“These are nearly
perfect conditions,”

Where have all the

Menhaden
by Beau Beasley

gone ?
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James Jindal said as we walked out to the
point on New Jersey’s Sandy Hook. “Yep,
we’re deﬁnitely going to catch a few ﬁsh
here today.” I was in the Garden State to
do on-the-water research for an upcoming book on ﬂy ﬁshing the Mid-Atlantic,
and Jindal had graciously offered to take
me with him that afternoon to show me
around “The Hook,” a favorite hangout
for fly and spin anglers alike. He had
promised me that we’d land a few ﬂounder
if the conditions were right. Jindal works
at Tight Lines Fly Fishing in Pine Brook
(www.tightlinesﬂyﬁshing.com), which
caters to the average working stiff but
carries all sorts of high-end gear as well.
This is not the shop to visit if you hope to
impress the patrons with your knowledge
of Latin—but if you’re looking to learn
how to spey cast or ﬂy ﬁsh in saltwater,
it’s tough to beat.
Jindal had already landed a few ﬂounder
when he turned to me and asked, “Beau,
you’re from Virginia, right?” I nodded
and cast. “Ever heard of a company called
Omega Protein?” I nodded again. Do I ever
know about Omega Protein, I thought to
myself. “What are you guys down there
doing about the menhaden situation?”
Jindal asked anxiously. “Virginia really isn’t
all that popular with us right now because
the menhaden population is really off.
Most folks know that Virginia still allows
commercial ﬁshing of menhaden in state
waters for purposes other than bait. You
guys don’t seem too interested in doing
anything about it. What gives?” For a
moment I just looked out over the water
and thought about his question, which was
really an indictment. And then I explained
to him where Virginia’s menhaden stand
right now. It’s not a pretty picture.

?

Menhaden: Lowly and Crucial

Why does the humble menhaden matter so much? Well, as the menhaden go, so go the stripers, Spanish mackerel, false albacore, drum, and
nearly every other sport ﬁsh off the Atlantic Coast. Menhaden have the
unfortunate distinction of landing near the bottom of the saltwater food
chain—just about everything eats them—so a robust population of these
crucial baitﬁsh is of paramount importance to East Coast anglers.
A recent stock assessment sponsored by the Atlantic States Marine
Fisheries Commission (ASMFC)—the federal regulatory agency charged
with oversight of these and other migratory saltwater ﬁsh—found that
the menhaden stock is a scant 14% of what it was just 30 years ago.
Recreational anglers and conservation groups believe that Virginia’s
menhaden are in great danger, and that the plummeting numbers are,
in part, a result of overﬁshing by Texas-based Omega Protein, which
uses spotter planes and state-of-the-art refrigerated boats to harvest hundreds of tons of menhaden each year. These ﬁsh are then processed at a
plant in Reedville, Virginia, for a variety of commercial uses, including
Omega 3 heart-healthy tablets, lipstick, pet food and, ironically, feed
for commercially grown ﬁsh.
Virginia is the only state on the East Coast that allows Omega Protein
to harvest menhaden commercially for industrial use in all of its state
waters, and much of the harvesting is done in the rich waters of the
Chesapeake Bay. North Carolina allows Omega Protein to harvest menhaden in its waters, but strictly limits their take from the Virginia state
line south to Cape Lookout because of a red drum kill a few years ago.
These ﬁsh were accidentally caught in Omega Protein nets, and dozens of
brood stock ﬁsh ranging from 40 to 50 inches long were killed. Naturally
this unfortunate incident further strained already tense relations between
recreational and commercial anglers in the Tar Heel State.
Who’s Watching the Watchdogs?
One would think that menhaden management would be a straightforward affair.
One would be wrong.
Who is managing the species depends on which state’s waters you’re
ﬁshing and how far off the coast you are. Individual states manage from
their coastlines to three miles out from shore. The area from the three-mile
limit to 200 miles offshore falls under the jurisdiction of the ASMFC and
is referred to as the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). Beyond 200 miles
offshore is considered international waters and is more or less common
ocean property. Created in 1942, the ASMFC is a consortium representing 15 states from Florida to Maine. Each state has three commissioners:
the director of the state’s marine ﬁsheries management agency, a state
legislator, and an individual appointed by the governor. Some commissioners are paid because it’s part of their job to serve in that position for
their respective state agency. For example Steve Bowman, Director of the
Virginia Marine Resources Commission, is paid. Some commissioners,
by contrast, are volunteers who receive no pay apart from their travel
expenses. ASMFC meetings are held in various locations on the East
Coast, in part so that the public can participate in person and express
their thoughts about particular issues before the commissioners.
The ASMFC has come under withering criticism recently for its
management of saltwater species in general and menhaden in particular.
Honestly, the job of the ASMFC is a very difﬁcult one, particularly when
the organization has opposing factions in its own ranks. Commissioners
from Virginia and North Carolina, for example, have sound reasons
to cater to commercial ﬁshing interests, whereas commissioners from
Maryland and New Jersey tend to take a more conservative approach
to managing menhaden.
And managing a migrating ﬁsh is no easy task. As one ﬁsheries
scientist commented during our recent interview, “The number of ﬁsh
in the Chesapeake Bay will have changed by the time we ﬁnish this
interview.” It is also expensive and very time-consuming to create valid,
reliable data on the Atlantic menhaden population—and particularly
difﬁcult to determine correlative effects of any number of factors on
that population. Critics also point out that managers can’t effectively

