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July 8, 2013 

Subject:  Input regarding Gulf Coast Ecosystem Council’s Initial Comprehensive 
Restoration Plan 

Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council,  
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077  
Washington, DC 20230 

Sirs/Madams: 

We appreciate the opportunity to provide comments regarding the Council’s 
Initial Comprehensive Restoration Plan (ICRP). Following are 1) general 
recommendations for carrying out a science-based restoration program, and 2) 
specific comments related to the ICRP. 

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS: 

Council and Plan Focus:  The RESTORE Act intends that ICRP funds be used to 
mitigate environmental damages, restoring and sustaining ecosystem goods and 
services, and not support economic prosperity at the expense of natural capital. 
Pot 1 (35% to States) of the RESTORE Act is not beholding to the ICRP, and will 
likely support economic projects that build coastal infrastructure.  This is not the 
function of the Council’s pot 2 and 3 funds. 

Council Leadership:  Gulf-wide coordination of the varied settlement and 
litigation-funded restoration programs is essential. What role will the Council 
play in integrating all these programs to ensure a comprehensive, sustained, 
efficient recovery?  Proposed mechanisms include dedicated support for Gulf-
wide coordination efforts, for example, the GOMURC-led Gulf Restoration Science 
Programs Coordination Team, GOMURC’s Gulf Restoration Science Workshop, 
GOMRI annual restoration and ecosystem science conference and the Harte 
Research Institute’s State of the Gulf Summits. 

Independent Science Capacity:  Restoration must be based on “the best available 
science” developed and conducted independently of policy pressures and 
integrated in ways that transcend agency agendas. Mechanisms may include: 
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 Council science advisory committee should be composed of representatives from the Section 1604 Gulf 
Science Program, Section 1605 Centers of Excellence, and scientists and technologists from across the region, 
including international partners with stakes in a healthy Gulf. 

 ICRP should be accompanied by a science plan that is critically reviewed and periodically updated by the 
Science Advisory Committee; plan should be initially developed in coordination with all RESTORE Act and 
settlement funded programs and with public engagement; plan should include guidance regarding effective 
peer review (e.g., quality and relevance criteria, policies and standards), and performance evaluation (e.g., 
metrics, monitoring, adaptive management). 

 Council should hire a full-time chief scientist who is independent of participating agencies and who leads and 
is advised by the Scientific Advisory Committee. 

Transparency and Engagement: The Council must establish processes for RESTORE section 1603 efforts including 
continued development of the ICRP, project submissions and selection, and required outputs. Florida, for example, 
hosts a portal for RESTORE Act section 1603 pot 2/3 proposal submissions 
(http://www.dep.state.fl.us/deepwaterhorizon/projects_restore_act.htm), but other states have nothing 
comparable.  Now is the time to establish standards that can inform and guide the many other programs.  
Meaningful public input is critical to long-term success and support for the programs.  Proposed engagement 
mechanisms include: 
 Council citizen’s advisory committee including ecosystem service stakeholders from all five states; all 

advisory committees should have approved charters and by-laws. 
 Advance public notice and open meetings to support regular opportunities for public comment; Sea Grant, 

for example, has proposed to host local town hall sessions (including 2 face-to-face meetings per state per year, 
and a monthly webinar series) to communicate with citizens on restoration plans and progress. 

 Work plans and other documents, meeting schedules, opportunities for engagement, budgets, audit results, 
results of scientific studies and restoration projects, and other information and materials must be easily 
available on-line. Sea Grant has also proposed development of a web portal for uploading, sharing and 
accessing project information related to spill science and monitoring activities, based on their work done after 
the spill with NOAA. 

Monitoring, Assessment and Adaptive Management:  Restoration and adaptive management without monitoring, 
assessment and evaluation are doomed to failure, and future disaster response will not evolve without improved 
baselines. Proposed mechanisms include: 
 All projects should include funding for monitoring of restoration measures for at least several years after 

implementation, and continuing when adaptive measures are employed. 
 Monitoring should be use best practices and standardized methods across programs, with as much 

integration and efficiency as possible; for example, build on existing observing systems, and base build-out 
plans on gap analyses driven by science-based adaptive management. 

 An endowment-funded Gulf Observing System should be supported to assess the status of the entire Gulf 
Large Marine Ecosystem through combined monitoring, mapping, research, modeling, and synthesis (e.g., Gulf 
Integrated Ecosystem Assessment) and reports (e.g., Gulf Report Cards); costs for these efforts should be 
shared by all restoration programs as they are the foundation for all program success. 

ICRP COMMENTS: 

 P. 6 and P. 13: Plan recognizes that “best available science” must be the foundation for project selection and for 
ensuring that projects are contributing to the overall goals of the Council, and coordinated with the science 
community. Comment: Science Plan needs to accompany the ICRP including details for how to accomplish 
these objectives. 

 P. 8 and pp. 11-14:  Goal five is to “restore and revitalize the Gulf economy,” but there are no related objectives 
for this goal. Comment: The Gulf economy and social welfare will benefit from restoring and sustaining the 
valuable ecosystem goods and services that make the Gulf the nation’s most valuable region in terms of related 

http://www.dep.state.fl.us/deepwaterhorizon/projects_restore_act.htm
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revenues.  This should be stated at the beginning and not assigned a separate goal in the ICRP without 
objectives. 

 P. 13: Objective 6 is to “promote natural resource stewardship and environmental education.” Comment: This 
objective should include informal and formal education to develop the next generation workforce of 
environmental scientists, engineers and managers through student support, new and enhanced curricula, and 
professional development opportunities. 

 P. 14:  RESTORE Act directs the Council to “use the best available science.” Comment: this needs to be defined 
by the actions the Council takes to ensure this critical program element. There are no details for how this will 
be accomplished (e.g., see recommendations above in “General Comments” and first “ICRP Comments” bullet). 

 P. 16: The Council will periodically request proposals from its members. Comment:  We are concerned that, as 
written, the process does not encourage an open, competitive process that will engage all the region’s 
stakeholders and capabilities. The preliminary list of projects in Appendix A, for example, does little to nothing 
(including projects from federal agencies) to restore marine ecosystem goods and services in federal waters 
where most of the oil and impacts occurred.  At least the 30% support that is run through the Council should be 
implemented for this purpose. 

 APPENDIX A- Preliminary Projects: Less than 1.4% (8) of the 585 proposed projects have anything to do with 
restoring and sustaining offshore ocean habitats and resources, a disparity also evident in NRDA early 
restoration program projects, and inconsistent with the spill location and likely ecosystem impacts.  The 
Council is taking ideas from state and local government officials, which are relevant, but need to be balanced 
with restoring and sustaining ocean ecosystem goods and services. 

Sincerely, 

 
Larry McKinney, Executive Director, Harte Research Institute, Texas Research Consortium, GOMURC Chair 

 
John Valentine, Executive Director, Alabama Marine Environmental Sciences Consortium 

 
William T. (Bill) Hogarth, Director, Florida Institute of Oceanography (FIO) 

 
Christopher F. D’Elia, Dean, LSU School of the Coast and Environment, Louisiana Universities Gulf Research Collaborative 

 
Monty Graham, Dean, Department of Marine Science, University of Southern Mississippi 
 

 



 

 
 
 

Comments of the Gulf Restoration Network on 
 the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council’s 

Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan: Restoring the Gulf Coast’s Ecosystem and Economy 
 
I write on behalf of the Gulf Restoration Network (GRN) to provide our comments and concerns 
with regard to the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council’s (Council) Draft Initial 

Comprehensive Plan: Restoring the Gulf Coast’s Ecosystem and Economy (Draft Plan).  The GRN 
is committed to empowering people to protect the natural resources of the Gulf of Mexico for 
future generations.  Since the BP drilling disaster occurred we have been engaged in monitoring 
efforts to clean up the oil and dispersant and restore the resources that were impacted.   
 
 The GRN is pleased to see that the Plan states the Council’s commitment to science based 
decision making and adaptive management of plans and projects. We believe that all projects 
funded under the RESTORE Act must be required to have a plan for evaluation and a system for 
measuring outcomes which would allow true adaptive management to occur.  
 
We support the Council’s commitment to (1) focusing the Council-selected Restoration Component and 
the Spill Impact Component to funding for ecosystem restoration (as defined by the 5 Plan goals), which 
is necessary to ensuring that we benefit the natural resources, our economy, and our communities; and 
(2) taking a regional, ecosystem-based, and landscape-scale restoration approach to restoration that 
addresses the entire Gulf as one interconnected ecosystem.  However, to date all restoration efforts 
appear focused on the coastal environment.  Yet, the disaster occurred and the greatest impact was to 
the marine environment. Accordingly, moving forward there must be a more focused commitment by 
the Council to addressing both the coastal and marine restoration/recovery.   
 
We also support the Council’s stated intent to use an integrated and coordinated approach and work 
closely to ensure that efforts funded through NRDA and NFWF are complimentary. Since funding for 
comprehensive restoration will be limited in relation to the restoration need, leveraging multiple 
funding sources will be critical to getting the most bang for our buck on environmental restoration. 
Efforts to integrate restoration also integrate restoration with the increasing need for community 
protection. 
 
Our coastal communities are some of the most vulnerable in the nation to the impacts of storms.  The 
efforts of the Council represent our best opportunity to make our Gulf coast, our communities and our 
coastal-dependent economies more resilient in the face of rising seas and stronger storms.  Every dollar 
the Council approves, either through state or Council-led plans, should increase our resilience, providing 
non-structural storm protection and facilitating climate change adaptation  (strengthening barrier 
islands, restoring coastal marshes and forest, etc).  We must use available restoration dollars to protect 
critical infrastructure that ensures the economic, and cultural, survival of coastal communities.  For 
coastal communities dependent for their livelihoods on the natural resources of the Gulf, environmental 
restoration is essential to economic recovery. 



 
 

 
 

 
We are pleased that the Council is considering the formation of a Citizen Advisory Committee and 
Science Advisory Committee. As the Council has experienced during this comment period, communities 
are eager to provide input to the Council on the considerations that should guide the Council in choosing 
RESTORE projects. Greater transparency and community participation in RESTORE Council decision-
making in a meaningful way is something that the public has asked for repeatedly. Traditional public 
hearings do not provide the needed participation. Creating a formal Citizens’ Advisory Council will: 

 help to establish a trusting relationship between the community and the members of the 
Council throughout project selection and implementation; 

 provide guidance on the Council on how to better obtain input from communities; 
 provide more buy-in and social investment in the projects in those communities 
 

 We hope to see in the coming months a stronger commitment to establishing these committees and a 
move to quickly begin the nomination process for membership on these committees.   
 
Although generally pleased with the direction set by the Draft Plan we have numerous concerns with the 
lack of specificity in the Draft Plan. 
 
First, we are disappointed that the plan does not contain a list of priority projects or an allocation plan 
as required by the Restore Act. We understand the Councils’ lack of certainty regarding the amount and 
timing of monies available under the RESTORE Act. A draft list of priority projects should be released to 
the public as soon as possible to allow for full public review and comment.  We would request that the 
Council establish a publicly accessible portal where projects may be submitted and viewed and where 
the status of publicly submitted projects can updated by the Council.  Council members do not have 
access to all of the worthy conservation and restoration projects that exist in the Gulf.   
 
We also believe that the Council must commit to full compliance with environmental laws for all 
projects and programs.  
 
Additionally, we are concerned that the Draft Plan does not include clear definition from the Council as 
to what qualifies as economic restoration particularly in comparison to infrastructure -- funding for 
which is limited under the RESTORE Act.  We believe that economic restoration in the context of 
RESTORE must consider project sustainability and environmental impact – does the project create a 
healthier environment or will add to pollution and environmental degradation. Since RESTORE Act funds 
will flow through penalties for violation of an environmental law, the Council must commit to ensuring 
that “economic restoration projects – whether funded through the Council controlled or state impact 
component will not degrade the environment nor negatively impact ecosystem restoration projects 

funded under RESTORE, NRDA or NFWF. Council supported projects must do no environmental 
harm, and any proposals that aim to bolster the economy while damaging the environment, 
such as the proposed Alabama beach-front hotel and conference center in Gulf State Park, are 
absolutely unacceptable.  
 
Consideration of local jobs creation must guide project selection. Implementing ecosystem restoration 
could create thousands of new local jobs for coastal communities significantly impacted by the BP 
drilling disaster.  If project selection includes consideration of local hire, a new restoration economy 
could provide ecologically sustainable economic opportunities and broad public benefit to local 



 
 

 
 

communities, including disadvantaged and distressed communities.  The Gulf Ecosystem Restoration 
Council has the ability to build a solid foundation for decades of positive social, economic, and 
environmental outcomes by setting a strong precedent for managing large-scale restoration with an eye 
to community economic recovery and sustainability. 

The GRN has significant concerns about the Objectives states in Section IV “Council-Selected Restoration 
Component”.  First and foremost we believe that Objective 1 inappropriately ignores the need to restore 
marine habitats.  The BP drilling disaster occurred in the marine environment and many of the impacts 
documented to date, including impacts on corals and the like, occurred in the marine environment.  The 
Council cannot simply assume that there will be enough monies available under the Natural Resource 
Damage Assessment (NRDA) process to address damage to marine habitat. Moreover, there is historical 
damage to marine habitats that will not be covered under NRDA. Accordingly, the Council should include 
within it habitat objective restoration of marine habitats.  

Second, Objective 3 “ Protect and Restore Living Coastal and Marine Resources”, is so broad that it could 
cover virtually anything living in the Gulf.   Far too many of the Gulf’s wildlife are threatened or 
endangered and far too many of its fisheries are overfished or undergoing overfishing.  Additionally, the 
Gulf is being invaded by numerous invasive species which threaten native species.  The GRN believes 
that the Council should focus this objective on those species most in need of protection and restoration, 
namely threatened, endangered or overfished species.  

While we appreciate the Council’s statement of criteria for project selection, those criteria are broad 
and sometimes ambiguous.  The final Plan should state more detailed specific criteria. Additionally, as 
discussed above specific mention of restoration of the marine environment and marine resources must 
be included.  

We also believe that the council should develop additional criteria for vetting projects.  For example, in 
selecting projects the Council should be required to consider whether a project will involve hiring of 
local workers, including the potential workforce development and job training programs that will allow a 
transition of workers in communities affected by the disaster to transition to employment in a 
restoration economy. Similarly, the Council should consider whether projects: 

 invest in the resiliency of distressed communities; 

 invest in green infrastructure and energy efficiency upgrades while reducing our dependence on 
fossil fuels and investing in clean, renewable sources of energy; and  

Finally, a major question that remains unresolved by the Plan is how RESTORE Projects will come before 

the Council for potential selection.  Do projects have to be sponsored or supported by one of the 
11 members of the Council in order for them to be considered? If so, does the Council 
foresee considering only projects where the state or federal government is a sponsor.  Or, 
will there be a procedure for submitting projects to Council members to be considered for 
sponsorship.  The process that the Council foresees for public review and comment on 
projects that were sponsored by Council members is also less than clear. Will lists of 
potential projects selected by the Council be published for public review?  



 
 

 
 

Council members, both state and federal, are not and cannot be aware of the myriad of 
worthy restoration and conservation projects being developed by universities, nonprofit 
conservation groups, municipalities, and coastal counties/parishes throughout the Gulf.  It 
is, therefore, critical that the Council establish a process that allows submission of projects 
for review by Council members for possible sponsorship.  

We appreciate this opportunity to comment on the Draft Plan and look forward to working with the 
Council as it moves forward. 

Respectfully submitted,  

 

Cynthia M. Sarthou 
Executive Director 
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July 8, 2013 
 
Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077  
Washington, DC  20230 
 
RestoreTheGulf.gov 
 
IUCN U.S. is pleased to have the opportunity to provide comments on the “Draft Initial 
Comprehensive Plan:  Restoring the Gulf Coast’s Ecosystem and Economy.”   
At this time in the Council’s process of developing the Plan, IUCN US will focus its initial 
comments on two issues.  First, our comments will underscore the importance of the 
restoration and stewardship of the Gulf species diversity as a foundation of its 
ecosystem services and much of the human economies for the region.  We therefore 
suggest these species resources be considered a priority in the “Ten-Year Funding 
Strategy,” and “Funding Priorities List.”  
Second, highlight and summarize a major partnership between IUCN US and the Harte 
Research Institute for Gulf of Mexico Studies to further restoration and stewardship of 
the Gulf’s biodiversity. 
 
Plan Goals 
We suggest that the Plan be modified to be clear that it applies to all coastal and marine 
species for which their natural ranges include the Gulf of Mexico.  As noted in the 
overview of the plan:  The Gulf Coast region’s “water and coasts are home to one of the 
most diverse environments in the world-including over 15,000 species of sea life.”  But 
that the “Living coastal and marine systems are showing signs of stress, such as 
depleted species populations and degraded habitats.”   
 
While we understand the intent that this species diversity would be included in the 
concept of “coastal and marine resources,” we are, however, concerned that restoration 
needs not be equated simply to the role of those species currently providing extractable 
resources or currently protected by Federal law, e.g., the U.S. Endangered Species Act.  
The Gulf’s species diversity along with the abiotic environment fundamentally define the 
Gulf ecosystems and enable their ecosystem services, and related human economies.  
The restoration and stewardship the Gulf’s species diversity should be a clear concern 
in ensuring the overall health and productivity of the Gulf of Mexico. 
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Attached to this letter is a paper published subsequent to the Deepwater Horizon Oil 
Spill, in the journal Bioscience  prepared by several authors associated with the IUCN 
Species Survival Program.  In part, the paper compares the Gulf species assessed by 
IUCN Red List standards as threatened with extinction with the species protected by the 
U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA), Migratory Bird Treaty Act, and the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act. 
 
The IUCN Red List is considered to be the most reliable assessment of the 
conservation status of species worldwide.  Recently the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration proposed 64 species of coral for the protection under the 
ESA that had been previously assessed to be in several Red List categories of species 
that were threatened with extinction. 
 
As noted in the BioScience publication, only 14 Gulf species are subject to protection by 
the ESA, the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Marine Mammal Protection Act.  At the 
time of publication, the authors of the paper identified 39 additional species that were 
considered vulnerable, endangered or critically endangered with extinction under the 
Red List.  Since that time several additional assessments have been conducted under 
the Red List criteria and standards, and that number of species assessed under the Red 
List as threatened with extinction has grown. 
 
This example underscores that there are Gulf species that should receive priority 
stewardship efforts that are threatened with extinction or made highly depleted and 
vulnerable by such catastrophic events as the Horizon oil spill.  Nevertheless we 
understand such species are resources subject to restoration efforts under U.S. law and 
should be considered for such attention, as well as considered in applications of the 
National Environmental Policy Act.  Moreover, not only are we concerned that these 
species may not receive stewardship efforts they require, but that they could be harmed 
by restoration efforts that do not take their conservation needs into account. 
 
Plan Objectives   
With respect to the “Council-Selected Restoration Component” of the Gulf Coast 
Restoration Trust Fund, we particularly support the third objective to “Protect and 
Restore Living Coastal and Marine Resources – Restore and protect healthy, diverse 
and sustainable living coastal and marine resources including finfish, shellfish, birds, 
mammals, reptiles, coral [sic], and deep benthic communities. 
 
Priority Criteria

 

:  There is considerable knowledge available concerning the environment 
of the Gulf of Mexico, and its stewardship and restoration.  With ongoing research and 
analyses, that knowledge base is growing every day.  However, for that knowledge to 
be effectively applied and used, policy makers and resource manager need to know 
what is available and where it can be accessed. 
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We believe it is particularly important that the first three years of the Council’s efforts 
should focus on programs that will make the growing knowledge base on the Gulf’s 
environment readily accessible for responding to future catastrophic events, chronic 
conditions such as areas of significant pollution, as well as for programs regarding 
restoration priorities.  Similarly priority should also be given to regional capacity for 
spatial planning and projecting impacts of catastrophic events and chronic conditions. 
Such initial programs could include initiatives for establishing impacts of environmental 
change, monitoring and assessment programs for Gulf resources and species, and 
regional data bases.  They could also include targeted restoration and recovery efforts.   
Many of the program needs identified in the draft Plan, such as restoration projects, will 
require reviews mandated by State and Federal law (for example, the National 
Environmental Policy Act) to help guard against inefficiencies and unanticipated 
adverse consequences.  This would seem to be particularly the case for large-scale 
habitat restoration projects or those intended to provide long-term resilience to adverse 
trends.  Careful consideration of how such projects need to be evaluated may inform 
priorities for improving the knowledge base, as well as inform the scope and nature of 
restoration activities. 
 
With respect to the “State Expenditure Plans – Spill Impact Component” of the Trust 
Fund, we particularly support the inclusion in eligible activities the suite of those 
associated with  “Restoration and protection of natural resources,” “mitigation of 
damage to fish, wildlife, and natural resources,” and “Implementation of a federally 
approved marine, coastal or comprehensive conservation management plan, including 
fisheries monitoring.” 
 
The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the Harte 
Research Institute for Gulf of Mexico Studies – The new BioGoMx data base for 
Coastal and Marine Species 
IUCN has been engaged for the past several years in conducting a Global Marine 
Species Assessment in which we are evaluating the conservation status of all marine 
vertebrates, and selected invertebrates and plants.  The goal is to review 20,000 
species worldwide; approximately 50% of these species have been assessed.  The 
assessments are conducted under protocols and standards established over several 
decades of refinement for the IUCN Red List, and have proven to be highly reliable and 
reproducible.  The Red List is recognized as the best indicator of the conservation 
status of species worldwide.  www.iucnredlist.org 
 
 More recently we have accelerated our efforts to complete the GMSA for taxa occurring 
in the Gulf of Mexico.  Each of the assessments is conducted through a workshop of 
experts with access to exhaustive literature searches concerning each target species.   
The GMSA for the Gulf of Mexico is giving us considerable insight into research and 
stewardship needs for the Gulf’s biota.  As noted previously, for example, preliminary 
review of the GMSA in the Gulf indicates that many more species are biologically 
threatened with extinction than are currently protected by the ESA and other related 
statutes.  Such findings should inform research and stewardship priorities for the 
Council’s Plan. 

http://www.iucnredlist.org/�
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As we move forward with completing the GMSA in the Gulf, the Harte Institute is 
revising its current BioGoMx data base to include information about the GMSA’s 
findings, in addition to other information important for Gulf species restoration and 
stewardship. 
 
In summary, the new BioGoMx to be housed at the Harte Institute in Corpus Christi will 
include: 
 

• all of the literature and other information relied on in conducting assessments 
of the conservation status of Gulf species, 

• the results of the assessments, 
• spatial planning capacity to project impacts of catastrophic and chronic events 

on the Gulf’s biota, as well as for planning and implementing restoration 
activities 

• a list of experts in Gulf taxa, 
• and, a compendium of past and ongoing research and recovery efforts for 

Gulf taxa. 
 
We anticipate the new BioGoMx will prove to be an invaluable regional database for the 
Gulf’s living coastal and marine resources, and their stewardship and restoration.  We 
believe this initiative responds well to the Plan’s seventh objective to “Improve Science-
Based Decision Making Processes,” including “monitoring,” “coordination,” and 
establishing regional databases.  IUCN and Harte staff would be pleased to brief the 
Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council on our program of work to establish the new 
BioGoMx and would welcome suggestions on how to make this tool most useful for 
stewardship and restoration of the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
IUCN commends the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council on the impressive 
“Draft programmatic Environmental Assessment” for the plan and we look forward to the 
plan’s further development.  We appreciate the opportunity to participate in the public 
process to establish and implement the restoration for the Gulf Coast Region. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Frank Hawkins 
Chief Executive Officer 
   

 

 

 



 
 

REGARDING DRAFT INITIAL COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
 

The Gulf Coast Restoration Council 
 

Rebecca Blank - Department of Commerce 
Governor Robert Bentley - Alabama 

Governor Rick Scott - Florida 
Governor Bobby Jindal – Louisiana 
Governor Phil Bryant – Mississippi 

Governor Rick Perry – Texas 
Thomas Vilsack – Department of Agriculture 

John McHugh – Secretary of the Army 
Robert Perciasepe – Environmental Protection Agency 
Janet Napolitano – Department of Homeland Security 

Sally Jewel – Department of the Interior 
 
 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to offer feedback on the workings to create a path for the 
restoration of our most precious Gulf Coast and the vibrant and ethnically diverse communities 
which share this rich ecosystem with the wildlife that inhabits it. Both are equally important and 
bring many to visit our Gulf Coast Communities. They come to experience our rich cultures and 
partake, if only for a day, in the experience.  
 
 
As Chief of the Isle de Jean Charles Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw, along with our Tribal 
Council, the plan brings with it some hope for the future of the waters and lands that have long 
sustained us as a Gulf Coast Tribal Community. At the same time, there are limitations in the 
proposed plan that will again mean a cultural genocide for our Tribe and our ancestral 
homeland.  
 
 
We live on the front lines, residing along the most southern reaches of coastal Terrebonne 
Parish, Louisiana.  Despite being a 501c3 non-profit in order to help us serve the community, all 
structural means of restoration to date have failed to include our Tribal Community, including 
the State Master Plan and Morganza-To-The-Gulf. We like the holistic approach to restoration 
but we also realize, up close and personal, the urgent situation all coastal communities face. 
That the reality for many of us is even structural restoration will have limited, if any, immediate 
resolution.  
 
 
In the proposed plan instead of taking the model from agencies such as the Environmental 
Protection Agency and their inclusiveness of State Recognized Tribes in their workings and 
funding cycles, the plan falls short. The language references two (2) Presidential Executive 



Orders, namely Executive Order 13554 which sounds great until you read where it is supposed to 
work alongside Tribes. Here includes a failure existing in the language which goes on to state 
that the workings with Tribes, are in alignment with Executive Order 13175. This inclusion 
totally shuts the door to many State Recognized Tribes including ours. It leaves our voice at the 
table absent and further endangers our people and our Traditional way of living in harmony 
along the Gulf Coast.  
 
 
Even if the language is changed to include State Recognized Tribes, for Tribal communities such 
as ours and our sister Tribes, as well as many others across the Gulf Coast Region, it means 
there is no alternative plan to relocate populations who will not obtain expedient restoration and 
have lost all their protection due to long term oil and gas harvesting from the marshes that were 
once our protection. Our homelands are now on an accelerated path to sinking into the Gulf 
brought courtesy of the environmental damage further caused by The BP Spill. It also fails to 
include helping populations such as ours to regain economic independence by creating new 
means of self-sustainability with the inclusion of funding that will enable the addition of 
business creation to promote new ways for Tribal members and the surrounding community 
employment opportunities that will lessen the burden on the State.  Our hope to restore our 
people and our holistic and respectful way of living in harmony with Mother Earth appears to 
once again be neglected. The RESTORE Act will in essence not RESTORE us at all. It will leave 
out the many who have made it their life’s work to protect the natural resources, ecosystems, 
fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats. It will leave out the many, who for generations have 
called the coastal wetlands home.  
 
 
Additionally, the funds that may have the opportunity to reach and benefit the people of 
Terrebonne Parish appear to be being overseen by the same organizations who have the track 
record of not serving the whole community, serving only the select few, not the multitude. 
Organizations who have received grants to assist us but we remain at risk and unable to assist 
our population. Our people left to leave the life they have inherited and everything they have 
worked to gain and start again, elderly and disabled included. A broader oversight needs to be 
created that is non-discriminatory and has a track record for achieving long term and short term 
community restoration.  
 
 
It is our feeling that if we are left out of the restoration and revitalization planned that we will 
only be first in what is sure to be the fate of many along the Gulf Coast. People tend to forget 
that all water is connected. The fish and other seafood’s being caught with tumors a constant 
reminder to what the possible long term health impacts will be for many who love this place and 
have no alternative but to stay. Our right to clean air and clean water not to mention healthy 
foods to eat will be lost in the political lingo if it stays as is.  
 
 
Being this is a plan in the works that allows for changes we encourage you to think, think if it 
was your family. What do you demand for your family? Are you willing to sacrifice them? We are 
not either. The comprehensive plan should speak for all. Being a State Recognized Tribe should 
not limit you, if it does then become like the countries we speak out for in the name of equality. 
We are all in this together, restoration and what we leave for the next generation, important to 
us all.  
 
 



We feel we have a lot to add to the discussion and resolutions to solve the predicament we find 
the people of the Gulf Coast facing. We would like a seat at the table. We want to be part of 
something that has the power to be a model all over the world. Part of what happens when 
everyone comes together for the good of all.  
 
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to include our voice, thank you for the work you are 
committed to accomplishing.  
 
 
 
 
Respectfully,  

 
Chief Albert “White Buffalo” Naquin                                                                                                                                      
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JEFFERSON PARISH PROJECT LIST
Project Name Project Type Project Source

Alligator Bend Shoreline Protection Project (NRCS) Shoreline protection CWPPRA Nominee
Barataria and Terrebonne Basins Stormwater Redirection (R2-BA-
10)

Hydrologic restoration CWPPRA Nominee 2009

Barataria Basin Long Distance Sediment Pipeline Project - Phase II 
(Barataria Bay Waterway to Lafouche Parish Hurricane Levee)

Marsh Creation CIAP

Barataria Bay Rim Marsh Creation (002.MC.07) Marsh Creation LA State Master Plan
Barataria Landbridge Marsh Creation (USACE) Marsh Creation
Barataria Pass to Sandy Point Barrier island / Headland 
Resoration

Barrier Island / Headland Restoration LA State Master Plan

Bay Dogris Marsh Creation Marsh Creation PPL23 Nominee
Bayou Barataria Lower Floodgate Structure South of Bayou 
Rigolettes

Hydrologic Restoration and  Flood Risk 
Reduction

Mater Plan

Bayou Dupont Sediment Delivery - Marsh Creation #3 (BA-164) Marsh Creation PPL 22

Bayou Dupont Sediment Delivery - Marsh Creation #4 Marsh Creation PPL23 Nominee (EPA)
Bayou Dupont to Bayou Barataria Marsh Creation (R2-BA-6) Marsh Creation CWPPRA RPT 2009

Bayside Segmented Breakwaters at Grand Isle (Phase 2) Shoreline / barrier island protection CIAP

Belle Pass to Caminada Pass Barrier Island / Headland 
Restoration

Barrier Island / Headland Restoration LA State Master Plan

Chenier Ronquille Barrier Shoreline Restoration and Marsh 
Creation (R2-Ba-09)

Shoreline proection and marsh creation CWPPRA RPT 2009

Completion of the Barataria Barrier Islands from the Mississippi 
River on the east to the Caminada Headlands on the West

Barrier Island Restoration LA State Master Plan

East/West Grand Terre Islands Restoration (BA-30) Barrier Island Restoration PPL 09 (Transferred)
Elmer's Island Restoration (CWPPRA-PPL-22) PPL-22
Elmer's Island Restoration (NOAA) Barrier Island PPL22 Nominee
Fifi Island Forested Wetland Restoration Barrier Island Grand Isle Independent Levee 

District
Goose Bayou Ridge Creation and Shoreline Protection (BA-51 ) Shoreline Protetion CIAP

Jonathan Davis Freshwater and Diversion Hydrologic Restoration
Kenner Effluent to Restore/Sustain LaBranche Mash and 
Wetlands

Hydrologic Restoration CWPPRA Nominee

Lafitte Area Ring Levee Project Levee/Flood Risk Reduction LA State Master Plan
Lake Pontchartrain Barrier Plan (001.HP.08p) (Lake Pontchartrain 
and Vicinity to the Pearl River)

Levee/Flood Risk Reduction LA State Master Plan

Lake Salvador Shoreline Protection and Marsh Creation at Jean 
Lafitte National Park (Bayou Villars)

Marsh Creation / Shoreline Protection CIAP/PPL22 Nominee

Large Scale Barataria Marsh Creation - Component E 
(002.MC.05e)

Marsh Creation LA State Master Plan

Long Distance Sediment Pipieline across Lafourche Marsh Creation / Diversion CIAP and LA State Master Plan

Lower Barataria Diversion Diversion LA State Master Plan
Lower Lafitte Shoreline Stabilization at Rigolettes (BA-52 ) Shoreline Stabilization CIAP

Marsh Restorartion via Management of Rosethorne Municipal 
Effluent

Marsh Restoration CIAP

Naomi Siphon Improvement (R2-BA-05) Diversion / Hydrologic Restoration PPL 19 Nominee
New Orleans East Land Bridge Restoration (001.MC.05) Marsh Creation LA State Master Plan
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JEFFERSON PARISH PROJECT LIST
Project Name Project Type Project Source

Northeast Turtle Bay Marsh Creation and Critical Area Shoreline 
Protection

Marsh Creation / Shoreline Protection PPL23 Nominee

Northwest Turtle Bay Marsh Creation (BA-125) Marsh Creation PPL 21
South Cheniere Traverse Bayou Marsh Creation Marsh Creation PPL20 Nominee
South Shore of the Pen Shoreline Protection and Marsh Creation Marsh Creation / Shoreline Protection CIAP / Supplement #4

Tidal Restrictions at Harvey Cut and Bayou Perot Hydrologic Restoration CIAP
West Grand Terre Beach Nourishment Barrier Island
West Grand Terre Shoreline Protection and Marsh Creation on 
Western Bayside

Barrier Island

Wetlands Harbor Activities Recreational Facility (The WHARF) Recreational fishing City of Westwego (land 
purchased with NOAA grant)
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June 25, 20] 3 	 Via email: RestoreCouncil@doc.gov 

Cameron Kerry, Acting Secretary of Commerce, Chair 
GulfCoast Ecosystem Restoration Council 
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077 

·-=..wa:sningtOff;-De2U2TO------~··-'--~--,.---------------~ 

Re: 	 Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan: Restoring the Gulf Coast's Ecosystem and 

Economy - Lee County, Florida Comment Letter 


Dear Chair Kerry: 

On behalf of Lee County, Florida we thank you for the opportunity to comment on the 

Gulf Ecosystem Restoration Council's ("Council") Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan: 

Restoring the Gulf Coast's Ecosystem and Economy ("Plan.") We applaud the Council for 

developing this draft Plan and appreciate that the Council will continue to build more detail 

into the Plan and its associated processes as existing uncertainties are resolved. From Lee 

County's perspective as a member of the Florida GulfConsortium and an active participant at 

both the State and Federal levels of government in efforts to protect and restore our natural 

resources, we appreciate the challenge of developing a Plan of this magnitude. Additionally, 

the level ofuncertainty surrounding the timing and amount ofpenalty dollars that will 

ultimately be available to expend on ecosystem recovery in the Gulf Coast Region has made 

this even more challenging. Below you will find our general comments on the current 

schedule for reviewing and adopting the Plan and more specific comments on certain elements 

of the draft Plan. 


General Comments 

Given the phased approach to the legal proceedings in the BP GulfOil Spi1J Case, this 
uncertainty is likely to remain for several more months, possibly years. The aggressive 
statutory deadline ofJuly 6, 2013 for approving the Plan appears to have assumed the 
availability of significantly more Trust Fund dollars at this time. With the likelihood ofany 
type of resolution ofthe BP Oil Spill Case at least severa] months away, the urgency to adopt 
and publish the Plan is no longer necessary. We appreciate the Council taking a step back to 
allow for more public input and additional time to refine the draft Plan. The Council must 
take advantage ofthis time to develop a Plan that properly evaluates and selects priority 
projects and integrates all of the funding sources in a manner that efficiently and effectively 
carries out the intent ofthe RESTORE Act. 

P.O. Box 398, Fort Myers, Florida 33902-0398 (239) 533-2111 
lee-county.com 
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Duties oftbte Council Under the RESTORE Act 

The: RESTORE Act sets forth several duties that the Council shall complete and carryout in 
furtherance of the intent to restore the Gulf Coast Region. However, these duties are not delineated 
within the Plan document. These duties serve as the basis of the Plan and will frame its content and 
provisions. These duties must be clearly articulated within and reflected throughout the Plan. 

Duty of Council to Identify Authorized Proiects that Can Be Implemented Quickly 

Chiefamong the Council's duties referenced above is to identify and list, as soon as practicable, 
projects that have been authorized prior to the adoption of the RESTORE Act but that have not yet 
commenced, that can be implemented quickly to fulfill the purposes and goals of the Plan - to restore and 
protect the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, barrier is.lands, 
dunes, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast Region. This list of "preauthorized" projects is not subject 

I 

\' ~ th;;.e~~... ..._______
__to~th~ "h~~AyailAbJ.eJ$j~e" standjlrd when p'rioritiziug.!.h.£.P..!Q.i~~lsJo be funded during .... rs~~t_t_hro,.;ee- years ofthl~ Plan. Essentially, preauthorized projects that are "shovel ready" will receive preference over 

those projects that need further design or regulatory approvals and are not in a position to be immediately 
implemented. Under the RESTORE Act, this preference must be considered prior to evaluating the 
projects under the Plan's criteria in order to effectuate one ofthe Council's primary duties to quickly 
implement restoration projects. 

The draft Plan, Appendix "A," contains a list ofthese "authorized but not yet commenced 
projects and programs" (collectively "projects"). The background information preceding this list 
describes such projects as those that "have been either federally authorized by Congress or approved 
under a State program, plan or action." However, the actual project list gives no indication whether the 
named project is actually authorized or approved by either Congress or a Gulf Coast Region State. Given 
the preference described above that these types of projects will receive, it is important that each project on 
this list b(: fully vetted to verify that it has been appropriately authorized or approved and is shovel ready. 
This vetting process may filter out several projects that are neither authorized by Congress nor authorized 
by a valid state program, plan or action. We suggest that the pre authorized list include, at minimum, the 
following: a specific indication whether such projects are authorized or approved, citation ofthe specific 
federal or state authorization or approval, and the status of the projects in terms of their readiness for 
constructi:on. 

For instance, in Florida, there are several types of statutory programs or plans that develop, 

"....~~~RJ~lD~JaIML-fiIDg.Le~2-~!i9JlRroj~~t~~JW-~~~!±,,~~.1~~;~~s~Ae E~~.l~~~__ ", 
Restoration Plan ("CERP"), Caloosahatchee River Watershed ProtecttonPlan, CaloosaliattB'ee Rlver- --,-~-
Minimum Flows and Levels Recovery Strategy and the Caloosahatchee Estuary Basin Management 
Action Plan. These State of Florida plans or programs contain several projects that have been approved 
by the State ofFlorida and would further the purpose and goals ofthe Plan. They include, among others, 
the Caloosahatchee River (C-43) West Basin Storage Reservoir Project (the "C-43 Project"), Spanish 
CreeklFoUT Corners Initiative, C-43 Water Quality Treatment and Testing Facility Project (BOMA 
Property) and the Caloosahatchee Area Lakes Restoration (Lake Hicpochee) Project. 

While certain components of the Plan, like the 10 Year Funding Strategy, will remain incomplete 
until there is more certainty regarding the dollars available to the Trust Fund, the Funded Priorities list 
can and should be developed using the criteria set forth in the RESTORE Act. Given that one of the 
Council's primary duties is to implement projects quickly upon adoption of the Plan, the Council should 
immediately rank at the top of its list those projects that are shovel ready. Additionally, using the best 
available science, the Council should also begin evaluating and ranking other projects that can be 
implemented within the initial three year time period ofthe Funded Priorities List. This approach will put 
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the Council in position to quickly implement projects, if and when, the BP Oil Spill Case is resolved. 

Furthermore, the Council may then reevaluate and adjust the rankings and sequencing of the projects once 

the penalty dollars are allocated to the Trust Fund. In light of the Council's duty to quickly implement 

projects and requirements to update the Funded Priorities List on an annual basis, this approach fits with 

the intent ofthe RESTORE Act. 


Priority Criteria 

The Council seeks pubJic comment on all aspects of the Plan, but is particularly interested in the 

Priority Criteria that are proposed to be used to evaluate ecosystem projects for at least the first three 

years of the Plan. Notwithstanding the comments above regarding the preference to quickly 

implementing preauthorized projects, we believe the Priority Criteria as laid out in the Plan are effective 

principles to help guide the project selection process and should not be refined so much as to limit the 

ability of the Council to fund worthwhile projects. In particular, we approve of several specifics with 
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1) The first Priority Criteria describes projects that "are projected to make the greatest contribution 
to restoring and protecting ... the Gulf, without regard to geographic location within the ... 
region." We wholeheartedly agree. Not all worthwhile Gulfrestoration projects can or should be 
located in areas perceived to have received the most damaging impacts from the Deepwater 
Horizon spi11. Furthermore, the RESTORE Act clearly emphasizes the importance of lands, 
water and watersheds adjacent to the Gulf ofMexico and the value of restoring these. In fact, the 
Council has incorporated this emphasis into the Plan as its primary commitment. This 
commitment is aimed at focusing the Council's efforts on a "Regional Ecosystem-based 
Approach to Restoration." As stated in the Plan, 

"upland, estuarine, and marine habitats are intrinsically 
connected, and will promote ecosystem-based and landscape­
scale restoration without regard to geographic location within the 
Gulf Coast region. A regional approach to restoration more 
effectively leverages the resources of the GulfCoast and 
promotes holistic GulfCoast recovery. The Council recognizes 
that regional ecosystem restoration activities can also have 
multiple human and environmental benefits, such as restoring 
habitats that sustainably support diverse fish and wildlife 

--=--=~__~~-P~~J~s~a!so P!2Y1Ei!!g an ~g~-2fE2..m~'-'"~i,..,a,.;,l,~~....,-.-~~....",-"""
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Here, in the Southwest Florida GulfCoast Region, there is not a better positioned or more 
uniquely situated project to carry out this type of restoration approach than the C-43 Project 
mentioned above. The C-43 Project is located within the Caloosahatchee River watershed. The 
Caloosahatchee River and Estuary ("CRE") is at the head of a vast estuarine and marine 
ecosystem that includes aquatic preserves along with numerous other federal, state, and local 
parks and recreation areas. 

