
MINUTES FROM THE GENERAL MEETING OF WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 2003.

Meeting held in the IMMERSION THEATER of New England Aquarium.  

Officers attending:  Maryhelen Shuman-Groh, Anna Krowczynska, Peter McCarthy, Rick Rosa, Jim Carozza, Al Bozza, Bryce Flynn, Trish Katzman, Alicia Lenci
Absent: Bill Low, Scott Bortis

Welcome to new members and/or visitors.

We had five new members and one visitor, as usual new members diving ability range from newly certified to the experience divers, some cold water divers, others would like to try local diving.

WHO’S BEEN DIVING?

Alicia and few others were night diving at the Plum Cove, several members dove the Devil Gorge and Duck Island (seal dive) with Capt Rob, Jean was hunting tropical fish in Newport, RI, saw a lot of cool fish, Al Boudreau was cleaning-up Assabet River and dove near New Castle NH, two other members came back from Grand Cayman and trip on Nekton to Northwest Bahamas.

PRESIDENT:

ELECTIONS Annual Elections will be held at the General Meeting on November 19th.  Nominations will be taken at the October General Meeting.  Please consider running for office and making a contribution to the Club!!!  Each of the officers will give a brief description of their responsibilities during their announcements tonight.  If you have any questions about the jobs, please feel free to talk to any of the officers or any of our past officers (ask for past officers to identify themselves in the audience).

There will be an advanced training for mammal stranding responders. For details contact Maryhelen.

There will be transect dives this weekend, ask Alicia for details.

Presidents duties are to preside over meetings, prepare agenda and coordinate annual events (Picnic, Holiday Party, Sea Rovers), take care of business filings, etc. (Maryhelen has full printed version).

Nancy Papagno’s sister is making wind chimes with a marine motives, excellent for presents and prized affordably – examples will be on display during the informal meeting or see Nancy Papagno.
2003 OFFICERS ANNOUNCEMENTS:

VICE PRESIDENT:
Peter McCarthy, briefly described responsibilities of the vice-president (conduct meetings in the absence of President, check the voice mail and maintain club inventory of the logo wear).

SECRETARY: Anna Krowczynska, reminded that the diving is getting only better around here and talked about some recent local dives. Secretary duties are very straightforward – to keep minutes from the General and Informal meetings.

SHORE DIVE COORDINATOR:
Rick Rosa, the shore dive coordinator has to organize dive planning meeting in April and then coordinate dives throughout the season.

BOAT DIVE COORDINATOR:
Bill Low, ABSENT

BUSINESS MANAGER:
Jim Carozza, business manger take care of finances, write up checks and prepare financials for the general meeting. Jim also announced that because of workload he will be unable to lead the trip to the Dutch Springs.  

ENVIRONMENTAL:
Alicia Lenci reminded about the Saturday clean-up at the Nahant ( Canoe and Pumphouse beaches ) and transect dive. Environmental officer pretty much writes her/his own ticket depending on the interests.

MEMBERSHIP:
Trish Katzman, the membership director answers questions from prospective members, try to recruit new ones and during the general meetings hand out temporary membership cards for the raffle.
PROGRAMS:
Al Bozza, programs director is setting up informal meetings, schedule speakers for the general meetings, run trips. Upcoming Dominica trip in January 17-24 has still plenty of spots and 24 people signed up.

NEWSLETTER:
Scott Bortis ABSENT. The newsletter editor is the most time consuming job ideally requiring some experience in the desktop publishing.
WEBSITE:
Bryce Flynn announced that club stickers available for $1.  He is organizing a liveaboard trip to Sitka Alaska and invites members to join him and Anna. 

NEAq LIAISON:
Sherrie Floyd:  GOT DIVE ISSUE.  Reading of official letter to membership.

Maryhelen Shuman Groh

New England Aquarium Dive Club President

August 27, 2003

The New England Aquarium is currently instituting Giant Ocean Tank guidelines that will ensure the safety of guest divers without compromising our husbandry standards. In order to achieve our safe diving goals, it will be necessary to adapt some of our existing diving policies. One essential policy change is to reduce the New England Aquarium Dive Club raffle dives from two dives per month to one dive per month. This policy change will officially go into effect on September 17, 2003.   

