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Federal agencies are supposed to develop an 

Arctic plan that addresses: 

• Arctic ocean and coastal conservation, 

protection and management; 

• New collaborations and partnerships for 

environmental monitoring and assessment; and 

• Improved scientific understanding of the Arctic 

system. 

 

 

 

In July 2010, President Obama created a new national ocean policy for the U.S. oceans, coasts, and 

Great Lakes and called on federal agencies to take action on 9 national priority objectives.  While all 

national priority objectives are important, the two actions with the greatest potential to affect 

management of the U.S. Arctic marine environment are the development and implementation of:  

• An Arctic Strategic Action Plan  

• Alaska Coastal and Marine Spatial Planning (Alaska CMSP) 

 

A N  A R C T I C  S T R A T E G I C  A C T I O N  P L A N  

The new national ocean policy states that it is a priority to “[a]ddress environmental stewardship needs 

in the Arctic Ocean and adjacent coastal areas in the face of climate-induced and other environmental 

changes.”  To achieve this, the first step is the development of an Arctic Strategic Action Plan.   

What is the Arctic Strategic Action Plan? 

Over the next several months (through early 2012), 

federal agencies will work together to develop an 

Arctic Strategic Action Plan.  The Arctic plan is 

meant to apply only to the Arctic Ocean (north of 

the Bering Strait).  It will not change the existing 

legal framework but should help federal agencies 

establish priorities and guide the way that they 

work in the Arctic. 

Why should you participate in the planning process, and how can you do so? 

The federal agencies are seeking information and ideas from all who wish to provide input.  As people 

who deeply understand the Arctic ecosystem, the plants and animals in it, and the traditions and needs 

of the people who depend upon it, input from Arctic communities is critical to ensure that the federal 

agencies produce a plan that supports communities’ needs and is based on the most reliable 

information.  Many people outside of the region, like the oil and gas industry, shipping companies, and 

environmental organizations, are increasingly interested in working in and informing decisions that are 

made about the future of the Arctic.  In the midst of these varied voices, it is essential that the voices of 

Arctic people are heard to ensure proper management of Arctic resources and protection of subsistence 

rights and traditions.  

You can participate in the following ways:  

• You can comment on drafts: (1) a plan outline is expected to be released for public review and 

comment in May or June, 2011; (2) a full draft plan is expected to be released in September or 

October, 2011.  Then the final plan is expected to be released in early 2012.   

• Attend and provide comments at public hearings or listening sessions (no meetings are planned at 

this time, but you can check the National Ocean Council website, 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/oceans, and local postings for updates).   

A  N E W  N A T I O N A L  O C E A N  P O L I C Y  

WHAT IT MEANS FOR ALASKA COMMUNITIES AND HOW YOU CAN GET INVOLVED 
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C O A S T A L  A N D  M A R I N E  S P A T I A L  P L A N N I N G  

The second priority objective that may impact marine management and resources in the Arctic is the 

nationwide and regional development and implementation of coastal and marine spatial planning.  

What is “coastal and marine spatial planning”? 

“Coastal and marine spatial planning” (CMSP) is a management approach designed to protect important 

resources and reduce conflict among different ocean user groups.  The steps for CMSP include: (1) 

mapping of ecosystem resources and habitats and existing human activities; and (2) using those maps 

and supporting information to decide when, where, and how different human activities can take place in 

a way that causes the least impact to valuable resources and in a way that causes the least conflict 

among different ocean users.  CMSP is designed to build from local and regional objectives. Such 

objectives then guide regional decision-makers as they plan future uses of the oceans and coasts.   

While designed long before the term “coastal and marine spatial planning” was created, the Alaska 

Eskimo Whaling Commission’s conflict avoidance agreement (CAA) is an example of a CMSP-like process 

that addresses two types of potentially conflicting ocean uses.  It is an agreement that helps determine 

when and where oil and gas companies can operate in the Arctic Ocean in order to prevent interference 

with the migration and hunt of the bowhead whales. 

What is the U.S. doing to achieve coastal and marine spatial planning? 

The new national ocean policy directs federal agencies to work with states and tribes to develop CMSP 

in each of nine designated regions of the country.  Alaska, with its vast ocean waters, is one region in 

this system.     

