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Coastal Works Review CWL# 515
Aura Ltd — Dock and Cabana - Block 23B Parcel 114

Project Proposal

This review is provided by the Director of the Department of Environment (DoE) under delegated authority from
the National Conservation Council (section 3(1) of the National Conservation Act, 2013).

The applicant — Aura Ltd- is seeking permission to construct a dock and cabana on Crown property off of Block
23B Parcel 114, which is Aura Condominium, 1406 Shamrock Road, Prospect, Grand Cayman Island (see Figure

1).

The submitted plans indicate that the T- shaped dock has a total length of 145 ft, of which 120 ft is located on
Crown-property including through a band of mangroves and over the seabed. The shore-perpendicular walkway
is proposed to measure 117 ft 2 in long by 8 ft wide, and is anchored to a concrete pad of 64 sq ft. The terminal end
of the dock is proposed to measure 17 ft 10 in by 17 ft 10 in and have a cabana with a standing seam roof. There will
be steps on either side of dock with an area of approximately 37 sq ft each, 10 ft from the shore terminal end. The
proposed dock will be supported by either timber piles or 10 in reinforced concrete PVC piles embedded into the
seabed by auger drilling with the use of a spud barge. The dock surface will consist of either IPE decking or
pressure treated pine with 1/2in spacing. The dock is shown to be 4 ft above Mean Sea Level with side
skirting/bumper skirting which will be 2 ft 4 in above Mean Sea Level.

The application proposes that the use of the dock be limited to the personal use for the 38 strata owners, and for
kayaks and personal watercraft up to 25 ft.

The applicant has indicated that the works will affect 1,171 sq ft of Crown property. Based on the DoE'’s
calculations, this estimate is incorrect.

Our understanding, based on liaison with Lands and Survey Department, is that the Mean High Water Mark
(MHWM,) depicted on the drawings is incorrect. While typically, the MHWM can be taken to mean the end of the
mangroves, that is not the case when mangroves grow on the outside of a fixed boundary. By placing the rip rap
sea wall along the then-MHWM, the boundary has been fixed as the edge of the rip rap for this site, not the edge of
the mangroves. Any mangroves growing on the outer edge of the rip rap are considered to be Crown property.

On 27 March 2025 we wrote to the Chief Surveyor who stated, “To answer your questions, the rip rap placed on
site should not extend any further than the registered Mean High Water Mark (MHWM) line as shown in the
attached Fixed Boundary (FB) Survey 04/228 (Registered August 2019). The placement of the rip rap is
considered to be a man-made modification, and as such, the registered MHWM line is frozen from

thenceforth. When referring to the historical aerial imagery, a concrete wall looks to have been constructed
between 2004 and 2008. This feature was also captured in the aforementioned FB Survey. This structure adds
to the man-made modifications on the site, which could have potentially affected the natural state of the seaward
boundary. As the mangrove’s natural continuation of growth was disrupted, the new edge of mangrove is
considered to be part of the seabed (Crown land).”

This means that the actually area of Crown property that is affected is 1,200 sq ft and that the submitted plans do
not accurately reflect the MHWM. We have further considered the impact of the steps within the Crown-owned
mangroves below.
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Figure 1: Aerial imagery showing the application site for the proposed dock outlined in yellow (Source: Lands and
Survey, 2023)
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Figure 2: Site plan of the proposed dock (Source: DraW/ng A- 700 March 2 2025)
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Application History

It should be noted that there was a previous Coastal Works Permit (CWL 395) granted for a dock at this site but in
a slightly different location. This application was granted approval on 01 December 2022 and has since expired.

For that application, the DoE recommended that this application to be refused due to the environment impact
associated with the construction of the proposed dock in the Marine Reserve and the viability of the proposed
construction methodology. Our comments for this application included the following:

e The applicant may wish to revise the proposal in order to ensure that impacts are minimised. The DoE
would recommend that, as water depths limit the access of a barge, all works be conducted by a shore
based excavator. This would mean that the length of the dock would need to be revised to alength that is
within the reach of the excavator (likely 50 ft) without it entering the water.

e However, if Cabinet is minded to grant permission for this proposal despite the likely negative
environmental impacts of the construction methodology and the significant impacts to the seabed, the
DoE would recommend the Coastal Works Permit be subject to the standard Permit conditions and
recommended Permit fees (Royalty, Environmental Mitigation and Administration & Monitoring) and the
inclusion of a bond of $30,000 in the permit conditions to ensure good environmental performance.

