
KISS YOUR SEAFOOD GOODBYE?   
 

SATURATING MEDIA CAMPAIGN SET THE STAGE FOR 1990s GULF WARS 
 

 
 

 The power of the individual foundation giant is enormous. When there is likemindedness 
among a group of these giants…the power is magnified hugely. When such foundations do good, 
they justify the tax-exempt status which the people grant them. When they do harm, it can be 
immense harm—there is virtually no counterforce to oppose them. 

 
            —René A Wormser, 

               “Foundations: Their Power and Influence,” 1958 
 
 Let us recall that a pattern has emerged revealing the strategy of environmental leaders, from 
a growing number of national environmental organizations and from federal regulating agencies 
themselves. First these leaders create the perception of an environmental holocaust by 
manufacturing plausible horror scenarios based to a small degree in truth. Once the 
“catastrophe” is raised to the level of hysteria, environmental leaders use the sense of urgency to 
demand that legislation be passed now, before it is too late. 
                   

            —Michael S. Coffman, 
                 “Saviors of the Earth?” 1994  
 

  The shift in terminology from such words as fishing, farming, and logging to “extractive 
industries” carries a negative moral weight, which in turn justifies the turning over of resources 
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to the morally superior non-extractive users. The latent function of such thinking, however, is 
colonialist in nature. It is a classic case of urban exploitation of the rural hinterland. In this 
case, the hinterland is no longer permitted to export its raw materials, its wealth, to urban areas 
for processing as it could in previous eras. Rather, rural sources of income in the form of trees, 
fish, and land are transformed into a means of recreation for tourists. 
  
             —Irene Martin,  
                 “Legacy and Testament: The Story of 

            Columbia River Gillnetters,” 1994 
 
Ever since we first arrived on the continent, Americans have enjoyed the cornucopia of fish, 
shellfish and other seafood pulled from our rivers, lakes, bays, and oceans. That is, until the 
1990s when, after 10,000 years of harvesting, every fish everywhere was suddenly overfished, 
endangered, on the brink of extinction!  

What happened? 
The Environmentalists found fishing.  

 
NETS   
 Nets are the ancient but effective tools that enable commercial fishermen to earn their 
livelihoods and sustain the marketing infrastructure that moves wild fish from the dock to the 
consumer’s plate. By catching fish and exporting them from their coastal communities, 
productive fishermen had long ago built economies and cultures that were models of 
sustainability.  

By the 1990s, however, production in the U.S. was discouraged, consumption drove the 
nation’s economy, and commercial fishermen were under attack from both the left and the right.  

The books in New Moon’s Gulf Wars Series chronicle the battles over commercial fishing 
nets that erupted in four of the five Gulf of Mexico states during the mid-1990s.  

But these were by no means the only states that saw action at that time—this was a national 
movement and sport-fishing interests were on the attack in at least seven other coastal states 
including California, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, New Jersey, Maryland, and North Carolina—
plus inland Pennsylvania—in the early to mid-1990s. 

Why then?  
 When urban environmentalists came into fishing in the 1990s, they set out to educate us about 
our renewable marine resources: Their spare-no-expense media campaign relentlessly disparaged 
commercial fishing, gave recreational fishing a pass, and reached every citizen not marooned on 
a deserted island.  
 Bingo. 
 What follows is an outline of the events that—intentionally or not—paved the way for the 
recreational fishing industry’s coordinated assault on our artisanal fishermen in the Gulf of 
Mexico and around the country in the 1990s. Highlights since that time suggest that further 
attacks on our domestic seafood supply are forthcoming.    
 
EDUCATION OR PROPAGANDA 
 There’s a difference between education and propaganda. 
 Education is unbiased and objective enough to at least illuminate the highest road which the 
recipient may or may not chose to follow. Propaganda, or “campaign rhetoric,” is tailored to 
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persuade the recipient to believe or do something that the propagandist wants. 
 Education presents all sides of an issue while propaganda presents just one; what propaganda 
lacks in truth it makes up for in repetition.  

  When dealing with an unfamiliar topic it can be hard to tell the difference between education 
and propaganda. Take, for example, the country’s very first national-level fishery “education” 
campaign: It was executed by a major publisher of sport-fishing magazines and it sought to 
generate public support for a federal gamefish bill, in the name of “conservation.”  

A gamefish declaration prohibits the sale of a fish for food and restricts its harvest solely to 
recreational anglers.  

So, education or propaganda?   
 

VENAL MEDIA 
The Times Mirror Magazines Corporation, of Park Avenue, New York, was a subsidiary of the 

Los Angeles-based Times Mirror Company which, among other holdings, owned the Los Angeles 
Times, Baltimore Sun, and Hartford Courant. Times Mirror later sold off its magazine division but, 
at the time, it owned three major outdoor publications—Outdoor Life, Field & Stream and 
SaltWater Sportsman—and at least seven other magazines that appealed to a broader range of 
interests including yachting, skiing, golfing, popular science, and home repair. 
 To communicate with its readers “on key environmental issues,” the corporation formed the 
Times Mirror Magazines Conservation Council, under the direction of a former economist with 
the Sport Fishing Institute, a trade group funded by corporate manufacturers of sport-fishing 
equipment.  
 In January 1991, the company’s 30 million readers received their first “Conservation 
Message;” it concerned the striped bass, one of those hotly contested species that’s vital to both 
commercial and recreational industries.  
 A decline in the population during the 1970s and early 1980s had prompted closures on both 
the recreational and commercial fisheries. Maryland’s director of fisheries attributed the decline 
to “deteriorating water quality; loss of habitat through things like bulkheading, coastal 
development and the loss of our bay grasses; and overfishing. 
 “Overfishing,” he continued, “is to be blamed on all of us—the recreational and commercial 
fishermen who did it, and the managers who let it happen.”  
 By the 1990s, the striper population was rebuilding nicely, sport fisheries were reopening in 
states up and down the Atlantic Coast, and to the consternation of the Park Avenue ad merchant, 
so were commercial fisheries. 
 The TMM Conservation Council formed the Striped Bass Conservation Coalition—of tackle 
manufacturers and sport-fishing groups from Massachusetts to Texas—to push a bill through the 
1991 U.S. Congress to declare the striper a gamefish throughout its range.  
 For support in passing its legislation, the media conglomerate appealed to all its magazine 
readers, after prepping them with a lengthy “Conservation Message” that commenced, 
“Uncontrolled commercial fisheries combined with water pollution and the loss of habitats 
caused East Coast striped bass populations to spiral downward in the late 1970s and early 
1980s.” 
 Notice anything missing? 
 (According to the National Marine Fisheries Service, the total catch of striped bass along the 
entire U.S. Atlantic Coast, in the five years from 1981 through 1985, reached 45 million pounds. 
Commercial fishermen took 12.5 million pounds, 28 percent, while recreational fishermen 
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caught 32.5 million pounds, 72 percent of the overall harvest.)   
Such omissions of accountability had long typified the fish propaganda that sportsmen quite 

willingly imbibed via regional hook-and-bullet rags, national sporting magazines, and the 
outdoor columns of major newspapers. So, Times Mirror’s “educational” campaign wasn’t new 
in its content, only in its extent—the readership of the company’s magazines equated to about 
twelve percent of the U.S. population at that time.  

“Working together, we can make a difference,” readers were told, after being prompted to 
write to the chairmen of the two congressional committees with the greatest impact on marine 
fisheries.  

Apparently, not enough did—the U.S. Congress didn’t give the stripers to the sportsmen in 
1991. The company didn’t abandon the reallocation issue, however.  

 
POLLS  

In addition to its magazine division, the Times Mirror Company operated its own polling 
division. In February 1992, The Times Mirror Center for the People and the Press asked 1,200 
adults: “We could limit the amount of commercial fishing done in our coastal waters to protect 
fishing grounds for the future, but this would mean paying more now when buying fish. Is that 
sacrifice worth making or not?” 

We don’t know whether congressional testimony included the results of that poll, in which 80 
percent of the [sport-fishing?] respondents answered in the affirmative, but in 1993, when New 
Jersey’s Rep. Frank Pallone again sponsored a striper gamefish bill, it, too, failed to make it out 
of the House Merchant Marine and Fisheries Committee. And to this day, in at least some of the 
Atlantic states within the fish’s range, in-the-know seafood consumers can still purchase wild-
caught striped bass.  
 Indeed, in the thirty years from 1990 through 2020, East Coast commercial fishermen 
provided consumers with a total of more than 165 million pounds of striped bass. (By 
comparison, recreational anglers during the same period landed 1.2 billion pounds of stripers, 
about 88 percent of the 1.34-billion-pound total caught by both sectors.) 
 
LATERAL MOVE  
 When the Times Mirror Company announced in 1995 that it would be forced to shutter its 
Center for the People and the Press, the Pew Charitable Trusts donated money to keep the 
Washington, D.C.-based polling organization open and asked that it be called the Pew Research 
Center.  
 At the same time, Pew and corporate environmentalists were collaborating on an 
“educational” campaign that made the boys at Times Mirror look like some kids with tin cans 
and a piece of string.  

Amazingly, it also had to do with fish.  
 
OILY ORIGINS 
 The Pew Charitable Trusts owe their origins to hard work and non-renewable resources.   
 A Pennsylvania farm boy, Joseph N. Pew taught school, sold real estate, invested in the state’s 
oil and gas fields, and in the late 1880s incorporated the Sun Oil Company. After Pew’s death in 
1912, his sons, J. Howard Pew and Joseph N. Pew Jr., built Sunoco into a global producer, 
refiner, and distributor of petroleum products. 
 Between 1948 and 1979, the two brothers, with their sisters, established several separate trusts 
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which are jointly administered as the Pew Charitable Trusts, a private foundation headquartered 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  
 In 1957, while he and his company were developing Alberta’s tar sands, J. Howard Pew was 
listed by Fortune magazine as one of America’s wealthiest individuals; previously, in 1940, he’d 
been on the cover of Time magazine as “Republican Pew.” Deeply conservative, he’d set up the 
trusts in part to further the free enterprise system by supporting such causes as open markets, 
lower taxes, and less government regulation.   
 After his death, and with the eventual succession to the trust’s board of family members who 
were more generationally distant from its founders, the philanthropy drifted ideologically to the 
left, toward increased government regulation and away from encouraging the creation of wealth 
by others through productive labors. 
 Tax laws exempt private foundations from paying taxes on their investment income if they 
give a small portion away each year. It sounds easy but with billions in assets, the torrent of 
unearned income flows in so fast that, if it were water, there’d be a real danger of drowning. Like 
piglets around a fat sow, “nonprofits” of every persuasion jostle for the largesse.    
 Likewise exempt from paying income taxes to the government, nonprofits typically produce 
little of tangible value and so rely on dues and donations from their members, and grants from 
foundations, to pay for their employees’ salaries, programs, and other operating costs. 
 Since dues barely covered the cost of the literature that environmental nonprofits sent to their 
members, grant money had long been their bread and butter. An economic downturn in the early 
1990s made them even more dependent on the philanthropies.   
 
