Gulf of Mexico Program

Building 1103, Room 202

Stennis Space Center, MS 39529-6000

Phone: (228)688-3726

Fax: (228)688-2709

Web Site: http://pelican.gmpo.gov/

Overall Project Information


“The U.S. Gulf of Mexico coast line is more than 1,600 miles long. About two-thirds of the continental U.S. drains into the gulf, with the Mississippi River watershed accounting for the most of that drainage.  Gulf coastal areas include sand beaches, freshwater and saltwater marshes, barrier islands, mangrove swamps, and seagrass beds. Many federally listed threatened and endangered species occur in the area such as the Mississippi sandhill crane, Alabama beach mouse, and several sea turtles. In addition, the gulf provides essential habitat for a large portion of North American migratory waterfowl.


“Shrimping, recreation, and oil and gas offshore production occur in the gulf.  Agriculture, silviculture, aquaculture, industrial uses, and urban/rural development occur in the Gulf’s watershed.


“Non-point source pollution generated throughout the Mississippi River watershed ends up in the gulf, including pesticides, toxic substances, and nutrients.  In addition, over one million pounds of trash and debris are picked up on gulf beaches annually.  Coastal and shoreline erosion is another serious problem.  Parts of Louisiana retreat sixty-five feet per year or more, while shoreline erosion rates of fifteen feet per year can be found in many other areas of the gulf.  Freshwater diversion projects initiated for flood control, navigation, recreation, and water supply have led to reduced levels of freshwater entering coastal areas, with subsequent saltwater intrusion.” [“Gulf of Mexico Program”, in Ecosystem Management in the United States: An Assessment of Current Experience. Island Press, Washington, D.C., p.155-156]


Over 1.7 billion pounds of fish and shellfish are harvested from Gulf waters annually for a dockside value of $3.6 billion. Sports fishermen spend another $13 billion annually, tourists spend $15.3 billion, and waterfowl hunters $600 million.  Currently more than half of the shellfish producing areas along the Gulf Coast are permanently or conditionally closed and the wetlands that provide nursery habitat to 95% of the gulf’s commercially harvested fish and shellfish species are rapidly eroding.  [“Gulf of Mexico Program 1997 Shareholder Report”, Gulf of Mexico Program Office, December 1997, EPA Document 855-R-97-003, p.17]


The Gulf of Mexico Program was established in August, 1988 by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in response to citizens demands for an intergovernmental, community- based program that would “protect valuable resources not yet lost, prevent problems before they occurred, [and] forge positive relationships to promote the ecological health and economic vitality of the Gulf Coast states.”  This non-regulatory program “leverages Environmental Protection Agency money to attract matching funds for research, demonstration projects, restoration activities, and public information activities for priority actions determined by consensus.” [“History, Purpose, and Philosophy Fact Sheet”, Jan. 1998 on Gulf of Mexico Program Web Page. http://pelican.gmpo.gov/welcome.html]

The Gulf of Mexico Program involves an inter-state, inter-agency, community-based partnership.  The state partners include Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas. The Federal partners include the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the U.S. Dept. of Health & Human Services, the U.S. Department of Commerce, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the U.S. Department of Interior, the U.S. Department of Transportation, and the U.S. Department of Defense. The public and private organizations include the Citizens Advisory Committee, Business Council, and the American Farm Bureau Federation and various other groups [“Gulf of Mexico Program 1997 Shareholder Report”, Gulf of Mexico Program Office, December 1997, EPA Document 855-R-97-003, p.3]

The mission of the Gulf of Mexico program is “to facilitate the protection and restoration of the coastal marine water of the Gulf of Mexico and its coastal natural habitats; to sustain living resources; to protect human health and the food supply; and to ensure the recreational use of Gulf shores, beaches and waters in ways consistent with the economic well-being of the region, through a network of citizens and institutions.” The Gulf of Mexico program has also developed a vision statement: “A Gulf of Mexico flourishing in all its natural richness and variety - beaches glistening in the sunlight, thriving coastal vegetation, and abundant fish, shellfish and waterfowl. The Gulf ecosystem is of incalculable value in itself, but our vision also embraces the human uses of the Gulf which are part of the cultural fabric of the region and which are critical to the economic well-being of the region and the nation.” [Gulf of Mexico Program: A Partnership With a Purpose Web Page, http://pelican.gmpo.gov/, last updated Oct. 22, 1998]

