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June 24, 2021

Ambassador Susan Rice
Assistant to the President for Domestic Policy
The White House
1600 Pennsylvania Ave NW
Washington D.C. 20006

Dear Ambassador Rice:

The Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council is one of eight regional
fishery management councils authorized in 1976 by the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation
and Management Act (MSA) to sustainably manage U.S. fisheries. The Council reviewed
Executive Order (EO) 13985 entitled, “Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved
Communities through the Federal Government” and EO 14031 “Advancing Equity, Justice, and
Opportunity for Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians, and Pacific Islanders,” and have identified
barriers in federal fisheries management that should be addressed through these EOs.

The Western Pacific Region consists of one state, two territories and one commonwealth
that stretch over three time zones and the international dateline. More than 75% of the population
identifies as indigenous Pacific Islander, Native Hawaiian or Asian American. The Territories of
Guam and American Samoa and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI)
have lower income values and higher poverty rates than national averages. These island areas are
also among the most isolated in the world, requiring goods to be shipped over thousands of miles
of ocean, resulting in higher costs. The people, therefore, are heavily reliant on what can be
produced locally and have historically turned to the ocean to provide food and protein to sustain
their communities. Individually, each of these communities meet the “underserved communities”
definition set forth within EOs 13985 and 14031 and, as a whole, represents a regional
opportunity for progress by this Administration.

The Council has supported capacity-building projects, training workshops, fishery
development, territorial scholarships and community programs aimed to address some of the
economic, social and educational disparities in the region. An important part of the Council’s
work has also been to increase public awareness and education about the cultures and traditions
of the island people and their centuries-long relationships with the marine environment.
However, these efforts often lack the support and genuine prioritization by the federal
government to properly implement and overcome the challenges faced in the region. The
following provides a description of these challenges that should be addressed by EOs 13985 and
14031.
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Limited Capacity
Economic opportunities for the insular areas of the Western Pacific are limited due to its

geography and available resources. The main resource that is available, the people, need to have
the technical and administrative capacity to be able to take advantage of opportunities to improve
their connnunity. Without that capacity, the community remains disadvantaged in national
federal grant competitions, such as Saltonstall-Kennedy, cooperative research and the Bycatch
Reduction Engineering Program, where those with the capacity, such as large universities,
receive funding. Providing regional solicitations for these programs, paired with technical
training workshops, would afford Pacific island communities an opportunity to receive much
needed funding to improve their fisheries.

Differences in Communication
In addition to the distance between the islands and the U.S. Capitol, the Western Pacific

Region is also host to four indigenous peoples, each with its own language and cultural
protocols. These indigenous cultures influence the social and governmental structures that differ
from those found in the continental United States. Whereas a notice in the Federal Register might
be enough to alert fishermen to a public meeting on the mainland, that same notice would need to
be announced on the radio in the CNMI, posted in village community centers in Guam or
advertised as a public service announcement in American Samoa. While that same meeting could
be held virtually on the mainland and have hundreds of participants, in the islands, simple access
to high speed internet or technical knowledge of how to do so limits participation in the islands.

Cultural protocols require people in these islands to communicate with their leaders face-
to-face and provide for oral comments and suggestions. This practice may not be unique, but
becomes increasingly challenging when there is a need to provide information and receive public
comments in four different languages. Providing materials in different languages and holding in-
person public hearings in local languages can help to overcome the challenges in
communication.

Available Funding Opportunities
Recent changes in federal contracting methods have consolidated the number of potential

contractors into a handful of pre-qualified businesses. Small, local, indigenous and women-
owned companies that once contracted directly with federal agencies are now required to go
through these large companies as brokers to access federal funding. Reforming contracting
structures and methodologies to afford these smaller and diverse companies equal success would
better direct resources and expertise.

Regional Representation
Western Pacific community representation on federal advisory groups and participation at

national workshops continue to be a challenge. Escalating transportation costs and logistics,
however, should not be an excuse for excluding participants from the region, especially from
serving on mechanisms closest to the decisions that have the ability to disproportionately affect
the region. For example, the Marine Fisheries Advisory Committee deals with national fisheries
and policy issues and has not appointed persons from this region, despite qualified applicants
applying annually.
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Appropriateness ofpolicies, regulations, or guidance
The idea of a “one size fits all” approach to management is not appropriate as