GOOD TIMES, BAD TIMES 
 The 1980s had been a decade of unrivaled growth for the national environmental groups. 
Between 1984 and 1990 the membership of the Natural Resources Defense Council doubled, to 
170,000, while that of the World Wildlife Fund grew from 60,000 in 1982 to a million in 1990. 
Along with a booming economy, the record membership was attributed to a reaction to President 
Ronald Reagan’s deregulatory policies, global warming fears and oil spills like that of Exxon’s 
Valdez in 1989, topped off by a huge outpouring of support generated by the first international 
Earth Day celebration in April 1990.  

A brief recession—from July 1990 to March 1991—coupled with the Persian Gulf War—from 
August 2, 1990, to February 28, 1991—stalled that growth. Facing budget cutbacks and staff 
layoffs, the enviros turned to the foundations.     
 Soon the tail was wagging the dogs.  
 
TAKING COMMAND 
 Traditionally, each environmental group had decided which issues it intended to focus upon, 
and then applied to various foundations for grant money. That system bred a not unhealthy 
competition among the groups and the foundations as they each tried to distinguish themselves in 
addressing the myriad challenges to our environment.   
 But some of the funders weren’t content as silent partners and began to coordinate their giving 
after several of their leaders met in 1987, “to discuss common interests and to learn about each 
other’s specific programs.”   
 Among the stated purposes of the resulting Environmental Grantmakers Association were, 
“To facilitate communication, foster cooperation, and develop collaboration among active and 
potential members,” and “to increase the resources available to address environmental concerns.”
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 By 1995, the grantmakers association had 182 members and was housed in the offices of the 
Rockefeller Family Foundation in New York City.   
 Meanwhile, the Pew Charitable Trusts, one of the nation’s wealthiest foundations—and most 
generous to environmental nonprofits—opened a “command center” in Washington, D.C., to 
coordinate the lobbying and publicity campaigns of the grantmakers’ chosen recipients.  
 The “command center” employed a staff of top professionals from the fields of environmental 
law, governmental affairs, communication technology, advertising and public relations. After its 
mixed board of environmental leaders and their funders agreed upon a “priority national 
environmental issue”—and its regulatory remedies—it was the job of the National 
Environmental Trust to sell those policies to lawmakers via the media and the American public.  
 Pew disbursed $35 million to “green” nonprofits in 1993, the same year the funder’s 
environmental director, Joshua Reichert, conceived “Environmental Strategies,” which evolved 
into the National Environmental Trust. Its stated mission was “to improve the campaigning skills 
of national, regional, and local environmental groups,” and to help environmental groups 
“conduct public education campaigns on priority national environmental issues.”   
 According to its founders, the National Environmental Trust was needed because the major 
environmental groups lacked focus, had done a poor job of coordinating their efforts, and had 
difficulty communicating with the public in “simple compelling terms.”  
 “I don’t want someone who knows the facts or can articulate them persuasively. I want 
someone who wants to win and knows how,” Pew’s Reichert told Mark Dowie, author of 
“Losing Ground: American Environmentalism at the Close of the Twentieth Century.”  
 To launch the NET, the Pews put up $650,000, assisted by an additional $185,000 from a 
couple of other foundations. In 1995, the Pew Charitable Trusts gave the group close to $1 
million, and in subsequent years, up to $4 million. 
 
WORKING TOGETHER 
 Grantmakers interviewed at that time claimed that they’d been motivated to take such bold 
steps for a broad range of reasons. Some were concerned about how the environmental groups 
would fare in the 1990s if memberships didn’t increase. They also said that the national 
environmental groups had too many overlapping agendas, were under increasing pressure to 
compete with one another for support and were therefore less inclined to work together toward a 
common goal. The environmental movement had grown so diverse and fractured that it risked 
losing its effectiveness and therefore needed the donors to help set priorities, impose discipline, 
and be ready to create new programs as promising opportunities arose, they said.  
 “There are problems of coordination, the inability of a broad-based community to prioritize 
issues and pick those for which there’s a real major opportunity to win,” Reichert told writer 
Stephen Greene, for a January 1994 article in The Chronicle of Philanthropy.   
 An official at one national environmental group explained to Greene that the funders had 
“gone from a position of saying, ‘If you have a good idea, send us an application and we’ll 
consider it,’ to, ‘Here’s what we think should be done. If you are interested in joining us as part 
of a coalition, send us your request.’” 
 Other environmental leaders grumbled about the foundations “trying to climb into the driver’s 
seat,” and were “clearly uncomfortable seeing grantmakers independently developing solutions 
to ecological problems.” The foundations were putting “too much money and energy into 
misguided projects of their own devising,” said some but not all the leaders. 
 The executive director of the League of Conservation Voters conceded that there was room for 
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improvement by environmental groups in grassroots organizing, communicating their message to 
the public, and lobbying Congress and the Administration, “But the conclusion that a group of 
funders can figure out the answer better than the leaders of the major environmental advocacy 
organizations is certainly an unproven conclusion.” 
 Even as environmentalists grumbled over the funders’ tightening control, they flooded them 
with grant proposals.  
 A Western grassroots activist, who compared the Pew Charitable Trusts to a “death star,” with 
its “own gravitational field,” told High Country News that “everyone begins to revolve around 
them. I’ve watched activists go through this dance of making themselves look fundable to Pew 
by altering their priorities to meet Pew’s goals.”  
 Sure enough, when Pew got into fisheries, so did all the majors.   
 
OPENING THE TAPS 
 According to Michael Weber’s comprehensive 2002 history of U.S. marine fisheries policy, 
“From Abundance to Scarcity,” it was in fact the Washington, D.C.-based Curtis and Edith 
Munson Foundation that initially bankrolled the wholesale entry of nonprofits into federal 
fishery management. Founded by Chicago socialite Edith Cummings and her husband Curtis 
Munson, who’d made his fortune mining non-renewable Canadian coal, the relatively small 
foundation—with assets of about $30 million—began making grants to the National Coalition 
for Marine Conservation in the late 1980s. 
 Founded by recreational fishermen, the National Coalition for Marine Conservation had been 
involved in the management of offshore fisheries since the 1970s. Reflecting the partisanship of 
its members, the group’s lobbying and educational efforts tilted toward the enhancement of 
charismatic pelagic game species such as billfish and tuna, at the expense of seafood harvesters. 
Nonetheless, the resultant two-party friction generally benefited the resource, provided the 
yachtsmen’s sense of entitlement was kept in check. 
 In the 1970s, a smattering of animal protection and environmental groups, including the 
prestigious Environmental Defense Fund, opposed the incidental catch of porpoises by Eastern 
Pacific tuna seiners.   
 In the early 1980s, Greenpeace campaigned in Alaska against the incidental take of marine 
mammals in fishing gear, and later in the decade expanded its efforts to the Bering Sea trawl 
fleet’s impact on the food sources of marine mammals. 
 The Center for Marine Conservation was started in 1972 to protect marine mammals and sea 
turtles. An easy sell to a sympathetic public, the center initially funded its programs by mass-
mail appeals. In the late 1980s, with the Munson Foundation’s support, the CMC diversified into 
fisheries conservation. 
 More equitable in its approach than the National Coalition, the Center for Marine 
Conservation soon attracted enough additional support to become the nation’s largest marine-
focused nonprofit, which it later rebranded as the “Ocean Conservancy.” 
 In addition to funding the National Coalition for Marine Conservation and the CMC, the 
Munson Foundation made a planning grant to the World Wildlife Fund for expanding its marine 
programs. Meanwhile the foundation’s president doggedly promoted marine fisheries 
conservation to other funders. 
 Wolcott Henry III, an undersea photographer associated with the National Geographic 
Society, organized presentations on marine fisheries at meetings sponsored by the Environmental 
Grantmakers Association and other donors such as the Consultative Group for Biological 
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Diversity, an association of more than 50 foundations dedicated to “strategic collaborative grant-
making,” and the quasi-governmental National Fish and Wildlife Foundation. He also published 
Conservation Digest, a newsletter for the environmental grantmakers, from 1989 to 1993. 
 In the early 1990s, the Pew Charitable Trusts, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, David and Lucile 
Packard Foundation, Surdna Foundation, Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation, Norcross Wildlife 
Foundation, Weeden Foundation, Turner Foundation, and others, opened their taps.  

“By offering funds for fisheries conservation, foundations attracted greater interest among 
environmental organizations, which were reluctant to begin a new program on issues and animals 
that did not enjoy the public support that marine mammals or endangered species did,” explained 
Weber, in his history.  
 Suddenly, at least in the media, every fishery everywhere was in “crisis,” the problem was 
commercial fishing, and the remedy was a total reform of federal fishery law.   
 
FROM CHAOS TO ORDER 
 Until the 1970s, if our marine fisheries were regulated at all, it was by a couple of federal 
agencies, international agreements, compacts between states, and the legislatures and fisheries 
agencies within each state. Beyond state waters—which reached nine miles off the coastlines of 
Texas and the west coast of Florida, and three miles offshore of most other states—laid the “high 
seas,” where nations were free to do pretty much as they pleased.   
 On our nation’s 200th anniversary, Congress brought order to this system when it passed the 
Fishery Conservation and Management Act of 1976. The law is popularly known as the 
Magnuson-Stevens Act, for Senators Warren Magnuson of Washington, and Ted Stevens of 
Alaska, who, along with Massachusetts Representative Gerry Studds, were instrumental in 
passing the bill. 
 Those lawmakers and their fishing constituents were concerned, according to language in the  
bill, that their coastal economies were being “badly damaged by the overfishing of  
fishery resources at an ever-increasing rate” which was largely attributable to the “activities of  
massive foreign fishing fleets.” 
 Indeed, in 1974 alone, more than a thousand factory trawlers from 14 countries caught more 
than 4.4 billion pounds of groundfish off New England—10 times the catch of U.S. fishermen,  

  The centerpiece of the legislation thus established a “fishery conservation zone” that extended 
200 miles offshore of the states’ coastal waters. Foreign fishermen were prohibited from catching 
valuable species such as New England cod and haddock within the conservation zone, yet they 
could obtain special permits to target then-underutilized species such as Alaskan pollock.  

  Not every American fisherman expected to benefit from the federal law—it was bitterly 
opposed in the Gulf of Mexico. Unlike in the northeast or northwest, the gulf wasn’t being 
pounded by foreigners; what’s more, it was home port for a distant-water fleet of mostly 
shrimpers that ranged throughout Central and South America. Should those countries follow suit 
with their own fishery conservation zones, the U.S. shrimpers would be the foreigners and forced 
to return to the Gulf of Mexico.   

After claiming jurisdiction over what would become the “Exclusive Economic Zone,” the 
Magnuson-Stevens Act blueprinted how the fisheries within that zone were to be managed.  
 Eight regional management councils—comprised mostly of voting stakeholders and state 
officials—would “prepare, monitor, and revise” detailed management plans for each federal 
fishery. The plans were to be implemented in accordance with seven national standards, the first 
of which stated, “Conservation and management measures shall prevent overfishing while 
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achieving, on a continuing basis, the optimum yield from each fishery,” which was a lot easier 
said than done. 
 The bill was enacted on April 13, 1976, and by the end of the year the councils were up and 
running. The management plans, however, were proving more difficult.   
 The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) estimated that about 70 plans would 
eventually need to be developed yet the Office of Public Affairs reported to Congress in July 
1979 that just nine had been implemented.  
 The problem was that there was little socioeconomic data available on the people involved in 
each fishery and limited biological data on each species that was being targeted.  

