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V. Local Choices
Throughout the U.S., there are myriad tribal, State, regional, and local efforts to support and grow marine 
economies, protect and conserve the environment that supports quality of life, and sustain unique 
social and cultural identities. Priorities, however, vary across regions, as do the ways in which different 
regional actors choose to address them.

All regions share an interest in growing their economies and providing jobs that support strong com-
munities, which they address through a diverse and often unique array of marine uses. For example, their 
interests range from conventional to renewable energy, they have different commercial and recreational 
fisheries, and they offer distinct tourism and recreational activities. They also have different priorities 
for environmental protection and the use of ocean resources. In the Pacific and Caribbean, coral reef 
ecosystem conservation is a focus area, while in the Pacific Northwest, addressing the impacts of ocean 
acidification on local shellfish growers is a top priority. In the Gulf of Mexico, efforts are underway to 
minimize the impacts of harmful algal blooms on human health, while in the Great Lakes, States are 
working to control invasive species to minimize the damage they cause to commerce, municipal infra-
structure, and the Great Lakes ecosystem.

In Arctic communities, adapting to the impacts of climate change is a regional priority, while Chesapeake 
Bay communities focus on approaches to improve water quality. Regardless of the specific issues being 
addressed, communities and stakeholders need more and better information and coordinated and 
responsive Federal agency actions that address locally relevant issues. Actions under the National Ocean 
Policy provide tools and services that support and build on action at local, State, tribal, and regional 
scales. These will strengthen partnerships across all levels of government and with regional and local 
stakeholders and communities.  
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Providing Tools for Regional Action
Science and data provide the building blocks for information and tools to support tribal, State, local, 
and regional action. Efficient access to observations and information is improving our ability to under-
stand and predict ecosystem events—such as a loss or change in habitat or coral bleaching—as well 
as long-term planning and decision-making. Pilot projects focused on ecosystem-based management 
allow scientists, managers, and stakeholders to account for and address the many factors that affect 
how ecosystems work, at a manageable scale and in the context of relevant issues. More efficient dis-
covery of, and access to, information improves the ability of tribal, State, local, and regional planners to 
understand, predict, and prevent or mitigate events. Assessing vulnerability is yet another crucial step 
in preparing for and responding to the impacts of climate change, ocean acidification, and extreme 
weather on ocean environments and coastal communities.

 • Identify and implement pilot projects that use an ecosystem-based approach to partner-
ing in the stewardship of ocean and coastal resources. In collaboration with local, regional, 
and tribal practitioners, agencies will identify and conduct pilot projects that incorporate best 
practices for ecosystem-based management, test on-the-ground effectiveness of decision-
support tools, and demonstrate the practical utility of ecosystem-based approaches. Pilot 
projects will determine what additional data, tools, and training are required, identify how the 
collaborative and scientific frameworks may need to be altered to be more useful, and enable 
decision-makers and managers to understand how ecosystem-based management can be most 
effectively implemented at regional scales relevant to address specific resource management 
objectives.

 • Assess the vulnerability of communities and ocean environments to climate change 
and ocean acidification and support and implement adaptation strategies to promote 
informed decisions. Agencies will develop best practices and guidance for assessing the 
vulnerability and resilience of communities, infrastructure, and resources to a changing climate 
and ocean acidification, and will develop and promote adaptation tools and strategies to help 
coastal communities address these risks. These tools will enable decision-makers at all levels 
of government to assess local vulnerability, inform near-term and long-term investments, and 
avoid actions that increase vulnerability.

