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PREFACE

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Restoration Center contracted the Water
Institute (the Institute) to support the development of a Louisiana Marine Mammal (MM) Restoration
Portfolio and strategy document as part of NOAA’s Damage, Assessment, Remediation and Restoration
Program (DAARP). This activity was funded by the Deepwater Horizon (DWH) oil spill Louisiana
Trustee Implementation Group (LA TIG) with the goal of developing a restoration strategy for MM in
coastal Louisiana and offshore waters to address MM injuries caused by the oil spill. MM were one of
many restoration types identified in the DWH oil spill Programmatic Damage Assessment and
Restoration Plan (PDARP) (Deepwater Horizon Natural Resource Damage Assessment Trustees, 2016),
and within that plan, approximately $50 million was allocated for MM restoration in Louisiana to
compensate for MM injuries caused by the oil spill.

Several challenges exist to the development and successful implementation of a MM restoration strategy
in Louisiana, and project selection, sequencing, timing, funding levels, and evaluation all need careful
consideration. Further, successful implementation of a Louisiana strategy will require cooperation,
collaboration, and partnership with stakeholders including academic institutions, non-government experts,
local fishing communities, state agencies and government, and local government and community
leadership, and so must also reflect their interests. As such, a successful Louisiana marine mammal
restoration effort will require a robust strategy tailored to the state’s unique challenges. The strategy
document (the primary deliverable of this project) will identify key partnerships, restoration actions and
projects, engagement needs and opportunities, short- and long-term priorities and their connection to
other relevant MM restoration and Monitoring and Adaptive Management (MAM) activities by groups
with a geographic interest in Louisiana. This report summarizes the engagement with subject matter
experts (SMEs) as part of the task to elicit input to inform the Strategy development.

Questions about this research should be directed to Dr. Ashlee Minor with The Water Institute
(AMinor@thewaterinstitute.org).
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Restoration Center has partnered with
The Water Institute (the Institute) to support the development of a Marine Mammal (MM) Restoration
Portfolio and Strategy (herein referred to as the Strategy) for Louisiana as part of NOAA’s Damage,
Assessment, Remediation, and Restoration Program (DAARP). The purpose of the Strategy is to ensure
that Deepwater Horizon (DWH) Natural Resource Damage Assessment (NRDA) funds are dedicated to
compensating for MM injuries in Louisiana, and that the funds are directed to the most beneficial and
logisticaly-sound actions for restoration of MM populations that inhabit Louisiana’s coastal and offshore
waters. To be fully implementable, the Strategy and recommended actions must consider multiple
challenges specific to Louisiana including remote locations, logistical constraints, limited capacity and
experience, competing interests, restrictive funds, limited local support, uncertainty in MM threats and
stressors, and changing environmental conditions.

Development of the Strategy is divided into two working tasks which will lead to the production of the
strategy document and a technical appendix. The project is currently progressing on Task 1 which
involves the elicitation of MM restoration goals, objectives, approaches, and project concepts applicable
to Louisiana (Figure 1). Task 1 has four subtasks including Task 1.1: Literature Review (Minor et al.,
forthcoming), Task 1.2: Subject Matter Expert (SME) Workshop(s), Task 1.3: Targeted Public Workshop,
and Task 1.4: Summary Table. Tasks 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 will provide foundational input for consideration in
the Strategy, and Task 1.4 will provide formal summarization of the elicited information. This report
details the work done to complete Task 1.2 and the output that resulted from the corresponding SME
workshops.

To accomplish Task 1.2: SME Workshop(s), NOAA and the Institute engaged SMEs in discussion on the
framework developed in Task 1.1 (Minor et al., forthcoming) to identify project types for MM restoration
in Louisiana and common themes surrounding the SMEs’ highest priorities and concerns. The
information elicited in the SME Workshops will be used to develop a targeted list of potential actions to
be considered for MM Restoration in Louisiana and for inclusion in the final version of the Strategy. The
Strategy will identify key partnerships, restoration projects and actions, engagement needs and
opportunities, short- and long-term priorities and their connection to other MM restoration and
Monitoring and Adaptive Management (MAM) activities with Trustee Implementation Groups (TIGs)
that have a geographic interest in Louisiana.