It took time for biologists, economists, and other experts to collect such data and incorporate 
it into the new plans which then had to go through a lengthy public process before they were 
implemented. Meanwhile, our fishermen were gearing up.  
    
TOO MANY BOATS 
 According to the Magnuson Act, a federal fishery management program was necessary to 
“prevent overfishing, to rebuild overfished stocks, to ensure conservation, and to realize the full 
potential of the Nation’s fishery resources.”  

The balance between conservation and utilization shifted over time, and as the foreign fleet 
was phased out through the 1970s and 1980s, conservation took a back seat to development. 
Federal managers, who wanted to boost the nation’s global ranking in fishery landings, 
encouraged domestic fishermen to fill the vacuum left by the departing foreign fleet.  

  “Private bankers, investors attracted by tax shelters, the NMFS, and other federal and state 
agencies provided financing for the largest buildup of U.S. fishing vessels in the country’s 
history,” wrote Michael Weber. “In the first decade after passage of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, 
13,340 documented fishing vessels were constructed—44% of all fishing vessels built between 
1950 and 1997.” 

  Making matters worse, in the Northeast at least, the World Court in 1984 divided the rich 
fishing grounds on Georges Bank between the U.S. and Canada. The Hague Line gave part of the 
Bank to Canada, for the first time, which crowded American fishermen into the Gulf of Maine’s 
remaining waters.   
 By the 1990s, some federal fisheries, particularly those off New England, were suffering from 
what government managers and fishery activists would soon be repeating ad nauseam — “too 
many boats chasing too few fish.” 

 
 NEWBIES IN CONGRESS  

 After Congress passed the Magnuson Act in 1976, it amended the law—with little fanfare—
virtually every year thereafter. The tweaks touched on the enhancement of salmon and steelhead 
fisheries, the incidental catch of porpoises in tuna nets, council procedure, appropriations, 
foreign fishing, international fishery agreements, artificial reefs, and a variety of other 
housekeeping issues within the fishing industry.  
 In the 1990s, the law was due for reauthorization and the new coalition of funders and 
environmental nonprofits planned to use the occasion to reform federal fishery management: 
“With little fanfare” would hardly describe their efforts.  
 In their tentative legislative debut, in 1990, the newcomers were brushed off. The World 
Wildlife Fund, Greenpeace, and the National Audubon Society—a bird protection group that was 
diversifying into fish—then joined forces with the more experienced Center for Marine 
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Conservation and the National Coalition for Marine Conservation.  
They were rebuffed again in 1992. At a Senate hearing that fall the CMC was the only 

environmental group asked to testify. Still, “getting a bill wet” is a learning experience that 
allows one to evaluate the effectiveness of different strategies, identify your opposition and 
supporters, and hone your message. 
 As the reformers planned for the 1994 session, the deterioration of one of the nation’s oldest 
and most important fisheries leant urgency to their efforts.  
 Pioneered by the Basques 500 years before, New England’s cod fishery had been hammered 
by European factory trawlers for decades before the enactment of Magnuson. The new law 
kicked out the foreign fleet but the stocks of cod, haddock and other groundfish hadn’t yet 
recovered when newly equipped domestic fishermen piled into the fishery.  
 Further hampering a recovery, scientists in the 1990s warned that a perfect storm of warming 
U.S. waters and cooling Canadian waters appeared to be suppressing production of plankton at 
the base of the region’s food chain.  
 The U.S. News & World Report offered a preview of how media would be reporting on fishing 
issues for the next several years: The magazine’s June 1992 cover story, “The Rape of the 
Oceans,” was framed by an account of New England’s troubled cod fishery, which was becoming 
the poster boy for commercial fisheries everywhere.  
 

 
 
June 22, 1992, U.S. News & World Report: “Front-line U.S. environmental groups like Greenpeace, the 
National Audubon Society and the World Wildlife Fund are following the lead of the Center for Marine 
Conservation and turning their attention to ocean biodiversity. Until recently, they paid little attention to 
such unglamorous issues as fish…From Gloucester, Mass., to Cordova, Alaska, the industry has too 
many fishing boats—but there is no consensus on how to control this armada or limit access to the 
fisheries….Fishing everywhere produces bycatch that is thrown back—invariably dead or dying—because 
the fish are too small, too big, have lower market value than the target species, or because it is illegal to 
keep them.” 
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NETWORKING 
 To expand their power base, the reformers, in 1993, organized the Marine Fish Conservation 
Network, a coalition that grew to include more than one hundred environmental and recreational 
fishing groups and businesses from around the country.  
 A few progressive commercial fishing groups that already had a relationship with Pew—and 
had specific agendas that meshed with those of the reformers—also joined: The Maine 
Lobstermen’s Association, whose members were enjoying a runup to a record-breaking string of 
harvests thanks in part to the decline of predatory cod, were interested in protecting bottom 
habitat; the Alaska Longline Fishermen’s Association wanted to reduce bycatch in the Bering Sea 
pollock trawl fishery; and the Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen’s Associations, arguably the 
country’s most progressive commercial industry group, had long been involved in water and 
habitat issues particularly as they related to salmon.  
 No Gulf Coast commercial organizations joined.  
 With a full-time director and staff, the Network coordinated its efforts with those of the five 
groups on its steering committee: the National Coalition for Marine Conservation, Center for 
Marine Conservation, World Wildlife Fund, Greenpeace, and the National Audubon Society.  

“With public sentiment, nothing can fail; without it, nothing can succeed,” said Abraham 
Lincoln. So began the public’s education in fisheries.  
  
EDUCATING 
 In October 1993, the Network announced that it was initiating a year-long nationwide 
campaign to “reform and strengthen” management of the country’s marine fisheries. “Healthy 
populations of fish will result in healthier oceans and a healthier economy, to the benefit of the 
fish, the fishing industry and every American,” announced the group’s director.  
 To develop their agenda, the reformers had consulted with various academic and 
governmental scientists as well as their own members and staff who were experienced in marine 
fisheries. The Network’s ambitious agenda included several different goals but as it lobbied for 
those reforms, the coalition concentrated its educational efforts on those its members considered 
most crucial: ending overfishing; eliminating “bycatch,” the incidental take of non-target species; 
and protecting fishery habitat. 
 Also high on the Network’s list was the reform of the regional management councils, which 
allowed members of the fishing industry to vote on management issues, a situation the 
environmentalists likened to “foxes guarding the henhouse.”    
 To shape the Network’s educational campaign and monitor its effectiveness, the group’s 
public relations consultants, via Pew’s command center, employed “social marketing research” 
techniques such as in-depth interviews, focus groups, and opinion polls “to gain insight into 
human perceptions, behavior, and level of knowledge about marine issues.”  
 After hiring a grassroots coordinator and a couple of “on-the-road educators,” to “educate and 
activate people across the country,” the Network, in March 1994, launched a six-month “Fish 
Tour ’94.”  
 Starting on the West Coast, the educators traveled nearly 20,000 miles, through 30 states, and 
wrapped up the tour in Florida in late September 1994, just over a month before the state’s 
residents were to vote on a recreational industry initiative to ban commercial fishing nets.  
 On their national tour, the Network’s educators were interviewed by print and broadcast 
media, such as radio talk shows, and made presentations before fishing, environmental and civic 
organizations, college and public-school classes, aquariums and science centers, environmental 
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fairs, and other public forums. Attendees received printed materials and viewed “Fragile Bounty: 
U.S. Fisheries in Crisis,” a 25-minute video narrated by actress Elizabeth Perkins, which 
presented the issues in “hard-hitting, yet easily understood terms,” as described in a Network 
promo piece:   
   
  “Enormous drift nets, capable of holding a dozen jumbo jets, haul in tons of fish daily. 
 Billions of pounds of commercially valuable fish carelessly discarded overboard dead and 
 dying every year. Arsenals of sonar and satellite technology—tracking devices that allow  
 fishers to catch everything that moves beneath the waves. Sewage and toxic waste choking 
 coastal waters. Disturbing images that have, in fact, become reality in our oceans and fisheries 
 today. …Viewers of the film are told that the problem isn’t the fact that Americans eat fish, 
 but that we are unaware of the overfishing and waste that occurs in the wild. Blurring the 
 distinction between fish as wildlife and fish as seafood, the narrator cautiously explains we 
 may be loving fish to death.” 

 
While its roving educators worked the nation’s grassroots, the Network distributed additional 

educational materials from its Washington, D.C. headquarters to reporters, editorial writers, op-
ed editors, aquariums, and college newspaper editors around the country. Television networks 
and stations received copies of “Fragile Bounty,” along with a Perkins-narrated 30-second public 
service announcement. Another 30-second PSA, narrated by actress Katharine Hepburn, was 
distributed to 3,000 radio stations.  
 On May 12, 1994, Maryland’s Representative Wayne Gilchrest introduced a bill that was 
based largely on the environmental coalition’s reform agenda. Within months, more than 100 co-
sponsors had signed onto the bill. 
 Over the summer, as the 103rd Congress debated the Network’s proposed amendments to the 
Magnuson Act, the group developed a series of print advertisements, each of which called for 
action on a specific reform. Before key votes, the paid ads appeared in newspapers in the 
congressional districts of recalcitrant lawmakers and in Roll Call—a biweekly newspaper on the 
internal workings of Congress that was widely read in the Capitol by politicians and staffers.  
 The Network’s affiliated organizations themselves included millions of individuals who were 
naturally receptive to the “save the fish” pieces that filled their own groups’ publications. The 
Network provided them with draft letters-to-the-editor and thematic fisheries articles that their 
local newspapers often reprinted word for word. Through the 103rd Congress, articles on the 
“fish crisis” and its remedies appeared in such general interest publications as Christian Science 
Monitor, USA Today, Time, The Economist, U.S. News & World Report, and many others.  
 Congress was well on its way to passing the revised fishery law—with most of the Network’s 
amendments intact—when conservative Republicans took over the House of Representatives in 
the November 1994 elections. They disbanded the Merchant Marine and Fisheries Committee, 
where the Network’s bill was being debated, and assigned it to a subcommittee of the newly 
formed House Natural Resources Committee. That committee’s new chairman was Alaskan Don 
Young, who was opposed to the amendments.    
 The Newbies didn’t win their proposed reforms in 1994. Disappointed but undaunted, they 
wrapped up the year’s campaign—on the eve of Congress’s adjournment—with an overfishing 
feature on the CBS Evening News. 
 