The C-43 Project contributes to the restoration of ecosystem function in the CRE by reducing the 
number and severity ofevents where harmful amounts of freshwater from basin runoff and Lake 
Okeechobee releases are discharged into the CRE system. Also, the C-43 Project helps to 
maintain a desirable minimum flow of fresh water to the CRE during dry periods. These two 
primary functions help to moderate unnatural changes in salinity that are detrimental to the eRE's 
estuarine communities. In particular, theCA3 Project wiJI optimize the health of the oyster 



communities and vegetative communities that serve as valuable habitat (nursery, escape cover, 
feeding grounds) for a variety of freshwater, marine and estuarine-dependent fish and wildlife, 
including several endangered species. Most economically important saltwater fishes and 
crustaceans spawn offshore in the Gulf and then use estuarine areas, like the CRE, for nursery 
habitat. In particular, the mangrove shoreline, large expanses of sea grass meadows, oyster bars, 
and sand bars of the CRE serve as a nursery ground for many commercial and recreational fish 
species in the Gulf, including drum, grouper, sea trout, snook, tarpon, flounder, blue and stone 
crab, pompano, mullet and shrimp. In sum, the C-43 Project will directly contribute to the Gulf 
Coast Region recovery by assisting in restoring this valuable habitat and supports sustainable and 
diverse fish and wildlife populations, while also providing an array of commercial, recreational, 
and other human uses of the ecosystem. 

2) The second Priority Criteria discusses the value of "large-scale projects." Again, we agree with 
the Council's approach. We believe the Council should focus its resources on large-scale, 

L;..,____----~i1J!!!lediately)!l).pJ~~.ntab~-pr9j.e£ts that will deli'y"et;,.y,astjmpJ,oxem~l1ts.1<Uhe Gulf ec~o~ys~m:.:..:.:.._______ 
Relying solely on thinly spread funding on hundreds of small-scale restoration projects 
Ithroughout the Gulf Coast Region will not allow for the transformative restoration that the 
RESTORE Act intends to make possible. These smaller-scale restoration projects are more 
appropriate for the Direct Component funding. The C-43 Project, given its size and scope, may 
provide more benefit to the Gulf Coast Region than any other project in Florida by improving the 
timing, quantity and quality of freshwater flows to the CRE and reducing the negative impacts to 
the Gulf from the unfortunately polluted Lake Okeechobee. The area ofbenefit is expansive and 
recognized as significant at a local, regional, state and national level. The benefited area includes 
several of Florida's aquatic preserves (Matlacha Pass Aquatic Preserve, Pine Island Sound 
Aquatic Preserve and Estero Bay Aquatic Preserve) and the Charlotte Harbor National Estuary. 
San Carlos Bay and the Caloosahatchee River are both designated as Federal Manatee Refuges. 
In addition, there are five national wildlife refuges in the benefited area, including: J.N. Ding 
Darling National Wildlife Refuge, Caloosahatchee National Wildlife Refuge, Matlacha Pass 
National Wildlife Refuge, Pine Island National Wildlife Refuge and Island Bay National Wildlife 
Refuge. There has also been significant public recognition of the importance of this area through 
continued support of this project by the local public and all levels of government. Simply stated, 
the potential scale ofpositive impact from the C-43 Project to federal and state natural and 
cultural resources is enormous. 

3) The third Priority Criteria mentions that projects should be "contained in existing Gulf Coast 
=~~=-'''=-=o.~=--""~"-"_~~ate comprehen_siye~.~As_,m~n!ioned aboy,~,_tbe C-4Ur.9j.!.ct,is)ncl.!l,,?~E}{P: _ ---"-~~===""_~..,_". 

Florida's comprehensive plim for Everglaoes restoration:- CERP is a multi-decade, monumental 
Federal-State partnership between the Army Corps ofEngineers ("Corps") and the South Florida 
Water Management District ("SFWMD"). Everglades restoration is predicated on the ability to 
store more water. Ultimately, more water must be made available to impaired ecosystems at the 
right times and in the right quantities. The C-43 Project is a foundational project ofCERP. It 
will not only contribute to the improvement of the health ofthe CRE and the GulfCoast Region, 
but it will also provide additional storage for the Everglades ecosystem. As all projects 
considered in CERP, the C-43 Project has gone through and completed rigorous scientific 
analysis and planning, including an Integrated Project Implementation Report and Environmental 
Impacts Statement. The C-43 Project has support from all agencies involved in its review 
including the Corps, the SFWMD, the Florida Department of Environmental Protection, the 
Department ofInterior and the Environmental Protection Agency. Additionally, as mentioned 
albove, the C-43 Project is the keystone project within several other State ofFlorida approved 
n:storation plans. In sum, the multiple reviews and approvals of the C-43 Project by these 
ft:deral and state plans, clearly underscore the fact that it needs no further analysis. Without 
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question, the science is there and it is accepted. It is designed and ready for construction and can 
be implemented quickly. 

4) 	 Finally, as indicated above, there is a large omission ofthe statutory preference for preauthorized 
and shovel ready projects within the Plan's Proposal and Selection Process. Again, one of the 
primary duties of the Council is to identity and quickly implement those projects that have been 
pmviously approved at the federal or state level. These preauthorized and shovel ready projects, 
like the C-43 Project, have already completed intensive planning efforts, rigorous engineering and 
design and lengthy environmental permitting reviews. The Council's Plan must specifically 
include within its Proposal and Selection process adequate provisions that ensure pre authorized 
projects will receive preference based upon the project's ability to be quickly implemented. 
While we understand the Plan may fund projects for many years, potentially even up to a decade 
or more, we feel strongly that the Council must clearly delineate and carry out in the Plan the 
mandated duty of the RESTORE Act - to implement a number of significantly impactful projects ---1 

_____ . _ ~ _inJhe.short;te1l11.Jn..o.rder~to,heJp7impr.o.\Le.the,.heal1:h,0£.the.ecosystem~iD .the..Gulf~Coast~egion..a..') 
quickly as possible. . 

Conclusioll! 

Again, we appreciate the Council allowing for more public input and additional time to ensure 
that the adopted Plan clearly reflects the duties of the Council as well as a proper project evaluation and 
selection process as required under the RESTORE Act. A Plan that properly re.flects these requirements 
wilJ prioritize, integrate and expend all of the RESTORE Act money sources in a manner that efficiently 
and effectively carries out the intent of the RESTORE Act. We look forward to working with the Council 
over the next several years as you begin to implement the Plan. 

Sincerely, 

T~ 
Lee County Commissioner 

District 4 




July 8, 2013

Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077
Washington, DC 20230

Attn: Justin Ehrenwerth, Executive Director

Dear Mr Ehrenwerth,

The Louisiana Environmental Action Network (LEAN) offers the following comments on the 
Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council’s Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan: Restoring the 
Gulf Coast’s Ecosystem and Economy. LEAN has worked actively with coastal communities and 
citizens in the aftermath of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon disaster to address their concerns about 
health, the environment, their health, homes and livelihoods.

General Comments: We support the central role that ecosystem restoration continues to have in 
the Draft Plan. As stated, the Preliminary Project List reflects potential projects within the 60% 
of RESTORE Funds under the Gulf Council’s purview. The 35% of eventual BP funds that goes 
directly to Gulf States is the area where some controversy has arisen about proposed non-
restoration projects. The Preliminary Project List was submitted by federal and state agencies, 
but it is not clear whether organizations and the general public will be able to submit specific 
projects for consideration. The Draft Plan states that the public will be able to offer ideas through 
the Council website and public meetings, and that these ideas will be considered by the Council. 
(p. 16). It also states that a “Funded Priorities List” will be attached to the eventual RESTORE 
Plan as an addendum. 

The Preliminary Projects submitted by agencies come from a range of existing plans and 
programs. Most involve ecosystem restoration, and a number involve the important problem of 
water pollution from upstream sources. A number of the projects submitted by the Corps of 
Engineers appear to involve potential levee/flood control projects, some of which are included in 
the Louisiana Coastal Master Plan (p. 55). These projects have received initial authorization, but 
may still require a permitting/environmental impact assessment under current law, a requirement 
that should be maintained.

Specific Issues



Gulf Hypoxia: While Water Quality remains a key goal and objective of the Draft Plan, we are 
concerned about the lack of attention given specifically to the large “Dead Zone” that forms each 
year in the Gulf, in contrast to the 2011 Draft Gulf Restoration Strategy.  This is especially 
noticeable since a record-size “Dead Zone” was predicted for the Gulf this summer.[i] In 
addition to its habitat impacts, the Gulf Hypoxic zone continues to threaten the resilience of 
coastal communities where commercial and recreational fishermen operate, and poses a serious 
threat to the long-term health of the offshore fishery. Addressing the Gulf Hypoxia problem to 
ensure the health of the Gulf fishery seems even more important given the impacts of the 2010 
spill on the seafood resource and its market.

Gulf Coast Energy Production/Use: Obviously, the issues of climate, energy, resilience, and 
sustainability are all linked together. The Gulf Oil Spill Commission established by President 
Obama released its latest report on post-spill progress in April 2013.[ii] They noted that the new 
federal agencies under the Department of Interior charged with making offshore drilling more 
responsible have made progress (assigning them a ‘B’), and that the industry has continued to 
improve safety and response capability (assigning a B-). They gave the Congress a D+ because 
aside from passing the RESTORE Act, “it did nothing about many other critical issues the 
Commission identified to improve safety and environmental protection.”[iii]

The Commission’s recommendations should not be ignored. The impacts of oil production in the 
Gulf are not limited to those of the Deepwater Horizon disaster, despite the scale of that disaster. 
A well off of the Lower Mississippi River Delta has been leaking since 2004[iv], and there are 
numerous smaller spills happening at any given time. There are also proposals to build large new 
coal export facilities in Plaquemines Parish, which would further impact the small communities 
still remaining after Hurricane Katrina and subsequent storms.[v]

Climate Change: Issues of energy production and use on the Gulf Coast tie into the issue of 
climate change. The absence of any mention in the Draft Plan of climate change and its impacts 
(other than a brief reference to sea-level rise on page 4) is a matter of serious concern. The Draft 
Plan includes a strong “Commitment to Science-Based Decision Making” (p. 6) and Improving 
Science-Based Decision-Making Processes” as one of its main Objectives (p. 13).

We stated in our comments on the 2011 Gulf Restoration Strategy:
“Climate Change/global warming is another serious problem impacting the long-term 
sustainability of Gulf Coast communities. The Draft Strategy makes a number of references to 
this problem, and to the projected effects of sea-level rise on the Gulf Coast, including the higher 
level of relative sea-level rise along Louisiana's coast, i.e., the combination of rising sea level 



and a sinking delta. The meaning of the term “realistic sea-level models/projections” under the 
Modeling Need on p. 91 is unclear. The 2007 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) made a projection of global sea-level rise of up to a meter by 2100, but a number of 
subsequent scientific papers have concluded that this estimate is conservative, and that higher 
levels should be anticipated (http://www.pnas.org/content/106/51/21527.)”

The absence of any mention of climate change in the Draft Plan may reflect political pressure 
from the Gulf Coast states. If so, this will serve to weaken the effectiveness of restoration and 
recovery efforts under the RESTORE Act, since the region’s vulnerability to climate impacts is 
increasing. Improving resilience and the scale of these impacts should involve making the 
connection between climate and greenhouse gas emissions. The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) 2007 Report states that 

“Continued greenhouse gas emissions at or above current rates would cause further warming and 
induce many change in the global climate system during the 21st century that would very likely 
be larger than those observed during the 20th century.”[vi]

And an important scientific paper (Vermeer et al 2009) published subsequent to the IPCC 2007 
Report concluded that their study’s results “suggest that emissions reductions early in this 
century will be much more effective in limiting sea-level rise than reductions later on.”[vii]

Recommendations: 
The Draft Plan should integrate the issue of climate change in the Gulf Coast region in all its 
aspects – projected impacts on communities and resources, mitigation potential of proposed 
projects, and the role of the Gulf Coast states in energy and climate policy. (Many of the region’s 
political leaders are strongly opposed to any climate policy at the state or national level.)

The Draft Plan should explicitly include mitigation of the Gulf Hypoxic Zone under its “Restore 
Water Quality” Goal/Objectives.

To further these priorities, as well as meeting the Draft Plan’s “Commitment to Engagement, 
Inclusions, and Transparency” (p.7), Advisory Committees for Science and Citizen Involvement 
should be formed.
 
 Sincerely,

Marylee Orr
Executive Director

http://www.pnas.org/content/106/51/21527
http://www.pnas.org/content/106/51/21527


[i] NOAA, “NOAA, partners predict possible record-setting dead zone for Gulf of Mexico,” June 18, 
2013, http://www.noaanews.noaa.gov/stories2013/20130618_deadzone.html

[ii] Gulf Oil Spill Commission, Assessing Progress: Three Years Later, April 17, 2013, http://
oscaction.org/wp-content/uploads/FINAL_OSCA-No2-booklet-Apr-2013_web.pdf

[iii] Ibid., p. 3.

[iv] LEAN, “Taylor Oil Well Leak Visible from Space; Taylor Still Underreporting,” http://leanweb.org/
our-work/water/taylor-well-oil-leak-visible-from-space-taylor-still-underreporting

[v] LEAN, “Faith and Environmental Groups Challenge Proposed Coal Export Terminal in Plaquemines 
Parish,” http://leanweb.org/our-work/community/faith-and-environmental-groups-challenge-proposed-
coal-export-terminal-in-plaquemines-parish
[vi] IPCC Fourth Assessment Report: Climate Change 2007, Working Group I: The Physical Science 
Basis, http://www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/ar4/wg1/en/spmsspm-projections-of.html

[vii] Vermeer, Rahmstorf, “Global sea level linked to global temperature,” 2009, http://www.pnas.org/
content/early/2009/12/04/0907765106.full.pdf.

Louisiana Environmental Action Network was founded in 1986 in an effort to unify individuals across the state around 
environmental issues. It is only natural that the rich geology and the transportation superhighway of the Mississippi river has led 
Louisiana to being one of the most highly industrialized areas in North America. LEAN works to address the issues that arise as 
these industries and inhabitants work to coexist sustainably. Our work spans many areas and categories but always strives for the 

same goal: to make Louisiana a healthy and safe place to live. 
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       July 8, 2013 
 
Chairman 
Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
PO Box 2099 
Fairhope, AL  36533 
 
Re:  Comments on the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan 
 
Dear Council Members: 
 
On behalf of the 8500 members and 25 affiliate organizations of the Louisiana Wildlife 
Federation (LWF), thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Initial Comprehensive 
Plan to restore the Gulf Coast region. We appreciate the extension of time to comment on the 
draft plan. 
 
We respectfully request that there be a second draft Initial Comprehensive Plan before a final 
plan is released so that the public can comment again on any new changes or specific additions, 
particularly if there are projects identified. This request is based on the amount of comments we 
expect have been submitted given the attendance at public meetings.  
 
We are pleased to see that the draft of the plan affirms the RESTORE Act’s statutory 
requirement that the Council-Selected Restoration Component be dedicated solely to ecosystem 
restoration projects. We support an approach to coastal restoration that is ecosystem-based using 
the best available science.  
 
The state of Louisiana’s “Louisiana Coastal Master Plan” identifies projects that address coastal 
restoration and was crafted to specifically stabilize and ensure a more resilient and sustainable 
Mississippi River Delta and coastal zone.  Large-scale restoration projects are identified in the 
state’s plan and make the greatest contribution to ecosystem restoration and addressing coastal 
land loss. In particular, LWF supports a large-scale sediment diversion as the best, most 
sustainable way to stem land loss and restore wetlands in the Mississippi River Delta.  
 
The RESTORE Council can revise the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan to clearly explain how a 
state’s plan should meet the four evaluation criteria points identified in the Draft, within the 
guidance provided for in the statute. More specificity in how plans and projects would be 
evaluated and selected is needed to understand how the Council will select projects with the 
amount of funding available, particularly when it is not yet known exactly how much funding 
will be available.  
 
At the public meeting held in Belle Chasse, Louisiana on June 12, 2013, the RESTORE Council 
panel asked for public comments on creating a Science Advisory Committee and a Citizens 
Advisory Committee.  LWF supports both committees as crucial resources to provide the 
Council with input and guidance to meet the five goals the Council has identified. The challenge  
 



Page 2, Louisiana Wildlife Federation, Comments on the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan 
 
 
 
 
in creating these advisory committees is establishing a foundation that makes their input and 
participation meaningful to the decision-making process. Participants on either committee should 
have the right credentials to provide input and be effective representatives of the community or 
profession they represent. The Council should be committed and able to take their advice and use 
it. The mandate and expectations of these committees should be clearly spelled out before 
selecting members. 
 
LWF represents hunters, anglers, bird watchers, hikers, and many other outdoor recreational 
enthusiasts who care deeply about Louisiana’s wildlife and fish habitat and enjoy it regularly as 
part of the value of living in Louisiana. Louisiana’s citizens depend on a healthy Gulf of Mexico 
and coastal area to support a sustainable fisheries habitat along our coast and in Gulf waters and 
important habitat for migratory birds and waterfowl. We look to the Council to help restore the 
environment and economy of the Gulf Coast region with a sense of urgency about 
implementation and a big vision for restoration based in sound science with appropriate citizen 
engagement. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Rebecca Triche 
Executive Director 
 
 



Lower Mississippi River              
Sub-basin Committee on Hypoxia 
Room 1197 
Energy, Coast, & Environment Building 
Louisiana State University 
Baton Rouge, La 70803 
 
July 8, 2013 
 
To: Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 
 
Comments on Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan: Restoring the Gulf Coast’s Ecosystem 
and Economy 
 
The Lower Mississippi River Sub-basin Committee on Hypoxia was formed in 2003 
under the Action Plan for Reducing Hypoxia in the Northern Gulf of Mexico (2001, 
2008),1 and consists of states (AR, LA, MO, MS, TN) and federal partner agencies on the 
Gulf Hypoxia Task Force, along with researchers and stakeholders. The Sub-basin 
Committee works to coordinate efforts to implement the Action Plan in the lower river 
region.2 
 
In my comments on the Preliminary Gulf Regional Ecosystem Restoration Strategy   
released by the Gulf of Mexico Ecosystem Restoration Task Force in 2011, I noted that 
restoring water quality was one of its key goals, and that the large annual hypoxic zone 
that forms off the Louisiana shelf was prominently included as one of the most serious 
water quality problems that the Gulf faces. Because the roots of the problem lie upstream 
in the Mississippi River Basin, I and some other stakeholders had proposed that some 
portion of BP funds be directed upriver to help alleviate the nutrient loading that drivers 
Gulf Hypoxia.  
 
Initial language in the RESTORE Act opened the door to this possibility, in particular 
Paragraph (I) below. 
 
Resources and Ecosystems Sustainability, Tourist Opportunities, and 
Revived Economies of the Gulf Coast States Act of 2011 
p. 36 
(iii) RESTORATION PRIORITIES... the Council shall give highest priority 
to projects that address 1 or more of the following criteria: 
(I) Projects that are projected to make the greatest contribution to 
restoring and protecting the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, 
marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf 
Coast ecosystem, without regard to geographic location. 
(II) Large-scale projects and programs that are projected to 
substantially contribute to restoring and protecting the natural 
resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, 
and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast ecosystem. 
(IV) Projects that restore long-term resiliency of the natural 
resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, 
and coastal wetlands most impacted by the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. 
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While the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan retains protecting and restoring Water 
Quality as a key Goal and Objective, it does not mention the Hypoxic Zone specifically. 
It also references later RESTORE language that stipulates geographic limitations on 
where funds can be spent: 
 
“The RESTORE Act defines where and how funds may be spent. The Act defines “Gulf 
Coast State” to mean any of the States of Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and 
Texas, and includes the following areas within the “Gulf Coast region:”  
1. In the Gulf Coast States, the coastal zones (including federal lands within the coastal 
zones) that border the Gulf of Mexico;  
2. Any adjacent land, water, and watersheds within 25 miles of the coastal zones; and,  
3. All federal waters in the Gulf of Mexico. “[p. 5] 
 
If these limits do define where RESTORE funds may be spent, then prospects for 
supporting the “effective state nutrient reduction frameworks” listed on p. 32 of the 
Preliminary Gulf Regional Ecosystem Restoration Strategy are severely limited.3 
Louisiana and Mississippi, states with membership in both the Gulf Council and the 
Hypoxia Task Force, could be precluded from directing any of the RESTORE funds to 
watersheds in the northern parts of their states for activity in the Nutrient Reduction 
Strategies they are carrying out under the Gulf Hypoxia Action Plan.4 
 
A number of projects submitted by agencies for the “Preliminary Authorized But Not Yet 
Commenced Projects and Programs List” are not in fact located in the coastal zone, so 
there may be some potential for supporting action upstream where much of the pollution 
that impacts coastal waters occurs.  
 
A project of the kind that could deliver downstream benefits applicable to the Gulf 
Hypoxia problem is the “Homochitto River Restoration” submitted by the U.S. Forest 
Service (USFS) for a tributary of the Mississippi River (p. 14). Other projects in upstream 
watersheds include USFS proposals for landscape protection and restoration in Red River 
watersheds in the Kisatchie National Forest (p. 14), and wastewater treatment projects in 
Ascension and East Baton Rouge Parishes (p. 53), though not all of the latter areas drain 
their wastewater into the Mississippi River. 
 
In the Louisiana coastal zone, a number of diversion projects are included that come from 
either/both the Louisiana Coastal Area Study (LCA), Louisiana Coastal Master Plan or 
Water Resources Development Act (WRDA): West Pointe a la Hache Siphon 
Improvement Project (p. 12), Medium Diversion at White Ditch, Violet Diversion (p. 28), 
Small Diversion at Hope Canal, Medium Diversion at Myrtle Grove, Atchafalaya River 
to Northern Terrebonne Marsh (p. 54), Small Diversion at Convent/Blind River (p. 56), 
River Reintroduction into Maurepas Swamp (p. 59), and the Bertrandville Siphon (p. 59).  
 
Diverting a portion of flow from the mainstream Mississippi and Atchafalaya Rivers will 
in itself reduce the overall nutrient load delivered through their mouths to the Gulf. The  
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particular nutrient processing results for each project would need to be assessed 
separately to gauge their effects in receiving areas. It has long been understood that 
reducing nutrient loads to the Gulf can be done most effectively by combining actions 
taken upstream with those carried out in the coastal zone. 
 
While acting to alleviate and reduce the Gulf Hypoxic Zone is consistent with all of the 
Goals and Objectives of the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan, as well as the Plan’s key 
Commitments to a Regional Ecosystem-Based Approach to Restoration and to 
Leveraging Resources and Partnerships, stipulation of the criteria/limitations for where 
funds can be directed both from the RESTORE process and other processes related to the 
BP disaster will clarify the extent to which those aspirations can be realized in relation to 
the Gulf Hypoxia problem. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Doug Daigle 
Coordinator 
 
Cc:  
Ken Brazil, Arkansas Natural Resources Commission 
Joe Engeln, Missouri Department of Natural Resources 
Richard Ingram, Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality 
John McClurkan, Tennessee Department of Agriculture 
Richard Raynie, Louisiana Coastal Protection & Restoration Authority 
Nancy Stoner, Environmental Protection Agency 
 
 
Notes 
                                            
1 2001 Action Plan,  http://www.epa.gov/owow/msbasin/pdf/actionplan2001.pdf; 2008 Action Plan, 
http://www.epa.gov/owow_keep/msbasin/pdf/ghap2008_update082608.pdf. 
2 LMRSBC, http://www.epa.gov/gmpo/lmrsbc/ 
3 Preliminary Gulf Regional Ecosystem Restoration Strategy, 32: “Partnering with federal and state 
agencies, NGOs, private sector, landowners, and other agriculture partners to development watershed-level 
plans and promote adoption of science-based nutrient management conservation practice systems that offer 
enhanced environmental protection, and may also increase agricultural production.”  
4 State of Louisiana, “Louisiana Nutrient Management”, http://lanutrientmanagement.org/ ;    
State of Mississippi, “Mississippi Delta Nutrient Reduction Strategies,” 
http://www.deq.state.ms.us/Mdeq.nsf/pdf/WMB_MississippiDeltaNutrientReductionStrategies/$File/Delta
%20Nutrient%20Reduction%20Strategy_12-15-2009.pdf?OpenElement 

http://www.epa.gov/owow/msbasin/pdf/actionplan2001.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/owow_keep/msbasin/pdf/ghap2008_update082608.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/gmpo/lmrsbc/
http://lanutrientmanagement.org/
http://www.deq.state.ms.us/Mdeq.nsf/pdf/WMB_MississippiDeltaNutrientReductionStrategies/$File/Delta%20Nutrient%20Reduction%20Strategy_12-15-2009.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.deq.state.ms.us/Mdeq.nsf/pdf/WMB_MississippiDeltaNutrientReductionStrategies/$File/Delta%20Nutrient%20Reduction%20Strategy_12-15-2009.pdf?OpenElement
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Marine Conservation Institute 
122 C St NW, Suite 240 
Washington, DC 20001 
 
July 8, 2013 

 

To the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council: 

My name is Katelin Shugart-Schmidt.  I am an Ocean Policy Fellow at the Marine Conservation 

Institute. The Marine Conservation Institute, based in Seattle Washington, is a nonprofit 

conservation organization founded in 1996 that: uses the latest science to identify important 

marine ecosystems around the world; advocates for their protection; and works to ensure that 

they are managed and enforced carefully.  

As part of this mission, our team of scientists has worked to identify and research an important 

and yet relatively unexplored ecosystem – that of the deep water and mesophotic coral 

communities. Our former colleague, Dr. Sandra Brooke, has extensively studied deep coral 

ecosystems from the mid-Atlantic to the Aleutian Islands, as well as in the Gulf of Mexico, while 

Dr. John Guinotte has engaged in predictive habitat modeling in order to locate these elusive 

communities. Dr. Brooke coauthored the most comprehensive look at deep sea corals in the 

Gulf of Mexicoi. Our goal is to identify, explore, and protect these unique ecosystems whenever 

possible. We respectfully submit these comments to you today in the hopes that, when you 

evaluate your funding priorities, you look deeper than ‘surface-level’ into the restoration needs 

of the Gulf of Mexico.  

In 2010, the Deepwater Horizon well blow-out released an estimated 4.9 million barrels of oil 

into the Gulf of Mexico. While a small percentage of the resulting material was removed from 

the surface and a large percentage was dispersed on the surface, a substantial fraction of the oil 

and gas was trapped by ocean stratification and remained at great depthsii. In addition, the use 

of Corexit dispersant created vast amounts of oil droplets and marine snow that has since 

deposited onto the sea flooriii,iv.  While the effects of the spill on coastal areas can often be 

easily seen (although not easily remedied), impacts from oil occurring at great depths are much 

harder and expensive to observe and are impossible, or nearly so, to remedy directly.  

Already, however, a number of researchers working in labs across the country have begun to 

discover evidence of oil spill damage on deep sea and mesophotic coral communitiesv,vi.  These 

scientists have identified multiple deep water sites with corals hundreds of years old – now 

with dead or dying branches. Biomarker testing indicates that oil found on and around these 

corals is a match with the oil released by the Deepwater Horizon spilliv,vii.   A follow-up 
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exploration on one of these coral communities has indicated that, while lightly injured corals 

may be recovering, corals with significant damage are continuing to declineviii. Only with long 

term monitoring of these difficult-to-reach sites will we be able to determine the full extent of 

the damage caused and develop an appropriate response.  

While it is true that most of the Gulf is covered by a muddy bottom unable to support coral life, 

the patchy nature of coral ecosystems only enhances the need for protection of the limited 

number of sites. Deep water and mesophotic corals need protection not only because they are 

unique species with limited available habitat, but also because they can serve as critical habitat 

for commercially important fish species. Additionally, mesophotic corals may serve as a genetic 

reservoir of shallow coral DNA – the need for which may be exacerbated by increasing ocean 

temperatures and acidificationix. The predicted future loss of shallow nearshore corals makes 

our efforts to protect and restore deep water and mesophotic corals even more critical.  

We were very pleased to see the instances in which the draft plan recognized the need for deep 

water species restoration, specifically in Objective 1 (“Restore, enhance and protect the extent, 

functionality, resiliency, and sustainability of … deepwater corals”) and Objective 3 (“Restore 

and protect … deep benthic communities”).  We recommend that you continue to ensure your 

plan objectives consider some projects focused on damage assessment, compensatory 

protection, and restoration where feasible of deep sea and mesophotic corals.  

Since restoration of deep sea corals and mesophotic corals from oil spill damage remains a 

difficult and/or unknown process, we suggest projects that focus on compensatory activities. 

When direct restoration of sites cannot occur, we suggest that you consider funding projects 

that will lead to the protection of healthy deep sea or mesophotic corals to compensate for 

irredeemable losses elsewhere.  

We know that you have the difficult responsibility of determining key restoration priorities on a 

restricted budget. Places that are remote, out of sight and out of most minds, such as deep 

water benthic communities, often get the ‘short end of the stick’ in cases of limited funding. It 

is hard to justify spending money on places that few of us will get to see.  While we understand 

the need for many of the projects to focus on nearshore or onshore restoration, we ask you to 

remember that the Deepwater Horizon event had impacts beyond those on the surface or near 

the shore.  

Thank you.  

Katelin Shugart-Schmidt 
1 202 595 9206 

dc.associate@marine-conservation.org 
www.marine-conservation.org 

mailto:dc.associate@marine-conservation.org
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8 July 2013 
 
The Honorable Penny Pritzker 
Chair, Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 
U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue N.W., Room 4077 
Washington, D.C. 20230  
 
Dear Secretary Pritzker: 
 
 The Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council has a key role in leading efforts to restore 
the Gulf coast ecosystem and economy under the Resources and Ecosystems Sustainability, Tourist 
Opportunities, and Revived Economies of the Gulf Coast States (RESTORE) Act of 2012. One of 
the Council’s initial charges was to develop a comprehensive plan outlining the framework that 
would be used to implement a coordinated, region-wide Gulf Coast restoration effort. On 29 May 
2013, the Council published a notice of availability of its initial draft comprehensive plan and draft 
programmatic environmental assessment of the draft plan, and a preliminary list of ecosystem 
restoration projects under review by the Council (78 Fed. Reg. 32237). 
 

The Marine Mammal Protection Act established the Marine Mammal Commission to 
oversee and advise federal officials regarding activities that may affect marine mammals and the 
ecosystems upon which they depend. The Commission is particularly concerned about potential 
adverse effects on Gulf of Mexico marine mammals from the Deepwater Horizon oil spill as well as 
other human activities and natural disasters that may be impeding the recovery of marine mammal 
stocks that may have been affected by the oil spill. In that capacity, the Commission, in consultation 
with its Committee of Scientific Advisors on Marine Mammals, offers the following 
recommendations and rationale regarding the Council’s draft planning documents for restoration of 
the Gulf ecosystem.  
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 The Marine Mammal Commission recommends that the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration 
Council, in coordination with the Deepwater Horizon Natural Resource Damage Assessment 
Trustees and relevant federal, state, and local natural resource agencies, include in its restoration 
plan— 
 
 Specific projects to assess and monitor the health and status of Gulf marine mammals, 

particularly those that are determined by the Trustees to have been injured by the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill; recommended projects include— 
• marine mammal stock assessment surveys (including vessel and aerial surveys, 

tagging, photo identification, passive acoustic monitoring, and genetic sampling); 
• enhancement of the Gulf marine mammal stranding response program; 
• live capture/release health assessments of bottlenose dolphins; and 
• environmental studies (including prey studies); 
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 Specific projects to characterize and address high-priority risk factors that may be impeding 
the recovery and restoration of Gulf marine mammals, particularly those that are determined 
by the Trustees to have been injured by the oil spill; recommended projects include— 
• establishing or expanding observer coverage of commercial fisheries known to 

interact with marine mammals; 
• minimizing incidental takes of marine mammals in commercial and recreational 

fisheries; 
• minimizing the indirect effects of fishing on important prey species of marine 

mammals;  
• monitoring ambient sound levels and assessing the effects of human-caused sound 

on marine mammals in the Gulf;  
• minimizing effects of human-caused sound on marine mammals and their prey; and  
• reducing other human-caused environmental impacts that may be detrimental to 

marine mammals and their prey. 
 

The Marine Mammal Commission further recommends that the Gulf Coast Ecosystem 
Restoration Council, in coordination with the Deepwater Horizon Natural Resource Damage 
Assessment Trustees and relevant federal, state, and local natural resource agencies, ensure that 
restoration projects include long-term monitoring to determine whether the projects are achieving 
their goals and injured resources are indeed being restored. 

 
RATIONALE 
 
 The RESTORE Act of 2012 established the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council, an 
independent entity within the federal government with responsibility for directing a portion of the 
Deepwater Horizon Clean Water Act penalties for ecosystem restoration, economic recovery, and 
tourism promotion in the Gulf coast region. The Council is charged with implementing that 
responsibility by first publishing a draft initial comprehensive plan. The purpose of the plan is to (1) 
establish the overarching restoration goals for the Gulf coast region, (2) describe how the Council 
will solicit, evaluate, and fund projects and programs for ecosystem restoration, (3) outline the 
process for the approval of individual state expenditure plans, (4) include a list of projects or 
programs authorized prior to enactment of the RESTORE Act, but not yet commenced, and (5) 
provide the Council’s next steps.  
 

The Council’s draft initial comprehensive plan has five goals that provide the overarching 
framework for achieving an integrated and coordinated approach for region-wide Gulf Coast 
restoration and to help guide the collective actions at the local, state, tribal and federal levels. They 
are— 
 Restore and conserve habitat; 
 Restore water quality; 
 Replenish and protect living coastal and marine resources; 
 Enhance community resilience; and  
 Restore and revitalize the Gulf economy. 
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The Commission supports these goals and believes that they represent an appropriate focus 
on restoration efforts that will enhance both the health of the Gulf Coast ecosystem and the 
resilience of the Gulf coast economy. In selecting specific projects for funding, the RESTORE Act 
directs the Council to use the best available science and give highest priority to ecosystem 
restoration projects that meet the Act’s priority criteria, including projects that would make the 
greatest contribution to restoring and protecting the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine 
and wildlife habitats, beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast region, without regard to 
geographic location within the Gulf Coast region. Although restoration of marine ecosystems 
typically refers to activities intended to address loss of, or damage to, habitats (e.g., coastal marshes 
and wetlands), in this case Congress intended a much broader application of the term to include 
recovery of injured marine species. 

 
The vast majority of projects identified by the Council in its preliminary list of projects 

designated as “authorized but not yet commenced” (Appendix A) appears to be focused on the 
restoration of nearshore habitats and nearshore species, with no projects identified for restoration of 
marine mammals and few projects identified for restoration of marine wildlife in offshore habitats. 
The Commission is concerned that this approach may be too limited given the broader focus of the 
Act’s priority criteria on Gulf-wide ecosystem restoration. The Commission believes that Council 
should also include in its comprehensive restoration plan projects that restore and protect marine 
mammals, particularly those that are determined by the Natural Resource Damage Assessment 
Trustees to have been injured by the oil spill. Recognizing that the restoration and protection of 
Gulf marine mammals—especially those found in offshore habitats—presents a greater 
implementation challenge, the Commission provides the following information and 
recommendations to assist the Council in identifying and incorporating projects in its 
comprehensive plan that would enhance efforts to restore marine mammals injured by the oil spill. 
 
Impact of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on Gulf marine mammals  
 

Twenty-two marine mammal species reside in or regularly visit the inshore, coastal, and 
offshore waters of the Gulf of Mexico (Waring et al. 2012, see Table 1 for a list of stocks and 
information on each). They comprise 57 stocks, 37 of which are bottlenose dolphin stocks. The 
scope and significance of injuries to Gulf marine mammals as a result of the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill have yet to be fully determined. However, the following evidence suggests that the oil spill may 
have adversely affected certain marine mammal stocks— 

 
 155 bottlenose dolphins, two sperm whales, two unidentified Kogia species (dwarf and pygmy 

sperm whales), two melon-headed whales, and six spinner dolphins stranded in the northern 
Gulf during the response phase of the spill (30 April 2010 through 17 April 2011), which 
was in increase in the mean monthly stranding rate compared to that for 2002-2009 
(www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/ health/oilspill/); 

 some of the bottlenose dolphin strandings may have been part of an ongoing Unusual 
Mortality Event in the northern Gulf (Figure 1, adapted from www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/ 
health/mmume/cetacean_ gulfofmexico2010.htm); 

 health assessments of coastal bottlenose dolphins in Barataria Bay, Louisiana, an area heavily 
affected by the spill, indicated high prevalence of poor health and suppressed metabolic and 
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immune function (www.gulfspillrestoration.noaa.gov/2012/03/study-shows-some-gulf-
dolphins-severely-ill/); and 

 movements of sperm whales with home ranges near the spill site indicate that although 
whales remained in the area after the oil spill, they avoided the most heavily surface-oiled 
areas (www.gulfspillrestoration.noaa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/2011_10_12_ 
MAMMAL _Sperm_Whale_Tagging_LA-signature_Redacted3.pdf). 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Number of marine mammals stranded in the northern Gulf of Mexico from Franklin 
County, Florida, to the Texas/Louisiana border, both before the Deepwater Horizon oil spill (based 
on average strandings per calendar year) and after (by year) (Source: www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/ 
mmume/cetacean_gulfofmexico2010.htm) 
 

In general, the numbers of injuries and deaths that are observed and reported represent only 
a fraction of the numbers that actually occur. For example, Williams et al. (2011) estimated that only 
two percent of the carcasses of animals that stranded in the Gulf immediately after the oil spill were 
likely recovered. Therefore, the reported damage does not tell the whole story. Besides the species 
and stocks represented in the stranding records, it is likely that other species and stocks of marine 
mammals that occur in the same habitats as those that showed up on shore were injured but their 
injuries were not detected. Therefore the reported marine mammal strandings should be considered 
only minimal estimates of actual injuries and deaths. 

 
To ensure that restoration is guided by sufficient information, the Commission—with input 

from staff at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, and other federal agencies—prepared 
the enclosed report entitled “Assessing the Long-term Effects of the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil 
Spill on Marine Mammals in the Gulf of Mexico: A Statement of Research Needs.” The report was 
intended to guide assessment of the spill’s long-term effects on marine mammal populations and 
mitigation and restoration efforts, and to help track the changes in the Gulf ecosystem, including 
those resulting from recovery and restoration efforts. The report summarized potential effects of oil 
exposure and response activities on marine mammals and identified two primary areas of focus for 
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marine mammals that should be given high priority when developing long-term restoration plans for 
the Gulf, as noted below. 

 
Restoration priority 1: Promoting recovery and restoration of marine mammals injured by 
the Deepwater Horizon oil spill 
 

The Commission has recommended that NOAA and the Deepwater Horizon Natural 
Resource Damage Assessment Trustees include assessment and monitoring of marine mammals in 
its comprehensive restoration plan for the Gulf of Mexico (see the Commission’s letter to NOAA 
dated 28 December 20121). As the Trustees and other entities conducting research and monitoring 
on marine mammals in the Gulf of Mexico develop a better understanding of the effects of the oil 
spill on marine mammals, this information can be used by both the Trustees and the Council to 
adapt restoration projects to target marine mammal species and habitats that are most at risk. An 
adaptive approach that builds on information obtained from continued injury assessment is a critical 
component of effective restoration planning. As noted by the National Commission on the BP 
Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and Offshore Drilling in its 2011 Deep Water report, “A sophisticated 
understanding of the full range of impacts from a large-scale oil spill is critical to effective recovery 
and restoration efforts” (Oil Spill Commission 2011). 

 
Given the lack of baseline information on the abundance and habitat use of the majority of 

Gulf marine mammal stocks prior to the oil spill, a comprehensive assessment of marine mammal 
injuries resulting from the spill may not be possible. However, studies on other wildlife have 
revealed chronic, delayed, and indirect effects of the Exxon Valdez spill that lasted longer and were 
more severe than initially expected or assumed (Peterson et al. 2003). Exposure to oil from that spill 
was still impeding recovery of certain sea otter and killer whale populations 15 years later (Ballachey 
et al. 2007, Matkin et al. 2008). The Deepwater Horizon oil spill differs in some important respects 
from the Exxon Valdez spill, but long-term effects are a significant concern for Gulf marine 
mammals because of the vastly greater amount of oil spilled, the greater quantity of dispersant 
applied at the surface and wellhead, the low recovery rates of spilled oil, uncertainty regarding the 
eventual fate of both the oil and the dispersant, and uncertainty regarding the sub-lethal effects of 
the spill and spill response on marine mammals and on ecosystem elements important to marine 
mammals. 
 
