A Draft Mechanism to Respond to the Concerns Raised in the Public Comment Session at the U. S. Coral Reef Task Force Meetings

Background

Public awareness and support play a key role in the success of activities on coral reef ecosystems conservation and protection.  Members of the public and organizations that have an interest in coral reefs are also an excellent source of information that could benefit to coral reef management.  The U.S. Coral Reef Task Force (Task Force) has actively sought out such information by establishing a tradition of an open public comment session at each Task Force meeting.  In order to improve outreach to the general public through increased communication, the Task Force has adopted a resolution during the 10th USCRTF Meeting, which calls for establishing a mechanism for responding to the concerns raised in the public comment session at Task Force meetings.

A Review of Task Force Oversight Policy 

The U.S. Coral Reef Task Force Draft Oversight Policy (Policy), which was initially adopted by the Task Force on November 2, 1999, and with its Final Draft passed on December 5, 2001, has laid out policies regarding issue identification and responses.  Therefore the Task Force Steering Committee recommend that these policies by the guidelines for the establishment of such mechanism for responding to the concerns raised in the public comment session at Task Force meetings.  The Policy stipulates that:

a. Any person who submits a written statement to the Task Force regarding coral reef conservation issues shall in his/her statement describe: (a) the action the Task Force Member organization or non-Member agency has taken, or is planning to take, that is inconsistent with the Executive Order 13089 (Order), (b) concerns about the action, (c) description of why the author believes the action may not be consistent with the Order, and (d) any earlier communications about the action made to the agency concerned.

b. Requests received by the Task Force Co-Chairs pursuant to paragraph (a) will be referred to the appropriate Member or non-Member agency for response.

c. Task Force Members whose actions have been questioned under paragraph (a) will provide a response in writing to the originator of the request. Members are encouraged to provide responses to these requests within 30 days.

d. If the matter of concern is subject to a formal administrative process, the responding Member will provide a written response referring the originator to the appropriate public comment process, and direct the written statement received into that process.

e. Communications with the Task Force will not substitute for public comment through Member agency provisions for public comment or public hearing on actions, nor will communications with the Task Force offer an additional opportunity for consideration of comments on actions, or a substantive right of action, except to the extent consistent with all applicable law.

f. The Co-Chairs will invite a written response from any non-Member Federal agency whose actions have been questioned under Section 2 (a)(a)-(c) of the Order.

g. The Task Force Co-Chairs and Members may offer advice and counsel to facilitate resolution of issues under this section if requested by the Task Force Member or non-Member agency.

Suggested Mechanism to Respond to Public Comments at the Task Force Meetings
In lieu to the Task Force Oversight Policy, the Task Force Steering Committee recommend the following procedure for the mechanism to respond to public comments at the Task Force meetings.

a. Any person who wishes to comments on an activity of the U.S. Coral Reef Task Force, or on any activities involved in coral reef issues through the Public Comment Session of the Task Force meetings, and who wishes to receive a response from the Task Force Member, shall register before the Task Force Meeting and submit a written statement to the Task Force Secretariat.  The deadline for receiving a written statement is fourteen (14) calendar days after the public comment session.  The statement shall include: (a) the nature of the issue that is commented on, (b) the author’s concern of the issues that is raised, and (c) actions or responses that are needed to address the author’s concern.

b. Upon receiving the written statement, the Task Force Secretariat shall coordinate with POCs and identify the relevant Task Force Member agencies or jurisdictions that should provide the response.

c. The Task Force Secretariat shall provide a receipt notice to the author of the written statement within fourteen (14) calendar days after the receipt of the statement.  The notice shall provide the following information: (a) the agency or jurisdiction that is to provide the response regarding the concerns of the author of the written statement, and (b) the contact information of the agency or jurisdiction that the response is addressed. 

d. The responding agency/jurisdiction shall provide a written response to the originator of the request. Members are encouraged to provide responses to these requests within 30 days after receipt of the written comment.