Figure 1. Current project status for tasks related to completion of the Louisiana Marine Mammal Restoration strategy.
Subtask 1.2: SME Workshop has been completed.
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2.0 BACKGROUND

To develop and successfully implement a MM restoration strategy in Louisiana, several factors must be
considered and carefully evaluated, including project selection, sequencing, timing, and funding levels.
Further, successful implementation of a Louisiana strategy will require cooperation, collaboration, and
partnership with stakeholders including academic institutions, non-government experts, local fishing
communities, state agencies and government, and local government and community leadership, and so
must also reflect their interests.

NOAA and the Institute will use an SDM framework to determine the highest priorities and most
impactful activities to fund for MM restoration in Louisiana. The initiation step of this SDM process was
the development of a decision framework (Minor et al., forthcoming) for the Strategy. NOAA and the
Institute selected SMEs based on their expertise, background, and involvement in previous MM work,
and SMES were invited to participate in two workshops to share their feedback and input on the specific
restoration objectives and project concepts included in the Strategy framework. SME discussions built
upon the significant body of work detailing human impacts on MMs, MM health, and MM monitoring
and data gaps that is detailed in the PDARP/PEIS (DWH NRDA Trustees, 2016), the LA MAM Strategy
(LA TIG, 2021), and MM Strategic framework (DWH NRDA Trustees, 2017) and was incorporated by
reference into the Strategy framework. Supporting information for the Strategy framework and
foundational background for SME discussions was obtained from:

The PDARP/ PEIS (DWH NRDA Trustees, 2016)
e The MM Strategic Framework document (DWH NRDA Trustees, 2017)
e The MM section of the LA MAM Strategy Appendix E (LA TIG, 2021)

e The Monitoring and Adaptive Management Activity Implementation Plan: Monitoring
Approaches for Bottlenose Dolphin Restoration in Louisiana (Deepwater Horizon Louisiana
Trustee Implementation Group, 2022)

Additionally, the SME workshop discussions built upon communications between MM SMEs at the
Louisiana Marine Mammal Planning Meeting in January 2024 (NOAA Southeast Regional Office
[SERO] Marine Mammal Branch [MMB], 2024) and other formal and informal communication during
January 2023 to January 2025.

The Project Team organized and facilitated two virtual workshops with SMEs:

e SME Workshop 1 - February 24, 2025: The project team provided SMEs with an overview of
the project, an introduction to the SDM process that will be used to establish baseline
understanding of the framework organization, and an introduction to the draft objectives
hierarchy they would be asked to provide input on during the second workshop. See Appendix A.
for supporting materials.

e SME Workshop 2 - March 13, 2025: NOAA and the Institute asked SMEs to review and refine
the draft objectives and potential restoration actions for MMs in coastal Louisiana and offshore
waters. These built upon the PDARP/ PEIS (DWH NRDA Trustees, 2016) and reflected expert
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input received in recent years. Additionally, SMEs were asked to provide their highest priority
and biggest concern about implementing MM restoration in Louisiana. Discussion of the
framework, MM considerations in Louisiana, and input was obtained via virtual meeting and
using an interactive Mural board. See Appendix B. for supporting materials related to this
process.

NOAA and the Institute used outputs from the SME workshops to refine the list of potential project types
for MM restoration in Louisiana. Project concepts and types and potential actions that were identified as
having a high likelihood of success or those that reinforced common themes elicited through SME input
were compiled into a new list for consideration. These outputs will be used in a rapid prototyping step of
the SDM process as part of a preliminary step in preparation for the next task. This rapid prototyping step
will involve carefully considering pathways to implementation for each potential project and identifying a
portfolio of potential projects for MM restoration in Louisiana. This portfolio will then allow for the
development of a targeted list of potential partners on these projects for the workshops in Task 1.3 —
Targeted Partnership Workshops.
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3.0 SUMMARY OUTPUT

Fourteen SMEs attended SME Workshop One and 13 SMEs attended SME Workshop 2. Professional
affiliations of SMEs included NOAA, Marine Mammal Commission, National Marine Mammal
Foundation, Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority, and Louisiana Department of
Wildlife and Fisheries. SMEs represented a range of professional backgrounds relevant to MM in
Louisiana including MM veterinarians and health and welfare experts, fisheries and MM biologists, MM
stranding and response coordinators, restoration scientists, and coastal resource and wildlife scientists for
the state of Louisiana.