 Despite the lack of baseline information for Gulf marine mammals and uncertainties 
regarding the extent of injuries caused by the spill, a cautionary approach to restoration in the Gulf 
should include monitoring of the health and status of marine mammal stocks, particularly those that 
were most likely to have been injured (i.e., coastal and estuarine bottlenose dolphins and sperm 
whales). The Marine Mammal Commission therefore recommends that the Gulf Coast Ecosystem 
Restoration Council, in coordination with the Deepwater Horizon Natural Resource Damage 
Assessment Trustees and relevant federal, state, and local natural resource agencies, include in its 
restoration plan specific projects to assess and monitor the health and status of Gulf marine 
mammals, particularly those that are determined by the Trustees to have been injured by the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill. The plan should include a combination of projects targeted at studying 
both direct biological effects of the oil spill on individuals (such as displacement from preferred 
habitats, changes in foraging patterns, or physiological effects) as well as indirect effects on the 

                                                 
1 Past Commission letters are available at www.mmc.gov/letters/welcome.shtml. 
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ecosystem as a whole (such as a decrease or displacement of key prey species or an increased 
incidence of harmful algal blooms or hypoxia/anoxia events). Studies to track population-level 
changes in abundance or vital rates over time also should be included to monitor recovery.  
 
 Recommended projects to monitor the health and status of Gulf marine mammals include— 
 
 Marine mammal stock assessment surveys: Surveys to assess the abundance and distribution 

of marine mammal stocks are necessary to provide the basis against which changes in the 
status of a stock can be measured. Stock assessments require a basic understanding of stock 
structure, as stocks comprise the basic units of conservation within a species. The 
inadequacy of information on stock structure for many Gulf species, particularly coastal, bay, 
and estuarine bottlenose dolphins, is a significant impediment to current stock assessment 
efforts. Stock assessment methods differ depending on the stocks being assessed, but 
typically involve either a combination of vessel and aerial surveys or mark-recapture methods 
using tagging, photo-identification, passive acoustic monitoring, and/or genetic sampling. 
Stock assessment surveys should be conducted at least every other year for each stock, and 
should cover all portions of a stock’s range and all seasons of the year. 

 Enhancement of the Gulf marine mammal stranding program: Marine mammal stranding 
programs can provide information on the presence of marine mammals, movement patterns, 
reproduction, health status, toxin exposure, and causes of mortality. Stranding programs in 
the Gulf played a key role during the oil spill by monitoring coastal areas for stranded 
animals, collecting tissues for various types of analyses, and caring for live-stranded animals 
and moving them to facilities that could provide the necessary care. However, those 
programs operate primarily on a volunteer basis, often with limited or inconsistent 
institutional support. Existing support is not sufficient to sustain those programs and the 
kind of effort needed to assess the long-term effects of the spill. Particular focus should be 
on building capacity for stranding programs throughout the northern Gulf, including 
investments in training, equipment, supplies, data management, sample analyses, and 
rehabilitation facilities. Support should be provided to bring in experienced researchers and 
veterinarians from other regions to train local responders and to ensure that information 
collected from stranded animals is integrated with other assessment studies and contributes 
to a better understanding of the long-term effects of the oil spill and other human activities 
on Gulf marine mammals.2 

 Live capture/release health assessments: The health of individual animals can be an 
important indicator of the adverse effects of risk factors, including exposure to oil, 
dispersant, and response activities. Coupled with information collected from dead stranded 
animals, in-depth assessments of live stranded or captured animals have provided important 
information on marine mammal health, disease, and causes of mortality. Live capture/release 
is a proactive means to evaluate risk factors and assess health conditions within populations, 
and it has been used in studies of coastal and estuarine bottlenose dolphin populations in the 
Gulf and elsewhere. Health assessments typically require collaboration among researchers 

                                                 
2 The Marine Mammal Commission, in cooperation with Ocean Conservancy and marine mammal stranding network 
members in each of the Gulf coastal states, developed and submitted a project proposal to the Deepwater Horizon 
Natural Resource Damage Assessment Trustee Council (through the NOAA portal at http://www.gulfspillrestoration. 
noaa.gov/restoration/give-us-your-ideas/) for consideration in the Trustee’s comprehensive restoration plan. The title 
of the proposal was “Expand and Improve Gulf of Mexico Marine Mammal Stranding Response and Science Capacity.”    
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from federal agencies, private institutions, aquaria, and not-for-profit organizations to 
assemble the necessary expertise and logistic support. 

 Environmental studies (including prey studies): Large-scale changes in community structure 
or prey abundance caused by the oil spill and response efforts can affect the carrying 
capacity and distribution of marine mammal populations. Quantifying those effects will 
require an integrated, multi-disciplinary approach. Tracking the movement and fate of oil 
and dispersant throughout the water column relative to the distribution of marine mammals 
and their prey species in the ecosystem seems essential for characterizing the ecological 
effects of these contaminants. 

 
Restoration priority 2: Addressing other human-caused risk factors  
 
 The oil spill’s effects on marine mammals were in addition to those from other ongoing 
human activities in the Gulf. Restoring marine mammal stocks to a healthy state will thus not only 
require addressing the direct effects of the oil spill, but also other risk factors from human activities 
in the Gulf. As noted previously, this broad approach to ecosystem restoration is consistent with the 
priority criteria identified in the RESTORE Act.  
 

Several types of human activities may impede, directly or indirectly, the restoration of Gulf 
marine mammals. Seismic surveys used to locate oil and gas reserves or monitor their depletion 
generate high energy, low frequency sounds that can cause permanent or temporary hearing damage 
in marine mammals (Gordon et al. 2004), cause them to change their behavior, and cause them to 
change their habitat use patterns. Commercial fishing gear used in the Gulf can entangle and drown 
marine mammals (Garrison 2007). Dolphins frequently ingest and become entangled in recreational 
fishing gear (monofilament fishing lines and hooks), which generally leads to death (Powell and 
Wells 2011, Wells et al. 1998, Wells et al. 2008). Commercial and recreational vessel traffic and 
commercial tour operations directed at marine wildlife can disturb or displace marine mammals 
(Bejder et al. 2006, Nowacek et al. 2001). Commercial shipping also introduces a large amount of 
low-frequency sound energy into the Gulf (Snyder 2007). Military activities also can generate 
significant sound that can be injurious to certain marine mammals (Jepson et al. 2003). Agricultural 
runoff can cause excess nutrients to enter the Gulf, resulting in blooms of algae that die and 
degrade, depleting the oxygen in the water and creating hypoxic zones that cannot sustain marine 
life (Craig et al. 2001). Other blooms result in the production of toxic substances that effectively 
poison invertebrates, fish, and marine mammals (Magaña et al. 2003, Twiner et al. 2011). Table 2 
provides a more complete list of human-caused and natural risk factors to marine mammals in the 
Gulf. Addressing the risk factors will help build resilience in Gulf marine mammal populations and 
accelerate recovery from the harmful effects of the spill. 
 
 The Marine Mammal Commission recommends that the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration 
Council, in coordination with the Deepwater Horizon Natural Resource Damage Assessment 
Trustees and relevant federal, state, and local natural resource agencies, include in its restoration plan 
specific projects to characterize and address high-priority risk factors that may be impeding the 
recovery and restoration of Gulf marine mammals, particularly those that are determined by the 
Trustees to have been injured by the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. Recommended projects include— 
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 Establishing or expanding observer coverage of commercial fisheries known to interact with 
marine mammals: The establishment or expansion of observer coverage is necessary to 
document (and quantify) incidental takes of marine mammals in commercial fisheries 
identified by the National Marine Fisheries Service as having frequent or occasional 
interactions with marine mammals, including (but not limited to) the large pelagics longline 
fishery, the inshore gillnet fishery, the shrimp trawl fishery, the menhaden purse seine 
fishery, and the stone crab pot/trap fishery (76 Fed. Reg. 73912); 

 Minimizing incidental takes of marine mammals in commercial and recreational fisheries: 
Conduct additional research and testing of alternative fishing gear, implement time-area 
restrictions on fishing activities, increase outreach efforts, and implement other measures as 
appropriate to reduce incidental takes of marine mammals in the above-mentioned 
commercial fisheries as well as recreational hook-and-line fisheries;  

 Minimizing the indirect effects of fishing on important prey species of marine mammals: 
Investigate and implement measures to minimize the indirect effects of fishing activities 
(both directed catch and bycatch) on important prey species of marine mammals; 

 Monitoring ambient sound levels and assessing the effects of human-caused sound on 
marine mammals in the Gulf: Establish a monitoring program to monitor sound levels and 
assess sound-related effects on marine mammals from a variety of human activities, 
including commercial shipping, oil and gas development (including seismic surveys, drilling, 
and the explosive removal of oil and gas platforms), and military operations and training; 

 Minimizing effects of human-caused sound on marine mammals and their prey: Develop 
measures to minimize the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of human-caused sound on 
marine mammals and their prey; and 

 Reducing other human-caused environmental impacts that may be detrimental to marine 
mammals and their prey: Implement measures to reduce the occurrence and extent of other 
environmental impacts that may impede the restoration of marine mammals, such as hypoxic 
and anoxic events and harmful algal blooms. 

 
 The Marine Mammal Commission further recommends that the Gulf Coast Ecosystem 
Restoration Council, in coordination with the Deepwater Horizon Natural Resource Damage 
Assessment Trustees and relevant federal, state, and local natural resource agencies, ensure that 
restoration projects include long-term monitoring to determine whether the projects are achieving 
their goals and injured resources are indeed being restored. Long-term monitoring will provide 
critical information on the effectiveness of various projects and will help focus restoration efforts on 
activities and approaches that are having the greatest benefit. Monitoring also will help identify any 
projects that are having adverse impacts on targeted or other natural resources, and assist in 
minimizing those adverse impacts. Information on the effectiveness of restoration efforts is critical 
not just for ensuring the best use of restoration investments in the Gulf, but also to help guide 
future restoration planning efforts. 
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The Commission hopes the Commission’s report and the recommendations provided herein 
will be helpful to the Council as it continues to work with the Deepwater Horizon Natural Resource 
Damage Assessment Trustees and other entities on developing a restoration plan for Gulf natural 
resources.  
 
       Sincerely, 
 
 
 
       Rebecca J. Lent, Ph.D. 
       Executive Director 
 
Enclosure 
 
cc: Donna Wieting, Director, National Marine Fisheries Service, Office of Protected Resources 

Dr. Roy Crabtree, Regional Administrator, National Marine Fisheries Service, Southeast 
Regional Office 
Dr. Bonnie Ponwith, Director, National Marine Fisheries Service, Southeast Fisheries Science 
Center 

 David Westerholm, Director, NOAA, Office of Response and Restoration 
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Table 1. Information for marine mammal species in the Gulf of Mexico. The population information is from Waring et al. (2013) and 
the information regarding prey species is from Jefferson et al. (2008). For all stocks, the information is not sufficient to meet the 
requirements of the Marine Mammal Protection Act. CV=coefficient of variation, Nbest=best estimate of abundance, Nmin=minimum 
estimate of abundance, PBR=potential biological removal level, E=endangered under the Endangered Species Act, S=strategic under the 
Marine Mammal Protection Act). *As identified in Waring et al. (2013), although many sources of mortality and serious injury also may be 
applicable to other species. 

Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance  
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates 

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Sperm whale 
(Physeter 
macrocephalus) 
(E/S) 

Nbest = 763 
(CV = 0.38) 
Nmin = 560 
PBR = 1.1 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Gulf stock 
distinct from 
other Atlantic 
Ocean stocks 

Highly social, 
with adult 
females and 
juveniles of both 
sexes occurring 
together in 
mixed groups 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
deepwater 
cephalopods 
and fishes 

Unknown Oil and gas 
operations (seismic 
surveys), pollution 

Bryde’s whale 
(Balaenoptera edeni) 
(S) 

Nbest = 33 
(CV = 1.04) 
Nmin = 16 
PBR = 0.1 

Primarily 
along the shelf 
break (200 m) 
in the 
northeastern 
Gulf 

Unknown Generally found 
as singles or 
pairs, no calves 
observed 

Unknown Unknown Small 
schooling 
fishes 

Unknown Ship strikes, other 
sources unknown 

Cuvier's beaked 
whale 
(Ziphius cavirostris) 

Nbest = 74 
(CV = 1.04) 
Nmin = 36 
PBR = 0.4 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
squids, also 
deepwater 
fishes and 
crustaceans  

Unknown Unknown, 
possible military 
activities (sonar) in 
Atlantic Ocean 

Blainville’s beaked 
whale  
(Mesoplodon 
densirostris) 

Nbest = 149 
(CV = 0.91) 
Nmin = 77 
(Estimate for 
all Mesoplodon 
sp.)  
PBR = 0.8  

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
squids, also 
deepwater 
fishes 

Unknown Unknown, 
possible military 
activities 
(SONAR) in 
Atlantic Ocean 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance  
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates 

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Gervais' beaked 
whale 
(Mesoplodon 
europaeus) 

Nbest = 149 
(CV = 0.91) 
Nmin = 77 
(Estimate for 
all Mesoplodon 
sp.)  
PBR = 0.8 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
squids, also 
deepwater 
fishes 

Unknown Unknown, 
possible military 
activities (sonar) in 
Atlantic Ocean 
and fisheries 
interactions 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
continental shelf 
stock 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old,  
PBR 
undetermined 

Waters from 
20 to 200 m 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Uncertain but 
complex, 
stock is a 
mixture of 
genetically 
distinct 
coastal and 
offshore 
ecotypes 

Highly social Unknown Unknown Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown Fisheries 
interactions, 
gunshot wounds, 
vessel strikes, oil 
rig removals, 
marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
eastern coastal 
stock 

Nbest = 7,702 
(CV = 0.19) 
Nmin = 6,551 
PBR = 66 

Mainland 
shore to 
waters 20 m 
deep east of 
84° W 

Uncertain but 
complex, 
coastal stocks 
divided for 
management 
purposes 
based on 
dissimilar 
habitat 
characteristics 

Highly social Unknown Limited 
health 
assessment 
data from 
Sarasota 
Bay 

Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
dredging, harmful 
algal blooms, 
disease, gunshot 
wounds, 
mutilations, vessel 
strikes, oil rig 
removals, marine 
debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance  
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates 

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
northern coastal 
stock 

Nbest = 2,473 
(CV = 0.25) 
Nmin = 2,004 
PBR = 20 

Mainland 
shore to 
waters 20 m 
deep from the 
Mississippi 
River Delta 
east to 84°W  

Coastal stocks 
divided for 
management 
purposes 
based on 
dissimilar 
habitat 
characteristics 

Highly social Unknown Limited 
health 
assessment 
data from 
St. Joseph 
Bay 

Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
dredging, red tide, 
disease, gunshot 
wounds, 
mutilations, vessel 
strikes, oil rig 
removals, marine 
debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
western coastal 
stock (S) 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 

Mainland 
shore to 
waters 20 m 
deep west of 
the 
Mississippi 
River Delta 

Uncertain but 
complex, 
coastal stocks 
divided for 
management 
purposes 
based on 
dissimilar 
habitat 
characteristics 

Highly social Unknown Unknown Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
dredging, red tide, 
disease, gunshot 
wounds, 
mutilations, vessel 
strikes, oil rig 
removals, marine 
debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
oceanic stock 

Nbest = 5,806 
(CV = 0.39) 
Nmin = 4,230 
PBR = 42 

Upper 
continental 
slope (200-
1000 m) 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Uncertain but 
assumed 
complex 

Offshore 
morphotype, 
groups as big as 
200 but typically 
around 20 

Unknown Unknown Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
disease, gunshot 
wounds, 
mutilations, vessel 
strikes, oil rig 
removals, marine 
debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance  
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates 

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
St. Joseph Bay 
stock 
(S) 

Nbest = 146 
(CV = 0.18) 
Nmin = 126 
PBR=1.3 

St. Joseph Bay Stocks 
provisionally 
based on 
discrete 
communities, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Community-
based, some 
individuals 
exhibit extreme 
philopatry 

Some data 
regarding 
individual 
reproduc-
tive rates, 
stock-wide 
rates 
unknown 

Limited 
health 
assessment 
data 

Preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ecotourism, red 
tide, marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
Choctawhatchee 
Bay 
(S) 

Nbest = 179 
(CV = 0.04) 
Nmin = 173 
PBR = 1.7 

Choctawhatch
ee Bay 

Stocks 
provisionally 
based on 
discrete 
communities, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Community-
based, some 
individuals 
exhibit extreme 
philopatry 

Some data 
regarding 
individual 
reproduc-
tive rates, 
stock-wide 
rates 
unknown 

Unknown Preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ecotourism, red 
tide, marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
Barataria Bay stock 
(S) 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 

Barataria Bay Stocks 
provisionally 
based on 
discrete 
communities, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Community-
based, some 
individuals 
exhibit extreme 
philopatry 

Some data 
regarding 
individual 
reproduc-
tive rates, 
stock-wide 
rates 
unknown 

Unknown Preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ecotourism, red 
tide, marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
29 remaining bay, 
sound, and 
estuarine stocks 
(S) 

Nmin unknown 
for all but 4 
stocks, survey 
data more 
than 8 years 
old, 
PBR 
undetermined 
for all but 4 
stocks 

Bays, sounds, 
and estuaries 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Stocks 
provisionally 
based on 
discrete 
communities, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Community-
based, some 
individuals 
exhibit extreme 
philopatry 

Some data 
regarding 
individual 
reproduc-
tive rates, 
stock-wide 
rates 
unknown 

Unknown Preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ecotourism, red 
tide, marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance  
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates 

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Atlantic spotted 
dolphin 
(Stenella frontalis) 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 

Continental 
shelf 
throughout 
the Gulf, 
generally in 
waters 20-200 
m 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Typical group 
sizes are less 
than 50, 
associate with 
smaller groups 
of bottlenose 
dolphins in 
some cases 

Unknown Unknown Small epi- and 
mesopelagic 
fishes and 
squids, and 
benthic 
invertebrates 

Unknown Fisheries 
interactions, 
dredging, red tides 

Pantropical 
spotted dolphin 
(Stenella attenuata) 

Nbest = 50,880 
(CV = 0.27) 
Nmin = 40,699 
PBR = 407 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Typical groups 
are less than 100 
dolphin but as 
many as 650 
dolphins in a 
group have been 
observed 

Unknown Unknown Small epi- and 
mesopelagic 
fishes, squids 
and 
crustaceans 

Unknown Unknown

Striped dolphin 
(Stenella coeruleoalba) 

Nbest = 1,849 
(CV = 0.77) 
Nmin = 1,041 
PBR = 10 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Typical groups 
consist of about 
50 dolphins 

Unknown Unknown Small epi- and 
mesopelagic 
fishes and 
squids 

Unknown Vessel strike

Spinner dolphin 
(Stenella longirostris) 

Nbest = 11,441 
(CV = 0.83) 
Nmin = 6,221 
PBR = 62 

Continental 
slope (200-
2000 m), 
primarily in 
the eastern 
Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Occur in very 
large cohesive 
groups of up to 
800 dolphins 

Unknown Unknown Small epi- and 
mesopelagic 
fishes and 
squids 

Unknown Fisheries 
interactions 

Rough-toothed 
dolphin 
(Steno bredanensis) 

Nbest = 624 
(CV = 0.99) 
Nmin = 311 
PBR = 3 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf and, 
less 
commonly, 
the 
continental 
shelf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Typically in 
groups of less 
than 25 
dolphins, 
associated with 
Sargassum in 
many cases 

Unknown Limited 
info from 
rehab 
animals 

Fish, 
including 
larger species 
(mahi mahi) 
and squids 

Unknown Unknown
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance  
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates 

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Clymene dolphin 
(Stenella clymene) 

Nbest = 129 
(CV = 1.00) 
Nmin = 64 
PBR = 0.6 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf but 
more 
common west 
of the 
Mississippi 
River 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Occur in large 
groups of up to 
300 dolphins 

Unknown Unknown Little known, 
small epi – 
and 
mesopelagic 
fishes and 
squids 

Unknown Unknown

Fraser’s dolphin 
(Lagenodelphis hosei) 

Unknown (no 
recent 
sightings) 
PBR 
undetermined 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Extremely rare, 
associated with 
melon-headed 
whales in some 
cases 

Unknown Unknown Small 
midwater 
fishes, squids, 
and 
crustaceans 

Unknown Unknown

Killer whale 
(Orcinus orca) 

Nbest = 28 
(CV = 1.02) 
Nmin = 14 
PBR = 0.1 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Groups typically 
of 6-10 whales. 
Photo-
identification 
indicates wide 
ranging but with 
some habitat 
fidelity 

Unknown Unknown Gulf prey 
largely 
unknown, one 
instance of 
predation on 
pantropical 
spotted 
dolphins 

Unknown Unknown

False killer whale 
(Pseudorca crassidens) 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Occur in 
cohesive groups 
that average 25 
whales 

Unknown Unknown Fish including 
larger species 
(dolphin fish) 
and squids 

Unknown Fisheries 
interaction 

Pygmy killer whale 
(Feresa attenuata) 

Nbest = 152 
(CV = 1.02) 
Nmin = 75 
PBR = 0.8 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Little known, 
occur in groups 
of less than 20 
whales 

Unknown Unknown Fishes and 
squids 

Unknown Unknown
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance  
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates 

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Dwarf sperm 
whale 
(Kogia sima) 

Nbest = 186 
(CV = 1.04) 
Nmin = 90 
(Estimate for 
all Kogia spp.) 
PBR = 0.9 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
deepwater 
cephalopods 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ingestion of 
marine debris 

Pygmy sperm 
whale 
(Kogia breviceps) 

Nbest = 186 
(CV = 1.04) 
Nmin = 90 
(Estimate for 
all Kogia spp.) 
PBR = 0.9 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Limited 
data from 
captive 
animals 

Primarily 
deepwater 
cephalopods 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ingestion of 
marine debris 

Melon-headed 
whale 
(Peponocephala 
electra) 

Nbest = 2,235 
(CV = 0.75) 
Nmin = 1,274 
PBR = 13 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf but 
more 
common west 
of the 
Mississippi 
River 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Occur in large 
cohesive groups 
of up to 275 
whales 

Unknown Unknown Small fishes 
and squids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Unknown

Risso’s dolphin 
(Grampus griseus) 

Nbest = 2,442 
(CV = 0.57) 
Nmin = 1,563 
PBR = 16 

Shelf break 
area and 
oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Multiple groups 
of 5-10 dolphins 
typically occur 
over large areas 

Unknown Limited 
data from 
captive 
animals 

Crustaceans, 
squids, and 
other 
cephalopods 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Fisheries 
interactions, red 
tide 

Pilot whale, short 
finned 
(Globicephala 
macrorhyncus) 

Nbest = 2,415 
(CV = 0.66) 
Nmin = 1,456 
PBR = 15 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf but 
more 
common west 
of the 
Mississippi 
River 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Highly social, in 
groups of 20 or 
more 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
squids but 
also fishes 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Fisheries 
interactions 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance  
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates 

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

West Indian 
Manatee (Trichechus 
manatus) 
(E/S) 

Nbest (based 
on single 
synoptic 
survey of 
warm-water 
refuges in Jan 
2009) = 3,802 
PBR = 12 

In freshwater, 
brackish and 
marine 
environments 
along the 
Gulf, from 
Florida to 
Louisiana 

Florida 
manatees 
considered a 
single stock, 
but separated 
into 
management 
units 

Disperse in the 
warmer months 
to feed, breed 
and socialize, 
aggregate in 
warm-water 
refuges during 
colder times of 
year, calves 
typically stay 
with their 
mothers for 2 
years 

Rmax=
6.2% 

Limited 
studies 
provide 
data on 
contamin-
ants, 
hormone 
levels, and 
nutrition 

Herbivores, 
feed on an 
extensive 
range of 
aquatic 
vegetation 

Minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Vessel strikes, cold 
water exposure, 
red tides, 
drowning in water 
control structures, 
fisheries 
interactions, 
marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion  
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Table 2. Human-caused and natural risk factors in the Gulf and potential consequences for marine 
mammals. 
Activities Specific risk factor Potential consequences 
Oil and gas 
development 

Oil spills and leaks Direct exposure: skin irritation/inflammation, necrosis, 
respiratory effects, organ damage 
Indirect: shifts in or loss of prey, habitat degradation 

Noise (seismic surveys, construction 
and decommissioning of platforms, 
and general operations) 

Physical trauma to internal organs, permanent or 
temporary hearing loss, avoidance of preferred habitat 

Vessel operations Vessel strikes (injury/mortality), avoidance of preferred 
habitat 

Production waste (drill fluids and 
cuttings, produced water, deck 
drainage, municipal wastes, and debris)

Organ damage and impaired immune system function 
from heavy metal contamination, habitat degradation 
(decreased water quality), loss of prey 

Commercial and 
recreational 
fishing 

Fishing with nets and lines Entanglement in and ingestion of fishing gear
Fishing for prey species Reduced availability of prey species, habitat alteration
Vessel operations Vessel strikes (injury/mortality), avoidance of preferred 

habitat 
Shipping and 
vessel traffic 

Noise, vessel operations Vessel strikes (injury/mortality), avoidance of preferred 
habitat 

Military activities Vessel operations Vessel strikes (injury/mortality), avoidance of preferred 
habitat 

Noise (SONAR training and testing, 
explosives) 

Acoustic and non-acoustic physical trauma, avoidance of 
preferred habitat, mortality in severe cases 

Agriculture Runoff of land-based pollutants 
(resulting in harmful algal blooms, 
anoxic or hypoxic “dead” zones) 

Direct: injury/mortality
Indirect: decreased water quality, shifts in or loss of prey 
species  

Coastal 
development 

Noise from pile driving and other 
activities associated with marina and 
bridge/causeway construction 

Acoustic trauma (at short range), acoustic disturbance, 
avoidance of preferred habitat 

Dredging Loss of sea grass beds, habitat degradation 
Loss of coastal wetlands and other 
coastal habitats 

Loss of prey habitat, habitat degradation 

Renewable energy Pile driving for anchoring wind and 
wave turbines 

Acoustic trauma (at short range), acoustic disturbance, 
avoidance of preferred habitat 

Turbine operations Physical trauma, electromagnetic disturbance, avoidance 
of preferred habitat 

Greenhouse gas 
emissions 

Ocean acidification Shifts in or reduction/loss of prey species 
Warming seas  Habitat degradation, shifts in or reduction/loss of prey
Increased storm activity and increased 
severity of storms 

Shifts in prey, avoidance of preferred habitat  

Sea level rise, leading to coastal habitat
loss 

Loss of prey habitat, habitat degradation 

Natural events Seepage of oil Direct: organ damage
Indirect: habitat degradation 

Harmful algal blooms (e.g., red tide) Injury/mortality, shifts in prey 
Predation Injury/mortality
Large-scale ecosystem fluctuations Shifts in or loss of prey
Hurricanes Shifts in prey, avoidance of preferred habitat, 

displacement of animals, habitat degradation or 
destruction 

Water temperature anomalies Shifts in prey, avoidance of affected habitats, cold stress 
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Executive summary 
 

The April 2010 explosion of BP’s Deepwater Horizon offshore drilling unit in the Gulf of 
Mexico resulted in an oil spill with significant ecological, social, and economic consequences. 
Achieving a full understanding of the spill’s effects likely will require years of assessment because 
some effects may continue or worsen, whereas others may not yet have been realized or become 
apparent. In addition, spill effects may be confounded by the effects of other risk factors such as 
climate change, fisheries, commercial shipping, military activities, and coastal development. 
 
 Oil spills can affect marine mammals through direct contact, inhalation, or ingestion of oil; 
injury and disturbance from response activities; and long-term ecological changes. Questions about 
the potential effects of oil spills and the response activities on marine mammals—partially informed 
by past studies—guided much of the monitoring effort immediately after the Deepwater Horizon 
spill. Similar questions provide a framework for assessing the spill’s long-term effects. 
 
 The Marine Mammal Commission, with input from related federal agencies, drafted this 
statement of research needs to guide assessment of the spill’s long-term effects, to guide mitigation 
and restoration efforts for Gulf marine mammal populations, and to help track the changes in the 
Gulf ecosystem, including recovery and restoration.1 It also should help guide assessment of effects 
on marine mammals from future spills in the Gulf and elsewhere. 
 
 The statement outlines legal mandates for assessing the spill’s overall effects, potential 
effects on marine mammals, assessment efforts to date, priorities for future efforts, and the general 
need to improve assessment strategies on Gulf of Mexico marine mammals. All such efforts should 
be a high priority during or immediately after a spill. However, the likelihood of detecting certain 
impacts decreases with time and the utility and value of certain types of research declines 
accordingly. At this time, the Commission gives higher priority to assessment of long-term effects, 
including (1) assessing the health status of stranded or live-captured animals; (2) assessing oil spill-
related changes in the ecosystem leading to a potential reduction in prey availability; (3) evaluating 
other ecosystem changes that are harmful to marine mammals and that may have been exacerbated 
by the spill (e.g., harmful algal blooms, hypoxia or anoxia); and (4) determining the extent to which 
exposure to oil and/or response activities leads to a reduction in status involving individual fitness, 
population vital rates (survival and reproduction), and population abundance and trends. 
 
 Implementation of the needed research will require resources beyond those currently 
available, as well as improved infrastructure (e.g., research vessels, aircraft, and laboratories), more 
trained personnel, better sampling methods, and refined analytical tools to detect and assess the 
effects of exposure to oil. Coordination of research activities is critical to focus on the most 
important topics, achieve collaboration to the greatest degree possible, develop a weight-of-evidence 
approach for detecting effects, and avoid unnecessary duplication of effort. Collaboration and 
partnerships among the involved federal, state, and local agencies, industry, non-governmental 
organizations, research institutions and organizations, and the public also should help maximize the 
benefits of limited resources and minimize the effects of research activities on marine mammals.  

                                                      
1 The views contained in this statement are those of the Marine Mammal Commission and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of the natural resource Trustees designated under the Oil Pollution Act to assess natural resource injuries 
associated with the Deepwater Horizon spill and to develop and implement a plan to restore injured resources under 
their trusteeship. 
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 Perhaps as much as anything, the spill and the national response to it provided a sharp 
reminder of how much remains to be learned about status of marine mammals in the Gulf. Such 
information is necessary to support management strategies that are science-based and sufficient to 
maintain the health and stability of the Gulf of Mexico marine ecosystem. 
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Introduction 
 
 In April 2010 BP’s offshore drilling unit Deepwater Horizon exploded, burned, and sank in 
the Gulf of Mexico, 52 miles southeast of Venice, Louisiana (Figure 1). Eleven of the 126 workers 
on the rig were killed and, over the following 86 days, an estimated 4.9 million barrels (206 million 
gallons) of oil were spilled into the Gulf (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 2010). 
This was the largest accidental oil spill ever reported. The response also was massive, involving 13 
federal agencies; multiple agencies from the five Gulf states; numerous local agencies; non-
governmental organizations; oil companies and contractors; academia; and thousands of local 
residents, volunteers, and expert consultants. 
 
 In addition to the loss of life, 
the spill’s effects have been significant 
ecologically, socially, and 
economically. Furthermore, some 
effects may continue or worsen and 
others may not yet have been realized 
or become apparent. To make matters 
more complex, any assessments of 
spill effects will be confounded by the 
effects of other risk factors such as 
climate change, fisheries, commercial 
shipping, military activities, and 
coastal development. For all these 
reasons, efforts to understand the 
spill’s effects will require careful 
assessment of long-term effects. 
 
 Marine mammals may be 
affected by (1) the oil, its metabolites, 
or dispersants through direct contact, 
ingestion or inhalation; (2) injury and disturbance from response activities; and (3) short and long-
term ecological changes resulting from the spill and response efforts. Relative to many forms of 
marine life, some marine mammals are more readily observed and studied. They also are long-lived 
and feed at high trophic levels, and likely will integrate ecosystem effects of the spill and response 
activities over many years. For those reasons, they may serve as useful indicators of at least some 
aspects of the health of the Gulf ecosystem following the spill. 
 
Purpose 
 
 The Marine Mammal Commission has drafted this statement of research needs with input 
from the respective staffs of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s National 
Marine Fisheries Service and National Ocean Service, the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau 
of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement (formerly the Minerals Management 
Service)—the primary agencies responsible for the conservation of marine mammals and for 
regulation of offshore oil and gas activities. The recommendations and conclusions of this 
statement, however, are solely those of the Commission. 
 

Figure 1. Fire boat response crews battle the blazing remnants of 
the offshore oil rig Deepwater Horizon April 21, 2010. Multiple 
Coast Guard helicopters, planes and cutters responded to rescue 
the Deepwater Horizon's 126 person crew. (Photograph: U.S. 
Coast Guard) 
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 The Commission developed this statement to help guide (1) assessment of the long-term 
effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill and associated risk factors on marine mammals, (2) 
mitigation and restoration efforts for Gulf marine mammal populations, and (3) monitoring of 
changes in the Gulf ecosystem, including recovery and restoration.2 The statement also should help 
guide assessment of effects on marine mammals from future spills in the Gulf and elsewhere. 
 
Statutory authorities pertaining to assessment of spill effects on marine mammals 
 
 The Oil Pollution Act of 1990 provides for federal, state, and tribal Natural Resource 
Trustees3 to conduct a Natural Resource Damage Assessment following an oil spill. The assessment 
consists of collecting and analyzing information to evaluate the nature and extent of injuries 
resulting from an incident. Trustees then determine the restoration4 actions needed to bring injured 
natural resources and services back to baseline conditions and make the environment and public 
whole for interim losses (15 C.F.R. § 990.30). Natural resources include wildlife, such as marine 
mammals, sea turtles, seabirds, fishes, and invertebrates (e.g., corals, shrimps), and their habitat. 
Services include the functions of and benefits derived from those natural resources, such as those 
that support tourism, fishing, boating, marine products, and transportation. The Responsible Parties 
(i.e., those responsible for damages resulting from the incident) pay the costs of natural resource 
damages (including the costs of assessing such damage) and compensate the public for lost services 
derived from those natural resources. To assess damages and plan restoration, the Trustees must 
compare the best available baseline5 information on conditions before the spill against information 
collected during and after the spill. 
 
 The Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972 seeks to prevent marine mammal species and 
population stocks6 from diminishing, as a result of human activities, beyond the point at which they 
cease to be significant functioning elements of their marine ecosystems. For any particular species or 
stock, the Act defines that point as the lower limit of its optimum sustainable population, which is 
defined as the population’s maximum net productivity level. Determining whether a species or stock 
has fallen below that level requires information on population stock structure and abundance. The 
Act includes a general moratorium on the take7 of marine mammals, subject to certain exceptions. 
Title IV of the Act—the Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program—is aimed 
specifically at assessing the health status and trends of marine mammal populations. 

                                                      
2 The damage assessment and restoration process under the Oil Pollution Act operates independently of the Marine 
Mammal Commission. 
3 Natural Resource Trustees are those officials of federal and state governments, Indian tribes, and foreign governments 
designated under authority of 33 U.S.C. 2706(b) of the Oil Pollution Act for the Deepwater Horizon incident. They 
include representatives of the five affected coastal states (Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas), the 
Department of Commerce (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration), the Department of the Interior (Fish 
and Wildlife Service, National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management, and Bureau of Indian Affairs), and the 
Department of Defense. 
4 Any action (or alternative), or combination of actions (or alternatives), to restore, rehabilitate, replace, or acquire the 
equivalent of injured natural resources and services (15 C.F.R. § 990.30). 
5 The term “baseline” is used here to mean the conditions of natural resources and services that would have existed had 
the incident not occurred (15 C.F.R. § 990.30). Therefore, baseline conditions do not necessarily imply that those 
conditions were pristine. 
6 The Marine Mammal Protection Act defines a population stock to mean “a group of marine mammals of the same 
species or smaller taxa in a common spatial arrangement, that interbreed when mature.” 
7 The Marine Mammal Protection Act defines a “take” to mean “to harass, hunt, capture, or kill, or attempt to harass, 
hunt, capture, or kill any marine mammal.” 
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 The Endangered Species Act of 1973 provides for the conservation of threatened and 
endangered plants and animals and the habitats critical to their survival. All federal agencies are 
required to use their authorities in furtherance of the purposes of this act by carrying out programs 
for the conservation of endangered species and threatened species. The Act also requires federal 
agencies, in consultation with the Fish and Wildlife Service and/or the National Marine Fisheries 
Service (depending on the species involved), to ensure that actions they authorize, fund, or carry out 
are not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any listed species or result in the destruction 
or adverse modification of designated critical habitat of such species. With certain exceptions, the 
Act prohibits any action that takes8 listed species of endangered or threatened fish or wildlife, 
including marine mammals. 
 
 The National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 establishes a national policy and goals for 
the protection, maintenance, and enhancement of the environment and a process that federal 
agencies must use to achieve those goals. The Act requires that federal agencies consider the 
environmental impacts of their proposed actions before acting. It also emphasizes public 
involvement in government actions affecting the environment by requiring assessment and 
disclosure of the risks of proposed major federal actions. 
 
Marine mammals in the Gulf of Mexico 
 
 Twenty-one cetacean species and one sirenian reside in or regularly visit the Gulf of Mexico 
(Waring et al. 2010; Table 1). They comprise 58 stocks, 37 of which are bottlenose dolphin stocks. 
The National Marine Fisheries Service has management responsibility for the cetacean species and 
the Fish and Wildlife Service has responsibility for the Florida subspecies of the West Indian 
manatee. 
 
Table 1. Marine mammal stocks in the Gulf of Mexico. 
Sperm whale* Bryde’s whale Killer whale 
Cuvier’s beaked whale Atlantic spotted dolphin False killer whale 
Blainville’s beaked whale Pantropical spotted dolphin Pygmy killer whale 
Gervais’ beaked whale Striped dolphin Dwarf sperm whale 
Bottlenose dolphin (oceanic) Spinner dolphin Pygmy sperm whale 
Bottlenose dolphin (continental 
shelf) 

Rough-toothed dolphin Melon-headed whale 

Bottlenose dolphin (coastal – 3 
stocks) 

Clymene dolphin Risso's dolphin 

Bottlenose dolphin (bay, sound, 
estuary –32 putative stocks) 

Fraser’s dolphin Pilot whale, short-finned 

West Indian manatee*   
*Listed as endangered under the Endangered Species Act 
 
 Existing information on the status of each stock (Appendix A) falls well short of that 
required under the Marine Mammal Protection Act and needed to assess their pre-spill status and 
vulnerability to various risk factors. The necessary information includes stock structure, distribution, 

                                                      
8 The Endangered Species Act defines “take” to mean “to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, 
or collect, or to attempt to engage in any such conduct.” 
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abundance, movement patterns, age structure, reproductive rates, survival rates, and health 
(nutritional status, immune function, and exposure to contaminants, biotoxins, and infections). 
 
 The lack of research infrastructure (especially logistic support) is a significant impediment to 
surveys and other assessment studies. Most studies conducted to date have focused on specific 
topics (e.g., response of sperm whales to seismic surveys). Few studies have been directed toward 
understanding the cumulative effects of multiple risk factors, despite the fact that the Gulf is 
relatively industrialized and multiple marine mammal unusual mortality events have occurred there 
over the past 20 years. Appendix B lists anthropogenic and natural risk factors present in the Gulf 
and their potential effects on marine mammals. 
 
Potential effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on marine mammals 
 
 All marine mammal stocks in the Gulf may have been, or may still be, affected by the 
Deepwater Horizon spill. All effects are initially manifested at the individual level, and must lower 
the individual’s probability of survival or reproduction to affect the population. The effects may be 
direct (e.g., contact with oil or dispersants, interactions with response activities) or indirect (e.g., 
degradation of habitat, reduced availability of prey). 
 
 The null hypothesis (H0) is that the spill did not have, is not having, and will continue to not 
have significant effects on marine mammals. The major alternative hypotheses are as follows: 
 
H1 - Spilled oil causes injury, lesions, disease, or death through— 
 H1a - external contact 
 H1b - internal contact 
 
H2 - Exposure to oil- or dispersant-related contaminants causes physiological dysfunction of— 
 H2a - the immune system 
 H2b - the reproductive system 
 H2c - other vital systems 
 
H3 - Exposure to response activities causes injury via— 
 H3a - vessel strikes 
 H3b - interactions with booms or other response equipment 
 H3c - noise introduced into the marine environment 
 
H4 - Exposure to oil and/or response activities disturbs or disrupts significant biological behaviors, 

including— 
 H4a - foraging 
 H4b - reproduction 
 H4c - resting 
 
H5 - Exposure to oil and/or response activities leads to displacement from primary habitat 
 
H6 - Exposure to oil and/or response activities leads to disruption of social organization 
 
H7 - Oil and/or response-related changes in the ecosystem reduce prey or seagrass availability 

through— 
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 H7a - prey displacement 
 H7b - reduction in biomass of prey or seagrass 
 
H8 - Oil and/or response activities lead to other ecosystem changes harmful to marine mammals 

via— 
 H8a - hypoxia or anoxia 
 H8b - harmful algal blooms 
 
H9 - Exposure to oil and/or response activities leads to reduction in status involving— 
 H9a - individual fitness 
 H9b - population vital rates (reproduction and survival rates) 
 H9c - population abundance and trends 
 
Under each of these alternative hypotheses, the full nature and extent of any effects will depend on a 
variety of factors, such as the— 
 
 chemical constituents of the oil and dispersants, which change over time as oil and 

dispersants degrade and are metabolized 
 dose of exposure (amount and duration) 
 route of exposure (e.g., inhalation, ingestion, external contact, transplacental) 
 type and trophic level of prey or seagrass consumed and their contaminant levels 
 marine mammal species involved, and 
 physical characteristics of  individually affected animals (e.g., age, sex, reproductive and 

health status). 
 
