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Ocean RESOURCES POLICY COMMITTEE
Chair: Nate Pamplin (WA)

Vice-Chair: Dave Golden (NJ)

Date: Tuesday, March 26, 2024
Time: 8:00 AM – 10:00 AM EDT
Atrium (Lower Lvl) Amway Grand Plaza Hotel
89th North American Wildlife and Natural Resources Conference
Grand Rapids, MI
Agenda

Call to Order/Review Agenda/Approval of Minutes – Nate Pamplin (WA)

· The minutes were approved by consensus
Introductions - All
Government Affairs Update - Ali Schwaab, AFWA
· FY25 Budget
· On March 11, the President’s Budget was released, with budget justifications from each agency shortly after.
· For the past several years, AFWA has not engaged as much on appropriations for Science and Commerce, but I think we’re looking to explore doing so this year. 

· Sport Fish Restoration and Boating Trust Fund
· AFWA has initiated discussions with the members of the Angling & Boating Alliance (ABA) on the reauthorization of Sport Fish Restoration and Boating Trust Fund. 
·  current authorization expires at the end of FY26. 
· we will be organizing monthly calls to reach consensus on legislative priorities and draft language and aim to have a marker bill introduced in early Fall 2024. This will lay the groundwork for reauthorization in the 119th Congress.

· USCG CON Issue
· AFWA has been providing input on a potential legislative fix to resolve the Certificate of Number issue between state agencies and the USCG. 
· USCG has recently been auditing state boating programs and finding some states out of compliance with USCG regulations because they have been attaching fees as a condition of registration. These fees are often AIS-related. 
· The legislative fix would provide more flexibility for states to continue to collect these fees alongside those relating to boating registration. 

· Unmet drug needs survey
· The DAWG and AADAP will shortly be releasing the newest iteration of the Unmet Drug Needs Survey, which asks fisheries professionals for their input on priority needs for aquatic animal drugs. 
· conducted every 5-6 years and the input provided helps guide the DAWG and AADAP’s work to ensure that fisheries professional have a stocked fish medicine chest.  
· please distribute widely among your hatchery staff, fisheries biologists, fisheries managers, etc. We do not want one response per state!

Legislation of Interest
· ACE Act (S. 3791)

· On March 12, the Senate Committee on Environment and Public Works (EPW) advanced the America’s Conservation Enhancement Reauthorization Act of 2024, S3791. 

· The bill will ensure continuation of a number of AFWA’s priorities benefiting state conservation efforts, including the National Fish Habitat Partnership (NFHP)

· reauthorization at $10M (up from $7.2M) 

· separate $1M authorization for the National Fish Habitat Assessment

·  important technical amendments that would render partnership coordinators eligible for NFHP funding and exempt them from the 50% match requirement calculated at the partnership level.

· Community and Hydropower Improvement Act  (S.1521)
· amend the Federal Power Act to improve the licensing process for non-federal hydropower projects. The bill would implement many of the licensing reform proposals developed by the Uncommon Dialogue on Hydropower, River Restoration, and Public Safety, which were presented to AFWA members last year.

· AFWA has not taken an official position but, based on concerns we have heard from some of the states, we have been working with TNC and TU to communicate these concerns. 

· Status: Originally scheduled for markup December 14 but was cancelled due to outstanding issues with the bill. Edits have been made in response to concerns, but these have not been widely circulated yet. Should have more intel later this week, but probably unlikely this will move this Congress. 

· SHARKED

· the Supporting the Health of Aquatic Systems through Research, Knowledge, and Enhanced Dialogue Act (SHARKED Act, H.R. 4051) was passed by the House in early February.

· aims to address the increasing problem of sharks depredating on anglers’ catches.

· It directs the Secretary of Commerce to establish a task force to identify and address shark depredation needs.  

· The task force will consist of representatives from the regional Fishery Management Councils, Marine Fisheries Commissions, the National Marine Fisheries Service, coastal state fish and wildlife agencies, and other experts. 

