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The following comments from the Board of Directors of Stripers Forever are offered in rebuttal to Massachusetts Division of Marine Fisheries, Fishery Policy 1 -- Management of the Massachusetts Commercial Striped Bass Fishery. These comments are made in the same paragraph/section order as the DMF document, as follows:  
Introduction 

The DMF essentially lays out a plan to manipulate the striped bass season by making commercially caught fish available to the public over as broad a period of time and at as high a price as possible.  This plan would benefit fewer than 270 fishermen who catch 75 percent of the commercial quota in Massachusetts.

The very foundation of most fish and game laws is based on the premise that all citizens should have the right to a personal harvest in preference to market gathering. But in order to reserve fish for the commercial quota, the DMF has set high minimum-size recreational limits that prevent many inshore and shore-based anglers from keeping most of the small stripers they catch. 

This is not only a very poor example of public policy; in business circles, such measures would be violations of anti-trust laws. And it doesn’t have to be that way. In six Atlantic Coast states – including three in New England -- striped bass are managed as a recreational resource with no market fishing allowed. So the precedent is there, and it is working.

According to a number of studies, including one by Southwick Associates that Stripers Forever will soon make public, trying to improve the socio-economics of commercial fishing for striped bass is an exercise in futility when compared to the benefits that could be realized by 1) simply ending the commercial fishery; 2) allowing the recreational fishery to expand; 3) managing the resource in a more conservative manner; and 4) letting striped bass produced through aquaculture replace the wild commercial harvest.

If the real goal of commercial fishing is to feed people, it is a failed enterprise where striped bass are involved.  Striped bass aquaculture, which already produces 60 percent more product than the commercial harvest of wild fish, faces strong economic disincentives to expand its production due to a seasonal, low-priced glut of wild fish.  This fish glut does not work to benefit consumers; studies show that the retail prices for wild striped bass and “hybrid” bass raised through aquaculture are virtually identical. But the seasonal influx of wild fish disrupts the more dependable, year-round flow of aquaculture product.  
Background, History, and Development

We object strongly to the sentiments expressed in this section which attempt to color the recreational fishery as a latecomer to the scene compared to the “historic” commercial fishery.  Times were certainly different 400 years ago; survival was the order of the day and there was little time for any kind of recreation.  But we can be certain that people caught fish in great quantities to feed themselves.  This is the other side of recreational striped bass fishing that is so often overlooked.  Just as hunters pursue whitetail deer for sport, so do they also eat the venison.  While recreational fishing does not require the killing of striped bass, many anglers like to eat an occasional fish they catch -- and some anglers fish almost exclusively to eat what they catch.  Many anglers in the latter group are shore-based and fish mostly in waters where stripers as large as 28 inches are rarely encountered or caught.  

According to the soon-to-be-released Southwick Study, approximately 40 percent of the 2.6 million trips targeting striped bass taken in 2003 in Massachusetts were shore-fishing trips.  Clearly, these shore anglers represent a very significant segment of the angling population to saddle with discriminatory regulations.  In essence, at great cost to the citizens of Massachusetts in terms of job security and their economic well-being, the DMF is prohibiting many people from catching their own striped bass to eat so that a comparatively few commercial fishermen can gather a disproportionate number of stripers and sell them.  As is the case with freshwater fish, game birds, and game animals, market fishing should not replace the right of personal-use fishing for a public resource.

It is true that “through the 1970s, it was common practice for anglers of all types to market a portion of their striped bass harvest.”  It was this kind of pressure up and down the coast that caused the striped bass population to collapse.  If you put a price on the head of a wild animal, it becomes almost impossible to keep it from being depleted.  Some people have tried to blame environmental conditions for the collapse of this fishery, but it is clear that as soon as the pressure was relieved, the fish started to rebound rapidly.  It was at this point that Maine, New Hampshire, Connecticut, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina decided to end their commercial fisheries for striped bass. That is precisely what Massachusetts should do.

A Resource of National Concern 

We agree in principle that the striped bass population has recovered from its collapse in the mid-1970’s and 1980’s. But by the same token, it is impossible to compare today’s population to historic biomass levels because those levels have never been properly documented. We do know, according to the best science currently available, that 1) present management practices have failed to rebuild the population of large adult stripers to desired levels; and 2) that the spawning stock biomass has dropped for the last five consecutive years and is now back to roughly where it was in the mid to late 1990’s.  This is a cause for enormous concern in the recreational fishing community.  Through anecdotal angling surveys of our members, Stripers Forever can document a very steep decline in the quality of striped bass fishing over the past few years.  Some guides reported having to repeatedly cancel trips because they could no longer find stripers in waters where they had always been available in past seasons. 

