Fish and Wildlife Service Director’s Report

Gulf of Mexico Fisheries Management Council Meeting

San Antonio, Texas – July-August 2007

· The Fish and Wildlife Service is holding its Southeast Region’s Project Leader Meeting in Auburn, Alabama this entire week.  We regret that neither Council Member Columbus Brown nor Doug Frugé will be in attendance at the Council Meeting.

· The European eel was listed under CITES Appendix II at the 14th Conference of the Parties in late June at The Hague in the Netherlands.  Although this listing doesn’t apply to the American eel, it should help develop a clearer picture of international trade in this species due to similarity of appearance to the European eel.

· The Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and NOAA Fisheries are still reviewing the draft Atlantic Loggerhead Sea Turtle Recovery Plan revision.  Once the agency reviews are completed a public comment period will be announced through the Federal Register. The FWS and NOAA Fisheries field staffs are currently reviewing five-year status review documents for the green and leatherback turtles.  Once those reviews are complete the documents will be formally reviewed by the two agencies.  In addition, status reviews for the hawksbill and Kemp’s ridley are also being drafted.

· Following the hurricanes of 2005 the US Congress provided more than $132.4 million in emergency supplemental appropriations to the FWS in the Southeast Region for recovery. The agency committed to obligating 90 percent of this funding for recovery construction by June 30, 2007. The emergency funds must be spent only to restore land, facilities, and equipment damaged or lost as a result of the storms.  Hurricane Rita did more than $3 million in damage at Sabine National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), irreparably damaging the office/visitor center and storage facilities; rolling up marsh like a carpet, leaving open water behind; and dumping a jumble of debris on the refuge that included hazardous materials, houses, boats, electronic goods and marsh grass.  The Service has cleaned up 36,000 acres of marsh at Sabine and two other nearby refuges.  Elsewhere in Louisiana and in parts of Mississippi, 60 miles of canals have been restored and work is underway to repair more than 43,000 feet of levees, 22 water control structures, and nearly 200,000 feet of canals.

· In May approximately 30 students from Louise S. McGehee School in New Orleans spent a morning restoring a section of marsh at Bayou Sauvage NWR, Louisiana. The marsh was damaged during the removal of a barge which floated in on Hurricane Katrina's storm surge. The marsh grass planting was one in a series of Community Service Days carried out by volunteers from the school.

· Personnel of the FWS Southeast Regional Office participated in World Ocean Day at the Georgia Aquarium in Atlanta on June 8.  A total of 8,400 guests participated in the event, which focused on invasive species.

· A Lee County, Florida Sheriff’s Deputy began enforcing marine protection laws on June 21 when the officer became a deputy FWS law enforcement officer under an agreement between the FWS and the county Sheriff’s Office to dedicate a full-time deputy to focus on protection of marine resources. The deputy will assist county natural resources personnel in the investigation, apprehension and prosecution of abandoned vessel cases; enforcement of state and federal manatee protection zones; and monitoring of fisheries violations on Lee County artificial reefs.  Agreements to deputize officers federally are usually entered into only with state agencies.

· Secretary of the Interior Dirk Kempthorne announced on June 28 the removal of the bald eagle from the federal list of threatened and endangered species following an assessment finding that the species no longer needs the protection of the Endangered Species Act.  The species has rebounded from barely 400 nesting pairs in 1963 to approximately 10,000 nesting pairs today.  The species, however, will continue to be protected under the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act and the Migratory Bird Treaty Acts, which prohibit "taking" -- killing, selling or otherwise harming -- eagles, their nests or eggs.  The action will become effective 30 days after publication in the Federal Register. The WS will continue to work with state wildlife agencies to monitor eagles for at least five years, as required by the Endangered Species Act. If at any time it appears that the bald eagle again needs the Act's protection, the FWS can propose to relist the species.

· Importation and interstate transport of live silver and largescale silver carp will be banned under a final rule published in the Federal Register by the FWS on July 10.  The final rule under the injurious wildlife provisions of the Lacey Act becomes effective on August 9, 2007.  Silver carp are native to Asia and were introduced into the US in the early 1970s for algae control in sewage lagoons and fishery production ponds, but escaped into surrounding waters.  Populations have become established in portions of the Mississippi River drainage.  Biologists are concerned that silver carp could spread throughout large rivers and lakes in the US and compete with native species for food and habitat, having both ecological and economic impacts, potentially threatening Great Lakes fisheries.  Largescale silver carp, native to parts of China and Vietnam, are a distinct species related to the silver carp and warrant prohibition as well.  While not yet known to be in the US, largescale silver carp could also directly compete with native aquatic species for food and habitat and hybridize with silver and bighead carp, both of which are already in US waters.
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