· Youth Coastal Fishing 

· Update: discussed at hearing of WWF HNR subcommittee on Jan 18

· Purpose: to direct NOAA to establish a grant program for funding youth fishing projects. Currently NOAA has no such grant program, although FWS and NPS, USFS do. The bill would authorize $2 million per year for the program over the next 5 years. Funds can be used for purchasing equipment, transportation, boat/guide rental, and other related expenses.

· Position: AFWA endorsed this bill and signed a coalition letter of support

· FISHES Act

· Progress on the bipartisan FISHES Act, a bill to expedite the federal fishery disaster relief funding process, has been slow. 

· The FISHES Act would expedite the federal fishery disaster relief funding process by enacting a 30-day decision requirement for OMB to deny/approve a State’s spend plan

· The AFWA-endorsed legislation was discussed at a subcommittee hearing back in October and received favorable feedback, but it has not progressed further to date.

· Coast Guard reauthorization underway

· Includes derelict vessel language that is also contained in a standalone bill, H.R. 7719

·  allow the United States Coast Guard and Army Corps of Engineers to remove abandoned and derelict vessels from the Bay-Delta and waterways nationwide

· Makes up to $1.5 billion per year from the federal Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund available for the collection and disposal of abandoned and derelict vessels

· Directs the Coast Guard to collaborate with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration to establish a public, national inventory of abandoned and derelict vessels.

Administrative

· Vessel Speed Rule

· On March 5, NOAA’s proposed final rule, Amendments to the North Atlantic Right Whale Vessel Strike Reduction Rule, was transmitted to the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA), a statutory part of the Office of Management and Budget within the Executive Office of the President. This is one of the final steps prior to finalizing the rule and publishing it in the Federal Register. 

· Formaldehyde Review

· The US EPA is currently reviewing formaldehyde under the Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA).  There is the potential for this risk evaluation to result in risk management decisions that make formalin, a key fish therapeutant, difficult to obtain and/or administer.  

· In its recently released draft risk evaluation, EPA preliminarily finds that formaldehyde poses unreasonable risk to human health, and that workers who are in workplaces where formaldehyde is used are at the most risk from formaldehyde exposure. Worker protections, such as protective equipment, were not taken into consideration when making these conclusions.  EPA is not permitted to consider impacts on critical uses and costs at this stage—those considerations will come into play when developing any proposed rules. Comments on the draft risk evaluation are due May 14.  

· Vessel fire safety

· Covered small vessel fire safety rule- means of escape provisions

· Applies to vessels that have overnight accommodations, including overnight fishing charters

· all general areas accessible to passengers to have no less than 2 independent avenues of escape that are-

· (I) constructed and arranged to allow for free and unobstructed egress from such areas;

· (II) located so that if one avenue of escape is not available, another avenue of escape is available; and

· (III) not located directly above, or dependent on, a berth;

The 2024 NDAA requires Officers in Charge, Marine Inspection (OCMI) to delay enforcement of the means of escape requirement in 46 USC 3306(n)(3)(A)(v) until April 1, 2024, for “overnight fishing charters.” 

NDAA allows enforcement to be delayed until as late as Jan. 1, 2026, for “overnight fishing charters” that have submitted plans to alter their vessel to meet escape requirements to their cognizant OCMI.

State Agencies’ Perspectives on ESA and MMPA Implementation – Roundtable 
· State representatives discussed how their agencies are faring with ESA and MMPA compliance. 
· Incidental take permit for Dungeness crab fishery
· west coast states are looking to obtain incidental take permit for Dungeness crab fishery- large whale entanglement. 
· With rebounding whale populations, we are seeing more interactions 
· NEPA process is very expensive and states are hoping to get federal appropriations for this. 
· Incidental take permit for entire west coast pot fishery
· Explore gear modifications, e.g. weak ropes that allow whales to break free easily if entanglement occurs
· Take reduction teams
· In the Columbia River (WA, OR, ID) amended MMPA to allow removal of pinnipeds that eat endangered salmon. Since 2018, if a sea lion is above 112 mi, can be caught and removed
· Pinnipeds feeding on salmon are inhibiting recovery of southern resident killer whales, which rely on salmon as food source
· Similar conversation in CA- need to manage marine mammals because of impacts on salmon recovery
· Difficult to get regulatory waiver under a take moratorium. Takes a long time and often not successful. Congressional fix would be easiest. 
· Technical advancements and gear modifications
· Weak rope being used in right whale protection efforts
· Some strandings in NJ, mostly due to blunt force trauma
· Buoyless gear- ropes below the surface, beacon affixed to gear so it they have shifted it can be located with the beacon (transmitter on gear, receiver on boat. NMFS funding research.
· NOAA Section 6 recovery grants discussion
· WA has had great s6 experience with FWS, good coordination and collaboration

