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Empowering Marine Anglers through Responsibility: 

Exploring Recreational Fishery Comanagement in Rhode Island
What is the potential for comanagement as a tool for 

managing marine recreational fin-fishing in Rhode Island?
Executive Summary:

An estimated 300,000 saltwater anglers use Rhode Island marine waters each year and contribute an estimated $150 million to the Rhode Island economy. (DeAlteris et al, 2000: 34-35)  In addition, recreational fishers constitute a significant percentage of the total landings for some key finfish species such as striped bass, blue fish, tautog, and summer flounder.  Most notable are striped bass and tautog, for which recreational harvest consistently exceeds commercial.  This paper examines the potential for using comanagement as a tool to manage fisheries dominated by marine recreational fishers in Rhode Island.  I determined that the most important elements of a successful comanaged fishery are rooted in local economy, geography, social attributes, and the paradigm of governance based on my synthesis of the published literature. Based on analysis of these criteria, my interviews of 116 anglers from the Rhode Island Saltwater Anglers Association and the Rhode Island Mobile Sportsfishermen, and my pilot effort to map concentration of fishing effort in Narragansett Bay, I conclude that a consultative form of comanagement could be an effective way to help manage the fisheries dominated by recreational marine fishers. Comanagement is preferable to the current management regime because it would empower anglers in the management process.  Increased angler compliance with regulations would likely result from a comanagement arrangement.  My research indicates that the marine anglers and fisheries managers of RI are willing to cooperate in furthering a participatory comanagement process.  The potential for furthering comanagement to a more active comanaged regime is however impeded by manifold problems.  The Marine Recreational Fisheries Program in the Rhode Island Division of Fish and Wildlife (RIDFW) lacks adequate funding to gather data on the human and biological dimensions of the recreational fishery. The RIDFW’s Marine Recreational Fisheries Statistics Survey (MRFSS) does not accurately characterize effort and catch data, and its degree of error is unknown. Management based on Total Allowable Catch (TAC) is not suitable for recreational fisheries because there is no effective way to establish and enforce limits, and the amount of hooking mortality-related bycatch associated with catch and release fishing is poorly understood.  Few human dimensions data on RI marine anglers are collected.  The management process and data used in that process are not adequately transparent.  The economic importance of the marine recreational fishery to RI is not adequately recognized.  I recommend a recreational licensing program as a way to resolve many of the barriers identified in this study. A marine recreational fishing license could generate over $4 million per year based on fees of $10 for residents and $15 for non-residents, assuaging the Marine Fisheries Section’s budget problem, and improving data collection through a registry of known anglers.  In addition, the anglers associations say they support comanagement and licensing under certain circumstances. Cooperative tagging programs, participatory mapping exercises, human dimensions surveys, and catch and release training programs are all means of empowering anglers in the management process.  Improving public awareness of the socioeconomic importance of marine angling to the state is crucial to improving the management process.  A mandatory logbook program for the for-hire sector will improve recreational data by characterizing the for-hire sector with commercial sector accuracy, allotting more funding to private boat and shore data collection.  Improving transparency of the management process, the data used to make management decisions, and the methods used to collect recreational data can empower anglers in the management process, improving regulatory compliance.  In-depth human dimensions data on marine angling community will improve the management process through knowledge-based participatory management.  RI marine anglers must exercise their current participatory rights in the management process to a greater extent.  There is a significant possibility for real positive change through comanagement for the RI marine recreational fishery.  However the RI General Assembly must recognize the economic value of marine angling to the state and agree to establish and protect a restricted receipt account for license fees generated by a marine recreational licensing program before any significant progress towards effective participatory comanagement can be made.