manage menhaden if they’re treated as isolated populations instead of
being managed as a whole—something that’s much easier said than done.
The ASMFC needs a good PR campaign, too, because most recreational anglers who care about these issues see the agency as more or less
bent on wringing the most ﬁsh out of the water for commercial purposes as possible without breaking any laws. These watchdog-watchers
point to the fact that ASMFC Executive Director John V. O’Shea
appeared in a 2009 Omega Protein PR movie (available on YouTube at
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C1fAcwhqsYE) touting both the
health of the menhaden ﬁshery and Omega Protein itself for working
with the ASMFC to ensure a sustainable menhaden population. O’Shea
reassuringly adds that “overﬁshing has not occurred and overﬁshing is not
occurring,” which essentially leaves viewers with the impression that things
look great for Atlantic Coast menhaden, a contention that recreational anglers vehemently dispute. O’Shea’s involvement in the movie unleashed
an avalanche of criticism from recreational anglers and environmentalists
who wondered why someone in his position would appear in such a
ﬁlm, likening his participation to a Super Bowl referee appearing in a
halftime spot that endorses one of the competing teams.
Tina Berger, Public Affairs Specialist for the ASMFC, contends that
the commission knew about and fully supported the development of the
movie: “Mr. O’Shea’s comments were derived from previously delivered
testimony to Congress, the Menhaden Management Board, or from ofﬁcial ASMFC technical documents. Mr. O’Shea’s travel expenses were
paid for by the commission in order for him to have control over the
content of what he said.”