AD BLITZ 
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 During the winter recess, the Network planned the second phase of its educational campaign, 
which was to resume when the 104th Congress convened in January 1995.  
 On the first day of the session, different reauthorization bills were introduced into both the 
Senate and House. To gain public input on its version of the reauthorization, the Senate 
conducted field hearings from the early spring until late July. Held in fishing-dependent areas 
such as Boston; Rockport, Maine; Seattle; Anchorage; New Orleans; Mississippi; Charleston; 
and Morehead City, North Carolina, the hearings generated extensive media coverage of what 
was now a “global” fish crisis.  
  From March through May, the Network strategically placed large ads on subway station 
platforms throughout Washington, D.C.’s Metro system. In late June, the group inaugurated a 
website that allowed the interactive use and dissemination of its educational materials and 
included updates on the political progress of its proposed amendments.  
 The Network synced its paid advertising with congressional action on its agenda. Prior to the 
House Natural Resources Committee’s consideration of its amendments in May, the Network 
placed ads in newspapers in key congressional districts around the country. If Representatives 
from coastal regions opposed those amendments, their states were targeted with additional ads in 
June.  
 In May 1995, the House Resources Committee approved H.R. 39, Congressman Young’s bill, 
which reauthorized the Magnuson Act but without the Network’s three key amendments related 
to overfishing, bycatch, and habitat.  

 



14 
 

Shrimp trawling was Louisiana’s most important fishery. After House Resources Committee member Billy 
Tauzin blocked the reformers’ bycatch and habitat amendments in May, this ad appeared in the state’s 
major newspapers in June; it encouraged the public to pressure Tauzin and Senator John Breaux to drop 
their opposition. At the same time, sport fishermen were trying to convince the state’s legislators to take 
away the commercial fishermen’s nets, which they repeatedly described as “indiscriminate.” 
 
 Network leaders planned to fight for their agenda when H.R. 39 came up for a vote on the 
House floor. When it did, in late July, it was the first time that the Magnuson Act’s 
reauthorization was debated on the full House floor.  
 In likely an unintended understatement, a Network newsletter claimed, “The debate is a sign 
that fisheries issues have been elevated to a higher level of importance in the national 
consciousness.” 
  As the July vote by the full House neared, the Network swung its campaign into high gear 
with dozens of radio interviews, and yet more paid ads that targeted recalcitrant House members 
in coastal as well as inland states.  
 “This unprecedented wave of paid media activity has generated much interest in fisheries 
conservation, which should have a major impact on reauthorization of the Magnuson Act and 
beyond,” concluded a Network newsletter.  
 The paid ads also helped secure the placement of word-for-word op-ed pieces by the group 
and generate editorials and articles in newspapers such as The New York Times, New Orleans 
Times-Picayune, Boston Globe, Cleveland Plain Dealer, Anchorage Daily News, and Chicago 
Tribune.  
 A sampling of gloomy magazine articles that appeared in 1995 included: “Overfishing: 
Causes and Consequences,” in the March/April and May/June issues of The Ecologist; “State of 
the Seas,” in April’s SaltWater Sportsman; “Troubled Waters,” in June’s The Atlantic Monthly; 
“The Last Fish,” in the July/August Sierra; “Diminishing Returns: Exploiting the Ocean’s 
Bounty,” in November’s National Geographic; “Oceans are Dying,” in the May Scientific 
American, and “The World’s Imperiled Fish” in its November issue.  
 On September 11, nonpartisan Sea Grant sponsored an all-day “National Issues Forum” called 
“Can America Save its Fisheries?” at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C.  
 On October 18, 1995, the House overwhelmingly voted to reauthorize the Magnuson Act with 
most of the Network’s amendments intact. But before the Senate could approve the House’s 
version, the 104th Congress adjourned.  
 With the wind at their backs, the reformers anticipated victory in 1996. In addition to their 
own educational efforts, a steady rain of information by other organizations aided their cause.  
 
OCEAN PLANET 
 On Earth Day, in April 1995, the Smithsonian Institution, in Washington, D.C., premiered its 
“Ocean Planet” exhibit. The Ocean Planet project began in 1990 with the Smithsonian’s planning 
of the National Forum on Ocean Conservation. Convened in November 1991, the forum included 
57 academic scientists, policymakers, and other experts “to discuss our state of knowledge and 
frame the issues surrounding ocean conservation.”  
 Four years later, the exhibit opened at the National Museum of Natural History. The effort 
was funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts, a few other foundations, NOAA, and corporations 
including Ford and Ocean Planet’s national corporate sponsor, Times Mirror Magazines. 
  According to a February 14, 1994, article in The New York Times, Times Mirror had 
established a group in 1990 to lobby Congress and government agencies on “legislation affecting 
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natural resources.” Times Mirror later distributed more than $200,000 to “environmental causes,” 
and in 1992 the Smithsonian asked the company to be its corporate sponsor of Ocean Planet. 
 According to its organizers, “The magnitude and diversity of Ocean Planet educational 
programming and publicity reached far beyond most major exhibitions.” 
 Nearly 2 million visitors viewed the exhibit in Washington before it departed in April 1996 to 
embark on a two-year national tour of five other museums. The Project Ocean Planet Awareness 
program was developed to train K-12 educators to use the Smithsonian’s traveling exhibition as 
an educational tool.  
  Ocean Planet Online, the Smithsonian’s first major exhibition available on the World Wide 
Web, extended Ocean Planet’s reach internationally, to over 90 countries: Over 200,000 “unique 
machines” logged on to the program, which could represent “400,000 to 1 million users.” 
 Another partner in the project, the Discovery Channel, created television programs on marine 
environmental issues, including a special to be broadcast when the exhibit opened. Various 
sponsors offered a series of radio broadcasts, two CD-ROM’s and an online forum for the 
project. Harry N. Abrams Inc., another Times Mirror company, published a book to accompany 
the exhibition. 
 Ocean Planet’s organizers estimated that the four-year program influenced well over 100 
million people across the United States through newspaper and magazine articles, advertising 
inserts and electronic media produced by Times Mirror Magazines. 
 According to a Smithsonian assessment of the museum exhibit’s impact, “Visitors left the 
exhibition more cognizant of the products that oceans provide, more aware of how human 
activities affect the health of the oceans, more willing to change their consumption patterns to 
help the oceans, and slightly less hopeful about the future of the oceans (especially young 
people).” 
 
SEAWEB 
 Staff at the Pew Charitable Trusts founded their own ocean conservation organization in 1996. 
According to a release from the foundation’s Environment Group, “SeaWeb is the only 
international, nonprofit organization exclusively dedicated to using the science of 
communications to fundamentally shift the way people interact with the ocean.” 
 According to a Pew report, “SeaWeb’s efforts to raise the visibility of ocean issues have 
resulted in a significant increase in media attention, particularly in print media, to fisheries 
decline and the destruction of marine habitat. Since its inception, SeaWeb has generated 
thousands of stories, opinion editorials, and television and radio spots…. SeaWeb also has 
conducted public opinion research on Americans’ attitudes about ocean issues and marine-
protected areas and publishes a monthly newsletter on current ocean issues that is delivered to 
thousands of subscribers.”    
 SeaWeb’s public opinion research found that the public’s interest was best engaged through 
their food, and in 1996 the group polled more than a thousand people to help shape a campaign 
to discourage consumption of swordfish. Pollsters told people that “most swordfish now served 
in restaurants and sold in stores are caught when they are babies, which makes it even more 
difficult for the species to reproduce.” With that information, two-thirds of the respondents said 
they would be at least “very likely” to boycott swordfish. More than half the people thought a 
government-imposed ban was a good idea. Just seven percent of the people polled cared that a 
ban would harm fishermen.  
 Pew, in 1996, had also begun to award sizable monetary fellowships to scientists, 
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conservationists, environmental journalists, writers, and underwater photographers “to advance 
marine conservation.” In addition to the books, articles, graphic photos, and “science” spawned 
by the effort, Pew joined with the New England Aquarium to co-produce a series of marine 
conservation films.  
 The partnership produced four thematic films: “Magnificent Fish,” (overfishing); “Unwanted 
Catch,” (bycatch); “Surviving Sharks,” (threats to sharks); and “Oceans for the Future,” which 
advocated for marine-protected areas, where commercial fishing was typically prohibited. 
 Pew would later report that, by 2001, the films had been “enthusiastically received by almost 
400 aquaria, museums and zoos,” and were being viewed by an “estimated 10 million to 15 
million people each year in the United States, Europe and Japan.” 
 
GOING GLOBAL 
 Just as the for-profit corporations were globalizing in the early 1990s, so were the national 
environmental groups, as evidenced by their participation in various international treaties.  
  To address the problem of overfishing of large pelagic fish, like bluefin tuna, the Pew 
Charitable Trusts had organized the Ocean Wildlife Campaign in 1994. The coalition of six 
organizations, which included the National Audubon Society, National Coalition for Marine 
Conservation, Natural Resources Defense Council, New England Aquarium, Wildlife 
Conservation Society, and the World Wildlife Fund, helped build public support for passage of 
the 1996 United Nations Fisheries Treaty, which established guidelines for international fishery 
management.  
 
BUYING IN 
 While Pew and its surrogates inundated media with its take on marine conservation, the 
foundation funneled cash to newspapers, radio, and television stations via its Civic Journalism 
Project. (Because federal law prohibited foundations from donating money to for-profit 
organizations, such as newspapers, the Pew Charitable Trusts made its payments to the liberal 
Tides Foundation which in turn funded the Pew Center for Civic Journalism which paid the 
newspapers.)  

Operating from 1993-2002, the Pew Center for Civic Journalism was “an incubator for civic 
journalism experiments” that enabled news organizations to “create and refine better ways of 
reporting the news to re-engage people in public life.” 

According to the Pew Center’s website, over 3,520 journalists had attended its workshops, 
10,000 received its quarterly newsletter, and 226 news organizations had participated in 
initiatives that were facilitated through the Center. 
 The Pew Charitable Trusts contributed hundreds of thousands of dollars to the Radio-
Television News Directors Foundation and other groups for community journalism projects. As 
devotees of National Public Radio hear over and over, the Trusts sponsored the radio network’s 
reporting on the environment and other topics.  
 Pew was a staunch supporter of the nonprofit Society of Environmental Journalists, members 
of which disseminated content to “regularly published, general circulation newspapers, 
magazines, and newsletters, as well as radio and television stations and networks, online media, 
books, news services and other media available to the general public.” 
 In the year 2000 alone, the Trusts awarded $230 million to more than 300 organizations to 
foster civic journalism.  
 Such largesse, combined with the foundation’s prestige and the media industry’s readiness to 
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support a good cause—if it didn’t overtly jeopardize its own bottom line—certainly didn’t hurt 
the philanthropy when it sought coverage of an issue.  
 In addition to feeding media story ideas that guided reporters to “experts,” who were also Pew 
recipients, the philanthropy’s staff themselves produced editorials that were reprinted word-for-
word in more than one hundred newspapers throughout the country, including the Christian 
Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, San Francisco Chronicle, Seattle Post Intelligencer, 
Chicago Tribune, Miami Herald, Atlanta Constitution, Baltimore Sun and the hometown 
Philadelphia Inquirer. 
 One piece in late April 1996, by the philanthropy’s environmental director Joshua Reichert, 
ran from coast to coast, or at least in the Bangor Daily News, titled “Ending the last buffalo 
hunt,” and under the toned-down head, “Stronger Magnuson Act vital for fisheries,” in The 
Oregonian: 

 
 “Fish stocks off the U.S. coast—and in most of the world’s waters—are in serious 

 trouble. With the temporary exception of the Indian Ocean, fish catches everywhere are 
 declining despite skyrocketing capital investment and sophisticated technologies that enable 

fewer and fewer fishermen to strip life from the sea. 
 “The fishing grounds of Georges Bank off New England and the Grand Bank of the North 

 Atlantic, fecund waters that supplied Europeans and North Americans with food and jobs for 
 centuries, have collapsed because of overfishing and, for all practical purposes, are now 
 closed. … 

 “But fish are wildlife and can be driven to extinction just like land-based species such as 
 the passenger pigeon and the buffalo. Indeed, ecologist Carl Safina [Pew recipient] of  the 
 National Audubon Society refers to the current ravaging of  the world’s oceans as ‘the last 
 buffalo hunt.’...  
  “The consequences of not acting decisively to save the world’s fisheries are enormous. A 
 vital source of food for a growing world population will continue to dwindle. Jobs that have 
 sustained generations of fishing families will disappear, causing major economic hardship to 
 coastal communities worldwide. Sports fishing and other recreational opportunities will 
 suffer, and our planet will become further impoverished both biologically and aesthetically by 
 the continued loss of unique marine life.” 

