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Shared authority under the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act between the U.S. Fish 
Wildlife Service and National Marine Fisheries Service  

 
This Agreement describes the approach that the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) (the Services) will use for implementing their 
shared authority under the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act (FWCA).  The principles and 
processes described in this document for managing this shared authority are intended to guide 
the Services in achieving the following goals of collaborative FWCA implementation: 
 

● Improved conservation outcomes for water resource projects 
● Strengthened partnership between the Services 
● Empowered regional offices that will define how the Services coordinate efforts to 

prevent losses to wildlife resources and provide for their improvement in 
connection with water resource projects 

● Increased efficiency  
● Clarity regarding the transfer of funding between the Services and water-

resource construction agencies in accordance with authority in sections 1(3) and  
2(e) of the FWCA 
 

This Agreement does not supplant the responsibilities of a Federal action agency as required by 
the FWCA.  

 
1. Authority 
 
The Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act (16 U.S.C. §§661-666c) requires that Federal agencies 
consult with the USFWS, the NMFS, and State wildlife agencies for activities that affect, control 
or modify waters of any stream or bodies of water, in order to minimize the adverse impacts of 
such actions on fish and wildlife resources and habitat.  The FWCA establishes fish and wildlife 
conservation as a coequal objective of all Federally funded, permitted, or licensed water-related 
development projects.  Federal action agencies developing water-related projects are to include 
justifiable means and measures to benefit and reduce impacts to fish and wildlife, and mitigation 
and enhancement recommendations are to be given full and equal consideration with other 
project purposes. 
 
The FWCA is an important tool used by the Services and water-resource construction agencies 
to conserve the fish and wildlife resources that provide the Nation with significant economic and 
ecosystem benefits.   
 
Reorganization Plan 4 of 1970 created the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
within the Department of Commerce and also extended the authorities of the FWCA to this new 
agency.  This document sets forth how the Services will jointly and proactively work towards 
conservation of fish and wildlife resources under that authority.  Below, see part 5, References, 
for additional background and legal analysis on the origin of shared FWCA authority.   

 
2. Responsibilities 

 
The Services will follow these principles as they implement their shared authority, including the 
application of transfer of funds in accordance with sections 1(3) and  2(e) of the FWCA: 
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A. Follow the statutory requirements of the FWCA: 
1) In carrying out this Agreement, staff are required to adhere to the statutory 

requirements of the FWCA.  
a. For the USFWS, the FWCA Handbook, titled Water Resources 

Development Under the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act (2004), 
contains background, interpretation and guidance for USFWS 
implementation of the FWCA.    The Handbook is available at 
https://www.fws.gov/ecological-services/es-library/pdfs/fwca.pdf 

b. For NOAA, internal policies and guidance as found in the policy directives 
system and within region offices, will serve as additional background and 
guidance for implementation of the FWCA.  

 
B. Frequent communication between the Services is required: 

1) The Services will notify each other within 10 business days of any project request 
from a Federal action agency that may trigger a consultation under section 2 of 
the FWCA and where both Services may have resource concerns.  This inter-
Service requirement does not modify or replace the notification and consultation 
requirements of Federal action agencies in section 2 of the FWCA. 

2) Communication should occur between the Services before and during project 
execution and in the development of fiscal agreements.  The Services must each 
identify points of contact for one another and for the Federal action agencies.  
The Services must ensure sufficient coordination and collaboration among the 
Services and with the Federal action agency to ensure efforts are coordinated 
and not duplicative. 

3) The Services will establish appropriate meeting schedules between counterpart 
offices, generally at the field office level.  In establishing meeting schedules, the 
Services will consider accommodating the following minimum opportunities for 
long-range planning and project coordination:   

a. When information on project budgets becomes available, through 
legislation or release of a President’s budget for a Federal action agency. 

b. When appropriations bills are signed. 
c. As project studies are initiated by Federal action agencies.  Under the 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ (Corps) SMART Planning process, the 
Services will need to prioritize early and programmatic engagement with 
the Corps prior to this point. 

d. Annually, to provide updates on project-specific work and to coordinate 
on upcoming actions.   

 
C. Coordinate with one another and with the Federal action agency regarding specific 

projects that involve shared FWCA authority.   
1) The Services must develop and apply procedures that clarify how they will work 

together and with the Federal action agency under their equal FWCA authority.  
These procedures shall be developed by the appropriate USFWS Regional 
Office and NMFS Regional Office.  The procedures should:  

a. Define how project responsibilities will be determined for both Services. 
b. Describe management of funding requests and budget establishment for 

FWCA processes (e.g., circumstances when joint or independent 
arrangements are appropriate, desired procedure when Services are 

https://www.fws.gov/ecological-services/es-library/pdfs/fwca.pdf
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funded separately vs. funding that passes through one Service to the 
other, other considerations) 

c. Define how the lead agency will be determined for FWCA processes, 
including investigations, report writing, and authorship.  Circumstances to 
consider may include when one Service has previous history of 
engagement on a particular project. 

