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Leverage the Interagency Ocean Observation Committee for 
Cross-Agency Execution 

 

Background and Observations 
Ocean observing is inherently an interagency enterprise. NOAA, the Navy, NASA, NSF, BOEM, 
USGS, EPA, the Army Corps of Engineers, the Department of Energy, and other federal agencies 
all invest in ocean, coastal, Great Lakes, and atmospheric observing capabilities that support 
operational forecasts, maritime safety, fisheries management, coastal resilience, ecosystem 
assessment, national security, offshore energy development, disaster preparedness, and economic 
activity. IOOS provides the national integration framework for many of these capabilities, but IOOS 
cannot fully meet its statutory mission through NOAA action alone. The Integrated Coastal and 
Ocean Observing System Act of 2009 and the Coordinated Ocean Observations and Research Act 
of 2020, which reauthorized it, both define IOOS as a federal, regional, and non-federal partnership 
system. Meeting those obligations requires active coordination across agencies that own assets, 
fund research, manage data systems, develop models, and serve distinct operational users. 

 
The Interagency Ocean Observation Committee (IOOC) is the statutory mechanism for that 
coordination. The IOOC is chartered to advise, assist, and coordinate federal activities related to 
ocean observing, and to link global, national, and regional observation efforts. It is designed to 
synchronize agency investments, identify shared observing requirements, connect data systems, 
and support the transition of research into sustained operations. These functions are not ancillary to 
IOOS. They are how IOOS fulfills the mandate Congress gave it: to provide for sustained, 
integrated, and interoperable ocean observations that serve the Nation's environmental, economic, 
and security needs. This approach would help IOOS meet its mission by strengthening the national 
coordination, data integration, regional implementation, and sustained observing capacity needed to 
deliver timely, reliable, and usable ocean, coastal, and Great Lakes information. 

 
IOOS reauthorization legislation is advancing in both chambers of Congress. The Senate bill, 
S.2126, was reported by the Senate Commerce Committee on May 11, 2026. The House 
companion, H.R. 2294, passed the House and was received in the Senate on March 17, 2026. The 
Congressional Budget Office estimates that each bill would authorize $280 million over FY2026 
through FY2030. This legislation is the most direct vehicle affecting the national ocean observing 
enterprise, NOAA coordination, and the broader observing architecture currently moving through 
Congress. A reactivated IOOC positions NOAA to execute that authorization effectively from day 
one, rather than to stand up coordination mechanisms after the fact. It would also help NOAA and 
federal partners fulfill existing statutory responsibilities for coordinated ocean observing, while 
positioning the program to implement pending IOOS reauthorization legislation.  

 
The IOOC is currently paused under the Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP). This 
creates a practical governance and execution gap at a time when coordination is needed on urgent 
Administration priorities related to the U.S. oceans and coasts. Federal observing resources are 
constrained, agency needs are expanding, and leadership is rightly focused on demonstrating that 
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interagency activities produce measurable value and serve clear mission priorities. Restarting the 
IOOC would not create a new program or impose a new administrative burden. It would reactivate 
an existing, congressionally-grounded mechanism to align federal effort, reduce duplication, and 
deliver on a focused set of near-term priorities that directly support NOAA's mission to understand 
and predict changes in climate, weather, oceans, and coasts, and to conserve and manage coastal 
and marine ecosystems and resources, all of which underpins the new Maritime Action Plan. 

 
A reactivated IOOC should be structured around execution rather than general information 
exchange. Cross-agency teams should be organized around discrete, high-priority challenges 
where coordination can produce tangible outcomes within 12 to 24 months. Candidate areas 
include continuity of essential observing systems, interoperability of federal and regional data 
streams, alignment of observations with operational forecast models, application of artificial 
intelligence and machine learning for data quality control and discovery, coordination of 
autonomous observing platforms, and identification of requirements for emerging mission areas 
such as marine carbon monitoring and Arctic observing. These priorities align with current federal 
AI policy and with the observing system investments; the pending reauthorization legislation is 
designed to sustain and grow. 

 
The IOOC also provides a critical pathway for translating advisory recommendations into federal 
action. The IOOS Advisory Committee is mandated to provide advice to both NOAA and the IOOC. 
That relationship has practical value only if the IOOC is active, staffed, and positioned to receive 
recommendations, coordinate agency responses, and track implementation. A functioning IOOC 
strengthens the accountability of the broader IOOS governance structure and ensures that advisory 
input leads to action rather than correspondence alone. 

Recommendations 
• Reactivate and strengthen the IOOC to fulfill IOOS’s statutory mission and prepare for 

reauthorization. NOAA should work with OSTP and federal partners to unpause the IOOC 
and establish a focused 12- to 24-month work plan centered on mission delivery, observing 
continuity, data interoperability, and efficient use of federal investments. This effort should 
include a regular engagement mechanism with the IOOS Advisory Committee, whose 
statutory advisory role extends to both NOAA and the IOOC, so that recommendations are 
received, assigned to responsible federal leads, and tracked through periodic 
implementation updates. NOAA and OSTP should also use reactivation to broaden federal 
participation by engaging relevant Ocean Policy Committee member agencies that have not 
historically participated in the IOOC, including DOT for maritime data needs and Maritime 
Action Plan alignment, and the State Department’s ocean offices for international 
coordination. With IOOS reauthorization legislation advancing in both chambers, including 
H.R. 2294 now before the Senate, a functioning and more inclusive IOOC would position 
NOAA and its federal partners to execute effectively on the proposed FY2026 through 
FY2030 authorization rather than standing up coordination structures after the fact. 

• Convene cross-agency execution teams for priority observing challenges. The 
reactivated IOOC should establish time-bound, outcome-oriented working teams focused on 
specific deliverables that fulfill IOOS's mandate to provide sustained, integrated, and 
interoperable observations. Priority areas should include essential observing system 
continuity, data and metadata integration, AI-enabled data tools, operational model 
alignment, autonomous platform coordination, and transition of new observing technologies 
into sustained operations. 
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• Develop an interagency inventory of observing assets, requirements, and gaps. 
Meeting IOOS's mandate to integrate national observing capabilities requires knowing what 
exists, where gaps affect mission delivery, and where shared investment would reduce 
duplication. The IOOC should compile a practical, agency-led inventory that builds from 
existing IOOS, NOPP, and agency planning work rather than creating new reporting 
requirements. 

• Leverage IOOS Regional Associations as implementation partners. The RAs are a 
congressionally recognized component of the IOOS enterprise and a proven mechanism for 
integrating federal, state, academic, industry, and local capabilities. NOAA and the IOOC 
should engage the RAs as implementation platforms and test beds for interagency priorities 
that require regional execution, sustained stakeholder engagement, and the kind of flexible, 
multi-sector coordination that federal agencies cannot efficiently provide on their own. 
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