 
VICTORY   
 Early in 1996, when the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation took 
up the reauthorization of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, the Marine Fish Conservation Network 
blitzed newspapers with quarter- and half-page newspaper ads. Focusing on the need to end 
overfishing and bycatch, the ads targeted senators in coastal states including Maine, 
Massachusetts, New Jersey, Louisiana, and Washington.  
 For eight days in March, the New Orleans Times-Picayune ran a dark series titled “Oceans of 
Trouble: Are the world’s fisheries doomed?”  
 Rather than building on the House bill, which the reformers had successfully amended, the 
Senators focused on S.39, the “Sustainable Fisheries Act,” which had been introduced by 
powerful Alaska Senator Ted Stevens, a member of the committee. Even so, the Senate bill came 
to resemble the House bill, which included the reformers’ key provisions on overfishing, 
bycatch, and fishery habitat.  
 In May, the Senate Commerce Committee wrapped up its work and scheduled a full Senate 
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vote on the bill for September.  
 The Network intensified its educational campaign over the summer with ads and articles in 
key newspapers from Louisiana to South Dakota—the home state of the Senate Commerce 
Committee’s chairman Larry Pressler.  
 On September 19, the Senate passed S. 39 by a vote of 100 to 0 and sent it to the House which 
passed the bill by a vote of 384 to 30.  
 On October 11, 1996, President Clinton signed the Sustainable Fisheries Act into law. 
 Commerce Committee Chairman Pressler described the act as the “number one environmental 
bill in this Congress.” Indeed, after the Republican takeover of that body during the mid-term 
elections of 1994, the Clean Water Act, the Clean Air Act, and the Safe Water Drinking Act had 
all come under such assault that politicians—and Republicans in particular—jumped at the 
opportunity to vote on at least one “green” issue, particularly one that for the most part, 
demographically, drew little heat from either their constituents or financial backers. Which is not 
to suggest that federal fishery management wasn’t due for a tune-up.  
  
WHAT HAPPENED? 
 The Sustainable Fisheries Act shifted the 1976 law’s emphasis from developing fisheries to 
conserving them.   
 In addition to dozens of odds and ends pertaining to specific fisheries and issues within the 
industry, the Act incorporated most of the reforms sought by the Marine Fish Conservation 
Network. Wordwise, the reforms paled in absurd disproportion to the number used in their 
promotion. Indeed, one of the most significant alterations was accomplished with the change of a 
single word 
 The Network’s top priority had been closing what its leaders described as the Magnuson Act’s 
“overfishing loopholes,” which allowed the management councils to set harvest levels higher 
than fish populations could sustain. 
 To determine the number of fish that could be harvested, managers aimed for “optimum 
yield,” which the original law had defined as “the maximum sustainable yield from the fishery, 
as modified by any relevant social, economic, or ecological factor.”  
 Such modifications, which council members made in consideration of “short-term economic 
factors”—namely fishermen paying their bills—were the root cause of chronic overfishing, said 
the reformers, who simply redefined optimum yield by replacing the word “modified” with 
“reduced,” thereby capping the allowable harvest.  
 Congressman Gerry Studds from Massachusetts had encouraged his colleagues to adopt the 
redefinition by presenting his own state’s experience as a cautionary tale: “I would really ask that 
all members look carefully at what we have just gone through and are still going through and 
will be going through, unfortunately, for a good many years to come in New England. I think we 
are paying a heavy price for having allowed ourselves the luxury of modifying that yield for 
economic and social reasons.” 
 The new Act directed the eight regional councils to closely monitor fisheries for signs of 
overfishing and required them to rebuild any depleted fisheries in as short a time as feasible, 
usually within a decade.   
 The Sustainable Fisheries Act defined bycatch as “fish which are harvested in a fishery, but 
which are not sold or kept for personal use,” typically because they were unmarketable or illegal 
to possess. Managers were directed to reduce bycatch—not to the reformers’ impossible goal of 
zero but “to the extent practicable.” When bycatch couldn’t be avoided, its mortality was to be 
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minimized. Fish discarded alive under a “recreational catch and release” management program 
were exempted although many later died.  
 The Act defined “essential fish habitat” as “those waters and substrate necessary to fish for 
spawning, breeding, feeding, or growth to maturity.” The councils were required to identify EFH 
for all fisheries, and to minimize the adverse effects of fishing upon it. Additionally, any federal 
agencies that might adversely affect EFH were required to consult with NOAA fisheries.  
 The Act also prohibited the use of government loan guarantees for the construction of new 
vessels, for five years, and authorized the use of funds for the voluntary reduction of fleets.  
 
 

  
The total domestic commercial landings of edible finfish and shellfish since 1880. Once Alaska groundfish 
landings (pale gray bars from about 1980) are subtracted, total U.S. landings remained comparatively 
stable since World War II. The circles depict the number of vessels, which escalated sharply during and 
after the war, and after fisheries were “Americanized” in the 1970s. (From Our Living Oceans, The 
Economic Status of U.S. Fisheries, December 1996, U.S. Department of Commerce, NOAA Technical 
Memorandum NMFS-F/SPO-22). 
 
NO FISH?  
 While media in the 1990s harped on the “Global Fish Crisis” and the decline of New 
England’s cod, U.S. commercial fishermen were setting records.  
 According to the National Marine Fisheries Service, landings of edible seafood and industrial 
fishery products such as menhaden totaled 9.45 billion pounds in 1991, 9.6 billion pounds in 
1992, a record 10.5 billion in 1993, 10.5 billion pounds in 1994, 9.9 billion pounds in 1995, 9.5 
billion pounds in 1996, 9.8 billion pounds in 1997, and 9.2 billion pounds in 1998. Finfish 
comprised at least 85 percent of each of these annual catches.  
 



20 
 

HERE WE GO AGAIN 
 A few weeks after the Sustainable Fisheries Act passed, the October 28, 1996, issue of Time 
magazine’s international edition included a series of “Oceans in Peril” articles: “We’ve 
plundered the oceans’ gifts. Can we now protect them?” 
 

 
 

October 28, 1996, issue of Time magazine’s international edition. 
 

 Later that winter, in February 1997, the nonprofit Natural Resources Defense Council released 
a report, “Hook, Line and Sinking: The Crisis in Marine Fisheries.” 
 That report was the catalyst for an August 11, 1997, article in Time magazine titled, “The Fish 
Crisis: The Oceans That Once Seemed a Bottomless Source of High-Protein, Low-Fat Food are 
Rapidly Being Depleted.” 
 Overfishing wasn’t the only human activity that was jeopardizing life in the oceans, allowed 
reporter Madeleine Nash. Coastal pollution and habitat destruction such as filling in wetlands 
and building dams were also contributing to the crisis. “But it is overfishing, the NRDC report 
makes plain, that constitutes the most urgent threat and demands the most immediate action.”  
 It was beginning to look as if the “fish crisis” was never going to end. 
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August 11,1997 Time: “SHARKS: We’re killing them—and lots of other fish—much faster than they can 
reproduce. Are they doomed to extinction?” 
 
 The Marine Fish Conservation Network closed its doors after Congress incorporated most of 
the group’s platform into the Sustainable Fisheries Act.  
 Less than a year later, in August 1997, it reopened them.   
 Feeling that the implementation of their reforms was falling short and that fish populations 
weren’t rebuilding quickly enough, the Network’s prime movers began to lay the groundwork for 
the next reauthorization of the federal Magnuson Act in 2006. Meanwhile… 
  
HIGHLIGHTS 
 In 1997, the Pew Charitable Trusts sold off the last of its holdings in the Sun Oil Company. 
The sale of common and preferred stocks generated more than $316 million. 
 Pew’s endowment had soared during the surging stock market of the 1990s. To maintain its 
tax-exempt status, the foundation increased its grants proportionately, from $147 million in 1990 
to nearly $236 million in 2000; its environmental funding grew nearly five times, from $11 
million in 1990 to $52 million in 2000. 

The United Nations declared 1998 the International Year of the Ocean to “promote public 
awareness and understanding of the oceans.” 
 In 2000, “frustrated by partisan politics, Congress’ slowness in enacting an Oceans Act, and 
also mindful that the nation’s aquatic resources were being degraded at an alarming rate,” the 
Pew Charitable Trusts established the independent Pew Oceans Commission with grants of $5.5 
million.  
 Chaired by former Clinton administration chief of staff Leon Panetta the 18-member panel 
included environmentalists, philanthropists, a past president of the American Sportfishing 
Association, politicians, academics, oceanographers, and two commercial fishermen. 
 The commissioners spent 2 ½ years traveling around the country, “from Maine to Hawaii, 
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from the Gulf of Alaska to the Gulf of Mexico,” and their progress was dutifully reported by the 
nation’s media as per a Pew press release:  
 
  “The story that unfolded is one of a growing crisis in  America’s oceans and along our 
 coasts. 
  “Most obviously, we are depleting the oceans of fish,  and have been for decades…The 
 decline of New England fisheries is most notorious…Already depleted sea turtle, marine 
 mammal, seabird, and noncommercial  fish populations are endangered by incidental capture  
 in fishing gear. Worldwide, about 25 percent of the catch is discarded, either because it is not 
 commercially valuable or because of regulatory requirements that prohibit keeping undersized 
 or nontargeted marine life. 
  “Destructive fishing practices, such as bottom trawling and dredging, are damaging vital 
 habitat upon which fish and other living resources depend. Taken together, overfishing, 
 bycatch, and habitat destruction are changing relationships among species in food webs and 
 altering the functioning of marine ecosystems.” 
   
