SALTWATER SPORTFISHING Partners Meeting

St. Petersburg, Florida   April 13-14, 2005

OPENING REMARKS – Dr. Bill Hogarth

Ocean management is at a crossroads.  The path we chose today will determine our future.  In thinking about the future for recreational fisheries, it’s important to understand the past.  

Many people don’t realize that the federal government has only had the tools to effectively manage marine fisheries for 10 years.  Under this Administration, scientific study and management improvements are reversing the overfishing trends of the past.

The original intent of the Magnuson Act was to kick out foreign fleets and promote our domestic commercial fisheries.  We’ve succeeded…but in the process created a new challenge.

The 1996 Sustainable Fisheries Act amendments marked a change.  Conservation replaced promotion as the dominant theme in federal fisheries management. 

An analogy.  It’s a pendulum that is now swinging from one extreme side (promotion of fisheries) towards the other (protectionism).  Our job is to stop the pendulum somewhere near the middle…balancing access for the American public with the conservation and long-term health of the resource.  We want to use our common sense.  We do not want to over-react and see the pendulum swing too far to where all uses are prohibited (for example, proposals that suggest closing off the ocean and coastal zone to all human activity).  

We have proven that we can effectively rebuild stocks and manage them for the long-term while still offering reasonable access to anglers.  We’ve taken depressed stocks and turned them into world-class recreational fisheries.  Striped bass, redfish, and swordfish are examples that you are all familiar with…and in fact anglers played a vital role in those successes.  

My goal is to work with you, the Councils, and Commissions to create more success stories like these.  

The next group of speakers will be talking about the future of recreational fishing.  So what do I expect to see happening over the next 10-15 years in regards to recreational fishing?

Fish stocks are rebounding and we will continue to see more healthy, robust fisheries over the next decade.  Your question…our question…is how will we manage those fisheries?  

One thing is clear… we cannot afford to continue our boom and bust cycle in fisheries management as it impacts not only commercial fishermen, but recreational anglers as well.

I’ve said many times that we need to rationalize our fisheries and have commercial fisheries run more like a business.  We can make fishing predictable so the commercial industry can make sound decisions.  This will help not only our commercial operations to run more efficiently, but the resource will benefit as well by helping end the boom and bust cycle.  

While we may see the commercial fleet decreasing in size, this will not address some of the allocation issues that I know are at the core of what we’ll be discussing at this meeting.  In fact, we will see another new player enter the game as aquaculture begins to play a larger role in helping keep seafood on our tables.  

Let’s look at other trends that will impact allocation.

More people are moving toward the coast.  The nation’s coastal population is expected to increase by more than 7 million by 2008 and 12 million by 2015.  This is a potential double-edged sword for fishing.  This movement towards the coast means there are more people looking to enjoy a day on the water…and potentially more anglers and a chance to grow the sport.  Of course, that also means greater density along the coast that can lead to increased coastal development, pollution, and additional pressure on the resource. 

My point in mentioning issues like aquaculture and coastal development are to illustrate the point that there will always be competition for the resource.  There will always be issues to overcome.  And there will continue to be a need for all of us to work together to find solutions.  

You hear us talk a lot about ecosystem approaches to management.  What is it really that we’re talking about?  Partnerships…working together…this concept is the keystone to ecosystem management.  Where human activities interact with the oceans and coasts, we must partner together with the states, anglers, coastal communities, etc. to ensure the resources are conserved, improved, and utilized most effectively.

From an agency perspective, one of the best ways we can serve you and the millions of other anglers and ensure we have a bright future is by providing relevant science and economics on the most important recreational fisheries. 

Most of you have been involved in the process enough to have heard the saying that “decisions are based on the best available information”.  We know that does not necessarily always mean the best information.  We need to work together to have the best information available.  Good data, statistics and economics are the building blocks for good decisions.  

I especially look forward to our discussion on the recreational fishing license issue.  I understand that there are concerns that we need to work out, but we see it as a way to improve our recreational data collection.  

But I realize that fishery management is more than just good data and science.  We don’t manage fish as much as we manage people.  To do this effectively, we have to get to know you.  We need to understand what motivates the different sectors of the sportfishing community.  Here’s what I do know:

· Sportfishing is an all American outdoor family activity.

· Anglers support conservation b/c w/o fish, there is no sport.  We need healthy and 
abundant fish stocks.

· Access to these recreational opportunities is critical.

We agree with you and we should be working together with these goals in mind.

As I started out saying, the decisions we make today will affect the way we manage tomorrow.  If we want to create world-class recreational fisheries in the future, we need to take the steps today that will get us there.  This meeting is one of those steps.  I want to thank you all for taking the time from your busy schedules.  I look forward to hearing your thoughts and working together to take those necessary steps.