 Current understanding of the potential effects of oil on marine mammals is based primarily 
on information from (1) observed effects of other oil spills on marine mammals (see reviews by 
Geraci and St. Aubin 1990 and Loughlin et al. 1994; also see Smultea and Würsig 1995, Bickham et 
al. 1998, Bodkin et al. 2002, Boehm et al. 2007, and Matkin et al. 2008), (2) a small number of 
controlled exposure studies using captive marine mammals (Geraci et al. 1983, Smith et al. 1983, St. 
Aubin et al. 1985), (3) simulations and in vitro studies (Braithwaite et al. 1983, Godard et al. 2004), 
and (4) observed effects of accidental and controlled oil exposure on non-marine mammal species 
(Bickham et al. 1998, Mazet et al. 2001, Golet et al. 2002, Mohr et al. 2007, Esler et al. 2010). The 
results to date are informative, but do not provide a sufficient basis for predicting, with full 
confidence, the severity of either short- or long-term effects of the Deepwater Horizon spill on 
marine mammals. However, they provide ample evidence that exposure to oil can harm marine 
mammals. For example, inhalation of specific volatile organics from some types of oil can cause 
respiratory irritation, inflammation, or emphysema. Similarly, ingestion of oil may cause 
gastrointestinal inflammation, ulcers, bleeding, diarrhea, or maldigestion. Certain inhaled and 
ingested chemicals in oil also may damage organs such as the liver, kidney, adrenal glands, spleen or 
brain; cause anemia, cancer, congenital defects, and immune system suppression; or lead to 
reproductive failure. Chemical contact may cause skin and eye irritation; inflammation; burns to 
mucous membranes, mouth and nares; or increased susceptibility to infection. Oil mixtures can 
physically foul the baleen of mysticete whales, which is used for filtering food.9 

                                                      
9 The Bryde’s whale is the only mysticete whale occurring regularly in the Gulf. North Atlantic right whales are sighted 
rarely in the Gulf and fin whales have stranded there occasionally, but are not regular inhabitants. 
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 Response activities to contain and remove spilled oil also may affect marine mammals in the 
Gulf. Increased vessel and air traffic may disrupt foraging, habitat use, daily or migratory 
movements, and behavior (e.g., breathing and resting patterns) (Nowacek et al. 2001, Constantine et 
al. 2004, Williams et al. 2006, Stensland and Berggren 2007, Lusseau et al. 2009). Increased vessel 
traffic also increases the risk of vessel strikes (Laist et al. 2001, Fish and Wildlife Service 2001, 
Bechdel et al. 2009), although none were reported during the prolonged spill and response phase. 
Noise from seismic surveys (such as those used to detect potential leaks around the wellhead) or 
other response-related activities may cause disturbance or displacement, hearing loss (temporary or 
possibly permanent), or other 
physical injury to marine mammals 
(McCauley et al. 2000, National 
Research Council 2003). 
Responders used large quantities of 
dispersants at the surface (e.g., 
Corexit 9527, Corexit 9500A) and at 
the wellhead (Corexit 9500A) (Joint 
Information Center 2011; 
Kujawinski et al. 2011). Being listed 
on the National Contingency Plan 
product schedule maintained by the 
Environmental Protection Agency, 
the Regional Response Team had 
pre-approved the use of Corexit 
prior to the spill. The 
Environmental Protection Agency 
was consulted and concurred on 
decisions related to the volume of 
dispersants used in response to the spill, and conducted additional toxicity testing during the spill. 
These tests are helping to fill gaps in existing knowledge, as the long-term effects of Corexit and 
other dispersants on marine mammals are largely unknown (National Research Council 2005). 
Responders also used booms (Figure 2) and skimmers to contain and collect surface oil and in-situ 
burning to remove it, and these activities also may affect marine mammals both through direct 
interaction and displacement from habitat. Burning reduces the overall amount of oil in the water, 
but also leaves behind a residue of uncertain composition and toxicity (Benner et al. 1990, Wang et 
al. 1999) and puts additional chemicals into the air, posing inhalation risks. 
 
 Oil spills also may affect marine mammals indirectly by altering the marine ecosystem and 
the key features of their habitat (Paine et al. 1996, Golet et al. 2002, Peterson et al. 1996, National 
Research Council 2002). Such effects could include reductions in prey or seagrass biomass, shifts in 
prey or seagrass distribution, or contamination of prey or seagrass. Oil from the Exxon Valdez spill 
accumulated in sediments, continues to contaminate nearshore environments, and appears to have 
impeded recovery of sea otters (Bodkin et al. 2002). How long that effect will persist is uncertain 
(Page et al. 2002, Rice et al. 2003, Neff et al. 2006, Boehm 2007). In the Gulf, spilled oil that has 
accumulated in coastal and offshore bottom sediments could be re-released during hurricanes and 
storms, resulting in intermittent, recurring effects on the marine ecosystem (Machlis and McNutt 
2010). Further research is needed to characterize physical and biogeochemical degradation rates in 
the Gulf of Mexico to evaluate the likelihood of such long-lasting impacts.  
 

Figure 2. Bottlenose dolphin surfacing near oil spill boom, Grand 
Isle, Louisiana. (Photograph: S. Rosedahl/Flickr) 
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Assessment activities to date 
 
 Responding to stranded marine wildlife exposed to oil was a high priority during the days 
immediately following the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. Under the Unified Command10, the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the Fish and Wildlife Service worked with the Oiled 
Wildlife Care Network to coordinate the Gulf marine mammal stranding network, revise the marine 
mammal response guidelines developed by Johnson and Ziccardi (2006) to address Gulf species, 
train stranding responders regarding hazardous materials and chain-of-custody protocols, and 
distribute sampling supplies. Wildlife Operations under the Unified Command also initiated aerial 
surveys of the affected area to search for injured or dead marine mammals and other wildlife. The 
Unified Command for the oil spill response established a wildlife hotline for reporting oiled, injured, 
distressed, or dead marine mammals, sea turtles, and birds. Reports from the hotline and 
information from response vessels and aerial survey teams helped guide emergency response efforts. 
At the same time, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the Fish and Wildlife 
Service, and other natural resource Trustees began assessing and quantifying exposure and injury to 
marine mammals and other wildlife as part of the Natural Resource Damage Assessment process. 
 

Response efforts were 
determined by the nature and tractability 
of the concern or question to be 
addressed and availability of 
infrastructure and other assessment 
resources. The National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration and the 
Fish and Wildlife Service expanded aerial 
surveys to track movements of selected 
marine mammal stocks, document their 
direct exposure to oil (Figure 3), and 
describe their physical and/or behavioral 
reactions if and when they came into 
contact with oil. They enlisted academic 
researchers to deploy passive acoustic 
monitoring buoys near the Deepwater 
Horizon wellhead to detect the presence 
of vocalizing marine mammals. They responded to stranding reports, collecting and arranging for 
the analysis of blood, tissue, and other samples from stranded animals. They also placed observers 
on a limited number of response vessels to assess the immediate and obvious effects of skimming 
and burning operations. Although the initial data collection efforts are not a substitute for pre-spill 
baseline data for most Gulf marine mammal stocks, they were instrumental in determining 
movement patterns and behavioral responses of marine mammals immediately before, during, and 
after oil and chemical dispersants reached key coastal and deepwater habitats. For that reason, the 
data collected will provide a critical reference for analyses of spill and response effects. 
 
 In May 2010 the federal and state Trustees for the Deepwater Horizon oil spill Natural 
Resource Damage Assessment established a Technical Working Group for Marine Mammals and 

                                                      
10 The organizational structure for wildlife response during an oil spill is outlined in Johnson and Ziccardi (2006). 

Figure 3. Bottlenose dolphin observed with oil on dorsal fin, 
Mississippi Sound, Mississippi. (Photograph: B. 
Crone/National Oceanographic and Atmospheric 
Administration) 



 

Assessing the Long-term Effects of the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill on Marine Mammals Page 8 

 

Sea Turtles.11 The working group is composed of scientists and other representatives from federal 
and state Trustee agencies and contracted consultants and academics, and works in cooperation with 
the Responsible Parties. Since its establishment, the group has developed and evaluated work plans 
for identifying and quantifying injuries to marine mammals and sea turtles. Initial plans focused on 
short-term assessment, including (1) documenting exposure of marine mammals and sea turtles in 
oiled areas and exposure of particular species and habitats, (2) assessing the effects of response 
activities, (3) gathering and analyzing baseline information as possible, and (4) filling other data gaps. 
Natural Resource Damage Assessment projects already conducted or currently being conducted by 
the Marine Mammal and Sea Turtle Technical Working Group include— 
 
 photo-identification and biopsy sampling of bottlenose dolphin populations at selected 

estuarine sites (Barataria Bay, Louisiana; Chandeleur Sound, Louisiana; Mississippi Sound, 
Mississippi; and St. Joseph Bay, Florida) 

 large-vessel pelagic research cruises to— 
 visually assess and photo-document marine mammal contact with oil and occurrence 

of marine mammals in oiled areas 
 deploy satellite tags and collect biopsy samples from Bryde’s whales, sperm whales, 

and other marine mammals in offshore waters 
 collect habitat information including surface hydrographic data, temperature profiles, 

salinity, dissolved oxygen, and acoustic echo-sounder backscatter information to 
characterize water column productivity and prey resources, and 

 deploy low and mid-frequency passive acoustic monitoring buoys 
 aerial surveys to estimate abundance and assess distribution of Florida manatees in oil-

affected areas, document locations of manatees in distress, and inform rescue efforts 
 live capture-release studies of bottlenose dolphins in Barataria Bay, Louisiana, and Sarasota 

Bay, Florida, to assess sub-lethal and chronic health impacts,  
 genetic analyses of biopsy and stranding samples for species identification, sex 

determination, and/or stock structure,  
 manatee tracking data analysis, and  
 prey and seagrass sampling. 

 
At present, the approved work plans do not include assessment of contaminant effects on 

marine mammals. The Commission considers this to be an important topic to be investigated. 
 

 In October 2010 the Trustees confirmed damage and injury to natural resources and issued a 
notice of intent to begin planning restoration activities.12 Planning and implementation of restoration 
activities likely will take several years and require integration and analysis of multiple types of 
information (Figure 4). These include measures and comparisons of the ecological, biological, 
geophysical, chemical, and oceanographic conditions in the Gulf, both pre- and post-spill, and/or 
modeling of conditions where pre- and/or post-spill information is not available (e.g., French-
McCay 2004). Restoration activities that may benefit marine mammals include not only clean-up of 
the spilled oil, but also (1) basic assessment of the marine mammal stocks in the Gulf, and (2) 

                                                      
11 The Marine Mammal and Sea Turtle Technical Working Group is one of many technical working groups established 
by the Trustees under the Natural Resource Damage Assessment process to conduct damage assessments. For a brief 
description of all technical working groups and associated work plans, see http://www.gulfspillrestoration.noaa.gov/. 
12 75 Fed. Reg. 60800, 1 October 2010. 
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reduction of other human-related risk factors in the Gulf, such as noise from seismic surveys, vessel 
traffic, SONAR (SOund Navigation And Ranging) and military activities; fishery interactions; 
disturbance from tourism and illegal feeding; harmful algal blooms and anoxic zones. 
 
 Determining the respective roles of human-related risk factors and their interactions with the 
spill is a substantial but important challenge. In 2010, prior to the spill, unusually high numbers of 
bottlenose dolphins began to strand in the northern Gulf.13 When the spill began, the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration already was initiating consultation with the Working 
Group for Marine Mammal Unusual Mortality Events to determine whether an unusual mortality 
event should be declared (in accordance with section 404 of the Marine Mammal Protection Act). 
The spill delayed the consultation until the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration could 
reanalyze the data on marine mammal mortalities along the northern Gulf before, during, and after 
the oil spill. Consultation with the Working Group was reinitiated in October and, in December, the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration declared the deaths to constitute an unusual  
  

                                                      
13 http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/mmume/cetacean_gulfofmexico2010.htm 

Figure 4. Map of cumulative marine mammal strandings in the Gulf as of 19 October 2010 and maximum 
shoreline oiling observations using data from shoreline cleanup and assessment of August 2010. Other types of 
data related to the spill and assessment activities also can be mapped and analyzed using the Environmental 
Response Management Application. (Map: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Office of 
Response and Restoration)  
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mortality event. To the extent practicable, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the 
Working Group are coordinating the investigation of these mortalities (pre- and post-oil spill) with ongoing 
Natural Resource Damage Assessment activities where the data needs of these two processes coincide. 
 
Assessing the spill’s long-term effects on Gulf marine mammals 
 
 Exposure to oil from the Exxon Valdez oil spill had a long-term effect on marine mammals, 
15 years or more after the spill (Matkin et al. 2008; Ballachey et al. 2007). Although the spills differ 
in some important respects, long-term effects are a reasonable concern for Gulf marine mammals 
because of the amount of oil spilled, the quantity of dispersants applied both at the surface and at 
the wellhead, the low recovery rates of spilled oil, uncertainty regarding the eventual disposition of 
both oil and dispersants (Crone and Tolstoy 2010; National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration 2010; Nihous 2011), and uncertainty regarding the effects of the spill and response 
on features of the ecosystem important to marine mammals. In the Exxon Valdez case, long-term 
wildlife studies have revealed chronic, delayed, and indirect effects that were longer and more severe 
than previously expected or assumed (Peterson et al. 2003). 
 
 The null and alternative hypotheses listed above provide a foundation for assessing the long-
term effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on Gulf marine mammals. Evaluating each of the 
alternative hypotheses requires a variety of research approaches that are suitably adapted to the 
physical conditions in the Gulf, its marine mammal species (some of which are more difficult to 
assess than others), and the nature of the spilled oil and response activities. The opportunity to 
assess some acute effects may have passed but, in those cases, retrospective analyses could provide 
insights into actual effects or provide useful guidance for responding more effectively to future 
events. For those hypotheses that still can be tested with ongoing or new studies, especially 
regarding longer term or indirect effects, a variety of research tools and/or approaches are available 
(see Boyd et al. 2010, Perrin et al. 2009, and additional references in Appendix C for descriptions of 
standard research methods). 
 
 The alternative hypotheses are inter-related. Studies to characterize direct and indirect effects 
are particularly useful because they help describe how the effects occur. Where those studies are not 
possible, it still may be feasible to study survival and reproductive rates, which integrate and reflect 
the total influence of direct and indirect effects. However, vital rates vary by year, geography, age, 
and sex (Baker et al. 2010) and also may be difficult to assess for some species. When those rates 
cannot be determined, it still may be possible to assess population abundance and trends, which 
reflect the total influence of survival and reproduction for closed populations (i.e., with no migration 
in or out of the population) and the added influence of emigration and immigration for open 
populations. The Commission believes that attributing changes in vital rates or population 
abundance to exposure likely may require a “weight of evidence” approach based on a wide range of 
studies focused on individuals, populations, and the ecosystem generally.  
 

The hypotheses, potential research tools for evaluating them, the associated benefits, and the 
relative priority that the Commission gives to each hypothesis are described in Table 2, and 
illustrated in Figure 5. The Commission considers all of the hypotheses to be a high priority during 
or immediately after a spill. However, because certain effects are less likely with time, the value of 
research into those effects declines accordingly. 
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In the past, researchers have had limited and inconsistent access to infrastructure (e.g., 
research vessels, analytical laboratories), personnel, and funding. Although there are considerable 
funds available through the Natural Resource Damage Assessment process, it is not clear yet 
whether these funds will be available for studies of long-term effects or for filling important data 
gaps existing before the spill. In addition, funding through annual appropriations is not likely to 
improve significantly in the coming years. However, funding for studies of long-term effects may be 
available from non-governmental sources such as the Gulf of Mexico Research Initiative, which has 
been funded by BP. 

 
Assessment efforts likely will focus on a subset of the Gulf’s marine mammal species that 

are considered to be at particularly high risk or more easily studied. For example, sperm whales have 
been more intensively studied than other deepwater cetaceans in the Gulf because of their 
endangered status and the overlap of their habitat with deepwater oil and gas operations (Jochens et 
al. 2008). As a result, studies focusing on sperm whales and their movements and foraging patterns 
are likely to continue. Coastal species such as bottlenose dolphins are less well studied but 
potentially more accessible to researchers. Bryde’s whales are the only baleen whales in the Gulf and 
they also have been a focus of post-spill assessment because of their small population size. Without 
additional infrastructure to support research on long-term effects, studies of most other Gulf species 
will be limited and opportunistic. Therefore, estimating potential impacts of the oil spill on those 
other marine mammal species may depend heavily on modeling and inference based on the more 
studied species. 
 
 Absent additional resources, inadequate research methods also will constrain the assessment 
of long-term effects. Among other things, researchers need better sampling methods to detect and 
assess the effects of exposure to oil. For example, studies of ringed seals, fish, and other species 
suggest that certain samples (e.g., bile, urine, blood, and feces) are the best indicators of exposure to 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (Englehardt 1978, Balk et al. 2011). Such samples are difficult to 
obtain from live marine mammals. Instead, researchers studying contaminants in marine mammals 
have used skin and blubber biopsies from live-stranded or free-ranging animals (Marsili et al. 2001, 
Aguilar and Borrell 2004, Wilson et al. 2007, Godard-Codding et al. 2011) or liver and other tissues 
from dead animals (Holsbeek et al. 1999, Kannan and Perrotta 2008). These other tissues may be 
more easily obtained but are not as revealing as the preferred samples. 
 
 Finally, as noted above, research on the long-term effects of the spill will be confounded by 
the effects of other anthropogenic activities and natural perturbations in the Gulf. Such factors may 
include seismic surveys for oil and gas reserves, routine oil and gas operations, commercial and 
recreational fisheries, shipping and military activities, tourism, hypoxia and anoxia, harmful algal 
blooms, hurricanes, natural oil seeps, and climate disruption (Appendix B). Research will also be 
confounded by changes in the physical and biogeochemical properties of Deepwater Horizon oil 
over time as the result of natural weathering and degradation. Assessing these confounding factors, 
and distinguishing their effects on marine mammals from the long-term effects of the oil spill, will 
be a considerable challenge, particularly given the limited resources available for research. 
 
Future research strategies and capacity 
 
 The extent to which we can learn more about the spill’s effects on marine mammals, as well 
as the effects of other human-related factors, will depend largely on our ability to improve research  
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strategies and capacity in the Gulf. The Deepwater Horizon oil spill provided a sobering indicator of 
the shortcomings of our current research and management approach for marine mammals in the 
Gulf of Mexico. Those shortcomings can be grouped under five key topics, as follows. 
 
 Stock assessment: Stock structure is the most fundamental assessment information because 
it provides the basis for defining units of conservation. The lack of information on stock structure 
for multiple species, particularly coastal, bay, and estuarine bottlenose dolphin populations, is a 
significant impediment to further stock assessment efforts. Other shortcomings pertaining to the 
movement patterns and abundance and trends of stocks near the spill also undermine assessment of 
spill effects. Stock assessment information also is necessary to provide the baseline against which 
changes in the status of a stock can be measured. The Southeast Fisheries Science Center of the 
National Marine Fisheries Service is responsible for assessing the stocks of marine mammals in the 
Gulf, and the Department of the Interior is responsible for assessing stocks of manatees in the Gulf 
of Mexico. Improving their capacity to complete these assessments in the future should be a high 
priority.  
  

Figure 5. Conceptual framework for assessing the effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on marine 
mammals in the Gulf of Mexico. The spill and response activities may result in direct biological effects or 
indirect ecological effects on individuals. To be biologically significant at the population level, those effects 
must reduce either survival or reproduction, or both. Research strategies focused on individual effects seek 
information on the means by which the spill and response activities affect marine mammals, whereas research 
aimed at the population level seeks information aimed at determining their conservation significance over the 
long-term. A “weight of evidence” approach may be necessary to link effects observed at the individual level to 
long-term population-level effects on survival and reproduction. 
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Table 2. Hypotheses to assess the long-term effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on Gulf marine mammals, potential 
research approaches, benefits, and relative priorities for long-term research. The Commission considers all of the 
hypotheses to be a high priority during or immediately after a spill. However, the likelihood of seeing certain effects 
decreases with time and the value of research into those effects declines accordingly. 

Hypothesis Research approaches Why important 

Short/  
long-term 

priority 
H1 - Spilled oil causes injury, lesions, 
disease, or death through— 
 H1a - external contact 
 H1b - internal contact 

Examinations of stranded live 
animals, necropsies of dead stranded 
animals, observations of living or 
dead animals at sea 

Marine mammal contact with high concentrations of oil 
was a major concern immediately after the spill, but that 
concern declined as the oil was removed from the 
ecosystem by response activities or natural processes 

High/Low 

H2 - Exposure to oil- or dispersant-
related contaminants causes 
physiological dysfunction of— 
 H2a - the immune system 
 H2b - the reproductive system 
 H2c - other vital systems 

Assessment of health status and 
contaminant loads of stranded or 
live-captured animals, necropsies of 
dead animals, assessment of 
reproductive rates, observations of 
reproductive failure (e.g., aborted 
fetuses, malformed offspring), 
controlled exposure experiments, 
genomics 

Marine mammals may concentrate contaminants through 
bioaccumulation if they ingest oil during foraging or ingest 
oil-contaminated prey. Existing evidence suggests that the 
immune and reproductive systems are particularly 
vulnerable to contaminants. The elevated number of 
premature, stillborn, or neonatal bottlenose dolphins over 
the past two years raises questions about exposure to oil as 
a possible contributing factor. 

High/High

H3 - Exposure to response activities 
causes injury via— 
 H3a - vessel strikes 
 H3b - interactions with booms or 

other response equipment 
 H3c - noise introduced into the 

marine environment 

Observations or records of vessel 
operators or onboard observers, 
examination of stranded animals for 
evidence of vessel-related wounds, 
assessment of hearing organs/tissues 
or other organs of dead stranded 
animals 

Response activities are a serious concern immediately 
following a spill, but such activities have decreased to a 
low level or have been discontinued throughout the 
northern Gulf. 

High/Low 

H4 - Exposure to oil and/or 
response activities disturbs or 
disrupts significant biological 
behaviors, including— 
 H4a - foraging 
 H4b - reproduction 
 H4c - resting 

Foraging studies using various types 
of instrumentation (e.g., location, 
depth, dive characteristics), 
observations of feeding behavior, 
analysis of stomach/intestinal 
contents, observations of mother-calf 
pairs and their daily movement 
patterns 

Changes in significant biological behaviors were most 
likely during and immediately after the spill and over the 
duration of response activities. However, spill and 
response activities that may disrupt behavior are largely 
over. 

High/Low 
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Hypothesis Research approaches Why important 

Short/ 
long-term 

priority 
H5 - Exposure to oil and/or 
response activities leads to 
displacement from primary habitat 

Movement and habitat studies using 
telemetry, shoreline,  vessel-based, or 
aerial observations, passive acoustics 
to detect presence 

Spilled oil and response activities (e.g., vessels, noise) may 
have temporarily or permanently displaced marine 
mammals from their primary habitat, thereby reducing 
their survival and/or reproduction and, thus, population 
status. 

High/ 
Medium 

H6 - Exposure to oil and/or 
response activities leads to 
disruption of social organization 

Observations of pod size during 
various activities (e.g., feeding, 
resting), frequency of mother-calf 
pairs and duration of their bond 

Social organization likely would be most easily disrupted 
during the spill and response activities, which are largely 
over.  

High/Low 

H7 - Oil and/or response-related 
changes in the ecosystem reduce 
prey or seagrass availability— 
 H7a - prey displacement 
 H7b - reduction in biomass of prey 

or seagrass 

Observations of condition of 
stranded animals, changes in diet as 
determined by observations of 
foraging behavior, stomach/intestinal 
content analyses, prey and seagrass 
surveys to assess biomass and 
changes therein over time and space 
(i.e., cooperation with agencies 
involved in fisheries assessment) 

The spill or response activities could lead to long-term 
changes in marine mammal condition if they have bio-
accumulated large concentrations of contaminants or if 
the spill and response activities lead to a decrease or 
displacement of prey biomass. 

High/High

H8 - Oil and/or response activities 
lead to other ecosystem changes 
harmful to marine mammals via— 
 H8a - hypoxia or anoxia 
 H8b - harmful algal blooms 

Observations of stranded animals, 
analysis of tissues for evidence of 
toxins, monitoring of harmful algal 
blooms and hypoxic/anoxic zones 

The elevated numbers of marine mammals stranding in 
the northern Gulf pre- and post-spill raise concerns about 
Gulf environmental conditions. The 2010-2011 unusual 
mortality event began before the spill, but it is possible 
that the spill has exacerbated the mortality event. 

High/High

H9 - Exposure to oil and/or 
response activities leads to reduction 
in status involving— 
 H9a - individual fitness 
 H9b - population vital rates 

(reproduction and survival 
rates) 

 H9c - population abundance and 
trends 

Observations of increased number of 
dead animals, observations of 
evidence of reproductive failure (e.g., 
fetuses, malformed offspring), 
absolute or relative decrease in 
numbers of mother/calf pairs, aerial, 
vessel, or shoreline surveys 

Individual fitness and population survival and 
reproduction rates are relatively difficult to measure, 
although reproduction rates can be evaluated by looking at 
the absolute and relative frequencies of mother-calf pairs 
over time. Repeated surveys of abundance over time 
provide the most general indication of spill and response 
effects, although counts generally do not provide insights 
into the nature of any observed changes. Nonetheless, 
trends in abundance are the most basic and important 
indicators of possible spill and response effects. 

High/High
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Stranding program: Over the past several decades, stranded marine mammals have become a 
major source of information used to manage marine mammal stocks in U.S. waters. Stranding 
networks have been developing in virtually all U.S. coastal areas, but they are less well developed in 
certain areas, including the Gulf. If improved, such networks provide an opportunity to collect 
information on species/stocks present, movement patterns, reproduction, age structure, health, and 
sources of mortality. In the Gulf, stranding networks played a key role during the spill by monitoring 
coastal areas for stranded animals, collecting tissues for various types of analyses, and caring for live-
stranded animals and moving them to facilities that could provide the necessary care. The Gulf’s 
stranding networks must be further developed and supported to assist with the tracking of the long-
term effects of the oil spill. 
 

Health assessments: The 
health of individual animals can 
be an important indicator of 
adverse effects from natural or 
anthropogenic risk factors in 
the ocean or coastal 
environment, including 
exposure to oil, dispersants, and 
response activities. Coupled 
with information from dead 
stranded animals, in-depth 
assessments of live stranded or 
captured animals have provided 
important information on 
marine mammal health, disease, 
and causes of mortality (Figure 
6)—all information needed to 
promote effective conservation 
efforts (Hall et al. 2010). Live capture/release studies in particular are a proactive means for 
evaluating risk factors in living bottlenose dolphin populations (Wells et al. 2004). National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration and Fish and Wildlife Service scientists are working collaboratively 
with researchers from other federal agencies, private institutions, aquaria, and not-for-profit 
organizations to conduct health assessments in areas affected by the spill and control areas. The 
assessments will help determine the effect of exposure to oil and identify other risk factors, 
including those that may have contributed to the unusually high number of dolphin deaths in 2010 
and 2011. Two assessment projects have been funded to date under the Natural Resource Damage 
Assessment process; longer term funding sources are needed but have yet to be identified. 
 
 Environmental studies: The northern Gulf is a dynamic and heavily industrialized area. In 
addition to extensive oil and gas operations (Figure 7), the Gulf is the site of extensive commercial 
shipping, commercial and recreational fishing, military activities, recreational activities, coastal 
development, and freshwater and nutrient/contaminant input from the Mississippi and Atchafalaya 
River Basin watersheds. The adverse effects of all of these activities are manifested in a number of 
ways, including the occurrence of extensive hypoxic and anoxic zones and harmful algal blooms. 
Large-scale changes in community structure or prey abundance caused by the oil spill or other 
anthropogenic or natural disturbances can affect the carrying capacity or distribution of marine 
mammal populations. Evaluating the adverse effects of these many factors, managing the activities 

Figure 6. Researchers conducting health assessment of wild bottlenose 
dolphins in Georgia. (Photograph T. Speakman/National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration) 
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that cause them, and mitigating their impacts on the Gulf ecosystem, including marine mammals and 
their prey, will require a major commitment. In addition, environmental studies should include 
research on marine mammal/prey dynamics. Efforts to understand the oil spill’s long-term effects 
on marine mammals likely will fall far short of their objective if research and management capacity 
in the Gulf are not enhanced. Assessing the relative roles of various threats to the Gulf’s marine 
mammals will be a challenge, as illustrated by the difficulty of evaluating any potential influence of 
the spill on the recent bottlenose dolphin mortality events in the northern Gulf. 

 
Cumulative effects: Finally, the status of the Gulf’s marine mammal populations will vary not 

as a function on any single risk factor, but rather as a function of all of them, including the 
interactions between those factors. At the least, marine mammal research and management should 
be capable of identifying the marine mammal stocks in the Gulf and assessing their relative 
abundances and trends to determine if, when, and where they are being exposed to cumulative 
effects that hinder their potential to grow and recover. The current state of science in the Gulf is not 
sufficient to support even the most basic of statements about the status of most Gulf marine 
mammal stocks. Although the Commission supports efforts to characterize the full long-term effects 
of the oil spill on the Gulf’s marine mammals, those efforts will have to be integrated with efforts to 
obtain information on the effects of other important risk factors.  
  

Figure 7. Map of Gulf of Mexico Outer Continental Shelf active oil and gas leases as of 1 July 2011. (Map:
Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement) 
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Federal agency missions and responsibilities in the Gulf 
 
 The Marine Mammal Commission drafted this statement of research needs with substantial 
input from staff of the National Marine Fisheries Service, National Ocean Service, Fish and Wildlife 
Service, and Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement (formerly the 
Minerals Management Service). Other federal agencies with substantial research programs and/or 
management responsibilities in the Gulf include the U.S. Geological Survey, the Office of Naval 
Research, the Chief of Naval Operations Environmental Readiness Division (N45), the U.S. Coast 
Guard, and the National Science Foundation. 
 
 Marine Mammal Commission: The Marine Mammal Commission is an independent agency 
of the U.S. Government, established under Title II of the Marine Mammal Protection Act to 
provide independent oversight of the marine mammal conservation policies and programs being 
carried out by federal regulatory agencies. With regard to the spill, the Commission’s primary role is 
oversight of the other federal agencies responsible for response, assessment, and restoration. The 
Commission believes that it can play a useful role by convening interagency working groups where 
response, assessment, and restoration could benefit from coordination. The Commission also 
administers a small annual grant program that supports projects aimed at meeting the conservation 
and protection goals of the Marine Mammal Protection Act. In addition, the Commission has 
initiated an annual survey of federally funded research on marine mammals to determine the nature 
of research conducted or supported by each agency. Information from the survey will be used to 
assess ways to enhance and target specific marine mammal research and conservation activities. 
 
 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration: The National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration’s mission is to understand and predict changes in climate, weather, oceans, and 
coasts, to share that knowledge and information with others, and to conserve and manage coastal 
and marine ecosystems and resources to meet the Nation's economic, social, and environmental 
needs. As part of this mission, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration sustains and 
manages ocean and coastal resources and evaluates the status of, and threats to, protected marine 
species, including whales, dolphins, and seals and sea lions (excluding walrus). Within the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the National Marine Fisheries Service and the National 
Ocean Service assume important responsibilities for protecting marine resources. 
 

The National Marine Fisheries Service is responsible for protecting and conserving many of 
the Nation's living marine resources, including fish stocks, marine mammals, and endangered species 
and their habitats. The Service administers its research and management responsibilities through its 
headquarters in Silver Spring, Maryland, six regional offices, six science centers, and numerous labs 
and satellite offices throughout the country. The Service works in close association with academic 
institutions, communities, non-profit organizations, states, tribes, and other federal agencies. The 
Service’s Southeast Fisheries Science Center and Southeast Regional Office conduct and coordinate 
research and management of the Gulf of Mexico and South Atlantic Ocean. The Southeast Fisheries 
Science Center is responsible for scientific research on living marine resources that occupy marine 
and estuarine habits of the continental southeastern United States, from Texas to North Carolina as 
well as Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands. The Southeast Regional Office administers 
provisions of the Marine Mammal Protection Act and Endangered Species Act and, along with the 
Southeast Fisheries Science Center, coordinates and manages the activities of the regional stranding 
network. The Service’s Office of Protected Resources works to conserve, protect, and recover 
marine mammals and endangered species and is responsible for overall administration and 
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coordination of the Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program. That program (1) 
oversees responses to stranded marine mammals along the U.S. coast, (2) assesses trends in marine 
mammal health, (3) correlates those trends with environmental data, and (4) maintains effective 
responses to unusual mortality events. 
 
 The National Ocean Service promotes safe marine navigation, assesses the health of coastal 
and marine resources, responds to natural and human-induced threats, and conserves the coastal 
ocean environment. The National Ocean Service’s Office of Response and Restoration provides 
comprehensive solutions to environmental hazards caused by oil, chemicals, and marine debris. In 
addition, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Damage Assessment, Remediation, 
and Restoration Program coordinates and guides natural resource damage assessments by working 
with remedial agencies, Natural Resource Trustees, and responsible parties to protect and restore 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration trust resources injured by releases of hazardous 
substances and oil. In addition, the Service’s Center for Human Health Risk investigates how the 
marine environment affects people’s health and socio-economic well-being. The Center’s Oceans 
and Human Health Initiative is focused on new methods, approaches, and tools for evaluating how 
marine organisms respond to pollution, global climate change, coastal development and other 
human-related risk factors, and how best to identify and characterize chemical and microbial threats 
to marine ecosystems and human health. The Center’s Chemical Contaminants research group 
explores ways to identify and measure contaminants of concern in the marine environment. 
 
 Fish and Wildlife Service: The Fish and Wildlife Service is a federal agency within the 
Department of the Interior. Its mission is to conserve, protect, and enhance fish, wildlife, plants, and 
their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. As the principal federal partner 
responsible for administering the Endangered Species Act, the Fish and Wildlife Service has the lead 
in recovering and conserving most endangered species, including the Florida population of the West 
Indian manatee. It works cooperatively with the U.S. Geological Survey and state and local Trustees 
in the Gulf to conduct the Natural Resource Damage Assessment. It is guided in this work by the 
Department of the Interior’s Natural Resource Damage Assessment and Restoration Deepwater 
Horizon Case Management Office. 
 
 Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement: The Bureau (formerly 
the Minerals Management Service) also is within the Department of the Interior. It is the federal 
agency responsible for overseeing the development of energy and mineral resources on the Outer 
Continental Shelf. In accordance with the Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act, operations on the 
Outer Continental Shelf must preserve, protect, and develop oil and natural gas resources in a 
manner that is consistent with the need to make such resources available to meet the Nation’s 
energy needs as rapidly as possible; to balance orderly energy resource development with protection 
of human, marine, and coastal environments; to ensure the public a fair and equitable return on the 
resources of the Outer Continental Shelf; and to preserve and maintain free enterprise. 
 
 Section 20 of the Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act authorizes the Bureau’s Environmental 
Studies Program and establishes three general goals for the program: 
 
 to establish the information needed for assessment and management of environmental 

impacts on the human, marine, and coastal environments of the Outer Continental Shelf and 
the potentially affected coastal areas 
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 to predict impacts on the marine biota that may result from chronic, low level pollution or 
large spills associated with oil and gas production, from drilling fluids and cuttings 
discharges, pipeline emplacement, or onshore facilities 

 to monitor human, marine, and coastal environments to provide time series and data trend 
information for identification of significant changes in the quality and productivity of these 
environments, and to identify the causes of these changes. 

 
 The research priorities of the Environmental Studies Program are determined by mission 
relevance, technical feasibility, scientific merit, timing, applicability, and affordability. In the Gulf, 
research on protected species has been driven by information gaps and recommendations for 
research either as part of the “terms and conditions” or the “conservation recommendations” of 
Endangered Species Act Section 7 consultations. Recent and upcoming programmatic consultations 
that may result in new studies include geological and geophysical activities and explosive removals of 
platforms.  
 
 Current and ongoing studies in the Gulf that may affect or have implications for marine 
mammals include seismic survey mitigation measures and an analysis of marine mammal observer 
reports, a sperm whale acoustic prey study (SWAPS), and a workshop on the status and applications 
for acoustic monitoring of marine mammals. New studies for 2011 include the effects of oil and gas 
exploration on sperm whales in the eastern Gulf and estuarine bottlenose dolphins. The Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill likely also will prompt new environmental studies to assess the impacts and long-
term recovery of marine mammals in the Gulf. 
 
Research permits and coordination 
 
 The Endangered Species Act and the Marine Mammal Protection Act require permits or 
other authorizations for all research, assessment, and enhancement activities that may take 
threatened or endangered marine mammals (in the case of the Endangered Species Act) or non-
listed marine mammals. These activities include scientific research, the import or export of marine 
mammal parts, photography, rehabilitation, public display, capture from the wild, or other activities 
that may intentionally or incidentally affect marine mammals. Permits are issued by the National 
Marine Fisheries Service for cetaceans and most pinnipeds and by the Fish and Wildlife Service for 
manatees, polar bears, walruses, and sea otters. Permits typically take 6-9 months to process for non-
listed marine mammals and 12 months for listed marine mammals; Letters of Confirmation for 
taking by harassment typically can be processed in about 4 months. Permits to access public lands 
and collect samples in marine areas managed by the National Park Service or other agencies also 
may be required and should be pursued concurrent to permits issued by the National Marine 
Fisheries Service and the Fish and Wildlife Service. As part of the permitting process, the Services 
evaluate the proposed research to determine if it is unnecessarily duplicative of ongoing research. To 
avoid unnecessary disturbance of animals, permit holders are required, to the maximum extent 
possible, to coordinate their activities. Permit applicants also may be required to comply with the 
provisions of the Animal Welfare Act. 
 
 Many researchers involved in assessment of the spill’s impact on marine mammals are not 
affiliated with federal agencies. The Marine Mammal Commission appreciates their work and 
encourages their continued participation in this effort. Many of them already have permits for work 
in the Gulf or on species potentially affected by the spill. However, coordination of research 
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activities is critical to focus on the most important research topics, collaborate whenever possible, 
and avoid unnecessary duplication of research. Such collaboration should help maximize the benefits 
of limited resources and minimize unnecessary research-related effects on marine mammals. The 
Marine Mammal Commission has encouraged the Permits Office of the National Marine Fisheries 
Service to facilitate research on the Gulf’s marine mammals by coordinating scientists already 
holding research permits and helping to guide future research. 
 
 During the summer of 2010, the National Marine Fisheries Service, working with the Fish 
and Wildlife Service, posted a notice on MARMAM (an online mailing list pertaining to marine 
mammal issues) about research and response activities in the Gulf. In addition, the Service wrote all 
researchers holding permits or letters of confirmation to encourage research coordination during 
and after the spill response. 
 
 The success of long-term research efforts will depend on collaboration by the involved 
federal, state, and local agencies, industry, non-governmental organizations, research institutions and 
organizations, and the public. Among other things, the participants in such research should meet 
annually to summarize their results and adapt their future research plans as needed. 
 
Additional resources 
 

Several websites have been established to provide information to the public regarding the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill, including response, assessment, research, and restoration activities. A 
partial list of websites in included in Appendix D.  
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Appendix A. Baseline information for marine mammal species in the Gulf of Mexico. The population information is from Waring et al. (2010) 
and the information regarding prey species is from Jefferson et al. (2008). For all stocks, the information is not sufficient to meet the requirements of 
the Marine Mammal Protection Act. CV=coefficient of variation; Nbest=best estimate of abundance; Nmin=minimum estimate of abundance; 
PBR=potential biological removal level; E=endangered under the Endangered Species Act; S=strategic under the Marine Mammal Protection Act). *As 
identified in Waring et al. 2010, although many sources of mortality and serious injury also may be applicable to other species. 

Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance – 
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates  

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Sperm whale 
(Physeter 
macrocephalus) 
(E/S) 

Nbest = 1,665 
(CV = 0.20) 
Nmin = 1,409 
PBR = 2.8 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Gulf stock 
distinct from 
other Atlantic 
Ocean stocks 

Highly social, 
with adult 
females and 
juveniles of both 
sexes occurring 
together in 
mixed groups 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
deepwater 
cephalopods 
and fishes 

Unknown Oil and gas 
operations (seismic 
surveys), pollution 

Sperm whale 
(Physeter 
macrocephalus) 
(E/S) 
Puerto Rico and 
US Virgin Islands 
stock 

Unknown,  
PBR 
undetermined 
 

Continental 
slope and 
oceanic waters 
surrounding 
Puerto Rico 
and the U.S. 
Virgin Islands 

Limited 
information 
to distinguish 
from other 
Atlantic 
Ocean or 
Gulf stocks 

Highly social, 
with adult 
females and 
juveniles of both 
sexes occurring 
together in 
mixed groups 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
deepwater 
cephalopods 
and fishes 

Unknown Coastal pollution, 
ship strikes 

Bryde’s whale 
(Balaenoptera edeni) 
(S) 
 

Nbest = 15 
(CV = 1.98) 
Nmin = 5 
PBR = 0.1 

Primarily 
along the shelf 
break (200 m) 
in the 
northeastern 
Gulf 

Unknown Generally found 
as singles or 
pairs, no calves 
observed 

Unknown Unknown Small 
schooling 
fishes 

Unknown Ship strikes, other 
sources unknown 

Cuvier's beaked 
whale 
(Ziphius cavirostris) 

Nbest = 65 
(CV = 0.67) 
Nmin = 39 
PBR = 0.4 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
squids, also 
deepwater 
fishes and 
crustaceans  

Unknown Unknown, 
possible military 
activities (sonar) in 
Atlantic Ocean 

Blainville‘s beaked 
whale  
(Mesoplodon 
densirostris) 

Nbest = 57 
(CV = 1.40) 
Nmin = 24 
(Estimate for 
all Mesoplodon 
sp.) 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
squids, also 
deepwater 
fishes 

Unknown Unknown, 
possible military 
activities 
(SONAR) in 
Atlantic Ocean 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance – 
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates  

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

PBR = 0.2  
Gervais' beaked 
whale 
(Mesoplodon 
europaeus) 

Nbest = 57 
(CV = 1.40) 
Nmin = 24 
(Estimate for 
all Mesoplodon 
sp.) 
PBR = 0.2 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
squids, also 
deepwater 
fishes 

Unknown Unknown, 
possible military 
activities (sonar) in 
Atlantic Ocean 
and fisheries 
interactions 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
continental shelf 
stock 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 

Waters from 
20 to 200 m 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Uncertain but 
complex, 
stock is a 
mixture of 
genetically 
distinct 
coastal and 
offshore 
ecotypes 

Highly social Unknown Unknown Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown Fisheries 
interactions, 
gunshot wounds, 
vessel strikes, oil 
rig removals, 
marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion  

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
eastern coastal 
stock 
 

Nbest = 7,702 
(CV = 0.19) 
Nmin = 6,551 
PBR = 66 
 

Mainland 
shore to 
waters 20 m 
deep east of 
84° W 
 

Uncertain but 
complex, 
coastal stocks 
divided for 
management 
purposes 
based on 
dissimilar 
habitat 
characteristics 

Highly social Unknown Limited 
health 
assessment 
data from 
Sarasota 
Bay 

Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
dredging, harmful 
algal blooms, 
disease, gunshot 
wounds, 
mutilations, vessel 
strikes, oil rig 
removals, marine 
debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance – 
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates  

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
northern coastal 
stock 
 

Nbest = 2,473 
(CV = 0.25) 
Nmin = 2,004 
PBR = 20 

Mainland 
shore to 
waters 20 m 
deep from the 
Mississippi 
River Delta 
east to 84°W  

Coastal stocks 
divided for 
management 
purposes 
based on 
dissimilar 
habitat 
characteristics 

Highly social Unknown Limited 
health 
assessment 
data from 
St. Joseph 
Bay 

Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
dredging, red tide, 
disease, gunshot 
wounds, 
mutilations, vessel 
strikes, oil rig 
removals, marine 
debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
western coastal 
stock 
(S) 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 

Mainland 
shore to 
waters 20 m 
deep west of 
the 
Mississippi 
River Delta 
 

Uncertain but 
complex, 
coastal stocks 
divided for 
management 
purposes 
based on 
dissimilar 
habitat 
characteristics 

Highly social Unknown Unknown Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
dredging, red tide, 
disease, gunshot 
wounds, 
mutilations, vessel 
strikes, oil rig 
removals, marine 
debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
oceanic stock 

Nbest = 3,708 
(CV = 0.42) 
Nmin = 2,641 
PBR = 26 

Upper 
continental 
slope (200-
1000 m) 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Uncertain but 
assumed 
complex 

Offshore 
morphotype; 
groups as big as 
200 but typically 
around 20 

Unknown Unknown Generalist, 
preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids, 
with squids 
more 
important in 
deeper waters 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
disease, gunshot 
wounds, 
mutilations, vessel 
strikes, oil rig 
removals, marine 
debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
St. Joseph Bay 
stock 
(S) 

Nbest = 81 
(CV = 0.14) 
Nmin = 72 
PBR=0.7 

St. Joseph Bay Stocks 
provisionally 
based on 
discrete 
communities, 

Community-
based, some 
individuals 
exhibit extreme 
philopatry 

Some data 
regarding 
individual 
reproduc-
tive rates, 

Limited 
health 
assessment 
data 

Preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ecotourism, red 
tide, marine debris 
entanglement and 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance – 
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates  

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

supported by 
genetics data 

stock-wide 
rates 
unknown 

distinguished by 
stock 

ingestion

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
St. Vincent 
Sound/ 
Appalachicola 
Bay/ 
St. George Sound 
stock 
(S) 

Nbest = 537 
(CV = 0.09) 
Nmin = 
498PBR = 5 

St. Vincent 
Sound/ 
Appalachicola 
Bay/ 
St. George 
Sound 

Stocks 
provisionally 
based on 
discrete 
communities, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Community-
based, some 
individuals 
exhibit extreme 
philopatry 

Some data 
regarding 
individual 
reproduc-
tive rates, 
stock-wide 
rates 
unknown 

Unknown Preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ecotourism, red 
tide, marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
Barataria Bay stock 
(S) 

Nbest = 138 
(CV = 0.08) 
Nmin = 129 
PBR = 1.3 

Barataria Bay Stocks 
provisionally 
based on 
discrete 
communities, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Community-
based, some 
individuals 
exhibit extreme 
philopatry 

Some data 
regarding 
individual 
reproduc-
tive rates, 
stock-wide 
rates 
unknown 

Unknown Preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ecotourism, red 
tide, marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 
29 remaining bay, 
sound, and 
estuarine stocks 
(S) 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 
for remaining 
30 stocks 

Bays, sounds, 
and estuaries 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Stocks 
provisionally 
based on 
discrete 
communities, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Community-
based, some 
individuals 
exhibit extreme 
philopatry 

Some data 
regarding 
individual 
reproduc-
tive rates, 
stock-wide 
rates 
unknown 

Unknown Preference for 
sciaenids, 
scombrids, 
and mugilids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 
not 
distinguished by 
stock 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ecotourism, red 
tide, marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion 

Atlantic spotted 
dolphin 
(Stenella frontalis) 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 

Continental 
shelf 
throughout 
the Gulf, 
generally in 
waters 20-200 
m 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes, 
supported by 
genetics data 

Typical group 
sizes are less 
than 50; 
associate with 
smaller groups 
of bottlenose 
dolphins in 
some cases 

Unknown Unknown Small epi- and 
mesopelagic 
fishes and 
squids, and 
benthic 
invertebrates 

Unknown Fisheries 
interactions, 
dredging, red tides 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance – 
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates  

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Pantropical 
spotted dolphin 
(Stenella attenuata) 

Nbest = 34,067 
(CV = 0.18) 
Nmin = 29,311 
PBR = 293 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Typical groups 
are less than 100 
dolphin but as 
many as 650 
dolphins in a 
group have been 
observed 

Unknown Unknown Small epi- and 
mesopelagic 
fishes, squids 
and 
crustaceans 

Unknown Unknown

Striped dolphin 
(Stenella coeruleoalba) 

Nbest = 3,325 
(CV = 0.48) 
Nmin = 2,266 
PBR = 23 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Typical groups 
consist of about 
50 dolphins 

Unknown Unknown Small epi- and 
mesopelagic 
fishes and 
squids 

Unknown Vessel strike

Spinner dolphin 
(Stenella longirostris) 

Nbest = 1,989 
(CV = 0.48) 
Nmin = 1,356 
PBR = 14 

Continental 
slope (200-
2000 m), 
primarily in 
the eastern 
Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Occur in very 
large cohesive 
groups of up to 
800 dolphins 

Unknown Unknown Small epi- and 
mesopelagic 
fishes and 
squids 

Unknown Fisheries 
interactions 

Rough-toothed 
dolphin 
(Steno bredanensis) 

Unknown, 
survey data 
more than 8 
years old, 
PBR 
undetermined 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf and, 
less 
commonly, 
the 
continental 
shelf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Typically in 
groups of less 
than 25 
dolphins; 
associated with 
Sargassum in 
many cases 

Unknown Limited 
info from 
rehab 
animals 

Fish, 
including 
larger species 
(mahi mahi) 
and squids 

Unknown Unknown

Clymene dolphin 
(Stenella clymene) 

Nbest = 6,575 
(CV = 0.36) 
Nmin = 4,901 
PBR = 49 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf but 
more 
common west 
of the 
Mississippi 
River 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Occur in large 
groups of up to 
300 dolphins 

Unknown Unknown Little known, 
small epi – 
and 
mesopelagic 
fishes and 
squids 

Unknown Unknown



 

Assessing the Long-term Effects of the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill on Marine Mammals Page 30 

 

Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance – 
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates  

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

Fraser’s dolphin 
(Lagenodelphis hosei) 

Unknown (no 
recent 
sightings) 
PBR 
undetermined 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Extremely rare; 
associated with 
melon-headed 
whales in some 
cases 

Unknown Unknown Small 
midwater 
fishes, squids, 
and 
crustaceans 

Unknown Unknown

Killer whale 
(Orcinus orca) 

Nbest = 49 
(CV = 0,77) 
Nmin = 28 
PBR = 0.3 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Groups typically 
of 6-10 whales. 
Photo-
identification 
indicates wide 
ranging but with 
some habitat 
fidelity. 

Unknown Unknown Gulf prey 
largely 
unknown, one 
instance of 
predation on 
pantropical 
spotted 
dolphins 

Unknown Unknown

False killer whale 
(Pseudorca crassidens) 

Nbest = 777 
(CV = 0.56) 
Nmin = 501 
PBR = 5 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Occur in 
cohesive groups 
that average 25 
whales  

Unknown Unknown Fish including 
larger species 
(mahi mahi) 
and squids, 
known to 
attach small 
and large 
cetaceans 

Unknown Fisheries 
interaction 

Pygmy killer whale 
(Feresa attenuata) 

Nbest = 323 
(CV = 0.60) 
Nmin = 203 
PBR = 2 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Little known; 
occur in groups 
of less than 20 
whales 

Unknown Unknown Fishes and 
squids, known 
to attack small 
cetaceans 

Unknown Unknown

Dwarf sperm 
whale 
(Kogia sima) 

Nbest = 453 
(CV = 0.35) 
Nmin = 340 
(Estimate for 
all Kogia spp.) 
PBR = 3.4 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
deepwater 
cephalopods 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ingestion of 
marine debris 

Pygmy sperm 
whale 
(Kogia breviceps) 

Nbest = 453 
(CV = 0.35) 
Nmin = 340 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 

Very cryptic, 
usually in groups 
of less than 5 

Unknown Limited 
data from 
captive 

Primarily 
deepwater 
cephalopods 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 

Fisheries 
interactions, 
ingestion of 
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Species/stock 
(E=endangered, 
S=strategic) 

Abundance – 
Nbest (CV) 
Nmin 
PBR 

Distribution 
and 
movement 
patterns 

Stock 
structure Social structure Vital rates  

Health 
status Prey species 

Total human-
caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury 

Possible sources 
of human-caused 
mortality/ 
serious injury* 

(Estimate for 
all Kogia spp.) 
PBR = 3.4 

for 
management 
purposes 

animals stranding data marine debris

Melon-headed 
whale 
(Peponocephala 
electra) 

Nbest = 2,283 
(CV = 0.76) 
Nmin = 1,293 
PBR = 13 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf but 
more 
common west 
of the 
Mississippi 
River 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Occur in large 
cohesive groups 
of up to 275 
whales 

Unknown Unknown Small fishes 
and squids 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Unknown

Risso’s dolphin 
(Grampus griseus) 

Nbest = 1,589 
(CV = 0.27) 
Nmin = 1,271 
PBR = 13 

Shelf break 
area and 
oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Multiple groups 
of 5-10 dolphins 
typically occur 
over large areas 

Unknown Limited 
data from 
captive 
animals 

Crustaceans, 
squids, and 
other 
cephalopods 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Fisheries 
interactions, red 
tide 

Pilot whale, short 
finned 
(Globicephala 
macrorhyncus) 

Nbest = 716 
(CV = 0.34) 
Nmin = 542 
PBR = 5.4 

Oceanic 
throughout 
the Gulf but 
more 
common west 
of the 
Mississippi 
River 

Unknown, 
separate from 
Atlantic stock 
for 
management 
purposes 

Highly social; in 
groups of 20 or 
more 

Unknown Unknown Primarily 
squids but 
also fishes 

Unknown, 
minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Fisheries 
interactions 

West Indian 
Manatee (Trichechus 
manatus) 
(E/S) 

Nmin (via aerial 
surveys) = 
5,067 (2,779 
on east coast 
of Florida, 
2,288 on west 
coast of 
Florida) 
PBR = 12 

In freshwater, 
brackish and 
marine 
environments 
along the 
Gulf, from 
Florida to 
Louisiana 

Florida 
manatees 
considered a 
single stock, 
but separated 
into 
management 
units 

Disperse in the 
warmer months 
to feed, breed 
and socialize; 
aggregate to 
warm-water 
refuges during 
colder times of 
year; calves 
typically stay 
with a cow for 2 
years 

Rmax=
6.2% 

Limited 
studies 
provide 
data on 
contamin-
ants, 
hormone 
levels, and 
nutrition 

Herbivores; 
feed on an 
extensive 
range of 
aquatic 
vegetation 

Minimum 
estimates from 
stranding data 

Vessel strikes, cold 
water exposure, 
red tides, 
drowning in water 
control structures, 
fisheries 
interactions, 
marine debris 
entanglement and 
ingestion  
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Appendix B. Anthropogenic and natural risk factors in the Gulf of Mexico 

Activities Specific risk factor Potential consequences 
Oil and gas 
development 

Oil spills and leaks Direct exposure: skin irritation/inflammation, 
necrosis, respiratory effects, organ damage 
Indirect: shifts in or loss of prey, habitat degradation

Noise (seismic surveys, 
construction and decommissioning 
of oil platforms, and general 
operations) 

Physical trauma, avoidance of preferred habitat 

Vessel operations Vessel collisions (injury/mortality), avoidance of 
preferred habitat 

Production waste (drill fluids and 
cuttings, produced water, deck 
drainage, municipal wastes, and 
debris) 

Organ damage and impaired immune system 
function from heavy metal contamination, habitat 
degradation (decreased water quality), loss of prey 

Commercial and 
recreational 
fishing 

Fishing with nets, lines, pots/traps Entanglement in and ingestion of fishing gear 
Fishing for prey species Depletion of prey species, habitat alteration 
Vessel operations Vessel collisions (injury/mortality), avoidance of 

preferred habitat 
Shipping and 
vessel traffic 

Noise, vessel operations Vessel collisions (injury/mortality), avoidance of 
preferred habitat 

Military 
activities 

Vessel operations Vessel collisions (injury/mortality), avoidance of 
preferred habitat 

Noise (SONAR training and 
testing, explosives) 

Acoustic and non-acoustic physical trauma, 
avoidance of preferred habitat, mortality in severe 
cases 

Agriculture Runoff of land-based pollutants 
(resulting in harmful algal blooms, 
anoxic or hypoxic “dead” zones) 

Direct: injury/mortality 
Indirect: habitat degradation, shifts in or loss of prey 
species  

Coastal 
development 

Noise from pile driving for marina 
and bridge/causeway construction 

Acoustic trauma (at short range), acoustic 
disturbance, avoidance of preferred habitat 

Dredging Loss of sea grass beds, habitat degradation 
Loss of coastal wetlands and other 
coastal habitats 

Loss of prey habitat, habitat degradation 

Renewable 
energy 

Pile driving for anchoring wind 
and wave turbines 

Acoustic trauma (at short range), acoustic 
disturbance, avoidance of preferred habitat 

Turbine operations Physical trauma, electromagnetic disturbance, 
avoidance of preferred habitat 

Greenhouse gas 
emissions 

Ocean acidification Shifts in or loss of prey species 
Warming seas  Habitat degradation, shifts in or loss of prey 
Increased storm activity and 
increased severity of storms 

Shifts in prey, avoidance of preferred habitat  

Sea level rise, leading to coastal 
habitat loss 

Loss of prey habitat, habitat degradation 

Natural events Seepage of oil Direct: organ damage 
Indirect: habitat degradation 

Harmful algal blooms (red tide) Injury/mortality, shifts in prey 
Predation Injury/mortality 
Large-scale ecosystem fluctuations Shifts in or loss of prey 
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Activities Specific risk factor Potential consequences 
Hurricanes Shifts in prey, avoidance of preferred habitat, 

displacement of animals, habitat degradation or 
destruction 

Water temperature anomalies Shifts in prey, avoidance of preferred habitat, cold 
stress  
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Appendix C. References describing data collection and analysis methods 
 
 The following references provide detailed descriptions of data collection and analytical methods used 
to assess the potential effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on marine mammals in the Gulf of Mexico. 
References include Gulf-specific studies where available. 
 
Aerial survey design and analysis 
 
Hansen, L.J., K.D. Mullin, T.A. Jefferson, and G.P. Scott. 1996. Visual surveys aboard ships and aircraft. 

Pages 55–132 in: R.W. Davis and G.S. Fargion (eds.), Distribution and abundance of marine 
mammals in the north-central and western Gulf of Mexico: Final report. Volume II. Technical 
report. OCS Study MMS 96-0027. Minerals Management Service, Gulf of Mexico OCS Region, New 
Orleans, LA. 

Torres, L.G., W.A. McLellan, E.Meagher, and D.A. Pabst. 2005. Seasonal distribution and relative abundance 
of bottlenose dolphins, Tursiops truncatus, along the U.S. mid-Atlantic coast. Journal of Cetacean 
Research and Management 7(2):153-161. 

 
Age estimation 
 
Hohn, A.A., M.D. Scott, R.S. Wells, J.C. Sweeney, and A.B. Irvine. 1989. Growth layers in the teeth from 

known-age, free-ranging bottlenose dolphins. Marine Mammal Science 5:315–342. 
Hohn, A.A. 2009. Age estimation. Pages 11–17 in: W.F. Perrin, B. Wursig, and J.G.M. Thewissen (eds.), 

Encyclopedia of Marine Mammals, Second Edition. Academic Press, San Diego, CA. 
 
Biopsy sampling 
 
Gorgone, A.M., P.A. Hasse, E.S. Griffith, A.A. Hohn. 2008. Modeling response of target and nontarget 

dolphins to biopsy darting. Journal of Wildlife Management 72(4):926-932. 
Kiszka, J., M. Oremus, P. Richard, M. Poole, and V. Ridoux. 2010. The use of stable isotope analyses from 

skin biopsy samples to assess tropic relationships of sympatric delphinids off Moorea (French 
Polynesia). Journal of Experimental Marine Biology and Ecology 395:48-54. 

Weller, D.W., V.G. Cockcroft, B. Würsig, S.K. Lynn, and D. Fertl. 1997. Behavioral responses of bottlenose 
dolphins to remote biopsy sampling and observations of surgical biopsy wound healing. Aquatic 
Mammals 23(1):49–58. 

Wells, R.S., and M.D. Scott. 1990. Estimating bottlenose dolphin population parameters from individual 
identification and capture-release techniques. Report of the International Whaling Commission, 
Special Issue 12:407–415. 

 
Contaminants analysis 
 
Balk, L., K. Hylland, T. Hansson, M.H.G. Berntssen, J. Beyer, G. Jonsson, A. Melbye, M. Grung, B.E. 

Torstensen, J.F. Børseth, H. Skarphedinsdottir, and J. Klungsøyr. 2011. Biomarkers in natural fish 
populations indicate adverse biological effects of offshore oil production. PLoS ONE 6(5):1-10. 

Hansen, L.J., L.H. Schwacke, G.B. Mitchum, A.A. Hohn, R.S. Wells, E.S. Zolman, and P.A. Fair. 2004. 
Geographic variation in polychorinated biphenyl and organochlorine pesticide concentrations in the 
blubber of bottlenose dolphins from the US Atlantic coast. The Science of the Total Environment 
319:147-172. 

Litz, J.A., L.P. Garrison, L.A. Fieber, A. Martinez, J.P. Contillo, and J.R. Kucklick. 2007. Fine-scale spatial 
variation of persistent organic pollutants in bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) in Biscayne Bay, 
Florida. Environmental Science and Technology 41(21):7222-–7228. 
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Marsili, L., A. Caruso, M.C. Fossi, M. Zanardelli, E. Politi, and S. Focardi. 2001. Polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAHs) in subcutaneous biopsies of Mediterranean cetaceans. Chemosphere 44:147–
154. 

Wilson, J.Y., R. Wells, A. Aguilar, A. Borrell, V. Tornero, P. Reijnders, M. Moore, and J.J. Stegeman. 2007. 
Correlates of cytochrome P450 1A1 expression in bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) integument 
biopsies. Toxicological Sciences 97(1):111–119. 

 
Genetics/population structure 
 
Baker, J.D., A. Westgate, and T. Eguchi. 2010. Vital rates and population dynamics. Pages 119–143 in: I.L. 

Boyd, W.D. Bowen, and S.J. Iverson (eds.). Marine Mammal Ecology and Conservation: A 
Handbook of Techniques. Oxford University Press Inc., New York. 

Rosel, P.E., L. Hansen, and A.A. Hohn. 2009. Restricted dispersal in a continuously distributed marine 
species: common bottlenose dolphins Tursiops truncatus in coastal waters of the western North 
Atlantic. Molecular Ecology 18:5030–5045. 

Sellas, A.B., R.S. Wells, and P.E. Rosel. 2005. Mitochondrial and nuclear DNA analyses reveal fine scale 
geographic structure in bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) in the Gulf of Mexico. Conservation 
Genetics 6:715–728. 

 
Habitat studies 
 
Baumgartner, M.F., K.D. Mullin, L.N. May, and T.D. Leming. 2001. Cetacean habitats in the northern Gulf 

of Mexico. Fishery Bulletin 99:219-239. 
Davis, R.W., J.G. Ortega-Ortiz, C.A. Ribic, W.E. Evans, D.C. Biggs, P.H. Ressler, R.B. Cady, R.R. Leben, 

K.D. Mullin, and B. Würsig. 2002. Cetacean habitat in the northern oceanic Gulf of Mexico. Deep 
Sea Research I 49:121-142. 

Griffin, R.B. and N.J. Griffin. 2003. Distribution, habitat partitioning, and abundance of Atlantic spotted 
dolphins, bottlenose dolphins, and loggerhead sea turtles on the eastern Gulf of Mexico continental 
shelf. Gulf of Mexico Science 1:23-34. 

Jochens, A., D. Biggs, K. Benoit-Bird, D. Engelhaupt, J. Gordon, C. Hu, N. Jaquet, M. Johnson, R. Leben, B. 
Mate, P. Miller, J. Ortega-Ortiz, A. Thode, P. Tyack, and B. Würsig. 2008. Sperm whale seismic study 
in the Gulf of Mexico: Synthesis report. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, Minerals Management Service, 
Gulf of Mexico OCS Region, New Orleans, LA. OCS Study MMS 2008-006, 341 pages. 

 
Health assessments 
 
Hall, A.J., F.M.D. Gulland, J.A. Hammond, and L.H. Schwacke. 2010. Epidemiology, disease, and health 

assessment. Pages 144–164 in I.L. Boyd, W.D. Bowen, and S.J. Iverson. 2010. Marine Mammal 
Ecology and Conservation: A Handbook of Techniques. Oxford University Press Inc., New York. 

Schwacke, L.H., A.J. Hall, F.I. Townsend, R.S. Wells, L.J. Hansen, A.A. Hohn, G.D. Bossart, P.A. Fair, and 
T.K. Rowles. 2009. Hematologic and serum biochemical reference intervals for free-ranging common 
bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) and variation in the distributions of clinicopathologic values 
related to geographic sampling site. American Journal of Veterinary Research 70(8):973–985. 

Schwacke, L.H., M.J. Twiner, S. De Guise, B.C. Balmer, R.S. Wells, F.I. Townsend, D.C. Rotstein, R.A. 
Varela, L.J. Hansen, E.S. Zolman, T.R. Spradlin, M. Levin, H. Leibrecht, Z. Wang, and T.K. Rowles. 
2010. Eosinophilia and biotoxin exposure in bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) from a coastal 
area impacted by repeated mortality events. Environmental Research 110:548–555. 

Wells, R.S., H.L. Rhinehart, L.J. Hansen, J.C. Sweeney, F.I. Townsend, R. Stone, D.R. Casper, M.D. Scott, 
A.A. Hohn, and T.K. Rowles. 2004. Bottlenose dolphins as marine ecosystem sentinels: Developing 
a health monitoring system. EcoHealth 1:246–254. 
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Hearing analysis and threshold shifts 
 
Ketten, D.R., S. Cramer, and J. Arruda. 2007. Chapter 3: Procedure for the removal, fixation, and 

preservation of cetacean ears. Pages 3-1–3-22 in: N. Young. 2007 (ed.), Odontocete Salvage, 
Necropsy, Ear Extraction, and Imaging Protocols. 

Montie, E.W., and D.R. Ketten. 2007. Chapter 4: Imaging procedure for stranded marine mammals. Pages 4-
1–4-33 in: N. Young. 2007 (ed.), Odontocete Salvage, Necropsy, Ear Extraction, and Imaging 
Protocols. 

Popov, V.V., and A.Ya. Supin. 2007. Analysis of auditory information in the brains of cetaceans. 
Neuroscience and Behavioral Physiology 37(3):285-291. 

 
Mark-recapture and photo-identification 
 
Balmer, B.C., R.S. Wells, S.M. Nowacek, D.P. Nowacek, L.H. Schwacke, W.A. McLellan, F.S. Scharf, T.K. 

Rowles, L.J. Hansen, T.R. Spradlin, and D.A. Pabst. 2008. Seasonal abundance and distribution 
patterns of common bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) near St. Joseph Bay, Florida, USA. 
Journal of Cetacean Research and Management 10(2):157–167. 

Read, A.J., K.W. Urian, B. Wilson, and D.M. Waples. 2003. Abundance of bottlenose dolphins in the bays, 
sounds, and estuaries of North Carolina. Marine Mammal Science 19:59–73. 

Wells, R.S., and M.D. Scott. 1990. Estimating bottlenose dolphin population parameters from individual 
identification and capture-release techniques. Report of the International Whaling Commission, 
Special Issue. 12:407–415. 

Wells, R.S. 2009. Identification methods. Pages 593–599 in W.F. Perrin, B. Wursig, and J.G.M. Thewissen 
(eds.), Encyclopedia of Marine Mammals, Second Edition. Academic Press, San Diego, CA. 

 
Passive acoustic monitoring and analysis 
 
Garrison, L.P., S.L. Swartz, A. Martinez, C. Burks, and J. Stamate. 2002. A Marine Mammal Assessment 

Survey of the Southeast U.S. Continental Shelf: February – April 2002. NOAA Technical 
Memorandum NOAA Fisheries-SEFSC-492, 50 pages. 

 
Sex determination 
 
Rosel, P. 2003. PCR-based sex determination in odontocete cetaceans. Conservation Genetics 4:647–649. 
 
Stranding response/necropsy techniques 
 
Dierauf, L.A., and F.M.D. Gulland. 2001. CRC Handbook of Marine Mammal Medicine, Second Edition. 

CRC Press, Boca Raton, FL, 735 pages. 
Geraci, J.R., and V.J. Lounsbury. 2005. Marine Mammals Ashore: A Field Guide for Strandings, Second 

Edition. National Aquarium in Baltimore, Baltimore, MD, 371 pages. 
 
Stress/hormone analyses 
 
Kellar, N.M., M.L. Trego, C.I. Marks, and A.E. Dizon. 2006. Determining pregnancy from blubber in three 

species of delphinids. Marine Mammal Science 22:1-16. 
St. Aubin, D.J., S.H. Ridgway, R.S. Wells, and H. Rhinehart. 1996. Dolphin thyroid and adrenal hormones: 

circulating levels in wild and semidomesticated Tursiops truncatus, and influence of sex, age, and 
season. Marine Mammal Science 12(1):1–13. 
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Telemetry/tagging 
 
Balmer, B.C., L.H. Schwacke, and R.S. Wells. 2010. Linking dive behavior to satellite-linked tag condition for 

a bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) along Florida's northern Gulf of Mexico coast. Aquatic 
Mammals 36(1):1–8. 

Deutsch, C.J., R. K. Bonde, and J. P. Reid. 1998. Radio-tracking manatees from land and space: tag design, 
implementation, and lessons learned from long-term study. MTS Journal 32(1):18-29. 

Jochens, A., D. Biggs, K. Benoit-Bird, D. Engelhaupt, J. Gordon, C. Hu, N. Jaquet, M. Johnson, R. Leben, B. 
Mate, P. Miller, J. Ortega-Ortiz, A. Thode, P. Tyack, and B. Würsig. 2008. Sperm whale seismic study 
in the Gulf of Mexico: Synthesis report. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, Minerals Management Service, 
Gulf of Mexico OCS Region, New Orleans, LA. OCS Study MMS 2008-006, 341 pages. 

McConnell, B., M. Fedak, S. Hooker, and T. Patterson. 2010. Telemetry. Pages 222–242 in I.L. Boyd, W.D. 
Bowen, and S.J. Iverson (eds.), Marine Mammal Ecology and Conservation: A Handbook of 
Techniques. Oxford University Press Inc., New York. 

Read, A. 2009. Telemetry. Pages 1153–1156 in W.F. Perrin, B. Wursig, and J.G.M. Thewissen (eds.), 
Encyclopedia of Marine Mammals, Second Edition. Academic Press, San Diego, CA. 

Speakman, T.R., S.M. Lane, L.H. Schwacke, P.A. Fair, and E.S. Zolman. 2010. Mark-recapture estimates of 
seasonal abundance and survivorship for bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) near Charleston, 
South Carolina, USA. Journal of Cetacean Research Management 11(2):153-162. 

 
Vessel survey design and analysis 
 
Barlow, J. 1995. The abundance of cetaceans in California waters. Part I: Ship surveys in summer and fall of 

1991. Fishery Bulletin, U.S. 93:1–14. 
Hansen, L.J., K.D. Mullin, T.A. Jefferson, and G.P. Scott. 1996. Visual surveys aboard ships and aircraft. 

Pages 55–132 in: R.W. Davis and G.S. Fargion (eds.), Distribution and abundance of marine 
mammals in the north-central and western Gulf of Mexico: Final report. Volume II. Technical 
report. OCS Study MMS 96-0027. Minerals Management Service, Gulf of Mexico OCS Region, New 
Orleans, LA. 

Fulling, G.L., K.D. Mullin, and C.W. Hubbard. 2003. Abundance and distribution of cetaceans in outer 
continental shelf waters of the U.S. Gulf of Mexico. Fishery Bulletin 101:923–932. 

Hubard, C.W., K. Maze-Foley, K.D. Mullin, and W.W. Schroeder. 2004. Seasonal abundance and site fidelity 
of bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) in Mississippi Sound. Aquatic Mammals 30(2):299-310. 

Mullin, K.D., and G.L. Fullin. 2004. Abundance of cetaceans in the oceanic northern Gulf of Mexico, 1996-
2001. Marine Mammal Science 20(4):787–807. 
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Appendix D. Online resources for the Deepwater Horizon oil spill 
 

A number of websites have been established to provide information to the public regarding the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill. The following is a select list. (All sites last accessed 3 August 2011.) 
 
U.S. Government website on Deepwater Horizon oil spill response and restoration activities: 
http://www.restorethegulf.gov 
 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Office of Response and Restoration website on 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill response: http://response.restoration.noaa.gov/deepwaterhorizon 
 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Damage Assessment, Remediation, and Restoration 
Program’s Gulf Spill Restoration website (including Natural Resource Damage Assessment workplans): 
http://www.gulfspillrestoration.noaa.gov 
 
National Marine Fisheries Service Office of Protected Resources Gulf of Mexico oil spill website: 
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/oilspill.htm 
 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service website on Deepwater Horizon oil spill response: 
http://www.fws.gov/home/dhoilspill/index.html 
 
Environmental Protection Agency Response to the BP Oil Spill in the Gulf of Mexico website: 
http://www.epa.gov/BPSpill/ 
 
Oiled Wildlife Care Network Blog (includes archived postings regarding Deepwater Horizon wildlife 
response activities): http://owcnblog.wordpress.com 
 
Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement BP/Deepwater Horizon oil spill library 
and reading room: http://www.boemre.gov/deepwaterreadingroom 
 
Marine Mammal Commission Deepwater Horizon oil spill website: 
http://www.mmc.gov/oil_spill/welcome.shtml 
 
National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and Offshore Drilling website and report: 
http://www.oilspillcommission.gov 
 
U.S. Coast Guard/Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement Joint Investigation 
Team website and report: http://www.deepwaterinvestigation.com 
 
Gulf of Mexico Research Initiative (BP funded research on effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill and 
related topics): http://www.gulfresearchinitiative.org 
 
Gulf of Mexico Sea Grant Programs Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill Research and Monitoring Activities 
Database: http://gulfseagrant.tamu.edu/oilspill/database.htm 
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Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council  
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077  
Washington, DC 20230 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on and contribute to the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration 
Initiative. The Mississippi Forestry Commission has been a leader in forest protection, management 
and sustainability of our state’s forests for over 85 years. Year after year we provide expertise, 
information and support to keep Mississippi’s 19.8 million acres of forestland healthy, productive and 
profitable. 

The MFC supports the efforts of Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council and applauds their effort 
to be inclusive to the myriad of interest affected by this unprecedented environmental event. 

The MFC would like to offer for consideration in environmental restoration efforts our publication 
Mississippi’s Assessment of Forest Resources and Forest Resource Strategy found here:  

http://www.mfc.ms.gov/pdf/Forest_Assessment/MS_Assessment_Resource_Strategy_2010.pdf  

The Assessment provides an analysis of forest conditions and trends in the state and delineates 
priority rural and urban forest landscape areas. The Strategy provides general long-term plans for 
investing state, federal, and other resources to effectively stimulate or leverage desired action and 
engage multiple partners. 
 
Many of the strategies and goals of the MFC mirror those of the Council especially related to the 
restoration and protection of “coastal forests” and “pine savannahs”. We are leaders in Longleaf Pine 
Restoration and its associated ecosystems. 
 
The MFC also operates the acclaimed Mississippi Invasive Plant Control Program through USDA 
Forest Service Funding. This program is actively suppressing Cogongrass in various counties of 
Mississippi yearly. 
 
The MFC is pleased that “the Council recognizes that there are other partners critical to restoring and 
sustaining the health of the Gulf Coast region. [And] The Council will coordinate, as appropriate, with 
states, federal agencies, tribes, and other entities working in the Gulf Coast region to achieve 
common goals, create regulatory efficiencies, and collectively work towards an integrated vision for 
comprehensive restoration. Additionally, the Council will coordinate with other intergovernmental 
bodies and Gulf Coast restoration initiatives, as appropriate, to ensure that efforts are complementary 
and mutually beneficial. 

 

http://www.mfc.ms.gov/pdf/Forest_Assessment/MS_Assessment_Resource_Strategy_2010.pdf


The Mississippi Forestry Commission understands partnerships and interagency cooperation as that 
process is our mainstay. Our partners in current ecosystem restoration projects and habitat protection 
include, but are not limited to: the Mississippi Prescribed Fire Council, the Mississippi Department of 
Wildlife, Fisheries and Parks, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the American Forest Foundation, the 
Mississippi Urban Forest Council, the Nature Conservancy, Mississippi State University Extension 
Service, the Longleaf Alliance, the Nature Conservancy, the National Network of Forest Practioners, 
the USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service and the USDA Forest Service. 

The MFC looks forward to assisting the Council in any way possible by offering our expertise to any 
forest management matter as needed. We also hope to submit relevant restoration projects that aid 
the coastal area in invasive plant suppression, native Longleaf Pine ecosystem restoration, and 
enhanced coastal terrace forest management. 

With best regards for future successful restoration efforts, I am 

Yours sincerely,  

+Jim Hancock, MS Registered Forester #1367 
Grants Manager 
Mississippi Forestry Commission 
660 North Street, Suite 300  
Jackson, MS 39202  
Cell: (601) 720-0238 
jhancock@mfc.state.ms.us 
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July 3, 2013 
 
Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077 
Washington, DC 20230 
 
Dear Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council: 
 
On behalf of the Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce and our 2,100 members, we are pleased 
that the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council has drafted an initial Comprehensive Plan 
that outlines a framework to implement a coordinated region-wide restoration effort following 
the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. 
 
While the Mobile/Baldwin region has made significant progress to rebuild coastal businesses and 
environmental assets following this devastating event, there remains significant work to be done 
to bring the region back to its full potential.  It is our belief that the GCERC’s Comprehensive 
Plan can effectively guide our region’s recovery by implementing a balanced approach that 
addresses both ecological and economic priorities for coastal Alabama.  As we strive to build a 
more resilient Gulf Coast, it is imperative that we also work toward an efficient infrastructure in 
support of the long-term needs of the region.  In doing so, we simultaneously improve the 
prospect of the Gulf Coast’s future economic success by prioritizing on-going improvements to 
our port, water and sewer and transportation infrastructure needs. 
 
In conclusion, we strongly advocate that the final GCERC Comprehensive Plan work to ensure 
that all projects and initiatives funded by the Restore Act provide for long-term environmental 
restoration and economic recovery to Alabama’s coastal region.  Furthermore, we strongly 
recommend that all approved projects and initiatives should adhere to a sound, scientific 
framework of analyses, an economic benefit assessment and a method of accountability. 
 
The Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce stands in support of Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration 
Council, and applauds your leadership on this important issue. 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 
 
 
Winthrop M. Hallett, III 
President 















 

 
Ocean Conservancy is a nonprofit organization that educates and empowers citizens to take action on behalf of the ocean. 
From the Arctic to the Gulf of Mexico to the halls of Congress, Ocean Conservancy brings people together to find solutions 
for our water planet. Informed by science, our work guides policy and engages people in protecting the ocean and its 
wildlife for future generations. 

July 8, 2013 
 
Secretary Penny Pritzker 
Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC  20230 
 
Dear Secretary Pritzker: 
 
Ocean Conservancy, in partnership with many organizations across the Gulf region, continues to work to 
ensure that the intent of Congress—restoring the Gulf ecosystem after the Deepwater Horizon oil disaster 
and reversing decades of ecosystem decline—is realized. Thank you for this opportunity to provide our 
input on the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council (Council) Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan (Plan). 
We respectfully offer the following recommendations for your consideration.  

 
Given the additional detail that must be included for the Plan to be implemented from a practical 
standpoint, we request that the public be given an opportunity to comment on the final initial plan and 
project list that the Council will release prior to beginning project implementation. The ability of 
stakeholders to comment on this project list before the final plan is adopted is critical. We appreciate the 
time you have spent thus far soliciting feedback from residents and businesses across the Gulf Coast, and 
we urge you to continue to incorporate meaningful public engagement moving forward. 
 
The Plan serves a critical role in providing a blueprint that will help guide restoration of the region and 
ensure a healthy and sustainable future for the Gulf. In order to fulfill this role and be fully effective, 
restoration decisions must adhere to clearly defined principles and criteria. Ocean Conservancy bases our 
comments to the Council on the following principles and makes additional recommendations, which are 
further described in the attached document: 
 

 Principle: Sound management  
Recommended Actions: 

o Restoration is conducted on an ecosystem scale and is comprehensive in scope, addressing 
coastal and marine environments, as well as coastal communities 

o Develop project selection sideboards guided by specific, objective criteria 

 Principle: Predictable and coordinated funding for restoration projects and monitoring programs 
Recommended Actions: 

o Creation of an endowment to support long-term ecosystem-scale research and monitoring 
o Project budgets include funding for monitoring and evaluation of results 

 Principle: Feasible objectives for projects 
Recommended Actions: 
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o Require project objectives that are specific, measurable and achievable 
o Identify restoration benchmarks at the program level to continually gauge success and 

make changes as necessary 

 Principle: Coordination among partners to maximize results 
Recommended Actions: 

o Identify additional partnership opportunities for local, state and federal stakeholders to 
align and coordinate efforts 

 Principle: Integration of science—including monitoring and research—throughout the process 
Recommended Actions: 

o Create a science advisory board to inform program-level decision-making 
o Subject all projects to independent scientific peer review 
o Identify mechanisms and activities to facilitate coordination of science across various 

processes and funding sources (e.g., RESTORE Act, NRDA and NFWF) 

 Principle: Public engagement 
Recommended Actions: 

o Provide continued opportunities for public participation in shaping the program, setting 
milestones and specific outcomes 

o Identify opportunities for coastal residents to take part in the creation of a restoration 
economy 

o Conduct Council meetings in public 
 
We have organized our detailed comments by the sections of the Plan and address the specific questions 
the Council asks regarding next steps in the appropriate section. Our comments provide additional 
considerations that will help the Council members develop a final initial plan that meets the criteria above 
and that encourages and facilitates coordination across political boundaries to move the Gulf ecosystem 
forward to its rightful place as a national treasure.  
 
Ocean Conservancy submits these comments with the aim of helping the Council develop an effective and 
enduring restoration strategy. Council members have a historic opportunity to advance restoration of the 
Gulf of Mexico, which will significantly improve the health of our coastal and marine environments as well 
as the health of coastal communities.  
 
We look forward to continuing to engage with you and other Council members as the final initial plan is 
developed and implementation of restoration projects begin. I am happy to discuss any of these 
recommendations or provide additional detail to you at your convenience. I can be reached at 504-208-
5814. 
 
