
 

EMERGENCY RESPONSE –  
UXO HANDLING AND DISPOSAL MITIGATION 

MEASURES AND BEST PRACTICES 
 

The federal agency and any response personnel shall implement the following mitigation 
measures and best practices to minimize risks from unexploded ordinances (UXO) to protected 
species and their habitats under the jurisdiction of NOAA Fisheries Southeast Regional Office 
(SERO) Protected Resources Division (PRD). 

Priority Measures and Response Planning 

The federal agency or designated proxy should contact and coordinate with NOAA Fisheries 
resource trustees for project specific technical support, to help identify any protected species and 
sensitive habitats at risk, and to discuss specifics of the response operation in order to select 
measures most relevant to their particular response. 

Mitigation Measures and Best Practices 

In addition to the specific Best Practices described below, responding agencies and personnel 
shall implement all relevant provisions of the following mitigation guidance documents: 

●​ NOAA Fisheries Protected Species Construction Conditions, Revised: May 2021 

●​ NOAA Fisheries Vessel Strike Avoidance Measures, Revised: May 2021 

●​ NOAA Fisheries Queen Conch Survey, Construction Conditions, Relocation and 
Reporting Guidelines: January 2025 

The following Best Practices are applicable to all UXO disposal activities: 

●​ Prioritize UXO handling or disposal techniques in the following order: 

o​ Relocation that does not require the discharge of the UXO (e.g., relocation to 
designated wet storage areas). 

o​ If relocation is not feasible or safe, prioritize cutting the UXO open to apportion 
large ammunition or deactivate fused munitions if safe to do so. 

o​ Perform low-order detonations that slow the ignition rate (deflagration) or using 
shaped charges to reduce the net explosive yield. 

https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Protected_Species_Construction_Conditions_1.pdf?null
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Vessel_Strike_Avoidance_Measures.pdf?null
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-09/Queen-Conch-Survey-Construction-Conditions-and-Relocation-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-09/Queen-Conch-Survey-Construction-Conditions-and-Relocation-Guidelines.pdf


●​ Only after the previous alternatives have been considered should a decision to detonate 
the UXO be made. In that case, the UXO should be exploded in depths 60 feet or greater 
and using positive control devices during daylight hours only. Refrain from blasting when 
conditions impede proper monitoring or an adequate view of the entire area. These 
conditions include, but are not limited to, poor visibility, unsuitable sea state, and 
inadequate number of observers or positions of monitoring. 

●​ If more than one UXO is present and requires handling or disposal, do not detonate more 
than one per day. 

●​ For explosive disposal, or methods with a chance of uncontrolled detonation of the UXO, 
use sound attenuation as practical (e.g., encasement, burial, bubble curtains). Any sound 
attenuation can greatly reduce the extent of potential impacts (i.e., an explosive with a 
potential impact area of 4 km2 would affect 40.3 km2; with 5 dB of attenuation, the area 
affected would be reduced to 10.8 km2 [78.5% reduction in area of impact], while 10 dB 
of attenuation would reduce the area of impact to 2.3 km2 [95.4% reduction in area of 
impact]). 

●​ Establish exclusion zones for potentially exposed individuals based on the estimated size 
of the UXO (in kgs TNT equivalent). Exclusion zones will vary by species, and must 
include ESA-listed marine mammals and sea turtles at a minimum. 

o​ Monitor exclusion zones for at least 30 minutes prior to detonation. The exclusion 
zones must remain clear of protected species for at least 30 minutes prior to 
detonation. ESA-listed species must be: (1) observed leaving; (2) thought to have 
exited the mitigation zone based on a determination of its course, speed, and 
movement relative to the detonation site; (3) additional sightings have not been 
observed for at least 30 minutes. 

o​ Use at least three monitoring locations positioned to maximize coverage with 
trained and dedicated Protected Species Observers (PSOs). More observers and 
positions may be required for large UXOs. 

o​ Observe the entire area of the exclusion zone for at least 1 hour after detonations 
to document potential blasting-related injuries to fish and wildlife that may not 
immediately be observed.  

