
April 15, 2024

The Honorable Gina Raimondo The Honorable Pete Buttigieg
Secretary Secretary
U.S. Department of Commerce U.S. Department of Transportation
1401 Constitution Avenue NW 1200 New Jersey Avenue SE
Washington, D.C. 20203 Washington, D.C. 20590

The Honorable Alejandro Mayorkas
Secretary
U.S. Department of Homeland Security
3801 Nebraska Avenue NW
Washington, D.C. 20016

Secretaries Buttigieg, Raimondo, and Mayorkas,

In your management of the Baltimore Key Bridge collapse emergency and efforts to re-route 
shipping to other East Coast ports, we write to request that your departments ensure increased 
maritime traffic is compliant with vessel speed rules during whale migration season. Strict 
compliance with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) North 
Atlantic right whale (NARW) vessel speed restriction rule for vessels 65 feet and over will 
support the Administration’s commitment to the Endangered Species Act and Marine Mammal 
Protection Act, as well as mariner safety. 

While the Administration works to navigate the immense disruption to our supply chains brought
by the Port of Baltimore’s closure, this critically endangered species – of which there are only an
estimated 70 breeding females left in the world – cannot weather a response that fails to 
prioritize the enforcement of vessel speed safety laws. New calves are critical if the species is to 
rebound, but scientists have determined that the number of calves born each year is roughly as 
many as are killed annually. The species can lose less than one whale per year and yet already 
seven individuals have died or are presumed dead at the end of the first quarter of 2024. NOAA 
research points to vessel strikes as a top killer of the NARW, especially by larger vessels like the
container ship that destroyed the Key Bridge. With the 2023-2024 calving season concluding this
month, NARW mothers and their young have already begun their migration north to feeding 
grounds. This migration route, which stretches from Cape Canaveral, Florida to the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence in Canada will send our best hope for the future of the species past all major East 
Coast ports.      

Ports that neighbor Baltimore, including the Port of New York and New Jersey and the Port of 
Virginia, already rank as some of the busiest in the country and other high-traffic East Coast 
ports, such as Savannah and Charleston, where breeding occurs, are also likely to experience a 
rise in traffic due to Baltimore’s closure. Vessel operators that have been re-routed and do not 
comply with the speed restriction rule pose a great risk not only to vulnerable sea animals, but 
also to mariner safety. While we are focused on the NARW’s long-term survival as a species, an 



additional disaster or environmental spill due to a lapse in compliance with existing safeguards 
would be devastating.  

We urge you to direct a surge in enforcement activity to help ensure that this threat does not 
materialize by conducting outreach to all mariners for whom the vessel speed restriction rule 
applies. We recommend you emphasize the law’s requirements for mandatory speed restrictions 
in the Seasonal Management Areas and of the severe penalties that may be administered by the 
federal government if they are determined to be non-compliant. We also urge you to call on 
mariners to voluntarily slow down in the Dynamic Management Areas, to maintain fully 
operational automatic information systems, and to respond to the government’s data collection 
queries promptly and completely, which are key to safety and conservation. At a time when 
supply chains are already experiencing a lag due to the closure of the Port of Baltimore, it is 
more likely that vessel operators may speed in and out of their new ports as they experience 
pressure to cut down on delays.

Deterrence is a key principle of NOAA and the Coast Guard’s ability to make sure vessel 
operators comply with the vessel speed restriction rule. We ask that you make available any 
necessary resources so that NOAA, the Coast Guard, and other federal offices like the Maritime 
Administration may conduct these outreach activities and other methods of enforcement to 
support compliance with the law. 

Thank you for the work you are doing to address this national crisis in a timely and effective 
manner. We look forward to your reply.

Sincerely,

Frank Pallone, Jr.
Member of Congress

Jared Huffman
Member of Congress

Jerrold Nadler
Member of Congress

Bill Pascrell, Jr.
Member of Congress



Eleanor Holmes Norton
Member of Congress

Seth Magaziner
Member of Congress

Bonnie Watson Coleman
Member of Congress

Nydia M. Velázquez
Member of Congress

André Carson
Member of Congress

Robert J. Menendez
Member of Congress

Josh Gottheimer
Member of Congress

Donald M. Payne, Jr.
Member of Congress

Mikie Sherrill
Member of Congress

Kevin Mullin
Member of Congress



CC: 
Richard Spinrad, NOAA Administrator
Admiral Linda Fagan, U.S. Coast Guard Commandant
Ann Phillips, Maritime Administration Administrator 
Brenda Mallory, White House Council on Environmental Quality Chair
 