exemplified in the management of fisheries in the western Pacific. Federal mandates, along with
its associated guidance and policies, such as annual catch limits, may be appropriate for fisheries
in Alaska or New England, but do not allow for areas with less capacity to properly identify,
implement and enforce these types of regulations. The level of investment into the building
blocks and drivers of policy decision-making, i.e., data collection, plays a large role in
implementation success. Aside from better investments on the drivers, there is a need for
strengthening and retooling key policy design principles for better regional outcomes.
Incorporating responsiveness, adaptiveness and the ability to evolve as policy design elements
would serve to create better management implementation results. Otherwise, the region is often
faced with a mismatch in policy directives as opposed to regional management needs, with
exemption requests as the only viable option. Unfortunately, this is the case with the application
of MSA’ s National Standard 1, which determines stock status. When applied to our data-poor
fisheries, it unrealistically burdens these underserved communities by dramatically reducing the
catch limit from 106,000 pounds to 5,000 pounds, and 66,000 pounds to 31,000 pounds for
American Samoa and Guam, respectively. This reduces their communities’ economic stability in
the absence of any clear data-driven management.

Underutilized Mechanisms
Mechanisms already exist to provide justice and equity to the underserved communities

in the Western Pacific Region. Programs such as the Community Demonstration Projects
Program (CDPP), congressionally authorized by the MSA to “foster and promote traditional
indigenous fishing practices,” remain an unfunded mandate. If funded, the CDPP could directly
address the intent of these EQs. In addition, the Western Pacific Sustainable Fisheries Fund is an
existing financial pathway for the Territories and Commonwealth to receive federal funding to
achieve their priority marine conservation objectives. These types of investments would benefit
from consistent funding in order to provide permanence for the EQ objectives region-wide.

Institutional Structures
As opposed to the Council’s bottom-up approach to management, the federal government

generally employs a top-down approach. Unilateral presidential actions, such as the use of the
Antiquities Act to designate nearly 1.2 million square miles of large-scale no-take marine
protected areas, have impacted communities’ relationship and access to their marine resources.
Often the burdens of achieving national conservation targets have fallen to our Pacific
communities, and through mechanisms that by design remove their input from the process. Fifty-
two percent of the U.S. exclusive economic zone in the western Pacific has been designated
through presidential proclamation in this fashion. The U.S. Pacific Territories will likely carry
the burden of coral conservation in the Pacific if the proposed critical habitat designation is
finalized, despite these waters representing less than 1% of the range of the Endangered Species
Act-listed coral species. The proposed rulemaking is currently underway and thus far devoid of
any substantive coordination with the local government and their communities. The Billfish
Conservation Act, as amended in 2018, created unnecessary prohibitions for the marketing and
sale of sustainably harvested Pacific billfish species. As such, the Council believes that this
billfish stock should once again be available to U.S and international markets. This action would
remedy unnecessary economic challenges, not only for our underserved communities, but also
for the U.S., being that billfish is a key exportable product within international trade.
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When there is a lack of advocates for these underserved communities at the top, and
decision making is top-down, the gap in equity widens. A federal workforce, particularly in
executive leadership positions, including representatives from these disadvantaged communities,
provides a voice and decision-making lens connected to the community of impact. There is also a
need for opening pathways for training, technical expertise and demystifying the federal
recruitment process in order to achieve this goal.

The Council is not necessarily looking for more from this Administration, but asking for
different. They say a rising tide lifts all boats, but many of the boats in our region are canoes and
they work a little differently. This difference needs to be recognized to be able to meet the rising
tide in its own way. We appreciate the opportunity to provide these initial comments towards a
better system of government for communities in our region. The Administration’s systematic and
whole government approach creates an ability in the here and now to catalyze effective change.
We look forward to continuing to work together to address inequities for the underserved
communities in the Western Pacific Region. To that end, the Council requests the opportunity to
meet with your point of contact(s) to discuss appropriate remedies.

Most Respectfully,

Taotasi Archie Soliai John Gourley
Council Chair CNMI Vice Chair

Ed Watamura Michael Duenas
Hawaii Vice Chair Guam Vice Chair
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Howard Dunham
American Samoa Vice Chair

Cc: Ralph D.L.G. Torres, Governor, Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands
Gregorio Kilili Camacho Sablan, Delegate from Northern Mariana Islands
Lemanu Peleti Mauga, Governor, American Samoa
Amata Coleman Radewagen, Delegate from American Samoa
Lourdes Aflague Leon Guerrero, Governor, Guam
Michael SanNicolas, Delegate from Territory of Guam
David Y. Ige, Governor, State of Hawaii
Mazie K. Hirono, U.S. Senator, State of Hawaii
Brian Schatz, U.S. Senator, State of Hawaii
Ed Case, U.S. Representative, State of Hawaii
Kaiali’i Kahele, U.S. Representative, State of Hawaii
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