
STEWARDS OF THE FISHERIES 

 
 
 
 
 

17 March 2011 
 
 

The Honorable Barack Obama 
President of the United States 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20500 
 
Dear Mr. President: 
 
     The Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen’s Associations (PCFFA) represents working men 
and women in the West Coast commercial fishing fleet. We write you today, as the Congress 
prepares to pass another stop gap spending measure, to ask for your leadership in helping on 
critical federal budgetary issues surrounding our nation’s fisheries – America’s oldest industry – 
and the public trust fish resources that support this industry. 
 
     Fisheries are uniquely American.  When John Cabot made his voyage up the coast of North 
America in 1495 he was reported to have found a fleet of Basque cod fishermen fishing just 
offshore.  Native Americans along the shore, of course, had depended on fish for thousands of 
years before the arrival of the first European distant water fishing fleet.  Indeed, it was fish - not 
turkey - that sustained the Pilgrim settlement.  George Washington even had an interest in a 
commercial shad fishery on the Potomac.  On the West Coast, it was salmon that fed the early 
miners headed for the gold fields of California, and it was salmon that were so much a part of the 
food supply, culture and commerce of Native Americans along the Pacific and well inland from 
the Southern California bight to the Bering Sea for 10,000 years before the Spaniards and the 
miners arrived. And, thank you for the mention of our salmon in your State of the Union, 
although the problem that plagues this fishery is different than you described. 
 
    Fisheries have played an important - albeit overlooked - part in American history, and our wild 
fish remain a significant part of every healthy American’s diet today.  Over the years, however, 
we have witnessed efforts to marginalize fisheries by past Congresses and administrations – even 
trying to remove the word “national” from the name of the nation’s fishery agency, while others 
would just as soon forget, dismiss or write-off our fisheries – seeing fish and fishermen as an 
impediment to some dystopian view of “progress” or “prosperity.”  
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     Those of us in our nation’s fisheries are not ready to go away; fisheries have been around for 
more than 10,000 years and we plan on them being around for another 10,000 years. Nor do we 
believe most Americans want to see their fisheries disappear.  Health conscious Americans want 
seafood as part of their diet – many preferring it to be locally-caught, seasonal and sustainable.  
Americans enjoy knowing they can visit the nation’s coastal ports – from Key West to Kodiak, 
Booth Bay to Morro Bay - to see the working lobster boats of New England, the skipjacks and 
workboats of the Chesapeake, along with shrimpers in the Gulf, and the salmon trollers and 
halibut schooners of the Pacific.  Our nation’s fish stocks are no less important to America’s 
recreational anglers or Native American fishermen. This is part of our economy; it is part of our 
national heritage. 
 
     While most fishing men and women are committed to the future of our fisheries, we also 
recognize the seriousness of the crisis we’re faced with by the inadequacy of the current 
knowledge of many of our fish stocks. The dearth of information on many of our stocks – 
ranging from abundance, geographic range, and life history undercuts our national commitment 
to science-based fishery management.  The lack of good data leaves us unprepared to confront a 
myriad of non-fishing factors affecting abundance and uncertain how best to adapt to the coming 
effects of climate change.  At the recent Senate Commerce Committee subcommittee hearing on 
the implementation of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, the one thing all there could agree on was the 
need for better science, for better data-collection for making fishery management decisions. The 
problem is, research and data-collection (which mostly has to be continuous to have validity) 
costs money.  It’s not free; it doesn’t come cheap. 
 
     Even in the best of economic times our nation’s fisheries have not been received adequate 
funding – either in the administration budget requests or congressional appropriations - to meet 
scientific and other pressing needs.  Now faced with record budget deficits, our fisheries – in the 
discretionary part of the federal budget – are looking at major cuts in scientific research and data 
collection along with other programs intended to restore stocks and rebuild fisheries.   
 
     PCFFA is not, here, however, asking for a special appropriation for fisheries, when other 
parts of discretionary spending in the budget are being cut; nor are we asking for any subsidy, 
hand-out or welfare. Rather, what we are asking for is your leadership in helping us find a way to 
find an alternative method for funding the nation’s fishery programs – in a way that will not be 
onerous on working fishing men and women, or our shoreside fish processing operations. 
Finding this funding is crucial for the support of essential scientific research and data collection, 
as well as meet other management and enforcement needs, along with making needed 
improvements in fishing - whether it be modifying fishing gear to be more environmentally-
friendly, or improved handling of the fish we catch to ensure American consumers are getting the 
very best and most healthful seafood possible.  
 
     When the federal deficit began increasing in the early 2000’s, we began worrying what might 
happen when the administration or Congress – to address that deficit -  began cutting 
discretionary spending, particularly fishery appropriations. We also began thinking about the  
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problems confronting our fisheries – particularly the dearth of good research and data collection 
and how that led, in part, to some serious overfishing in the past.  And, we considered how funds 
could be raised outside the normal appropriations process to pay for many of the nation’s unmet 
fishery needs.   
 
     The nation’s recreational fisheries have for some time had a popular trust fund – the 
Sportfishing Restoration Fund, also called Dingell-Johnson and Wallop-Breaux after past 
congressional sponsors – funded by an excise tax on sportfishing gear and some marine gas 
taxes.  The SRF has funded important recreational fishing programs in all 50 states.  A national 
fishery trust fund, paid for out of receipts from commercial fish sales, we believed, could help to 
fund many of our nation’s unmet fishery needs. However, the funding mechanism for the 
commercial fisheries would likely be different than that used for sportfishing. 
      
