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Accepting email Comments 

Guidelines for Developing 

Standard Operating 

Procedures 

 
Overview and Goal 

 

To ensure that electronic commenting is conducted uniformly across the Agency, we 

recommend that each Regional Office and Science Center, as necessary, develop and 

document standard operating procedures (SOPs) for creating mailboxes, accepting and 

processing comments, and collecting meaningful comment statistics. The Regulations.gov 

portal may also be used for the collection of comments on non-rule FR documents, if the Notice 

Writer so chooses, but it is not required. These guidelines are intended to serve as a framework 

for developing SOPs. The following provides suggested SOPs to be modified as appropriate 

for each Region and Center. 

 

Before FR document publication: 

 

Mailboxes must be open no later than the date of the comment period opening. At least one 

week before the filing of each FR document, the Notice Writer will send an email to the FMC 

Mail Administrator requesting establishment of a new mailbox for the FR document and 

specify the mailbox name and the starting and ending dates of the public comment period. If a 

general mailbox is used for more than one FR document, the Notice Writer will notify the 

FMC Mail Administrator at least one week before document publication that the availability of 

the mailbox for public comments will be announced in a new and forthcoming FR document 

publication. 

 

Within two working days of notification by the Notice Writer, the FMC Mail Administrator 

will create a new email account for the FR document and notify the Notice Writer as soon 

as the mailbox is established. The Notice Writer or mailbox owner will assign a new 

password (according to DOC policy) and set up a new profile on his or her desktop. 

 

During the comment period: 

 

The Notice Writer will check the comment mailbox daily and notify the Mail Administrator 

in the event of apparent spamming. The Notice Writer will move email comments from the 

mailbox to a separate folder on a network drive at intervals to allow for and enhance the 

review and analysis of comments received. 

 

After the comment period closes: 

 

Mailboxes must be closed by or as soon as possible after noon of the first day following the 

close of the comment period. The Notice Writer must move all email comments to a folder 

on a network drive before the mailbox is closed. 
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The Notice Writer will notify the Mail Administrator by email when to close the mailbox by or 

as soon as possible after, noon of the first day following the close of the comment period. 

Upon instructions from the Notice Writer, the FMC Mail Administrator will close the mailbox 

(i.e., delete the functional user and associated mailbox). 

 

 

Step-By Step: 

 

 A Comment Mailbox may be identified for each non-rule FR document published for 

public comment. 

 Mailboxes will be established and maintained by the FMC issuing the FR document. 

 At the discretion of the FMC, a unique mailbox may be identified for each FR document or 

a general mailbox may be identified for a group of FR documents. 

 When there is a unique mailbox for a FR document, the Notice Writer will usually be the 

Mailbox Owner. When a general mailbox is used for more than one FR document, the 

FMC will determine the Mailbox Owner. 

 A suitable short name for the mailbox will be used for each non-rule FR document or 

for when a general mailbox is being used for several FR documents. 

 Mailboxes will be open no later than the first date of the comment period and close by, or 

as soon as possible after, noon of the first day following the close of the comment period. 

 Upon receiving an email comment, we will automatically acknowledge the comment by a 

return "vacation" message to the commenter stating that the comment has been received 

by NMFS. The following wording is suggested: "The National Marine Fisheries Service 

has received your comments and appreciates knowing your views about this action." 

 The Notice Writer will move email comments from the comment mailbox to a separate 

folder on a network drive, as needed. This is necessary due to the requirement for closing a 

unique mailbox and to minimize confusion in a general mailbox. 

 Commenters' email addresses will be protected as practicable in accordance with 

relevant privacy policies and laws. 

 The Notice Writer and mailbox owner will monitor the volume of email received and 

notify the Mail Administrator of any apparent spamming as soon as detected. Mail 

Administrators will also monitor mail volumes as appropriate. 

 Appropriate spamming controls will be invoked if and when the integrity of NMFS' critical 

operations is threatened. All email comments received will be retained, as appropriate, in 

the administrative record supporting the FR document. 

 