The Diving Control Board (DCB), The Diving Safety Officer (DSO), and the Director of Husbandry at the New England Aquarium reserve the right to modify any and all diving programs under the jurisdiction of the New England Aquarium. 

Sherrie Floyd

Senior Aquarist, New England Aquarium Dive Club Liaison

cc: Holly Martel Bourbon, Senior Aquarist, New England Aquarium Dive Safety Officer

Dan Laughlin, Fishes Department Assistant Curator, New England Aquarium Diving Control Board Administrative Officer
John Dayton, Director of Husbandry at New England Aquarium

Sherri response

New England Aquarium Dive Program Policy Change

I would first like to thank the New England Aquarium Dive Club members for all of their support over the years. Your continuous participation in local conservation efforts, beach cleanups, aquatic taxonomy lectures, and other marine related endeavors (the list is endless) is inspiring to all of us. Your contribution to our marine mammal stranding program is unequaled.  The New England Aquarium values it’s relationship with the Dive Club, and I have always taken great pride in serving as your liaison.

As most of you are aware, the New England Aquarium has recently instituted a policy change in our dive program that will ultimately effect the Dive Club. This decision has caused considerable conflict between the New England Aquarium and the Club. It was never our intention to cause any ill will between the two parties. Our goal is simply to improve upon our safe diving practices. Previous publications (the September newsletter and the minutes of the September 3rd informal meeting) have implied that a new policy was under consideration and without any warning it went into effect. That is not at all how it happened. Hopefully the following information will help to clarify.

The Facts

In July 2003, The Giant Ocean Tank Aquarists and the New England Aquarium Dive Safety Officer proposed a revision to the current New England Aquarium Dive Program. The revision recommends that each GOT guest diver is assigned to a dedicated neaq host diver. This policy change will result in a reduction of New England Aquarium Dive Club raffle dives from two dives per month to one dive per month. In early August, this proposal was submitted to the Dive Control Board (DCB) and the Director of Husbandry for approval, and submitted to the Development Department, which encompasses the Membership Department for review. 

The policy change was approved by the DCB and the Director of Husbandry in late August 2003, as well as supported by the Development Department. 

Maryhelen Shuman-Groh was informed that this policy change was official on August 26, 2003.

Anticipated questions based on various email correspondences from NEADC officers:

Why did the Dive Staff and DSO feel this policy change was necessary?

Safety is the number one reason for this policy change. Diving safety standards in the entire aquarium industry are continuously evolving to reflect a more conservative, thus safer approach. For the past several years we have been working on our dive program with the ultimate goal of establishing dive safety practices that are standard within the industry.
Why now? The Dive Staff has never voiced concern before.

· The Dive Control Board is now assuming an increasingly active role in all of our dive programs. This is a good thing. It is enabling us to express our dive safety concerns in a much more official forum. We have proposed and instituted several positive changes to our current dive program, and will continue to do so. Numerous individuals and departments will be impacted in one way or another. We are making proactive decisions now, so we do not have to make reactive decisions later.      

Why are some of the Dive Club officers (and some members) opposed to this policy change and/or the process in which the decision was made? 

Based on various communications from the officers, there seems to be five primary concerns. (My comments are in parentheses).  

· Membership recruitment (We believe the GOT raffle will continue to serve as an effective recruitment tool. This opinion is strongly supported by our Development Department). 

· Officer incentive (Using a GOT dive for officer recruitment was a great idea, and from what I understand, it was very effective. However, in light of this policy change, you may want to consider other creative means of officer recruitment. I have been the Dive Club liaison for almost ten years, and I have never seen an officer position vacant for any significant period of time. You must have been doing something right). 

· Tradition (We are not abandoning the GOT dive tradition. We are simply modifying it. We look forward to continuing to host Dive Club members in the GOT for many years to come).

· Enjoyment (Let’s face it, it’s a blast. I’ve been diving in that exhibit for 10 years now, and the novelty still hasn’t worn off. Many of you have enjoyed this experience, and I assure you that even more of you will enjoy it in the future). 

· The process in which the decision was made (see below). 

