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Hello. It is truly an honor to address the NYSCC about “game fish” status for striped bass and related issues. 

1.
My Background
By profession, I am an economist with a B.A. from Harvard and a Ph.D. from Stanford. Though I would not characterize myself as a fisheries specialist, I have performed several economic anal​yses of fisheries management problems, both with respect to striped bass and more generally. In 1999, I authored a lengthy critique of a National Research Council Report in favor of Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs), commissioned by Greenpeace USA.
 I’ve also submitted testimony to the ASMFC on the management of striped bass, though one might wonder whether my input had any greater impact than that of any other recreational anglers…

I have been an angler longer than I have been an economist! I’ve fished for trout since age 5; I am a third-generation fly fisher tutored by my father while being regaled by stories of flyfishing adventures with his father. I am also a saltwater flyfishing guide in Ipswich, Massachusetts, who takes great joy in pursuing striped bass with ultralight fly tackle and a canoe in my home waters. I have also served as the Massachusetts State Chair of Stripers Forever, heading up the effort to secure game fish status for stripers in the Commonwealth.

And that, in a nutshell, is why I find myself speaking to you today. 

2.
A Few Remarks on the Impact of Wildlife Conservation Efforts
In 1910, Gifford Pinchot wrote that: “Conservation means the greatest good for the greatest number of people for the longest time.” Aldo Leopold, a pioneer of wildlife conservation, wrote that: “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.” He also defined conservation as “a state of har​mony” between humans and nature. Carl Jordan defined “biological conservation as being a phil​osophy of managing the environ​ment in a manner that does not despoil, exhaust or extinguish.”

The sorry record of commercial harvesting of wild species for human consumption – and our record of manic consumerism more generally – had by the turn of the century become a threat to all life on this earth. Today, our oceans are in a state of crisis, and our air and land aren’t doing much better, although we can observe the latter more readily than we can assess ocean ecologies.

During the 20th century, however, a growing public commitment to conservation, combined with an emerging sense of ethics and sportsmanship promulgated widely has begun to reverse such downward trends. Indeed, hunters and anglers have been driving forces throughout history in the movement to ensure the long-term sustainability of natural resources and the restoration of wildlife habitats. The ongoing efforts of Ducks Unlimited and Trout Unlimited are good examples of the role that recreational interests play in wildlife conservation. The public commitment to conservation has saved many species from commercial exhaustion and has fostered a healthy recreational industry everywhere it has succeeded. The movement has also taught us some meaning​ful and important lessons about the vast difference between conservation and exploitation.

3.
The Important Difference between Conservation and Exploitation
The moral of this story is so obvious – especially to this audience – I need not elaborate greatly. Resources managed for sustainable recreational use tend to thrive because recreational users share an ethic of conservation and stewardship placing the resource first. Thomas Berry speaks wistfully about the gradual loss in the Western world of “a cosmological sense of reverence for natural processes,” though this attitude is coming back into fashion, hopefully not too late! The popularity of catch-and-release angling is a good example of this emerging environmental sensitivity and awareness.

The ugly converse of this ethic appears in the exploitative views of many commercial interests. We all have experienced the contempt of many commercial anglers for the proper protection of species they pursue, and their stiff resistance to any suggestion of their destructive impact. They just don’t want to hear it, and so the wanton depletion of our wild species continues unchecked.

This contrast seems stark, where recreational users speak of their quarry with reverence while commercial harvesters simply strive to take as much as they can, within legal limits or not. I’ll spare us specific examples, many reports of which can be found on the Stripers Forever website.

Instead, let us recount the economic effects of ending commercial fisheries in favor of recreation,  achieved through farsighted efforts in six Atlantic coast states (ME, NH, CT, NJ, PA, and SC), but not yet done in the seven states of MA, RI, NY, DE, MD, VA and NC. First a few remarks on practical issues, then the economic effects…

4.
Practical and Economic Issues of Commercial vs. Recreational Striped Bass Fishing
The goal of Stripers Forever is simply “game fish” status for the striped bass. Consequently, other regulatory changes (such as single barbless circle hooks, slot limits, more public education and stricter recreational limits), although all highly important, are not our focus. The main aim of Stripers Forever is game fish status for the wild Atlantic striped bass.

