Recreational Saltwater Fishing License Myths

To the editor: - 7/12/10

As a member of the Marine Resources committee and a long-time opponent of a recreational saltwater fishing license in Maine, I have been deeply involved with the license issue for the past several years. That is why I feel I must respond to the letter by Chris Johnson, candidate for state senate, in last week’s LCN. The letter, which perpetuates some of the myths surrounding our new state license, requires some rebuttal.

It is important to remember that saltwater fishing license advocates have wanted a license for many years for the admitted purpose of bringing more revenues to the Department of Marine Resources. This is still the case. It is not because “the feds are making us do it,” as Mr. Johnson believes. They aren’t.  And it is not because, “Maine would have been mandated to enforce the federally issued licenses with no funding.” Wrong again.

The saltwater license issue has come before the legislature several times. In the latest legislature, it was soundly defeated in the first year, resurrected and sent back to committee, carried over to the second session, worked, amended and worked again, lobbied intensely by the Department of Marine Resources and their allies the whole time, and when unsuccessful with their lobbying efforts, sent back to committee yet again and amended again. After all that, proponents, on a party-line vote, were successful only in passing a watered down version of the original license bill. 

With our new state license, however, all non-exempt anglers must register with state government (and pay the $2 agent fee if you don’t have a freshwater license) before fishing, starting next year or be subject to a $100 fine. If one is fishing for striped bass, the cost will be $7 per year for residents and $17 for nonresidents. The bottom line is that the freedom to “just go fishing” has been taken away by state officials. We can also expect these fees to be “adjusted” before long. 

Over the past year and a half, we have been under the federal registry rules. Under these rules, only those fishing recreationally for anadromous fish or fishing in federal waters had to register with the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). That meant that only a small percentage of saltwater anglers had to register and pay a fee to fish. The rest, anyone fishing within the 3-mile limit for mackerel, bluefish, flounder, cod, haddock, pollock, and just about everything else is exempt. Also exempt under the federal rules are anglers under 16, indigenous peoples, anglers who fish from a charter or guide boat and those who have commercial fishing licenses. 

Maine could have stayed with these federal rules indefinitely. Instead, we now have our own license and we have taken on the collection, administration and enforcement issues that accompany it.

But the latest push for a state recreational saltwater fishing license had added urgency – a major revenue stream for the DMR was drying up and the DMR was desperate. The Kennebec Dam Hydro Agreement has been funding scientists and programs within the DMR for years – mostly for “habitat restoration,” to the tune of around $10 million, and the money is all but used up.  These millions of Kennebec Hydro Dam Group dollars, by the way, resulted in little actual restoration. 

To get this new state fishing license money, support from special interests was necessary. Promises were made to fishermen – both commercial and recreational - lobstermen, clammers, conservation groups, environmental groups and charter boat captains. Needless to say, these promises will be hard to keep without a significant increase in fees. The fiscal note that accompanied the actual bill showed that this money was being used only to keep existing positions in the DMR – there were no new positions to be added!
As far as Mr. Johnson’s claim that Maine’s Marine Patrol would have had to enforce the Federal Registry taking precious resources from commercial fishermen, here’s the truth:

Gordon Colvin of NOAA answered “no” when he was asked at the work session on LD 1432 if the feds could compel the Maine Marine Patrol to enforce the federal registry. Colonel Joe Fessenden of the Maine Marine Patrol said that he would not enforce the federal registration requirement unless the feds provided sufficient funding for that purpose.

But now, because we have our own state license, we have the enforcement obligation which, ironically, might take resources from the commercial fishing industry – exactly what they didn’t want to happen!

The original recreational saltwater license bill, sponsored by Rep Leila Percy, would have cost every resident fisherman $15 and every non-resident, $30. The final version, although less expensive, is still an unnecessary and ultimately costly intrusion one of our favorite pastimes. That is why I, along with Senator Trahan, the Recreational Fishing Alliance, the Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine, several members of the Marine Resources committee, many fishermen, both commercial and recreational and countless individuals opposed it. 

