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Re:
Striped bass bogus mortality rate

Gentlemen:

We, the undersigned New Jersey fishing boat captains, are writing because you are the three New Jersey members who represent the State of New Jersey on the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (herein “Commission”).

The Commission in an October 19, 2023 news release claimed that the “unexpectedly high 2022 fishing mortality rate continues” for striped bass, and it used that mortality rate to justify its emergency action in reducing the number of striped bass that can be kept (p. 1).

The Commission earlier in February 2021 issued a “Public Information Document” regarding “Amendment 7 to the Interstate Fishery Management Plan for Atlantic Striped Bass” that stated it “currently applies a 9% hooking mortality rate. . .” based upon a study conducted by Diodati and Richards, (1996), (herein “Study”), (p. 16).


That Study stated in pertinent part (p. 301) that anglers,
. . .

“were limited to terminal gear consisting of unbaited lures with one to three treble hooks, single-hook rubber jigs, or baited single hooks.  Only barbed hooks were used, (Emphasis added).

. . .
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The Commission’s basis for claiming a 9% mortality rate therefore is based upon the Study.  However, “barbed hooks” are no longer used to catch striped bass.  The Study therefore is outdated and useless in determining the correct mortality rate for striped bass caught on circle hooks.


The mandatory use of circle hooks now lowers the mortality rate for striped bass.  The Commission in its October 19, 2023 News Release thus acknowledged: “Circle hooks have been proven to help reduce rates of gut-hooking when fished correctly” (p. 17).

The Commission therefore must immediately stop using its bogus 9% mortality rate.  That would result in not needing to impose its current regulations regarding how many (and size) striped bass can be kept.  That also would result in raising the number of fish that can be caught because of a lower mortality rate.

The Commission also should rescind its 2023 mandate that only one striped bass can be kept, as it was based upon data that has no relevance to the mortality rate using circle hooks, and it should reimpose the 2022 regulations regarding size and how many striped bass can be kept.

The Commission may claim that other data supports its 9% number and that some estimates are even higher.  Any such claims should be disregarded, as the Commission apparently has no credible evidence regarding the mortality rate when circle hooks are used.

The State of New Jersey should withdraw from the Commission if it refuses to act because its numbers cannot be trusted and because the Department of New Jersey Fish & Wildlife can regulate circle hooks; fish size; number of fish that can be kept; etc.

Furthermore, the Commission’s August 2, 2023 news release referred to its emergency action in developing additional measures to aid rebuilding and stated that its proposed finalized Draft Amendment 11 will be considered at its winter meeting.  That news release added that the Commission will include modifications to the slot limit “with harvest season closures as a secondary non-preferred option” (p. 1), (Emphasis added).
Objecting to Draft Amendment 11 will be a futile exercise and have no practical effect because a majority of the other member states may approve it regardless of what New Jersey does.

New Jersey anglers as a result will be bound by Amendment 11 for many years to come regardless of how onerous it may be; regardless of how inaccurate the Commission’s information may be; and regardless of how unfair it may be.

There thus is no good reason for New Jersey to give up its sovereignty over its waters in exchange for such a possible bleak outcome.
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Accordingly, the only prudent thing to do is for New Jersey to withdraw from the Compact governing the Commission pursuant to Article XII of its Compact that enables members states to renounce the Compact by “sending six months’ notice in writing to withdraw from the compact to the other states party thereto” (p. 4).

We thank you for your attention to this matter.
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