Again, thank you for your commitment to the Gulf Coast and for your continued efforts to engage the 
community in shaping the future of the Gulf.  
 
Regards, 

 
Bethany Kraft 
Director, Gulf Restoration Program  
Ocean Conservancy 
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Enclosures (online):  
Restoring the Gulf of Mexico: A Framework for Ecosystem Restoration in the Gulf of Mexico 
http://www.oceanconservancy.org/places/gulf-of-mexico/restoring-the-gulf-of-mexico.pdf 
 
The Gulf of Mexico Ecosystem: A Coastal and Marine Atlas 
http://www.oceanconservancy.org/gulfatlas 

 
CC: Justin Ehrenwerth 

Harris Sherman 
Rachel Jacobson 
Jo Ellen Darcy 
Vice Admiral John Currier 
Ken Kopocis 
Mimi Drew 
N. Gunter Guy, Jr. 
Garret Graves 
Trudy Fisher 
Toby Baker 

http://www.oceanconservancy.org/places/gulf-of-mexico/restoring-the-gulf-of-mexico.pdf
http://www.oceanconservancy.org/gulfatlas
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Ocean Conservancy Comments and Recommendations for the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan 

 
Overarching Comments 
We commend the Council members and staff on their efforts to create a plan that is comprehensive in 
scope, recognizing that a fully functioning Gulf ecosystem requires addressing systemic stressors and 
restoration needs in both coastal and marine environments. The interlinked nature of coastal and marine 
resources, combined with the fact that environmental stressors are associated with both land- and ocean-
based activities, underscores the importance of a holistic approach to restoration, which is essential to 
ensure that the Gulf of Mexico is able to provide the services essential to the region and the nation. 
 
The Council’s emphasis on using the best available science (see Appendix I for additional information on 
the use of best available science) and adaptive management principles to inform decision-making and 
restoration planning is critical to achieving long-term success. To achieve desired restoration outcomes, it is 
imperative that decision-makers and the public have the best possible information to guide project 
planning, implementation and refinement. The importance of meaningful investments in science to support 
an effective restoration program is one important lesson learned from past restoration processes. To this 
end, the Council should dedicate a portion of its operating budget to internal science capacity and consider 
funding high-priority science activities in its 3-year funding cycle consistent with its Comprehensive Plan or 
a companion science plan.  
 
Section 1604 of the RESTORE Act, which provides 2.5% of RESTORE Act dollars to a long-term science, 
observation and fisheries monitoring program, is a stand-alone program that was neither intended to be 
the Council’s supporting science arm, nor will be sufficiently funded to meet the Council and region’s 
science needs. We believe the staff administering the 1604 program should coordinate with the Council to 
avoid duplication of investments, leverage resources and ensure scientific findings are communicated to 
the Council for integration into decision making. However, the Council should establish and rely on its own 
internal science capacity for day-to-day operations support. 
 
Ocean Conservancy recommends the Council develop and implement a science plan to support the 
Council’s goals of achieving Gulf ecosystem recovery using the best available science. It is a good practice 
for a restoration body like the Council to use a science plan that clearly establishes how science will be 
structured and used to support decision-making and priority-setting at the program level. A science plan 
will help the Council establish internal and external review processes, identify performance benchmarks, 
develop monitoring-consistent protocols for projects, evaluate progress at the project and program levels, 
and identify and prioritize gaps in knowledge key to funding Council science projects. The Council should 
ask the National Research Council (NRC) to review the initial science plan and have the NRC independently 
review the science plan on a periodic basis (e.g., every five years). The role and feedback provided by NRC 
would support the Council’s commitment to a science-based approach to restoration.   
 
The Plan recognizes that the work of the Council is related to the ongoing work of the Deepwater Horizon 
Natural Resource Damage Assessment (NRDA) Trustee Council and the National Fish and Wildlife 
Foundation (NFWF). Taken together, these three processes represent an opportunity to fund efforts to 
better understand the Gulf ecosystem and undertake a broader effort to restore and protect these vital 
natural resources. We recognize that this Plan cannot possibly address the entire suite of restoration needs 
in this vast ecosystem, but rather, we believe that the Plan can and should serve as a guide to help shift our 
focus from a localized and issue-specific perspective to one that recognizes the interdependence of 
communities and coastal and marine resources.  
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As the restoration process moves from the planning phase to the implementation phase, the rigorous 
application of project selection criteria will ensure that only the best and most appropriate projects are 
funded. It is incumbent upon the Council to develop those criteria before restoration begins in earnest.  
 
A program of this scale must be supported by a core staff independent of any participating agencies. To 
that end, in addition to the selection of an Executive Director, Ocean Conservancy recommends the Council 
hire a Chief Scientist, who would lead development and implementation of the science-related aspects of 
the Council’s program, such as hiring other supporting science staff, forming a scientific advisory body (see 
Appendix II), developing a science plan, establishing and managing a peer review process for projects, and 
liaising with other restoration science programs. The Chief Scientist should be independent of the Council 
member agencies and serve the Executive Director and Council at a senior level. The Chief Scientist would 
work closely with the scientific advisory body, participate in its meetings and draw on its experts to address 
and make recommendations on key issues. 
 
Additional Administrative Recommendations: 
 

o All participating agencies should devote adequate resources, including a full-time staff 
person dedicated to the Council from each agency, to enable robust participation and to 
function as a liaison between the independent staff and the agency. 

o The Council should set forth clear policies for how it will govern itself and should have the 
authority to hold participating agencies accountable for project implementation. 

o The federal agencies should establish a procedure to ensure that the actions and votes of 
the chair take into account and reflect the views of the relevant federal agencies. 

o The Council should establish or adopt a conflict resolution mechanism. 
 
Finally, we thank the Council for its efforts to engage the public regarding their vision for restoration 
throughout the process of developing this document. Public support for a lasting restoration initiative will 
ensure that decision-makers continue to have the support they need to implement restoration projects. 
Investing time and effort to engage citizens in meaningful ways throughout the implementation process 
will increase public buy-in and contribute to the long-term success of projects. As you prepare the final 
initial plan, please continue to identify opportunities to engage the public and ask them to invest their 
time, energy and talents in the effort to preserve and protect our Gulf resources.  
 
 
Section by section comments 
 

Section II Overview 

 

Commitment to Science-Based Decision Making 

 
We commend the Council’s commitment to fund projects that “implement or improve: science-based 
adaptive management and project-level and regional ecosystem monitoring; including the coordination and 
interoperability of ecosystem monitoring programs…” However, the specific process and objectives needed 
to achieve this goal are missing from the Plan. As science and adaptive management are the core 
underpinnings of a successful restoration program, the Council must articulate in the final plan how science 
will inform restoration decision-making and measure project success over time.  
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The importance of adaptive management to successful restoration through the scientific activities of 
monitoring, modeling and research (i.e., restoration science) cannot be overstated. However, without a 
significant and sustained funding source for restoration science, agencies implementing restoration 
measures will not have the resources to measure project or program performance, and key environmental 
changes may go undetected, which will affect ecosystem services and impact livelihoods. 
 
Recommendation: The Council should devote the necessary resources to provide or obtain the science 
needed to support effective restoration, as well as to promote long‐term sustainable use of the Gulf 
ecosystem. This program should be cooperative in nature, taking advantage of existing and new efforts, 
including but not limited to the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Science, Observation, Monitoring and 
Technology Program and the Centers of Excellence, both established under the RESTORE Act, as well as any 
ongoing science program related to the Deepwater Horizon NRDA process. Use of the best available 
science is paramount. This should include environmental science, social science and the incorporation of 
local and tribal knowledge, regardless of official federal or state recognition. 
 
Ocean Conservancy supports the Council’s inclusion of the need for adaptive management as a key factor 
of restoration planning and implementation. It is important to make the distinction between sufficient 
funding needed to support and implement science associated with the Council’s work and an endowment 
for funding monitoring and research on a permanent basis. A meaningful and effective science-based 
adaptive management framework must have sufficient funding. In addition, an endowment would provide 
a reliable source of funding for recommended monitoring, modeling and scientific research. Such an 
endowment would be one of the positive legacies resulting from the Deepwater Horizon disaster.  
 
Recommendation: Include in your initial Funded Priorities List a project to endow a Gulf of Mexico 
ecosystem monitoring, modeling and applied research program. A significant and sustained source of 
funding is critical to the timely evaluation of restoration projects on a long-term basis, so that progress 
toward overall restoration goals is maintained. Taking the pulse of the Gulf through monitoring and 
research will improve predictions of ecosystem function, support adaptive management and give coastal 
communities more warning when ocean conditions change and related ecosystem services (e.g., fisheries) 
might be affected.  
 
Recommendation: Develop and implement a science plan to support the Council’s goals of achieving Gulf 
ecosystem recovery using the best available science. It is good practice for a restoration body like the 
Council to use a science plan that clearly establishes how science will be structured and used to support 
decision-making and priority setting at the program level. A science plan will help the Council establish 
internal and external peer review processes, identify performance benchmarks, develop monitoring-
consistent protocols for projects, evaluate progress at the project and program levels, and identify and 
prioritize gaps in knowledge key to funding Council science projects. The Council should ask the National 
Research Council (NRC) to review the initial science plan and have the NRC independently review the 
science plan on a periodic basis (every five years). The role and feedback provided by NRC would support 
the Council’s commitment to a science-based approach to restoration.   
 
Recommendation: Ocean Conservancy recommends the Council establish a scientific advisory body (see 
Appendix II) to serve in an independent, scientific advisory capacity, providing program-level, ecosystem-
wide perspectives.  In close cooperation with the Chief Scientist, the scientific advisory body should help 
shape the science plan, provide input on restoration plans and programs, evaluate progress toward 
restoration goals, identify gaps and conflicts, and otherwise address issues important to successful 
restoration efforts.  Ocean Conservancy recommends the scientific advisory body integrate new science 
into the Council process by reviewing the science plan and restoration plan before the end of the first three 
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years. The body would take stock of the latest science, identifying emerging issues, science gaps and 
research needs and recommend that the Council consider these in setting restoration priorities and 
projects for the next three-year cycle. The body should review projects on an annual basis as well, 
identifying problems and recommending adjustments. Both of these represent adaptive management in 
practice. 
 
 

Commitment to a Regional Ecosystem-based Approach to Restoration 

 
We commend the Council’s commitment to an ecosystem-based approach to restoration. To accomplish 
this goal, the Plan must demonstrate an integrated, regional approach and include specific objectives and 
detailed information on how progress will be monitored to ensure that projects are contributing to an 
overall approach that addresses restoration of both coastal and marine environments as well as coastal 
communities.  
 
Recommendation: The Council should enter into a formal agreement with the BP Deepwater Horizon 
NRDA Trustee Council, the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, NOAA (1604 Program), North American 
Wetlands Conservation Fund  and the National Academy of Sciences to link and coordinate restoration 
efforts in response to the oil disaster, as well as to the decades of degradation in the Gulf. 
 
 

Commitment to Engagement, Inclusion and Transparency 

 
Sustained, meaningful public participation is critical to the long-term success of the Council’s goals and 
objectives. Meaningful public participation includes: meetings open to the public (except for occasional 
executive sessions when necessary), advance public notice of meetings, opportunities for public comment 
at meetings, and opportunities for comment on draft strategies, plans and projects. Council meetings 
should be rotated across the Gulf states to afford opportunities for the public to attend meetings in person. 
Additionally, adequate notice (a minimum of 15 business days) of meeting dates and locations must be 
provided to ensure meaningful public participation and input.  
 
The Council should ensure transparency in terms of its project selection process, grant and contracting 
procedures and awards, and project status. Preferably, an easily accessible online data source should be 
created to track the Council’s decisions and their progress. 
 
Establishment of Advisory Committees 
The Council should establish the following advisory committees: a scientific advisory committee (see 
Appendix II) to provide advice on the best available science and on restoration at a programmatic level; a 
public policy committee to address issues of existing policy impeding restoration; and a public advisory 
committee (see Appendix III) with regional stakeholder representation to ensure public participation and 
transparency in decision-making.   
 

 

Commitment to Leveraging Resources and Partnerships 

 
Utilizing existing partnerships and building new relationships will be essential if we are to achieve long-term 
success in implementing a restoration plan. In the Gulf region, there are  several bodies that are important 
partners in the restoration effort, including: the Gulf of Mexico Alliance (GOMA), the NRDA Trustee Council, 
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NFWF, the Hypoxia Task Force, the  National Ocean Council and the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management 
Council (GMFMC).  
 
Recommendation: Include specific language in the Plan that details how the Council plans to interact, 
coordinate and share information across the various bodies engaged in Gulf restoration efforts.  
 
Recommendation: The Council should seek to leverage existing federal, state and local discretionary 
funding and interagency, intergovernmental or public-private partnerships to promote job and skills 
training opportunities to help local workers find economic opportunities in the restoration economy, 
particularly among underemployed and socially vulnerable populations. The Council should utilize its 
authority to develop appropriate preferences in procurement and grant policies that promote the hiring of 
local workers and collaboration between grant recipients and/or contractors with local workforce 
development agencies and programs to promote the training and placement of local workers, particularly 
those from disadvantaged, underserved and resource-constrained communities. 

 

Commitment to Delivering Results and Measuring Impacts 

 
Recommendations: 

 All projects should be monitored for performance and results using standard methods and as much 
integration and efficiency as possible. 

 The status of the entire ecosystem should be monitored, synthesized and communicated to the 
public every 5 years, with biennial symposia reporting out on projects and program progress in 
coordination with other restoration programs (NFWF, NAS, NRDA, NOAA/1604, etc.) 

 Monitoring results should inform restoration actions and priorities at both programmatic and 
project levels. 

 
 

Section III Goals 

 
The Council’s Plan recognizes five overarching goals for the Comprehensive Restoration Plan, four of which 
focus on environmental restoration and one on economic recovery. Ecosystem restoration projects benefit 
the economy and communities by generating demand for goods and services provided by local contractors 
or by supporting local jobs. However, economic development projects might not be compatible with 
environmental restoration goals, with some potentially resulting in undesirable environmental impacts. 
Therefore, the Council should select projects for funding with the intent of maximizing environmental 
benefits and avoiding or minimizing project impacts on natural resources it aims to restore. This requires 
the commitment of all of the Council members to think beyond political boundaries to ensure that 
restoration projects are coordinated to create an outcome that is larger than the sum of the individual 
projects. 
 

 

Section IV Council-Selected Restoration Component 

 

Objectives 

 
Ocean Conservancy believes the objectives outlined in the plan are the right ones. The task before the 
Council is to identify specific outcomes and milestones in the Plan to ensure that we are moving towards 
achieving one or more objectives with every project.  We look forward to working with Council members in 
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that effort, because a restoration strategy without specific measures of success or timelines for 
implementation will not be a sufficient guide to drive restoration planning and implementation. 
 
Recommendation: Develop a matrix to track projects from both a geographic and ecosystem perspective to 
ensure that each Project List contains a number of projects that meet multiple objectives from the 
freshwater to offshore environments and across the entire Gulf Region.  
 
 

Evaluation Criteria 

 
As we move from the development of overarching goals to the planning and implementation of restoration 
projects, success—which must be measured by the health and resilience of the ecosystem—relies on the 
selection, implementation and evaluation of a series of integrated projects, consistent with a Gulf-wide 
plan and rigorous application of criteria to ensure that only the best and most appropriate projects are 
funded.  
 
The Council is in a strong position to make recommendations as to how best prioritize projects that will 
accomplish our restoration goals. The criteria described below can be applied at the strategic level, as well 
as at the level of individual projects. They are based in part on those developed and tested by the Exxon 
Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council (1994).  
 
Recommendation: The Council should adopt additional selection criteria. See Appendix IV for our 
recommended project selection criteria.  
 
 

Submittal of Proposals to the Council 

 

Section V State Expenditure Plans 

 
There is some concern the Plan does not include clear definition from the Council as to what qualifies as 
economic restoration, particularly when it comes to infrastructure—funding for which is limited under the 
RESTORE Act. Economic restoration in the context of RESTORE must consider project sustainability and 
environmental impact. Since RESTORE Act funds will flow through penalties for violation of an 
environmental law, the Council must commit to ensuring that economic restoration projects, whether 
funded through the Council-controlled or state impact components, will not degrade the environment nor 
negatively impact ecosystem restoration projects funded under the RESTORE Act, NRDA or NFWF. 
 
We have several concerns about the Plan’s proposed process for soliciting and evaluating project proposals 
(p. 16), as explained in detail below.  

1. There is a lack of specificity in the Plan regarding the project submission sponsorship 

requirement. The word “sponsorship” as used on page 16 of the Plan is not defined within the 

RESTORE Act.  As such, we encourage the Council to clearly describe what duties and 

obligations project sponsorship entails, including the following clarifications: 

 The extent to which sponsorship conveys responsibility for long-term monitoring, 

evaluation, and stewardship of projects, including the acquisition of land or other rights 

and adaptive management measures; 
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 The extent to which sponsorship requires the same agency that sponsors a project or 

program to implement it; 

 If sponsorship necessitates any level of local, state or other matching requirements; 

 The extent to which sponsorship affects pass-through grant or subcontracting 

requirements. 

 

2. Requiring proposed projects to be sponsored by individual Council members may restrict the 

implementation of large-scale, collaborative, and/or regional projects. We are concerned that 

requiring that projects or programs be sponsored by a single Council member may, in essence, 

pigeonhole potential projects/programs into single agencies’ geographic regions or priorities 

and thereby impede the Council’s ability to realize its stated commitment to “promot[ing] 

ecosystem-based and landscape-scale restoration without regard to geographic location within 

the Gulf Coast region.”  To address this concern, we recommend that the Council consider the 

following: 

 Allowing for projects or programs to have one or more agency “sponsors,” thereby 

enabling two or more Council members to work together to propose and implement 

large-scale, cross-boundary projects; and/or 

 Allowing for the responsibility for the implementation and/or the long-term monitoring, 

evaluation and stewardship of projects or programs to be delegated by the project 

sponsor to another appropriate entity with mutually agreed upon terms of 

commitment. 

 

3. Varying requirements and standards among project sponsors may lead to inconsistent practices 

relating to project subcontractors, grantees, and/or project partners. To address this concern, 

we propose: 

 Including provisions in the final plan that require any policies or requirements 

associated with pass-through grants and subcontracting opportunities to be consistent 

among all the agencies involved in the restoration of the Gulf Coast; and 

 Including provisions in the final plan which require that any policies or requirements 

associated with matching requirements should be applied uniformly among all 

implementers and projects/programs involved in the restoration of the Gulf Coast; and 

 Considering the possibility of appointing a lead agency from the Council members’ 

affiliations to administer all restoration programs and serve as a single point of contact 

and central support unit throughout the project selection and implementation 

processes. Administration would include ensuring projects/programs are implemented 

according to the Final Comprehensive Plan, benchmarks and completion occur on 

schedule, budgets are evaluated for accountability, and  general oversight is provided 

throughout the process.  

 

4. There is a lack of specificity in the Plan regarding the timing of project solicitations. The current 

text of the Plan indicates that the Council will “periodically request proposals from its eleven 

state and federal members.” We urge the Council to specify in its final plan the following:  
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 The general time frame for which the Council will solicit project and program proposals 

(annually, semi-annually, etc.).  We recommend that project solicitations be made at 

least semi-annually and follow a schedule similar to established federal restoration 

grant programs that have been successfully proven over time, such as the NOAA 

Community Restoration Program or the USFWS Coastal Program.   

 The timeline of review for project or program selection.  

 A schedule for scientific and public input and review. 
 

Environmental Assessment 

 
Given the uncertainties at this early stage of the restoration process and the generality of the PEA’s impact 
analysis, it will be critical to perform additional NEPA analysis as restoration efforts begin to solidify. The 
PEA itself appropriately recognizes that additional “NEPA analysis will be performed on subsequent 
updates to the Plan.” (p. 44). The Council should make clear that a PEA-level analysis may not be sufficient. 
As the Plan is updated, NEPA may require the Council to prepare a more comprehensive Programmatic 
Environmental Impact Statement to fully assess potential impacts.  
 
The PEA also acknowledges that specific proposed projects will require their own NEPA analyses. The PEA 
rightly points out that future NEPA analyses for individual projects must “take into account site-specific 
conditions and identify the environmentally preferable alternative, as applicable.” (p. 8). In particular, 
analyses of future projects must include careful evaluation of potential direct impacts, as the PEA does not 
even attempt to cover this category of impacts. Analysis of future projects must also include a much more 
detailed analysis of indirect and cumulative impacts than that which is found in the PEA. While NEPA 
regulations allow for subsequent analyses to “tier” to a programmatic assessment to avoid duplicative 
assessments, it would be inappropriate to tier to the extremely generalized analysis contained in the PEA. 
As more as more information about potential projects becomes available, the cursory impact analyses in 
this PEA will quickly become outdated, and more detailed analyses will be required. 
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Appendix I: Best Available Science in the RESTORE Act 
 
(27) the term ‘best available science’ means science that—(A) maximizes the quality, objectivity, and 
integrity of information, including statistical information; (B) uses peer-reviewed and publicly available 
data; and (C) clearly documents and communicates risks and uncertainties in the scientific basis for such 
projects; 
 
(1) STATE ALLOCATION AND EXPENDITURES.—(E) CONDITIONS.—As a condition of receiving amounts from 
the Trust Fund, a Gulf Coast State, including the entities described in subparagraph (F), or a coastal political 
subdivision shall—(ii) certify in such form and in such manner as the Secretary of the Treasury determines 
necessary that the project or program for which the Gulf Coast State or coastal political subdivision is 
requesting amounts—(IV) in the case of a natural resource protection or restoration project, is based on 
the best available science; 
 
(2) COUNCIL ESTABLISHMENT AND ALLOCATION.—(B) COUNCIL EXPENDITURES.—(i) IN GENERAL.—In 
accordance with this paragraph, the Council shall expend funds made available from the Trust Fund to 
undertake projects and programs, using the best available science, that would restore and protect the 
natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, coastal wetlands, and 
economy of the Gulf Coast. 
 
(D) COMPREHENSIVE PLAN.—(iii) RESTORATION PRIORITIES‐ Except for projects and programs described in 
subclause (ii) (IV)(bb), in selecting projects and programs to include on the 3‐ year list described in 
subclause (ii) (IV)(dd), based on the best available science, the Council shall give highest priority to projects 
that address 1 or more of the following criteria:… 
 
Best Available Science in various statutes 
 
MSA 
The Magnuson-Stevens Act requires that “[c]onservation and management measures shall be based upon 
the best scientific information available.” 16 U.S.C. § 1851(a)(2). 
 
According to case law, “[i]t is well settled ... that the Secretary can act when the available science is 
incomplete or imperfect, even where concerns have been raised about the accuracy of the methods or 
models employed.” General Category Scallop Fishermen v. Secretary, U.S. Dept. of Commerce, 635 F.3d 106, 
115 (3rd Cir.2011) (citing North Carolina Fisheries Association, Inc. v. Gutierrez, 518 F.Supp.2d 62, 85 (D.D.C. 
2007).  
 
ESA 
The Endangered Species Act requires the Secretary to make determinations as to listing species as 
endangered or threatened “based solely on the basis of the best scientific and commercial data available.” 
16 U.S.C. § 1533(b)(1)(A). 
 
The Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit has found that under the ESA’s “best data available” standard, 
agencies have no obligation to conduct independent studies, and are entitled to rely upon the best data 
available to it. In Southwest Center for Biological Diversity v. Babbitt, the court found it acceptable that the 
agency relied on existing scientific estimates of the species' population, rather than conducting its own 
population count in order to determine whether a species is endangered. The requirement for best data 
available “merely prohibits the Secretary from disregarding available scientific evidence that is in some way 
better than the evidence he relies on.” Friends of Blackwater v. Salazar, 691 F.3d 428, 435 (D.C. Cir. 2012) 
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(citing Southwest Center for Biological Diversity v. Babbitt, 215 F.3d 58, 60–61 (D.C. Cir. 2000) (internal 
quotation marks and citation omitted)).  
 
Other 
Holly Doremus, Listing Decisions Under the Endangered Species Act: Why Better Science Isn't Always Better 
Policy, 75 Wash. U. L.Q. 1029, 1033-34, FN 9 (1997) (internal citations omitted):   

This phrase [best available science], or a close variant, occurs in the following statutes: the ESA, the 
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act,  the Marine Mammal Protection Act, the 
Salmon and Steelhead Conservation & Enhancement Act of 1980, the Pacific Salmon Treaty Act of 1985, the 
Nonindigenous Aquatic Nuisance Prevention and Control Act of 1990, the Wild Bird Conservation Act of 
1992, the Atlantic Coastal Fisheries Cooperative Management Act, and the National Fishing Enhancement 
Act of 1984. 

Although they occur with particular frequency in conservation statutes, best available science 
requirements are not limited to that context. A provision of the Toxic Substances Control Act concerning 
removal of asbestos from school buildings requires consideration of the best available scientific 
evidence. The Safe Drinking Water Amendments of 1996 require that the Environmental Protection Agency 
use “the best available, peer-reviewed science.” A Clinton Administration executive order detailing general 
procedures for internal executive branch review of proposed regulations requires that agencies base 
regulatory decisions on the best reasonably obtainable scientific and other information.  
 
Courts give deference to the expertise of the agency 
 
In deciding whether scientific information is the “best available,” substantial deference is accorded to the 
Agency’s assessment of the quality of what is available. See General Category Scallop Fishermen v. 
Secretary, U.S. Dept. of Commerce, 635 F.3d 106, 115 (3rd Cir. 2011); Washington Crab Producers, Inc. v. 
Mosbacher, 924 F.2d 1438, 1448–1449 (9th Cir. 1990); C & W Fish Co., Inc. v. Fox, 931 F.2d 1556, 1562 (D.C. 
Cir. 1991) (a court's task on review is simply “to determine whether the Secretary's conclusion that the 
standards have been satisfied is rational and supported by the record.”). 
 
Law Review Articles on Best Available Science 
 

 Robert L. Glicksman, Bridging Data Gaps Through Modeling and Evaluation of Surrogates: Use of 
the Best Available Science to Protect Biological Diversity Under the National Forest Management 
Act, 83 Ind. L.J. 465, 472-474 (2008) (internal citations omitted): 
Some of the federal environmental laws require that agencies base their decisions on the “best 

available science,” thereby recognizing that complete information may never be available. In such 
situations, the statutes charge the agencies with doing the best they can to mine the information that it is 
practical to obtain before discharging their statutory responsibilities. Some agencies, including the Forest 
Service, have interpreted statutory provisions requiring that decisions be based on science as permitting 
decision making based on the best available science. 
… 

Provisions requiring that federal environmental and natural resource management agencies base 
their decisions on consideration of the “best available science” are common. Perhaps the best known of 
these is the provision of the ESA requiring the Interior and Commerce Departments to base their decisions 
on whether or not to list a species as endangered or threatened “solely on the basis of the best scientific 
and commercial data available.” 16 U.S.C. § 1533(b)(1)(A). But Congress has used the same or similar 
language in a variety of other pollution control and natural resource management statutes.  

Although Congress has never defined the term “best available science” in any of the environmental 
statutes in which that term is used, it has explicitly recognized that, in directing that agencies make 
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decisions on that basis, the optimal amount of scientific evidence for making the decision involved may not 
be available. As Holly Doremus has explained, a “best available science” mandate may serve multiple 
purposes. These include ensuring that an agency's decisions accurately reflect known scientific information, 
imposing a mandate on the agency to make its best efforts to ferret out available information, placing an 
imprimatur of objectivity on agency decisions to increase public trust and enhance the agency's 
credibility, and creating a basis for resolving judicial challenges to agency decisions. Ultimately, it is possible 
for the adoption of a statutory or regulatory mandate that an agency base its decisions solely on the “best 
available science” to make it harder for environmental agencies to weaken environmental and natural 
resource protection mechanisms by relying on political opposition or on factors, such as economic 
considerations, that tend to cut against stringent pollution control requirements or meaningful constraints 
on natural resource development.  
 

 Holly Doremus, The Purposes, Effects, and Future of the Endangered Species Act's Best Available 
Science Mandate, 34 Envtl. L. 397, 424-426 (2004) (internal citations omitted): 
In terms of improving decision making, the ESA's best available science mandate might impose at 

least one thing that the APA and other background requirements do not--an affirmative obligation to find 
data, rather than to simply evaluate what others present. A few courts have interpreted the best available 
science mandate to impose precisely such an obligation. For example, in Roosevelt Campobello 
International Park Commission v. EPA, the First Circuit read the ESA's best available science mandate to 
require real time simulation studies of navigation in an area proposed for an oil refinery and tanker 
terminal before a permit allowing construction could be granted. All parties agreed that such studies 
“would contribute a more precise appreciation of risks of collision and grounding,” which could result in an 
oil spill harmful to listed species. The court concluded that the simulations were feasible, could be financed 
by the permit applicant, and would provide information needed to assess the risks of a catastrophic oil spill. 
Those studies and others, the court wrote, “obviously represent as yet untapped sources of ‘best scientific 
and commercial data.”’ Similarly, the Ninth Circuit held in Connor v. Burford that ESA section 7 required the 
agency to develop projections of the impacts of oil and gas development, even if those projections would 
be imprecise estimates. 

Following Roosevelt Campobello, the district court for the District of Massachusetts required that a 
biological opinion await the results of ongoing, “demonstrably feasible” studies bearing directly on the 
impacts of a proposed action in Conservation Law Foundation v. Watt. Similarly, noting that a congressional 
report on 1978 amendments to the ESA explained that the best available science mandate requires that 
biological opinions prepared under section 7 be based on the best evidence “that is available or can be 
developed during consultation,” a federal district court concluded in Village of False Pass v. Watt, that the 
action agency has a duty “to continue acquiring information until an affirmative finding of no jeopardy can 
be made.” 

A more recent decision, however, rejects the claim that the best available science mandate requires 
development of new information. In Southwest Center for Biological Diversity v. Babbitt, the D.C. Circuit 
overturned a trial court's requirement that FWS conduct a population census before deciding whether or 
not to list the Queen Charlotte goshawk. According to the appellate court, “The ‘best available data’ 
requirement makes it clear that the Secretary has no obligation to conduct independent studies.” Despite 
that broad language, the Southwest Center decision can be distinguished from the earlier ones on two 
bases. First, there was no claim in Southwest Center that the study demanded by the trial court was 
feasible. Second, Roosevelt Campobello and the decisions that follow it deal with the section 7 duty not to 
jeopardize the continued existence of listed species, whereas Southwest Center deals with the listing 
requirements of section 4. The two are different in important respects. Section 7 requires that the action 
agency “insure” that its actions are not likely to cause jeopardy. That word, which does not appear in 
section 4, can be read to impose a stronger duty to gather information. The purposes of the two sections 
support that distinction. Listing provides protection for species thought to be dwindling. If existing 



 15 

information indicates that the species needs protection, it should be listed. Demands for additional 
information should not stand in the way of listing, which will provide an incentive for affected parties to 
gather and reveal information that might show that the species does not in fact need protection. Section 7, 
on the other hand, protects species already shown to be in critical condition from extinction. Requiring the 
collection and analysis of reasonably obtainable information will enhance, not undermine, conservation 
efforts.  
 

 Michael J. Brennan, et al., Square Pegs and Round Holes: Application of the “Best Scientific Data 
Available” Standard in the Endangered Species Act, 16 Tul. Envtl. L.J. 387, 402-404 (2003) (internal 
citations omitted): 
Standards similar to the best scientific data available standard have been utilized in a number of 

statutes other than the ESA. Indeed, the concept of best scientific data available (with some permutations) 
recurs throughout the United States Code. Standards similar to the best scientific data available standard 
are found in several federal acts, including the Marine Mammal Protection Act,  the Safe Drinking Water 
Act, and the Magnuson-Stevens Act.  

Perhaps the most interesting example from other federal acts for our current discussion is the Safe 
Drinking Water Act (SDWA). Section 300g-1 of the SDWA establishes the framework for national drinking 
water regulations, which form a water quality baseline.  A critical part of the water quality baseline is the 
establishment of National Primary Drinking Water Regulations and National Secondary Drinking Water 
Regulations. Because both sets of regulations are keyed to human health, the process of developing the 
regulations involves an analysis of potential health risks. While the SDWA requires that the science 
employed by the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is “the best available,” the Act goes 
on to further require that the science be “peer reviewed” and “in accordance with sound and objective 
scientific practices.” Accordingly, unlike the stand-alone best scientific data available standard in the ESA, 
the SDWA standard attempts to impose objective criteria on utilized science. 
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Appendix II: Establishment of a science advisory body  
 
Ocean Conservancy recommends the Council establish a scientific advisory body to serve in an 
independent, scientific advisory capacity, providing program-level, ecosystem-wide perspectives.  In close 
cooperation with the Chief Scientist, the scientific advisory group would help shape the science plan, 
provide input on restoration plans and programs, evaluate progress toward restoration goals, identify gaps 
and conflicts, and otherwise address issues important to successful restoration efforts. See the attached 
Graphic, Page 4. To be effective and credible, a scientific advisory body should be representative of 
different scientific disciplines and have expertise from both within and beyond the Gulf region.  The Council 
should take the necessary steps to avoid perceived or real conflicts of interest. 
 
A key responsibility for the scientific advisory body is to obtain input on the restoration plan and groups of 
project proposals as they are advanced through the decision-making process. Members can look at the 
overall Comprehensive Restoration Plan and comment on its sufficiency from the standpoint of the Gulf 
ecosystem, and they can look at groups of projects to consider how they do or don’t fit the Plan, serve the 
ecosystem in a comprehensive way. This body reviews the major scientific thrust and elements of a science 
plan and guides development of monitoring and performance benchmarks at the project and program 
level. Advisory body members can identify gaps and priorities, looking through their scientists’ lenses. They 
also can point out needs and opportunities for coordination between and among programs.  
 

a. Science advisory body development, membership and relationship to the Council 
 

Ocean Conservancy recommends the Council adopt the following elements when considering 
the scientific advisory body’s development, membership and relationship to the Council:  

 
i. The Council should appoint 12 to 15 members to the science advisory body to provide 

independent, scientific advice to the Council. Members o f the scientific advisory body 
should not be affiliated with any agency (or its bureaus) represented on the Council (this 
is critical for avoiding conflicts of interest and maintaining the advisory body’s integrity 
and credibility.); 

ii. The Council should establish a third-party process by which candidate members are 
nominated for Council appointment. The Gulf of Mexico University Research 
Collaborative (GOMURC) may be able to nominate individuals form the Gulf region and 
the National Academy of Sciences (NAS)1 a few individuals from outside the region.  
Some members should be selected from outside the Gulf region to provide a different 
perspective that could be beneficial; 

iii. Members’ expertise should reflect the full range of scientific disciplines required to 
restore the Gulf ecosystem from the coast to the offshore environment; and  

iv. The scientific advisory body should report directly to the ED.  
 

b. Composition of scientific advisory body 
 

Ocean Conservancy recommends the scientific advisory body have the full complement of 
technical expertise needed to help the Council implement its commitment to a “regional 
ecosystem-based approach to restoration.” In general, this means having a body capable of 
advising the Council on issues and projects as diverse as upland, estuarine and marine resource 

                                                 
1
 Specifically, the Restore Council might explore with Chris Elfring, Director, NAS Gulf Program, the role her program might 

have in helping the Council establish a scientific advisory body. CElfring@nas.edu  

mailto:CElfring@nas.edu
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restoration, while helping the Council take an ecologically integrated, landscape-level and coast 
to offshore approach to ensure restoration has the broadest possible impact. Specifically, the 
following disciplines should be represented on the body: 

 
I. Physical oceanography 

II. Plankton ecology (biological oceanography) 
III. Fisheries science (finfish and shellfish)  
IV. Hydrology 
V. Marsh/estuarine ecology 

VI. Ornithology 
VII. Marine mammal expert 

VIII. Conservation biology 
IX. Restoration science 
X. Resource economics  

XI. Social science 
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Appendix III: Public Advisory Committee Structure 
 
I. Commercial Fishing (Five members: One representing each state) 

1. Representative of a regional commercial shrimping association (not processors); 
2. Representative of a regional commercial oyster harvesting association (not processors); 
3. Representative of minorities in the commercial fishing/processing enterprise; 
4. Representative of small family owned commercial fishing/processing enterprise; and 
5. Representative of a multi-cultural fisher owned cooperative. 

 
II. Conservation/Environmentalist Advocates (Five members: One representing each state) 

1. Representative of a nonprofit with expertise advocating for marine habitat conservation; 
2. Representative of a nonprofit with expertise advocating for addressing coastal land loss or with 

expertise in wetlands ecology and restoration; 
3. Representative of a nonprofit with expertise advocating on behalf of water quality/quantity; 
4. Representative of a nonprofit with expertise advocating for land acquisition and habitat 

conservation; and 
5. Representative of a nonprofit with expertise in climate change and coastal resiliency. 

 
III.  Socially Vulnerable/Community-based Organizations/Affected Community (Five members: One 

representing each state) 
1. Representative of a community-based nonprofit representing an affected coastal Southeast Asian 

American Community; 
2. Representative of a community-based nonprofit representing an affected coastal African American 

community; 
3. Representative of a community-based nonprofit representing an affected rural coastal community; 
4. Representative with expertise in environmental justice and land use; and 
5. Representative with expertise in community-based workforce and economic development. 

 
IV.  Recreational Water Use/Tourism/Business (Five members: One representing each state) 

1. Representative of charter boat operator association or recreational fishing; 
2. Representative of coastal real estate owners; 
3. Representative of coastal ecotourism operators; 
4. Representative of recreational water use community, other than recreational fishing, with 

experience in habitat restoration; and  
5. Representative of regional coastal business association. 

 
V.  At Large Members (Five members:  One representing each state) 

1. Tribal/Indigenous and cultural/historical/traditional communities; 
2. Expert in social resiliency; 
3. Scientist or Academic either chosen from the general public or representing a nongovernmental 

organization with expertise in marine restoration/marine biology; 
4. Scientist or Academic either chosen from the general public or representing a nongovernmental 

organization with expertise in coastal ecology / coastal restoration; and 
5. Scientist or Academic either chosen from the general public or representing a nongovernmental 

organization with expertise in ecosystem services valuation. 
 
Caveats: 

1. Exclude from membership any person, including but not limited to anyone who benefits from oil 
and gas development or any contractor involved in wetland restoration, who has a financial interest 
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or a regulatory conflict relative to any activities or projects upon which the CAC would provide 
advice.   

2. Consider attorneys with knowledge in these fields to provide broader understanding of the policy 
or legislation behind the issues; 

3. Fishing is defined as crabbers, shrimpers, trappers, oyster harvesters, fin-fishing at a minimum and 
there is a strong request to ensure the fishing component includes as many actual family fishers as 
possible as opposed to a larger contingent of processors; 

4. CAC representatives should have knowledge about the importance of wetlands and the best 
methods to protect them. 

5. Since elected officials are adequately represented elsewhere in the process, there is no reason for 
them to be represented on the Citizens Advisory Committee. Ensure impacted communities are 
well represented across all five states. In large & diverse coastal states like Florida and Texas, 
council members should come from areas that had the greatest ecosystem damages; 

6. Ensure citizens are drawn from and connected to the community; and 
7. Selected candidates should have the ability to speak for his/her specific community and state, but 

also have at least a general understanding and of the broader Gulf Coast issues, e.g. by being 
connected through networks. 
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Appendix IV: Criteria for Defining the Restoration Program and Selecting Projects under the Gulf of 
Mexico Comprehensive Restoration Plan 
 
Introduction 
 
The RESTORE Act specifies that 30 percent of the total amount made available to the Trust Fund each year 
shall be disbursed to the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council (Council) to carry out the 
Comprehensive Restoration Plan (Plan). The Council will also have responsibility for administering another 
30 percent of Trust Fund funds that are to be spent in accordance with individual state expenditure plans 
consistent with the Plan. The Plan will define the program and guide development of the types of projects, 
using the best available science, to be implemented with the Council’s portion of Trust Funds, focusing on 
restoring and protecting the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, 
and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast. 
 
To help the Council restore and protect the Gulf ecosystem, the RESTORE Act directs the Council to use the 
“best available science” in defining the restoration program and selecting and undertaking relevant 
projects. The RESTORE Act also states that the Council shall give preference to projects that address one or 
more criteria addressing key restoration priorities. Therefore, the Plan should: 1) serve as a guide for 
selecting preferred projects; and 2) contain science-based criteria to ensure that only the best and most 
appropriate projects are funded by the Council.  
 
The ultimate success of the restoration program and the projects selected to implement it—which must be 
measured by the recovery and resilience of the ecosystem—rests on selection, implementation, evaluation, 
and adaptive management of a series of integrated projects. The Council has an unprecedented 
opportunity to develop a Plan that embraces a comprehensive, integrated ecosystem approach to 
restoration and that strives for results that are greater than the sum of the individual projects.  
 
Guidance for Selecting Preferred Restoration Projects  
 
• The proposed project addresses at least one of the following criteria specified in the RESTORE Act aimed 
at restoring or protecting the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, 
beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast region: 

 Projects that are projected to make the greatest contribution without regard to geographic location 
within the Gulf Coast region;  

 Large-scale projects and programs projected to contribute substantially to Gulf ecosystem recovery;   

 Projects contained in existing Gulf Coast State comprehensive plans; and 

 Projects that restore long-term resiliency based on impacts resulting from the Deepwater Horizon 
oil spill.  