DUELING COMMISSIONS 
 Not to be outdone by the private foundation, Congress created its own oceans commission 
with the Oceans Act of 2000. U.S. Navy Admiral James Watkins chaired the panel of 16 
presidential appointees.   
 “Scientific and public policy experts from all sectors are calling for the kind of attention to the 
oceans of inner-space during the next 50 years that we devoted to outer space during the last 50,” 
said Watkins, in announcing the panel’s formation. “Today’s Commission on Ocean Policy has 
been challenged by the Congress and the President to help lead the way. That is precisely what 
we plan to do.” 
 The Commission on Ocean Policy held sixteen well-publicized public meetings around the 
country and conducted 18 regional site visits in every coastal region of the United States and 
the Great Lakes.  
 Overall, the Commission heard from nearly 450 witnesses, including over 275 invited 
presentations and an additional 172 oral and written comments. Testimony from many of the 
nation’s top ocean scientists and researchers, government officials, environmental organizations, 
marine industry people, and others, totaled nearly 1,900 pages.  
 
OCEANA 
 In 2001, the Pew Charitable Trusts, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Oak Foundation, Marisla 
Foundation, and the Turner Foundation launched Oceana—the world’ first global marine 
advocacy organization—after a study commissioned by the foundations found that less than one-
half of one percent of all resources spent by environmental nonprofit groups in the U.S. went to 
ocean advocacy.  
 With a staff of scientists, attorneys, communications professionals, educators and policy 
specialists, a central headquarters in Washington, D.C., and regional offices in various parts of 
the United States and abroad, “Oceana is expected to play a major role over the coming decades 
in protecting the marine environment in the United States and around the world.”  
 The new group was “dedicated to achieving measurable change by conducting specific, fact-
based campaigns with fixed deadlines and articulated goals.”  
 To enforce those deadlines, Oceana absorbed Pew’s Ocean Law Project in 2001, providing the 
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group with its own legal arm.  
 In 2002, Oceana merged with American Oceans Campaign, “to more effectively address our 
common mission of protecting and restoring the world’s oceans.” American Oceans Campaign 
was founded by actor Ted Danson, best known for playing a clueless bartender in the television 
comedy series, “Cheers.” 
 
EAT THIS, DON’T EAT THAT 
 In November 2003, a commercial radio station in the hills of eastern Tennessee broadcasted a 
message co-sponsored by Environmental Defense and the Ad Council: “After a relationship 
comes apart, relatives will tell you there are plenty of fish in the sea. But there are not. Fish are 
declining. Order what’s abundant. We’ll tell you.” 
 From the first “sustainable seafood” guide—in 1998—the number had grown to about 200, 
worldwide, by 2009. Produced by environmental groups, aquariums, even private companies, the 
guides often contained information that was outdated, conflicting, even agenda-driven, which 
spawned demand for guides to the guides. 
 Meanwhile, well-informed consumers put their faith in the nation’s ever-evolving system of 
fishery management which virtually guaranteed that all legally harvested seafood was 
“sustainable.” 
 Enjoy! 
 
REAUTHORIZATION 2006 
 The Pew Oceans Commission presented its ocean policy recommendations to Congress and 
the Administration in 2003 with the release of its final report, “America’s Living Oceans: 
Charting a Course for Sea Change.”  
 In 2004, the U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy presented its findings to the President and 
Congress in “An Ocean Blueprint for the 21st Century.” 
 Both commissions emphasized that ocean resource policy should focus on ending overfishing 
and rebuilding fish populations.  
 Congress complied in 2006 when it again reauthorized the Magnuson-Stevens Act, which 
President George Bush signed into law in January 2007. 
 New amendments incorporated even stronger science and conservation objectives than those 
of the 1996 Sustainable Fisheries Act:  Each regional fishery management council was required 
to have a Scientific and Statistical Committee to recommend an annual catch limit for each 
fishery under its management. New accountability measures made it even more difficult for 
managers to allow those limits to be exceeded; if they were, strict deadlines hastened the 
rebuilding of fish populations.  
 The Act also required that a standard methodology for monitoring bycatch be developed so 
that the volume of discarded fish could be counted against each stock’s annual catch limits. 
 The Act’s more onerous conservation measures also prompted Congress to compel fishery 
managers to consider the impacts of their regulations on fishermen and fishing communities. 
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After the reauthorization was signed into law in January 2007, National Geographic ran a series of articles 
on the “Global Fish Crisis” in April.   
 
STARVATION COMING, HORDE CHIPS 
 In the 2006 book, “The End of the Line: How Overfishing is Changing the World and What 
We Eat,” author Charles Clover wrote, “We have an outdated image of fishermen as rugged, 
principled adventurers, not as overseers in a slaughterhouse for wild animals…As a method of 
mass destruction, fishing with modern technology is the most destructive activity on Earth.” 
 Clover’s book was made into a film which was released in 2009 and re-released with updates 
in 2017. A promo piece described the film: “Imagine an ocean without fish. Imagine your meals 
without seafood. Imagine the global consequences. This is the future if we do not stop, think, and 
act. In the film we see firsthand the effects of our global love affair with fish as food. It examines 
the imminent extinction of bluefin tuna, brought on by increasing western demand for sushi; the 
impact on marine life resulting in huge overpopulation of jellyfish; and the profound 
implications of a future world with no fish that would bring certain mass starvation.”  
 In an August 22, 2016, Huffington Post web article, dietician Dana Ellis Hunnes argued that 
people shouldn’t consume any fish products, even omega-3 supplements made from abundant 
salmon or menhaden, because, as the title of her article states, “Sustainable Fish Do Not Exist.”  
 “In fact, current statistical analyses and estimates indicate that in a ‘business as usual’ world, 
we will run out of the fish we eat by 2048. That means, no more tuna, no more salmon, no more 
sushi. We are simply taking the fish out of the oceans faster than they can reproduce…In a way, 
nearly every fish humans eat is threatened with extinction…We are on the brink of a Global 
food-security crisis…For eons people have fought over resources. This may be no different, 
particularly when it involves hundreds of millions of starving people.” 
 
FOOD FOR THOUGHT 

Reason is the antidote to hysteria and in 2010 a professor of fisheries science at the University 
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of Washington released a report with the sort of reasonable information that held little appeal for 
most urban media outlets.      

Professor Ray Hilborn evaluated published research into the effects of protein production on 
the environment and concluded that, yes, some commercial fishing was less than perfect but, on 
average, it was a lot less imperfect than land-based farming.  

“When you think about it, it makes a lot of sense that fishing has a relatively small 
environmental impact. In terms of water use, water pollution, pesticides, fertilizer, antibiotics and 
soil erosion, fishing barely figures. Then when you compare energy use and CO2 footprint, 
fishing in general comes out on top again,” said Hilborn, noting that the seafood industry was 
being held to “higher environmental standards generally” than other food producers: “If green 
groups were consistent and applied those same standards to other forms of food production, we 
wouldn’t have anything to eat,” he said.   

“Protein production is always going to have some effect on the environment. But it is 
important that we are aware of the tradeoff required to feed the world. It wouldn’t be smart to 
suggest we stop producing any single category of food, especially without thinking about how 
and with what we’re going to replace it.”  

 
REAUTHORIZATION 2026?  
 The stricter controls within the 2006 law led to some shutdowns which outraged both sport 
and commercial fishermen. Burying their usual rivalry, they marched on the U.S. Capitol in 
February 2010.  
 The protesters wanted Congress to pass the Flexibility in Rebuilding American Fisheries Act, 
a self-explanatory piece of legislation that was first introduced in 2007. Most congressional 
sessions thereafter saw some variant of that bill, the most recent of which—the “Sustaining 
America’s Fisheries for the Future Act”—was introduced in July 2021 by California’s Jared 
Huffman and Hawaii’s Ed Case, both Democrats, after a two-year “listening tour” on every coast 
of the country.  
 “There have been some stakeholders in some regions calling for flexibility, feeling like some 
of the framework is too rigid or arbitrary,” Huffman, who was chairman of the House Natural 
Resources Subcommittee on Water, Oceans and Wildlife, told National Fisherman magazine. 
“But I think there’s also very broad consensus that if you take the scientific rigor and the teeth 
out of the framework, you’re going to be on the fast track to overfishing. So that’s a tricky 
balance to strike.”  
 The Magnuson Act’s latest reauthorization was set back in part by the Covid-19 pandemic and 
the death of influential Alaska Representative Don Young. Whenever Congress does take it up, it 
will likely build upon Senator Huffman’s bill, which increases funds for seafood marketing and 
working waterfronts; improves flexibility on rebuilding timelines for certain stocks; considers 
impacts of climate change on fisheries; and changes the term “overfished” to “depleted.”  
 The term “overfished” had long been used to describe a stock of fish that wasn’t large enough 
to produce the maximum sustainable yield. The term was applied regardless of whether the 
population had been reduced by fishing alone or by any number of environmental or man-made 
factors such as changes in water temperature or salinity, degraded habitat, increased predation, 
climatic changes, natural or man-made disasters, agricultural runoff, red tides, dams, or other 
stressors unrelated to fishing. That would change under Huffman’s bill.  
 “Overfished” becomes “depleted,” he said. “It still has the same force in effect. But it doesn’t 
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disparage fishermen in situations where a fishery is crashing because of non-fishing impacts.” 
 The Ocean Conservancy pushed back against the proposal at a November 2021 committee 
hearing: “We appreciate that…the intent of this change is to minimize the stigma of fault and 
recognize environmental and other factors that play a role in the productivity of a fishery.”  

However, taking the focus off overfishing could make it politically more difficult for 
managers to force needed reductions when, regardless of the cause of the decline, “a reduction in 
fishing pressure is the most immediate means of bringing the stock back to healthier levels and 
improving fishery productivity long-term.”  
 
FISH RIGHTS  
 By the 2020s, every corporate environmental group had opened a division that was critical of 
commercial fishing. And new save-the-sea groups seemed to be popping up daily. (Number of 
“Save the Seas” hits on Google in November 2022: 107 million. “Overfishing?” 16.9 million.)    
 The seafood industry—from scalloping in New Jersey to billfishing in Hawaii—was so 

remarkably diverse that people so inclined would always be able to find fault with something. It 
was even easier if they objected to any meaningful interaction between man and nature.    
 Don’t eat fish, said the website of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals—the nation’s 

biggest animal rights nonprofit—because “Eating Fish is Hazardous to Your Health.”  
  Just like the flesh of other animals, the flesh of “sea animals,” said PETA, contained high 

amounts of fat and cholesterol; seafood was also one of the most common causes of food 
poisoning, and many Americans were allergic, warned the Norfolk, Virginia-based group.  
 In addition to distributing an unhealthy product, the seafood industry was guilty of being 

profitable and, of course, cruel, according to PETA. For proof, operatives from the nonprofit 
traveled to South Florida to obtain “graphic new video footage” of stone crab fishermen at work.  
 (To sustain their fishery, stone crabbers removed one of the crustaceans’ two large claws then 

returned them to the water where they regenerated full-sized replacements in about three years.) 
 In PETA’s internet film, “Workers Tear Off Stone Crab Claws for Profit,” fishermen “hauled 

trapped stone crabs out of the water and tore their claws off, causing extreme pain, then threw 
the mutilated animals into the boat’s wake from high above the water…Despite all the evidence 
that crabs endure profound suffering when their claws are torn off, this cruelty is standard 
practice in the industry. Florida regulations actually require that crabs whose claws have been 
torn off be returned to the water, supposedly to regenerate them—wishful thinking that allows 
the state’s $30 million a year stone crab trade to keep profiting from extreme animal suffering.” 
 To mark the April 2022 release of the group’s film, supporters protested near Joe’s Stone 