Reporting 

●​ If any injury or death of an ESA-listed species is observed, immediately report the take to 
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) SERO PRD, along with any photos and video 
of affected protected fish and wildlife to the: 
NMFS SERO Endangered Species Take Report Form  
and the emergency consultation email:  nmfs.ser.emergency.consult@noaa.gov 

●​ The federal agency should notify the Sea Turtle Stranding and Salvage Network (STSSN) 

https://forms.gle/85fP2da4Ds9jEL829
mailto:nmfs.ser.emergency.consult@noaa.gov


and the appropriate Marine Mammal Response Network (MMRN) of their schedule when 
blasting so they are aware when it is occurring. 

o​  STSSN Contact Network: State Coordinators 

o​ MMRN Southeast Contact: (877) 942-5343 

●​ The responsible party should observe the area and nearby shorelines after each day of 
blasting to find strandings or animals in distress. If strandings occur, the federal agency 
should contact the respective programs. NOAA Fisheries will review the stranding 
information provided by STSSN or MMRN and determine whether a particular stranding 
resulted from the action. 

o​ For vessel/observer operations please review the Protected Marine Species 
Identification Guide for the Southeast  

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-materials/protected-marine-spe
cies-identification-guide-southeast-united-states 

●​ Live or dead wildlife strandings should be reported directly to the Wildlife Branch via the 
incident specific Wildlife Hotline at (713) 703-5297, or the NOAA stranding hotline at 
(877) 433-8299 if the incident-specific hotline is not active.  

●​ Any giant manta rays observed (live or dead) should be reported directly to the Wildlife 
Branch via the incident specific Wildlife Hotline at (713) 703-5297, or NOAA Fisheries 
Southeast Region, Office of Protected Resources at (727) 824-5312 or 
Manta.Ray@noaa.gov if the incident-specific hotline is not active. See below for helpful 
identification guides for responders. 

o​ For aerial/overflight operations please review the Giant Manta Ray and Devil Ray 
Aerial Survey Identification Guide: 
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/document/giant-manta-ray-and-devil-ray
-aerial-survey-id-guide. 

o​ For vessel/observer operations please review the Giant Manta and Devil Ray 
Observer Identification Guide: 
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/document/giant-manta-ray-and-devil-ray
-fishery-observer-id-guide. 

 

Best Practices Specific to Sensitive Habitats 

Sensitive habitats include coral reefs, hard bottom habitats, seagrass beds, floating vegetation 
areas (e.g, sargassum mats), and mangroves, even if it is not designated critical habitat. Sensitive 
habitats also include all areas that are designated critical habitat. NOAA offers the 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/marine-life-distress/state-coordinators-and-state-liaisons-sea-turtle-stranding-and-salvage-network
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/document/giant-manta-ray-and-devil-ray-fishery-observer-id-guide
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/document/giant-manta-ray-and-devil-ray-fishery-observer-id-guide


Environmental Sensitivity Index maps and data that can help identify at risk resources to 
prioritize deployment of available resources to prevent or minimize impacts to sensitive habitats. 
NOAA Fisheries also provides an Essential Fish Habitat Mapper and the SERO ESA Section 7 
Mapper that can provide additional information. If a UXO is found within a sensitive habitat, 
coordinate with the USCG to provide a notice to mariners and provide appropriate warning 
markers until a detailed plan can be developed in coordination with NOAA Fisheries and 
USFWS trustees. 

 

For additional information, please contact NOAA Fisheries SERO 
PRD at: 

NOAA Fisheries Service Southeast Regional Office 263 13th Avenue South 
St. Petersburg, Florida 33701 Tel: (727) 824-5312 

Visit us on the web at Protected Marine Life in the Southeast 
(https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast#protected-marine-life) 

 

https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/resources/environmental-sensitivity-index-esi-maps
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/map/essential-fish-habitat-mapper
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/map/southeast-region-esa-section-7-mapper
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/map/southeast-region-esa-section-7-mapper
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast#protected-marine-life
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast%23protected-marine-life

	 
	EMERGENCY RESPONSE –  
	UXO HANDLING AND DISPOSAL MITIGATION MEASURES AND BEST PRACTICES 
	Priority Measures and Response Planning 
	Mitigation Measures and Best Practices 
	Best Practices Specific to Sensitive Habitats 
	For additional information, please contact NOAA Fisheries SERO PRD at: 

