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Coastal Works Review CWL# 520
SPG Ltd. c/o Tommy Sofield - Private Dock - 76A/252

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 - SPG Ltd. c/o Tommy Sofield - is seeking permission to construct a private residential dock on
Crown property adjacent to Block 75A Parcel 252, which is 214 Austin Conolly Drive, East End, Grand Cayman
(see Figure 1).

The submitted plans indicate that the dock will extend 97 ft-5in seaward of the Mean High Water Mark (MHWM).
The proposed dock will be supported by 10in diameter eco-piles, driven into the seabed via water jetting and
manual hammering. This work will be carried out with the aid of a non-powered, floating barge. The dock surface
will consist of a “Thruflow” decking system, with the decking supported on a subframe of 2in x 8in timber joists.
The dock surface is proposed to be 4ft-0in above Mean Sea Level. The end of the dock will feature a 12ft by 14ft
rectangular platform and cabana with steps leading into the water along with a retractable aluminum ladder. The
dock will also feature a 14ft-1in by 6ft-0Oin floating platform moored to the end of the dock. The application
indicates that silt screens / turbidity barriers will be used to contain the works, and remain in place after
construction has been completed until all silt or sediment has settled.

The application states that the proposed dock is for private use only, and will be used for kayaks and one personal
watercraft (on the floating dock platform) (i.e. a wave runner/jet ski).

The applicant has indicated that the works will affect 625 sq ft of Crown property. This estimate does not appear
to include the floating portion of the dock. The DoE calculates that the total area affected by the works will be 753
sq ft (inclusive of the cabana and floating personal watercraft dock).
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Figure 1: Aerial imagery showing the application site for the proposed dock with the parcel boundary outlined in
blue (Source: United Kingdom Hydrographic Office, 2021)
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Figure 2: Extract from the submitted plans showing the location of the proposed dock, along with the intended
location of the silt screen to be deployed during construction (Source: Drawing SP-1,2025-01-08)

Application History

Although there are no previous dock applications on the property in question, a similar dock was approved on the
adjacent parcel 75A/34 (CWL#404). This previously-approved dock was similar in design and scale to the dock
being applied for, but has now been damaged beyond repair. The dock was installed in 2021 and was destroyed
by 2024, there is now debris in the water and along the surrounding shoreline associated with this dock. While the
construction method does not inherently raise environmental concerns, itis important that the dock is installed to
a high standard to minimize the risk of storm damage and resulting unnecessary impacts to the surrounding
marine environment.

Environmental Overview and Impacts

Site Overview

The site is located on Austin Conolly Drive in East End, Grand Cayman. The benthic habitat offshore of the
application site consists largely of hardbottom and seagrass beds.
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Figure 3: Benthic habitat in the vicinity of the proposed dock (Source: DOE, 2018)
The environmental impacts of the project are:

e Thedirect construction impacts of the proposed dock, mainly resulting from the placement of the PVC
dock piles into the seabed,

o Theloss of 753 square feet of benthic habitat, namely seagrass and vegetated hardbottom, and

e Thelikelihood that the proposed dock will trap and accumulate sargassum.

Construction Impacts

General Construction Impacts

Direct environmental impacts will result from the construction of the dock, mainly through the placement of the
PVC dock piles into the seabed. The fine silts of the seabed are easily disturbed and suspended, resulting in
detrimental sediment plumes which can impact surrounding communities of seagrass and marine organisms
(especially those that depend on good water quality).

The sand and fine silt of the seagrass beds are easily disturbed and suspended resulting in detrimental sediment
plumes which can impact surrounding seagrass communities and marine organisms that depend on good water
quality. Therefore, it is important to limit the impacts of sediment plumes generated during construction of the
dock through the use of silt screens. It is an important aspect of the project that no heavy equipment or machinery
be used in the water, all work will be carried out from a non-powered, floating barge.

Use of a Barge in a Shallow Lagoon
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There is the potential for direct environmental impacts resulting from the construction of the dock due to the
benthic habitat in the vicinity and the shallow water depths surrounding the proposed dock. A weighted barge in
this area, if not positioned carefully and correctly, is likely to dig into the seabed leading to damage to the
surrounding seagrass. Given that the works will be carried out using a non-powered, floating platform and that the
installation method for the piles consist of water jetting and manual hammering, the risk of damage to the seabed
is reduced somewhat. Carrying out the near shore portion of the works at high tide will also help to reduce the risk
of damage to seagrass.

Longer Term Impacts due to Construction

The DoE notes that the proposed dock and cabana are to be constructed using relatively inert materials,
minimizing the risk of leaching of harmful substances into the marine environment. The dock is proposed to be
constructed of PVC eco-piles, with polymer Thru-Flow decking, and the end cabana will be constructed using
timber framing and a natural thatched roof. These materials are typically considered low-risk for marine
applications, although any treated timber used should be treated in a manner safe for use over water. As such, the
proposed construction materials are not anticipated to result in significant adverse impacts to water quality or the
surrounding marine environment after installation.

Loss of Benthic Habitats

Seagrass

The benthic cover beneath the proposed dock is vegetated hardbottom and healthy seagrass (see Figure 3
above).

Seagrasses, including 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 Department supports
the applicant’s proposal to mitigate shading impacts by installing decking with ThruFlow decking with a minimum
of ¥2inch spacing, as currently shown on the application plans. No light is able to penetrate the floating PWC
platform, as these are typically solid plastic.

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.

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

! 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)
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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

There is the potential for impacts to the surrounding seagrass beds through the use of the dock (seabed scarring
due to operation of small craft, for example), although this will be minimized given the applicant’s intent to use the
dock only for kayaks and a small personal watercraft.

Sargassum

Although the proposed dock does not feature side skirting, there is the potential for sargassum accumulation
given the proposed floating platform and the lowered steps at the end of the dock.

Sargassum is a naturally-occurring seaweed that floats in the Atlantic Ocean. Since 2014 seasonally larger than
normal blooms of this usually open ocean seaweed have been washed ashore in considerable quantities causing
anumber of environmental issues.

The Department notes that during periods of high influxes of sargassum, docks that have side skirting and
horizontal framing structures and beams at the water level tend to trap and hold sargassum in situ, compared to
those docks that have no skirting and fewer obstacles for increased water movement. When sargassum remains
in shallow waters it presents negative impacts for property owners (unpleasant odours, minor respiratory issues,
poor water quality) and on the marine environment. Accumulation of sargassum above seagrass beds leads to die
off due to reduced photosynthesis, and prolonged accumulation can lead to hypoxic conditions.

These impacts will be minimized by the fact that the dock is elevated at 4 feet above Mean Sea Level, and that the
lowered portion of the dock is limited to a small platform and lowered steps.

Comments and Recommendations

We have considered the environmental impacts associated with the proposed dock above and the mitigation
measures proposed by the applicant. On this basis, the Department recommends this application for approval
subject to the standard Permit conditions and recommended Permit fees (Royalty, Environmental Mitigation and
Administrations & Monitoring) outlined in Appendix 1.

Director, Department of Environment

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