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RE: Comments on Draft Northeast Regional Ocean Plan
Dear Regional Planning Body Co-leads:

We thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Northeast Regional Ocean Plan. As members
of the ocean conservation community, we commend the effort the Northeast Regional Planning Body
(RPB) has put into this report. The recently released draft Northeast Ocean Plan is the nation’s first
ocean plan and we are proud of the continued leadership the states and region have displayed. The
plan has many elements that will prove beneficial to states, federal agencies, tribes, and ocean users in
the Northeast. We are pleased to submit these comments expressing our strong support for the
Northeast Regional Ocean Plan, which we believe is a solid first step towards comprehensive,
ecosystem-based management of our coastal and marine resources.

First, we commend the RPB on taking this important step towards comprehensive, ecosystem-based
management for New England’s ocean environment. We believe this plan sets us on a pathway that will
help ensure future generations can continue to enjoy our ocean as we do today.

Second, we applaud the Data Portal developed in conjunction with the plan. It serves as a critical
guidepost for future decision-making and ensures potential impacts to important marine life are
considered and addressed in the decision-making process. Through the plan’s narrative and map-based
descriptions, we have for the first time a concerted and detailed effort to more fully portray the
diversity and abundance of the Northeast ocean ecosystem in a way that managers can easily access and



consider. Further, the efforts the Marine Data and Analysis Team (MDAT) undertook to characterize
over 150 marine life species through peer review is truly revolutionary, and helps provide a strong
foundation for future efforts to more fully characterize the marine ecosystem of the region. We applaud
the strong scientific collaboration that occurred throughout the planning process, including the
Ecosystem-Based Management workgroup. Involving over 80 scientists in the planning, decision-making
and project scoping process is critical to fully portray complex and shifting interactions among marine
life and habitat.

We are also pleased to see that the RPB has taken strides to develop a framework for identifying
important ecological areas (IEA). The MDAT team laid a strong foundation for this process, and we are
excited to see that together, you are working towards identifying important marine habitats and areas
of critical biodiversity for the region. We encourage the RPB to strengthen the plan by identifying a more
concrete work plan and timeline for finalizing the IEA framework and identification. This process should
be done in an open, inclusive, and transparent manner driven by the best available data and leadership
from the scientific community. As with other products produced from the MDAT team, we strongly
encourage all products to be available for public review, and for them to undergo a rigorous peer-review
process from the scientific community.

The ability to maintain and update the data portal, and all the critical information it provides, is vital to
the long term success of the ocean plan. We strongly urge the RPB to identify sustainable funding and
leadership solutions that will ensure the portal remains a keystone of ocean decision-making for the
northeast long into the future.

Third, we commend the RPB and member agencies on their commitments to consider the maps and
data in the plan as part of their environmental and regulatory review processes. As projects are
considered in the region, these commitments ensure that stakeholders who cannot speak for
themselves—namely marine life and associated habitat—are brought into the room early and
considered equally when decisions are being made. These commitments are critical to more fully and
effectively conserving our ocean ecosystem, and we are excited to see this as a keystone of the plan and
look forward to future advances in the marine life data.

Fourth, while the RPB and ocean plan provide a better mechanism for stakeholder engagement than
before this process began, we strongly urge the RPB to continue to strengthen stakeholder engagement
by developing specific mechanisms where stakeholders can be involved early in the decision-making
processes. It is our belief that transparent discussions about stakeholder needs and the needs of the
marine environment make for better long-term management decisions. The stakeholder engagement
and consideration of marine ecosystems outlined in the ocean plan are a major step in the right
direction, and must continue. Early stakeholder engagement is critical to ensuring a healthy and
sustainable ocean ecosystem is maintained, and our resources remain viable for future generations to
enjoy.

Finally, we are pleased to see strong science and research priorities in the final chapter of the plan,
especially priorities focused on advancing our understanding of the current and future ocean



environment. By identifying the need for new surveys to fill data gaps on the spatial and temporal
distribution of marine life and pelagic habitats as well as seafloor mapping products and species-habitat
relationships, we will further advance the knowledge and understanding of our ecosystem, and ensure it
is properly considered when decisions are being made. The RPB also rightfully identified the critical need
to characterize the changing nature of our marine ecosystem in the face of climate change, and we are
extremely pleased to see this as a top research priority for the region. Finally, as the region works
towards a comprehensive ecosystem-based management approach, we applaud it for identifying the
need to study cumulative impacts and ecosystem services. The dynamic nature of our ocean ecosystem
necessitates this holistic view, and by focusing research priorities here, we can more quickly work to a
sustainable model for both our ocean and vibrant New England economy. We urge the RPB work to
prioritize filling these data gaps, and to work quickly to direct the necessary funding to support these
endeavors.

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide comments on the Northeast Regional Ocean Plan. The
Plan represents important progress in ocean management and the larger ocean community’s efforts to
plan for ocean uses in a smarter, more fully informed way. We are pleased to offer our full support for
this work, and urge your continued leadership in ocean planning.
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