 • Expand and improve discovery of and access to non-classified Federal data and decision-
support tools, including ocean and coastal mapping products, to support local, tribal, 
State, and regional decision-making. Not all existing Federal data are easily accessible or in a 
useable format for regional decision-making and planning purposes. Agencies will coordinate 
to make unrestricted Federal data publicly available in a standards-based format through a 
national data portal (ocean.data.gov). This central portal for planning-related ocean, coastal, and 
Great Lakes data will allow for easy discovery and access to data and derived products which 
support the further development of new and/or improved decision-support tools for planners 
at all levels of government.

ocean.data.gov
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Strengthening Regional Partnerships
Federal agencies will work to strengthen and leverage existing regional partnerships and to build new 
ones. Agencies will honor the government-to-government relationship, trust obligations, and consulta-
tion responsibilities of the Federal government with Federally-recognized tribes and expand partner-
ships with tribes and Native communities. Agencies will also partner with and assist States in advancing 
the network of regional alliances to protect ocean, coastal, and Great Lakes health. Partnerships with 
local governments and private interests are also needed to leverage limited resources.  

Existing regional ocean and Great Lakes partnerships are voluntary, usually multi-state forums estab-
lished by State Governors that identify shared priorities and take critical action on a range of issues 
relevant to their region. They have different structures and employ varied methods and approaches to 
enhance the ecological and economic health of the region. These efforts involve non-governmental 
stakeholders and multiple State and Federal agencies involved in coastal and ocean management. 
Federal agency actions will increase communication among ocean sectors, streamline processes, lever-
age resources, and enhance coordination among all levels of government.

 • Support regional priorities and enhance regional partnerships’ ability to address issues 
of regional importance. Federal agencies will enhance on-the-ground progress by supporting 
regional priorities such as data collection and analysis, and by improving coordination among 
Federal offices based in regions. Agencies will identify opportunities to leverage resources and 
partner on the continued development and organization of regional alliances and existing 
partnerships. This will include data collection and analysis needed to advance regional efforts, 
compile resources available to enhance accomplishment of mutual regional goals, and identify 
and distribute best management practices that are broadly applicable for all regional ocean and 
coastal entities (for example, how to effectively engage stakeholders, develop partnerships, 
identify priorities, develop regional action plans, and measure success).

 • Support engagement of interested tribal authorities and use of tribal information.  
Agencies will work with interested tribal governments to support tribal involvement in pri-
ority-setting and planning for each region, including the integration of traditional ecological 
knowledge and scientific data collected by indigenous groups. Agency engagement of and 
coordination with tribes will ensure that tribal interests, lands, treaty and other reserved rights, 
and co-management agreements are appropriately considered and included in each region.

Supporting Regional Priorities
Marine planning is a science-based tool that regions can use to address specific ocean management 
challenges and advance their economic development and conservation objectives. Marine planning 
will support regional actions and decision-making and address regionally determined priorities, based 
on the needs, interests, and capacity of a given region. Just as Federal agencies work with States, tribes, 
local governments, and users of forests and grasslands, among other areas, marine planning will provide 
a more coordinated and responsive Federal presence and the opportunity for all coastal and ocean 
interests in a region to share information and coordinate activities. This will promote more efficient and 
effective decision-making and enhance regional economic, environmental, social, and cultural well-
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being. In turn, regional actions will support national objectives to grow the ocean economy, increase 
regulatory efficiency and consistency, and reduce adverse impacts to environmentally sensitive areas.

The scope, scale, and content of marine planning will be defined by the regions themselves, to solve 
problems that regions care about in ways that reflect their unique interests, capacity to participate, and 
ways of doing business. Marine planning should build on and complement existing programs, partner-
ships, and initiatives. The intent is to ensure that a region can develop an approach that it determines 
works best.

This approach balances regional and national interests and recognizes that actions commensurate with 
regional interests and capacities will provide the most immediate regional benefits. Knowledge and 
experience will build over time and contribute to achieving national objectives.

 • Support marine planning to advance regionally determined economic, social, environ-
mental, and cultural interests. States, tribes, and Regional Fishery Management Councils may 
choose to participate on regional planning bodies established in accordance with the National 
Ocean Policy Executive Order, this Implementation Plan, and guidance to be released by the 
National Ocean Council. State, tribal, and Fishery Management Council participation on regional 
planning bodies is voluntary. 