What the Science Tells Us
The ASMFC’s most recent study reiterates that “overﬁshing has
not occurred and overﬁshing is not occurring,” a conclusion that has
pleased commercial menhaden harvesters but left recreational anglers
scratching their heads. Organizations like the Coastal Conservation
Association (CCA), Greenpeace and the Chesapeake Bay Foundation
encourage the ASMFC to reconsider the reference points they use to
judge the health and size of the menhaden population. These reference
points help determine things like recruitment, which is the ability of
the stock to reproduce, and bio-mass, which is the projected size of the
stock. Changing the reference points that one uses in a statistical model
can change outcomes—and paint a completely different picture of, for
example, the projected number of ﬁsh in a certain class. CCA-Virginia in
particular has voiced its concerns about East Coast menhaden, helping to
launch a website (www.savemenhaden.com) and develop a menhaden
coalition to raise awareness about the issue.
I contacted Brad Spear, the former head of the technical committee
that oversees menhaden for the ASMFC, and asked him to assign a grade
to the state of the Chesapeake Bay’s menhaden—A to F. Unfortunately,
the situation eludes anything as obvious as a letter: “Part of the problem,”
Spear responds, “is the science is not available to determine how many
menhaden are in the Bay. As a result we don’t know what percentage is
being consumed from natural predation.” This important issue is actually
one of the chief concerns of conservationists like Jerry Benson, Vice President of CCA-Virginia, who wonders, “If the most recent study concludes
that only 14 percent of the menhaden stock is available, how low would
it actually be if you consider how many are eaten by stripers?”
Spear’s response? Experts simply don’t know how many menhaden are
consumed by stripers. “The stock assessment gives a status for the entire
coast as a whole, and not just in the Chesapeake Bay,” he insists, “so I
can’t give you a grade.” It should come as no surprise, then, that anglers
are skeptical when the ASMFC states categorically that “overﬁshing has
not occurred and overﬁshing is not occurring.” How can they possibly
know that when they don’t know how many menhaden are in the Bay
at any one time? Benson argues that it’s sensible to extrapolate a conclusion: “If the coastal assessment is at a historic low, then it’s safe to say
that the Bay certainly isn’t going to be that much different and might be
worse.” The uncertain state of Bay menhaden has focused all interested
eyes on Omega Protein and, surprisingly, Virginia’s General Assembly.

Omega Protein Corporation operates a fleet of 41 boats and 32 spotter planes. Working in pairs, small boats deploy
“purse seine” nets, thus named because they’re drawn up like a purse string and capture nearly everything in the
school. Once the net is drawn up, larger ships are brought alongside, and the menhaden are vacuumed into their holds.

Omega Protein
In 1955 a ﬂeet of 153 boats supported 23
different plants on the East Coast alone—but
time has not been kind to the menhaden
reduction industry. Only ﬁve menhadenprocessing plants remain, and Omega Protein
Corporation, the world’s largest producer of
Omega-3 ﬁsh oil and North America’s largest manufacturer of protein-rich specialty
ﬁshmeal and organic ﬁsh solubles, operates
four of the ﬁve, including the plant along the
Virginia coast in Reedville. The company operates a ﬂeet of 41 boats and 32 spotter planes,
which scout out schools of ﬁsh and report
back to the ﬂeet; Virginia operations consist
of ten of these ships and eight planes working in tandem to deploy “purse seine” nets,
thus named because they’re drawn up like a
purse string and capture nearly everything in
the school. Once the net is drawn up, larger
ships are brought alongside; menhaden are
vacuumed into the holds of the larger ships,
where they are kept refrigerated until they are
ofﬂoaded at the processing plant.
Menhaden ﬁshing predates the nation’s
birth, and Reedville, which has been the home
of menhaden ﬁshing in one form or another
since the late 1800s, owes much of its success and economic stability to the menhaden
ﬁshery. Many Reedville residents can boast
that their families have ﬁshed for menhaden

for generations. Current Omega Protein
plant manager Monty Diehl, for example, is
a fourth-generation commercial menhaden
angler. Omega Protein employs nearly 300
people at the plant, shelling out approximately $40 million in operating expenses
a year. Naturally, locals are loyal to Omega
Protein; after all, the company has provided
a dependable economic base for the town and
its residents, who have families to provide for
and bills to pay just like the rest of us.
So the economic beneﬁts of commercial
menhaden harvesting are clear. The question
is, what are its costs? Professor James Kirkley
of the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg, Virginia, is currently involved in
an exhaustive study of the economic impact
of the commercial menhaden ﬁshery on the
Old Dominion. This study should shed light
on what Virginians get in return for allowing
Omega Protein to harvest menhaden for
corporate use.
Dirty Water
According to Virginia’s Department of
Environmental Quality (DEQ), Omega
Protein has garnered some serious ﬁnes in the
last decade. Since 2001 the company has paid
over $111,000 in ﬁnes for environmental violations that include operating without proper
permits and releasing high levels of toxins into

