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The Data Collection Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Majestic A and B Ballroom of the Palace Hotel, Biloxi, Mississippi, Monday afternoon, May 9, 2005, and was called to order at 5:05 o’clock p.m. by Chairman Robin Riechers.

CHAIRMAN ROBIN RIECHERS:  If everyone will look at the agenda and those who are in the back, just take my word for it that it’s okay.  If anyone has any additions to the agenda, please let us know at this time.  Hearing no additions to the agenda, the agenda is adopted as written.

If you would, please review your minutes.  If you have any corrections, please let us know.  Hearing no corrections to the minutes, the minutes are approved as written. 

With that, we have Dr. Nowlin with us today, giving us a presentation on the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Ocean Observing System and with that, I’ll turn it over to him for his presentation.

DR. WORTH D. NOWLIN, JR:  I want to tell you a little bit about the development of the Global Ocean Observing System and of the U.S. Integrated Ocean Observing System and then focus down on the Gulf of Mexico system.

This is probably a lot of information very quickly, and I think you have to bear in mind that the World Weather Watch started 152 years ago and it’s not quite complete and this is global observing system started in June of 1990 in terms of concept and so it’s got probably many decades to go.

What I’ll tell you a little bit is about the background that is the Global Ocean and where are we going in the U.S., review some existing capabilities in the Gulf, the actions to date in building the Gulf system, and what the next steps in development are.

The Global Ocean Observing System is meant to be an end-to-end system of observations, data management, and delivery of products and data and it’s being coordinated by the United Nations Agency.  

It’s got probably a hundred cooperating member nations and it’s part of this thing that some of you have heard of in terms of it’s called a global Earth observation system of systems that Admiral Lautenbacher introduced about a year-and-a-half or two years ago.

This is just one part of that.  The World Weather Watch is that, the Global Atmospheric Watch, the Climate Observing System, the Terrestrial Observing System are all part of this same overall system of systems.

It’s being designed, GOOS is, in two modules.  The global module is designed to monitor, predict, and understand marine surface conditions globally and climate variability and change whereas the coastal module is designed for a whole series of socioeconomic purposes, from coastal hazards to enhancement of national security or healthy marine ecosystems.

I’ll tell you a little bit about something called the Ocean U.S., which you probably may have never heard of.  At the request of Congress, both sides, in 1998, the federal agencies of the National Oceanographic Partnership Program, which you may have heard of, NOPP, were told that they should plan a U.S. integrated ocean observing system that should be focused on these elements here.

Of course, some of those are exactly the things that you’re interested in, managing marine resources or preserving and restoring healthy marine ecosystems.

This is the organizational chart for the National Oceanographic Partnership Program.  Its executive is this leadership council.  It has now set up in 2000, two years after Congress asked them to, an Ocean U.S. Office with the purpose of planning and coordinating a U.S. integrated ocean observing system.

That office reports to this leadership council through an executive committee.  Here’s the executive committee.  You can see from these people, the Secretary of the Navy, Director of NSF, NOAA Administrator, et cetera, that you won’t get these people meeting very often or for very long.  They meet about twice a year for about half a day and so really everything is run by the executive committee at the lower level there in terms of the observing system.

The Ocean U.S. Office is called the National Office for Integrated and Sustained Ocean Observing and Prediction.  It’s not located in any federal agency.  It’s built out in Arlington and it’s staffed by a combination of federal and IPA people from academic institutions and also from the private sector.

It’s chaired right now -- The executive committee is chaired by Jack Kaye, who is with NASA.  The director of this office is Tom Malone and the functions of the office essentially are to plan and coordinate, without getting any details, but it’s everything from developing and maintaining a strategic plan to reporting regularly to the executive committee, which reports up the line, and eventually into the Council for Environmental Quality.

We actually think that this Ocean U.S. Office will be transferred, in accordance essentially with the Commission of Ocean Policy recommendations in the President’s action plan, into the White House and report to them.

One of the functions that the office is carrying out is to develop an annual plan, what they call a development plan.  I guess I would call it sort of a business and strategic plan because the part one is structure and governance, looking at design principles, et cetera.  This is the 2004 version.

In 2004, they put together what the initial pieces are and suggested ways for integrating those across agencies and looked at some cost estimates for FY2005 and 2006.  Right now, there are about between $750 million a year going into this and $1 billion going into this.