At the end of SME Workshop 1, SMEs were introduced to the project and the foundational information
needed to participate in SME Workshop 2. Through the input received during SME Workshop 2, NOAA
and the Institute identified a list of 68 potential project component or action types for consideration (Table
1), and 50 potential partnership opportunities (Table 2) when developing the recommendations for the
Strategy. NOAA and the Institute also identified the following key themes represented in the SME’s input
(further detailed in Appendix B - SME Workshop 2 — Meeting Materials):

e There is a need for sustainable and durable MM restoration plans and actions in the state of
Louisiana. These plans should also account for attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs that drive human-
MM interactions.

e Itis important to leverage and collaborate with federal and state entities on existing actions,
relationships, and plans for Louisiana MM restoration.

e There is a need to better understand the role of dolphin behavior in existing threats and stressors.

e Supporting health outcomes for MM is a function of detection and mitigation of direct stressors
(e.g., disease, contaminants, and freshwater), but also of habitat quality characterized by prey,
environmental factors, and exposure to stressors.

e There is a strong need for a robust stranding network comprised of coordinated organizations and
volunteers.

e Partnership and collaboration at the institutional level is an important part to successful MM
restoration in Louisiana.
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Table 1. Marine Mammal (MM) Restoration objectives and potential project component or action types discussed

and/or elicited during SME workshop 2. MM Restoration objectives were identified in the Strategy framework (Minor

et al., forthcoming) and reflect the goal that the potential project component or action type supports.

MM Restoration Objective Project Component or Action Type

Reduce commercial fishery interactions

Otter trawl

Skimmer trawl

Crab pot

Menhaden purse seine

Intentional harm

Reduce hook and line fishing interactions

Entanglement

Depredation

Illegal feeding associated with recreational fishing

Deterrence

Reduce noise impacts

Coastal construction of finite duration

Ubiquitous noise from vessel traffic, underwater cables, etc.

Reduce illegal feeding and harassment

Illegal feeding associated with recreational fishing

Illegal feeding associated with boating and tourism

Intentional harm associated with recreation fishing

Reduce mortality from vessel collisions

Inshore vessels

Offshore vessels

Increase/ improve public engagement

Stranding response

Report interactions (e.g., illegal feeding)

Increase public awareness and engagement

Mitigate effect of oil/gas discharge

Reduce pollutant input and increase clean up

Develop response techniques to limit MM exposure to spills

Reduce oil and gas spills

Increase effectiveness of spill damage assessment for MM

Improve NRDA settlement outcomes for MM

Mitigate freshwater effects from flood
control and diversion projects

Prevent freshwater exposure

Monitor and mitigate freshwater effects

Moderate freshwater releases in response to dolphin health

Reduce entrapment due to construction or
weather event

Reduce entrapment risk during construction

Improve detection/diagnosis of disease

Individual animal diagnostics (i.e., rescue and rehabilitation)

Population-level detection/diagnosis (i.e., health assessments)

Baseline monitoring (i.e., stranding network surveys)

Expand the local professional community, especially veterinary

Improved public reporting and engagement

Establish and improve existing Louisiana diagnostic and testing
capacity

Identify and prioritize primary threats and mitigation strategies
based on individual and population-level findings
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MM Restoration Objective Project Component or Action Type

Targeted intervention at the individual level based on disease
Targeted intervention at the population/stock level based on health
Mitigate threats from disease, freshwater, | status

and contaminants Response plan

Identify and develop management strategies that mitigate
environment-related disease

Identify and establish a fully equipped primary partner/lead
organization for Louisiana stranding network

Develop a functional and experienced Establish a cooperative network of organizations in and adjacent to
response network Louisiana

Increase/develop rehabilitation capacity

Develop surge capacity

Improve habitat

Create/increase protected areas

Protect prey species (e.g., commercially exploited species such as
menhaden (Brevoortia spp.)

