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First off, we freely admit that we are not fisheries experts. As a
matter of fact, as we leaf through the hundreds of pages of fisheries
rules and regulations, we begin to get as anxious as we do when
we first tackle our federal and state tax forms.

How is it that fisheries regulations have become as complicated as
the federal tax code?

Perhaps that is why we are attracted to the latest proposal to better manage our fisheries. The New England
Fishery Management Council begins meeting today in Portland, Maine, to vote on the new system, known as
"sectors."

Under this system, fishermen with groundfish permits voluntarily form a group, called a sector, and largely
make their own rules for catching fish. Fishery regulators assign the sector different quotas for each fish stock
they harvest. If a sector catches more than its quota, the group is penalized.

Advocates told our sister newspaper, the Standard-Times in New Bedford, that the plan offers fishermen more
flexibility in deciding where, when and how they fish. In contrast, the current system dictates when they fish,
how many days they fish and how much of each stock they may catch during a trip.

Some fishermen, however, are skeptical. In theory, fishermen have the choice of either joining a sector in 2010
or staying with the current management system, called the common pool. In reality, said Michael Matulaitis,
captain of a dragger in Fairhaven, changes to the common pool will make it so restrictive that fishermen have
no choice but to join a sector.

He may be right. After all, Jane Lubchenco, chief of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, has
promoted the sector system as the best way to achieve "healthy, profitable and sustainable" fisheries. Her
agency has committed $16.7 million in its 2009 budget and $18.6 million in its 2010 budget to help the New
England groundfish industry transition to sectors.

Some fishermen fear that sectors will soon be followed by another type of catch share, known as individual
transferable quotas or ITQs. Under that plan, groundfish permit holders would be given a share of fish, which
they could either catch or sell to another fisherman. The fishing industry has long opposed the transferable
quota system, fearing it could lead to industry consolidation. Today, fishermen are somewhat protected from
ITQs under federal fisheries law.

Despite their concerns, fishermen should give the new management system a chance to work. After all, under
the current system, New England fishermen have watched their groundfishing season shrink, their trip limits
drop and their profits plummet.

At the same time, if the fisheries council approves the sector system, it must develop a fair and equitable
system that holds all fishermen accountable for their catch. "The problem ahead is that not all fishermen will
join a sector under the new rules," said Stu Tolley of the Cape Cod Commercial Hook Fishermen's
Association. "Those who do not could have the opportunity to continue with destructive fishing practices,
undermining the new system." The new system, he said, "won't have a chance to be successful unless all
groundfish vessels are held to conservative catch limits and adhere to rigorous monitoring and reporting
standards."
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