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October 2, 2007
Paul Howard, Executive Director

New England Fisheries Management Council

50 Water Street, Mill 2

Newburyport, MA 01950
Dear Captain Howard,
I am writing to you today on behalf of the Jones River Watershed Association to request that the New England Fishery Management Council (NEFMC) make herring a priority in 2008.  Management of Atlantic herring has a major impact on local river herring runs and the viability of our traditional fishing fleet.

The Atlantic herring fishery has serious problems that can only be addressed with changes to the Herring Fishery Management Plan (FMP).  Currently, midwater trawlers operate without proper monitoring and insufficient observer coverage levels.  There is a growing body of evidence and concern that the decline of our local river herring runs has a direct correlation to the increase of midwater trawling in the sea herring fishery.  In addition, midwater trawlers are allowed to operate in Groundfish Closed Areas even though they have a proven bycatch of groundfish, including substantial bycatch of juvenile haddock.  Midwater trawlers also operate near shore, creating substantial gear conflicts and posing a threat to important near shore species such as river herring and striped bass.  
The monitoring system in the herring fishery is inadequate. Recent events illustrate this and serve to reinforce the longstanding concerns many people have with the way the herring fishery is monitored.  These events include the area Total Allowable Catch (TAC) overage in Area 1B off the back side of Cape Cod in 2006, the Area 1A pre-June TAC overage in May 2007, and the monitoring mishap that resulted in NMFS closing- then reopening- the fishery in August 2007.  There is also great concern that landings data are highly inaccurate to begin with since they are based solely on vessel and dealer good-faith hail weights and because herring vessels are allowed to dump bags at sea without reporting that catch

It’s time for the NEFMC to initiate an action that will fix these glaring deficiencies in the herring FMP.  The action should include:
· A mandatory weighmaster system whenever midwater trawlers unload that reports catch and bycatch on a real-time basis.

· In addition to the seasonal Area 1A buffer, an inshore buffer zone that keeps midwater trawlers at least 50 miles from shore year-round off Cape Cod and the Islands.
· Mandatory industry-funded observer coverage for midwater trawlers that accounts for river herring bycatch
· Requirements to bring all fish aboard for sampling (no dumping of bags at sea)

The fleet of large midwater trawlers currently operating in New England poses a grave threat to the future of New England’s healthy fisheries, our coastal communities, and the rebuilding of 
critical groundfish and river herring stocks.  Without changes to the way Atlantic herring are managed, our traditional fishing fleet and our river herring runs stand to see continued declines.  We encourage you to take action immediately to protect the sea and river herring resources, our coastal communities, and our traditional fisheries.  

Jones River Watershed Association has been at work for twenty years to repair this, the largest river system that drains to Cape Cod Bay.  Jones River has historically been a significant fishery for Blueback herring and Alewife as well as Atlantic shad and Rainbow smelt.  Each of these species has experienced tremendous decline in population over the past decade or more. While we work to remove obstacles to fish passage and enhance spawning habitat for these fish in the Jones River and Southeastern Massachusetts, we want to know that the destructive practices at sea that can lay waste to this effort are being reined in.  Please do what you can to help conserve these important migratory fish—whose benefits range far beyond the limited scope of the commercial trawler.
Yours truly,
Pine duBois

Executive Director

CC: Pat Kurkul, NMFS; Bill Hogarth, NMFS; John Pappalardo, NEFMC; David Pierce, NEFMC/MA DMF
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