local waterways and the air. In one instance in
2005, toxins released into nearby Cockrell’s
Creek were four times higher than what is lethal to ﬁsh and invertebrates. Air quality standards may have been violated as late as 2009
when DEQ inspectors discovered that scrubbers necessary to control particulate matter in
plant driers were not operating as permitted.
Complaints about environmental concerns are not limited to the plant in Reedville.
Anglers often complain that Omega Protein
illegally discharges foul-smelling bilge water
into the Chesapeake Bay. The company transfers this water, which has been used to clean
the holds of ships carrying in menhaden, or
at the plant for manufacturing purposes, to
a speciﬁc part of the Bay by ship where it is
then discharged. Although the practice may
be offensive to others, the company is in fact
permitted to do it.
Anglers and boaters won’t have to hold
their noses much longer, however, as the company will completely discontinue the practice
when DEQ issues a new permit this year. In
addition, Omega Protein has recently spent $2
million to improve its boilers, has reduced its
sulfur dioxide production by 50%, and has an
aggressive water recycling plan in the works.
Ben Landry, Omega Protein’s director of
public relations, believes that many stakeholders make assumptions on the basis of

B RANDON WHITE PHOTOS

Menhaden: Just How Bad Is It?
CCA-Virginia recently made public a graph based on ASMFC
data that demonstrates the plight of the menhaden population on the
Atlantic coast. The graph is accurate but may be easily misunderstood,
according to one scientist I spoke to at the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration.
“Eggs produced by mature menhaden are trendless and with high variability,” he said. In other words, while mature menhaden are producing
plenty of eggs, those eggs don’t seem to become menhaden in the numbers that scientists would like to see. Why is this? In fact, scientists are
unable to fully account for this trend. While varsity menhaden—three
years old and older—still swim around in decent numbers, the numbers
of freshmen and sophomores—two years old and younger—are plummeting. The overall average shows a very troubling downward trend.

limited data and without all the facts: “I
think people believe we don’t have any
concern for the ﬁshery, and that’s not
true,” he says. “No one is any more concerned about the health of the menhaden
population than we are.” The company
has reported its catches for decades, he
argues, in captains’ daily ﬁshing reports
that record every time a net is lowered
and the best estimate of the catch as well
as longitude, latitude, temperature, wind
speed, and which spotter plane located
that particular school of ﬁsh. Since 1955
Omega Protein has sent this information
to the National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS) in Beaufort, North Carolina,
for review. In fact, an NMFS employee
works at the Reedville plant and gathers
scientiﬁc samples onsite, which are also
sent on to Beaufort for study.
The Way Forward
Most conservationists are concerned
not about Omega Protein’s environmental violations, which are illegal, but its
menhaden harvest levels, which are legal.
In fact, it was conservation groups that
helped push a bill through the Virginia
legislature in 2005 to cap the menhaden
harvest at 109,020 metric tons (240 million pounds) per year. The cap is cold

