
 
2. DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED PROJECT 
 

This project calls for the placement of a new ring of sheet pile approximately 3 feet 
outside an existing ring of sheet pile that was placed there in 1939.  Armor stone, extending 
approximately 70 feet outward and at least 12 feet above mean low water, is expected to be 
placed outside the new ring of sheet pile (see Figures 3 and 4).  The placement of sheet pile, 
geotextile, rock, and armor stone will be used to reinforce and stabilize the lighthouse 
foundations.  Top elevation of the armor stone will be approximately 12.5 feet MLLW while 
the existing pile cap on the foundations sits at sea level.  The contractor may need to excavate 
an access channel through migrating sand bars in the vicinity of the lighthouse in order to get 
close enough to do the work.  Any excavated sand will either be sidecast away from the 
access channel or used during construction of the project. 
 
3. NONSTRUCTURAL ALTERNATIVES 
 

a. Relocate the lighthouse to high ground.  It is physically possible to relocate a 
structure such as a lighthouse.  This has been demonstrated by the relocation of 
the Cape Hatteras, NC and Hunting Island, SC lighthouses.  Both of these 
lighthouses were being subjected to shoreline erosion, but were still on high 
ground when they were moved.  This alternative would relocate Morris Island 
Lighthouse from its current location in the Atlantic Ocean to Morris Island.  To 
accomplish this effort, a causeway would have to be constructed between Morris 
Island and the lighthouse capable of supporting a 3,200-ton structure.  This 
alternative was ruled out due to excessive costs (the Cape Hatteras work was 
nearly $12,000,000) and potential impacts to the structure during relocation. 

 
b. No Action.  This alternative was ruled out because “no action” would allow the 

structure to continue to be susceptible to shoreline erosion and wave attack.  
This lack of action would eventually lead to the lighthouse collapsing into the 
Atlantic Ocean.  The result would be the eventual destruction of the Lighthouse 
and the loss of this historic structure. 

 
4. STRUCTURAL ALTERNATIVES 
 

a. Multiple coffer cell ring with stone filled cells and riprap and filter cloth 
around outside perimeter.  A multiple cell cofferdam surrounding the 
lighthouse could be constructed in the coastal environment.  Such construction 
would require the use of jack-up or spud barges.  A continuous string of circular 
cofferdam cells constructed of steel sheet piles could be constructed around the 
lighthouse and subsequently filled with stone.  To prevent erosion at the toe of  
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FIGURE 3 – PROFILE VIEW OF PROPOSED PROTECTION FOR 
MORRIS ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE 
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FIGURE 4 – PLAN VIEW OF PROPOSED PROTECTION FOR MORRIS 

ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE 
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the sheet pile, armor stone laid on bedding stone and filter cloth would be 
necessary.  The height of these cofferdam cells could be set at such elevation as 
to prevent most waves from overtopping the wall. 

 
b. Geotube coffer ring.  Three 10-foot diameter geotubes placed against the 

existing sheet pile remains would provide protection to approximate elevation +7 
MLLW.  The first tube would be placed in the scour trough at the base of the 
existing sheet pile ring placed by the U.S. Coast Guard in 1939.  The second 
tube would be placed in front of the first tube, and the third tube would be placed 
on top of the first two.  All tubes would be filled with concrete.  Following the 
proper curing period, the geotubes would be stripped off, leaving only the three 
concrete rings. 

 
c. Deep single cell sheetpile ring around base of lighthouse with riprap and 

filter cloth around the outside perimeter of the cell.  A single row sheet pile 
cofferdam will provide for confinement of soils under the lighthouse, and act as 
a reinforcing member to prevent lateral spreading of foundation soils, prevent 
erosion, and assist the existing timber pile foundation in transferring the weight 
of the lighthouse to the dense sands at depth.  The sheet pile cofferdam will be 
fronted with armor stone underlain with bedding stone and filter cloth to protect 
the sheet pile from wave forces and to prevent toe scour from wave action.  This 
alternative would provide sufficient material and armoring to both protect the 
foundations as well as stay in place for the project life. 

 
d. Shallow single cell sheet pile ring around base of lighthouse with riprap and 

filter cloth around the outside perimeter of the cell.  This alternative is the 
same as alternative c. above, except instead of the sheet pile being driven to 
elevation -65 feet MLLW, the sheet pile would be driven to elevation -35 feet 
MLLW.  This is the recommended plan.  “Save the Light” rejected the deep 
sheet pile alternative because it would interfere with their planned future jet 
grouting to solidify the soils underneath the lighthouse. 

