Cape Cod Striped Bass: Is forever too much to expect? 

By Peter Budryk Thu Oct 23, 2008, 12:54 PM EDT

“Game fish status for striped bass is hooey. You can catch all the stripers you want if you go out beyond the 100’ depths. Know why they’re there and not along the shores? No predators! It’s the seals that are keeping them away. Game fish status will take income away from commercial fishermen who are trying to make ends meet.”
Orleans commercial fisherman to author at Orleans Dump
“Game fish status for the striped bass is the only guarantee they won’t go the way of the cod, the buffalo, and the dodo bird. Striped bass are in 100 + feet of water because that’s where the bait, their food, is. More than 95% of so-called commercial striped bass fishermen are weekend warriors. Most do not even sell what they catch; they keep it for themselves, give it away to friends. Most of those who sell it are hardly using it to make ends meet. They use the money to buy more bells and whistles for their boats. Recreational striper fishermen are the ones putting money into the Cape economy supporting the real jobs of folks working in restaurants, motels, bait and tackle stores, and supermarkets. Those are our neighbors genuinely trying to make ends meet.” Author to Orleans commercial fisherman at Orleans dump 

-You gotta love the dump. It’s such a classic American venue. We’ve only got just so much time before we have to clear out and make room for the next guy. And the speed unloading we do there spills over into our banter with fellow dump loiterers; hopefully, as plain talk with civility and mutual respect. In this instance, the commercial fisherman’s plain talk was actually more articulate than the author’s. But he doesn’t have the advantage (need?) of a column to sharpen the actual delivery. 

This debate has been raging at dumps and other locations all over the east coast of the United States for the last 30 years.
Executive Order 13449
On October 20, last year, President Bush signed this Executive Order declaring Game Fish Status for striped bass and red drum.

On October 17, this year, it was announced in the Federal Register that the requirements set by the order have been met and fulfilled. The National Marine Fisheries has officially determined that current rules banning the sale of striped bass caught in federal waters (three to 200 miles from shore) in the Atlantic Ocean achieve the intent of this order.

So what does this mean for both Cape Cod commercial and recreational striped bass fishermen? 

For the moment, nothing different from the current status; sixty-five dollars buys a commercial permit and legal license to catch many large, sexually mature fish within the 3 mile limit, fish that will never contribute their millions of eggs and vigorous genes to the biomass. Not to mention those that die as a result of “high grading”- holding live, legal sized (34”) fish aboard a boat and dumping them overboard, illegally, when bigger, costlier fish are landed. 
Recreational striper anglers, without the requirement, for now, to purchase a license to fish the salt, may continue to harvest, daily, two striped bass 28” or larger, every day, all year. 
Multiply that times the 548,691 anglers making a total of 2,631,935 fishing trips targeting striped bass in MA waters (Southwick Study, 2003 figures). The total potential catch is frightening. 

On an individual basis, mathematically, though not likely, I concede, that equals over 700 fish a year, per angler. What “recreational” fisherman needs that many striped bass? 
The real benefit of Executive Order 13449 lies with the individual states now being given the green light to ban commercial fishing and to declare game fish status for the fish within the three mile limit, conforming with the federal dictates beyond those waters. Yes, the Commonwealth of MA may now do just that to protect the striper and to preserve and increase the ten fold economic impact of recreational fishing over commercial to the small businesses on the Cape as well as to research and conservation of our water and shorelines. 


The legislatures of New Hampshire and Maine to our north, and Connecticut, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina to our south have exercised enlightened economic and environmental self-interest by declaring game fish status for the striped bass.

Massachusetts? Our legislature appears to be knuckling under to the commercial fishing lobby that is a highly paid presence on Beacon Hill and that makes generous campaign contributions to key committee members to keep the status quo. This is the fishing lobby that represents the industry that, short term, stubbornly continues hauling any and all catchable fish from New Bedford, Gloucester, and smaller ports and, long term, assuring the fishery’s and their own demise. 

They know full well that MA recreational striper fishing is a far richer resource than the commercial fishery, but will not concede that for fear of the old domino effect.
That’s a reason supermarkets on Cape Cod, right now, are selling fish here from all over the world, including scallops from China. 

What can we do to promote better decisions from our legislature? 
Stripers Forever, “Make it a Game Fish”, will be promoting just such a bill in the 2009 legislative session, sponsored by Frank Smizak, a State Representative from, of all places, Brookline. 
Will each and every Cape Cod legislator be lining up behind this bill? 
If not, why not? 

The economic studies, research, and our own eyes demonstrate, overwhelmingly, the justification for passage.

Take a few minutes to view the web site www.StripersForever.org to educate yourself to the facts and then contact your representative, before November 4, to question her/his position on the proposed bill. If you want to do even more, contact Craig Caldwell, MA Policy Coordinator for Stripers Forever at striperadvocate@comcast.net to add to your impact.

Until next week’s Fishing Lines, the last of the 2008 season, I wish you lots of tugs and fishes.

Peter Budryk is an award winning book and magazine writer. His column, ‘Fishing Lines’ appears weekly in The Cape Codder. His most recent book, The Innermost Waters: Fishing Cape Cod Ponds & Lakes, was judged the number one Best Book, All Outdoor Categories, New England-Wide. To contact him, send an email to ppbudryk@verizon.net.
 

