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March 29, 2010

Mr. William Wise, Chairman

Marine Resources Advisory Council

DEC Offices 

205 Belle Mead Road

East Setauket, N.Y. 11733

Dear Chairman Wise;

The New York Coalition for Recreational Fishing is writing to you as Chair of the Marine Resources Advisory Council to urge the Council not to support rule changes that would allow a directed trawler fishery for striped bass. We believe it would be ill advised to allow trawlers to catch as many striped bass as possible up to their commercial tag allocation, rather than be limited to a 21 fish by-catch. 

There is considerable reason to be concerned about the status of the east coast striped bass population. Thus, it is inappropriate to create a new opportunity for trawlers to harvest of striped bass. Rule changes that theoretically should not change the total number of fish killed, sends the wrong message to users and opens the door for additional poaching and targeting of striped bass. Subtle changes can also change perceptions, resulting in unexpected undesirable changes in human behavior. In these questionable times, we should be restricting harvest not providing disguised opportunities for harvest expansion. In general, we believe that regulations should become more restrictive, not more convenient.

The following are offered in support of the status quo.

1. The striped bass population is threatened by Mycobacteriosis. This disease is now believed to affect 70% of the Chesapeake stock.

2. Baitfish harvesting in the Chesapeake has been indicated to be a serious threat to striped bass in the bay. Some scientists argue that slower growth rates are a result of less available food and that the fish are stressed. It is a well-established fact that the immune system of an animal is negatively affected by stress and some scientists have suggested that the sudden rise in Mycobacteriosis is linked to compromised immune systems.

3. Poaching: Many anglers, scientists, and managers have expressed concern about extensive poaching that, they believe, has not been adequately addressed by management plan mortality rates. Recently, there has been growing concern about “significant and unreported” poaching in the Exclusive Economic Zone. In addition, poaching of small fish continues at high levels in places like the inner cities of Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, and Boston. This poaching goes largely unreported and enforcement is nil. Thus, we believe that mortality rates are grossly underestimated and should be a reason to harvest more conservatively.

4. Recently, there has been growing concern about generally poor recruitment. The young of the year index value for the Chesapeake and Hudson stocks have been inconsistent and generally small, while the Delaware, once touted to be capable of producing as much as 25% of the coastal migration, has never lived up to that projection. Furthermore, minor contributions from the Connecticut and Kennebec Rivers have been disappointingly low. Doing anything other than restricting by-catch and overall harvest seems irresponsible.

5. The ASMFC website indicates that the female spawning biomass is down by 26% and this is yet another reason for concern as well as a motivation to manage the resource conservatively.

6. Angler catch levels: Catches by recreational anglers have been in decline in many areas. This is particularly true in the western Sound in spite of the high availability of baitfish. The lack of very small fish in these catches corresponds to poor Hudson River recruitment. Further, the supposedly large 2007 Hudson year class has not been encountered by anglers. Typically, large numbers of small fish are caught several years after a high index value, but this has not been true. We therefore doubt the validity of the 2007 index number.

7. Although it is easy to see a direct connection between economic value and commercial landings, the overall economic value to the east coast and its myriad small local recreational businesses is far greater. In order for anglers to be eager to buy lures, tackle, Gas, make local stops for food, buy other equipment, and make ancillary purchases, their perception of angling success must be high. In the absence of large catches, enthusiasm wanes and so do the mostly family owned businesses that support recreational fishing activity. The exact economic value to local businesses is very difficult to document accurately, but can be calculated indirectly to be enormous.

For these and many other reasons, our efforts should be focused on maintaining the largest possible stocks of striped bass. In this way, we maintain enthusiasm and vitality in local recreational activity; provide a buffer against the losses from infectious epidemics, allow the fish to weather periods of poor recruitment, and help to justify added government taxes such as the recently added saltwater license. After all, why would anglers buy this license if seasons are short, catches are small, and the perception of a quality outing is diminished? We request that you distribute this letter to Council members.

Yours truly;

William Young, President
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