 
5. AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 
 

The area that would be affected is about 28,000 square feet surrounding the existing 
lighthouse foundations.  This area used to be part of Morris Island and used to support at least 
15 structures in addition to the lighthouse, but now the area is under water most of the time 
and is classified as marine, intertidal, unconsolidated shore.  Sediments are unstable and 
vegetation is absent, making it a rigorous environment for macroinvertebrates.  Zooplankton, 
benthic invertebrates, fishes, birds, mammals, and reptiles are components of the marine 
system.  Numerous shorebirds and wading birds also utilize the area’s marine habitats.  There 
are, however, no significant environmental resources remaining within the project area. 
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6. ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE PROPOSED PROJECT 
 

Movement of the construction equipment to the site will likely require the relocation 
of some of the sand deposits around the lighthouse to create a channel with sufficient water 
depth.  Some of this material may be used to shape the area prior to placing the geotextile 
material on the bottom.  Some benthic organisms will be negatively impacted, but the 
placement of rock will provide additional substrate for organisms to attach when construction 
is complete.   The hauling and placement of material during construction would temporarily 
increase noise levels along the in the vicinity of the lighthouse (and on Folly Beach if the 
north end of Folly Beach is used for site access).  No threatened or endangered species, turtle 
nesting, floodplains, or other significant resources would be significantly affected during the 
construction activity, with the possible exception of cultural resources (see discussion in 
paragraph 9).  Construction is scheduled for the late-spring through early-summer months of 
2005 (i.e., April - July) when storm conditions (i.e., “northeasters” and hurricanes) should be 
minimal.  This schedule could change due to funding constraints, contractual issues, 
inclement weather, equipment failure, or other unforeseen difficulties.  The proposed project 
will not, however, cause any significant decrease in fishery habitat value in the borrow area 
(see ESSENTIAL FISH HABITAT discussion in paragraph 11).  Terrestrial habitat will be 
created in the form of armor stone.  There is no known hazardous, toxic, or radiological waste 
(HTRW).  The lighthouse has been in an open ocean environment subject to wave action, 
erosion, and shifting sand for over 50 years; therefore, the potential for existence of HTRW in 
the study area is minimal.  Numerous telephone conversations with SCIAA, SHPO, and 
SCDNR Heritage Trust personnel discussed potential underwater cultural resources in the 
footprint of the proposed construction.  It was determined that the remnants of the old 
building foundations are of minor significance compared to the historical value of the 
lighthouse.  The proposed project is the least damaging alternative that will protect the 
foundations of the historic lighthouse. 
 
7. LIST OF AGENCIES BEING CONSULTED 
 

a. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
 
b. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Fisheries (NOAA Fisheries) 
 
c. The South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control (SCDHEC) 
 
d. The SCDHEC Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management (OCRM) 
 
e. The South Carolina Department of Archives and History, State Historic Preservation 

Officer (SHPO) 
 
f. The South Carolina Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology (SCIAA) 
 
g. The South Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR) 
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Correspondence and agency letters providing concurrence or comments with regard to 
this proposed Federal action can be found in Appendix 2.  All agencies concurred with the 
proposed project to place sheet pile and armor stone surrounding the lighthouse in order to 
protect it, including material being placed in a CBRA zone.  There was, however, concern 
expressed by the SCIAA, SHPO, and SCDNR that the construction would damage old 
building foundations at the base of the lighthouse that now rest under water.  However, it has 
been determined that the remnants of the old building foundations are of minor significance 
compared to the historical value of the lighthouse, and protecting the lighthouse will be 
adequate mitigation for any damage to cultural resources that may occur in the immediate 
vicinity of the lighthouse. 

