February 1, 2010 

Dear Colleagues, 

On January 14th the Joint Committee on Natural Resources and the Environment held a hearing on a bill that I filed, H796 calling for the conservation of the Atlantic Striped Bass.  This bill would make Striped Bass a game fish in the Commonwealth and put a ban on the Commercial landing of Striped Bass in the Commonwealth.  The hearing went as expected.  The vast majority of committee members attending represent coastal communities with small ports where a ban on the commercial landing of striped bass is a political issue.  Also in attendance were a number of commercial fishermen and charter boat operators from the Cape and Martha’s Vineyard.  As well a group of Selectmen from the Vineyard and a fishing research and advocacy group for commercial fisherman, the Cape Cod Hook Fishermen’s Association attended.  

While the advocates for the bill in attendance testified as best they could given the strict adherence to the 3 minute testimony rule, the testimony was compromised because of its complicated and scientific nature. So why am I writing to you.  I am writing to you to flesh out the issues that were not fully discussed during the hearing itself.  

After the hearing the House Chairman was quoted as saying "The testimony that came in raised serious questions that there was any inkling of scientific data that said there was a problem with striped bass."  The Chair  "... said the bill has little chance at passage.”  Quite honestly – how can you limit award winning author Dick Russell, author of Striper Wars: An America Fish Story to 3 minutes.   For most of the past twenty years, the primary focus of Dick Russell's magazine writing and personal activism has been the crisis impacting the world's fisheries and oceans.  He is an expert on the survival and future of Striped Bass. 

Or how can you limit to 3 minutes Dr. Fred Jennings, a Harvard and Stanford educated PhD in economics to presenting the issues raised in the most comprehensive report ever written on the economic relationship between commercial and recreational striped bass fisheries written by Southwick Associates in 2005 and titled The Economics of Recreational and Commercial Striped Bass Fishing in Massachusetts.  I could go on, but you get the point. 

You might ask what issues were raised that prompted the Chairman to say there was, “no inkling of scientific data that said there was a problem with striped bass”?  First let’s look at the recreational landings of striped bass.
1.      National Marine Fisheries Recreational Statistics Striped Bass Catch Data from 1995 to 2009 show that our recreational catch of Striped Bass in the Commonwealth has gone from 8,997,466 fish in 2006 to 2,590,953 in 2009.  That’s a decrease in the catch over the last 4 years of 71%.  Is this scientific evidence?[1][1]
2.      An annual survey done in Chesapeake Bay called the Young of the Year has shown a steadily decreasing number of young striped bass.  The deterioration of the younger population mirrors the decrease in the number of Striped Bass being caught all along the Atlantic Coast and in Massachusetts.
3.       From an article in the Martha’s Vineyard Gazette, Mike Armstrong, a fisheries biologist with the state Division of Marine Fisheries, says “the striped bass numbers are down all along the coast, and not due to overfishing”.  He goes on to blame it on “mother nature”.  

So…is there a problem with the Striped Bass?  If there is an acknowledgement that the “numbers are down”, shouldn’t that ring a few bells?  Six other coastal states have declared this fish a game fish for this reason.  They want to protect it.  If the numbers are down – what are we doing about it??  Nothing?  Business as usual??  There is an enormous amount of “science” on what is happening to this fish that hasn’t been afforded the opportunity to be reviewed through the hearing process.  It cannot be dismissed and it is more than an inkling. 

But why is this fish really important to us?  Why is it not just a dispute among coastal legislators?  Why does it have any bearing on the rest of the Commonwealth?  To answer that you have to look at the economic and tax revenue generation of the recreational striped bass fishery compared to the commercial.  You have to understand if the recreational fishery collapses, we will suffer a loss of significant tax revenues that will affect our collective ability to fund the programs in the State budget that are important to us and to the people of the Commonwealth that we represent.  What are the facts?[2][2]  