But this goal raises some practical issues. The two I will mention today are those of farm-raised fish as a market substitute for ocean fish, and the use of fishing license or stamp fees to buy out commercial licenses. One often-raised fallacy is that closing the commercial striped bass fishery means the removal of striped bass from commercial markets. Nothing could be further from the truth. Indeed, the aquaculture industry – which mostly raises “hybrids” in freshwater ponds and tanks, without adverse ecological impacts – is ready to fill this gap. Actually, it has already happened! By 2003, farm-raised stripers comprised over 60 percent of total U.S. market sales, at the same price per pound. In my opinion there is no difference in taste, and hybrids come to market in far more convenient table sizes (16” to 20” long) instead of the larger sizes enforced for wild fish. Any claim that game fish status will harm consumers is specious.

The prospects of ending commercial fishing for stripers could be improved through a buy-out financed by means of a saltwater recreational license or stamp. Stripers Forever would support such an option to further its goal of game fish status for striped bass, but does advocate using all funds raised to improve the striped bass fishery. Other regulatory changes (circle hooks, slot limits, public education) would also become more relevant then.

But what about the economic effects of game fish status? Stripers Forever hired Rob Southwick, a nationally recognized expert on the socio-economics of fish and wildlife, to address this question. The Southwick Report, available on our website (www.stripersforever.org), came up with some stunning conclusions. First, for the Atlantic coast, the benefit of game fish status would be up to a 24 percent increase in economic activity, or $1.8 billion, because the overall value of these fish for recreation is far greater than their commercial worth in the marketplace.
 There would also be up to a 24 percent increase in over 14,000 new jobs supporting the recreational fishery for striped bass.

In New York state alone, Southwick found that game fish status for striped bass would yield up to a 22 percent increase in economic activity, or more than $85 million, because the recreational value of these fish is so much higher than their commercial worth. There would also be a nine percent increase of 277 new jobs in the recreational fishery. These strong findings are unambiguous for both the Atlantic coast and New York: the new recreational benefits far outstrip any commercial losses incurred due to game fish status. The striped bass is economically far more valuable for recreational uses than as food sold in commercial fish markets, and consumers of fish for the table would not be deprived by making striped bass a game fish either.

The economic case is as clear as the history of other game species in supporting protection of our stripers from commercial exploitation. Let’s make stripers a game fish! The following statement by Captain David Pecci, representing the newly formed Maine Charterboat Captains Association, captures the point very well:

As professionals who make a living from our public marine resources, we realize that federal game fish status for striped bass will improve the quality of our fishery. Though striped bass stocks appear abundant to some, those of us who are on the water know that larger stripers are disproportionately missing from the stocks. Game fish status for striped bass will set a course for the recovery of our larger, older stripers – the prime breeding size fish – and provide a true quality fishery for our clients and the general fishing public to enjoy.

5.
Other Relevant Issues

Currently, the commercial fishery has created a woeful imbalance against the larger females in the stock of striped bass, seriously undermining the spawning viability and resilience of this species and damaging the quality of this fishery. Furthermore, the data for recreational “harvest” are based on unreasonably high (eight percent) mortalities of fish released. The absence of any public educational effort on handling fish for release is symptomatic of the commercial bias of fisheries management agencies, which rank commercial over recreational uses despite the latter’s decisive economic advantage. But let us also glance at the nature of fishing commercially for striped bass.

First, commercial fishing “jobs” last only for a few weeks each season, until management quotas are met, and they often involve illegal catches and sales and under-reporting of harvests. Furthermore, almost by definition, they also entail the depletion of species, solely for financial gain. How often do we hear commercial license holders proclaiming their “right” to fish for species they have depleted, as in the New England ground fishery, even after the fish are all gone!

