Fish and Wildlife Service Director’s Report

Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council Meeting

Baton Rouge, LA – April 2008
· A new Assistant Director for Fisheries and Habitat Conservation was appointed in November 2007 following the retirement of Dr. Mamie Parker.  The new Assistant Director is Gary Frazer.  He has served in a number of positions in the field, the headquarters office, and in the Interior Department.  He most recently served for three years as the Fish and Wildlife Service’s (FWS) liaison to the US Geological Survey.
· The Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) received its Fiscal Year (FY 2008) budget through the Consolidated Appropriations Act for 2008 that the President signed in December 2007.  The FWS Resource Management appropriations totaled almost $1.08 billion, an approximate $60 million increase over the FY 2007 enacted level.  The Fisheries Program’s appropriation was $126.5 million, a $9.3 million increase.  The Aquatic Habitat and Species Conservation Subactivity, which funds FWS fishery management work, received about $53.7 million, an increase of about $8.2 million.  Allocations within the subactivity and to the regions have not yet been totally completed, although a total of $2.4 million has been allocated to fund 63 projects in 28 states under the National Fish Habitat Action Plan.

· The President’s FY 2009 budget request to the Congress for Resource Management was about $1.07 billion, about $10 million less than the FY 2008 enacted level.  Most of the reductions would be in construction and land acquisition.  The request for the Endangered Species Program is $146.8 million, about $3.7 million less than for 2008.  The request for Fisheries is $116.6 million, a decrease of $9.9 million from the 2008 level.  Included within that amount is a request for Aquatic Habitat and Species Conservation of $47.3 million, which is about $6.4 million less than in 2008, including a major decrease for fish passage of $5.9 million.
· The final numbers for Kemps ridley sea turtle nesting on the Mexican beaches in 2007 were 15,032 registered nests and 1,023,675 hatchlings released.  In 2006 the number of recorded nests was 12,143.
· The NOAA Fisheries Service and FWS were petitioned November 15, 2007 to change the listing of the western North Atlantic loggerhead sea turtle population from threatened to endangered status under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  The NOAA Fisheries Service has the lead for responding to the petition and issuing the 90-day finding.  The draft Atlantic Loggerhead Sea Turtle Recovery Plan is still under agency review.

· In the on-going water crisis in the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint (ACF) rivers watershed due to drought conditions in the Southeast, the FWS received an Exceptional Drought Operation (EDO) plan from the US Army Corps of Engineers (CE) in November for reducing water releases from the basin’s reservoirs, primarily Lake Lanier in Georgia.  The EDO calls for reducing flows into the Apalachicola River incrementally to 4,750, 4,500 and perhaps eventually to 4,150 cubic feet per second (CFS), depending on continuing severity of the drought and any agreements that the states of Georgia and Florida may develop.  The FWS conducted a formal Section 7 consultation on the EDO to evaluate potential effects of the plan on the Gulf sturgeon, fat threeridge mussel and the purple bankclimber mussel, which are listed as endangered or threatened under the ESA.  The FWS issued a biological opinion (BO) in a compressed timeframe that the continued existence of the three species would not be jeopardized nor their critical habitat adversely modified by reductions to 4,500 feet prior to June 1, 2008.  The FWS was unable to complete the consultation for the 4,150 CFS level in the time frame available.  The CE is expected to determine criteria that may call for reducing flow to 4,150 CFS and re-initiate consultation with the FWS by April 15.  The FWS will then develop a supplemental BO at that flow level for the three species.

· The drought in the Southeast has affected the Alabama-Coosa-Tallapoosa (ACT) river basin in Alabama and Georgia similarly to the ACF.  The ACT hosts 27 federally-listed aquatic species.  The FWS has been monitoring the effects of drought and reduced flows on the species that are being affected and have been in close consultation with the CE and Alabama Power, which operate dams on the river.  The Alabama Power dam operations are subject to licensing provisions of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission.

· Jim Boggs was selected in December as the new Field Supervisor of the FWS Louisiana Ecological Services Field Office in Lafayette.  Mr. Boggs had been serving as Deputy Field Supervisor of the field office for four years.

· The FWS added black carp to the list of injurious fish under the Lacey Act on October 18, 2007.  The action prohibits import and interstate transport of live black carp or viable eggs and hybrids.  The species can potentially cause severe harm to native mussel populations.  Black carp were originally imported into the country in 1973 by accident along with other Chinese carp species.  In the early 1980s they were deliberately introduced to aquaculture ponds for biological control of fish parasites through predation on mussels in the ponds.  The FWS action does not prohibit intrastate movement of the species.

· The FWS announced the distribution of Sport Fish Restoration apportionments to the states on February 22.  The 2008 total apportionments were $398 million.

· The awards of Boating Infrastructure Grants to the states were announced on February 13.  The Texas Parks and Wildlife Department received more than $366,000 to construct 16 slips for visiting boaters in the Port Aransas Municipal Harbor and more than $660,000 to construct 48 permanent slips for visiting boaters in the Nautical Landings Marina at Port Lavaca.

· On February 4 the FWS published a proposal in the Federal Register to remove the remaining protected populations of the brown pelican from protection under the ESA.  Some of the protected populations occur along the Gulf coast in Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas.  The species had been de-listed in Alabama and Florida in 1985.  The FWS is accepting comments on the proposal through April 21 this year.  The proposal is available at http://www.fws.gov/policy/library/E8-2829.html.

· As part of the Living Shoreline Initiative (LSLI), the FWS Coastal Program in the Florida Panhandle assisted the Alabama, Florida and Mississippi Sea Grant Extension offices in sponsoring a workshop for property owners, marine contractors, consultants, coastal managers, and regulators working in these states’ coastal areas.  About 100 participants attended the event at the Five-Rivers Delta Resource Center in Spanish Fort, Alabama, in November 2007.  The workshop focused on the use of “soft” alternatives instead of seawalls to protect eroding shorelines.  The workshop may be followed by others in the future.
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