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TNC of Connecticut will engage scientists, government, industry, and the public in development of Ecologically Significant Areas (ESAs) to become part of the Blue Plan. This is a plan being developed to protect important aquatic habitats of Long Island Sound in Connecticut and New York. The project will support the public process needed for development the plan which looks at human activities in the marine environment to achieve ecological, economic, and social objectives and to protect and restore the Sound. The Sound hosts diverse uses, recreation, aquaculture, marine trades and transportation, and fish and wildlife habitat. Blue Plans are a way to manage different uses of oceans. The plans consider all uses of the ocean, and provide decision-makers with information about the geography, environment, and current uses of it. This helps prepare for existing and new uses. A key tenet of the plans is robust stakeholder engagement to ensure the openness and legitimacy, and to assure local knowledge is part of the process. The project will secure: 1) Review and endorsement by scientists and the public of the information used to produce the ESAs; 2) Science community feedback and input on the design and methods for forming and establishing the ESAs; and 3) Collect key information through Delphic and participatory mapping exercises. The project will also facilitate sessions to gain consensus on the ESAs, manage the engagement process aimed at achieving consensus around ESAs.

Final Products: 
Secure review and endorsement by scientists and the public of the information used to produce the ESAs
· The Nature Conservancy (TNC) formed the “Ecological Experts Group (EEG)” to form and carryout the ESA process; this group consists of marine ecologists, researchers and other experts providing scientific knowledge, as well as the ecological consultant, E & C Enviroscape, and the Blue Plan leadership 
· The EEG served to substantiate the validity of the identified ESA

· Members were selected to assure sufficient coverage of ecological topics and to offer a very high level of credibility and expertise. The EEG members were invited by the Commissioner of the CT Department of Energy and Environmental Protection; their positions are voluntary but each member contributed a significant amount of time to the project.

· This group, along with members of the public worked together to identify, review and revise the ESA, produce the ESA, the ESA maps, ESA Criteria, the ESA Chapter in the Blue Plan, an ESA Appendix in the Blue Plan and a major “Ecological Characterization Summary” for the Blue Plan
· TNC hosted 28 workshops, webinars and meetings with multiple officials, the public and scientists. 
· These include: 7 in-person meetings and webinars with the Ecological Experts Group, 2 webinar calls of the Blue Plan Ecological Characterization Work Team, 4 meetings of the Blue Plan Advisory Committee, 3 meetings of the Blue Plan Development Committee with a focus on the ESA, and 10 ESA-focused/related public meetings (or meetings with LIS interest groups), plus the 2 science-specific webinars.

· 380 individuals participated in these meetings. Based on this level of participation, and in some cases with some individuals participating in more than one event, it is estimated that 260 individuals increased their level of knowledge
· Review sessions with the scientific, marine ecology experts and public communities to garner understanding and critical feedback of the draft ESA’s were held in December 2018 and included 2 webinars with a broad audience of scientists from throughout the region, as well as 3 public meetings (including scientists) in CT and NY. 
· The primary areas of ESA revision/addition were in the following areas: Cetaceans, birds, mobile invertebrates, pinnipeds, sea turtles/other reptiles and seagrass.
· Feedback received during the review sessions were integrated into a revised set of ESA’s through the work of the Consultant, EEG and Blue Plan leadership. The results were presented to the Blue Plan Advisory Committee and CT DEEP Commissioner on December 4, 2018
Garner science community feedback and input on the design and methods for forming and establishing the ESAs
· An Ecological Characterization (EC) process was used in preparation for and as an active part of the effort to identify the ESA.
· The process was used to catalog the map products considered important and/or potentially useful for developing the ESA and for characterizing LIS’s ecological components through maps.
· The Northeast and Mid-Atlantic Regional Ocean Plan frameworks (“Important Ecological Areas (IEA)” and “Ecologically Rich Areas (ERA)” were used to provide an early concept of the methodology

· Together the consultant, Blue Plan Development Committee, the Ecological Characterization Work Team and the EEG established a  process to combine these resources and develop the “ESA Development Methodology”
· TNC amended the QAPP established for LISFF Project #53824 (Amendment to the Approved Quality Assurance Project Plan, Using Strategic Engagement to Achieve Management and Protection Goals of the Long Island Sound Blue Plan (53824)) to account for quality assurance for any additional information utilized for this grant. 
· The final, amended QAPP was approved April 2018 (QAPP Amendment: Secondary Data Quality associated with Identifying Ecologically Significant Areas for the Blue Plan (58022))
· Throughout the project period quality assurance was successfully achieved; while 95% or more of the data and information used was based on the Blue Plan Resources and Use Inventory (Inventory), (covered under the original QAPP for NFWF #53824), the additional data and information was gathered was vetted by scientific experts assembled for the project, and appropriate metadata was identified or developed
Collect key information through Delphic and participatory mapping exercises
· The “Participatory Mapping (PM)” task was identified to produce information about spatial areas experts believe are “ecologically significant” where there are data gaps that cannot be filled in the near term but where the considerable experience and expertise of scientists and experts can help provide practical insights. 
· 2 webinars were conducted with the larger scientific community that were able to facilitate recording of detailed GIS information that accomplished notable PM results for birds, pinnipeds, cetaceans and sea turtles 
· 2 of the 4 day-long workshop meetings and one of the webinars with the EEG addressed PM and the PM results produced by the larger science community through the webinars
· The PM process enhanced initial EA maps for birds, pinnipeds, cetaceans and sea turtles, and the results led to the production of separate maps for each species
· A smaller percentage of ESA results stemmed from the PM process than had been originally anticipated in the proposal because the majority of the ESA results were possible through existing data and information. However, the PM process played an important part in providing a more complete picture, and ultimately led to stronger, robust ESA results.
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