Recreational angling, on the other hand, does not necessarily mean the killing of fish – indeed, many of us who chase stripers seldom take one home to eat – and jobs in the recreational sector generally do no harm to the resource, so are also environmentally sustainable in their support of this saltwater fishery. Recreational users are also ready and willing to adapt their activities to protect the resource when threatened, unlike commercial exploiters.

6.
Closing Statement

We call for a change of philosophy and approach in favor of real long-term and sustainable economic and public gains in our appeal for game fish status. Remember, resources managed for recreation are generally well protected, while the record of commercial wildlife management is notoriously poor, exploiting targeted species into exhaustion, one after another.

The lesson is obvious: once the wild striped bass on the Atlantic Coast is made a game fish, we will see a flourishing world-class fishery yielding great ecological, economic and public benefits, just like what has happened with all other game species once they became protected from commercial exploitation.

Do our striped bass deserve any less?

Thank you very much.

Fred Jennings

Frederic B. Jennings, Jr., Ph.D.

Center for Ecological Economic and Ethical Education

(also: Peak Dawn Anglers)

Post Office Box 946

Ipswich, MA 01938

phone: 1-978-356-2188

email: ecologicaleconomics@yahoo.com and peakdawn@yahoo.com.

Captain James White 
Good Evening
            My name is Captain Jim White. I am here on behalf of Stripers Forever, a conservation group that is working to have the wild striped bass declared a game fish and a public resource all along the Atlantic Coast.

            I have been a striped bass guy for a long time now. My degree from the University of Rhode Island was in Marine Science, and my thesis was on Contamination and High Mortality Egg Loss in striped bass egg production. 

            After college and three years of military service, I returned home to Rhode Island to make my living by fishing commercially with a rod and reel. I did that from 1971 through 1976. During that period it became increasingly evident that there was a serious problem with the striped bass stock. In short, it became almost impossible to make a day’s pay on just one tide as I could do in earlier years. One day became two, then two became three, until finally it took a week to make in pay what I used to make in five or six hours. The numbers of fish were dropping dramatically.
            So in 1978 I became a striped bass advocate. I took my education and my experience on the water and began working for the survival of the striped bass. The learning process was long and hard because I had no experience in the political arena and had to learn as I went along.

           Over the years, I attended hundreds of hearings and meetings involving the management process for striped bass and I worked with many others who felt as I did that something needed to be done.

            During those years I had the opportunity and the great honor of being asked to testify before the U.S. House of Representatives as well as the United States Senate. There were hundreds of newspaper and magazine articles written about our efforts, and we made numerous television appearances. 

            In 1982, I was elected President of the Rhode Island Saltwater Fishing Alliance. I had joined the Post Office in 1978 and it just so happened that Congresswomen Claudine Schneider’s office was on my mail delivery route. So we met.  After a year of giving Congresswoman Schneider all the information I had gathered on striped bass and after many discussions, we sat down in 1983, along with her legal staff, and composed H.R. 4884  -- an act that would place a moratorium on the taking of striped bass [BY WHOM ??] This act, along with subsequent revisions, was introduced into the 98th Congress. The first bill of its kind in Congress, it proposed superseding states rights and giving control of a migratory fish species  -- the wild striped bass --to the Federal Government. This was and still is an historical event that has never been duplicated.

            At the same time, Rhode Island’s late great Senator, John H. Chaffee, joined forces with Congresswoman Schneider and successfully lobbied for and received the funding to study the decline of striped bass in their spawning areas.

            Most of us here now know the outcome of that daring move and the fact that it took eight long years and a lot of hard work before the move paid off. The striped bass rebounded after strong conservation measures were put into place. Bag limits were reduced and sacrifices were made by many including recreational and commercial fishermen.

            In 1992 I became a charter boat captain/guide and began targeting the rebounding striped bass population as many others would come to do. My guiding business has grown and now includes my son. My involvement in this arena has covered a span of more than 30 years. 