comfort to many, however, because the
ﬁgure merely represents the ﬁve-year average of Omega Protein’s regular annual
harvest. Nevertheless many recreational
anglers hope that the cap is a move in the
right direction, and they will continue
to lobby lawmakers for more stringent
requirements on commercial angling
that they believe is reducing a critical
public resource for the beneﬁt of a private company. Indeed, Brad Spear of the
ASMFC admits that “the cap placed on
the Chesapeake Bay reduction harvest in
Virginia is not based on science, but is
purely political.” Many conservationists
suspect as much, and point to the fact
that Omega Protein has donated more
than $200,000 in the last decade or so to
Virginia state legislators who “manage”
the menhaden ﬁshery.
It is a crash of the menhaden population that many conservationists fear. They
argue that if Virginia’s General Assembly
is concerned about keeping jobs in the
state, they need to take a broader view
of the health of the ﬁshery and consider
what might happen if recreational anglers
turned away from the Bay because the
sport ﬁshing declined: Hotels, restaurants, marinas, boat dealers, tackle shops,
guides—and all of the businesses that ser-
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Menhaden: Facts and Fallacies
Atlantic menhaden (Brevoortia tyrannus), also
known as bunker, fatback, and pogy, are bony, oily
ﬁsh with an average lifespan of ﬁve to eight years.
Menhaden are ﬁlter feeders, passing anywhere
from four to seven gallons of water a minute over
their gill rakers. This process traps phytoplankton
and other small organisms and has led the Coastal
Conservation Association of Virginia and other
conservationists to tout the humble menhaden’s
ability to clean the Chesapeake Bay. Many would
love to see menhaden take on the algae blooms
that have plagued the Bay for decades; unfortunately the Virginia Institute of Marine Science
(VIMS) recently concluded that menhaden have
a negligible effect on the Bay’s pernicious algae
blooms because the blooms are so large and menhaden themselves excrete ammonia as waste.
Menhaden eat tiny ﬁsh, shellﬁsh eggs and
larvae, and the juveniles of some species. The
primary beneﬁt of the menhaden seems to be that
it acts as a forage ﬁsh for nearly every saltwater
species. For this reason, the menhaden has been
called the most important ﬁsh in the sea.
Many menhaden are able to reproduce at
two years of age and make up the bulk of commercially harvested fish. Only Virginia and
North Carolina allow purse-seine ﬁshing in state
waters; other East Coast states have banned this
practice completely. Virginia allows 109,020
metric tons (240 million pounds) of menhaden
to be harvested each year in state waters. Though
some anglers have argued that Omega Protein
unintentionally catches a tremendous amount of
ﬁsh besides menhaden (this is called “by-catch”),
the research doesn’t support this argument: Many
studies have indicated that the by-catch of menhaden ﬂeets is only about 1%. Shrimpers and other
commercial anglers, by contrast, use trawling nets
and have a by-catch of 30% or more. Still, critics
claim losing 24 million pounds of ﬁsh a year to
by-catch is not insigniﬁcant.
Omega Protein’s boats focus solely on schools
of menhaden and may capture as many as 50,000
ﬁsh in a single catch. The holds of Omega Protein’s boats can contain up to 1.25 million menhaden when fully loaded. This commercial ﬂeet
doesn’t ﬁsh on weekends or holidays, in part to
give recreational anglers a wide berth. Currently
no limit exists on how many menhaden can be
harvested in federal waters, which is known as
the Exclusive Economic Zone and which spans
the area between 3 miles and 200 miles offshore.
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vice and supply these businesses—would
be devastated. As evidence they point to
the 2005 Southwick Study, which compared the economic impact of managing
striped bass for recreational angling to
the value of commercially harvested bass.
The results concluded that economic activity from recreational angling would be
seven times greater and three times more
jobs would be supported. According to
the report of the study, “The 100% allocation to the recreational sector produces
the greatest economic impact among all
of the scenarios” (pages 27-28).
Retailers also recognize how important
menhaden are to the sport ﬁshery. Vance
Hopkins, vice president of Green Top,
arguably Virginia’s best-known sporting
goods store, minces no words: “We have
a loyal customer base from the Maryland
portion of the Bay right down to the
Atlantic,” he says, and yet Green Top
has not been insulated from a decline
in ﬁshing gear sales. He believes that the
dearth of menhaden is directly related to
the prevalence of mycobacteriosis among
Chesapeake Bay stripers, leaving them
with lesions and injury to their internal
organs. Researchers believe that large
numbers of Bay stripers are competing for
ever-dwindling numbers of menhaden,
stressing the stripers and leaving them
vulnerable to attack by bacteria. From his
retail vantage point, Hopkins sees a direct
connection between striper health and
the health of his customer base. “Sales of
striper-related gear have dropped several
hundred thousand dollars since 2007.
That means I have to cut my workforce
down, and I have to carry over substantial
inventory, which further strains a business.” Hopkins’ hunch was recently borne
out in a study done by the Chesapeake
Bay Ecological Foundation and East
Carolina University, which concluded
that stripers in the Bay are shifting their
feeding grounds due to “ecological depletion” of menhaden as well as Bay anchovy.
A brief but informative summary report
may be found at www.chesbay.org.
Omega Protein may sit squarely in
the sites of conservationists because