That may sound very large, but the National Weather Service spends $800 million a year itself and it’s a rather monolithic thing, just looking at the weather.  It doesn’t have to look at biology, chemistry, and everything else.

Part three of the plan gives some out year estimates of enhancements for FY2007 through 2014.  We just had a national meeting all last week in Washington to put together the information for the 2005 plan.

Now what are they doing?  The U.S. Integrated Ocean Observing System has to interdependent components, the same as the intergovernmental GOOS does.  One is the global ocean climate component.  That’s what we contribute to, the component that looks at marine services and climate globally, and the other is a coastal component of the U.S. and it’s meant to consist of two things.

One is a national backbone, which the federal agencies essentially operate now, and the other is a system of eleven regional observing systems which are being put together around the United States.  I’ll come back to this in a minute, but first, let’s look at where we are in the global part.

The global planning has been going on considerably longer than the coastal and we think we know what you would need in terms of the kinds of instruments total that we would like to maintain of each of these types, whether they’re tide gauges or drifting buoys or whatever, and where are we now?

We’re at 2005 and we’re about 53 percent completed.  The U.S. is putting only about $50 million a year into this.  Other agencies are putting a considerable amount, probably about the same, and this system is hopefully scheduled for completion within the next six years.

This is a very well structured system.  It’s only looking at physics, essentially.  It’s much easier to deal with this system and it’s all real time things because if you don’t have weather at sea and other wave conditions and so on in real time, it’s not much use to you.

The coastal component consists of a national backbone, as I said, which is operated by federal agencies in the EEZ, estuaries, and Great Lakes.  The core variables that are required by the federal agencies is a network of reference and sentinel stations.  They also will provide the standards and protocols for measurement and data management whereas the regional coastal ocean observing systems are operated by regional associations.

They involve the private and public sectors as well as the federal agencies, informing the federal agencies of user needs.  For example, here in the Gulf of Mexico we were asked to tell the Weather Service just recently what new weather observations we wished to have in the Gulf.

It would enhance the backbone based on the local user needs and incorporate some sub-regional systems, things that are completely different from the kinds of observations the feds are doing.

Where am I?  I’m over here in Texas at A&M with all these federal agencies, state agencies, and industry and together with Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, and Louisiana entities, we’ve been putting together for the last few years something called the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Ocean Observing System, which is a contribution to the national system, which is coordinated with the international system.

What are some of the existing capabilities?  There are many elements that are now in the Gulf and they include observations, satellite products, models, et cetera, and they’re supported by a variety of different funding.  They all provide information that would have much broader uses if it were integrated.  Right now it’s one thing is funded to do a particular thing and they don’t share, in general.

In terms of the in situ observations, I’ll just run you around. There’s the Texas Automated Buoy System, which operates about nine to twelve buoys in this region, getting wind and currents and other measurements in the water column.  That comes back every six minutes and that’s available over global telecommunications systems or on the NOAA nets.

There is in Texas about forty-five tide gauges with weather stations that are funded jointly by Texas state agencies and NOAA.  There’s the Houston/Galveston physical oceanographic real time system for observations and a numerical model for analysis and forecast to make transportation a little safer and more efficient.

Going around, there are observations in Atchafalaya and Vermilion Bay from Louisiana State.  There is a whole local weather thing being built up by LUMCON, the Louisiana University Marine Consortium.  

There is a long-time estuary assessment group that’s really I think more or less operated by the Center for Bioenvironmental Research at Tulane Xavier, but it involves the USGS and NOAA and it’s looking at the river up to and above New Orleans and all the way down in the outflow of the river.

There’s a wave current surge information system being developed for coastal Louisiana.  There’s a Tampa Bay observation system of ports.  That would have shown a whole system of buoys off the west coast of Florida, off the Florida shelf, out from the edge of the shelf in, which is operated by the folks at the University of South Florida.

In addition to those physical measurements, which I’ve really been talking about, we have a lot of other measurements, like beach quality, for example, in all these counties in many states and then you can go in and look in almost real time at what the beach situation is within a particular sub-county.

Besides federal and state, there’s a lot of money being put into observations by private sector.  This month you will see coming online through NOAA vertical profiles of current at some forty locations being made public by the oil companies and this is an agreement that we’ve worked out between the oil companies, MMS, and the observing system and the Weather Service because it will actually come through the Weather Service and there will be quality control there.

This is another system that they’ve operated since about 1980 where they track every major current that breaks every major ring, loop current, that breaks off from the current going through the Gulf of Mexico.  

