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There’s an old saying that goes: “If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always be what you’ve always been.”  The question is, are we just going to talk about change or are we really going to change the way we service the sportfishing community.

On the surface, it may not look as if things have changed.  We’ve produced another shinny brochure and here we sit in another meeting.  The sportfishing community has seen this already from NMFS.  

If we stopped there, then it would be clear that nothing had changed.   But take a moment to remember past NMFS efforts such as the RecFish II meeting that never happened.  Think back on why those efforts failed.  Now think about the level of involvement over the past year in the strategic planning process and the degree to which we’ll rely on you for implementation…think about this meeting and how we collaborated with you on the agenda.  What’s different today is how we’ve looked outside the Agency for help and worked to better involve you in the process.  

We’re certainly not to the point where we need to be.  One of our measures of success will be if we can build in processes that change the way we work with anglers, that step-by-step will address some of the large concerns that have been brought up today.  

What are some of the things we can act on to demonstrate that we’re committed to real change?  I’ll throw out three suggestions that would help improve the process.

1.  Understand what drives the angler.  We heard a little discussion earlier about the idea to move NOAA Fisheries to the Dept. of Interior.  The only reason this idea has come up is because there is the perception that NOAA doesn’t get “it”.  What is “it”?  What drives the sportfishing community?  

First and foremost, it’s not about achieving maximum sustainable yield, it’s about maximizing access to the resource.  Fishing is about having the opportunity to get on the water and catch fish.  Understanding this basic motivation is a prerequisite to everything that follows.

2.  Make things easier to understand.  Fishery management and the government bureaucracy are complex and confusing.  It’s my full-time job and I don’t even understand it.  For many of the people in this room, their involvement with a fishing organization is voluntary and part-time.  You have other jobs.  How can we expect anglers to follow this convoluted process?  

We can begin by adopting terms that relate to directly to sportfishing.  For example, recreational fishing is described with terms like “bycatch” and “discards”.  These are commercial fishing terms that don’t accurately characterize the conservation ethic or reflect the motivation embodied by anglers’ practice of catch-and-release.  We all realize the trust that gets lost each time we call a recreational angler a non-commercial fisherman.  A big step would be to adopt language that the angler can relate to and that appropriately describes what he does and why he does it.

We need the right terms, then we need to go about using them more often.  We must continue to improve our communications.  We’re a scientific agency.  We have world-class scientists that generate a lot of quality data.  What we don’t have are enough qualified people to disseminate that data. Communication is a skill.  Not everyone is a scientist or a statistician.  We need to have outreach specialists that act as translators who make that information understandable to everyone else.

You need the infrastructure to communicate.  You can’t ever underestimate the importance of having good people on the ground.  We need more people that understand recreational fishing issues.  People people who know you and you know and trust to go to help answer questions about how things work and where and when to get involved.  

3.  That brings me to my last area of improvement – keeping the community engaged and involved.  That means different things to different people.  There are 13 million anglers spread across the country.  They like to fish, not necessarily attend more meetings or submit more comments.  We desperately need the community’s input, but we need to understand how the community works.  We can’t always make the community follow our work process…we need to think outside the box, understand how they work, and find ways to ensure their involvement is worthwhile while being respectful of their time.

We’ll never stop having meetings, but we can make them more useful.  For example, in a few months, we’ll begin implementing the strategic plan that you helped write.  We’ll invite anglers, states, and feds…any party involved in saltwater sportfishing… to sit down with us and help plan our future activities.  We’re working to fill in that leadership gap and do what good organizations do by pulling people together to talk and coordinate actions.  We want to create a process that will be productive, yield results, and be worth your time to attend. 

Let’s think more outside the box.  How about cooperative data collection?  Anglers spend millions of days on the water, but we have yet to really tap into that expertise.  Often it’s not because anglers don’t want to, but rather because using anglers is not the traditional way we collect data.  It may not fit neatly into our box.  But, cooperative efforts are just about the data they generate.  It’s about the relationships that they build.  Anytime you get people working together, you raise their level of awareness and understanding.  Given that we’re struggling with ways to improve our outreach and the community is looking to improve the quality of the data, cooperative data collection efforts are a clear win-win situation.