Crab restaurant, a Miami Beach institution. While one protester, in red body paint, writhed atop a 
dinner plate, others displayed banners reading, “It’s a Rip-Off! I Feel Pain,” and “I Need My 
Claws.”    
 Urging consumers to “leave crabs in peace and off their plates,” the urban nonprofit also 

advertised its “I Need My Claws!” message on bus shelters in several Miami Beach locations 
and on a billboard in Jacksonville, home of Winn-Dixie, a grocery chain that marketed crabs.  
 Animal Equality, an upstart competitor of PETA that was founded in 2006, also disapproved 
of fishing, particularly the “industrial” kind.  
 On that group’s website, “INDUSTRIAL FISHING” was described as “cruelty to animals on 
a colossal scale, killing nearly a trillion animals worldwide every year. Ships the size of football 
fields use techniques such as longlining and gill nets. In longlining, ships unreel up to 50 miles 
of line, each with hundreds of thousands of baited hooks. Gill nets, which range from 300 feet to 
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seven miles in length, create large walls of nets that fish are unable to see. They inadvertently 
swim into them and many will suffocate or bleed to death.” 
 In “THE DEADLY FISH INDUSTRY,” the “deaths of fish” were so great that they were 
“measured by the ton.” 
 And in “UNDERWATER SUFFERING,” fish—whether they were raised in “industrial” fish 
farms or caught in the wild—had “zero legal protections” in how they were “treated or 
slaughtered. Fish often live in complex social groups; they use tools and exhibit signs of anxiety 
and pain. However, fish are treated like commodities by the fishing industry.” 
 According to Animal Equality’s website, the Los Angeles-based group was a 501(c)(3) charity 
and “We’re Hiring!” 
  
BACK TO THE 1990s 
 Before they even left the dock, commercial fishermen were more culturally and 
geographically isolated from mainstream society than most any other group of Americans.  

Separateness can invite poor behavior, particularly when money and emotion are involved.  
For nonproductive yet morally superior nonprofits, the temptation to exaggerate commercial 

fishing’s imperfections was hard to resist. Folks who competed directly for the fish could go 
even lower. So, the fish porn would likely continue for as long as there was a “suicide club” that 
advocated against the harvest and consumption of seafood. Or, at least, until people got a whole 
lot hungrier.  
 But it was already too late for the Gulf of Mexico’s traditional net fishermen, most of whom 
had been hounded out of business right after the foundations and environmental nonprofits came 
into fishing back in the 1990s.  
 
INSIDE LINE 

In 1990, the United Anglers of California successfully spearheaded a referendum to ban 
inshore netting. The attacks cascaded after that, and by the mid-1990s commercial net fishermen 
were battling a coordinated assault by recreational and tourism interests in at least ten coastal 
states, including Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, New 
Jersey, Maryland, and North Carolina, plus inland Pennsylvania’s Lake Erie. 

Most of the aggressors were connected to the Marine Fish Conservation Network, the 
coalition of environmental nonprofits and fishing interests that had been organized in 1993 to 
reform federal fishery management. (The Network’s financial backers included Pew (oil), the 
Rockefeller Brothers Fund (oil), the Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation (oil & firearms), Curtis and 
Edith Munson Foundation (coal), the Norcross Wildlife Foundation (greeting cards), the David 
and Lucille Packard Foundation (technology), Surdna Foundation (pharmaceuticals), Turner 
Foundation (advertising & entertainment), and Weeden Foundation (banking).)   

Network members from the recreational fishing community included the Alliance of Rhode 
Island Saltwater Fishing Clubs, Florida League of Anglers, Hawaiian International Billfish 
Association, International Game Fish Association, Jersey Coast Anglers Association, Maryland 
Saltwater Sportfishermen’s Association, National Coalition for Marine Conservation, New York 
Sportfishing Federation, Oregon Trout, Sport Fishing Institute, The Billfish Foundation, United 
Anglers of California, Atlantic Salmon Federation, Bass Anglers Sportsman’s Society, Mid-Coast 
Anglers, National Fishing Association, Stripers Unlimited, Trout Unlimited, Connecticut River 
Striped Bass Club, Federation of Fly Fishers, Atlantic Coast Conservation Association of 
Georgia, Florida Conservation Association, New England Coast Conservation Association, the 
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Recreational Fishing Alliance, The Fisherman magazine, and Times Mirror’s SaltWater 
Sportsman.  

With their inside line that the public was to be carpet bombed with a spare-no-expense 
aquacalyptic media campaign, the “sports” had plenty of time to organize their attacks.  
 
THE SPOILS  
 Meanwhile, net fishermen, of course, fished.   

The Marine Fish Conservation Network’s membership initially included a few commercial 
fishing groups from the North Pacific and Alaska, and none from the Gulf of Mexico. Even if 
they’d been invited, netters on the gulf had little incentive to join because they worked inshore 
where, except for a few “highly migratory” species like mackerel, they were regulated by their 
respective states, not the federal system that the Network was trying to reform.  

Although federal waters extended 200 miles offshore, they were a wasteland relative to the 
gulf states’ rich nearshore waters with their rivers, estuaries, and wetlands. 

For comparison, in 1994, the gulf-wide offshore fleet of vessels, deploying longlines and 
other “industrial” multiple-hook gear, landed a total of just under 15 million pounds of the gulf’s 
seven most popular federally regulated food fish, which included red snapper, yellowfin tuna, red 
grouper, greater amberjack, dolphin (mahi mahi), cobia (lemonfish), and swordfish.  

In the same year, just before the “Gulf Wars” spate of net-ban battles decimated their industry, 
the gulf’s inshore netters landed nearly 100 million pounds of finfish: Florida’s catch totaled 65 
million pounds, Louisiana’s 23 million pounds, Alabama’s 5 million pounds, and Mississippi’s 
1.5 million pounds. 

About 50 species of finfish were reported to have been taken in gill nets, trammel nets, and 
seines in 1994. Not all these fish were utilized as food. Some, like menhaden, were marketed as 
bait for catching more valuable seafood species.   

Others, like ladyfish, were climbing the market ladder: The bony “skipjack” had long been 
marketed as bait for pennies per pound, but Asians were bidding up its price as a raw material for 
fish paste. 

Several species were traditional culinary favorites across the Gulf Coast: Commercial 
landings of redfish and spotted seatrout had been recorded for at least a century as were those of 
other old standbys like flounder, black drum, sheepshead, Spanish mackerel, and mullet.  

Striped mullet was the netters’ biggest fishery with most of the harvest occurring during the 
fall spawning run when its valuable roe was exported to Asia. From Mississippi eastward, fried 
mullet was a regional staple.  

The succulent pompano, which could only be harvested in commercial quantities with nets, 
was the premium species. At the other end of the spectrum, panfish like croakers and spot were 
inexpensive yet first-quality sources of protein.  
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The pompano was a premium fish, the most expensive of all the gulf’s net-caught species. It couldn’t be 
produced in commercial quantities without nets. (Brian Gauvin photo.) 

 
More esoteric offerings for the intrepid gastronome included the meat of the prehistoric 

alligator gar, which South Louisianians flaked and blended into seasoned “boulettes”; “floaters,” 
the swim bladders of seatrout and other species which fishing families on Florida’s west coast 
fried crispy like chips; seatrout roe, a springtime delicacy that chefs dredged in flour and sautéed 
in butter; the tripletail, a loner that sometimes showed up in a net and then the local fish market 
where in-the-know consumers kept standing orders for one of the gulf’s tastiest fish. 

In a nutshell, net fishermen harvested a diversity of fish from the wild which they sold to fish-
house owners who exported these renewable resources from their coastal communities to 
destinations ranging from the nearest cities to the furthest nations. This economic model enabled 
an independent lifestyle that over the 19th and 20th centuries had given rise to unique and 
sustainable coastal cultures.  

By the 1980s and early 1990s those cultures were threatened by a newer model—instead of 
exporting product and bringing in only money, it called for bringing in people. And more people. 

 
FUN VERSUS FOOD 

The National Marine Fisheries Service first began to track recreational fishing on an annual 
basis in 1981 when the agency estimated that anglers made over 26 million fishing trips to the 
gulf’s inshore and offshore waters.   

In 1981, the oldest Baby Boomers—born in 1946—were 35 years old; the youngest, born in 
1964, were just 17. As boomers matured and took up the sport, the number of fishing trips 
naturally increased, to 40 million in 1985, 48 million in 1991, and 46.3 million in 1994. (Not 
surprisingly, the number of recreational fishing trips declined the further they occurred from 
land: Anglers in 1994 made an estimated 42.3 million trips to nearshore state waters and just 4 
million to offshore federal waters.)  
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It would be difficult for anyone to make more than 40 million fishing trips and not catch 
something.  

Of the dozens of inshore species caught by both sport and commercial fishermen, nine of the 
most popular included the red drum (redfish), spotted seatrout, pompano, Gulf and southern 
flounder, black drum, sheepshead, mullet, and Spanish mackerel. (For the sport and commercial 
landings of each of these species in 1981 and 1994, as well as more recent years 2009 and 2013, 
see tables in Appendix.)  

In 1981, the commercial catch of these nine species was more than double the recreational—
50 million pounds versus nearly 23 million pounds.  

As participation in the recreational fishery increased, the balance shifted, permanently: By 
1994, the anglers’ catch of the nine species totaled 64 million pounds—nearly triple that of 1981 
and more than 50 percent greater than the commercial catch of 41.6 million pounds.  

Redfish and trout, owing to their game qualities and palatability, were, by far, the two most 
popular—and contested—nearshore species. In 1994, sport fishermen in Louisiana, Mississippi, 
Alabama, and the west coast of Florida caught 18.2 million pounds of redfish and 21.8 million 
pounds of spotted seatrout—more than 60 percent of their total landings of the nine popular 
species.   

Commercial fishermen in 1994 netted just 43,000 pounds of reds and 1.7 million pounds of 
trout. For many Gulf Coast sportsmen, that was exactly 43,000 and 1.7 million pounds too many.    
 
GULF WARS 

In the Bayou State, gill nets were “Plastic Walls of Death versus Redfish and Speckled 
Trout!” according to a late-1994 ad in a statewide sport-fishing publication. The leaders of the 
Louisiana Association of Coastal Anglers were seining for recruits to help convince the 1995 
Legislature to take away the commercial fishermen’s gear: “You can help win this fight to Ban 
Gill Nets!” 

In an early-1995 ad in a New Orleans newspaper, another sport-fishing group—the Houston-
based Gulf Coast Conservation Association—appealed to the city’s residents with a classic sell 
line: “We need you to join the fight for Louisiana’s resources…before it’s too late!” 

GCCA’s Mississippi chapter was also looking for help. A January 1995 newspaper ad by the 
group explained to readers, “You’re looking at a killer. It’s a gill net…These nets won’t stop 
killing fish until the last fish is gone.” A bold caption over a grainy photo of a redfish in a net 
pleaded, “Will you help stop this senseless slaughter?” 

