SALTWATER SPORTFISHING Partners Meeting

St. Petersburg, Florida   April 13-14, 2005

NJ States’ Funding Problems And Saltwater Fishing Licenses

Tom Fote, Jersey Coast Anglers Association
Most states are having difficulty funding their fish and wildlife programs no matter what title these programs have.  Very few states put money from the state treasury into fish and wildlife programs.  They count on hunting and fishing licenses and the excise tax on fishing and hunting equipment to generate the funds needed for their responsibilities.  Historically most of these agencies dealt primarily with hunting and fishing issues but in the past 30 years the scope for most of these agencies has been expanded dramatically.  They are required to manage wildlife areas that are used for a variety of purposes, sometimes to the exclusion of hunting and fishing.  They also manage endangered species, marine mammals, and non-game species and handle events like oil spills and other disasters both natural and manmade.  Despite these expanded responsibilities, there has been little effort to expand the funding base, with many fish and wildlife agencies seeing a decrease in their state’s contribution.  I was just in California and was told that the general treasury funds none of their state natural resources programs covered under fish and wildlife.  Hunting and fishing funds cover all the diverse programs in this division of state government.  Even though the general population uses beaches and other wildlife areas only anglers and hunters contribute financially.  It is amazing to read the list of programs covered by these agencies and realize how few are directly connected to anglers and hunters.  

What is happening in New Jersey is obviously crucial to all of us.  However, the same problems exist throughout the country.  It is my belief that only 1.2 million dollars in the total New Jersey Division of Fish and Wildlife budget comes from the general fund.  Through license fees the anglers and hunters contribute 12.5 million dollars.  Additional funding comes from excise taxes on fishing and hunting equipment.  In the June JCAA Newspaper, I will include additional information about the total budget and allocations to different divisions.  Scott Ellis, chairman of NJ Fish and Game Council, wrote a letter discussing the issues covered by the Fish and Game Council.  This letter is included below as well as the budgets for some of the public programs covered by the Fish and Game Council.  

My emphasis will be on the marine fisheries issues in this edition.  The Division’s Administration of Marine Fisheries’ budget is 2.9 million dollars.  Only 1.2 million dollars comes from the general treasury.  The rest of the marine funds come from the federal excise tax on fishing tackle (about 1 million), federal gas tax on boats, and federal grants.  In 2001 NMFS figures estimated that New Jersey had 1,306,311 anglers.  Recreational anglers contribute about 1.3 billion dollars to the total state economy and this is estimated of the spending of 763,325 saltwater resident and the 542,986 non-resident anglers according to the  NMFS Survey.  The commercial fishery generated about 600,000,000 dollars and about 2 billion dollars from the boating industry.  Generated sales tax revenue from marine recreational fisheries alone is estimated at about 46 million dollars if we consider only 800,000 anglers.  If we use the 1.3 million anglers (figure from the NMFS annual survey), that amount of sales tax generated rises considerably.  We have over 200,000 boats registered in New Jersey.  In 2001 those boat registration fees doubled.  If the average boat registration fee is $26, the increase of $13 generated an additional $2,600,000 dollars, all of which went into the general fund.  All park fees doubled and went into the general fund.  My beach buggy fee for Island Beach Park went from $125 to $195 and, again, all fees went into the general fund.  Considering just Island Beach State Park with a fee of $195 and a total of over 6,000 permits that is another $1,170,000 dollars into the general fund.  Meanwhile, the state of New Jersey continues to charge the Division of Fish and Wildlife fees that no other agency pays.  For example, the division pays rent on their state offices using our license fees.  Rent has doubled to over $400,000 recently to help with deficit reduction.  The division is also responsible for paying the fringe benefits (health insurance, pension, Social Security, etc) for all employees which accounts for over 33% of the cost for each employee.  No other agency in state government pays the fringes for their employees from the agency budget.  

Marine Fisheries cannot operate efficiently or effectively with a budget of 2.9 million dollars.  The 2.9 million dollars covers all marine fisheries programs including commercial fishing, marine mammal protection, oil spill cleanup, and many other marine issues.  The first response from the state has always been a saltwater fishing license.  The President’s Ocean Plan calls for a federal fishing license for states that don’t have one pushing states to adopt a state license.  This would be just another tax and would send more money into the general fund where it pays for everything but marine issues.  One of the national flyfishing magazines called JCAA to task for fighting a saltwater fishing license, calling us “out of touch.”  The reporter felt we should just accept another tax without any accountability.  Now who’s out of touch?  I have attended workshops and symposiums for years on this issue and never meet some of I never met this reporter at any of those meetings.  Now who’s out of touch?  There is a good debate to be had about this issue but we need to put all the facts on the table and not see a saltwater license as some sort of cure-all for the funding problems every state experiences.  I have already listed many ways we are being taxed as anglers with no benefit to the marine resource or our own interests.  Just adding a saltwater fishing license to the list of ways our pockets are picked makes no sense at all.  I will guarantee if we ever get a saltwater license, within a year the measly 1.2 million dollars the state contributes to marine fisheries will disappear and more and more of our saltwater license money will fund old programs or disappear into the general fund.  With any luck the state can raise enough money through a saltwater license to pay every employee’s salary, not just the fringe benefits.  