Habitat restoration informed by health and evidence-based
approaches

Prey dynamics

Preserve and/or restore habitat

Habitat use

Long-term environmental variation
Salinity changes

Stressors

Develop ecosystem-level understanding of
stressors and drivers

Coastal land loss

Water depth

Before and after population trends

Before and after health trends

Monitor and evaluation population status Before and after human impacts and interactions

and trend Standardize long-term monitoring with improved metrics and
precision

Understand and account for cumulative impacts of multiple
stressors

Understand key habitats and attributed

Understand MM movements

Understand MM habitat-use and

distribution

Understand genetics of dolphin populations

Establish a better understanding of human interactions
Increase understanding of human- Increase understanding of high-priority audiences
dimensions Understand how to reach multiple communities for education,

outreach, and engagement
Develop products that reach a broader audience
Contribute to peer-reviewed literature

Increase availability and distribution of
knowledge

Present at conferences
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Table 2. Partnership types and potential organizations for partnering with on MM Restoration planning and projects in
Louisiana that were elicited by the project team during the discussions in SME Workshop 2.

Partnership Type

Potential Partnership Organization or Organization Type

Coastal Organizations

Service organizations (e.g., Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protection and
Restoration Act - CWPPRA)

Fishing organizations

Commercial fishers (e.g., shrimpers, menhaden fishers, crabbers)

Recreational fishers

Recreational fishing organizations

State task forces

Aquariums/Zoos

Audubon Nature Institute

SeaWorld

Environmental non-government
organizations (NGO)

Environmental Defense Fund

National Wildlife Federation

Local NGOs (e.g., Restore or Retreat, Pontchartrain Conservancy, Glass
Half Full, Common Ground Relief, Coalition to Restore Coastal
Louisiana, etc.)

The Nature Conservancy

Louisiana Wildlife Federation

Healthy Gulf

Louisiana Wildlife Federation

State agencies

Louisiana Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority (CPRA)

Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF)

State wildlife refuges/management areas

State academic institutions/Research
partners

Louisiana State University (LSU)

University Consortium (e.g., Louisiana Universities Marine
Consortium, LUMCON)

Nicholls State University (NSU)

Establishment of an endowed chair for MM in Louisiana

Louisiana Tech University (LA Tech)

Tulane University

McNeese State University

University of Louisiana at Lafayette (ULL)

University of New Orleans (UNO)

Nunez Community College

Veterinary colleges and community

LSU

Mississippi State University

Auburn University

International Association for Aquatic Animal Medicine (IAAAM)

Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA)

American Association of Zoo Veterinarians (AAZV)

Wildlife Disease Association (WDA)
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Partnership Type

Federal and federally funded
organizations

Potential Partnership Organization or Organization Type

Barataria National Estuary Program (BTNEP)

National Wildlife Refuges

Louisiana Sea Grant

United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)

Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM)

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)

National Park Service (NPS)

United States Coast Guard (USCG)

United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE)

United States Army Engineer Research and Development Center
(ERDC)

Tribal communities

United Houma Nation

Louisiana Governor’s Office of Indian Affairs

Local governments

Town of Grand Isle

Parish governments

Local police and fire departments

Industry partners

Companies involved in activities that intersect with MM

Marine businesses
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4.0 CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

NOAA and the Institute completed Task 1.2 — SME Workshop(s) to elicit concerns, priorities, and input
on potential project types for MM restoration in Louisiana. Important considerations and themes were
identified that will guide the development of a targeted list of projects and actions for inclusion in the
Strategy. However, the resounding theme from the workshops centered on the importance of local and
regional partnerships for achieving MM restoration goals in Louisiana. As such, it became apparent that
the originally planned targeted public workshop associated with Task 1.3 should be amended to reflect a
focus on partnership development. Future planning of Task 1.3 workshops will identify key partnership
opportunities and strategize to facilitate the establishment of partnerships necessary for carrying out MM
restoration activities in Louisiana.