It seems that several individuals feel that the Dive Club should have been more involved with the decision process. Some folks went as far as to say they were led to believe that they would be more involved with the decision process.  I’m afraid that this is where we may have to agree to disagree.

The Dive Club officers were involved in the process right from the start….the discussion process, not the decision process. Only New England Aquarium Staff are qualified to make decisions regarding our dive program policy.  

There were a total of seven communications between the Dive Staff and the Dive Club officers prior to a decision being made.

· An initial meeting with Maryhelen Shuman-Groh and the Dive Staff. (At this meeting, various potential dive program changes were discussed that may affect the dive club).

· Six email correspondences. (Which involved questions, concerns, and suggestions from the Dive Club officers, and responses from the Dive Staff).

It is very important that I point out that my last email correspondence to Maryhelen regarding this matter states in bold letters “THE DIVE CONTROL BOARD IS IN THE PROCESS OF REVIEWING SEVERAL TOPICS RIGHT NOW. IF ANY DECISIONS ARE MADE THAT WILL IMPACT THE DIVE CLUB, WE WILL NOTIFY YOU AS SOON AS POSSIBLE”.

That email was sent to Maryhelen on July 09, 2003. I received no further correspondence from Maryhelen or any other Dive Club officer regarding this matter. 

It was almost a month later (early August) when the DSO and Dive Staff proposed the policy change to the DCB.

Several weeks later the Dive Staff received word that the policy change was approved. Maryhelen was informed of the new policy immediately.

On September 2nd, I received two emails from dive club officers expressing strong opposition to the policy change. I promptly and thoroughly responded to both emails, answering all questions and addressing all concerns. My responses were received in time (as requested) for the September 3rd officer’s meeting. These responses were reviewed by the officers prior to the mailing of the newsletter. 
Did the Dive Club officers have any alternative suggestions? (My comments are in parentheses).

· Move the dives to Sunday morning when overall activity in and around the aquarium is less. (Unfortunately this doesn’t solve the problem, it just moves it to a different day).

· Split the dives into two different Saturdays in the month. (Hosting even one guest diver is at least a two-hour process. Splitting the dives would increase the over all time needed to accommodate the two guest divers).    

· Require divers to bring a logbook. (I believe this was suggested as a means of acquainting the dive staff with a guest diver’s level of experience. I think most of you would agree that while a dive log may be an indication of one’s dive history, it is not necessarily a testament of that diver’s skill level or capability. We do not want our host divers to be responsible for multiple divers, regardless of the guest’s level of certification or experience.      

· Assign dive club members who are also dive volunteers to the second diver. (Now we have two guest divers, and two host divers. With a total of four divers in the exhibit, there is hardly room for regularly scheduled volunteer divers, who we count on for husbandry assistance).

· Decrease or eliminate dives offered to other organizations. (First, there is no need to eliminate dives for any organization. The purpose of reducing dive club raffle dives is to ensure the one guest per host ratio).
These are all great suggestions, and I thank the officers for their input. We unfortunately could not justify any one of these suggestions as a solution.     

In closing, It’s important for everyone to understand that this is our job. The Dive Staff is in that exhibit every day. We are the experts on Giant Ocean Tank protocol, policy, and husbandry. The safety of the animals, the staff, the volunteers, and the guest divers is our responsibility. We must be able to modify diving programs as we see fit. We understand that the reduction in raffle dives is a disappointment to many of you, and we are in no way insensitive to your concerns. However, the decision to limit host divers to one guest diver per dive is driven by the need to improve our dive safety program. It doesn’t mean that things like membership and tradition are not important to us, it just means that safety is more important.

I welcome all members to contact me regarding this matter at sfloyd@neaq.org.

QUESTION AND ANSWER PERIOD

Members were asking several questions:

Q: Why the new ratio of one host per guest diver ?

A: GOT is an unique diving environment with many animals, reef and spectators outside which create a very stressful setting in which even experience divers can have problems.

Q: Why not to keep two divers together close to the host?

A: Not always possible.

Q: Why not 2 hosts and 2 guests?

A: In this situation host will not be performing husbandry tasks.