     In August 2003, an article (attached) was published in one of the West Coast’s leading trade 
publications, Fishermen’s News, discussing the funding issue and advocating the creation of a 
national fishery trust fund.  One of the authors was a former president of PCFFA, Pietro 
Paravanno, who was then one of two commercial fishermen members on the Pew Oceans 
Commission (he currently is president of the Institute for Fisheries Resources and a board 
member of both the Joint Oceans Commission Initiative and the Commercial Fishermen of 
America).  In 2006, when the Congress reauthorized the Magnuson-Stevens Act, language was 
inserted by Senators Stevens and Boxer authorizing creation of such a trust fund. What that 
language did not do was identify a funding source for providing the substantial amounts such a 
trust fund would require to be effective. That decision was left for further discussion.   
 
     Following MSA reauthorization, we put together a draft fishery trust fund bill, hoping to 
initiate discussion on the issue.  The discussion draft, now in its third iteration, identified a 
funding mechanism for the trust fund, along with a detailed mechanism for the expenditure of 
monies from that fund. PCFFA believed, for such a fund to have support, it had to have an open 
and transparent method for appropriating money, based mainly in the regions.  A good deal of 
detail was needed to assure any monies collected would not simply become an agency slush 
fund, much, unfortunately, as Saltonstall-Kennedy Act monies have become.  
 
     What we have put together and submitted to you is not what we see as a final product, but 
rather a document to begin serious discussion on how we can fund our nation’s fisheries – not 
just for the next three weeks, or the next year, but well into the future.  Some of the provisions, 
for example, such as collection of a conservation fee at the retail level, rather than the wholesale 
level, may be problematic and we’re fully ready to discuss that and any other provision of the 
draft we’re offering up to initiate the conversation.  We’re fully prepared to compromise.  What 
we will not compromise on, however, is on the need to find funding to protect and augment 
essential fishery programs. 
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     Mr. President, we recognize that it is never easy, never popular to suggest new fees or taxes.  
But, we are reminded that the war of independence from Britain was not won by polluting 
Boston Harbor or fiery rhetoric on the floor of the Continental Congress.  It was won, rather, by 
those mostly unknown colonists whose courage, tenacity and enduring hardship saw the conflict 
through.  They, in turn, depended on a Congress and colonial legislatures willing to take on the 
unpopular task of raising funds to arm, clothe and supply an army.  If America’s oldest industry 
is to survive, we have to invest in it – in research, data collection, management and other unmet 
needs.   
 
     In your speech earlier this year on budget negotiations you talked of not getting in the boat 
alone for fear of turning it over.  Well, our members are fishermen – skilled seamen in the 
nation’s most dangerous profession – who can get into a boat alone without capsizing it.  We’ve 
done that here by offering a draft to begin the conversation for, at least, funding our nation’s 
fisheries.  We now welcome you and whatever leaders there are in Congress aboard.  We can 
leave the wimps and whiners behind, onshore.    
 
    Mr. President, we look forward to working with your administration and leaders in Congress 
on funding our nation’s history.  We come not with our hand out, but offering a hand; willing to 
firmly grasp the oar and begin rowing.   
 
        Sincerely, 
 
 
        Zeke Grader 
        Executive Director 
 
 
cc: The Honorable John Boehner, Speaker of the House 
      The Honorable Nancy Pelosi, House Minority Leader 
      The Honorable Harry Reid, Senate Majority Leader 
      The Honorable Mitch McConnell, Senate Minority Leader 
      The Honorable Harold Rogers, Chair, House Appropriations Committee 
      The Honorable Norm Dicks, Ranking Minority Member, House Appropriations Committee 
      The Honorable Daniel Inouye, Chair, Senate Appropriations Committee 
      The Honorable Thad Cochran, Ranking Minority Member, Senate Appropriations Cmmte. 
      The Honorable Doc Hastings, Chair, House Natural Resources Committee 
      The Honorable Ed Markey, Ranking Minority Member, House Natural Resources Committee 
      The Honorable John D. Rockefeller, IV, Chair, Senate Commerce, Science &  
         Transportation Committee 
      The Honorable Kay Bailey Hutchison, Ranking Minority Member, Senate Commerce, 
         Science & Transportation Committee 
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cc: The Honorable Diane Feinstein 
      The Honorable Barbara Boxer 
      The Honorable Ron Wyden 
      The Honorable Jeff Merkley 
      The Honorable Patty Murray 
      The Honorable Maria Cantwell 
      The Honorable Lisa Murkowski 
      The Honorable Nick Begich 
      The Honorable Olympia Snowe 
      The Honorable Susan Collins 
      The Honorable John Kerry 
      The Honorable Scott Brown 
      The Honorable Charles Schumer 
      The Honorable Kirsten Gillibrand 
      The Honorable Barbara Mikulski 
      The Honorable Benjamin Cardin 
      The Honorable Mike Thompson 
      The Honorable George Miller 
      The Honorable Don Young 
      The Honorable Peter DeFazio 
      The Honorable Jackie Speier 
      The Honorable John Garamendi 
      The Honorable Anna Eshoo 
      The Honorable Jim McDermott 
      The Honorable Lynn Woolsey 
      The Honorable David Wu 
      The Honorable Sam Farr 
      The Honorable Lois Capps 
      The Honorable Greg Walden 
      The Honorable Earl Blumenauer 
      The Honorable Kurt Schrader 
      The Honorable Barney Frank 
      The Honorable Walter B. Jones, Jr.  
      The Honorable Frank Pallone, Jr. 
      The Honorable Chellie Pingree 
      The Honorable Gary Locke, Secretary of Commerce 
      Dr. Jane Lubchenco, Assistant Secretary of Commerce for Oceans & Atmosphere (NOAA) 
      Eric Schwab, NOAA Assistant Administrator for Fisheries (NMFS) 
      Commercial Fishermen of America 
      Marine Fish Conservation Network 
Attachments 