Should all States within a region choose not to participate in a regional planning body within their 
region, a regional planning body will not be established. Instead, Federal agencies will identify and 
address priority science, information, and ocean management issues associated with marine planning as 
described in the Executive Order. In doing so, Federal agencies will coordinate with non-Federal partners 
and authorities, including States, federally-recognized tribes and Fishery Management Councils, and 
stakeholders, to ensure that Federal actions support and advance both regional and national objectives. 

Marine plans produced by regional planning bodies can provide information about specific issues, 
resources, or areas of interest to better inform existing management measures. Or, they can describe 
future desired conditions and provide information and guidance that supports regional action moving 
forward. Each region has flexibility to build the elements of its plans over time in response to what the 
region wants to accomplish, the resources available to do the work, and the time it will take to learn 
what works best in that region. Examples of potential focus areas for marine planning could include, 
but are not limited to:

 • Developing information that facilitates more effective review and permitting among State, 
Federal, and tribal authorities for a specific class of activity such as offshore energy infrastructure;

 • Characterizing environmental conditions and current and anticipated future uses of marine 
space to assist in siting offshore renewable energy;

 • Developing and implementing a plan to acquire data and information to support more efficient 
management of activities of particular regional interest, such as remote sensing data to support 
coastal mapping;

 • Identifying a specific geographic area and addressing management challenges that would 
benefit from multi-government resolution;
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 • Identifying and developing information that better informs agency or government-to-govern-
ment consultations under the Endangered Species Act, Marine Mammal Protection Act, and 
the National Environmental Policy Act that apply to offshore development activities important 
to the region; or

 • Developing maps and information that inform effective co-location of multiple existing and 
new ocean uses, such as commercial fishing, military training, and new energy infrastructure 
development. 

Robust stakeholder engagement and public participation are essential to ensure that actions are based 
on a full understanding of the range of interests and interactions that occur in each region. Consultation 
with scientists, technical experts, the business community, and those with traditional knowledge is a 
foundation of marine planning.

Regional planning bodies are not regulatory bodies and have no independent legal authority to regulate 
or otherwise direct Federal, State, tribal, or local government actions. All activities will continue to be 
regulated under existing authorities. For example, commercial and recreational fishing will continue 
to be managed exclusively by the relevant State and Federal fisheries managers and Regional Fishery 
Management Councils or Commissions.

As an initial action, the National Ocean Council will provide additional guidance to support marine plan-
ning in the regions that choose to move forward through regional planning bodies as described above.
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VI. Science and Information
Scientific and technological advances allow us to better understand our world. Building our knowledge 
allows us to respond more appropriately to new challenges, adapt to changing conditions, and take 
advantage of emerging opportunities for the benefit of our Nation. Strong science, technology, and 
engineering capabilities and informed people and communities are the foundation for improving 
our understanding of the marine environment—from the coasts to the deep sea—and informing our 
decisions about how best to manage the activities that affect the valuable and multiple resources the 
marine environment provides.

Sustained scientific research and innovative technologies give us the high-quality information we need 
to maintain or restore ocean resources, guide development and investment opportunities, safeguard 
lives and property from marine hazards, enhance national security, prepare for and respond to the 
impacts of climate change and ocean acidification, improve public health, and protect ocean resources. 
Advancing our scientific, technological, and engineering capabilities also increases the Nation’s com-
petitiveness and helps spur the innovation that drives our economy and improves our quality of life. 
Ultimately, success in improving the ways we use and manage ocean resources depends on building 
broad public understanding and recognition of the importance of the ocean, coasts, and Great Lakes 
to our daily lives and the long-term welfare of our Nation.

The actions in this section will engage partners and stakeholders to provide significant, long-term 
commitments of scientific, technological, and educational support to address existing priorities and 
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