Net fishermen were no longer welcome in Alabama either, according to a January 1995 ad in 
a Mobile paper: “In Alabama, the time has come for its citizens to decide on wise use of its 
marine resources and to determine whether to BAN GILL NETS!” The tourism industry was 
“hurt by netting,” said the sport-fishing group, and “Our marine resources belong to the citizens 
of Alabama: the citizens of Alabama should decide. BACK THE BAN: JOIN GCCA!” 

Recreational interests were suddenly reaching out to “citizens” across the Gulf Coast (as well 
as the Pacific Northwest, mid-Atlantic and Great Lakes. For accounts of these other disputes see 
www.newmoonpress.com: Fish School/Mid-1990s Fish Fights Beyond the Gulf of Mexico.)  

Most “citizens” were no more qualified to weigh the tradeoffs involved in fishery 
management than they were to perform heart surgery. Unless they’d gained either knowledge 
from studying the subject, or experience from fishing with nets, they knew only what they’d 
been told.  

Here’s just a smattering of what the press at the time was telling them:   

http://www.newmoonpress.com/
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• January 1994, The Washington Post: “An Empty Ocean…Warnings went unheeded. 

Now the ground fish—haddock, flounder and the once-abundant cod that gave Cape 
Cod its name—have almost…” 

 
• March 1994, The New York Times: “U.S Fishing Fleet Trawling Coastal Water Without 

Fish.”  
 
• March 1994, USA Today: “Tide of troubles has fish industry reeling: Crisis caused by 

pollution, development, over-fishing.”  
 
• August 1995, The Washington Post: “Net Losses: Fishing Decimating Oceans’ 

‘Unlimited’ Bounty.” 
 

• The New York Times: “Where have the oceans’ fish gone? Supply vanishing in 13 of 
17 zones…The surging Pacific salmon and steelhead are gone…Across the country, in 
Gloucester and New Bedford, Mass, the story is the same. After 150 years…” 

 
• Time: “Too Few Fish in the Sea. After reaping the oceans’ bounty with careless 

abandon, the world struggles to save an irreplaceable food source.” 
 
• Maine Boats, Homes & Harbors: “Too many boats, too much technology, too few 

fish.” 
 
• The Washington Post: “Time is running out for world’s fisheries.”  
 
• October 1993: Anchorage Daily News. “Bering fishery throws 61% back. Reports by 

captains, observers document ‘disgrace’ in bottom fisheries off Alaska.” 
 
“Earned media” isn’t purchased directly like an ad. It’s “earned” by artfully composing 

material that’s distributed to media types who, if they find it agreeable, echo your message for 
free.  

In these examples, the press was assisting the people who wanted to reform federal fishery 
policy when the U.S. Congress reauthorized the Magnuson Act, which it was expected to do in 
1994.  

The reformers had made a tentative effort in 1990, and again in 1992 when they generated 
some press that was helpful to their cause, such as the June 1992 article “The Rape of the 
Oceans,” in the U.S. News & World Report: “…the industry has too many fishing boats…Fishing 
everywhere produces bycatch that is thrown back…” 

Then Pew and the environmental steering groups organized the Marine Fish Conservation 
Network which kicked off its nationwide media campaign in October 1993. The following 
March the Network’s “on-the-road educators” set out on their “Fish Tour ’94” to “educate and 
activate people across the country.”  

In addition to the earned media that they generated on their tour, the group’s “educators” 
distributed their own materials such as the video “Fragile Bounty: U.S. Fisheries in Crisis” 
which, according to a Network promo piece, presented the issues in “hard-hitting, yet easily 
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understood terms.”  
Six months later, after traveling nearly 20,000 miles through 30 states, the tour wrapped up in 

Florida just over a month before the election of November 8. 
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution described the 1994 election as “one of the nastiest in Florida 

political history,” owing to the mudslinging between gubernatorial candidates Lawton Chiles and 
challenger Jeb Bush.   

For the state’s commercial fishermen, the election was beyond nasty—it was a crushing 
rejection of all that they were.  

It’s hard to imagine today but Florida’s coastline was once natural, undeveloped, dotted with 
remote coastal communities that were sustained by fishing. Many residents were descendants of 
the earliest European settlers and after generations of hanging in nets from scratch, mending 
them, tinkering with them, drying them, dipping them, and of course running them out around 
schools of fish and hauling them back, hand over hand, they were part net.  

Then voters in 1994 overwhelmingly approved the constitutional amendment that outlawed 
the use of most nets.    

 
Ballot box biology: After responsible fishery managers rejected the sportsmen’s initial call for a ban, the 
anglers took their case to the people.  

 
The referendum was a joint project of the Florida Conservation Association—a Network 

member—and Karl Wickstrom, publisher of Florida Sportsman magazine, one of the state’s 
most widely circulated publications.  

Wickstrom launched his net-ban campaign in the magazine’s March 1992 issue, and over the 
next two-and-a-half years devoted more than one million words to promoting it. “You could say it 
became an obsession,” he later told a Philadelphia Inquirer reporter, of his anti-netting crusade. 

With the “big nets” out of the water, he argued, fishery resources could be more fairly  
allocated: “After all, how can one person be told to take only a handful while his nextdoor 
neighbor can truck away a netted ton of the same species?  

“With that anachronistic situation behind us, the prospects of what can be done through equal, 
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fair limits for all are truly exciting,” he wrote. 
By reallocating the commercial harvest to the recreational fishery, and minimizing the 

anglers’ per capita catches, participation in the sport could indeed be maximized. So, too, could 
the consumption of virtually every good and service advertised in Florida Sportsman magazine.   

  

 
 
Truth is the first casualty of war: Double-spread photo in March 1992 Florida Sportsman appears to 
portray “by-kill” of porpoise in gill net. In fact, the marine mammal had died in a collision with a speedboat 
and net-ban activists staged the photo.     

 
Retirees lined the highways, waving signs that read, “SAVE OUR SEALIFE, LIMIT NET 

FISHING,” and “NET BAN FAIR, STOP WASTE.” Anglers repeated ad nauseam that nets were 
“indiscriminate,” and in an article titled, “Bycatch Reflects Global Emergency,” Wickstrom 
argued that the word “bycatch” —which the Newbies had recently introduced to the national 
lexicon—was too bland: “‘By-catch’ is a relatively innocuous term, as is ‘incidental catch.’ Both 
terms are commonly used to lessen the impact of the phenomena, but ‘by-kill’ is more 
appropriate.”  

The recreational team’s rhetoric was as one-sided and relentlessly negative as that of any 
political campaign; it also resonated irresistibly with the disapproval emanating from the high-
minded environmental groups, media, and their funders, which convinced many voters that the 
movement to ban nets was more a righteous crusade by “conservationists” than a base contagion 
of ignorance and greed.  
 For the fishermen, it was maddening, a nightmare. And when it was over, “I just felt like dirt,” 
said Pensacola shrimper Johnny Glopton. 

Immediately after the Florida vote, a tag team of sportsmen in the three central-Gulf states 
began to promote their own gear bans.  

In the Sunshine State, the anglers had won by circumventing the established fishery 
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management system; in Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana they had to appeal directly to 
fishery managers, which ultimately included their states’ legislators.       

The media’s ongoing narrative that there was a Global Fish Crisis and “too many boats 
chasing too few fish” gave the sportsmen some cover. But managing for sustainability required 
scientific truth and in each of the three states, publicly employed biologists made it abundantly 
clear that their fish populations were in fact healthy.  

When managers balked at destroying a food-producing industry without any biological 
justification, sportsmen stampeded them with the threat of another crisis—the invasion of a 
vandal horde of out-of-work netters from Florida.  

The solution? Ban the Nets here too! 
The ensuing battles in these three states, along with the first one in Florida, were the Gulf 

Wars. When the dust eventually settled, annual protein production in the region commenced its 
decline.     

 

  
 
Realities in the media and in the water diverged in the 1990s. 
 
In the media: “Enormous drift nets capable of holding a dozen jumbo jets, haul in tons of fish daily. Billions 
of pounds of commercially valuable fish carelessly discarded overboard dead and dying every year. 
Arsenals of sonar and satellite technology—tracking devices that allow fishers to catch everything that 
moves beneath the waves….”  
   
In the water: Net fisherman Vernon Mora, of Cortez, Florida, with his locally built well-boat and a pure 
catch of roe mullet, before voters put him out of business in November 1994. (Michael Jepson photo.) 
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APPENDIX 
 

COMMERCIAL AND RECREATIONAL LANDINGS 
OF 

NINE POPULAR INSHORE FOOD FISH IN GULF OF MEXICO1 IN  
1981, 1994, 2009, 2013 

(From National Marine Fisheries Service) 
 

1981 
SPECIES      RECREATIONAL      COMMERCIAL 
 
Red Drum       4,225,441        2,134,878    
Spotted Seatrout     9,416,409        2,595,208     
Florida Pompano          46,785             539,671       
Gulf & Southern Flounder  1,719,158             1,067,488 
Black Drum      1,575,561         5,849,754     
Sheepshead       1,695,316             844,159     
Striped Mullet      1,570,020        33,259,660     
Spanish Mackerel     2,576,751             3,674,967 
 
Totals:        22,825,441        49,965,785 
 

1994  
SPECIES      RECREATIONAL      COMMERCIAL 
 
Red Drum       18,180,720                  43,203  
Spotted Seatrout     21,754,154          1,737,992 
Florida Pompano         374,191                508,437 
Gulf & Southern Flounder    2,100,850             1,364,214 
Black Drum        3,348,127             3,900,166 
Sheepshead         9,127,270              4,292,284 
Striped Mullet        3,726,154            27,002,791 
Spanish Mackerel       5,077,855                  2,779,301 
 
Totals:        63,689,321         41,628,388 
 

2009  
SPECIES      RECREATIONAL      COMMERCIAL 
 
Red Drum       21,518,867           32,027       
Spotted Seatrout     27,890,637           69,694 



40 
 

Florida Pompano          592,515             273,537        
Gulf & Southern Flounder    2,950,964             198,4012 
Black Drum        7,243,310          3,334,252  
Sheepshead       10,023,975          1,511,854 
Striped Mullet        2,061,878            11,157,217    
Spanish Mackerel       4,999,295          1,834,198 
 
Totals:        77,281,441         18,411,1803 
 
 

20134  
SPECIES      RECREATIONAL      COMMERCIAL 
 
Red Drum       33,836,072                36,516   
Spotted Seatrout     27,714,175                68,362  
Florida Pompano             477,443              160,135   
Gulf & Southern Flounder    4,473,593                 117,0472 
Black Drum      10,094,097           3,970,978     
Atlantic Sheepshead      7,565,906           1,686,266      
Striped Mullet        7,784,485          13,681,496      
Spanish Mackerel     11,919,640            1,354,007 
 
Totals:        103,865,411         21,074,8073 
 
1Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and west coast of Florida 
2No landings from Louisiana reported 
3Does not include flounder landings from Louisiana 
4National Marine Fisheries Service stopped reporting Louisiana data after 2013.   
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