On 10 November 2022, we provided an addendum to our original Coastal Works Review which noted that, as our
main concerns related to construction impacts (which can be controlled through securing good environmental
performance) we would not object to Cabinet’s approval of the Coastal Works Permit provided that a bond was
included. We noted that, “the proposed Contractor, West Indian Marine, has constructed a new barge. The under-
construction aluminium barge is proposed to have a shallower draft and be able to be lifted out of the water so
that the bottom of the barge no longer impacts the seabed. Conceptually, it is possible that this barge could have
lower environmental impacts than the methodology which caused the destruction of the seagrass referenced in
our original review. We have not viewed the barge nor have we had an opportunity to study the effect of the barge
on the seabed as it has not been used to construct a dock before.” We have still not had an opportunity to view the
barge or see whether it does have a shallower draft when loaded with heavy equipment.

Our understanding is that the standard permit conditions and fees were included, but that a bond was not
included. The approved dock had a length of 120 ft long from the MHWM. The applicants’ letter states that
because the MHWM is now further towards the ocean than before, the length on Crown property is less.
However, thisis not correct because the MHWM is fixed, and is not the edge of the mangroves.

Environmental Overview and Impacts

Site Overview

The site is located within a Marine Reserve (a Protected Area under the National Conservation Act) and is a
mangrove coastline.

The environmental impacts of the project are:

e The construction impacts from the installation of the piles and the use of a spud barge;

o Theloss of 180 square feet of coastal mangroves that are Crown-owned; and

e Theloss of 1,020 square feet of benthic habitat, namely seagrass, and algae, including long-term shading
impacts.

Construction Impacts

General Construction Impacts

Direct environmental impacts will result from the construction of the dock mainly through the placement of the
piles into the seabed. Construction activities such as drilling of the seabed results in the disturbance and
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suspension of fines silts which forms detrimental sediment plumes which can impact surrounding seagrass
communities and marine organisms that depend on good water quality.

Use of a Barge in a Shallow Lagoon

The proposal involves the use of drilling equipment mounted on a floating marine construction spud barge.
Therefore, there will be direct environmental impacts resulting from the construction of the dock due to the length
of the dock, the shallow water depths, the amount of time requested to conduct the works and the methodology
proposed for construction. The area is approximately is less than 1ft to almost 3 feet deep in this area and the
weighted barge, if not positioned carefully and correctly, is likely to dig into the seabed and destroy the seagrass.

In 2017, the construction of a dock using the same methodology resulted in severe environmental damage to the
seagrass beds. The dock is also located in the South Sound Marine Reserve. A large area of prime seagrass bed
was extensively damaged. There was clear evidence of seagrass beds devoided of all seagrass and rhizome
tissue, consistent with the shape of the barge used to construct the dock. The damaged seagrass area was
calculated as a total of 7,520.8 sq feet (698.67 m?). Of the damaged seagrass area, 6,647 sq ft (617.5 m?) was
heavily impacted and the likelihood of seagrass recovery is considered to be nil. Recovery may be possible in the
remaining area of 873.8 sq ft (81.17 m?). Figure 3 shows a clear before and after the construction of the dock. The
damage shown in the picture occurred when the barge was moored during the construction project.

Aerial Image: 14 Sept 2016 Aerial Image: 15 Aug 2017
ewiidio 15 30 60 90 120 9 15 30 60 90 120 6
ke #"\~ Impacted areas of seagrass (8,135 sq. #) /\/lmpacud areas of seagrass (8.135sq #)

Created By Depatment of Environment, Cayman Islands Govemment 2017 Created By. Department of Environment, Cayman Islands Govemment 2017

Figure 3: Left: Before (14 September 2016) and Right: After (15 August 2017)

The construction of the proposed dock is nearly identical to the methodology which resulted in the destruction of
the seagrass, as described below.

e Both docks are over 100 ft long.

e Both docks are located within the South Sound Marine Reserve and are within 1.5 miles of each other.
The benthic habitat at the location of both docks is/was dense healthy seagrass beds in a shallow area.
The same barge and contractor is proposed to be used (barge-mounted drill rig).