 
Science-based Project Selection Criteria 
 
The criteria listed below are based in part on the Council’s duties as specified in the RESTORE Act or were 
adapted from other natural resource restoration plans. The criteria can be applied at the strategic and 
programmatic level as well as at the level of individual projects. Threshold criteria represent a minimum 
standard, and all threshold criteria must be met in order for individual projects to be considered further. 
Supplemental criteria are those intended to help decision makers further prioritize projects based on 
benefit and other attributes. That is, the greater the number of supplemental criteria met, the greater the 
contribution of projects to ecosystem recovery and to the local economies and communities.  
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Threshold Criteria  
 
Restoration Benefit Defined 

 The proposed project clearly defines the expected benefits and is consistent with and contributes 
to fulfilling comprehensive ecosystem restoration plans and objectives.  

 
Feasible  

 The proposed project is appropriate under federal and state law, technically feasible and can 
realistically be implemented within a reasonable timeframe; 

 
Meets Minimum Design Standards 

 Project sponsors demonstrate due diligence that includes scientific, technical, economic and social 
evaluation of design, design alternatives and implementation; 

 Restoration activities should have clear, measurable and achievable end points;  

 The proposed project incorporates a monitoring plan that will enable evaluation of its progress and 
ultimate success;  

 
Likely to Succeed  

 The proposed project is likely to result in a successful outcome, measurably contribute (even if 
indirectly) at an appropriate scale to the recovery of a natural resource or ecosystem service, or is a 
small-scale pilot intended to demonstrate effectiveness before larger scale funding or 
implementation is considered;   

 
Cost Effective 

 The cost to carry out and monitor the proposed project or program is reasonable relative to 
benefits and available funds; and 

 
Implementation Impacts 

 Environmental restoration projects: Any potential harmful effects on non-target resources and 
services are evaluated and deemed as acceptable given the project’s benefits or can be mitigated 
by restoring, replacing, rehabilitating or acquiring the equivalent of the same or similar resources 
harmed by the project; 

 Economic recovery projects: Any possible harmful effects on natural resources are identified upfront 
or can be avoided or mitigated by restoring, replacing, rehabilitating or acquiring the equivalent of 
the same or similar resources harmed by the project;  

 
   
Supplemental Criteria  
 
Benefits Multiple Resources 

  Priority will be given to projects or programs that benefit multiple species or resources; and 

 The project contributes to an ecologically balanced (coast to offshore environment), integrated 
approach to restoration. 

 
Benefits to Economy, People and Communities 

 Priority will be given to projects or programs that:  
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o give a preference to individuals and companies that reside in, are headquartered in, or are 
principally engaged in business in a Gulf Coast State; 

o protect or restore livelihoods in any of the following economic sectors: tourism, fisheries, 
maritime, and recreation; and 

o build community resiliency and benefit communities vulnerable to disasters. 
 
Addresses Root Causes of Degradation 

 The project addresses underlying sources of environmental stress and seeks long-term approaches 
and solutions to restoring natural processes rather than addressing the symptoms of environmental 
degradation through short-term fixes.  

 
Climate change 

 The project should yield long-term ecological benefits commensurate with investment and with due 
consideration of sea-level rise; and 

 The project would enhance resilience and adaptation of coastal and marine environments and 
species with respect to climate change impacts;  

 
Proposal Quality and Scope 

 Competitive, innovative, collaborative and cost effective proposals for restoration projects or 
programs will be encouraged; 

 Projects or programs that leverage funding from public or private sources outside the restoration 
process will be encouraged; and 

 Projects or programs that are scalable may be funded in part, provided that the funded component 
stands alone in terms of its benefits, even if the rest of the project is not funded. 

 
Public Support 

 The project represents a restoration approach for which the public has expressed support or would 
likely support based on previous public comment or input; and 

 The project contains a public education component such as on-site interpretation, signage or some 
other means to inform the public about the project’s importance and results. 
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be authorized by Congress in the very near future•.While the RESTORE Act does not seem to 
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July 3, 2013 

 

The Honorable Penny Pritzker 

Secretary of Commerce and 

Chair, Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 

U.S. Department of Commerce 

1401 Constitution Ave., NW 

Washington, D.C. 20230 

 

Dear Secretary Pritzker: 

On behalf of all the members of the National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and 

Offshore Drilling, we offer the following comments on the “Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan” (the draft 

Plan) that the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council issued on May 23, 2013.   

Our Commission emphasized the importance of restoring the health and sustainability of the Gulf 

ecosystems and made the proposal that 80 percent of the Clean Water Act Funds be allocated to this 

effort.  From the Commission’s perspective, the compelling rationale for doing this was the need to 

reverse the long term degradation of Gulf of Mexico ecosystems. Long before the BP spill, the federal 

government was an active partner in the destruction of this productive resource, allowing the 

destruction or degradation of wetlands and other coastal environments to promote shipping, oil and gas 

development, agriculture, and other economic activities. 

We appreciate that the Council’s responsibilities for implementing the RESTORE Act are extremely 

complex and there are a number of questions about what Congress intended and how the legislation 

should be implemented.  We also realize that Congress established some unrealistic deadlines for 

getting the process under way, particularly since no resources have been made available to support 

these efforts.  Given these difficulties and limitations, we are very impressed by what the Council has 

accomplished to date, even though it has not been able to meet all of the deadlines set forth in the 

legislation.    

Nevertheless, we do have some concerns about what we have seen so far, and more about what 

directions this effort may take in the future.  Our concerns pertain not only to the Council’s efforts but 

to the NRDA (Natural Resource Damage Assessment) processes, the National Fish and Wildlife 

Foundation program and the North American Wetlands Conservation Fund as well.  In our report 

Assessing Progress: Three Years Later that we released in April, we set forth seven questions pertaining 

to the Gulf restoration efforts.  We intend to monitor and evaluate all the restoration efforts with a 

continued focus on these seven questions. 
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Will the different programs be coordinated and how? 

With separate organizations attempting to disburse such large sums of money for restoration, there 

could be substantial overlap or duplication or divergent interests that need to be reconciled.  The 

draft Plan recognizes the need for coordination but sets forth no specific proposals for how this will 

be accomplished.  We understand that some efforts are being made to coordinate the different 

efforts, but fear that, in the rush to get programs underway, this is not being given as much 

attention as it needs.  Later in these comments we recommend that the Council, in cooperation with 

the other restoration efforts, establish two panels – a science advisory panel and a citizens advisory 

panel – to oversee these several programs.  These panels could substantially help in the 

coordination effort. 

Will the programs have clear goals and will there be robust monitoring of how well they are achieving 

those goals? 

Before beginning such massive expenditures, it is essential that all parties agree on what they are 

trying to accomplish.  It may be that the goals may differ somewhat among the programs – the 

RESTORE Act has a particular diversity of “eligible activities”.  Nevertheless, it is important that all 

the programs establish clear, measurable goals, and that these goals be coherent and consistent 

among the programs.  And for each goal there should be clear, quantitative metrics for measuring 

progress being made in achieving the goal, clear milestones to which this progress can be compared, 

and a robust monitoring program to measure and guide progress toward these goals.   

The draft Plan recognizes the desirability for establishing objectives that are “more specific and 

measurable” than those set forth in that report.  We believe that it is important that this process 

begin as soon as possible. 

We recommend that the Council work with the other programs and with the National Academy of 

Sciences to define these goals and establish the milestones and monitoring programs.  The 

Academy, which is now engaged through its newly endowed Gulf Program, has undertaken such 

efforts for a number of other programs and would provide a respected, independent venue for this 

effort.  

Will the projects selected under the programs be based on the best available science? 

Although the RESTORE Act and the draft Plan emphasize that the restoration projects should be 

“based on the best available science” none of the several restoration programs has established a 

scientific advisory committee.   Whether the Council should establish such a committee is one of the 

questions raised in the request for comments.   

Our response is an emphatic yes.   Sustainable restoration in the Gulf is complicated scientifically 

and technically and the programs would benefit from having a standing committee of scientists to 

review proposed projects and ensure the rigor of their design. We recommend that the Council 

work with the other restoration programs to establish a scientific advisory process that would 

review all the restoration efforts to ensure that they are all based on the best available science.  
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Here again, the Council should seek advice from the National Academies about how that oversight 

might best be provided.  And, as we said above, having an overarching review process could 

substantially help coordinate the various efforts and ensure they remained focused on the 

restoration goals. 

The draft Plan is silent on coordination by the Council on the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration 

Science Program and Centers of Excellence in Research Grants Program supported by the Gulf Coast 

Restoration Trust Fund.  We realize that the Council lacks direct authority for these programs.  

However, the RESTORE Act does indicate some expectations for consultation and coordination 

among these elements, and the federal agencies and states represented on the Council do have 

some responsibility for these science programs.  The Plan should be more explicit and innovative on 

how the two science programs will work to achieve synergies with the Council’s activities, 

particularly with regard to how the programs can support the research, monitoring and observations 

to ensure the “best available science” is used in effective project design and adaptive management. 

To what degree will the RESTORE Act funds be used to restore the resilience of Gulf of Mexico 

ecosystems degraded over the long term as a result of national policies?  

From the Commission’s perspective, this was the compelling rationale for allocating Clean Water Act 

fines to a Gulf Coast restoration trust fund in the first place. While the RESTORE Act allows use of 

these funds for economic development and infrastructure improvements as well as ecosystem 

restoration, it would be tragically short-sighted if the primary emphasis were not on rebuilding 

resilience in the natural systems that are critical to the regional economy and well-being.  

Furthermore, there should be diligence against using these funds for unrelated purposes such as to 

balance budgets or replace revenue sources for ongoing expenditures.   

The RESTORE Act divides the money it makes available for restoration into three components. The 

first is the Direct Component in which the monies are allocated directly to the states. Although the 

Council has no responsibility for overseeing the expenditure of these funds, we believe that it should 

be fully aware of how these funds are being used so that the projects the Council supports can be 

coordinated with the Direct Component projects.  For instance, if the Direct Component funds are 

spent predominately on economic development projects, the Council would have less need to 

consider such projects when considering proposals for the other two components. 

The second component is the Council-Selected Restoration Component.  We strongly believe that 

this component should be restricted to ecosystem restoration as is implied by your conversion of 

the four priorities set forth in the legislation into your four “evaluation criteria”.  These four criteria 

appropriately refer only to ecosystem related improvements, and this indeed should be the sole 

focus of the second component.    

The Council’s role regarding the third component, the Spill Impact Component, is murkier.  A 

broader array of activities is eligible, and therein lies the risk of loss of emphasis on restoring the 

degraded ecosystems.  The draft Plan states that projects, programs and activities included in State 

Expenditure Plans must be consistent with the goals and objectives of the Comprehensive Plan 
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although the draft Plan identifies the” objectives” as pertaining to the Council-Selected Restoration 

Component, not to the third component.   Frankly we found the distinction between goals and 

objectives confusing.  Several of the objectives are only minor restatements of the goals while 

others seem only loosely if at all related to the goals.  It is also unclear how the approval process for 

State Expenditure plans will work.  Will each plan be voted up or down as a whole or could there be 

objections to specific projects, programs, or activities included in a plan? 

Will there be adequate financial controls and auditing of expenditures to ensure the funds are well 

spent and to minimize the potential for waste or fraud?   

There have already been several cases of fraud tied to payments made pursuant to the spill.  We 

recognize that the RESTORE Act tasks the U.S. Department of the Treasury with developing rules to 

ensure that funds are spent appropriately, but were dismayed to read the Inspector General’s 

report indicating that it is disagreements among the federal agencies that has delayed these rules.  

Avoiding waste, fraud, and abuse is likely to be a major challenge, but meeting this challenge will be 

critical to the success of the program. 

We would recommend that the Council make two modifications in the draft Plan to address these 

issues.    

The first is to require that certain information be provided by the sponsor for each project before it 

is considered for approval.  The draft Plan provides a list of information that “may” be provided for 

projects in the State Impact Plans.  We recommend that the same information be provided for 

Council approved projects, and in both cases the provision of this information be mandatory not 

discretionary.  Under the discretionary approach in the draft Plan, the Council could be expected to 

approve state plans with no information about what they will cost or what they will accomplish.  

The second modification we recommend is that all the projects in the second and third components 

should be evaluated on the basis of how well they fulfill all five of the goals set forth at the 

beginning of the draft Plan, not on whether they respond to any one goal.  Projects which help 

implement several goals should result in a more effective restoration program.  Including 

independent evaluation to inform Council decisions would improve the credibility, transparency and 

accountability of these decisions.   

Will the projects be selected and implemented expeditiously? 

We are concerned about the delays that we have already observed in implementing the programs.  

We recognize, of course, that Congress provided the Council with no resources to carry out its 

preparatory work, that it is impossible to prepare a meaningful “comprehensive plan” before the 

amount of funds available for implementing the plan has been determined, and that Louisiana and 

Florida appear to be the only states to so far have prepared a proposed list of projects to be 

included in such a plan.   We also recognize that some of our other recommendations such as 

establishing clear goals for the program and coordinating the Council’s efforts with the other 

programs may cause further delays.  Nevertheless, it is important that restoration efforts be started 

as quickly as they can.  As you know, the Gulf is continuing to lose wetlands at a distressingly high 
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rate.  It will be much easier to try to prevent additional losses than to try to bring back those that 

have already occurred.   

Will there be adequate opportunity for public review and comment? 

We believe that it is important for the restoration programs to adopt transparent operating 

procedures and be open to public comment, and commend the Council on the initiative you have 

demonstrated in holding public meetings throughout the gulf coast.  We recommend, again in 

response to one of the questions raised in the request for comments, that the Council continue this 

effort at transparency by establishing a public advisory committee.   Here again it would make sense 

for such a committee to provide advice on the several restoration programs.  This would help in 

their coordination in such a way that the public could obtain a full and clear view of all the efforts 

and how they fit together. 

We also recommend that, once the Council has taken account of the comments submitted during 

the current review period and assembled all of the components the law specifies should be included 

in the Initial Comprehensive Plan, including the three-year project and program list and ten-year 

funding strategy, that you reissue the complete draft plan for public review and comment rather 

than finalizing it in pieces.  Given the importance of the Council’s activities and the amount of 

money that will be involved, it is more important that the initial plan be done well rather than it be 

issued according to arbitrary deadlines. 

Several of our comments focus on the need for coordination among the programs.  One excellent 

mechanism for accomplishing this would be for the programs to sponsor a coherent, well-crafted 

comprehensive planning process for the Gulf (sometimes called marine spatial planning), as the 

Commission recommended in its final report.  This would substantially advance the development of 

sustainable management and coordinated restoration.   

We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Council’s draft comprehensive plan and would be 

happy to answer any questions you might have.  Again, we congratulate the Council on what it has 

accomplished and we stand ready to assist you in your efforts to implement an effective ecosystem 

restoration program in any way we can. 

 

 

 

Senator Bob Graham                                                                      William K. Reilly 
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PARISH OF JEFFERSON 
OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT 

JOHN F. YOUNG, JR. 
PARISH PRESIDENT 

June 12, 2013 

Dr. Rebecca Blank, Chair 

, Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 

c/o US Department of Commerce 
1491 Cons~itution,Avenuei·NW___ , 

Room 4077 

Washington, DC 20230 

RE Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council's Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan: 
",~estoring the G.ulfCoast's Ecosystem and Economy 
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public, m,eeting .for the praft Initial Comprehensive Plan in Louisiana, and specifically in the Barataria 
B~sin':-'_~rhe6ara'tar.ia"Basjn is home to many coastal communities including the Town of Jean Lafitte, 

, . .' . . ,- ... .:, . . ~ .' . "','. ~ , .,.) .}' " , 

Crown Point, Barataria and the Town of Grand I~I~. Itis this watershec:l'that· received the most ~'heavily 
oi'led" c~astline in the Gulf C~ast Region- due to the'DeepWater 'Ho'ri~o'n Oil"SpilC If'is also'if, thfs Basin 
that oil attributed to the DeepwClter Spilj continues to be 'removed t'rom JeffersbhParish: marshes' and 
beaches, ~urther, with the threat of hurricanes and tropical storms upon us~ I fear there is more' oil to be 
discovered and reveal,ed: . , .' . , 

Jeffersol) Parish is a coastal parish located in the 'center of the Barataria Bas.in. It stretches from the 
south shore.of Lake)~ontchartrain to the, Gulf of Me~o aJld. i.!}fEi]~9~a~S many unique cU.ltural fi~hing___ 
communities with rich heritages, including the City of Westwego, the Town of Jean Lafitte, and the Town 
of Grand Isle; which is the only inhabited barrier island in the State of Louisiana: It is with these coastal 
communities in mind that I express my gratitude and pleasure that you have included "Enhancing' 
Community Resilience" as one of the 5 Goals of your Initial Comprehensive Plan. Jefferson Parish urges 
that the L:MitteAreaRing Le'vee' Proj!=ct be one of the projects includ~d in you;' plan: to achieve enhanced 
community'resiiience. This pr'Ciject is included in the State's'Comprehensive M~ster-Plan:- and 'it is critical 
to,- p.rov.iding, the Lafitteco,mmurl,ity slistainability, througlf the"ability to -adapt to~both short and '16ng­
:term' changes.'lg1pactJrig, the, area,'particularly flo:od ,risks a'ssOcia'ted ''l.lI1ith sea:"level rise -'and 
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push prpjects and programs ,t,oward expedited implementation. Louisiana loses land the approximate 
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size of a football field every fifty (50) minutes, so there is no time to spare. Accordingly, bringing projects 
and programs not only to fruition, but also to completion is of the utmost importance. 

With that said, on behalf of Jefferson Parish, I respectfully request that the following projects be 
included in your Final Project List: 

(1) Projects that follow the Multiple Lines of Defense strategies adopted by the State of 
Louisiana in its Comprehensive Master Plan, including: 

(a) Completion of the restoration of our Barrier Islands (already underway) from the 
mouth of the Mississippi River to the Caminada Headlands; 

(b) Completion of Phase II of the Barataria Basin Long Distance Sediment Pipeline 
Project, which has already been initiated with Phase I going to bid just yesterday; 
and 

(c) The~taKe'PontchdrtraiwBanlerprujeLt:--	 --­
(2) Shoreline Protection Projects, including: 

(a) The Bayside Segmented Breakwater at Grand Isle which is a NRDA Early Restoration 
Candidate, (but not currently funded or approved); and 

(b) The Alligator Bend Shoreline Protection Project in the Pontchartrain Basin along the 
East New Orleans Landbridge, submitted to you by the NRCS. 

(3) Coastal Community Resiliency Projects, including: 
(a) The Lafitte Area Ring Levee Project; and 
(b) The FiFi Island Forested Wetland Restoration Project. 

(4) Marsh Creation and Sediment Delivery Projects, including: 
(a) The Barataria Landbridge Marsh Creation Project, submitted to you by the US Army 

Corps of Engineers; and 
(b) The Bayou Dupont Sediment Delivery Project 	 a Marsh Creation Project, submitted 

to you by the EPA. 

In closing, I thank you again for giving us the opportunity to voice our support for the projects and 
programs that our coastal communities, marshes and shorelines require, however I would be remiss in 
not stating that Deepwater Horizon Spill oil continues to wash up daily on our marshes and beaches, and 
I hopethati:hisCol1nCiI-will-require,BPand,the·US CoasH511ardto"'Compiete·the'removal andciean~up'of- --- ­
remaining oil, buried tar mats, and tar balls that litter our coastline. 

as b n 3 years and 53 days si ce the BP's Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, and it is time that BP delivers 
on their p omise to "make it ri 



 
The following comments are submitted by Robert G. Thrower, Tribal Historic Preservation 
Officer for the Poarch Band of Creek Indians in Atmore, Alabama, with regard to the Gulf Coast 
Ecosystem  Restoration Council's Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan: 
 
Of primary Tribal concern is the establishment of meaningful 
government-to-government consultation between affected American Indian 
Tribes and all lead federal and state agencies under the RESTORE Act. As the  Draft 
Comprehensive Plan indicates "... the United States has a unique legal relationship with 
federally-recognized Tribes as set forth in United States treaties, statutes, executive orders, and 
court decisions...the Council recognizes the value of Tribal input in the region's restoration 
activities".  While Tribal participation has been stated very broadly in the Draft Initial 
Comprehensive Plan, it is important to begin to specify and delineate appropriate protocols and 
mechanisms that will ensure successful future Tribal consultation under the RESTORE Act. 
 Tribal sovereignty must be respected throughout this process. Tribes should be involved in all 
phases of planning, especially those in the beginning.  While various forms of  "engagement" 
(conference calls, webinars, public meetings, etc.) have been utilized in the communication of 
valuable information, these efforts cannot be used as a substitution for formal face-to-
face meetings with Tribal officials. With respect to the sovereign status of American Indian 
Tribes, it should be noted, for future reference, that public comment meetings are not appropriate 
vehicles for direct communications with Tribal governments. It is imperative that Tribal 
meetings be established on a regular basis to ensure that effective and meaningful Tribal 
communication and consultation is being conducted. It is also imperative that mechanisms be 
developed to ensure meaningful and effective communications between affected American 
Indian Tribes and the RESTORE Council. 
 
To facilitate productive communication between Tribes and the RESTORE Council, we support 
the establishment of an American Indian Advisory Committee to the Gulf Coast 
Ecosystem Restoration Council.  The American Indian Advisory Committee should 
be comprised of Tribal Leadership, and designated representatives from both the Tribal 
Environmental/Natural Resource Departments and Cultural/Historic Preservation Departments of 
each affected Tribe. This Advisory Committee will be the primary point of collective Tribal 
contact. When appropriate, Tribes could elect to be consulted collectively through this Advisory 
Committee, or, they may choose to retain their sovereign rights to individual government-to-
government consultation. The unique composition of this American Indian Advisory Committee 
would ensure an effective and holistic representation of Tribal concerns and expertise, and, 
overall, contribute to the progression of efforts through the RESTORE Act. 
 
We also support the establishment of scientific advisory committees to 
the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council and the inclusion of Tribal 
representatives within these scientific committees.  The inclusion of this Tribal representation 
will enhance RESTORE Act efforts by utilizing both the scientific expertise of Tribes and the 
approprate inclusion of traditional cultural/ecological knowledge.  While this provision would 
enhance the draft plan's commitment to "... incorporate new science, information, and changing 
conditions..." into the constantly evolving comprehensive plan, it should be noted that Tribe's 



have had thousands of years of continuous habitation along the Gulf Coast, and possess unique 
knowledge and wisdom about these areas. 
 
With respect to RESTORE Act funding apportionments which are under the 
direct administration of affected states, (the 35% evenly distributed among the affected states) 
we want early Tribal consultation with the lead agency responsible for this funding.  At this 
point, an assumption 
has been made that this agency might be the U.S. Treasury.  We want early consultation with 
whomever is designated as the lead agency. It is vital that affected American Indian Tribes have 
a voice in all aspects of RESTORE Act funding. This is especially true with regard to 
the comprehensive plan's reference to the development of state expenditure plans (these plans are 
specific descriptions of the process that the States will use to ensure appropriate public and tribal 
participation and transparency in the project, program, and activity selection process, in 
compliance with the RESTORE Act and applicable regulations).  Within their respective states, 
Tribes should have active representation and participation in the development of state 
expenditure plans.  Whether or not this is facilitated, proposed state expenditure plans must 
ultimately be provided to the affected Tribes, be approved by the RESTORE Act Council and as 
stated in the Draft Comprehensive Plan "...must comply with the RESTORE Act and applicable 
laws and regulations.". With respect to the sovereign rights of Tribal participation in all aspects 
of the RESTORE Act, measures should be taken to safeguard against any exclusion of Tribal 
participation and future perceptions of "statecentric" focus in the development and 
implementation of state expenditure plans. 
 
The four priority evaluation criteria as specified in the Comprehensive Plan (to evaluate and 
select proposals to achieve comprehensive ecosystem restoration) provide a good foundation for 
future project selection. Certainly, as time progresses, the need for additional criteria will 
become neccessary. 
 
 
 
This concludes my comments with regard to the Gulf Coast Restoration Council's Draft Intitial 
Comprehensive Plan.  
 
Robert G. Thrower 
Tribal Historic Preservation Officer 
Poarch Band of Creek Indians 
 



Comments Submitted July 8, 2013 

  

Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council – Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment for 
the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan:  Restoring the Gulf Coast’s Ecosystem and Economy 

   

  The Council is due congratulations on the production of the Draft Programmatic Environmental 
Assessment, and its contribution to the development of the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan for 
restoring the Gulf Coast’s ecosystem and economy.   

  

  Initially I would note the Introduction to recognize that the Gulf of Mexico is bounded by 
three countries, including the United States, Mexico and Cuba.  The blowout itself primarily 
affected only the U.S. waters of the Gulf, and the issues relating to Cuba for purposes of the plan 
are relatively minor and problematic because of political concerns.  However, the United States 
and Mexico have shared Gulf resources and cooperation on the stewardship of these resources 
would benefit both nations.  The Council should consider how such cooperation may be 
enhanced through implementation of the Plan. 

  

  In these comments I will focus on the restoration regarding the abundance and diversity of the 
biological diversity, particularly the species diversity of the Gulf of Mexico.  I would emphasize 
that the Gulf’s ecosystem is primarily comprised of species and the associated abiotic 
characteristics.  While the primary emphasis on restoration effort is the catastrophic impacts of 
the Deep Water Horizon blowout, with focus on additional catastrophic and chronic pollution 
events, the Gulf’s ecosystem is also subject to ongoing impacts from global change, including 
those resulting in erosion of the coast and changes to the marine environment.  The ecosystem 
and associated species habitats are experiencing ongoing change, and it is important that the 
species be conserved to preserve our options for a productive ecosystem in the future.  Restoring 
current habitats may not adequately preserve those options. 

  

  The emphasis on species recovery in the draft should be expanded, not only to ensure 
recoveries for priority species in restoration efforts, but to ensure also that restoration efforts do 
not adversely impact species recoveries.  Species currently protected by the U.S. Endangered 
Species Act are not the only species that have been impacted by the blowout or other Gulf 
environmental impacts, and are not the only species legally subject to recovery efforts, including 
restoration of their habitats.  For example, many species of migratory birds protected by the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act may be subject to legal requirements associated with the restoration 
program.  As may be Gulf species that are biologically determined to be threatened with 
extinction through Red List Assessments managed by the International Union of the 
Conservation of Nature.  Attached is a BioScience article that summarized species considered as 
threatened with extinction under the Red List compared to species protected by Federal law, 
including  ESA.  I would emphasize that the species assessments conducted under the IUCN Red 
List provide a global standard on the conservation status of species. 



  

  Specifically I would recommend that the draft Plan and the draft PEA be clear that the Plan 
could apply to all impacted species in the Gulf.  While species are included in a number of 
references to natural resources and otherwise in both documents, it should be clear that species 
not currently subject to exploitation or specifically protected by Federal law may be subject to 
the Plan.   

  

  The Council should also be aware that the IUCN and the Harte Research Institute in Corpus 
Christi have initiated a new data base to summarize information regarding marine species in the 
Gulf of Mexico, including all vertebrates and selected invertebrates and plants.  The data base 
will include distribution maps and spatial planning capacity as well as other information 
concerning research and stewardship of Gulf species.  We hope this effort will benefit the 
Council’s plan of work, and further recovery and stewardship of the Gulf’s rich biological 
diversity. 

 Sincerely, 

  

Roger E. McManus 

  

 



 
 
         P. O. Box 1393 

         San Marcos, Tx 78667 
Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council   July 8, 2013  
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077  
Washington, DC 20230 
 
Dear Council Members:  
 

Thank you for all your good work thus far---we can see that you have incorporated many of 

the public’s recommendations in recent months.   We are looking forward to having the 10 

year funding strategy and also the 3 year priority project list as soon as we can, to review 

that and comment, too.   

 

We especially appreciate your focus on the need for fresh water to maintain a healthy Gulf 

ecosystem, as this is especially critical in Texas, and in our region around San Antonio and 

Aransas bays.  Without serious attention to the issue of adequate fresh water, our Texas 

bays will not be able to provide good nursery habitat in the future for all the Gulf’s shellfish, 

fish and wildlife. Restoration is good for our economy, and for our citizens who depend on 

these coastal resources.  

 

We agree with your use of science-based decisions, and also the adaptive management 

approach for plans and projects.  Please do use the existing document that the Gulf Coast 

Ecosystem Task Force produced in April 2012 to establish a similar foundation of science.  

And please set up a scientific advisory committee to provide advice on the best available 

science and restoration.  Such a committee was very useful in the successful Edwards 

Aquifer Habitat Conservation Plan that we participated in, here in central Texas, over the 

past seven years.   

 

As part of the Science Advisory Committee process, the Council may want to appoint a chief 

scientist to serve as chair and coordinate the science objectives and activities, while 

ensuring the connection between the NOAA RESTORE Science Program and the Centers for 

Excellence in each Gulf State.   

 

Then we hope the final plan will show how science informs restoration decisions, and how 

project success is measured over time.  It is wonderful that the Council has committed to 

using a regional, ecosystem-based, landscape-scale restoration approach, since the entire 

Gulf of Mexico is one interconnected ecosystem.   

 

 

 



 

 

 

(Page 2, comment letter from SMRF to Restoration Council) 

 

We do feel that an integrated and coordinated effort, more than just the “encouragement” 

mentioned in the plan, must be used to ensure that efforts funded through NRDA and NFWF 

are complementary to this work.  Leveraging multiple sources like this is very important to 

getting maximum restoration results out of the precious RESTORE dollars.  

 

Regarding public participation, we hope you will include meetings that are open to the 

public, with advance notice of meetings (at least 15 business days), opportunities for 

comment at the meetings, and then opportunities for comment on draft strategies, plans 

and projects.  If Council meetings are rotated across the Gulf states, then the public might 

be able to attend a meeting in person. 

 

We hope that a Texas specific website will be set up very soon for RESTORE.  And finally, we 

are very happy to see the wording “projects and programs that promote community 

resilience should be tied to ecosystem restoration or protection” on page 13 of the draft 

plan.   

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment, and thank you for your work on making sure 

this money is spent efficiently, and for real restoration of our valuable coastal resources that 

so many Texans depend on for their livelihoods. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

Dianne H. Wassenich, Program Manager 

San Marcos River Foundation 

wassenich@grandecom.net 

512-353-4628 or cell 512-787-6392       

 

mailto:wassenich@grandecom.net












 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
July 8, 2013 

Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077  
Washington, DC 20230 

To the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council (Council): 

 This letter serves as the combined comments from several concerned Gulf Coast non-profit 
agencies on the Initial Draft Plan released by the Council in May of this year. On June 18th, close to forty 
members of the Biloxi Gulf Coast community came together to voice their suggestions and concerns 
about the Initial Draft Plan directly to members of the  Council. This meeting was organized and 
facilitated by Gulf Regional Network, Sierra Club and the MS Collaborative which includes Steps 
Coalition, Asians American for Change MS Coalition of Vietnamese- American Fisher Folk and 
Families. Boat People SOS, Hijra House, and Mississippi Center for Justice.  Organizations in the MS 
Collaborative reached out to community members to attend this meeting and provided translation services 
to those residents who were not English proficient. The names of community members are listed below; 
however, they represent only a small fraction of the multitudes of concerned individuals from our 
community who are invested and care deeply about the future of the Gulf Coast. 

Group 1   
Richly Duong   100 Winnie Ct. Gulfport, MS 39503  
Ya Sin Shabazz   PO Box 927, Biloxi, MS 39533 (Hijra House)  
Amy Ji Carter   403 Maginnis Ave. OS, MS 396564    

(Asians Americans for Change) 
Kara Lankford PO Box  7891 Spanish Fort, AL 36577   

(Ocean Conservancy.org) 
   
Group 2   
Andrew Schill  1525 E Pass Rd. Gulfport, MS (Mississippi Center for  

Justice)  MCJ 
Irene McIntosh   3047 Chotham Rd, D'Iberville MS 39540   

(D'Iberville Volunteer Foundation) 
Ed Cake    2510 Ridgewood Rd, Ocean Springs, MS 39564  

(Gulf Environmental Associates and DVF) 
Avery Bates   8260 N Meadow Ln. Irvington, AL 36544  

(Organized Seafood Assoc. of AL) 
   
Group 3   
Victoria Phaneuf   3924 Idaho St. New Orleans, LA 70114  

 
  610 Water Street, Biloxi, MS 39530    Phone: 228-435-3113    Fax: 228-435-3137    admin@stepscoalition.org  

www.stepscoalition.org 
 
 
 

mailto:admin@stepscoalition.org
http://www.stepscoalition.org/


(University of Arizona) 
Jackie Antalan   ophomecare@yahoo.com (Operative Home Care) 
Don Blancher   330 Fern Hill Ct. Mobile, AL 36608 (MDEQ) 
Jackie Washington-Danzie  223 Nixon St, Biloxi 39530 (Harrison Co. Federation of  
     Women) 
John Jopling   1309 Father Ryan Ave. Biloxi, MS (MCJ) 
   
Group 4   
Kelly Lucas   1411 Bayview Ave, Biloxi, MS 39530 (MDMR) 
Joseph Ferguson   14624 John Smith Rd, Vancleave, MS 39565  
Charisse Gordon   963 Division St. Biloxi, MS 39530 (MCJ) 
Divya Subrahmanyan  963 Division St. Biloxi, MS 39530 (MCJ) 
Jennifer Johnson   PO Box 4686, Jackson, MS 39296-4686(Oxfam America) 
Stephen Teague   963 Division St, Biloxi, MS 39530 (MCJ)  
Roberta Avila   610 Water St., Biloxi, MS  39530 (Steps Coalition) 
Howard Page, Facilitator  610 Water St., Biloxi, MS  39530 (Steps Coalition) 
  

 
  

Group 5   
Suong Pham   6020 W Greene St, Bay St. Louis, MS 39520  
Thu Van Huynh   6159 E. Jackson St. Bay St. Louis, MS 39520  
Nghieu Tran   100 Espana Park, Waveland, MS 39576  

        No Van Nguyen               3074 Big Ridge Rd #4, D'Iberville, MS, 39540  
Ut Thang Nguyen   277 Nichols Dr, Biloxi, MS 39530  
Tuan Dang    7613 Reston Dr, Biloxi, MS 39532    
Kaitlin Truong, Facilitator  2112 Bienville Blvd., Suite LI, Oceans Springs, MS 39564  

AAC (Asian Americans for Change) 
 Nam Van Nguyen   3600 Jo Beth Terrace, Gautier, MS 39553  
Dong, Le Van   1905 Porpoise Dr., Ocean Springs, MS 39564  
Thao Vu. Facilitator  1636 Popps Ferry Rd. Suite 223, Biloxi, MS 39532

 Facilitator – (MS Coalition of Vietnamese-American Fisherfolk 
and Families) 

 
 

The following comments were in response to questions solicited by the Council when the Draft Plan was 
released, and are taken directly from the notes of the facilitators assigned to each group. 

 
1st) Input on what Priority Criteria the Council should use when evaluating projects 
• The current suggested criteria used by the Council is far too broad and needs to be 
narrowed significantly to be workable as an evaluation tool. Specifically, there should be 
numerically weighted criteria that each potential project is evaluated by and this weighted rubric 
should be available for public viewing. 
• One of the main criteria for evaluation should be a potential project’s impact on 
community resilience and workforce development. Projects that benefit the long term resiliency 
should be geared towards the resiliency of minority, distressed, and fishing populations of the 
Gulf Coast. 
• Criteria should also include hard numbers about the percentage of local workforce, 
including local fisherman that will be utilized in the implementation of a project 
 
2nd) Input on the Initial Draft’s listed Funding Objectives 



• The funding objectives are also too broad and must be refined to clear and specific 
objectives by which each project will be evaluated. 
• Continued environmental education and stewardship must be an active objective of the 
RESTORE Council, especially concerning education about the impact of potential future 
disasters. 
• There must also be an emphasis on local workforce development and contracting as an 
objective; this will create employment by the local workforce in the communities where 
restoration projects will occur. 
 
3rd)  Both the Citizen and Science Advisory Committees are urgently needed by the Gulf 
Coast community and both must be a part of the Council selection process 
• Advisory committees must include locals from the Gulf Coast, including but not limited 
to those from formal and informal education backgrounds such as fisher folk who make their 
living from the Gulf waters, social scientists, and representatives of the numerous environmental 
justice groups on the Gulf Coast. 
• Both committees should be utilized as secondary project oversight groups and be given 
real power to recommend or veto certain projects that will affect their local community. 
 
We believe the following three areas of focus are essential to ensuring the continued health of the 
Gulf Coast region both ecologically and economically. FIRST, we want to see a commitment to 
local jobs and workforce development with any new restoration project. Projects selected by the 
Council must be implemented by local Gulf Coast workers and fisher folk, and when necessary 
sub contracted by way of larger contractors. SECOND, there must be a Citizen’s Advisory 
Committee as well as a Science Advisory Committee that can realistically influence which 
restoration projects are inevitably chosen for implementation. THIRD, while we acknowledge 
that ecological restoration projects will inherently have elements of economic restoration, we 
must have a commitment from the council that no project will promote purely economic growth 
in the community at the cost of ecological restoration.  

 
Thank you in advance for your serious attention to these comments. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Roberta Avila 
Executive Director  
Steps Coalition  
on behalf of the MS Collaborative- Racial Equity Initiative. 

 
cc:  MS Collaborative- Racial Equity Initiative 
Asian Americans for Change 
Boat People SOS 
MS Coalition of Vietnamese- American Fisherfolks and Familes 
MS Center for Justice 
Hijra House 

 

  

 



 
 

                                         
1655 N. Fort Myer Drive 
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                                                Arlington, VA 22209 

 Phone: 703-525-6300 
www.conservationfund.org 

 

 

 

July 3, 2013 
 
Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council  
c/o U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W., Room 4077  
Washington, DC 20230 
 
Dear Council Members: 
 
The Conservation Fund (the Fund) has led land conservation efforts for nearly 30 years. During 
this time, we’ve protected more than 7 million acres across America, including wild areas, 
historic lands, and national parks and wildlife refuges throughout the Gulf region. We work 
hand-in-hand with community and government leaders, landowners, and our agency partners to 
save the places that matter most and accomplish top public conservation priorities.  
 
The Fund commends the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council for the development of the 
Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan: Restoring the Gulf Coast’s Ecosystem and Economy (the 
Plan) and appreciates the opportunity to comment.  The Council provides a strong framework for 
restoring and protecting the habitats that are home to countless species of fish, birds, and other 
wildlife that contribute to a healthy ecosystem and a thriving Gulf Coast economy. 
 
As we move forward, we urge the Council to consider the following recommendations: 
 

(1) In recognition that perpetual protection is integral to restoration and protection efforts, 
we recommend making perpetual land protection a priority in the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill restoration effort by modifying the definition of restoration, the 
objectives and the priority criteria. We appreciate the inclusion of “protecting and 
conserving ecosystems” in the Plan’s definition of restoration (pp. 11), however, we urge 
the Council to provide further clarity and emphasis on the importance of perpetual 
protection by:  

a. adding “conservation easement and land acquisition,” specifically, to the 
Council’s definition of restoration in the Plan (pp. 11);  

b. retaining language in Objective 1 (Restore, Enhance and Protecting Habitats) 
referencing acquisition and conservation easements; and  

c. adding fee acquisition and conservation easements to the type of projects and 
programs listed under Objective 2 (Restore, Improve, and Protect Water Quality), 
Objective 3 (Protect and Restore Living Coastal and Marine Resources), 
Objective 4 (Restore and Enhance Natural Processes and Shorelines), and 
Objective 5 (Promote Community Resilience).  
 



Decades of research has shown that perpetual protection restores and protects habitats, 
watersheds/water quality, and marine resources, and promotes community resilience. 
Perpetual protection can be accomplished by either fee title land acquisition or 
conservation easement purchase from willing sellers by government and non-profit 
organizations.   
 

(2) The Fund supports the establishment of advisory committees as recommended in the 
Plan’s “Next Steps” section (pp. 20).  We encourage the Council to establish a science 
advisory committee, a citizens’ advisory committee, and a lands advisory committee 
to provide input to the Council in carrying out its responsibilities under the RESTORE 
Act.  The lands committee would be charged with reviewing and making 
recommendations on land acquisition and conservation strategies and should include 
representatives from government agencies, natural resource experts, and the non-profit 
conservation and land protection organizations. 
 

(3) In order to accomplish the regional, ecosystem-based approach to restoration highlighted 
in the Plan, we recommend that the Council ensure a broad interpretation of the 
“Gulf Coast region” and adhere to pursuing restoration and acquisition “without 
regard to geographic location within the Gulf Coast region.”  We are concerned that 
while the Plan outlines the definition of the “Gulf Coast region” as it is defined in the 
RESTORE Act, that the actual boundaries remain unclear to many project developers and 
Gulf Coast citizens.  For example, the region should not be incorrectly limited to the area 
within 25 miles of the coast, but rather should include  a more expansive area consisting 
of a state’s coastal zone plus the land, water, and watersheds that extend 25 miles beyond 
that zone.  In Florida, the coastal zone is the entire state of Florida so there should be no 
geographic limitations.  In other states, the coastal zones vary.  We strongly recommend 
a Council map outlining the geographic boundaries of the defined “Gulf Coast 
region” for use by all project developers, and to ensure that all qualifying projects 
within the region are put forward for consideration by the Council.  Additionally, while 
the Plan states several times that projects will be evaluated “without regard to geographic 
location within the Gulf Coast region” (pp. 14, Evaluation Criteria; pp. 6, Overview), the 
Plan should ensure there are no biases, for example, by expanding the list of 
habitats under Objective 1 (Restore, Enhance, and Protect Habitats) to include 
additional priority freshwater and upland habitats, whose restoration and protection 
provide critical benefits to downstream functionality, resiliency, and sustainability.  
 

