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More Fish
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The good news is that fisheries, especially recreational ones, are recovering. Despite the good news every angler should be asking is:  are you happy with what you have today?  If the answer is no and I’m sure it is then we need to make a change. Today anglers are faced with quandary---fisheries are recovering but in real terms---fish per angler--- we’re catching less than we did 10 years ago.    The reason is simple in most mixed fisheries (those where commercial and recreational fishermen both participate) the allocations are based on percentages of fish caught in the 60’s-80’s.    At the same time the last 20 years have seen an explosion of popularity and participation.  Once the province of shore based anglers and high end boat owners marine recreational fishing is now mainstream.    

The President’s response to the Ocean Commission and both Commissions concluded that over 50 % of the US population lives adjacent to the nation’s coasts.   In the next 20 years that number will increase to 75%.    Many will be looking to spend time on the water.  Yet no one in the federal government is looking at or planning for this growth.  Truth be known they are trying to retard it.   For 25 years recreational fishermen have supported sound marine conservation.  We’ve pushed rebuilding our fisheries, improving science and habitat, and investing in hatcheries.   Our coastal resources have improved over the last 20 years.  But this alone will not accommodate the existing demand, much less the anticipated demand in the next 20 years.  

Recreational fishermen and fishery managers need to come together to accommodate the increase.  There are three keys--- reallocation of many of the coastal resources, downsizing commercial fleets, and heightened responsibility of anglers.

The next several years will see an increase in the number of allocation fights.  There will be two kinds.  The first is the traditional recreational versus commercial.  An example being the 51% commercial and 49% recreational allocation split for Gulf of Mexico red snapper.  This allocation is based on historic use.  We can’t continue to look backward we need an allocation standard that takes into account growth in the fishery not a standard that retards it.    Anglers need three things from NMFS to accomplish this.   First we need a new standard for allocation; one that divides up the fish based on the greatest economic benefit to the nation.  Secondly we need the kind of research that documents how allocation would change based on this new standard.   Lastly we need to apply it.   The first analysis ought to apply to summer flounder, which is being looked at today by the Mid-Atlantic Council.  

The second kind of misallocation is more subtle. Most management decisions result in some form of allocation.  Time and areas closures, seasons, bag limits, trip limits overall TAC’s all divide fish amongst resources users.     Broadly excluding anglers from an area in an effort to protect something else that’s unrelated and not impacted by fishing (e.g. gag grouper closure) is an allocation decision.  We are implicitly protecting one sector at the expense of another.  These decisions are far more subtle but ought to be made considering the same basic standard.   What is the greatest overall economic and social benefit to the nation of making the decision.  It should not be to preserve a dying sector at the expense of the growth of another. It should not allow exploitive and destructive gear at the expense of cleaner harvesting methods.   

Commercial fishing in many parts of the country makes sense.  It provides economic and social value, which should be preserved.   However, not all commercial fisheries should stay the way they are today.  Many are overcapitalized and others represent very marginal economic value. Some are still using highly efficient but destructive gear.   Anglers need to help commercial fishermen right size their fleets and find alternatives to destructive gear especially those with high bycatches.  

Lastly recreational fishermen must promote conservation and be active in the management process.    We need to change the expectations of anglers.  We must look beyond catch and release and provide more conservation for our fisheries.  Where post release mortality can be lowered we need to modify our harvesting techniques to achieve it.  We should be using circle hooks in all HMS fisheries but especially for white marlin.  We need to stand up and be counted. You can no longer call yourself a conservationist and oppose a state saltwater recreational fishing license.  Buying one is the least you can do.  

Conservation starts with sportsman.  Sportsman developed the vast majority of the conservation rules in place in this country.   We need to stand up again. The goal of anglers practicing good conservation, the reason why we have been such staunch supporters of the resource, is not just to put more fish in the water.   It is to put more fishermen, catching more fish, on the water.   The government either needs to help or get out of the way.