The proposed dock is estimated to take 6 -8 months, whereas the damaging dock was proposed to take
3 months (although it took longer). The longer the barge remains in place, the greater the damage to the
seabed.
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There was extensive damage caused by the construction and the poor performance of the barge under the
environmental conditions in the area.

We understand that the contractor proposed was in the process of developing a barge with a shallower draft. The
construction methodology statement has stated that a ‘lightweight floating Marine Construction Spud Barge’ will
be used. However, at the time of writing, we are not aware of the status of the lightweight barge, and if it is
finished, whether a shallow draft was achieved.

Loss of Coastal Mangroves

The proposed dock is located on a mangrove coastline which has now recovered as shown in Figure 4. As
confirmed by the Chief Surveyor, these mangroves are Crown-owned mangroves and therefore any impact is of
greater significance than privately-owned mangroves. Mangroves are Part 2 Schedule 1Protected Species with
an adopted Mangrove Conservation Plan (2020).

The application forms states that there are no mangroves within the footprint of the dock, which is not correct.
There will be 180 sq ft of mangroves lost in the direct footprint of the dock. In addition, the Site Plan and Section A-
A (Methodology) shows the excavator located on the mangroves, which implies that the mangroves in that area
will be damaged or cleared. Typically, the operation of heavy equipment requires a solid base and it may be that
there is an intention to fill the mangroves to support the heavy equipment.

The plans show the placement of publicly-accessible steps within the mangroves (see Figure 5). The placement of
these steps means they would be unusable without further clearing of the mangroves because they would end in
dense vegetation. The purpose and benefit of these steps is not clear. If they are on the inside of the mangrove
buffer, they are unlikely to be useful to the public as they are within the Aura condominium complex, and they
would only lead to and from dense mangrove vegetation. If they are on the outside of the mangrove buffer, they
will be in open water but may aid people who are wading in the water in this area. Itis also noted that this coastline
is historically a mangrove coastline, and the public did not typically traverse across and therefore the steps would
not be preserving public access. Therefore, it is recommended to remove the steps as clearing of mangroves
would be required to use them.
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Figure 4: Healthy mangroves are present at the site (Source: DoE, March 2025). 7
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Figdre 5: Steps to maintain public access are proposed directly within the mangroves (Source: Coastal Works
Application, Site Plan - Blow up).

Coastal mangroves are structurally diverse ecosystems that support high biodiversity. Many marine species use
mangroves as nurseries during early life stages. Mangroves provide a source of food and shelter from predation
for juvenile animals such as fish. When the mangrove refuge is no longer required, these animals move out
through adjacent seagrass beds and into the adjoining reef of the open ocean. Mangroves are critically important
in assisting with the replenishment of the sea’s fish stock, especially the rainbow parrot fish (near threatened on
the ICUN Red List of Threatened Species), the goliath grouper (critically endangered on the ICUN Red List) and
recreational fish stock such as snappers, grunts, and breams.
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Mangroves also assist with maintaining good water quality and clarity by providing a natural buffer that helps to
intercept surface water runoff, filter pollutants and trap sediments originating from land. In addition, mangroves
help to prevent soil erosion by binding the substrate. Together with other marine resources such as coral reefs
and seagrass beds, mangroves also aid in protecting the shoreline from damage in storms by providing a wave
break.

Another important function of mangrove habitats is that they are extremely effective at sequestering carbon from
the atmosphere and serve as carbon sinks. The removal of the mangrove habitat reduces the island’s natural
carbon sequestration potential and releases captured carbon back into the atmosphere.

Loss of Benthic Habitats

Seagrass and Algae

The benthic cover beneath the proposed dock is healthy seagrass (see Figure 6).

Figure 6: Healthy seagrass is present at the site (Source: DoE, 2023).

The proposal would result in impacts to algae, turtle grass (Thalassia testudimum) and manatee grass
(Syringodium filiforme) are Part 2 Schedule 1Protected Species.