“Currently the Gulf of Mexico Program is specifically addressing four priority environmental concerns: 1) restoration of shellfish growing waters and reefs; 2) hypoxia (low dissolved oxygen); 3) habitat loss; and 4) introduction o f nonindigenous species.” [“Gulf of Mexico Program 1997 Shareholder Report”, Gulf of Mexico Program Office, December 1997, EPA Document 855-R-97-003, p.4]

“The major strategies of the program are to: identify threats to the gulf; suggest solutions (in action plans); and identify and, if needed, fund the appropriate agencies and institutions that could implement these solutions as individual projects…

“The program has funded approximately 200 projects so far, including projects that demonstrate the use of wetlands for infiltration of domestic, agricultural, and urban waste water to reduce impacts on shellfish-growing waters.  In addition, the program has facilitated restoration of 600 acres of coastal habitat in cooperation with the Tampa Bay Estuary Program and the state of Florida.” [“Gulf of Mexico Program”, in Ecosystem Management in the United States: An Assessment of Current Experience. Island Press, Washington, D.C., p.155-156]

Institutional Structure

The Institutional Structure currently consists of a Citizens Advisory Committee, Policy Review Board, Management Committee, Focus Teams (Public Health, Nutrient Over-enrichment, habitat, non-indigenous species), and Operating Committees (Data and information transfer, Public Education and Outreach) with a centralized office called the Gulf of Mexico Program Office.

One important factor is that the Gulf of Mexico Program belongs to no one agency. Even though EPA is the administrative lead, the program is not seen as belonging to EPA and the Gulf of Mexico Program Office does not sit under any one section within EPA. The whole structure of the Gulf of Mexico Program is designed to encourage development of innovative approaches to what are often institutionalized problems.  There is a non-regulatory emphasis.  The focus is on facilitating use of new technologies and innovative approaches to solve problems.

Gulf of Mexico Program Office

In 1988, in response to public pressure, the EPA administrator started the Gulf of Mexico program with 2-3 people to run the multi-agency program office.  The Stennis Space Center was chosen as an office location because it was centered along the Gulf coast, was near the Gulf itself, and was not within a politically turbulent and powerful state. Stennis Space Center already had the largest group of oceanographers in the world and extremely strong computer science and engineering facilities. 

Unlike the Great Lakes Program and the Chesapeake Bay Program which are line item authorized in the United States Congressional Budget, the Gulf of Mexico Program Office has always been an EPA initiative.  EPA is the administrative lead of the Gulf of Mexico Program and of the Gulf of Mexico Program Office.  The office currently has a budget of $3 million per year which it uses to run the office and to provide seed money for studies and external activities. The GMPO currently consists of 13 EPA employees, with an EPA senior director. There are additionally 10 contractors, 5 senior environmental employees, and rotational people at the program manager level from USFWS, NOAA, ACOE, USDA-NRCS, and FDA (shellfish program specialist). 

Citizens Advisory Committee

The Citizens Advisory Committee consists of 5 representatives from each state appointed by their respective Governor. These citizens represent the issues of Fisheries, Environment, Agriculture, Tourism, and Business & Industry.  The Citizens Advisory Committee has its own chair and co-chair which also serve on the Policy Review Board.  Two other members also serve on the Management Committee.

Policy Review Board

The Policy Review Board consists of federal, state and local representatives.  There are two co-chairs. The federal co-chair is always the EPA regional administrator.  The state co-chair is rotated among the five gulf states and is a representative of the Department of Environmental Quality or Department of Environmental Protection depending on the state.  Federal representatives from the Department of Commerce, Department of Interior, Department of Transportation, Department of Defense, and Department of Agriculture.  The state representatives consist of the Directors of the Department of Environmental Protection/Quality from each state.  The Policy Review Board also contains representatives from various stakeholder groups such as the Gulf Restoration Network, Gulf Business Coalition, Gulf chapter of the American Farm Bureau Federation, and the Citizens Advisory Committee.  


The purpose of this committee is to deal with policy issues and it meets 1-2 times per year.  It also established the management committee.  

Management Committee

The Management Committee consists of representatives from all 15 Department of Interior Agencies, NOAA, USDA-NRCS, FDA, Centers for Disease Control, Department of Defense (Army, Navy, Coast Guard, Army Corps of Engineers), Environmental Pollution Control of 5 Gulf states, representatives from the associated National Estuary Programs.