That’s all done by private sector for private sector and so far you can’t get these data until they’re about a couple of years old, but we’re moving to try to bring the oil companies, as well as some of the other industries, into thinking about the fact that maybe sharing all these will be useful.

Here’s a picture of where we have sites and this includes various other non-physical sites right now.  Then we have remotely sensed products and they’re provided to us from a variety of universities, including Johns Hopkins and the University of South Florida, University of Colorado, LSU, the University of Texas, the Naval Research Laboratory, et cetera.

They run the gamut from altimetry, which is sea surface height, to detailed color pictures to visual basically that gives you some idea of what the current impact at a particular time of the loop current is on the Gulf of Mexico.

Then there’s a world of models that are out there and what you’re realizing probably now is that I’m not talking about almost anything except physical, because that’s the thing we’ve focused on first, because mostly the physical measurements are the ones that you can get in real time and that are reliably being made for a long time.

As we get those integrated, we will be trying to work other measurements into the system, the kinds that you may be much more interested in.

Here’s an example of a real-time model that we do for the Texas General Land Office for oil spill tracking.  We do this twice a day, a now-cast and a forecast, and it’s buttressed by observations at different places.

Here’s a model of sea surface height and here’s one of a bay model.  There are lots of bay models being run.  You can go to the Navy and you can link on detailed models at any of these sub-regions at any time.  There are lots of tidal models in bays and estuaries and wave prediction, for example, in Mississippi Sound.

Here’s sort of the set of models that we have for the Gulf right now, including commercial, government, and academic, and I know you can’t read those because I can’t read them from here, but it just illustrates that there are a whole bunch of them.  Most of these outputs are available.

In terms of products, there are only a limited number of products from these measurements and most of those products are made to serve the person who is paying for the measurements and that’s understandable.

One of our functions is to try to get release of those data and products to a broader group and the production of new products, and a lot of those I think will be by the private sector, as they are in atmospheric science, because the private sector can sell those products to somebody, but they can’t sell them if they can’t get the data.  We’re trying to get the data freed up first and we’re trying to get it in real time if we can.

There have been several economic studies.  The most recent one was just released and it was funded by NOAA.  For each of the eleven regions, they had a team of economists come in and sort of estimate potential economic benefits over and above what is happening now if you had an observing system.

These are the annual sort of effects on the Gulf of Mexico, but not including Florida.  It will almost double if you include the west coast of Florida because of the recreational fishing, the beach use, and the recreational boating, which is very high in Florida, as you know.  Still, we have some fairly decent impacts here that we would expect to get out of the Gulf.

Actions to date, let me just review them for you and to preface this, we have been asked by the NOPP agencies to put together budgets that over the next ten years ramp up to approximately $30 million a year for each regional coastal observing system and that’s in addition to the federal support of the national backbone.

There are bills on both sides that look like they will go through this time for authorization of this system and then it’s a matter of pushing through appropriation bills.  To be eligible for that federal support, each observing system must have a regional association that provides representative governance and can handle money flow, maintains a business plan, and represents this regional system within a national federation, which has already been established and it met last Monday in downtown Washington.

We’ve held seven Gulf-wide meetings in the last two-and-a-half years.  The first focused on academia, the second on state and federal agencies, the third on private sector.  These are meetings that -- Like private sector, we had about seventy-eight major companies, shipping, transportation, oil and gas, et cetera, for two-and-a-half to three days at Marathon.

The fourth focused on predicting and detecting and tracking harmful algal blooms, the fifth on underpinning research, the sixth on education and outreach and that was held here at the Scott Aquarium and Education Center where we’re having dinner tomorrow evening, and the last, which was held this January in New Orleans, drew about 130 to 150 people and we did agree on a governance mechanism and we had a first look at a business plan and that was the focus on that meeting.

A mission statement has been adopted and a resolution to develop the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Ocean Observing System to begin with the sharing of non-propriety and non-commercial data has been signed by about sixty individuals representing themselves or institutions.

The vision statement, you’ve got a handout for the vision statement and let’s just go right on through this.  I want to point out that we are seeking collaborations with the other two nations bordering the Gulf of Mexico.

I was down with a vice president for Boeing and we met with eight division directors of Pemex, the national oil company of Mexico, three weeks ago in Mexico City.  They’re very interested in cooperating here.  They’re just moving from deep water to them is 150 meters right now whereas for our guys it’s 3,000 almost.