The CMSP process will go on for many years, but the initial steps are being taken now – and they are 

very important steps.  Among many other things, these initial steps involve setting the overarching goals 

and objectives for the entire process, and identifying who should or can be involved in the process.   

The proposed federal CMSP process is based on federal oversight and regional implementation: 

• At the federal level, CMSP development and implementation will be led by the National Ocean 

Council (NOC), which consists of approximately two dozen principal and deputy level members of 

federal agencies and institutions.  The NOC is managing the development of the nine Strategic 

Action Plans and a national information system.  The NOC’s first meeting was held on November 12, 

2010, and is the starting point for the timelines that have been set (a timeline is included on the last 

page of the handout).  

• At the regional level, Regional Planning Bodies (RPBs) will lead the CMSP process in each of the nine 

regions of the United States.  Alaska is its own region, and therefore will have its own RPB.  Each RPB 

will consist of “Federal, State, and tribal authorities relevant to CMSP for that region (e.g., resource 

management, including coastal zone management and fisheries management, science, homeland 

and national security, transportation, and public health).”  The NOC is working with states and tribes 

(including federally recognized Alaska Native villages) to create these bodies.  The Alaska RPB will 

likely be formed in 2011.   
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Why should you participate in CMSP, and how can you do so? 

CMSP is a comprehensive approach to ocean management and has the potential to significantly reduce 

conflict among the various users of the ocean.  Federal agencies are required to follow the Executive 

Order to the extent possible under existing law.  While states and tribes, and to some extent local 

governments, are invited to participate in the process, they are not required to do so.   

According to the Executive Order, tribes, local governments, indigenous organizations, and other 

stakeholders will have several opportunities to participate in the Alaska CMSP process.  This will include 

opportunities to be part of the various committees and planning bodies, as well as opportunities to 

provide input and guidance to the process.   

• Governance Coordinating Committee (GCC) The 18-member GCC was recently formed to provide a 

forum for states, tribes, and local governments to discuss and coordinate among themselves and 

with the National Ocean Council on matters related to the national ocean policy.  The GCC reserves 

three places for tribal representatives.  An Alaska Native could hold one of these positions in the 

future.  The GCC also reserves three places for local government representatives from coastal states.  

In the future, one of these positions could be held by a member of Alaska local government.   

• Alaska Regional Planning Body (Alaska RPB) The Alaska RPB will include federal, state, and tribal 

representatives.  The RPB may also decide to establish planning subregions in the state, and then 

establish representatives for each subregion.  In addition, the guiding framework states that the 

RPBs will establish mechanisms to “coordinate with appropriate local authorities throughout the 

CMSP process” and to engage “indigenous community representatives with jurisdictional 

responsibilities or interests relevant to CMSP.”  

• Public Participation Generally  In addition to carving out an explicit role for certain actors, the CMSP 

process also requires that mechanisms be put in place to enable the public to participate throughout 

the three-phase, five-year CMSP development period.  Public participation is expected to focus on 

those who may be most impacted by the CMSP process and those communities that have been 

underserved.  Specific points where Arctic community members may want to provide input include: 

- Establishing objectives:  Arctic residents may wish to participate in early stages of the planning 

process to provide input on the objectives and priorities that are established for the process, 

and contribute information and knowledge that can guide initial efforts.    

- Building from existing efforts: The CMSP process is supposed to account for and build from 

existing efforts.  For example, this could include the Alaska Coastal Management Program, the 

Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission’s Conflict Avoidance Agreement, or other local efforts.   

- CMSP Strategic Action Plan: The NOC is currently drafting Strategic Action Plans for its nine 

priority objectives. This includes a national CMSP Strategic Action Plan that will inform regional 

efforts, including Alaska CMSP.  Among other things, the CMSP plan will set national objectives 

for the process, include guidance for establishing a national information management system, 

and a dispute resolution mechanism.  The NOC asked the public for general input as it started 

developing the plan, and there will be additional opportunities for the public to comment on the 

plan outline and draft plan later this year.  The final plan will likely be finalized in early 2012.  

The communities themselves should consider whether, when, and how they want to engage – and what 

they may want to achieve through their participation.  The opportunities described above and other 

participation opportunities are included in the following timeline.  
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