In addition to the funding issue, there are clearly some negative consequences to a saltwater license.  542,986 of our 1.3 million anglers come from out of state.  Will those anglers stop coming to New Jersey if they have to buy a saltwater license, possibly with an out-of-state fee?  Will New Jersey anglers who are so disgusted with the complex regulations and the reduction in catch continue to fish if a saltwater license is added?  That may be the straw that breaks the camel’s back and makes another recreation activity look more appealing.  We are beginning to see a decline in trout fishing with the increased fee for a trout stamp and the total cost for a license.  We are actually losing money despite the fee increase.  But the worst negative consequence, in the long run, may be the toll on those businesses that serve recreational fishing.  This is not a hobby for the business owners and their employees.  This is food on the table and mortgage payments and a huge contribution to New Jersey’s economy.  

I think what really disgusts me the most about the saltwater fishing license discussion is the implied attempt to get rid of the “riffraff” as though there is a class structure to recreational fishing.  As a young man I was clearly one of the “riffraff” and still consider myself a member in good standing.  When asked if we have more recreational anglers in the United States because we are a rich nation, I always reply that just the opposite is true.  In this country, the wildlife never belonged to the king or the lord of the manor.  The wildlife (fish or game) belonged to anyone willing to spend the time and learn the skill.  It is absolutely unacceptable to talk about a saltwater license within the context of limiting access to only those people who can afford to fish.

JCAA has always opposed a saltwater license.  However, if certain criteria were met, we would be willing to join the discussion.  

· First, a socio-economic study would be done to determine the impact of a saltwater license on the marine recreational fishing industry and associated businesses.  This is required for all regulation changes at the federal level and should not be ignored.

· Also, the license would require a constitutional amendment to guarantee that the legislature and governor could not rob these funds for purposes beyond marine fisheries.  

· Next, the constitutional amendment would guarantee a stable funding source sufficient to run the non-recreational components of marine fisheries.

· In addition, the license fee would be used only to fund additional programs for recreational fishing.  

· Finally, an advisory committee appointed by the recreational anglers would decide how the money would be spent and would have oversight of the budget.  I have watched marine money spent on pet projects that don’t benefit the anglers or the resource one bit.

· JCAA would be willing to discuss the possibility of a saltwater fishing license and share any proposals with our member clubs if the state and federal government meet all these criteria.  

A response to the President calling for a Saltwater Fishing license

Tom Fote, Jersey Coast Anglers Association

I was asked what I thought about thought about the Ocean Report call for a saltwater fishing license and I gave it some thought.  I thought of what NMFS had told us when they implemented the Bluefin Tuna permit. NMFS told us they would be able to have a better count on the number of bluefin and anglers participating.  All you have to look at is what is happening to bluefin recreational statistics and you will realize that it is in a bigger mess than it was years ago. But now the NJ recreational anglers are filling some US Government Contractor pockets with over $220,000 a year and we still do not have accurate catch figures.  What a waste of our money. The Bluefin Tuna Permit debacle shows how bad it can get when people are forced to buy a permit.  The recreational angling community already contributes a huge amount of money into the federal and state governments through taxes.  These figures below do not even take into consideration boat and trailer registration fees.  Those fees were doubled in NJ two years ago and went into the general fund. 

The release below is a better explanation of the Wallop-Breaux legislation and what it does. I have also included information on recreational participation and the money and taxes it generates in NJ.

The economic data below was for years before 2001.  You can see that 2001 and 2003 are above 1,000,000 and usually the economic numbers equate to adding three zeros to the number of participants. So when they do calculate the economic number for 2001 and 2003 if past history holds out it should be 1,300,000,000 for 2001 and 1,050,000,000.  This would also increase the retail sales by about 689,000,000.  If you just took the NJ sales tax for the low years it is almost $27,000,000 and for 2001 it would be $41,340,000. Do not look at the 2002 data since NMFS admits that the figures were wrong.  That’s another story. 

And from our "Sportfishing in America" report (2001), these are the saltwater fishing numbers for New Jersey based on:

Economic Output: $842 million 

Retail Sales: $449 million 

Salaries and Wages: $205 million 

Jobs: 7,762 
