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Developing Tools to Support Regional Management 
 

To address interstate coastal zone management issues, such as oil and gas 
exploration, natural disaster response, and large-scale ecological issues (e.g., the 
Northern Gulf “dead zone”), local, state, and federal agencies need to 
collaborate across multiple political and regulatory jurisdictions.  Increased 
regional coordination among resource agencies has been endorsed by both the 
U.S. Ocean Action Plan and the U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy (USCOP) as 
a step toward improving ocean governance and reducing use conflicts.   
 
One key feature of the USCOP’s institutional vision is regional ocean councils. 
Organized geographically on the scale of large marine ecosystems, the regional 
ocean councils would provide a forum for local, state, and federal agencies to 
coordinate ocean management activities. The USCOP recommended forming 
regional ocean information programs to provide councils with easy access to 
current research, ocean observations, and other information to inform decision 
making.  Around the country, coastal states are in the early stages of forming 
regional coordination bodies.  Examples of leading regional management groups 
include the Gulf of Mexico Alliance and the Gulf of Maine Council.   
 
While the institutions are evolving, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration’s Coastal Services Center (CSC) is developing an operational 
regional ocean information system to support the Gulf of Mexico Alliance.  A 
web-based interactive map and information portal, the regional ocean 
information system will integrate physical and environmental data with spatially 
referenced legal, political, and jurisdictional boundaries.  As an initial step in 
this project, the CSC is working with Photo Science, Inc. and Sea Grant to  
inventory and map key coastal management laws of the Gulf of Mexico states 
Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. 
 

Characterizing the Gulf States’ Coastal Regulatory Framework 
 

The CSC, Photo Science, and the National Sea Grant Law Center are 
collaborating to inventory and characterize the Gulf states’ coastal regulatory 
framework to identify candidate legislation for mapping in a geographic 
information system (GIS).  This process has included online searches and phone 
interviews with coastal zone managers and other subject matter experts in the 
Gulf.  The CSC and Photo Science have taken the lead on characterizing the 
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regulatory framework of Florida and Texas and have relied on Sea Grant to lead 
the characterization process for Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. 
 
The initial inventory, organized by state, consists of 148 regulations affecting 
coastal zone management in the Gulf.  To rate the relative importance of these 
regulations in managing the Gulf coast and assess their usefulness in a GIS, the 
project team worked with state coastal zone agency partners to describe or rank 
each regulation in the following categories:  
 

• Effects on management practices 
• GIS feasibility 
• Type of legislation 
• Type of geography 
• Management category 
• Gulf of Mexico Alliance priorities 

 
In some cases, these categories were divided into subcategories.  For example, 
the effects on management practices category included impact to decision-
making, usefulness in a map context, impact on extractive uses, and impact on 
non-consumptive uses.  The values for each of these categories were constrained 
to a list of specific values in an effort to maintain consistency across states and 
evaluators.   
 
The CSC and Photo Science used these categories to classify the regulations into 
two tiers of priority (Table 1). A primary consideration in this process was 
ensuring that all regulations with (1) a high or medium impact to decision- 
making and (2) that have data readily available or are feasible to generate were 
identified and prioritized accordingly.  The characterization criteria that proved 
to be most useful in determining which regulations should be mapped in a GIS 
were the following: 

• Type of legislation 
• Type of geography 
• Impact to decision-making 
• Feasibility in generating GIS data 

 
Next Steps – Mapping and Visualizing the Gulf’s Regulatory Framework 

 
The CSC and Photo Science are now poised to map these high-priority 
regulations, producing GIS layers that explicitly delineate the spatial areas 
where these regulations are in effect.  The methods used in both the regulatory 
prioritization and mapping phases of this project will be documented to facilitate 
development of similar data sets for other regions.  
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Table 1. Prioritization of Legislation for GIS 
 

Prioritization Criteria 

Tier Type of 
Legislation 

Type of 
Geography 

Impact to 
Decision 
Making 

Feasibility in 
Generating GIS 

Data 

State 
Waters 

Medium to 
High 

Data Available 
Tier 1 Regulation 

Specific 
Geography 

Medium to 
High 

Feasible 

State 
Waters 

Medium to 
High 

Data Available 
Enabling 

Legislation Specific 
Geography 

Medium to 
High 

Feasible 

State 
Waters 

Medium Feasible 
Tier 2 

Undetermined 
Specific 

Geography 
Medium Feasible 

 
 
The CSC will be developing an internet mapping site where users can visualize 
the state regulations in conjunction with federal regulations and agency 
jurisdictions and physical, biological, and economic data.  These spatial data 
layers will also be available for download, facilitating data access for the region 
and meeting stated data needs of the Gulf of Mexico Alliance.  By displaying 
these spatial data in a regional context, this regional ocean information system  
will help resource managers and policy makers (1) understand environmental 
and jurisdictional complexities, (2) coordinate planning of shared resources, and 
(3) take an ecosystem approach to environmental issues that transcend local and 
state regulatory boundaries. 
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