They would like to see how they might be able to benefit and my approach there is well, you’ve got a lot of data down in your waters and can we get it.  I don’t know whether you know, but Pemex supports a very large amount of the basic research that goes on in universities in Mexico.  The real way to attack that country is through Pemex, I think.

How we deal with Cuba, since 9/11 it’s almost impossible.  I’ve been unable to get in there because I’m an IPA for the Navy and when they found that out, they canceled my right to visit.  Just a bit about the resolution, you would be invited to join this if you’re interested in working together to put together a regional observing system.  There are lots of signatories.  

The last three years, we’ve had an inventory of existing operational and product-producing components, together with descriptions, costs, users that are being maintained, and out-year budgets for the next ten years.  That’s available on our website, which is here.  It’s just gcoos.org.  

We’re working to establish a data and information system that’s part of the national system coordinated with these other countries and integrated with the global observing system and I think we’re well along in dealing with the real time physical data and the way we’re doing that, as opposed to having regional observations that go to observers via web pages and out to the public, we’re taking that stuff into NDBC, the National Data Buoy Center, over here at Stennis, which is part of the Weather  Service.

They provide quality control on that, which means that it now is a NOAA data set and your liability is much diminished in case it’s wrong because they’re supposed to catch problems.

It then goes through the National Weather Service gateway and out for the Global Telecommunications Service and that’s the place where nearly all forecasters go to get their data in real time, whether they’re physical or meteorological forecasters.  

It also goes through the gateway to the National Centers for Environmental Prediction, which is your Weather Service in D.C., and then out on your local weather channel.  It can also go out on web pages through NODC and it’s available there essentially as an archive.  This is a pretty neat system and in addition to -- Some of the present partners on this range from New York or Maine down here to Texas.

An interesting fact is that in the last two years by getting lots of partners in this thing, we’ve been able to increase the data through flow of meteorological data through NDBC 20 percent with no additional federal funding.  They’re very happy about this and so are the private sector people who use those data to make tailored forecasts for shipping or whatever.

At present, they can handle things like wind speed, wave height, sea level, air dew point, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera, and they’re working on ADCP, acoustic doppler current profiles, and that should be operable before this month is over, and then the next thing to do is try to break into some non-physical, but real time, observations.

This particular approach will only handle the real time things because that’s all the Weather Service is interested in doing and so we’re going to have to figure out other ways to handle the non-real time data.  Some of those don’t have any archives or any way to do them now, like most of the biological data.  The National Oceanographic Data Center doesn’t handle most biological data.

We have a small grant to manage this.  We have two representatives from this to the National Federation.  One is with the Texas General Land Office and the other is with Science Applications International Corporation.  

We’ve decided on a memorandum of agreement, and I think you have copies of that, as an initial governance structure for this.  We have thirty-five parties signed up and they run from the Boeing Corporation to Chevron-Texaco to essentially all the academic institutions on the Gulf, all five Sea Grant institutions, but most of them are private sector.

That’s really good.  I think we gain a lot there because the private sector has a terrific ability to go advocate on the Hill in Washington and if Boeing goes up and talks to them, it means a lot more than if Texas A&M goes and talks to them.

The next steps here, we’re in the process of electing a board of directors for the regional association.  As a matter of a fact, the ballots on those will go out the 18th of this month and they will appoint members to stakeholders council, education and outreach, products and services committee, data management and communication committee, and observing systems committee.

At the end, you will see that I would invite you as a council or individuals to recommend nominees for those groups that might reflect your needs, whether it’s in observations or products or something else.

We’re working on the second draft of a business plan for this RA.  We have a proposal to support the RA for the next three years.  It’s been reviewed and it will be supported, but you know when NOAA, when it goes into their grants people, you’re not sure when it’s coming out.

In summary, my invitation to the council and members is you’re welcome to become a signatory to the resolution to develop GCOOS.  It doesn’t cost you anything.  You may wish to sign the memorandum of agreement for GCOOS Regional Association.  You should read that and see what you think the implications are of doing that.

Consider sharing or consider asking for data and data products that you might be interested in for your company or organization or for the betterment of fisheries management and to that end, consider nominating members to the GCOOS councils and committees.  You can visit our website for further information.  If you wish to become a signatory, just send me an e-mail.  If you wish to become a party to the regional association, download the memorandum, sign it, and fax it to us.  These are just acronyms.