The output from SME Workshop 2 will be carried forward into an initial rapid prototyping step of the
SDM process. The rapid prototyping step will allow NOAA and the Institute to identify short-coming and
strengths of the potential project options elicited in SME Workshop 2 (Blomquist et al., 2010), ultimately
allowing the list of potential options to be narrowed to MM restoration projects with high potential for
success in Louisiana. High priority projects and action types identified in the rapid prototyping process
will set the foundation for development of an invitee list for the Targeted Partnerships workshops in Task.
1.3.
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APPENDIX A. SME WORKSHOP 1 MEETING
MATERIALS

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and The Water Institute (the Institute) held
subject matter expert (SME) Workshop 1 virtually via Teams on February 24, 2025. The purpose of the
first workshop was to provide SMEs with an introduction to the project and general background
information on structured decision making (SDM) and how it will be used in developing the Louisiana
Marine Mammal (MM) Restoration Strategy (herein referred to as the Strategy). NOAA and the Institute
explained to SMEs how their input will be used in the SDM process to select the project types and actions
that will be included in the Strategy. During this 2-hour meeting, time was built into the agenda to
encourage participant questions and discussions.

Below are the materials developed for SME Workshop 1.

A.1 SME WORKSHOP 1: PROJECT OVERVIEW DOCUMENT

NOAA and the Institute prepared and shared a document with SMEs prior to the first workshop. The
purpose of the document, entitled Louisiana Marine Mammal Restoration Implementation Plan and the
Structured Decision-Making Process: A Science-Based Process for Collaborative Decision Making, was
to provide an overview of the purpose of developing the Strategy and the process to be used to make
decisions on which activities will be included in the Strategy.
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A.2 SME WORKSHOP 1: AGENDA
Table A-1. Agenda for SME Workshop 1 held on February 24, 2025

Time (Central Time)

1:00 - 1:15 PM Introductions

1:15-1:35PM Project Overview

Structured Decision-making (SDM) Overview,

1:35-1:55PM .
$5-155 Questions and Answers
1:55 — 2:40 PM Initial framework fo_r Marine Mammal Strategy
development, Questions and Answers
2:40 - 3:00 PM Next Steps — How to provide your input

A.3 SME WORKSHOP 1: PRESENTATION
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APPENDIX B. SME WORKSHOP 2 MEETING
MATERIALS

B.1 SME WORKSHOP 2: AGENDA
Table B-1. Agenda for SME Workshop 2 held on March 13, 2025.

Time (Central Time)

10:00 - 10:10 AM Welcome and Purpose

10:10 - 10:25 AM Introductions and Input

10:25 -10:40 AM Input

10:40 - 11:00 AM Human Impacts

11:00 - 11:15 AM Improve Marine Mammal Health
11:15-11:30 AM Increase Available knowledge
11:30 - 11:45 AM Partnerships

11:45 AM - 12:00 PM Wrap up

12:00 PM Adjourn
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B.2 SME WORKSHOP 2: SME INPUT

In the virtual SME workshop to discuss the MM restoration framework (Minor et al., forthcoming), SMEs
were asked to provide input via an interactive Mural board regarding potential project types from three
categories that could be used to inform the development of partnerships to support MM restoration in
Louisiana (Figure B-1). In addition to providing overarching input on the list of potential activities, SMEs
were asked to provide their highest priority and biggest concern during SME Workshop 2 on March 13,
2025 (Figure B-2). Individual SME input is detailed below and was synthesized from the feedback
obtained via the virtual discussion and Mural board (Table B-2).