The committee meets 3-4 times per year.  First they worked to prioritize and study the following eight environmental issues: marine debris, erosion, public health, toxic substance contamination, fisheries, freshwater diversion, nutrient over-enrichment, habitats. 

Then in 1996 the policy committee and management committee narrowed the focus to 4 key issues

1) Public Health (Contamination & closing of shellfish waters, & human pathogens)

2) Nutrient Over-enrichment (2/3 of estuaries are impaired due to eutrophication and nutrient over-enrichment, plus there is a growing Gulf hypoxia zone)

3) Habitat (Restoration and preservation of both submerged aquatic vegetation and emergent vegetation)

4) Non-indigenous species introduction (especially ballast water management and shrimp virus management). 

The Management committee developed 4 focus teams dedicated to dealing with these 4 issues.  

Focus Teams

The Focus teams contain representatives of all organizations that have a stake in that team’s issue and also include technical participation from academia and research.  The focus teams look at establishing priorities for what problems to address and corresponding restoration and research efforts to support. For example with nutrient over-enrichment problem, the focus team worked to define what assistance the states needed in order to try and deal with this problem. The team has also focused on encouraging best-management practices in agriculture.

Operating Committees

There are two operating committees

1) Data and Information Transfer – their goal is to develop methods of organizing and integrating information through networks and providing GIS support. 

2) Public Education and Outreach – Basically in charge of media outreach, publications, public affairs. It includes a broad representation from all the organizations.

Evaluation

“Evaluation will be conducted by an annual review process involving the Gulf Program Office, the four Focus Area Teams, the Management Committee, and the Science Review Committee which will examine data related to Environmental Performance Goals and compile current performance levels for each focus area. Performance data will be used to evaluate the impact of projects and, if indicated, recommend a revised approach in the next year’s Performance Plan.  The review process will also assess the quality of all deliverables produced over the course of the year and make recommendations for improvements.” [“Strategic Plan: Gulf of Mexico Program, 1997” Oct. 20, 1997, Gulf of Mexico Web Page http://pelican.gmpo.gov/welcome/strategi.pdf]

Gulf of Mexico Program Feedback loop 

Taken from “Strategic Plan: Gulf of Mexico Program, 1997” Oct. 20, 1997, Gulf of Mexico Web Page http://pelican.gmpo.gov/welcome/strategi.pdf



Conceptual Models, Monitoring and Research

The Gulf of Mexico program is now just beginning to enter an implementation phase after having gone through the process of defining the 4 key issues and organizing Focus Teams. The GMP is largely working to organize and improve communication among the science currently being performed before launching into funding new research and monitoring efforts. The program is only just at the point of building conceptual models. They have not really developed their own indicators yet.  They are currently using EPA indicators and would like to develop their own public indicators such as Chesapeake Bay’s Bernie Sneakers indicator.  The first meeting of the Monitoring, Modeling and Research committee will be in November, 1998 during which they expect to discuss both conceptual model and indicator development.


Currently the Gulf of Mexico Program does not do any monitoring themselves, although they have helped support other efforts such as Mississippi’s Dept. of Environmental Quality’s efforts to measure total coliform.  They are currently planning an effort to get all 5 gulf states to work together to conduct integrated coastal monitoring.  This will probably begin with simple goals such as habitat monitoring, consistent monitoring of coliform bacteria, and consistent monitoring of nutrients.

The Gulf of Mexico Program does not have any specific research authority. Instead the program tries to get the associated federal and state agencies and university researchers to do the research and to collaborate on their efforts.  It also tries to get the EPA to focus its research efforts. The Gulf of Mexico Program usually does not currently fund research efforts with the exception of some stable isotope studies.  In the past the Program has focused more upon funding action projects rather than research.  However, Congress has pushed towards having more accountable, hard results which has caused the Gulf of Mexico Program to shift its focus towards more monitoring and research.

The Navy has developed Gulf water circulation and hydrodynamic computer models.  These will hopefully be linked together in the future with water quality models and ecological models to help provide a framework for coastal monitoring in the Gulf.

