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RE: Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary

Dear NAME:

I am writing to you in regard to an issue concerning the right of access with respect to proposed changes to the management of Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary, which is located off the coast of Massachusetts and is one of thirteen National Marine Sanctuaries.  
Stellwagen Bank is managed by the National Marine Sanctuary System, an office of the National Ocean Service and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).  According to their website (http://www.sanctuaries.nos.noaa.gov), the National Office of Marine Sanctuaries was created to “serve as the trustee for the nation's system of marine protected areas, to conserve, protect, and enhance their biodiversity, ecological integrity and cultural legacy.” Additionally, it is stated that “multiple uses such as recreation, commercial fishing, and shipping, are encouraged.”  However, the changes that are being proposed for Stellwagen are not in line with that mission and appear to be nothing more than one special interest group attempting to deny the American public access to this area.  
The proposed changes restrict numerous recreational activities such as scuba diving and fishing.  Public access (through scuba diving) to shipwrecks and the surrounding areas will be governed by a 3-tier classification system: Discovery Phase, Restricted Access and Public Access.  Each classification has restrictive provisions attached to it that governs who may visit these places and under what conditions.  A brief synopsis has been included here:

Discovery Phase: Newly discovered marine heritage resource (MHR; shipwreck) sites will be classified as "Discovery Phase" sites. Threats to the site will be assessed and SBNMS will issue avoidance guidelines. SBNMS will coordinate with NOAA Fisheries to distribute a notice of these guidelines to fishermen utilizing mobile and fixed gear, stating the coordinates of the potential “hang” sites and the size of the avoidance area around the sites. MHR sites will remain in the Discovery Phase until the sanctuary develops adequate mechanisms on a case-by-case basis for each site’s protection. 

Restricted Access Sites: The goal of these sites is to provide protection for MHR sites that possess a greater degree of fragility. Restricted Access Sites cannot host regular visitation because of the risk of impacting the archaeological integrity of the site. These sites must be potentially eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places. A heritage preserve, not to exceed 1 square nautical mile, may be utilized around select sites and will extend from the water surface into the seabed. The size of the heritage preserve will be determined on a case-by-case basis 

Activities prohibited without possession of a special use or research permit include: 

· Stopping or remaining 

· Drifting without power, except when actively engaged in drift surface fishing (ex. shark fishing with chum slick) or commercial whale watching 

· Using grappling hooks or other anchoring devices 

· Diving of any type whether by an individual or submarine 

· Towing remote sensing gear, operating a ROV or drop camera 

· Shellfish Dredging 

· Gillnetting in midwater or on the bottom 

· Bottom fishing with Commercial Rod and Reel or Hand line 

· Lining on the bottom 

· Pot and Trap Fishing 

· Trawling in midwater or on bottom 

· Using Purse Seines 

· Recreational bottom fishing 

Public Access Sites: Sites designated as Public Access Sites are structurally stable, durable, and capable of hosting increased visitation without significantly impacting the site’s archaeological integrity. Public Access Sites may or may not be potentially eligible for or listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The sanctuary will assess the feasibility for mooring buoys on these sites on a case-by-case basis. SBNMS will explore partnerships to facilitate the establishment and maintenance of mooring buoys on these sites. 

Additionally, mandatory notification to the sanctuary must be made to conduct the following activities: 

· Diving 

· Towing remote sensing gear 

· Operating a remotely operated vehicle (ROV), drop camera, and submarine 

Prohibited Activity on a Public Access Site includes: 

· Use of grappling hooks or other anchoring devices on MHR sites that are marked with a mooring buoy. 

There are countless issues with this proposal – not the least of which is the use of broad, ambiguous language such as “potentially eligible” and the vague criteria applied to determining which sites are fragile, historically significant, etc.  In addition, there are no established timeframes on the period of evaluation for newly discovered sites, which means they could be withheld from the public indefinitely.  Considering the limited budget and resources of NOAA, the reality is that many of these sites would never be studied and shared with the public, which undermines the entire purpose of the National Marine Sanctuary Office – to educate and outreach to the public.  This system also calls for an inappropriate level of monitoring and has a negative connotation with regard to interaction with the public.  Requiring individuals to report planned visits to sites that are “public” is indicative of a distrustful relationship and sends the wrong message to the public about its ability to responsibly visit these sites.  Finally, these restrictions will have a negative economic impact on the recreational fishing and scuba commercial charter operators, who rely on use of this area for income.
These proposed changes are outside other existing models being used successfully in places such as Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary.  In summary, there is little rationale for this type of management.  It’s unfair and lacks a legitimate justification.  Americans have the right to access these places.  This is the American way.
Please review the activities that are happening at NOAA and in the National Marine Marine Sanctuary System and prevent this plan from going into effect.  There are other models that have been proven to work that would serve the purpose of protecting these resources for future generations while still promoting public access.  The model proposed here is not one of them.  Thank you for your time.

Sincerely,

Your Name

