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Where have all the big fish gone? 
Striped bass catch is plentiful, but the sizes are nothing to boast about


When it comes to striped bass anglers, Carl Kraiza considers himself one of the Hudson River's elite.
Legal limits mean little to him, because he doesn't bother with little fish. He's returned 49-pound stripers to the river without so much as a wave good-bye.

This month, the Salisbury Mills, Orange County, man won the Nyack Striped Bass Tournament with a 34-pounder that netted him $3,000 — enough to cover his fishing expenses for the season.

But fishermen like Kraiza say the "big cows" — the large egg-laden females that win contests and keep taxidermists employed — are scarce. The Hudson River record, set in 2003 by North Carolina resident Dan Mangold, stands at a little more than 55 pounds.

"I don't think there's anywhere near as many striped bass in the river as there were eight years ago," Kraiza said. "We have a good quantity of fish, but the quality is not the same."

The observation, which many fishermen seem to share, matters because the Hudson River has become a destination for anglers targeting the big fish. Striped bass fishing is big business for marinas, bait and boat shops, charter boats and the like. To enthusiasts, it's a way of life.

Local sport and game clubs hosted a day on the water last week, where anglers had plenty of time to discuss issues, since they didn't catch many fish. They want to improve sport fishing primarily by eliminating commercial fishing and increasing legal size limits so more big fish survive to spawn repeatedly.

Striped bass are seen as a rare success story in fisheries management because government regulations led to a resurgence in stripers on the East Coast. Between 1982 and 2005, the population jumped more than 14-fold to 65.3 million fish — setting off a fishing frenzy that has made striped bass one of the premier sports fish.

Tinkering with the management of an abundant fish is a luxury officials don't have with shad, herring, sturgeon and other migratory fish that live in the ocean and spawn in coastal rivers such as the Hudson.

Population remains high

Despite the apparent absence of the biggest fish, the overall population of stripers remains high. The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission has no plans to alter regulations, at least until the next detailed stock assessment in 2007, said Nancy Wallace, the commission's fisheries management plan coordinator.

The resurgence of striped bass hasn't come without controversy.

Commercial shad fishermen and others think the proliferation of the voracious predator has thrown the ecosystem out of whack, and may be contributing to a steep and persistent decline in its prey — shad and other river herring.

There is an ongoing tug-of-war between commercial and recreational fishermen about stripers in the Hudson River.

Anglers see any commercial fishing as a threat to their sport, while commercial fishermen are trying to save their historic, but ailing industry. Only about a dozen boats fished for shad this spring.

It's been 30 years since the last Hudson River striped bass was legally caught and sold. Five years ago, a state commission deadlocked on the issue of opening a small commercial bycatch fishery that would have allowed shad netters between the George Washington and Bear Mountain bridges to keep the striped bass caught in their shad nets.

Anglers have lobbied the state to prohibit commercial striped bass fishing. A bill has died without a vote in the Assembly the past several years.

Maine, New Hampshire, Connecticut and Pennsylvania have no commercial striped bass fishery, but six states between North Carolina and Massachusetts do.

Rec fishermen seek share

"Leave the recreational guys one fish," said Bill Emslie, who organizes the annual Striped Bass Tournament for the Federation of Dutchess County Fish and Game Clubs and other partners. "It's awesome for six weeks."

Recreational fishermen argue their sport contributes as much, or more, to the economy than commercial fishing.

There are no firm or current estimates for the economic contribution of either industry to the river, and it's unclear exactly how much value a commercial striped bass fishery could add to the existing shad fishery. It's been lucrative enough for some poachers to try their luck against state environmental conservation officers.

A look at Kraiza's equipment indicates sportsmen also spend a bundle. His boat gets 6 miles per gallon. He has several rods that cost upward of $250 and two sonic fish finders that exceed $500. Blood worms, imported from Maine, cost $9.50 per dozen, and eels cost $1.50 apiece. The list goes on.

"The message here is we've got a great resource out there. It's an economic engine for the valley," said Bill Conners, an officer with the Federation of Dutchess County Fish and Game Clubs. "What we need is game fish status for striped bass, and legislation, in whatever form it takes, that protects the river."

After 40 years of fishing, the 61-year-old Kraiza would like to see bigger fish, but he's content fishing no matter how few he catches. His 20-foot aluminum hulled boat was built for fishing, but serves well enough as a pleasure boat when the fish aren't biting.

"I found out years ago," he said, as eels stole the menhaden off his hook, "it's not whether you catch fish, as long as you have a good time."

It might sound like he was writing a bumper sticker, but he meant every word.

Dan Shapley can be reached at dshapley@poughkeepsiejournal.com
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Spencer Ainsley/Poughkeepsie Journal
Carl Kraiza, 61, of Salisbury Mills, Orange County, adjusts a fishing rod May 18 during an outing on the Hudson River in his 20-foot Low Roughneck boat. The screens behind the steering wheel are sonar-based fish finders, which help Kraiza locate good spots on the river.
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