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Urgency:  No	State Mandated Local Program:  No	Reimbursable:  No
SUMMARY:
This bill requires the Ocean Protection Council (OPC) to implement a statewide voluntary vessel speed reduction (VSR) and sustainable shipping program for the California coast.
Specifically, this bill, among other things:
1. Requires OPC, on or before January 1, 2027, in coordination with air pollution control districts and air quality management districts along the coast and in consultation with specified federal entities, the maritime industry, and the Air Resources Board (ARB), to implement a statewide voluntary VSR and sustainable shipping program for the California coast to reduce air pollution, the risk of fatal vessel strikes on whales, and harmful underwater acoustic impacts. 

1. Requires the program to expand the existing Protecting Blue Whales and Blue Skies (PBWBS) program, authorizes the program to include specified components developed in a manner consistent with how the program components were developed for PWBS, and authorizes OPC to impose additional qualifying criteria on program participants to receive incentives under the program.

1. Requires OPC, on or before December 31, 2028, to submit a report to the Legislature regarding implementation of the program.

FISCAL EFFECT:
1)	OPC estimates ongoing annual costs of about $1 million (General Fund) for a marketing program to engage cargo owners and others to promote voluntary vessel speed reduction and sustainable shipping; data collection on ship speeds, underwater sound impacts, and whale fatalities from ship strikes; and ongoing implementation and facilitation of the statewide program, including coordination with local, state, and federal partners and industry. According to the Legislative Analyst’s Office, the General Fund faces a structural deficit in the tens of billions of dollars over the next several fiscal years.

2)	Ongoing annual costs, likely in the tens of thousands of dollars, for ARB to provide consultation to OPC.

ARB contends it will require one new position starting in fiscal year 2025-26 at an ongoing annual cost of approximately $219,000 (Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund.) It is reasonable to expect ARB to seek new resources to fulfill the consultation role this bill requires of it; it is unclear, however, that the work this bill creates for ARB would require the full-time attention of a staff member for a year.

COMMENTS:
1)	Purpose. According to the author:
The Santa Barbara voluntary vessel speed reduction program is a prime example of what happens when we prioritize public health, protect the marine ecosystem, and showcase the beneficial partnership between shipping companies, public health agencies, marine sanctuaries, and environmental organizations. Assembly Bill 2298 provides participating companies with the official endorsement of the State of California for their efforts to reduce emissions and protect whales. This invaluable state-level recognition will increase visibility, interest and support for conservation efforts along the California coast. 
2)	Background. Every year, the world’s largest container ships and auto carriers make thousands of trips along the California coast, emitting an estimated 120 tons of nitrogen dioxides, an ozone precursor, within 100 nautical miles of the coast every day. In addition, according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the collision of vessels into whales has been identified as a significant source of human-caused mortality for whale populations in the U.S. and around the world, threatening the recovery of depleted whale populations. NOAA also estimates that hundreds to thousands of sea turtles are struck by vessels in the U.S. every year, and many of them are killed. Collisions involving larger marine animals and small- or medium-sized boats can damage vessels and cause serious, sometimes fatal, injuries to people, especially when the vessels are operating at high speeds.
Vessel Speed Reduction. In 2001, the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, ARB, the South Coast Air Quality Management District, the Pacific Merchants Shipping Association, and the Marine Exchange of Southern California signed a memorandum of understanding requesting ocean-going vessels to voluntarily reduce their speed to 12 knots at a distance of 20 nautical miles from the ports. Both ports continue to operate this voluntary program and provide financial incentives to vessel operators for reducing their speeds. Similarly, the superintendent of the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary (MBNMS) announced last year that the sanctuary will implement voluntary VSR in the entire MBNMS, making each of the four California national marine sanctuaries a VSR zone.

Protecting Blue Whales and Blue Skies Program (PBWBS). Established in 2014, the goal of the PBWBS program is to reduce the environmental impacts of shipping along California’s coast. It is a voluntary VSR program off the Santa Barbara, Ventura, and Bay Area coasts to encourage transit speeds of 10 knots or less. The program is a partnership between the Santa Barbara Air Pollution Control District, Ventura County Air Pollution Control District, and Bay Area Air Quality Management District, with the federal Office of National Marine Sanctuaries, marine sanctuary foundations, and various nonprofits and federal agencies. This bill expands the VSR zones across the entire coast of California. As part of the program, this bill authorizes OPC to provide incentives to program participants based on a percentage of distance traveled by a participating vessel at a reduced speed, to the extent local or federal funding is available.

The OPC, in its strategic plan, identified the task of developing a statewide whale and sea turtle protection plan by 2022 with a target of zero mortality. To accomplish this goal, the strategic plan calls for the creation of a permanent and statewide VSR program that incentivizes the shipping industry to prevent whale strikes, reduce coastal air pollution, and minimize marine noise pollution. Similarly, the California Natural Resources Agency report, “Pathways to 30x30: Accelerating Conservation of California’s Nature,” references exploring mandatory VSR to protect whales as part of potential new measures and initiatives for the agency to explore.
3)	Related and Prior Legislation. AB 953 (Connolly) of this legislative session is identical to this bill and was held on the Senate Appropriations Committee’s suspense file.
SB 69 (Weiner), of the 2019-20 legislative session, would have directed ARB to develop a voluntary VSR program, similar to the one required by this bill, in coordination with affected air districts and the national marine sanctuaries. SB 69 bill contained many other, unrelated proposed policies and was held on this committee’s suspense file.
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