Max brought up the credibility issue and asked how many accidents occurred during last 27 years of club members diving GOT. Answer none. If so, why Aquarium management didn’t consult club members about proposed changes?  Answer decision was made by DSB. Why Holly didn’t mention anything about it during last General Meeting?  She was there to sell Sea Mark tickets. Was this decision the result of AZA audit and loss of accreditation? N0. Is decision final? YES. 

Q: Why e-mail was used to notify club about planed changes?

A: This is normal way to communicate with Maryhelen, if she had any questions she should pick up the phone.

Maryhelen stated that the Newsletter should not have been sent with the article given that a response was received prior to its mailing.

Al was stated that the NEADC is much more than just GOT dives and that we should put the whole story behind us and move forward.

Somebody mentioned that the great incentive (guaranteed GOT dive) was taken from the officers. Rick reminded that the officers and shore dive leaders dives will be honored and we can came up with other incentives for people to run for the officers positions.

Statement by NEADC member Bryce Flynn read at the general meeting on September 17, 2003.

I speak as an individual concerned member of the New England Aquarium Dive Club.

In 27 years, the board of this Dive Club has not recorded one single report of a safety incident involving one of our divers in the GOT. Not one. Zero. Yet the Aquarium now says that their “safe diving goals” require that we be cut back to just one Giant Ocean Tank dive every month. Frankly, their need to improve on perfection escapes me.

The animal husbandry part of their argument is persuasive only if you believe Club divers are at high risk. You must also believe that there is no better way to make that risk acceptable than by assigning one escort for every guest. I agree that would be too much of a burden, if it were necessary. They haven’t shown me that it is.

Our Club’s safety record speaks for itself. As for the connection they’ve tried to make between better husbandry and increasing the escort-to-guest ratio: on my 4 dives in the GOT, it was only after husbandry tasks were complete that my escorts paid much attention to me. Most Dive Club members report similar experiences. So, how much of a distraction from husbandry chores have we really been?

The Aquarium says it upsets paying customers to see divers in trouble. Maybe so, but there is also a benefit to visitor experience, watching multiple divers cavort in the Tank. And cavorting is something we do a lot more often in the Tank than we get into trouble.

The Aquarium says they are not treating us differently than any other dive group. That makes me ask, Why aren’t you treating us differently? We are your dive club! We are one of your core constituencies. When we recruit for our club we recruit for you – and you get much more cash from it than we do. We volunteer to help you in many different ways. You have always been able to count on us.

I’ve been an Aquarium member for 17 years, and I find recent trends very disheartening. The Club had to move our annual dive planning meeting simply so we could bring our own Chinese take-out instead of buying expensive catered food from them. I was dismayed when they lost their American Zoo and Aquarium Association accreditation, and shocked when Holly Martel Bourbon told us last month that they would need years to correct all the problems. Now they’ve cut back on a 27-year tradition with very much less consultation than we deserved. It seems to me that the Aquarium is becoming more interested in easy solutions than in preserving their relationship with our Club. 

The Aquarium calls this move “essential.” Yet it is quite easy to identify solutions that would be much more effective, such as requiring an advanced certification plus a minimum number of dives in the past 6 months. After all, one bad diver is still one bad diver. This problem – if it exists – is a diver quality problem, not a diver quantity problem. They asked the wrong question, and they got the wrong answer.

I think the Dive Club can support the Aquarium’s goal of improving on our perfect record by voluntarily instituting more stringent requirements for our divers who enter the tank raffle. And I think the Aquarium should suspend their action pending a review that includes formal consideration of our ideas on how they might better solve any diver safety problems. We’ll do everything we can to help. After all, this Dive Club has always been there for our beloved New England Aquarium.

Bottom line

Policy change is official, caused by a safety concerns and club members are not qualified to make any decisions regarding safety in GOT.

GOT DRAWING

GOT WINNER:  Tom Freeman.  Alternate is Tom Kemper.
NUMBER OF PEOPLE ATTENDING THIS MEETING: 75
NEXT INFORMAL – Wednesday, September 3rd at the home of Nancy Papagno, Needham, MA

NEXT GENERAL MEETING – Wednesday, October 15th, in the Immersion Theater.
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