         Total Estimated Massachusetts Fishing Trips in 2003 was 4,085,040.  Of those, 2,631,935 were for Striped Bass.  64.4% of all fishing trips were for Striped Bass.[3][3]
         The Estimated Recreational Economic Impacts from Travel and Equipment Expenditures for 2003 combined were:
o   Retail Sales - $649,742,549 (with multiplier = $1,158,014,659)
o Salaries and Wages - $294,680,317

o Total Jobs – 10,986

                              o   Sales and Motor Fuel Taxes - $39,106,039[4][4]
o   State income Taxes - $13,795,261
         The Estimated Economic Impacts for Commercial Striped Bass landings for 2003 were:
o   Landings - $1,819,354
o   Consumer Level Retail Sales - $6,156,450 (with multiplier = $24,242,457)
o   Income (Salaries, wages, business profits) - $17,844,542
o   Total Jobs – 524
         How do they compare?
o   Recreational pound harvested is 4.6 times greater than the Commercial (4,889,036 to 1,055,496)
o   Retail Sales are 105.5 times greater for recreational.
o   Jobs are 21 times greater 

The conclusion here has to be that this recreational fishery generates an enormous amount of economic activity.  People come from all over our country and the world to fish for the Striped Bass when they run by our shores.  If the tax revenue for the Commonwealth in 2003 was estimated to be greater than $50 Million not including meals and hotel/motel taxes – you can just imagine what it would be now 7 years later especially in the increased cost of gas and the increased sales tax. And if the fish becomes a game fish, the economic impact of that would further enhance state revenues, create jobs and promote economic activity.  

The last point I would like to make is about the health of this fish.  I am concerned that we are harvesting these fish commercially and selling them to people in Massachusetts, New York and other markets who are unaware that they are full of Mercury and PCB’s.[5][5]  Our Department of Public Health in their Fish Consumption Advisory of Marine and Fresh Water Bodies does not mention Striped Bass.  They say do not eat bluefish, swordfish, shark, mackerel, tilefish and tunas steak.  They say do not eat lobster, flounder, soft-shell clams and bivalves from Boston Harbor.  But they say nothing about striped bass.  And neither does our Division of Marine Fisheries mention anything about this for the commercial sale of the fish.  Shouldn’t they have some responsibility to say to the commercial fish wholesalers that they should inform the public, the restaurants and the fish packagers that the fish they are selling are not safe for pregnant women and children to eat?  The Environmental Defense Fund on their Seafood Selector Health Alerts charts says that no man, woman, older child or younger child should eat wild caught striped bass.  And yet we are selling hundreds of thousands of pounds of it annually to the unsuspecting?  Who is responsible for this??[6][6] 

There is no doubt this is an emotional issue for the Commercial fisherman.  This is a very small fishery[7][7].  There were 3,599 commercial permits sold in 2008.  1,665 of those said they fished commercially.  1,207 said they caught one fish.  In reality there are a small number of commercial fishermen who make any money from it.[8][8]  In my testimony to the Committee, I offered the fact that we would be amendable to language to compensate or “buy out” these commercial fishermen who would truly experience an economic loss.  

In closing I would like to thank you for taking the time to read this.  This is a serious issue that is being held captive by a small group of legislators with a vested interest in maintaining what they believe the status quo is.  Much of the testimony at the hearing from those opposed to making the striped bass a game fish was wrapped around letting the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Council and the Division of Marine Fish manage the Striped Bass because they are the experts.  In reality, these entities have overseen the collapse of just about every major fishing stock in our area.  Where are the cod and the haddock?  They let the Striped Bass collapse in the mid 1970’s through the mid 1980’s and are looking the other way while the numbers show it is crashing now.  If the Chairman doesn’t think there is an “inkling of scientific data that said there was a problem with striped bass,” then why don’t we schedule a hearing on just the science and economics of this fishery with testimony that will last more than 3 minutes? 

This bill demands the attention of all of us particularly in light of its impact to our state budget.  

Sincerely, 

Matthew C. Patrick

Rep. Third Barnstable District

 The commercial striped bass fishery represents .035% of total fish landings by weight in 2008.


 In 2008 23 commercial fishermen reported making approximately $18,000 gross income before expenses and 102 reported making approximately $9,000 before expenses.