Figure B-1. Visual workflow of the collection of input from SMEs on projects related to a. addressing human impacts
on MM populations, b. improving Marine Mammal (MM) health, and c. increasing available knowledge of threats and
stressors to MM populations, and d. the development of partnerships to support MM restoration based on the
potential project types identified. SMEs were asked to provide negative input on projects using the thumbs-down icon,

add additional project types using the pink circles, and provide specific input using square note icons.
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Figure B-2. Visual workflow of the collection of input from SMEs for recording SME’s biggest priorities and concerns
in the Mural. SME input is detailed in Table B-2.
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Table B-2. Individual input recorded from SMEs concerning their biggest concern and highest priority related to MM
restoration in Louisiana.

SME

Biggest Concern

SME 1’s biggest concern is the long-term
engagement of diverse communities (e.g.,
scientists, public, and agencies) to address the
unique challenges of MM planning in Louisiana.
This engagement should build capacity that leads
to integration of actions to support
implementation.

Highest Priority

SME 1’s highest priority is to articulate what
partnering looks like and what we are trying to
accomplish to allow us to identify and build the

right partners. SME 1 also emphasized the
importance of partnerships and finding common
interests as starting points.

SME 2’s concern is that in the past, funds have
been spent, but there is still a non-workable
framework in Louisiana. These funds should be
invested in a way that when fully expended, there
is something to show for it. The goal is to
establish a community in Louisiana to carry on the
work for Marine Mammals.

SME 2’s highest priority is to build the right
partnerships to achieve goals.

SME 3’s primary concern was about the lack of
baseline data pertaining to the issue and effective
monitoring efforts. SME 3 emphasized the need
for well-designed programs that maximize and
strategize the use of resources to establish long-
term data collection and monitoring plans that will
influence the ability to mitigate future impacts.
SME 3 also commented on the need to identify the
right partners to support the long-term coordinated
restoration, monitoring, and implementation
efforts.

SME 3 felt the highest priority is establishing who
the partners need to be.

SME 4’s primary concern is about balancing the
breadth of different actions with their depth to
ensure that they are done in a way that allows for
significant impact. Funds are limited and logistics
are challenging, and maximizing the longevity and
impact of funds is important. There is a need for
effective coordination across projects, resources,
and people.

SME 4 agreed with others input and agreed that
partnership building is a priority and that setting the
groundwork before planning is important.

SME 5 has two primary concerns. First is that
there is a lack of baseline data and second pertains
to the feasibility and logistics of working in
remote geographies of Louisiana.

SME 5’s highest priority is maintaining the capacity
for the stranding network, monitoring and nurturing
existing partnerships.

SME 6’s biggest concern is understanding how to
best engage local communities to mitigate
entanglement and vessel strikes.

SME 6 concurred with others on the importance of
partnerships.

Task 1.2 Subject Matter Experts Virtual Working Sessions

B-4




SME

Biggest Concern

SME 7 emphasized the need for a community
partnership focus that provides mutual benefits to
the communities and MM. SME 7 also highlighted
the need to prioritize the stranding network and to
maximize the opportunity to gain as much
information as possible from stranding events.

Highest Priority

SME 7 reiterated the importance of partnerships.
SME 7 emphasized the need for finding common
ground and effective starting points to identify and
build partnerships for MM conservation in the Gulf.

SME 8’s biggest concern is the coordination
aspect of planning. SME 8 would like to
understand how CPRA and other Louisiana state
agencies can support rather than oppose the
actions implemented by NOAA.

SME 8 believed baseline data is important to
incorporate into the planning process. Improved and
clarified information pertaining to the issue will aid

CPRA in the planning process.

LDWEF’s priority is the Chandeleur Islands
Restoration Project, and efforts should emphasize
broader resource benefits generated by habitat
restoration.

SME 9’s priority is to collaborate and incorporate
the knowledge of ongoing MM projects that are
already funded and build upon those. SME 9 also
reiterated LDWF’s focus on habitat restoration and
providing benefit to multiple resources, particularly
at the Chandeleur Islands.

Figure B-3. SME feedback recorded pertaining to the one additional piece of information they would like the decision-
making team to know. The content was recorded via the Mural board and adapted to this figure.
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