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Scope of the Issues 
During the scoping phase of the management plan review, FGBNMS staff collected and summarized 
input from the public on potential resource protection and management issues to be addressed in the 
revised management plan and regulations.  Taking into consideration the advice and 
recommendations from the FGBNMS advisory council, sanctuary staff identified six priority issues: 
regional habitat protection (sanctuary expansion), education and outreach, enforcement, fishing 
impacts, pollutant discharge, and visitor use.  These issues were further characterized and discussed 
in working groups, at advisory council meetings, and through public workshops.  They have been 
addressed in the development of the action plans as part of this revised management plan and are 
summarized below. 
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Education and Outreach 
The level of awareness, understanding and appreciation of FGBNMS varies greatly among users and 
other members of the public.  In many cases, this is inadequate to produce changes in individual 
attitudes, behaviors and/or community decision-making processes that affect the health of sanctuary 
resources. The progress made in engaging recreational SCUBA divers and K-12 educators and 
students needs to be sustained while developing programs that target other direct users of the 
sanctuary, as well as increasing general public awareness and visibility of the sanctuary. 
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Resource Protection 
Diving Impacts 
Potential impacts on sanctuary resources from visitation by SCUBA divers are an ongoing concern.  
Anecdotally, divers have noted damage to the coral reef likely caused by recreational and research 
divers. Additionally, some marine animals such as rays and whale sharks may be negatively 
affected by interactions with divers who attempt to attract and touch the animals.  Sanctuary staff 
lack quantitative information on direct and indirect human impacts to sanctuary resources from 
diving activities, and specifically, on whether there are any differences between impacts from 
recreational diving activities and scientific diving activities.  The collection of information on diving 
impacts is addressed in the Research and Monitoring Action Plan while the outreach program to 
inform divers about wildlife interactions is an activity in the Education and Outreach Action Plan. 
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Enforcement 
Enforcement is logistically difficult due to the distance of FGBNMS from shore and limited access 
to the site.  The sanctuary relies heavily on assistance from the U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) and the 
NOAA Office for Law Enforcement (OLE) for enforcement efforts.  In addition to its research and 
education mission, the sanctuary’s vessel, R/V Manta, would be used as a platform for the USCG 
and OLE to supplement the sanctuary enforcement on the water.  The R/V Manta will be used to 
make specific surveillance runs with law enforcement personnel.  Sanctuary staff will coordinate 
with OLE and the USCG to have enforcement authorities on board for enforcement missions.  
Additionally, FGBNMS staff is developing a voluntary incident reporting system and is seeking to 
improve enforcement coordination with federal and state agencies to better address enforcement 
needs within the sanctuary. 
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Visitor Use 
The primary visitors to FGBNMS are recreational SCUBA divers and recreational fishers.  Although 
the precise status and trends of visitor use in the sanctuary are not known, visitation by SCUBA 
divers and fishers is estimated to be relatively low compared to other sanctuaries.  This is primarily 
due to the distance of the banks from shore and possibly a lack of public awareness about the 
sanctuary. However, observations from sanctuary staff, long-time users of the sanctuary, and others 
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Operations and Administration 
Additional staffing and infrastructure resources are required to meet the expanded public demands 
and expectations raised by the management plan review process and to respond to legal mandates 
and policies.  Strengthening the sanctuary’s base-level staffing, facilities infrastructure and program 
support to effectively meet the basic needs of sanctuary management is one of the priorities of this 
management plan. 

Organization of this Document 
This management plan is organized into six sections. Section 1 provides background information on 
national marine sanctuaries, FGBNMS, and the purpose and need for updating the management plan.  
Section 2 is an overview of the institutional setting in which the sanctuary operates and of the 
regional ecosystem of the northwestern Gulf of Mexico.  It also describes the local environment of 
East and West Flower Garden Banks and Stetson Bank.  Section 3 contains the action plans, which 
detail the management strategies and activities to address the priority issues of FGBNMS and meet 
the purposes and policies of the National Marine Sanctuaries Act (NMSA) (Appendix I).  Section 4 
provides information on the public comments received on the draft management plan and a summary 
of the changes that were made to the management plan as a result.  Section 5 provides a summary of 
the environmental analysis of the two alternatives considered: 1) no action, and 2) the preferred 
alternative of revising the management plan and making modifications to FGBNMS regulations 
(Appendix II). Section 6 lists the sources cited in this document. 
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