            The message Stripers Forever brings to you today is both complex and quite simple. The wild striped bass is one of the most valuable resources in the ocean – far too valuable to be squandered for the primary economic benefit of a small number of commercial fishermen to the detriment of millions of recreational fishermen.
            Looking back, our nation’s conservation history is replete with examples of limiting or eliminating the commercial harvest of fish and wildlife in order to better manage and sustain population numbers through recreational harvest.

            In 1910, Gifford Pinchot wrote, and I quote:

“Conservation means the greatest good for the greatest number of people for the longest time.” 

            He also stated…..”that conservation demands the complete and orderly development of all our resources for the benefit of all the people instead of partial exploitation of them for the benefit of a few.” 

            By 1900, commercial market hunting had devastated fish and wildlife populations in this country. But as conservation practices were introduced, the situation changed dramatically.

Here are a few examples of how big game species in the U.S. rebounded after the turn of the century:

    Species                                        In  1900                        Today
Wild Sheep                                   less than 10,000              over 230,000

Black Bears                                  uncommon                       over 937,000

Pronghorn Antelope                     less than 15,000               over 1-million

Elk                                                about 44,000                    over 5.6 million

White Tail Deer                            fewer than 100,000          We’re over run 

Waterfowl, also heavily hunted to the point of near extinction, today numbers over 100-million across the U.S. All these wildlife species were helped and conserved by regulated harvests and sound population and habitat management.

            There are countless examples where concerned citizens as well as state and federal agencies worked together to make the sustainable harvesting of fish and wildlife. a governing conservation principle. That cooperation and concern can once again work in conserving the striped bass. 

            In 1900, Congress passed the Lacey Act which eventually brought an end to market hunting. By 1900, 13-states had developed seasons and bag limits to control fish and wildlife harvests in our freshwater and woodland environments, and an additional 20 states followed suit by 1910.  All made a tremendous impact in saving our fish and wildlife for future generations.

            Over a 70-year period, a number of notable federal conservation laws have been enacted; The Migratory Bird Treaty Act, the Federal Aid to Wildlife Act, the Sport Fish Restoration Act, the Endangered Species Act, the Sustainable Fisheries Act and the Magnuson-Stevens Act. All have left a deep impression on the management of our sustainable resources. It is the hope of Stripers Forever that the time has now come to pursue a Striped Bass Game Fish Act.
            Here in New York, as well as other states that border the Great Lakes, we’ve seen  tremendous economic benefit to areas that were once depressed, by managing the trout, salmon and walleye fisheries for recreational use. Nowhere has that been more dramatic than in upstate New York, where revenues from these fisheries now exceed $1 billion a year in economic activity.

         In New England, our ground fish fishery is in a shambles. The haddock, which has been in the current management system since 1968, isn’t in much better shape today than it was 39-years ago. Only one successful year class has been documented during that entire time frame. 

            My native Rhode Island was once revered as the giant blue fin tuna capitol of the world. Tournaments were held yearly and anglers came from all over the U.S. and from abroad to compete for the biggest fish. Now those giant fish are a distant memory.
            When I was a young boy, cod and pollack could be caught from shore as well as inside Narragansett Bay. Schools of mackerel moved along our shoreline and tuna followed them, many times within casting distance. Those fisheries disappeared in just 40 short years -- a mere micro-second in geological time.

           My son and my grandson will never know what it was like to catch or even see a cod, pollack or tuna fish from shore or in our bay system during their lifetime.  Marlin, sailfish, and sharks were once plentiful off our coastline. They have now become the stories of old men who reminisce about “the way it used to be.” 

            It is terribly clear that the current management system of “maximum sustainable yield” does nothing to conserve our ocean fish populations. Instead, this management practice has literally devastated coastal communities through the loss of jobs and once flourishing businesses. 

