JANUARY 2026 WASHINGTON, D.C. UPDATE BY ROMEA’S RICK MARKS FOR FL COMMERCIAL FISHING CLIENTS
FY 2026 Appropriations 
The Senate finally passed funding for 5 of the 6 remaining FY2026 appropriation bills on January 30th leaving the controversial Homeland Security bill under a two-week Continuing Resolution (CR) to address Democratic opposition to funding for ICE/CBP. The House is expected to pass the 5-bill package on February 2nd so the federal government is under a brief weekend shutdown until that package is passed to the President for signature. Once the FY2026 spending bills are signed into law, the Congress will turn attention to healthcare reform, start the FY2027 appropriation process, and begin to focus on the 2026 elections.  
H2B Update
Temporary Increase in H-2B Nonimmigrant Visas for FY 2026 
See this from DHS -- On Jan. 30, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and the Department of Labor (DOL) jointly announced a temporary final rule increasing the numerical limit (or cap) on H-2B nonimmigrant visas by up to 64,716 additional visas for fiscal year 2026.
These supplemental visas are available only to U.S. businesses that are suffering irreparable harm or will suffer impending irreparable harm without the ability to employ all the H-2B workers requested in their petition, as attested by the employer on a new attestation form.
This temporary final rule authorizes H-2B supplemental visas for FY 2026. To assist U.S. businesses that need workers to begin work on different start dates, the supplemental visas will be distributed in three allocations, including two separate allocations for the second half of FY 2026. 
Of the 64,716 additional visas, 46,226 will be available only for returning workers (workers who received an H-2B visa or were otherwise granted H-2B status in one of the last 3 fiscal years). The remaining 18,490 visas do not require the alien to be a returning worker. These visas are for employers with late-season needs for H-2B workers who will begin work between May 1 and Sept. 30, 2026.
To qualify for the additional supplemental visas, petitions must be received at the appropriate USCIS lockbox facility based on the petitioner’s primary office address at the time of filing. H-2B petitioners should submit all FY 2026 Supplemental Cap petitions to a specific attention line at these lockbox facilities: “Attn: FY2026 H-2B Supplemental Cap.”
This increase is based on time-limited statutory authority that does not apply to the H-2B program in future fiscal years.
This increase in the cap is in accordance with section 101 of the Continuing Appropriations Act, 2026, Public Law 119-37, which extended the authorization previously provided in section 105 of Division G, Title I of the Further Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2024, Public Law 118-47, which gave the secretary of DHS the authority to make available additional H-2B visas for FY 2026. Before authorizing the additional visa numbers, the secretary of homeland security, in consultation with the secretary of labor, considered the needs of businesses and other factors, including the impact on U.S. workers and the integrity of the H-2B program.
````
Also, MD Rep. Andy Harris (MD-R-1st) successfully amended the House FY2026 Homeland Security appropriations bill to include a provision that would have allowed seafood companies using the same H2B visa workers for the most recent 5-year period to not have to count those visas against the annual cap. The provision was removed from the final version of the bill before it was sent to the Senate for ongoing consideration (see Homeland story above).  
White House Memoranda Withdraws U.S. from International Organizations 
On January 7th President Trump issued a Memoranda to withdraw the U.S. from international organizations, conventions and treaties that are contrary to U.S. interests. This action does not include CITES or other prominent marine agreements, but does include the IUCN, the Swiss-based “International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources”. See https://iucn.org/
House Hearing on IUU Fishing 
On January 22nd the HNR Oversight Subcommittee held a hearing on IUU fishing impacts. A notice of the hearing and a summary were was provided to all FL Clients. The negative impacts on the Gulf shrimp industry were a big part o the discussion especially by MS Rep. Ezell.   
The HNR Oversight & Investigations Subcommittee held a hearing today on U.S. leadership in International Conservation. https://naturalresources.house.gov/calendar/eventsingle.aspx?EventID=418556
While the USFWS representative was ill and did not attend, and the hearing had a broad focus (lots of wildlife trafficking issues); there was some good discussion on IUU fishing and impacts to the U.S. seafood sector, including on the U.S. shrimp industry. See details below…
MS Rep. Ezell focused on the Gulf shrimp industry and the impacts of foreign product dumping on U.S. small family businesses. He talked about IUU fishing and the use of cheap, forced labor to allow foreign nations to cheat and outcompete US product in our domestic markets.  He asked the HI fishing industry representative what should be done to help the US seafood industry? Response: help our fisheries to replace imports; restrict imports where possible; apply our standards and regulations to imports; and prevent subsidized products from entering our markets.    
AK Rep. Begich focused on the IUU issues and took issue with NOAA’s recent findings clearing China (mostly) on the MMPA seafood import provisions. 
Dr. Kingma of the HI Longline Assn testified on impacts of IUU and foreign imports on the HI commercial fishing industry. He noted China’s increasing presence in the region. He recommended NOAA’s SIMP be strengthened/expanded, as well as country of origin labeling (COOL); and to restrict imports that don’t meet our standards and prevent subsidized foreign products from entering our market, and treat domestic fishermen like we treat our farmers.  In a response to a question from Rep. Begich, he recommended Congress require NOAA to reexamine their recent MMPA seafood import compatibility decision awarded to most China exports to the U.S.       