they harvest menhaden for a variety of
commercial purposes—but they aren’t
the only ones. A lot more menhaden are
harvested for bait than most anglers
realize. New Jersey, for example,
bans commercial harvesting of
menhaden in its state waters
for anything other than bait;
however, state law does allow
commercial netting of menhaden
for resale to tackle shops and to commercial lobstermen in New England for
use in their traps. New Jersey residents
might be surprised to learn that there is
no limit to the amount of menhaden that
can be commercially gathered in state
waters. According to the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection,
30 million pounds of menhaden were
harvested for bait in 2009 alone. That’s a
lot of bait. The commercial bait harvesting exemption also explains why New
Jersey anglers have seen bait boats come
all the way from Cape Cod to ﬁsh in
Jersey waters in recent years. (These bait
boats have another reason to head south
as well: The ASMFC recently closed ﬁshing for river herring completely in parts
of New England because the stocks are
now at 5% of their historic levels.)
All Eyes on Virginia
The lowly menhaden suddenly appears
to be enjoying its much-deserved 15 minutes of fame. Virginia State Senator Ralph
Northam (D, 6th District) and Delegate
John Cosgrove (R, 78th District) propose
transferring authority of menhaden management from the Virginia General Assembly to the Virginia Marine Resources
Commission (VMRC). After all, they
argue, the VMRC currently manages all
of the state’s saltwater ﬁsh . . . except menhaden. Both state legislators held public
meetings in various locations throughout
the Commonwealth in 2010 and invited
stakeholders to the table to discuss the
issue. Omega Protein and other commercial interests, including the Virginia
Waterman’s Association, Virginia Bait
Association, and the Virginia Chapter of
the NAACP, which is concerned about
minority employees at Omega Protein,
flatly refused to attend. Ben Landry
sent a letter on behalf of Omega Protein
and other parties arguing that private
meetings were more appropriate, given
the emotionally charged issue. These
stakeholders insist that there is nothing
to gain from the legislature giving up its
menhaden oversight, that good species
management depends upon science
alone, and that all the data we need are
available from the ASMFC.
For decades delegates like Harvey
Morgan (R, 98th District), Chairman
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The Future of Menhaden
Management in Virginia
Between the bleak ASMFC menhaden report and growing unrest from its
signiﬁcant population of recreational
anglers, the Virginia legislature seems
to be feeling the heat. In addition to
the bill submitted by State Senator
Ralph Northam (D, 6th District)
and Delegate John Cosgrove (R, 78th
District) concerning the transfer of
menhaden management from the
legislature to VMRC, other legislators
have proposed bills that deal speciﬁcally with the menhaden situation.
One such bill would impose a fee of
$10 for every ton of menhaden commercially harvested and then set that
money aside for research. Another bill
would reduce Omega Protein’s menhaden take by 20% per year beginning
in 2012. Still another bill would ban
commercial ﬁshing within a mile of
shore near the cities of Hampton,
Norfolk and Newport News.
Nevertheless, in January 2011
Virginia legislators understood that
Governor Bob McDonnell (R) was
against any of the menhaden management bills moving forward because he
feared that they might result in job
losses. As a result, every single bill died
a swift death in committee. Senator
Ralph Northam’s bill, which would
have merely transferred menhaden
oversight from the legislature to the
VMRC, died the fastest: Northam
made a motion that the committee
vote on his bill, and not a single senator would even second the motion,
much less vote on it. In other words,
a handful of state legislators have
prevented the legislature from even
discussing the issue of species management change, thereby enshrining
the status quo for at least another year.

