A Comment on Nelson Sigelman’s recent article in The Martha’s Vineyard Times
Re: “Gone Fishin’: Commercial Bass Season Numbers Lag” (MV Times, 8/14/08)

The divergence between the February ASMFC finding that “striped bass stocks along the Atlantic coast are healthy and growing” and the widespread reports from up and down the Atlantic coast this season of very poor striped bass fishing from both recreational and commercial anglers suggests a disconnect between this fishery’s managers and the real state of the striped bass fishery. The claim that fishing is slow because these fish are offshore or elsewhere is simply insufficient to explain the widespread gloomy reports.

A more likely explanation is that this fishery is in trouble again. Perhaps the often-noted complacency of fisheries managers on this subject is an important part of the story. Is it not a necessary condition for an impending collapse that fisheries managers seem to be in denial about reports of poor fishing results? After all, no one wants to admit to a growing problem they have failed to correct, within their realm of responsibility, especially if it’s their job to do so! It’s much better to paint a rosy picture and play on the many uncertainties of the assessment process than to face an unpleasant truth…

Last year the commercial season was extended due to poor fishing, instead of seeing the poor results as justification for taking precautions by ending the season early. Now we see the same logic at work. Commercial fishing for striped bass should end, by declaring this species a game fish, just as was done many decades ago for waterfowl, trout, deer and other formerly market-hunted species. The recreational fishery also ought to be managed to encourage catch-and-release by requiring single barbless hooks and circle hooks for bait: these stripers inhale their prey and a barbed treble hook way down in their gills or throat cannot be extracted without severe (and usually fatal) damage!

The general issue is simple: should we manage this species for conservation or maximum exploitation? Species managed for recreational purposes are conserved and protected, where regulations can be adjusted as needed to maintain abundance. The dismal record of commercial exploitation speaks for itself in the rampant destruction of valuable ocean fisheries all across our planet. Is it not time to protect striped bass before another collapse occurs, rather than after the damage is done (perhaps irretrievably)?

Many states have already acted to make the striped bass a gamefish. Last year the federal government declared them a gamefish in federal waters. Isn’t it long past time for Massachusetts and Rhode Island to follow suit? The purpose of Stripers Forever is to achieve gamefish status for stripers along the entire Atlantic coast, as the best means to conserve and protect them. Our website (www.stripersforever.org) is loaded with useful information about this species and its current state. When you’re sitting out there in your boat, wondering why you are catching no fish, think about joining this effort…
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