· With NMFS, the pool of money is smaller and priorities are set nationally rather than regionally. States would like to see a larger pot of money for NMFS s6 recovery grants. 

· NMFS typically has around $6M for s6 recovery grants. The program is managed nationally and grant applications are reviewed by a panel, which does include the s6 regional coordinators. 

· This program needs to cover all marine mammals, sea turtles, white abalone, sturgeon, etc.

· 26 states and territories compete for funding.

· The s6 program has been zeroed out in the FY25 President’s Budget. The Prescott Program was also zeroed out. 

· Committee would like to engage on this. 

Federal Partner Updates

· NOAA 

· S6 FY24 projects have been selected and will be announced soon

· S10 incidental take permits

· Working with MA mixed trawl

· TX PWD sea turtles

· NC DMF incidental take permit renewal process

· Federal issuance of incidental take permit requires s7 ESA consultation

· Status of marine mammal stock assessments

· Draft 2023 Alaska and Atlantic marine mammal stock assessment reports open for public comment

· Most stock assessment money is for fisheries, not marine mammals. So often relying on outdated stock assessments.

· Potential Biological Removal level (PBR)

· Difficult to prove

· State correction factors to reduce PBR, want PBRs to reflect true status of populations

· BOEM/NOAA right whale and offshore wind strategy

· Noise, footprint of project, increased vessel traffic, and potential for strikes

· Fish passage updates
· NMFS BIL/IRA fish passage funding handled by Office of Habitat Conservation
· 4 funding opportunities this year

· Awards to be announced, total demand for this year’s funding was high
· Funding opportunities

· Department of Commerce switched financial management system and grants management system at the same time; this is creating headaches and nothing is working well. DOC is working on the issues and hope to have them resolved by the end of April. 

· Mitchell Act backlog noted

· FWS

· Sport Fishing and Boating Partnership Council meeting in May
· Fish passage updates
· Will announce funding awards at the end of April

· Transformational project list to inform/guide efforts of interagency fish passage task force members
· USGS

· Interested in monitoring programs for aquatic organism passage 
· Federal fisheries summit held and report released

· Focused on building relationships with the interstate fisheries commissions

· Nonindigenous aquatic species database in the works 

· Developing decision matric for impacts of offshore wind on all species

National Fish Habitat Partnership and National Fish Habitat Assessment 

· NFHP has seen investment of more than $450M in projects since 2006 and completed 1700 projects

· Efforts to protect, rehabilitate, and improve aquatic habitat across the country. Accomplished through 20 regional fish habitat partnerships (FHPs).
· National Fish Habitat Assessment

· Habitat assessment required, will begin June 2024 and be completed in 2026

· Focused on filling gaps in the current assessment and bringing in new information to do so (hydrology, forest, grazing intensity, socioeconomic)

· Integrating partnerships’ information and assessments
· More lake, inshore marine data
· Noted that there are no FHPs in Caribbean, Pacific Islands (other than Hawaii)—committee to make directors aware
State Management Responses to Shifting Species Distributions—Roundtable
· Hold for future discussion
Actions

· Committee encourages the support of NMFS’ Species Recovery Grants (which received no funds in FY25 President Budget) 

· Committee supports reviving the Aquatic Animal Health Working Group and expanding its remit to include aquaculture

Wrap up – Nate Pamplin (WA) / All 
Adjourn
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