ASMFC Testimony on Proposed Commercial Increases 7/2010
Stripers Forever, on behalf of its approximately 16,000 members, opposes the proposed increases in the striped bass commercial quota and submits this testimony:
1.  The statements used as rationale for the proposed increase are inaccurate and misleading:  Neither the commercial catch nor the commercial quota for striped bass decreased between 2003 and 2008, except to correct for overages taken in preceding years or for other such technical reasons.  The ASMFC press release leads one to believe that somehow the commercial catch declined, and this is just not the case.  In addition, the ASMFC includes no allowance for the illegal commercial catch, which unquestionably exists in significant quantity, as proven by numerous well-documented arrests, confiscations, and convictions for the catch, possession and sale of black market striped bass.  To ignore the impact this illegal harvest has on the striped bass fishery is simply irresponsible.
Between 2003 and 2008 the recreational harvest may have increased somewhat – but only in terms of pounds of fish; according to MRFS data the total number of recreationally harvested fish decreased significantly during this period: from 2.5 million to 2.1 million.  Fewer fish were caught by recreational fishermen; they just happened to be larger in size because there are fewer small fish available to catch these days.
We also maintain that 2009 should be used as the benchmark, not 2008.  We were told that 2009 could not be used because the commercial numbers were not yet available, however the commercial quotas are available, and we know that they were all met and, in fact, exceeded with the illegal catch.  It is totally valid to compare the 2009 commercial quota to the 2009 recreational catch, which was down sharply by any measure you care to use from 2008,.  The real truth is that, proportionally, the commercial share of this fishery has increased regularly over the last four years because the commercial catch is relatively constant while the recreational catch has decreased precipitously, as illustrated in the graph below which includes both harvest and discard mortality for the commercial and recreational fisheries.  
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The data used for the graph above is from the 2009 ASMFC stock status report, Page 15 table.  The 2009 commercial numbers are the average of 2006 through 2008 and include harvest and bycatch – catch and release for the recreational sector – estimates for both fisheries.
2.  The striped bass population is clearly declining and may very well be in trouble already:  
The perception of recreational fishermen is that the striped bass stock is headed downward very rapidly.  We realize this observation does not agree 100% with the report issued by the stock assessment committee, even though their own statistics are sounding alarm bells – the spawning stock biomass is decreasing, the number of 8+ year old individuals in the population is forecast to decline for at least the next 5 years, the trend in young of the year counts in Chesapeake Bay is not positive, and the full effects of mycobacteriosis on striped bass mortality rates are unknown, (although some scientists regard it as potentially devastating.).  The anecdotal perception of a significant decline is certainly supported by the MRFS data estimating that the total number of stripers caught recreationally (both harvested and released) has dropped steadily and sharply over the last 5 years from 28.6 million fish in 2006 to just 9.8 million last year! This is a drop of 18.8 million fish or 66% in just 5 years.  Surely it is unwise to increase the fishing mortality on striped bass at this time.  
3.  Professional socio-economic studies show that stripers caught recreationally provide more jobs and economic activity than the same fish caught commercially:  The best interest of the general public is served when we utilize our public resources in a way that provides the greatest socio-economic value.  For the striped bass resource that is clearly through recreational fishing.  There are plenty of graphs showing that the number of recreational fishing trips for striped bass increased as the size of the population grew during the striped bass recovery.  It is simply counterproductive to kill more striped bass commercially when those same fish are worth many times more to the economy alive, thus providing a higher quality recreational fishing experience, which will generate even more economic activity.
The argument that it is fair and necessary to increase the commercial catch relative to the ecreational catch ignores the relative economic contributions, including jobs produced by each of the fisheries; also it does not acknowledge that the number of members of the public who choose to go fishing will increase as the quality of the fishing increases.  Every recreational participant has his or her own individual harvest rights, which should not be diminished by collectivizing them into an arbitrarily conceived recreational “share of the resource”.  Striped bass are a public resource and the direct participants should have a right to a reasonable harvest before any share is allocated to commercial fishing activity.
4   We respectfully suggest that the ASMFC take an entirely different approach with striped bass management: rather than increase the catch until the population collapses, as has been all too often the case with species having a commercial fishing component, we believe that the ASMFC should review the existing socio-economic studies of striped bass and revise the total management plan, including allocation and fishing mortality levels, to maximize the value of striped bass to the American public.  
It was a shock to discover in a recent ASMFC document that the current management plan is estimated to allow the spawning stock biomass to rebuild to only 30% of an unfished population.  When the ASMFC boldly states that “striped bass are not being overfished” it is misleading rhetoric, since it is measures against this anemic population target.  We have been informed that snook in Florida are managed to maintain a population equal to 40% of an unfished population.  Stripers arguably should be higher than 40%, since they are long lived and have significant ups and downs in spawning success, (which a large spawning stock biomass helps buffer against.)  Also, in Florida, snook are just one of several very important recreational species.  Along the northern Atlantic coast, there is no substitute for striped bass for recreational anglers.  
We are confident that the fairest and most productive changes to striped bass management would include an overall decreased mortality level and a greater allocation of the reduced allowable harvest to recreational fishing.  
Sincerely;

Bradford Burns,

 President of Stripers Forever  
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Sheet1

		Year		Rec Harvest		Rec c/r mortality		Total Rec Mortality		Comml Harvest		Comml  Discard Mortality		Total Comml Mortality		Assume 20% Illegal Comml Harvest

		2003		2,500,000		1,300,000		3,800,000		869,000		263,000		1,132,000		1,358,000

		2004		2,600,000		1,560,000		4,160,000		908,000		519,000		1,427,000		1,712,000

		2005		2,300,000		1,700,000		4,000,000		968,000		777,000		1,746,000		2,095,000

		2006		2,750,000		2,072,000		4,824,006		1,049,000		216,800		1,265,800		1,475,600

		2007		2,316,000		1,349,500		3,667,507		1,019,600		726,700		1,746,300		1,950,220

		2008		2,235,700		948,400		3,184,100		1,006,700		395,400		1,402,100		1,603,440

		2009		1,924,000		632,000		2,556,000		1,025,100		446,300		1,471,400		1,676,420

		note - commercial statistics for 2009 presumed average of 2006-2008

		Source data is 2009 ASMFC stock status report page 15 table

				Recreational Mortality vs. Commercial Comparative Graph

				2003		2004		2005		2006		2007		2008		2009

		Recreational		3,800,000		4,160,000		4,000,000		4,824,006		3,667,507		3,184,100		2,556,000

		Commercial		1,132,000		1,427,000		1,746,000		1,265,800		1,746,300		1,402,100		1,471,400

		Commercial catch w/20% illegal harvest estimate		1,358,000		1,712,000		2,095,000		1,475,600		1,950,220		1,603,420		1,676,420

		Notes in 2006 the recreational catch was 76% of the total including a 20% estimate for illegal commercial catch.

		In 2009 the recreational share of this resource has dropped to 60% with commercial fishing amounting to 40% of fishing mortality

		assuming a 20% illegal commercial catch.

		There is an illegal catch, much has been written about it, and amounts of more than 200,000 pounds in a year have been documented.

		Some estimates of the commercial catch run as high as 50%, 20% should be quite conservative.
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