2) Determine the collaboration approach.  In determining how the Services will 
collaborate, the regional offices will choose a collaboration scenario such as one 
of the following that may or may not be delineated by freshwater, marine, or 
estuarine resources: 

a. One agency will solely handle all FWCA investigations and reporting; 
b. One agency will be the lead for FWCA investigations and reporting, with 

the other agency participating as a commenting agency;  
c. Both agencies will participate as co-leads for FWCA investigations and 

reporting, or 
d. A combination of scenarios.  

3) In engaging Federal action agencies, the Services will apply procedures 
developed at the regional level that fit into the above collaboration scenarios.   

4) Provide opportunities for scoping, review, and comment on reports.  Staff who 
are designated leads for report writing will ensure that when overlapping 
resource concerns are involved, both Services can participate in the scoping and 
review of reports generated by the lead agency.  The commenting agency will 
have opportunity to review and comment on any draft reports that are developed.  
Input from the commenting agency will be appropriately reflected in the report.  

5) Coordinate development of FWCA reports with appropriate State, Territorial and 
Tribal agencies. 
 

D. The Services may develop financial agreements with Federal action agencies to seek 
and apply transfer funds under section 2(e) of the FWCA or 1(3) as appropriate       

1) The Services will honor all pre-existing transfer agreements made under the 
FWCA at all organizational levels.  This document does not supersede or modify 
any agreement, scope-of-work, or other working arrangement made between one 
of the Services and a Federal action agency prior to the signature date of this 
document.     

2) Unless revised, the following national agreements remain the current guidance 
for transfer of funds between the USFWS and specific Federal action agencies:  
2003 Transfer Funding Agreement between the USFWS and the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers; 1981 Transfer Funding Agreement between the USFWS and 
the Bureau of Reclamation.  

3) NOAA Fisheries may develop guidance for the transfer of funds between NOAA 
Fisheries and relevant Federal action agencies.  

4) Prior to entering into financial agreements, the Services will ensure they have 
discussed each agency’s needs and responsibilities and agree how to proceed. 

5) Agreements are agency-owned actions with the respective Federal action 
agency.  The Services agree that each Service can seek such agreements 
independently. 

6) In locations and circumstances where shared FWCA authority and overlapping 
resource concerns are relevant, the Services will refrain from developing 
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unilateral transfer agreements with action agencies without prior coordination 
between the Services and opportunity to comment. 

7) Development of financial agreements include consideration for State, Territorial 
and tribal resources.  
 

E. If a disagreement between the Services arises, dispute resolution will be handled by the 
Services as follows:   

1) Best efforts shall be made to resolve disputes in an informal manner at the field 
level.   

2) If necessary, disputes will be elevated to the regional level for resolution in a 
timely manner. Representatives from the Services should jointly compile a single 
summary that is two pages or less and contains the following sections:  

a. statement of problem; 
b. position statement from each Service;  
c. supporting rationale and documentation for consideration; and  
d. chronology of key actions taken to resolve the dispute.   

3) Within 30 days of receipt of the summary, the USFWS Regional Director, the 
NOAA Fisheries Regional Administrator or their designees will strive to complete 
their review of materials and, in coordination between the Services, provide their 
decision resolving the dispute, or their position detailing why it remains 
unresolved.  

4) Should regions fail to resolve a dispute, they will refer it to respective and 
appropriate HQ offices. USFWS Regions will refer the issue to the Assistant 
Director for Ecological Services.  NOAA Fisheries will refer the issue to the 
Deputy Assistant Administrator for Regulatory Programs through the Director of 
the Office of Habitat Conservation. 

 
3. Review 

 
All regional coordination process documents shall be consistent with the principles in this 
Agreement and will be shared with the appropriate headquarters offices.  Headquarters 
approval of regional documents and agreements between the Services at the regional level is 
not required. 
 
4. Definitions 
 
Definitions in this section apply to the implementation of this document and do not substitute for 
statutory or regulatory definitions that may define some of the terms in this section differently or 
more specifically.   
 

Co-lead. Either of the two Services, when mutually agreed that they will equally share 
responsibility for FWCA functions. 

 
Commenting Agency. One of the two Services, designated by mutual agreement as the 

agency with non-lead, or supporting responsibilities for FWCA functions, including 
review and comment on written products.  Commenting agency status does not modify 
underlying statutory authority. 

