Trolling for Dollars
By David Trahan

Rep. Jon McKane

It is an accepted fact in Augusta politics that no failed idea ever dies; it just waits for an opportunity to return. The recent resurrection of the proposal to establish a salt-water fishing license is a perfect example of an idea that was thoroughly vetted and then defeated as poor policy and now reappears with new and improved packaging and a few high profile advocates.

State Representative, and Chair of the Marine Resources Committee, Leila Percy, (D-Phippsburg) has with the support and advocacy of DMR Commissioner George LaPointe, introduced LD 1811, An Act to Create a Saltwater Fishing License. Cost: $15 for residents, $30 non-residents, $200 for charter boats and $400 for head boat recreational licenses. 

In an Associated Press column that appeared in the Bangor Daily News, Commissioner LaPointe uses two common political strategies to promote the new law. First, this new fee will generate between $3 and $5 million that license holders can expect would provide “better access to the coast” and “We could have an aggressive shad restoration program and find out why flounder aren’t abundant near shore.” The Carrot.

The article continues, “the proposal is an outgrowth of federal law requiring a federal registry of saltwater fishermen starting in 2009. If not, two years later in 2011 the federal government will begin charging a fee, possibly around $30.” The stick.

The message, adopt a license (and the fee) or the fed will do it for us is typical political strategy when trying to convince a skeptical state constituency on the merits of a new fee. Make them feel like their getting a deal while picking their pockets. 

This not so subtle arm-twisting should be flatly rejected by the legislature. Instead, the state should seek to join with their 10 state coastal partners without a saltwater license and send a clear message through their congressional delegations to the bureaucrats at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. You want to mandate a national registry, pay for it yourself and do it without a new license or fee! 

Unfortunately, we believe the federal registry requirement in the recently enacted Magnuson Act is being used as a convenient method of grabbing big dollars from recreational saltwater fishermen. In Governor Baldacci’s, 2004 and 2005 DMR fiscal year budgets he proposed cuts of nearly 10% to the relatively tiny biennial DMR budget, while the state’s over-all budget expanded significantly. As a result, the legislature mitigated the cuts by raising fees on commercial fishermen by $330,000 a year. 

Because of the lack of funding and failure by this administration to make the Maine Aquaculture industry and DMR programs a priority the financial stability of DMR has suffered.

The result is that the DMR is having difficulty managing the programs they already have. It is unlikely that they could take on the responsibility of enforcing a new saltwater license and deliver on their promises of better access and management of several sport species. 

It is very likely however that this new saltwater fishing fee would simply allow the DMR to fill some of the holes in their budget and that most of the $3-$5 million collected by DMR would be absorbed into current programs. There would be little benefit to the recreational fishermen.

It will also mean that all the casual fishermen, who in most cases only fish a few times a year won’t bother to buy the license and will decide to give up fishing. Their little venture to the coast to catch a mess of mackerel or to toss a plug off the end of a pier will now require more aggravation and money than it is worth.
This is the real price - the loss of a cherished and long held tradition and a basic right - and for what? A few bucks?

Lately we have heard much about Maine’s “quality of place,” and how we must protect and invest in that which makes Maine special. With a stroke of the pen we could destroy not only something that makes Maine special, but the priceless freedom of the open ocean.
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