In addition to the direct impacts within the footprint of the proposed dock, there will be impacts from long-term
shading. Sea grass requires light to grow, and the dock structure will reduce vital light penetration required.
Therefore, shading will inhibit further growth and ultimately result in loss of seagrass. The DoE supports the
applicant’s proposal to mitigate shading impacts by installing decking with a minimum of ¥z inch spacing, as
currently shown on the application plans. Additionally, as a result of the surrounding shallow waters there will likely
be disruption to the seabed and benthic habitats through the operation of boat traffic and resulting propeller wash
and grounding incidents.

One of the vital functions of seagrass beds is to provide habitat. Shallow seagrass beds are important habitat for a
considerable array of species, in particular juvenile lobster and conch. While only a few inches long or smaller,
juvenile lobster settle from the ocean to the safety of the seagrass meadows to hide from predators and hunt for
prey. Juvenile conch also settle from their free floating life stages to spend most of their early life buried among
the seagrass roots hiding from predators, emerging occasionally to eat algae off of the turtle grass and other
substrate.
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Seagrass also helps to maintain good water quality by binding sediment together,

Seagrasses also one of the most valuable and vulnerable ecosystems.! Given the climate change predictions for
the region, which include rising temperatures, sea-level rise and increased intensity of storm events (including
storm surge), another beneficial function of seagrass beds is that they provide flood reduction and reduce erosion
from wave action aiding in shore protection, particularly along beaches and shallow areas. Although often
overlooked in comparison to mangroves, seagrasses are also nutrient sinks, buffering or filtering nutrient and
chemical inputs to the marine environment aiding in water quality. The deposition and stabilisation of sediments
provided by seagrasses assist other important adjacent marine ecosystems such as coral reefs.

Seagrass communities are also important carbon sinks and contribute to our islands’ natural capital. Carbon
accumulates in seagrasses over time and is stored almost entirely in the marine sediments incorporated in the
root systems. This means that the direct removal of seagrass results in carbon being released back into the
atmosphere. Although in-depth local studies have not been undertaken, the Blue Carbon Initiative (a global
program working to mitigate climate change through the restoration and sustainable use of coastal and marine
ecosystems) acknowledges that ‘although seagrasses account for less than 0.2% of the world’s oceans, they
sequester approximately 10% of the carbon buried in ocean sediment annually (27.4Tg of carbon per year)*. Per
hectare, seagrasses can store up to twice as much carbon than terrestrial forests*. The global seagrass
ecosystem organic carbon pool could be as high as 19.9 billion metric tons*.2

Marine flora such as algae are a contributor to the health of the marine ecosystem as they provides a living habitat,
food and oxygen to marine fauna (including marine invertebrates).

Comments and Recommendations

We have considered the environmental impacts associated with the proposed dock above, the mitigation
measures proposed by the applicant and the viability of the proposed construction methodology. The DoE would
support refusal of this application, if Cabinet was minded to do so. However, we do not object to the approval of
the dock provided that a bond can be put in place. We believe a bond will incentivize more environmentally-
sensitive construction practices.

We recommend that the Coastal Works Permit be subject to the conditions outlined below with the standard
Permit conditions and recommended Permit fees (Royalty, Environmental Mitigation and Administrations &
Monitoring) outlined in Appendix 1:

o The applicant shall submit revised plans showing the removal of the steps on either side of the dock.

In addition to the above condition there should/shall be the inclusion of a bond in the permit conditions. This
condition shall read:

e “The Permittee shall, in accordance with section 21(3)a of the National Conservation Act (2013), deposit a
bond in the sum of CI$30,000. The bond shall remain in place for the duration of the works and shall be
repayable once it has been determined by the DoE that there have been no environmental impacts
beyond those authorised by this Permit. If it has been determined that there are environmental impacts
beyond those authorised by this Permit, part or all of the bond shall be used to restore the impacted area
to its previous condition. Regardless of the bond, where an offence is committed under the National
Conservation Act 2013, the penalties detailed in the Act may still apply.”

Director, Department of Environment

! United Nations Environment Programme (2020) The State of Nearshore Marine Habitats in the Wider Caribbean.
Available at: https://wedocs.unep.org/20.500.11822/36352 (Accessed: 30 August 2022)

2 The Blue Carbon Initiative (2019) About Blue Carbon. Available at: https://www.thebluecarboninitiative.org/about
(Accessed: 30 August 2022).
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