 
It is the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) intent to allow site mobilization to 

be at the discretion of the construction contractor (with stipulations) in order to minimize 
costs; therefore, the details of site mobilization will not be finalized until after a contract is 
awarded.  SCDNR and SHPO have expressed concern that using the north end of Folly Island 
as a staging area or access point could be damaging to the in-situ cultural resources.  USACE 
is continuing to coordinate with the agencies regarding the best course of action and will 
instruct the contractor to avoid impacts to cultural and natural resources.  If it becomes 
necessary to use the north end of Folly Island for construction purposes, further consultation 
with SCDNR and SHPO will occur and every attempt will be made to mitigate damages to 
cultural and natural resources.  Any requirements imposed by SCDNR and SHPO related to 
cultural resources will be incorporated into the project. 

 
NOAA Fisheries has recommended that any dredging needed to gain access to the 

construction site for equipment and materials be done from November 15 to March 1 in order 
to avoid periods of high biological activity.  Conversations via telephone with agency 
personnel indicate that, while the suggested time frame does offer a more desirable condition, 
there is no perfect window of inactivity in the indigenous fisheries populations.  Due to safety 
concerns associated with working in the open ocean environment, construction is expected to 
occur in late-spring through early-summer 2005.  NOAA Fisheries has agreed that this 
construction window, although not desirable, is acceptable. 

 
If it is decided that access to the Morris Island Lighthouse should be gained via the 

north end of Folly Island, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has recommended the following: 
• Minimize access channel dimensions and required dredging 
• Do not construct any new access roads or clear vegetation on Folly Island 
• Restore any required dune crossing on Folly Island 
• Once construction is initiated, complete the project in a timely manner 

 
8. PRIOR APPROVALS/CERTIFICATION 
 

A 404(b)(1) Assessment, which evaluated the effect of the proposed project on 
wetlands, was prepared (see Appendix 3).  Water quality certification from SCDHEC was 
requested on August 8, 2003, (see Appendix 4); however, due to project delays caused by 
change in sponsorship from SCDNR to SCB&CB the request had to be withdrawn.  A new 
water quality certification request will be submitted to SCDHEC.  Based on discussions with 
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SCDHEC for the original water quality certification request, no problems are anticipated.  
Any requirements imposed by SCDHEC related to water quality certification will be 
incorporated into the project. 
 

Coordination with SCDHEC-OCRM is ongoing and it is expected that coastal 
consistency will be issued upon finalization of this EA. 
 
9. ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL RESOURCES 
 
 The Morris Island Lighthouse was nominated to the National Register in 1982.  
According to the nomination, there were as many as 15 additional structures associated with 
this lighthouse, all of which have been destroyed by a combination of Morris Island eroding 
back plus demolition and left the lighthouse standing isolated and surrounded by the Atlantic 
Ocean.  What little that remains of the associated structures appears to be remnant 
foundations that are usually under water.  The National Register nomination does not appear 
to include the associated structures in the submission; however, the entire complex constitutes 
an archaeological site that has not been evaluated for the National Register of Historic Places. 
 

Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act requires Federal agencies to 
take into account the effects of their actions on historic properties.  The construction of the 
project will likely impact cultural resources associated with the lighthouse, although this 
impact will be offset by the preservation of the existing lighthouse. 
 

The current restoration effort was coordinated with the State Site File Administrator, 
SHPO, and the Federally recognized Tribes having an historical association with the State of 
South Carolina.  If cultural resources are discovered during construction of this project, SHPO 
and the Federally recognized tribes will be notified and appropriate protective measures will 
be taken so that nothing of significance will be lost. 
 
10. ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
 

Executive Order 12898 requires Federal agencies to develop a strategy for its 
programs, policies, and activities to avoid disproportionately high and adverse impacts on 
minority and low-income populations with respect to human health and the environment.  The 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is committed to the principles of environmental justice.  Due 
to the remote location of the construction site from any residential areas, there will be no 
impacts to the above-stated populations. 