“MAPS” Act moves ahead 

On January 22nd the House Natural Resources Committee approved HR 3340 – the “Modernizing Access to our Public Oceans Act”. The bill is designed to create a national website housing all information related to ocean resources, including federal fishing regulations, gear restrictions, closed areas/seasons, marine notices, etc. The Senate companion (S.3786) passed the full Seante back in September. The bill, which is being supported by the national sportfish lobby, is expected to become law this year. The bill is not expected to have any negative impacts on the commercial industry.    
NOAA MMPA Seafood Import Rule UPDATE
[bookmark: _Hlk214966340]You will recall back on August 29th NOAA issued final MMPA fishery consistency determinations for 2500 fisheries from 135 nations (See 90 FR 42395). The rule becomes effective on 1/1/26. Only nations with approved fisheries and adequate marine mammal conservation measures can import seafood products to the U.S. China was issued partial compatibility; while Russa was totally denied access to the U.S. market. The 34 countries that received partial affirmative comparability findings are Bangladesh, Brazil, Cameroon, Chile, China, Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Ghana, Indonesia, Ireland, Kenya, Liberia, Madagascar, Malaysia, Mauritania, Mexico, Mozambique, Myanmar, Nigeria, Oman, Peru, Philippines, Saudi Arabia, Senegal, Somalia, South Korea, Sri Lanka, St. Kitts and Nevis, Suriname, Taiwan, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, and Vietnam. 
On November 3rd the Restaurant Law Center, National Fisheries Institute (NFI) and key seafood suppliers (mainly crab interests from Maryland) settled an October 9th lawsuit against NOAA over its implementation of the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) import rule, citing serious economic and operational consequences for American restaurants and their supply chains. 
As part of the settlement agreement NOAA is required to take another look at five blue and red swimming crab pasteurized canned products from Indonesia, Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam. NOAA is also required to initiate a new rulemaking process within 60-days of the settlement, and then to issue new findings withing the following 120-days. NOAA is expected to engage with stakeholders and the respective Nations during this process.  
UPDATE: On January 6th the Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC), Center for Biological Diversity (CBD), and Animal Welfare Institute (AWI) filed a lawsuit challenging the NFI-NOAA settlement agreement, claiming it violates the earlier NGO-NOAA agreement. The case is ongoing.      
Bycatch Legislation  
In January the AK Congressional Delegation introduced the “Bycatch Reduction & Research Act” (S.3579/H.R.6939).  The bill is intended to address data and research gaps to improve marine environmental data collection, particularly in the Bering Sea, Aleutian Islands, and Gulf of Alaska, prioritize technology that supports research, bycatch reduction, and marine benthic habitat in Alaska fisheries, advance and streamline electronic monitoring and electronic reporting in U.S. fisheries, and establish a fund to provide financial assistance for fishermen purchasing gear and technology aimed at reducing bycatch and marine benthic habitat contact from trawl fishing gear.     

NGO Whale Petition…a template for other fisheries?

In December a coalition of NGO’s formally petitioned the State of OR to take actions to reduce the entanglement of humpback whales in the iconic and valuable West Coast Dungeness Crab fishery. The centerpiece of the petition is the use of “rope-less” (i.e. on demand) fixed gear. The State is currently holding a public process to address the petition. A final action by OR is expected in March. This issue is extremely important for fixed gear fisheries around the nation as the NGO community is pressing for ropeless gear as a means to secure enhanced marine mammal protections.   

DOI & Meritt Island National Wildlife Refuge  

On January 7th the HNR WWF Subcommittee held an oversight hearing on hunting and fishing access to resources on federal lands managed by the Department of Interior. On the same day, the Secretary of Interior issued Order #3447 to address access issues. Based on longstanding concerns regarding commercial fishing access to resources in the Meritt Island National Wildlife Refuge, the SFA, along with assistance from ROMEA staff, submitted questions to Hill staff for the hearing. Further efforts are going to be needed to address access for commercial fishermen to this area.

Senate Briefing on Fisheries Disaster Insurance 

On January 15th the CA Ocean Science Trust held a briefing on Capitol Hill to discuss ideas related to creating a disaster insurance model for commercial fishermen, similar to that used by U.S. farmers. This is part of an ongoing national discussion about how to improve the MSA fisheries disaster assistance process.    https://www.oceansciencetrust.org/

Gulf Red Snapper In the News

On January 16th a bipartisan group of Senators from Gulf Coast states (incl. FL Sens. Ashley Moody &. Rick Scott) sent a letter to NOAA pressuring them to crack down on illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing red snapper by Mexican vessels in U.S. waters, citing links to the Gulf Cartel and harm to American fishermen. See letter here…letter, 

NGO Files Federal Lawsuit Challenging the National Park Service’s Annual Pass

The Center for Biological Diversity (CBD) filed a federal lawsuit in DC District Court challenging the 2026 Annual America the Beautiful Pass to the National Park System. The CBD opposed the picture of President Trump on the pass, stating it will prevent some citizens from enjoying the national parks. See Case 1:25-cv-04285.   
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