 



 
 

5 
 

Federal Action Agency. Any department or agency of the United States proposing to 
authorize, fund, or carry out an action triggering the provisions of the FWCA, including 
consultation required by section 2(a). 

 
FWCA consultation. Section 2(a) of the FWCA requires a Federal Action Agency that 

proposes to modify or authorize the modification of a water body to consult with the 
Services and relevant state agencies for purposes of preventing loss and damage to 
wildlife resources as well as providing for their improvement in connection with the water 
resource development activity.  It encompasses the ideas of open communication 
among planning team members and early participation in the planning process and can 
vary depending on the Services’ need for involvement and other factors. 

   
FWCA investigation.  At their discretion the Services will use field surveys, studies, 

monitoring, literature searches or other methods to gather information regarding actions 
covered by the FWCA and wildlife affected by those actions.  The Services use 
information gathered through investigations to develop recommendations to prevent loss 
and damage to wildlife resources and to provide for their improvement in connection with 
the water resource development activity. 

 
Lead Agency. One of the two Services, designated by mutual agreement as the agency with 

primary responsibility for conducting investigation and reporting functions under the 
FWCA. 

 
The Services:  Unites States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and the National Marine 

Fisheries Service (NMFS). 
 
Transfer Agreement.  A formal arrangement between one or both of the Services and a 

Federal Action Agency to receive funds from the latter for the conduct of FWCA 
activities, as provided for in section 2(e) or 1(3) of the FWCA.  Agreements vary in 
geographic and programmatic scope from regional or national agreements covering 
multiple projects to field level agreements covering single projects. 

 
Trust Resources:  Biological, physical, or ecosystem attributes for which the Services are 

entrusted to manage, protect, conserve, recover, or restore on behalf of the public. 
Resources may include, but are not limited to, delineated geographic areas, individual 
species, species complexes, and specific habitats or ecosystems.   

 
Wildlife:  This document applies the definition in section 8 of the FWCA:  “The terms 

“wildlife” and “wildlife resources” as used herein include birds, fishes, mammals, and all 
other classes of wild animals and all types of aquatic and land vegetation upon which 
wildlife is dependent.” 
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5. References 

 
The following letter of October 26, 2016 from NOAA’s General Counsel to the Army Corps of 
Engineers documents NOAA’s analysis, with the Department of Interior’s concurrence, of the 
current status and history of shared FWCA authority: 
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TEMPLATE 
Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act - Regional Coordination Process  

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Fisheries (NOAA Fisheries) and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(USFWS)  

 
Date Modified 

 
1) Coverage: 

This document provides additional detail for joint implementation of the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act in the 
(brief title/description of the geographic/administrative region covered.  If desired, include listing of specific NOAA 
Fisheries and USFWS offices covered and specific projects.)  The information below guides local application of the 
Agreement entitled “Shared authority under the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act between the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service and the National Marine Fisheries Service” (August 9, 2018). 
 

2) Regional Points of Contact: 

 NOAA Fisheries principal (Name, position, phone, email) 

 USFWS principal (Name, position, phone, email) 
(Address provisions of section 2(B)(2) of the Agreement here.  If tiered listing of contacts is desired, list relevant 
points of contact within specific NOAA Fisheries and USFWS offices) 

 
3) Meeting Schedules: 

(Address provisions of section 2(B)(3) of the Agreement here.  List/describe when and which staff will meet to discuss 
long range planning and project coordination between the Services.) 
 

4) Coordination 
(Address provisions of section 2(C)(1) of the Agreement here.  Briefly describe how the agencies will define project 
responsibilities, the management of funding requests, and how a lead agency will be determined.) 

a) Project responsibilities -  
b) Management of funding requests -  
c) Lead agency -  

 
5) Collaboration Approach 

(Address provisions of section 2(C)(2- 4) of the Agreement here.  Discuss desired approach to collaboration within the 
region as it relates to investigation and report writing.  If a combination of scenarios, highlight how that will be 
determined within the region.  In addition, highlight when and how the Services will engage Federal action agencies, 
and note how the Services will collaborate on providing opportunities for scoping, review, and comments on reports.) 

 
6) Development of Financial Agreements 

(If desired, highlight key points here related to transfer agreements with action agencies in the region that may 
involve both USFWS and NOAA Fisheries.) 
 

7) Dispute Resolution 
(Add language here that recognizes the dispute resolution process in Section 2(E) of the Agreement) 
 

 
 
NOAA Fisheries: (Name of Appropriate Regional Manager / Date)  
 
USFWS: (Name of Appropriate Regional Manager /Date) 
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