The GMP has an annual science forum to encourage communication between scientists and decision-makers.  The level of communication and tension between scientists and decision-makers depends on the issue. For example, the problem of hypoxia in the gulf is a big political issue because currently nutrient enrichment from agricultural runoff is receiving the brunt of the blame. 

(information largely from interview with Gene Meier, 9/25/98)

Data Management

Currently, the Gulf of Mexico program is focusing on developing 3 metadata catalogs 

1) metadatabase of data sets related to Gulf of Mexico

2) metadatabase of geospatial data

3) metadatabase catalog for the Gulf Mortality Network of data that could be used to track fish kills and algal blooms.  This database is expected to involve 3 levels: a) metadata; b) scientific data to support research; c) proprietary data with restricted access (i.e. who may be responsible). 

The Gulf of Mexico Program Office is also investigating developing an object-oriented database probably using Oracle that will contain information from Gulf of Mexico funded projects. (Interview with Jim Matthews 9/25/98)

GIS


The Gulf of Mexico program has organized a virtual GIS office – a network of GIS personnel in various agencies and institutions across the gulf states.  When a GIS request is made, the members are called. They consult upon who has the capability to fulfill the request and then they assign tasks.  This group is only just starting to produce products. (Gene Meier)

The Gulf of Mexico Program itself has just hired and EPA GIS person and they have a contractor working part time as well. The GMP wants to show their projects geospatially and to be able to conduct GIS analysis. Currently GIS layers are just being formed and put together. 

The Monitoring, Modeling and Research Committee just being formed is also expected to make recommendations for GIS development. (Jim Matthews)

Reports

Currently a “Gulf of Mexico Program 1997 Shareholder Report” and “Strategic Plan: Gulf of Mexico Program, 1997” are available on the web page.  The program also produces fact sheets on important issues and a 5-10 page newsletter called Gulfwatch is published approximately every other month and is funded jointly by the Gulf of Mexico Program and the Natural Resources Conservation Service. It describes the status and highlights of current environmental issues in the Gulf. Additional committee reports are available as EPA publications but are not currently available on the web page.

The Strategic Plan states that the program expects to have

“* Multi-year Focus Area Operational Performance Plans that delineate the most viable strategies to address the environmental objective in each focus area

* Annual Performance Plan and Funding Guidance containing recommended environmental actions for each fiscal year that are integrated across Focus Area Operational Performance Plans, and outlining a multi-agency funding approach that is linked to regional and local priorities.

* Annual Performance Report evaluating progress and overall impact on the Environmental Performance Goals.”

Lessons Learned

Bryon Giffith (Interview 10/16/98)

“It’s a lot like herding cats.” The Gulf of Mexico Program is a partnership of federal and state agencies.  Getting these agencies to provide consistent commitment of people, time, space, and money is difficult. One of the primary difficulties with running a grassroots partnership organization is most that institutions respond better to fixing something rather than preventing something.  Both the Great Lakes and Chesapeake Bay were responding to severe problems and consequently it was easier to galvanize support.  The Gulf of Mexico Program Office has a strong immediate crisis to focus on.  Currently the Gulf of Mexico Program is focusing more on restoration and prevention.  The barriers between agencies and groups are unfortunately more easily overcome in a crisis. The challenge for management then is to make the changes that result become a lasting effort. When an ecosystem is surrounded by more than one state with associated inter-state conflicts or even conflicts with between agencies within a state, it takes tremendous intestinal fortitude to see it through.  

As early as possible it is important to endear the legislative leadership and to get local community backing.  Both of these types of support are needed to outlast the bureaucrats.  This is an experiment in human civics. 

CALFED must have at least one serious champion outside the program to really get the program going.  Otherwise the program’s development and activities will appear to be self-serving to the groups and agencies involved rather than serving the overall community.  Having outside champions helps to show that the program is serving the community.

What the public values most shifts over time. People in the Gulf of Mexico don’t really understand how the wetlands affect their lives – for example that the wetlands are nurseries for the fish stocks in the Gulf and, as a consequence, the people in Florida do need to be concerned about what is occurring in Louisiana.  The earlier that CALFED can create public ecological understanding of the issues, the better.

Gene Meier (Interview 9/25/98)

The people involved need a lot of patience when they are trying to get people to work together and form multiple partnerships.  It is difficult working to get five different states to cooperate or even get the agencies within a state to cooperate. Using email and the internet have been very effective tools for facilitating communication.
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