I want to make one comment, triggered by something that someone said in this last session, and that was a management system.  In fact, in the President’s Ocean Policy Commission Report, it was recommended that regions put together management committees looking at multidisciplinary management problems, essentially.  It was fairly broad when you get right down to it.

In September of last year, Governor Jeb Bush sent a letter to all the other governors around the Gulf of Mexico, the other four, and suggested that they put together a council at the governors’ level to do that.

The feds and the state people are presently preparing for that. There will be a governors’ summit in Corpus Christi in November.  The governors of the six Gulf facing Mexican states will also be asked to that and that would make sense because there is the Gulf of Mexico States Accord, which consists of essentially representatives of the governors of all eleven Gulf states.

The stated goal of that summit over there in November is to look at oversight or governance dealing with economic and environmental issues.  It’s very broad and so I don’t know how that’s going to play out.  It turns out that the Governor of Rhode Island just called for the same thing for New England states and there is another group that’s forming in the northwest U.S.

I think we’re going to see a number of these gubernatorial initiatives that will be something like maybe the commission’s policy report.  I would be happy to take questions if there are any.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Are there any questions of Dr. Nowlin at this time?  If not, I actually have one.  One of the questions, and we struggle with it here and certainly NMFS does and Gulf States Marine Fisheries Commission, who sits as a member on our group, is even amongst the states dealing with data commonality and trying to at least create enough commonality where what you end up getting is in fact useful in the end and can be merged together to make it more powerful.

I saw where you all had some recommendations in that regard.  Is it your idea that you’re going to just go kind of with a recommended status or a recommended program and then obviously allow people to have some flexibility within that or are you all going to try to get more rigid than that as you move through time?

DR. NOWLIN:  There was a study that was completed about a year-and-a-half ago under federal support as to how to completely revamp the ocean data management and communication business.  The cost estimate on that is in the order of $118 million.  They’re already starting to flow some money into it.  

I think it will be the first thing that actually happens at the U.S. Integrated Ocean Observing System because we realize that all of our archives are incomplete and then you get down to the state level.

What is happening right now is new standards and protocols for data and metadata and measurements are being made, but I don’t think that that can be prescriptive.  I don’t think you can force groups that are already making data to abide by those.

It would be much easier to do some middleware to just convert that into the system so that other people could use it.  The questions would arise as to what the quality of those things are from other places if they’re not using the same observing standards, but even that I don’t think is going to be all that prescriptive.

I first ran into this a year or two ago in one of these harmful algal bloom meetings and we’ve got the managers, like Simmons from Texas and others around all came to this meeting, and they don’t use the same thing at all.  Texas kind of uses a shoebox maybe and Florida has a pretty sophisticated system for harmful algal bloom tracking, but it’s going to be a problem.

MR. RIECHERS:  Any other questions of Dr. Nowlin?

MR. JOSEPH HENDRIX:  Dr. Nowlin, thank you for your presentation.  We appreciate it.  How do you see this information becoming available to the public?  I see a lot of the sources on the information coming from private entities and government agencies and they’re generally reluctant to provide that information to the general public and also generally the level of sophistication for accessing the data many times is beyond the general public.

DR. NOWLIN:  All those systems that I specifically mentioned there are now available and they are now all available through the National Data Buoy Center.  They’re either available real time or you can go to their archive and pick them up.

In addition, we’ve spent quite a bit of money here in the Gulf of Mexico and around the country in populating servers from AOML down in Miami, the NOAA lab, to the NODC to our shop with the data that are already available at those institutions.  Those are available through common formats.  With a web-based search you can go get those things with a protocol called opennap, which is being used now fairly broadly now over the country.

We have a start on that, but I have to admit to you that in terms of the non-physical -- Well, some chemical things we have, but in terms of the non-physical or chemical things, we’re struggling with two things.  One is sources and two is who wants them.

That’s one of the reasons that I was happy to accept an invitation to come over here because I thought maybe as a result I might in the long run find out what you people think is needed for ecosystem-based management that we might be able to help provide and I think there will be a meeting in June over in Tampa to talk about this too and I believe we’re going to get to go to that too, somebody is.  We’re looking for both the contributors and users.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Any other questions?  Thank you, Dr. Nowlin.  We certainly appreciate you making the presentation today.  Is there any other business to come before the committee at this time?  Hearing no other business, the committee is adjourned.

(Whereupon, the meeting was adjourned at 5:45 o’clock p.m., May 9, 2005.)

· - -
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