Today’s Concerns and Moving Forward 

The discussion by DMF in this section barely touches on the fact that Massachusetts has one of the most important recreational striped bass fishing industries on the Atlantic coast. The Southwick Study commissioned by Stripers Forever shows that on a coast-wide basis, the recreational fishery generates well over 20 times the overall economic impacts created by the commercial fishery.  We assume the same is true in Massachusetts, and we have ordered an abstract of the study that deals only with Massachusetts which should be available in April.  The Southwick Study also shows that ending the commercial fishery for wild striped bass and managing the resource for recreational angling will yield a value several times greater than what would be lost by ending the commercial fishery, and would also provide many more full-time and full-time-equivalent jobs.

This section of the DMF document also tries to justify the continuation of a fishery in which, according to the document, 1) only 26 percent of all permit holders sold any fish at all, and 2) just 5 percent, or about 270 permit holders, sold 75 percent of the entire commercial quota!  The truth is that, with very few exceptions, the Massachusetts commercial striped bass fishery is just a way for most participants to either buy a cheap permit to circumvent standard recreational regulations – to sell fish under the table in some cases – or to simply pay for some of their fishing expenses.  Selling one’s catch to pay for what are in reality recreational fishing expenses might not be all bad except for the fact that the benefits go only to a very few at the expense of the estimated 548,000 recreational striped bass fishermen who live in Massachusetts, not to mention all the resident guides and the tourist anglers. Together, those folks contribute infinitely more to the Commonwealth’s economy than does the commercial fishery.  

It seems that the essence of this entire section of the DMF plan is a defense of the commercial striped bass fishery based on what we feel is a poorly informed and stubborn determination that no matter what the socio-economic facts involved are, this practice must continue.  It is a philosophical stance with which we emphatically disagree. There were certainly many people who felt that preserving market gunning and commercial fishing for freshwater species was important, though it is clear now that such a position was wrong-headed.  There is nothing about today’s hook-and-line commercial fishery for striped bass that equates in any way with the romantic notions surrounding our historic commercial fisheries.  It is a great mistake to connect these two undertakings.

Summary 

We ask the Massachusetts DMF to consider alternatives to its proposed striped bass policy.  We do not believe that the DMF has ever given any serious consideration to or held public discussions on the pros and cons of making the striped bass a game fish. Here are some of the main points we feel should receive serious scrutiny by the DMF:

· The recreational fishery provides far greater economic impacts in total and on a per-pound basis than does the commercial fishery.

· The recreational fishery provides many more jobs. 

· The high minimum size regulations for striped bass that recreational anglers are forced to live with in order to reserve a quota for the commercial fishery are highly discriminatory.
· The commercial fishery offers only a brief period of real financial benefit to a very limited number of people at the expense of a great many recreational anglers and the industries that support them.

· The commercial fishery is currently managed with the explicit purpose of encouraging a maximum harvest of wild striped bass, despite the fact that these fish populations have historically been highly variable and chronically vulnerable to decline. Conversely, the recreational fishery can thrive even on a strictly catch-and-release basis when populations are low.

· “Hybrid” striped bass raised through aquaculture now account for more than 60 percent of all stripers marketed, and fish farmers could easily supply the rest at comparable or lower prices to the consumer. Aquaculture is not subject to supply fluctuations like wild fish.

As a final point, the Massachusetts DMF has tried for many years to build support for a saltwater license.  Anglers are very reluctant because they have always seen the department as greatly favoring commercial fishing interests.  In the fall of 2004, 78 percent of our members from Massachusetts who answered a Stripers Forever survey said they would be willing to buy a striped bass fishing stamp if the funds raised were used to buy out the existing commercial fishery.  Seventy percent of those respondents said they would like stamp sales to continue permanently, with the funds used to manage, protect, and enhance the striped bass fishery.    

Here is a great opportunity for the DMF to put a saltwater permit in place and  use the monies raised to fund one of the Commonwealth’s most important and popular recreational fisheries. Certainly the income derived from some 600,000 resident and visiting striped bass anglers every year would dwarf the license fees generated by the very limited commercial fishery that the DMF is trying to defend.  
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