(4) Finally, the Fund recommends that the Council adopt a transparent process by 
which non-Council members can propose projects.  Conservation groups across the 
Gulf are working hard in tandem with federal, state, and local partners on projects that 
will make significant contributions to the restoration and protection of the natural 
resources, ecosystems, and wildlife habitats of the Gulf Coast region.  We would like to 
see a transparent process put into place for all projects that allows the Council to evaluate 
future projects that will protect and restore the natural resources most impacted by the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill. We have attached the Fund’s Gulf Coast Partner Acquisition 
Priorities map and look forward to meeting with Council staff to provide specific details 
on the projects the Fund and our partners have developed for consideration.  Some of 



these projects are already on the preliminary list published alongside the Plan and we 
hope to see these on the Funded Priorities List.   

 
Thank you for this opportunity to provide input to the Draft Initial Comprehensive Plan.  The 
Conservation Fund is committed to a partnership approach to conservation in the Gulf Coast 
region and looks forward to working with the Council on the further development of the Plan and 
the restoration of the Gulf Coast. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Lawrence A. Selzer 
President & CEO 
 
 
Enclosure: The Conservation Fund’s “Gulf Coast Partner Acquisition Priorities” map 
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GULF COAST RESTORATION CORPS 

THE CORPS NETWORK | 1100 G STREET, NW, SUITE 1000, WASHNIGTON, DC 20005 | TEL 202.737.6272 | FAX 202.737.6277| WWW.CORPSNETWORK.ORG



Project Summary 

The Corps Network (TCN) stands ready and willing to assist the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration 
Council (Council) with the ecosystem and economic restoration of the Gulf Coast while promoting 
natural resource stewardship of its young people and veterans. TCN proposes to build Conservation 
Corps capacity in the Gulf Coast through a five-year project designed to provide ecosystem restoration 
and build the infrastructure necessary to sustain existing and establish new Conservation Corps 
programs in underserved areas across the gulf coast. Specifically, the Gulf Coast Restoration Corps 
project will employ over 700 local young people (between the ages of 18-25) and veterans (up to age 
35) to complete important and necessary restoration projects across the Gulf over a five year period 
and leave at least three new local Conservation Corps in the region to continue providing opportunities 
to embark on pathways leading to promising careers and productive lives while significantly investing 
in their communities.       

Statement of Need

The Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010 was the largest accidental marine oil spill in the history of the 
petroleum industry, releasing 4.9 million barrels of crude oil and causing extensive damage to 
marine and wildlife habitats and to the Gulf’s fishing and tourism industries. Moreover, the Gulf 
Coast’s economy has been battered over the last decade from economic recessions and both natural 
and man-made disasters.



GULF COAST RESTORATION CORPS 

A Solution 

The Council can begin to repair and revitalize the 
Gulf Coast’s ecosystem, provide training to local 
young people, create jobs, and stimulate economic 
development by investing in a multi-year 
Restoration Corps program.  

Conservation Corps mobilize young adults and 
veterans, under the leadership and supervision of 
well-trained crew leaders, to make up 
self-contained workforce units that are able to 
complete significant ecological and restoration 
work. Built on the legacy of the Civilian 
Conservation Corps (CCC) of the 1930s, Corps 
operate nationwide and creates win-win situations 
by addressing several pressing needs at the same 
time. They provide young people with 
opportunities to advance their education and 
obtain important life and job skills. They offer a 
stipend or wage that can stimulate the local 
economy, and they complete important and 
necessary projects in a high-quality, cost-effective 
manner. According to a recent cost analysis by 
Booz Allen and the National Park Service, Corps 
can complete projects for a fraction of the cost  
of other types of labor (average project savings of 
more than 50 percent).  

Also, like its predecessor the CCC, which played a 
major role in responding to natural disasters that 
occurred during that time including several forest 
fires and floods, modern Corps have continued this 
legacy of disaster response. In 2006 and 2007, 
following Hurricane Katrina, TCN coordinated a 
Gulf Coast Recovery Corps in Waveland and 
Biloxi, MS, that engaged more than 216 
AmeriCorps members and 54 crew leaders from 
Corps across the Country. Corps have also 
responded to other disasters, including the floods 
in Iowa, numerous tornados across the Midwest, 
and many forest fires in the West. Most recently, 
Corps crews from across the country assisted with 
response to Super Storm Sandy.  

Conservation Corps provide self-contained crews 
and individual placements to meet project needs 
(e.g. crew leaders, crew members, vehicles, 
tools, project expertise, insurance, risk 
management, etc.) They have a long history of 
partnering with federal, tribal, state and local 
land and water management agencies. Engaging 
Conservation Corps can help meet the long term 
recovery goals (ecological restoration, 
employment and economic development) of the 
gulf region in a cost effective manner while 
addressing youth unemployment, and preparing 
a diverse group of young people to be the next 
generation of workers, leaders, and 
environmental stewards.  

Conservation Corps prepare young people for jobs 
and careers. Since the time of the CCC going 
forward to modern day, preparing young people 
for jobs and careers has been one of the 
principal goals of Corps programs. Through the 
crew-based Corps model, Corpsmembers receive 
mentoship, learn how to work together, and 
develop work and leadership skills.  

In the Corps Model, adult leaders, who serve as 
mentors as well as technical trainers and 
supervisors, guide crews of up to 8-12 
Corpsmembers as they carry out a wide range of 
service and conservation projects. In return for 
their efforts to restore and strengthen 
communities, Corpsmembers receive a living 
allowance, and, if needed, classroom training to 
improve academic competencies and secure a 
high school diploma or GED, college credit, and 
a wide range of supportive services. They also 
participate in experiential and service-learning, 
receive general and technical skills training, are 
taught leadership skills, and are encouraged 
to become civically engaged. Many receive an 
AmeriCorps post-service educational award. 



  Regardless of the type of the project, Corps provide opportunities for young people to: 

•   Gain industry recognized credentials and technical skills applicable to future employment; 
•   Take initiative—growing as leaders and accountable, responsible colleagues;
•   Grow in self-efficacy and self-esteem through pride in creating visible and valued 
     improvements to community and the environment; and
•   Attain academic achievement through learning by doing—relating classroom studies to 
    experience in the field (and those that need to, gain educationally by making progress toward a  
    high school diploma or GED). 

Project Design 

TCN proposes a Gulf Coast Restoration 
Corps project that will employ over 700 local 
young people and veterans on restoration 
projects across the Gulf over a five-year 
period, and leave at least three new local 
Conservation Corps in the Gulf to continue 
providing opportunities for young men and 
women to embark on pathways that lead to 
promising careers and productive lives while 
significantly investing in their communities. 
      
In each stage of the project, Conservation Corps 
can complete a wide and broad range of 
projects that restore and protect natural 
resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and 
wildlife habitats, beaches and coastal wetlands. 
 
Stage 1 
TCN will coordinate a large scale Conservation 
Corps response to assist in the restoration effort, 
similar to many of the other disaster response 
efforts described above. Established Corps 
located in Texas, Florida, and Louisiana will 
respond immediately with a focus on hiring local 

young people and veterans. TCN will issue a 
multiyear Request for Proposals (RFP) to 
identify the seven additional Conservation Corps 
from outside the Gulf Coast region to assist in 
the effort. The non-local Conservation Corps 
will provide capacity and corps expertise while 
engaging primarily local recruits as 
Corpsmembers. Stage 1 will last one year, 
involve up to ten Conservation Corps in 
ten-week residential sessions. Stage 1 will 
include extensive crew leader training with 
partnering organizations on gulf specific 
restoration projects. (January – December 2014)

Stage 2 
The ten national and local Conservation Corps 
that TCN selected in the initial RFP will 
continue to assist in Gulf Coast ecosystem 
restoration projects while transitioning to 
engaging only locally recruited Corpsmembers. 
TCN will develop a system to recruit local young 
peple and veterans to work for the ten 
Conservation Corps. Corpsmembers will continue 
to work under seasoned crew leaders from across 
the nation, with the goal of transitioning regional 
Corpsmembers to crew leaders to lead 
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A recent study by Texas A&M and Brigham Young Universities found that Conservation 
Corps programs resulted in the following impacts on Corpsmembers: 

•   A positive attitude toward public lands was 11 times higher for Corpsmembers than members  
     of a comparison group;
•   Teamwork was six times higher for Corpsmembers than members of the comparison group;
•   Leadership was six times higher for Corpsmembers than members of the comparison group;
•   Responsibility was three times higher for Corpsmembers than members of the comparison 
     group;
•   Positive communication indicators were four times higher for Corpsmembers than members of 
     the comparison group; and
•   Critical Thinking was four times higher for Corpsmembers than members of the comparison 
     group.

subsequent crews. TCN will issue a second RFP 
to select three organizations to operate 
permanent Conservation Corps in the Gulf 
Region, which has historically been underserved 
by conservation and workforce programs. TCN 
will provide technical assistance to the three 
selected organizations. In addition, the three 
organizations will begin working with initial ten 
Corps and project partners to gain on the ground 
experience. The Corpsmember service period will 
extend in length as the program transforms from 
“spike” crews to local Corpsmembers. This stage 
will last two years (January 2015 – December 
2016).

Stage 3 
TCN will support the development of the three 
to five new permanent Corps programs in 
traditionally underserved areas across the Gulf 
Coast. At this point, all project funding would 
go solely to the new startup Corps. These Corps 
will scale up from four crews each in the first 
year to six crews in the second year. TCN will 
continue to provide training and technical 

assistance on technical proects, youth 
development practices, and organizational 
capacity. These new programs will focus solely 
on Gulf restoration activities and then slowly 
expand to include system monitoring and 
sustainability. These expanded and new 
permanent Corps would be a lasting legacy to 
the engagement of Corps to restore the Gulf. 
This stage is expected to last two years (January 
2017 – December 2018).



Gulf Coast Restoration Project Types 

Conservation Corps have completed a wide and broad range of projects that restore and 
protect natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches and 
coastal wetlands: 

The Council and partners will identify Corps-appropriate projects from the “funded priority 	
list” that will focus on restoring and protecting natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, 		
marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, coastal wetlands, and the economy across the Gulf 	
Coast region. The Council will have the option to select large-scale projects that the Corps can 
contribute to over multiple years or select portions of larger projects that contain Corps-appro-
priate work. As the council plans and implements these projects, TCN will assist in identifying 
federal, state, and local partners and proposals to incorporate the Corps into Restore projects.
     
In addition to providing crews, Corps have extensive experience providing individual 
placement interns that deliver support in areas of assessment, planning, research 
assistance and species and habitat monitoring. Corps also have the capacity and experience 
to lead large volunteer projects, mobilize and manage local volunteers and donations, and 
engage residents of affected communities and local business. 

Coastal Restoration 
•   Bank Stabilization
•   Barrier Island Restoration
•   Marsh Creation
•   Monitoring/Surveying to Support 
     Sediment Diversion and Hydrologic 
     Restoration
•   Oyster Barrier Reef Seeding
•   Ridge Restoration
•   Riparian Habitat Restoration
•   Shoreline Protection

Assesments, Studies, Inventories
•   Boundary Surveys and Marking
•   Ecological and Restoration Planning
•   Environmental Sampling
•   Hydro-biological data collection 
•   Population Studies and GIS Inventories
•   Research Assistance 
•   Species Inventory and Monitoring

Emergency Response
•   Debris and Hazardous Trees Removal
•   Hazardous & Toxic Materials Clean Up
•   Levee Protection
•   Tree Removal

Maintenance and Monitoring
•   Volunteer Management
•   Abandoned Lot Clean-Up
•   Construction (Shelters, Kiosks, Cabins,  
     etc.)
•   Construction of Nesting Boxes, Fishing 
     Piers, Boat Docks and Fish Cribs
•   Decommissioning of Structures
•   Erosion Control
•   Fencing Installation and Removal
•   Irrigation Systems
•   Re-vegetation
•   Trail Construction and Maintenance
•   Weatherization
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Training & Partnerships 

TCN will work with Council members, 
federal, state, and local land and water
managers, conservation organizations, and 
foundations to design and coordinate regional 
training sessions throughout each stage of the 
project. TCN will engage national and regional 
foundations and partners to help develop the 
training curriculum and cover the cost associated 
with trainings.  

TCN will partner with the Corporation for 
National and Community Service to offer 
AmeriCorps Education Awards to all of the 
Corpsmembers upon successful completion of 
the program.  

In addition, TCN will partner with state workforce 
agencies and regional / local Workforce 
Investment Boards to build local recruiting 
networks and provide Corpsmembers with access 
to employers and jobs following their terms of 
service. In the effort to develop local recruits, 
TCN will also partner with state and private 
universities, community colleges, and historically 
black colleges and universities, and seek 
capacity-building support from national and 
regional foundations.   

The Corps Network Project 
Oversight 

TCN will provide project management, 
administration, and training and technical 
assistance thoughout the entire project. TCN will 
provide grant / agreements and financial 
oversight from the Washington, DC office and 
plan to hire two field staff- ideally housed with 
a local partner organization- to provide on the 
ground management and monitoring.   
 
The first RFP will support up to ten Conservation 
Corps organizations from both the Gulf Coast 
region and national scope to engage 160 
Corpsmembers and Crew Leaders. The funding 
will include a negotiated weekly rate for each 
organization participating and related travel 
expenses to the project site(s). TCN will manage 
training and technical assistance for the 
projects. The second RFP will be for the final 
three years (including a one year overlap with 
the first RFP). This RFP will establish three new 
local Conservation Corps in the Gulf region to 
continue providing opportunities for young men 
and women to embark on pathways that lead to 
promising careers and productive lives.   



For each of the three new Corps, TCN will provide:

	 •   Technical assistance in program design and management;

	 •   Funding for a Program Manager and Coordinator on site;

	 •   Agreed upon weekly project rate for Crewleaders’ wages and Corpsmembers’ stipends;

	 •   An AmeriCorps VISTA on site to assist site staff and The Corps Network’s staff in developing
 	      a program-wide sustainability plan and in collecting documentation for the purposes of 
               promotion and evaluation;

	 •   Up to $25,000 per year for project startup costs and site support based on organizational 		
	      need.

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5
Total Corps Members 
and Crew Leaders

80 160 240 96 144

Conservation Corps 10 10 10 3 3
RFP 1  (10 Established 
Corps)
RFP 2 (3 New Corps) 

Stage 1 2 2 3 3

Project Schedule

Year 3 will include the 10 established Conservation Corps and the 3 new organizations chosen in the 
second RFP.  The three new Corps will work with 10 established Conservation Corps to gain on-the 
ground-project, youth development, and administrative/organizational experience.

The Corps Network Organization Capacity 
 
Founded in 1985, with a mission to “promote the growth, quality, and sustainability of Corps” and 
support “well-funded, high-quality Corps in every community,” TCN represents more than 127 state, 
local, and non-profit organizations, many of which have been in existence and changing lives and 
communities through service for several decades. Since it was established, TCN member Corps have 
engaged more than 750,000 young people in service. At present, TCN member Corps enroll more than 
27,000 Corpsmembers a year, the majority of whom come from diverse and disadvantaged 
backgrounds, many of whom are looking for a second chance to succeed in life. Corpsmembers receive 



a wide range of personal and professional development opportunities and services including, but not 
limited to: guidance from adult leaders who serve as mentors and role models, academic programming 
designed to lead to a high school diploma or GED, opportunities to pursue in-demand certificates and 
credentials, and a modest stipend – all to prepare them for postsecondary education and labor market 
success.   

The founders of what is now TCN (formerly the National Association of Service and Conservation Corps) 
drew their inspiration from the CCC, the Depression-era program that engaged and supported three and 
a half million young men in natural resource conservation and development. Similarly, today’s Service 
and Conservation Corps – the heirs of the CCC – engage youth and young adults in community service 
and service learning; provide training, education, and full scope of supportive services; and set young 
people on a defined pathway leading to post-secondary education, sustainable employment, and a 
lifetime of civic engagement.

TCN advocates for policies and resources, establishes and develops partnerships, provides technical 
assistance and training, facilitates a peer review process and regular learning exchanges of best 
practices, and administers pilot and national programs (including an Educational Award Program), for 
the primary purpose of improving the quality and increasing the capacity of existing Corps, and helping 
establish new Corps in underserved communities.

TCN has managed multiple major federal awards involving collaboration at sub-sites, most recently a 
$5.7M National Emergency Grant from the US DOL, requiring detailed evaluation data tracking as well 
as detailed fiscal reporting and reimbursements. The Corps Network has managed requirements and 
complex reimbursements for awards including US DOL, CNCS, Bureau of Reclamation ARRA 
funding, and the second largest Education Award program in the AmeriCorps portfolio. Findings in over 
a decade of A-133 audits have been none to minimal. The result is strong internal controls and trusted 
support to sub-grantees ensuring all reporting is clean and accurate.
 

Conclusion 

TCN stands ready and willing to assist the Council with the ecosystem and economic restoration of the 
Gulf Coast. TCN’s proposed Gulf Coast Restoration Corps will provide ecosystem restoration and build 
the infrastructure necessary to establish and sustain Conservation Corps programs in underserved areas 
across the gulf coast. The Gulf Coast Restoration Corps will complete important and necessary 
restoration projects across the gulf while providing opportunities for young men and women to embark 
on pathways that lead to promising careers and productive lives.         

GULF COAST RESTORATION CORPS 
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July 3, 2013 
 
Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council  
1401 Constitution Avenue, NW  
Washington, DC 20230  
 
Dear Members of the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council: 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to offer comments on the Council’s Draft Initial 
Comprehensive Plan. The Nature Conservancy is a national and global non-profit conservation 
organization whose mission is to conserve the lands and waters on which all life depends. Our 
on-the-ground conservation work is carried out in all 50 states and over 30 foreign countries and 
is supported by approximately one million members.  In the Gulf of Mexico region, we have 
been active for more than 40 years, and have state programs with local Boards of Trustees, land 
holdings, and coastal restoration projects in all of the Gulf Coast states. Our work is supported by 
a team of scientists who ensure that our conservation practices are grounded in the best and most 
current scientific understanding of coastal processes and ecosystems. 

 
As a result of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill, the people of the country and the 

Gulf have a once in a lifetime opportunity to work together and leave a legacy for our children 
that we and they will be proud of – a hale and hearty Gulf of Mexico. To make the most of this 
opportunity, we must join together and fulfill the Congressional charge of this Council, to “. . . 
undertake projects and programs, using the best available science, that would restore and 
protect the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, 
coastal wetlands, and economy of the Gulf Coast.” After reviewing the Council’s Draft Initial 
Comprehensive Plan (“Draft Plan”), we are optimistic that the Council is creating a framework 
that will help us meet this mandate. Further, we appreciate the extensive opportunities for public 
involvement in the development this Draft Plan and the consideration given to the input received 
thus far. 
 

The comments herein are organized according to our recommendations on the following 
five elements of the Draft Plan and other areas around which the Council has solicited feedback:   

 
I. Comments on the proposed criteria for Council-selected restoration projects and 

programs, including expanded Priority Criteria and consideration of feasibility criteria; 
II. Comments on the proposed objectives for Council-selected restoration projects and 

programs; 
III. Recommendations regarding how the Council should consider and evaluate project 

proposals; 
IV. Comments on the proposed guidelines for the development of State Expenditure Plans; 
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V. Comments on regional approaches to restoration and science-based decision-making, 
including the formation of a Science and Technical Advisory Committee. 

 
I. Evaluation Criteria for Council-Selected Restoration Component 

We recommend three sets of criteria for evaluation of Council-selected restoration 
projects.  They should be used in sequence to identify those projects that will have the most 
significant restoration impact and are most likely to produce tangible and lasting results.  The 
three sets of criteria are:   

 Elaboration of the statutory criteria to better allow them to be used to evaluate 
specific projects 

 The addition of six over-arching ecosystem restoration sub-criteria 
 The further evaluation of the threshold feasibility of projects that meet statutory 

and ecosystem sub-criteria  

These three sets of criteria are further explained as follows:  
 

A.  Elaboration of the statutory criteria 

There are specific evaluation criteria that are unique to each of the four RESTORE Act 
“Priority Criteria” that are highlighted in bold type below. The bullets appearing under the 
bolded evaluation factor show the full list of detailed criteria that are relevant to each of the four 
evaluation factors.  

1. Projects that are projected to make the greatest contribution to restoring and 
protecting the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife 
habitats, beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast region, without regard to 
geographic location within the Gulf Coast region.  
 
 The extent to which the project or program benefits more than one natural 

resource or ecosystem service. 
 The extent to which the project or program produces or contributes to watershed 

or landscape scale benefits. 
 The extent to which the project or program provides lasting environmental and 

ecosystem service benefits. 
 The return on investment in terms of benefits provided per dollar invested in a 

project, including societal benefits from ecosystem services. 
 

2. Large-scale projects and programs that are projected to substantially contribute to 
restoring and protecting the natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and 
wildlife habitats, beaches, and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast ecosystem.  

 
 The extent to which the large-scale project or program produces watershed or 

landscape scale benefits that are measurable and systemic, such as water quality 
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and quantity improvement to freshwater flows in estuaries that support oyster reef 
restoration.  

 The extent to which the large-scale project or program enhances or complements 
existing or future restoration activities (including other Deepwater Horizon 
penalty-funded restoration projects) to leverage restoration investment. 

  The extent to which the large-scale project or program creates benefits that are 
lasting and contribute to the long-term health of the Gulf of Mexico; and 

 The return on investment in terms of benefits provided per dollar invested in a 
large-scale project, including societal benefits from ecosystem services.  
 

3. Projects contained in existing Gulf Coast State comprehensive plans for the 
restoration and protection of natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and 
wildlife habitats, beaches and coastal wetlands of the Gulf Coast region.  

 
 Consideration that  the project or program is contained in existing Gulf Coast 

State comprehensive plans, including watershed-based resource protection and 
restoration plans, state wildlife habitat protection plans, coastal zone management 
plans, marine protected area plans, and estuary protection plans.  

 Consideration that the project or program is contained in Gulf Coast State plans 
developed following the enactment of the RESTORE Act, for the restoration and 
protection of natural resources, ecosystems, fisheries, marine and wildlife 
habitats, beaches and coastal wetlands.  

 The extent to which the large-scale project or program produces watershed or 
landscape scale benefits in terms of the provision of ecosystem services which are 
measurable and systemic. 

 The extent to which the projects enhance or complement existing restoration 
projects or other Deepwater Horizon penalty restoration activities in order to 
leverage restoration investment.  

 The return on investment in terms of benefits provided per dollar invested in a 
project, including societal benefit from ecosystem services. 
 

4. Projects that restore long-term resiliency of the natural resources, ecosystems, 
fisheries, marine and wildlife habitats, beaches, and coastal wetlands most 
impacted by the Deepwater Horizon oil spill.  

 
 The extent to which the project or program preserves or restores natural processes 

and produces lasting results in the face of sea level rise. 
 The extent to which the project or program reduces recovery times for natural 

resources and ecosystems in response to storm-surge, flooding, drought and other 
weather related events with minimal human intervention or maintenance. 
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 The extent to which the project or program provides environmental services that 
reduce the risk of hazards to communities along the Gulf Coast.  

 The extent to which the project or program enhances or complements existing 
restoration projects or other Deepwater Horizon penalty restoration activities to 
leverage restoration investment.  

 The return on investment in terms of benefits provided per dollar invested in a 
project, including societal benefits from ecosystem services. 
 

B. Over-arching Ecosystem Restoration Criteria 

We recommend that projects meeting the statutory criteria be further evaluated in light of 
the following six overarching ecosystem restoration sub-criteria.  These were derived from the 
four Priority Criteria within the RESTORE Act. We believe that the sub-criteria do not change 
but rather further refine the Priority Criteria, therefore considering them together with the 
Priority Criteria will enable the Council to best prioritize projects and programs that will achieve 
the greatest long-term restoration of the Gulf of Mexico.  

The six sub-criteria that we recommend for consideration in conjunction with the Priority 
Criteria include: 

 
1. Multiple Ecosystem Services Benefits. The extent to which the project or program 

contributes multiple benefits in the form of improvement or creation of ecosystem 
services associated with the seven ecosystem restoration objectives listed on pages 
11-13 of the Draft Plan. The ecosystem services provided by a project or program 
focused on the seven ecosystem restoration objectives may include, for example: 

 
-Habitat value    -Benefits to other wildlife 
-Support for migratory species  -Wildlife corridors 
-Fisheries, freshwater and saltwater -Nature-based tourism 
-Accumulation of sediments  -Sediment delivery 
-Water quality    -Carbon sequestration 
-Freshwater delivery   -Freshwater availability 
-Storm surge and wave attenuation -Flood protection 
 

2. Leveraging Existing Restoration Projects and Plans. The extent to which the project 
or program complements other watershed or large landscape restoration plans and 
existing projects to leverage and maximize restoration efforts;  
 

3. Lasting Benefits. The extent to which the project or program creates lasting 
ecological benefits which contribute to the long-term health of the Gulf of Mexico; 

 
4. Contributes to Resiliency to Climate Change and Sea Level Rise. The extent to 

which the project or program increases the capacity of coastal ecosystems and 
communities to adapt to the effects of sea level rise and changing climate.  
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5. Return on Investment. The return on investment in terms of benefits provided per 
dollar invested in a project or program, including societal benefits from ecosystem 
services; and 

 
6. Measurable Outcomes. The extent to which the project or program delivers clearly 

defined, measurable outcomes and benefits.  

To illustrate how the proposed sub-criteria can be considered in conjunction with the four 
Priority Criteria, see Appendix 1.  

 
C. Addition of Threshold Feasibility Criteria to Evaluation Criteria 

In addition to the Evaluation Criteria above which are focused on the ecosystem 
restoration benefit of projects or programs, we respectfully recommend that the Final Plan 
contain a set of Threshold Feasibility Criteria by which projects and programs will be evaluated 
for completeness and technical viability, as well as to ensure consistent information is provided 
to the Council for project evaluation. These criteria should at minimum include: 

 Quality and completeness of project design 
 Technical feasibility and readiness for implementation 
 Best available science supporting benefit(s) of project  
 Estimated project costs are reasonable given anticipated benefits and include long-

term maintenance costs 
 Measurable environmental benefits defined in terms of the Priority Criteria 
 Economic benefits, including jobs created and ecosystem service benefits 
 Relationship to other existing or planned Gulf restoration efforts 
 Extent to which there has been an opportunity for public discussion and input into 

project  
 Public outreach and environmental education associated with project 
 Long-term maintenance and monitoring plan for project  
 

II. Objectives for Council-Selected Restoration Component 

In addition to the project evaluation criteria, we appreciate your solicitation for feedback 
on the proposed objectives for the Council-selected Restoration Component in the Draft Plan. 
We offer the following comments on the proposed objectives: 

 In general, we believe that the objectives in the Draft Plan correctly capture the types of 
ecosystem restoration projects, programs, and activities that should be funded by the 
Council.  

 We suggest that Objective 2, Restore, Improve, and Protect Water Quality, be modified 
to Restore, Improve, and Protect Water Quality Resources, to reflect that the scope of the 
objective includes improving the quantity of freshwater flows and connections in addition 
to water quality improvements.  
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 We were pleased that the Council included as an example of potential project types, in its 
water quality objective, “implementation of best watershed management practices.” We 
strongly support the notion of maximizing the impact of ecosystem restoration funds by 
directing them toward the restoration of “whole systems,” such as critical watersheds. For 
example, in Florida, we have worked closely with counties and other stakeholders to 
identify integrated sets of projects and programs that will restore and protect critical 
watersheds from the basins to the beaches. Many of the public comments have revolved 
around using the watershed approach to identify the right projects to address the right 
issues.  Implementing similar system-wide approaches across the Gulf will result in the 
best possible solutions by identifying a set of integrated projects and/or programs that 
will produce tangible long lasting environmental results for the entire region. 

 We are pleased that Objective 6, Promote Natural Resource Stewardship and 
Environmental Education, recognizes the importance of “professional development and 
training . . . for all ages” to further ecosystem restoration and protection, and support the 
Council working with the states and other partners to develop and promote these types of 
programs (such as workforce development and job training programs for restoration 
projects and the establishment of a Gulf Conservation Corps to train and mobilize youth 
and military veterans to engage in restoration work).  
 

III. Procedures for Project Selection and Implementation 
 

As one of the few conservation organizations that designs and implements on-the-ground 
restoration projects in all five Gulf States, we believe we have important insight to share with the 
Council regarding the Draft Plan’s proposed guidelines for project evaluation, selection, and 
implementation. Below we offer several recommendations regarding the submittal of proposals 
to the Council and resultant agency implementation of the projects or programs.  
 

A. Submittal of Proposals to the Council 
 
We have several concerns about the Draft Plan’s proposed process for soliciting and 

evaluating project proposals (p. 16), as explained in detail below.  
1. There is a lack of specificity in the Draft Plan regarding the project submission 

sponsorship requirement. The word “sponsorship” as used on Page 16 of the Draft Plan 
is not defined within the RESTORE Act.  As such, we encourage the Council to clearly 
describe what duties and obligations project sponsorship entails, including the following 
clarifications: 
 

 The extent to which sponsorship conveys responsibility for long-term monitoring, 
evaluation, and stewardship of projects, including the acquisition of land or other 
rights and adaptive management measures; 

 The extent to which sponsorship requires the same agency that sponsors a project 
or program to implement it; 
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 If sponsorship necessitates any level of local, state or other matching 
requirements; 

 The extent to which sponsorship affects pass-through grant or subcontracting 
requirements. 
 

2. Requiring proposed projects to be sponsored by individual Council members may 
restrict the implementation of large-scale, collaborative, and/or regional projects. We 
are concerned that requiring that projects or programs be sponsored by a single Council 
member may, in essence, pigeonhole potential projects/programs into single agencies’ 
geographic regions or priorities and thereby impede the Council’s ability to realize its 
stated commitment to “promot[ing] ecosystem-based and landscape-scale restoration 
without regard to geographic location within the Gulf Coast region.”  To address this 
concern, we recommend that the Council consider the following: 
 

 Allowing for projects or programs to have one or more agency “sponsors,” 
thereby enabling two or more Council members to work together to propose and 
implement large-scale, cross-boundary projects; and/or 

 Allowing for the responsibility for the implementation and/or the long-term 
monitoring, evaluation and stewardship of projects or programs to be delegated by 
the project sponsor to another appropriate entity with mutually agreed upon terms 
of commitment. 
 

3. Varying requirements and standards among project sponsors may lead to inconsistent 
practices relating to project subcontractors, grantees, and/or project partners. To 
address this concern, we propose: 
 

 Including provisions in the Final Plan that require any policies or requirements 
associated with pass-through grants and subcontracting opportunities to be 
consistent among all the agencies involved in the restoration of the Gulf Coast; 
and 

 Including provisions in the Final Plan which require that any policies or 
requirements associated with matching requirements should be applied uniformly 
among all implementers and projects/programs involved in the restoration of the 
Gulf Coast; and 

 Considering the possibility of appointing a lead agency from the Council 
Members’ affiliations to administer all restoration programs and serve as a single 
point of contact and central support unit throughout the project selection and 
implementation processes. Administration would include ensuring 
projects/programs are implemented according to the Final Comprehensive Plan, 
benchmarks and completion occur on schedule, budgets are evaluated for 
accountability, and  general oversight is provided throughout the process.  
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4. There is a lack of specificity in the Draft Plan regarding the timing of project 
solicitations. The current text of the Draft Plan indicates that the Council will 
“periodically request proposals from its eleven State and Federal Members.” We urge the 
Council to specify in its Final Plan the following:  
 

 The general time frame for which the Council will solicit project and program 
proposals (annually, semi-annually, etc.).  We recommend that project 
solicitations be made at least semi-annually and follow a schedule similar to 
established federal restoration grant programs that have been successfully proven 
over time, such as the NOAA Community Restoration Program or the USFWS 
Coastal Program.   

 The timeline of review for project or program selection.  
 A schedule for scientific and public input and review. 

 
B. Procedural Recommendations for Project Selection and Implementation 

The Conservancy recommends that procedures surrounding restoration project or 
program implementation adhere to the highest levels of transparency and accountability in 
respect to selection and implementation of projects and programs. To this end, we recommend 
the Council implement the following procedures: 

 Develop a mechanism for robust scientific oversight throughout implementation to ensure 
that all restoration efforts have a strong scientific foundation and include the necessary 
monitoring, modeling, evaluation and adaptive management. (See section below 
regarding Scientific and Technical Advisory Committee.) 

 Provide a single source of information for the public about the status of projects selected 
for funding under the RESTORE Act, such as an online database that includes 
information about the projects, funding received to date, and the status of their design 
and/or implementation. The database should be updated frequently and user-friendly. 
(One example of such a database is the database of CWPPRA projects available at 
(http://lacoast.gov/new/Projects/List.aspx).  

 Develop a mechanism to systematically share best practices across projects, programs, 
and state borders. This could be accomplished by the creation of standardized 
programmatic progress reports for rigor and consistency on a regional scale.  

 Provide adequate, meaningful public notice for all meetings, deadlines (including project 
submission deadlines), and opportunities for comment on draft strategies, plans and 
projects. Notice should be given, at a minimum, through the Council’s email list serve, 
individual Council member websites, and the Restorethegulf.gov website.   

 Provide opportunities for public participation in future public hearings via webcast or 
other virtual means.  

 Provide opportunities for culturally appropriate engagement to diverse communities, 
including providing translations of important documents into other languages spoken 
widely across the Gulf Coast, such as Vietnamese, French, and Spanish. 

http://lacoast.gov/new/Projects/List.aspx
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 Partner with non-profit organizations, academic institutions, and community 
organizations throughout the project selection and implementation process to take 
advantage of their vast experience, local expertise, and connection to local stakeholders.   
 

C. Emphasizing a Regional Approach to Restoration 

We commend the Council for its commitment to taking a regional, ecosystem-based, and 
landscape-scale approach to restoration, “without regard to geographic location within the Gulf 
Coast region” (p. 6). In addition to recommendations we have made regarding project 
sponsorship, above, we believe that the Council can further support a regional approach to 
restoration by including guidance in the Final Plan of how regional projects shall be coordinated 
to ensure the long-term and cumulative success of every investment and realize the best, most 
appropriate ecosystem restoration projects as possible throughout the Gulf Coast. This approach 
ensures that the entire coastal and marine system receives restoration benefits, not just those 
within a particular state boundary or within the immediate area around an individual project. As 
with every procedural recommendation listed in these comments, we encourage the Council to 
incorporate best practices learned from other regional interagency recovery and restoration 
projects, including (but not limited to): 

 Project integration enhances overall project success without creating additional work by 
utilizing the additional capacity provided by a central support team. In many cases, and 
for good reasons, project managers are almost entirely focused on implementation. 
Additional capacity coming from a central support team saves time, keeps the focus on 
project implementation and raises the visibility of each project. 

 Project teams are willing to pull together to coordinate and share information and create 
efficiencies when they do so. A central support team works with each project to facilitate 
the exchange of knowledge and staff so that project managers can collaborate on lessons 
learned. 

 A central point of coordination allows lessons from each project to be shared and 
successfully implemented in other projects. Integration allows for greater ease of 
receiving and disseminating information, which in turn leverages more support. 

 Working across large-scale restoration projects requires more than large-scale funding. It 
also takes demonstration, innovation, knowledge sharing, partnerships and leverage. 

 
IV. Proposed Guidelines for the Development of State Expenditure Plans 

 The Conservancy supports the Council’s stated commitment in the Draft Plan to ensure 
that the “projects, programs, and activities [in the State Expenditure Plans] will be implemented 
in a manner that is consistent with the requirements of the RESTORE Act as well as the Goals 
and Objectives of the Comprehensive Plan” (p. 17). We understand that Congress intended for 
the eligible activities under the state plans to be broader than those within the Comprehensive 
Plan, and support the use of state expenditure funds for projects that are not purely ecosystem-
restoration-focused. However, we believe that, because the overall intent of the RESTORE Act is 
to restore the long-term health of the Gulf of Mexico ecosystem, the projects and programs in the 
State Expenditure Plans should not negatively impact the Gulf ecosystem. Accordingly, we 
recommend that the Council change its definition of “consistent” to the following:  
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The Council views “consistent” to mean that the Gulf Coast States will implement 
eligible projects, programs, and activities that will further one or more of the five Goals 
and will be implemented in a manner that does not have a [net] negative impact on the 
Gulf Coast ecosystem restoration projects and programs selected for implementation by 
the Council.  

 
  In addition to including the above language, the Final Plan should include clear guidance 
to states on the criteria that they will use to make this “consistency” determination. We also 
propose that the Council require State Expenditure Plans to: 
 

 Contain a description of how the projects or programs therein leverage existing and 
proposed Gulf restoration activities (including from other related sources of funding) in 
order to maximize the ecosystem and economic value of these activities.  

 Be developed with the opportunity for meaningful public comment. The Council should 
make clear in its Final Plan that it will not approve a State Expenditure Plan unless it is  
developed using a transparent process that includes stakeholder engagement and 
meaningful opportunities public comment. 
 
Finally, we recommend that the Council clearly delineate a process and timeline for its 

own approval of State Expenditure Plans. This process should also include an opportunity for 
meaningful public comment.  

 
V. Guiding Principles: Regional Approach to Restoration and Commitment to Science 

 
Finally, we commend the Council for including in the Draft Plan several guiding 

principles that will guide its activities in its implementation of the RESTORE Act, including 
commitments to regional approaches to restoration and science-based decision-making. We 
respectfully offer the following suggestions as to how the Council can help ensure that those 
commitments are realized in its Final Plan and beyond: 

 
D. Creation of a Science Advisory Council  

The Conservancy recommends the creation of a Science Advisory Committee to guide 
and advise the Council in major decisions in carrying out its statutory mandate. The Science 
Advisory Committee should be regional in approach and its composition representative of the 
entire Gulf Coast region as defined by the RESTORE Act. Committee members should be 
comprised of both theoretical and applied scientists, along with educators who can serve as 
community liaisons to share and explain progress of the Final Comprehensive Plan to the public.  
In addition, the Science Advisory Committee would include a representative from each of the 
Centers of Excellence established under the RESTORE Act. A single Senior Scientist would 
serve as chair.   

We further recommend that Scientific Advisory Committee members be selected based 
on expertise that is directly relevant to the Gulf ecosystem and the challenges specific to the 
watersheds and estuaries within the five Gulf States. The Final Plan should include a section on 
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how the Council will incorporate the “Best Available Science” into its evaluation of both the 
Council-selected Restoration Component as well as the State-Expenditure Plan-Spill Impact 
Component. Using the best available scientific data, decision support tools models, and polls, the 
Science Advisory Committee will ensure that all ecosystem restoration projects are held 
accountable to the Evaluation Criteria ultimately adopted by the Council. 

We recommend that the Council take steps to ensure that the Science Advisory 
Committee is actively engaged in the implementation of the Final Plan at every step: evaluating 
technical feasibility, benefits, and monitoring plans; prioritizing projects; determining sequential 
steps to completion; and lastly, informing final selection decision making. As a part of every 
RESTORE Council meeting agenda, the Science Advisory Committee should also be available 
to provide an update on its activities and answer questions presented to it by the Council.   
Finally, the Scientific Advisory Committee should coordinate regularly with NRDA and NFWF, 
so that all of the scientific lessons generated from these concurrent ecosystem restoration 
processes will work together and complement each other.   
 Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Plan. Please consider us a 
resource as you move forward in formulating a Final Plan and Project List; we welcome the 
opportunity to provide further feedback, data, and guidance throughout this worthy and highly 
iterative process.   
 
Sincerely, 

 
Robert Bendick 
Director, U.S. Government Relations  
Incoming Director, Gulf of Mexico Program 
The Nature Conservancy 
 
 
cc:  Justin Ehrenwerth, Executive Director, Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Council 
  



 

       

 

 

 
Appendix 1: EXPANDED RESTORE EVALUATION CRITERIA 

PROJECT 
TYPE/ 
EVALUATION 
CRITERIA 

Provides 
multiple 
benefits in 
terms of 
ecosystem 
services. 
 

Complements 
other watershed 
or large 
landscape 
restoration 
plans maximize 
restoration 
efforts.  

Creates benefits 
that are 
lasting/contribute 
to long-term 
health. 

Increases 
resiliency of 
coastal 
ecosystems 
to effects of 
sea level rise 
and climate 
change. 

Provides Return 
on Investment in 
terms of benefits 
provided per 
dollar invested, 
including societal 
benefits from 
ecosystem 
services 

Delivers clearly 
defined, 
measurable 
outcomes and 
benefits. 

Projects 
proposed to 
make greatest 
contribution….. 

      

Large-scale 
projects & 
programs 
projected to 
substantially 
contribute… 

      

Projects 
contained in 
existing Gulf 
Coast State 
Comprehensive 
Plans… 

      

Projects that 
restore long-
term 
resiliency…. 

      

 
 

 










