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Use of Interagency Working Groups to Increase the Efficiency and Effectiveness of Mitigation for Coral Reef Ecosystems

(version 3 - 09/08/04)

Background:

In 2001, the FWS and EPA jointly funded a review of how compensatory mitigation for coral reef impacts had been applied to projects implemented in the Pacific region.  Preliminary results were presented by the FWS at the October 2002 CRTF meeting in Puerto Rico.  Based on this presentation, the CRTF passed Resolution 4, which strongly encouraged the FWS, EPA, NOAA, Army Corps, and local jurisdictions in the Pacific to (1) gather data on the effectiveness of compensator mitigation on federally funded and permitted activities, and (2) identify mitigation actions which are most successful, and recommendations for improving and identifying successful mitigation.  
The final results of the Pacific region review were included in a report entitled Compensatory Mitigation for Coral Reef Impacts in the Pacific Islands (Pacific Mitigation Report).  At the CRTF meeting in the Mariana Islands in October 2003, the FWS summarized the final Pacific Mitigation Report, including recommendations for identifying successful mitigation and improving the overall mitigation process.  In addition, the FWS presented preliminary information on a similar effort being conducted in the Atlantic/Caribbean. 

Pre-final results of the Atlantic/Caribbean review were presented by the FWS at the February 2004 CRTF meeting in Washington D.C. in a draft report entitled Investigations of Compensatory Mitigation for Coral Reef Impacts in the U.S. Western Atlantic: Florida and the Caribbean (Atlantic/Caribbean Mitigation Report).  These results indicated the existence of a situation similar to that seen in the Pacific.  The CRTF expressed a strong desire to reduce the impacts of Federal actions on coral reef ecosystems and strongly urged the relevant agencies to collaborate in achieving better performance when implementing mitigation.  

At the September 2004 CRTF meeting in Florida, the combined final results and joint recommendations for both reviews will be presented.  Based on the outcome of the interagency effort so far, the following resolution is proposed for consideration by the CRTF. 

Proposal:

The CRTF suggests that DOI, NOAA, EPA, ACOE, and the relevant State, Territory, or Freely Associated State fish and wildlife agencies, coastal management programs, environmental protection offices or any other appropriate partner develop and collaborate to improve mitigation for coral reef ecosystems.  The goal of this effort is to develop mitigation policies and practices consistent with applicable and appropriate authorities, regulations and guidance, giving consideration to goals of the Executive Order on Coral Reef Protection (E.O. 13089) and the National Action Plan to Conserve Coral Reefs.

Specifically, the CRTF recommends that these federal agencies and their partners:

1.  Consider the use of Interagency Working Groups for each jurisdiction to increase communication and cooperatively address action items and recommendations identified in Resolution 4.

2.  Encourage each Interagency Working Group to develop a clear integrated multi-agency strategy to improve on-the-ground effectiveness and efficiency of coral reef mitigation efforts in  its members’respective jurisdictions.  In addition to guidance on standard mitigation protocols and best management practices, this strategy should include an outline of areas where information gaps currently exist and where improvements are needed.   
3.  Each Interagency Working Group (?) determine whether the relevant agencies’ existing mitigation guidance, which may be predominantly wetlands-specific, is appropriate to achieve the goals of E.O. 13089 and the National Action Plan to Conserve Coral Reefs.    If current mitigation guidance does not fit well for coral reefs, the relevant agencies should work together to develop specific recommendations, for consideration by the Federal Interagency Mitigation Workgroup, to address these deficiencies.  [Comment was made that this is already in existence for the USACE.]
 4.  Each Interagency Working Group (?) report to the Coral Reef Task Force annually on the progress made toward on-the-ground implementation of a more effective and efficient mitigation process for coral reef ecosystems in each respective jurisdiction.  
To help ensure the success of this effort, the CRTF recommends that the relevant CRTF member agencies fully consider supporting the Interagency Working Groups as a high priority for funding in applicable areas in the Pacific and Atlantic/Caribbean regions, balanced against other competing National needs for improvement and protection of the Nation’s waters.
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