 
11. ESSENTIAL FISH HABITAT 
 

The issuance of the August 8, 2003 Public Notice initiated the Essential Fish Habitat 
(EFH) consultation requirements of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 
Management Act (MSFCMA).  Our current determination is that the proposed action would 
not have a substantial individual or cumulative adverse impact on EFH or fisheries managed 
by the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council and NOAA-Fisheries. 
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EFH Assessment 
 
a. A description of the proposed action is located in paragraph 2 above. 
 
b. Analysis of individual and cumulative effects on EFH:  The proposed project is 

located in an area identified as Essential Fish Habitat for larval, juvenile, and/or 
adult red drum (Sciaenops ocellata), summer flounder (Paralichthys dentatus), 
black sea bass (Centropristis striata), white shrimp (Litopenaeus setiferus), and 
brown shrimp (Farfantepenaeus aztecus).  Categories of EFH that would be 
impacted by this work include marine and estuarine water column and sand/mud 
bottom.  These fishery resources and associated EFH are discussed in detail in 
documents prepared by the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
(SAFMC).  Species under jurisdiction of the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management 
Council also occur in the project area.  These species and their associated EFH 
include juvenile and adult summer flounder, which occur on marine and estuarine 
bottoms and in the water column, and juvenile and adult bluefish (Pomatomus 
saltatrix), which occur in the water column. 

 
The project area also provides nursery and forage habitat for other commercially 
and recreationally important species including black drum (Pogonias cromis), 
Atlantic croaker (Micropogonias undulatus), spot (Leiostomus xanthurus), Florida 
pompano (Trachinotus carolinus), spotted seatrout (Cynoscion nebulosus), Gulf 
kingfish (Menticirrhus littoralis), Atlantic menhaden (Brevoortia tyrannus), 
striped mullet (Mugil cephalus), and blue crab (Callinectes sapidus).  Several of 
these species serve as prey for other species (e.g., mackerels, snappers, and 
groupers) that are managed by the SAFMC and for highly migratory species (e.g., 
billfishes and sharks) that are managed by the NOAA Fisheries.  Detailed 
information on Federally managed fisheries and their EFH is provided in the 1998 
amendments of the Fishery Management Plans of the South and Mid-Atlantic 
Regions prepared by the SAFMC and the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management 
Council.  The amendments were prepared as required by the MSFCMA (P.L. 94-
265).  Macro invertebrate inhabitants of the near shore coastal zone are important 
food items for a number of transitory and resident fishes.  Characteristic fauna of 
southeastern beaches may include haustoriid amphipods, polychaete worms, 
isopods, and ghost crab (Ocypode quadrata).  Near shore coastal waters are also 
inhabited by sea turtles, and beachfront nesting by the threatened loggerhead sea 
turtle (Caretta caretta) occurs during the summer. 

 
c. Charleston District’s views regarding effects:  It appears that this project would 

not result in significant long-term harm to the ecologically diverse aquatic 
habitats, such as “live rock” and other stable bottoms.  Most impacts are believed 
to be limited to relatively sparse benthic epifauna and infauna, which includes 
mollusks, crustaceans, and polychaete worms.  Most of these organisms would be 
at least temporarily eliminated through excavation and burial as inter-tidal zones 
are converted to an armored island environment.  Materials used for protection are 
unlikely to be transported onto other areas that support benthic communities.  



 - 14 -  
 

Other potential impacts include localized turbidity elevation and possible 
reduction of dissolved oxygen in the surrounding water column.  Elevated 
turbidity can reduce photosynthesis activity of pelagic and benthic algae.  
Suspended sediments can cause physical damage to respiratory structures of early 
life history stages of fishes and invertebrates. 

 
d. A borrow area is not needed for this project, however, sand deposits surrounding 

the structure may be moved somewhat to allow access of the work barges and 
these same deposits may be re-shaped prior to laying down the geotextile material 
and stone.  Construction materials will all be brought in by barge. 

 
e. There will be no need to monitor sand borrow sites. 

 
f. Proposed mitigation, if applicable:  Not applicable in this case. 

 
g. A discussion of proposed dredging activity time considerations is provided in 

paragraph 7 above. 
 
12. BIOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT OF THE EFFECT ON THREATENED AND 

ENDANGERED SPECIES 
 
 Loggerhead sea turtles appear to be the only threatened or endangered species that 
could be affected by the proposed project.  Loggerhead sea turtles utilize nearby beaches for 
nesting; however, they do not utilize the immediate area around the lighthouse for nesting.  
The expected construction window (i.e., late-spring through early summer) could lead to 
potential conflicts with sea turtles swimming in the area.  In order to minimize any potential 
effects to Loggerhead sea turtles the following precautions will be followed during 
construction activities: 
 

a. If construction of the protective rock berm occurs during the period between May 
1 and November 30, the construction crew should be alert to any sea turtle activity 
around the construction site.  Care will be exercised to avoid impacting any turtles 
swimming in the area by stoppage of work until sea turtle activity ceases. 

 
b. For construction activities occurring during the period May 1 through November 

30, all lighting associated with the project will be limited to the minimum amount 
necessary around active construction areas to satisfy Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration (OSHA) requirements. 

 
Adherence to the above precautions should minimize the effects to loggerhead sea 

turtles and emerging loggerhead sea turtle hatchlings swimming through and feeding in the 
area.  Some minor impacts are possible since the work is anticipated to be accomplished in 
the late-spring through early-summer 2005 time frame; however, we have concluded that the 
proposed project is not likely to adversely affect the Loggerhead sea turtle. 
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Other threatened or endangered species listed for Charleston County that would be 
expected to occur in the project area include the West Indian manatee, Kemp’s ridley sea 
turtle, Leatherback sea turtle, Green sea turtle, and Shortnose sturgeon. 
 
 The Loggerhead sea turtle is considered to be the only sea turtle species likely to nest 
on the islands near the project area.  Therefore, the proposed project is not likely to adversely 
affect the Kemp’s ridley sea turtle, Leatherback sea turtle, or the Green sea turtle. 
 
 The West Indian manatee is an uncommon summer resident of the South Carolina 
coast.  To ensure the protection of any manatees that may be present, personnel associated 
with the project will be instructed about the possible presence of manatees and the need to 
avoid them with vessels and other equipment.  For these reasons, it has been determined that 
the proposed project is not likely to adversely affect the West Indian manatee. 
 
 Because of the shallow waters associated with the project, it is unlikely that Shortnose 
sturgeon occur in the immediate project area.  For this reason, it has been determined that the 
proposed project is not likely to adversely affect the Shortnose sturgeon. 
 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) requested that finalization of threatened and 
endangered species consultation be withheld until a decision is made about access of the site 
from the north end of Folly Beach.  Once a decision is made about construction site access, 
consultation with USFWS will be finalized, and any requirements imposed by USFWS 
related to threatened and endangered species will be incorporated into the project. 
 
13. CONCLUSIONS 
 

The proposed action consists of placement of a ring of sheet pile, geotextile fabric, 
man-sized and, armor stone on approximately 28,000 square feet surrounding the foundations 
of the Morris Island Lighthouse.  Following the installation of the sheet pile and the 
construction pier, a total volume of approximately 3,600 tons of bedding stone will be placed 
on the geotextile mat, followed by approximately 7,400 tons of armor stone on top.  This 
volume of material is needed to avoid destruction of the lighthouse foundations and tower.  
The "no action" alternative would not be acceptable, since it would not eliminate the threat of 
the loss of this historic structure.  All other options except the proposed action would be 
inadequate or too costly.  All reasonably foreseeable impacts, which could result from the 
proposed action, have been considered, and no significant adverse impacts were identified.  
Therefore, the proposed action does not constitute a major Federal action significantly 
affecting the quality of the human environment, and the preparation of an Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS) provided for under Section 102(c) of the National Environmental 
Policy Act of 1969 is not required.  A "Finding of No Significant Impact" is included in this 
EA. 
















































































































