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  Washington 
lookout

NMFS can’t climb out of hole at summit

By Drew Minkiewicz and David Frulla

On March 8, New Bedford, Mass., 
Mayor Scott Lang hosted a Fisher-

ies Summit at the New Bedford Whal-
ing Museum. Over 300 fishermen at-
tended, and over 20 people spoke on the 
issues facing the fishing industry. Almost 
all were of one mind: NMFS needs to 
work to build trust with the industry by 
treating fishermen with respect and to 
focus on science. We are likewise con-
cerned an agency headed by a scientist, 
Dr. Jane Lubchenco, is showing little to 
no scientific curiosity.

Clearly, Dr. Lubchenco hasn’t yet 
made good on her promise to eradicate 
the dysfunctional relationship between 
NOAA and the industry. While not of 
her doing, the growing Office of Law 
Enforcement scandal sets matters back. 
However, as we discussed in prior col-
umns, NOAA’s beggaring science to 
promote catch shares is her doing. 

NMFS Regional Administrator Pat 
Kurkul explained at the summit how 
federal funds are being programmed to 
ensure that the infrastructure exists for 
groundfish sectors. However, she never 
explained what would be done to ad-
dress the scientific uncertainty relating 
to “choke” species, such as pollock and 
yellowtail, limiting these new sectors’ 

operational flexibility to the point of 
potential failure.  

NOAA Assistant Administrator Eric 
Schwaab, the new head at NMFS, thus 
enters the job at a very difficult time. 
His attendance at the summit, as well 
as the Maine Fishermen’s Forum, was a 
good first step. However, fishermen do 
not want NMFS only to listen to the 
problems; fishermen want NMFS to act 
on the problems.

NMFS does not, however, act on the 
problems when it prescribes a “one size 
fits all” catch-shares program. Let’s be 
clear: Fisheries are much too complex 
for anyone to prescribe a uniform cure-
all. Nor does NMFS solve the problems 
of a paralyzed, paper-bound fisheries 
bureaucracy when it acts unilaterally to 
create, by executive order, a new ma-
rine spatial-planning uber-agency that 
will overlay (and limit, if not control) 
the fisheries-management process.

In the meantime, NMFS has yet even 
to implement the National Environ-
mental Policy Act reform provisions of 
the 2006 Magnuson-Stevens Reautho-
rization Act. While Congress set a dead-
line of Jan. 2, 2008, NMFS pulled the 
plug on some common-sense reforms at 
the end of the Bush administration, and 
nothing has been heard since. 

Finally, NMFS does not act on the 
problems by elevating national, social 
and economic engineering efforts over 
fundamental fisheries research and as-
sessments. Fishermen want the agency 
to join with them in seeking answers to 
fundamental fisheries questions. 

It is disappointing that NOAA appears 
to have lost its scientific curiosity, though 
it is led by a scientist. For instance, one 

would hope an agency in charge of pro-
tecting sea turtles would want to know 
how many currently exist, or what their 
migratory patterns or foraging habits are, 
before making a decision on whether to 
“uplist” loggerhead turtles to endangered 
under the Endangered Species Act.

Further, in the Northeast, NMFS has 
several stock assessments (for example, 
yellowtail flounder and herring) that 
have horrendous retrospective patterns, 
making assessments highly uncertain, 
which threaten the viability of the as-
sessed fisheries. The 2010 herring quota 
is being cut because of such scientific 
uncertainty. Does it matter? It sure does  
when Bumble Bee decides to close the 
last herring plant in Maine because it 
won’t have enough fish to operate prof-
itably. One hundred and thirty jobs are 
set to disappear from hard-hit Down-
East Maine. 

Unfortunately, the environmental 
community has largely shown a similar 
lack of scientific curiosity. When was 
the last time Oceana or Environmental 
Defense or the Pew Trusts offered to 
help fund cooperative research, or con-
ducted their own research?

Frustration and even anger were very 
much evident in New Bedford. If ever 
there were a time for NOAA to “walk 
its talk” and make it a priority to invest 
in science-based management to help 
preserve and create economic opportu-
nity, it is now. This is also a great way to 
show fishermen the respect they desire 
— and deserve.  
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