           We have enjoyed a good many years of a robust striped bass fishery. But the mistakes of the past seem destined to repeat themselves once again. Young-of-the-year numbers are dropping, with 2006 being the worst in 16 years. Mycobacteriosis has gained a foothold in the Chesapeake Bay system and estimates are it will claim more than 60-percent of the fish that are infected.

            The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission’s report to Congress in August of 2006 was filled with contradictions, conjectures, and hopeful estimates on the state of the current wild striped bass fishery. In its summary, the ASMFC report said “… we believe the current stock of striped bass can be managed for maximum sustainable yield for the near future.”  That conclusion was reached despite the fact that the commission report also stated that “…this disease know as mycobacteriosis within the stock is not fully understood and we have no idea of what the long term effects of this disease will have on the overall health of the striped bass population.” 

            Knowing the problems that still exist in this fishery, it is our belief that the current management practices in place are once again placing the overall health and welfare of the Atlantic striped bass population in jeopardy.  Managing the striper as a game fish would also go a long way in helping to control or eliminate many of the current problems this species faces. Among the worst of those problems are the following: high mortality from over fishing breeder size stripers; low recruitment for three consecutive years; the illegal sale on the black market (estimated to be as high as the current commercial quota); high mortality on stripers taken as by-catch in other fisheries; and the ever increasing commercial quota which is now at historically high levels.

            Many of the reasons for making the striped bass a game fish have already been addressed or will be during this gathering. But as solid as those reasons are, none equal what we leave our children for the future. What we leave them will define what we’ve accomplished here today and in the days to come. 

            When my son was born in 1981, I was firmly convinced at the time that he’d never get to see or know what a striped bass was. I felt a loss of what I had experienced with my grandfather and father during my youth. I felt a part of me would be empty as I would only be able to tell my son what used to be. I sat down one night and wrote this prayer to ease that pain. In the prayer, my son has now been replaced by my grandson,  for in his lifetime it is quite possible that he may never see what we saw either.

           
            Excuse me just a moment Lord, 

            It’s time we had a talk,

            My little grandson’s walking now, 

            And learning how to talk.

            I ask that you may grant me, 

            Just one small wish I have,

            That he may love to learn to fish, 

            And someday catch a bass.

            But there’s just one small problem Lord,

            That we have here on earth.

            You’ve made some men so greedy, 

            All they think of is their purse.

            Please help me tell my grandson Lord, 

            Why you made these men like this.

            I need your help to tell him why, 

            The money’s more important than the fish.

            I’d hoped when he was older, 

            The two of us would see, 

            Some stripers feeding in the surf,

            Like my dad, my son and me. 

            I wanted to share with my grandson,

            What I shared with my son and dad, 

            But they keep killing all the stripers, 

            And I’m really getting mad.

            I know it’s not right to hate Lord, 

            But it’s really hard you see.

            Cause their taking from my grandson, 

            The most magnificent fish in the sea.

            So I’m asking you to help Lord, 

            Not me but this little boy of mine,

            So that someday too he will know

            What its like to have a striper grab his line.

            ‘Cause I’m afraid that if you don’t Lord

            That soon there will never be

            Any stripers in the rivers, 

            The bay’s or in the sea. 

            Please show him what you’ve created 

            For all the men on earth

            And not just those who want the fish

            To make their pockets burst

            So please dear Lord

            Please say yes 

            And grant this one small wish 

            That someday too my grandson will know 

            This magical- magnificent fish. 

            Making the striped bass a game fish is not only the right thing to do for all those who now revere and pursue this great creature, but right in terms of what our children will come to know about how we left this place for them.

            Let our legacy be written that we made a difference, not only for ourselves, but for our children and mankind as well.

             Let’s manage the striped bass as a game fish.

 Thank you.

Captain Jim White
43 York Drive - Coventry, RI 02816
(401) 828-9465

e-mail WhiteGhos1@aol.com

� The NRC Report was called “Sharing the Fish” while my critique was called “Scaring the Fish” (Nov. 1999).


� The values for recreational and commercial use are based on total economic activity associated with these uses.
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