Learn More and Get Involved
Atlantic States Marine Fisheries
www.asmfc.org
Chesapeake Bay Foundation
www.cbf.org
Coastal Conservation Assoc. - VA
www.ccavirginia.org
Omega Protein
www.omegaproteininc.com
Save the Menhaden
www.savemenhaden.com
Chesapeake Bay Ecological Found.
www.chesbay.org
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of the Agriculture, Chesapeake, and Natural
Resources Committee, which oversees the
Bay for the Virginia General Assembly, have
presided over a steady decline in menhaden.
Nevertheless the General Assembly continues
to manage this crucial and declining ﬁshery,
despite the fact that not one of the committee
members has a degree in ﬁsheries management.
Bills like the one proposed by Senator Northam
and Delegate Cosgrove never make it out of this
committee to be voted on by the full Virginia
legislature. Northam made his position quite
clear in an article in which he argued that the
VMRC is much better equipped to manage
menhaden because: a) VMRC members are
banned from accepting donations, so moving menhaden management from the state
legislature to the VMRC would drastically
de-politicize the issue, b) The VMRC meets
monthly instead of annually and is a much
more nimble body, and c) The VMRC includes
people who are educated in ﬁsheries management and who already manage all the rest of
the state’s saltwater resources.
Menhaden and Me
What is the recreational angler to do?
First, know your local laws. Most anglers
don’t know how and to what extent their state
regulates menhaden—or any other species, for
that matter. And as we’ve seen, the laws vary
widely by state. Second, get to know your local
elected ofﬁcials. Let them know how you feel.
After all, they work for you. Educate yourself
ﬁrst—with facts and not anecdotes—and then
educate others. Third, recreational anglers
should consider carefully before demonizing
commercial anglers, who certainly have a stake
in the health of the ﬁshery, too. Until we establish common ground, we’ll continue to talk
past each other. Finally, I suggest that anglers
contact their ASMFC representative. These
dedicated commissioners make decisions every
day that affect our ﬁsheries, often with little or
no public input. It isn’t that they don’t want to
hear from their constituents; undoubtedly they
do. But few anglers take the time to be heard. If
you disapprove of the way our vital ﬁsheries are
managed in your neck of the woods—or if you
think the ASMFC is doing a good job—then
get off the sidelines and get in the game.

At its spring meeting in Alexandria, Virginia, the ASMFC will again take up the issue of
menhaden management—in particular, commissioners will consider changes to their reference points. Should the commissioners decide
in favor of changes, prepare for an all-out war
between Omega Protein and those opposed to
current levels of commercial harvesting. More
conservative reference points would certainly
indicate that commissioners believe that the
current stock of menhaden is dwindling and
more menhaden must be set aside for predator
ﬁsh to consume.
Virginia is generally held in high regard by
her sister states on the ASMFC, but because
commissioners now see that the Virginia legislature does to a certain extent control the future
of menhaden for the region, Virginia could
ﬁnd herself isolated. The Virginia legislators
and their aides I spoke with routinely point to
statements like Mr. O’Shea’s—that “overﬁshing
has not occurred and is not occurring”—to
justify a wait-and-see approach to menhaden
management. If the ASMFC adopts new reference points, however, then all bets are off—and
Virginia, fairly or unfairly, may be viewed as a
pariah state in which meaningful menhaden
management is nonexistent.
This spring New Jersey guide James Jindal
and his fellow saltwater ﬂy anglers from Maine
to Florida will once again head out to the
beaches and shores of their state waters—all
with high hopes for a successful season of ﬁshing. They’ll have spent the winter dreaming of
beefy stripers, or bands of thrashing blueﬁsh, or
broad-shouldered drum—but just now they’ll
be scanning the water’s surface for healthy
schools of menhaden. Will the menhaden be
there? If so, in what numbers? These anglers
know as well as anyone that, as the menhaden
go, so goes everything else in the sea.

Beau Beasley is a contributing editor to FFA
and an award-winning conservation writer. He
wishes to express his appreciation to Omega
Protein for their cooperation in this article. His
latest book, Fly Fishing the Mid-Atlantic: A No
Nonsense Guide to Top Waters, was released this
year—check it out at www.beaubeasley.com

