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Seafood Coalition: Grappling with new management model

By Nancy Gaines 
Special to the Times 

"Fire, ready, aim." 

Those were the sardonic words of fishing industry innovator Vito Giacalone on hearing that the federal government, together with academic-environmental interests, was organizing a retreat at the Bretton Woods resort in the White Mountains to ponder the shape of the fishery to come. 

By the time last October's meeting was announced, federal fishing regulators had already pulled the trigger on a new fishery management plan called catch shares. 

And Giacalone, who was not invited to the conclave, had spent the better part of three years readying a business model that would give the surviving groundfishermen a sporting chance of remaining on the waters under the new regime. 

The catch share system would essentially privatize the seas and turn its wild stocks of fish into commodities to be traded like cattle or hog futures. 

The business model devised by Giacalone and his colleagues at the Northeast Seafood Coalition sought to adapt the system to the New England fishery's 19 stocks of 15 species in three ocean epicenters — the Gulf of Maine, Georges Bank and the waters of Southern New England. 

A more unwilling partnership would be hard to find. 

Giacalone, as cofounder and policy director of the Seafood Coalition, knew its members were hostile toward catch shares and the government regulators seeking to impose them. 

The hostility, said Giacalone, "didn't change the task at hand, which was allowing the industry to survive." 

"Someone had to stop and turn around and look in the mirror at how the industry could operate and, unfortunately, that was us," he said. 

Pragmatism was what made the coalition the most powerful fishing industry group in New England. It had amassed a multi-million-dollar war chest to support Gloucester fishermen by tapping a settlement with the developers of two offshore liquefied natural gas terminals that the coalition had fought. 

Born of economic necessity in 2002, the Northeast Seafood Coalition is the umbrella trade association for once-splintered groundfishing interests and related shoreside businesses spanning mid-coast Maine to Long Island, N.Y. 

It was the brainchild of Gloucester's then-mayor John Bell. 

"There was a history of segregated interests," explained the coalition's executive director, Jackie Odell. "You had trawlers versus gillnetters, port versus port, inshore versus offshore, different states." 

While fishermen remained divided, government regulators were poised to further shackle them by cutting the number of days they were permitted to fish and restricting where they could fish. 

Historically, fishermen were limited by complex rules under the Magnuson-Stevens Act, enacted in 1976, amended in 1996 and 2006 and designed to protect the seas from overfishing. 

Tighter controls were required after the New England Conservation Law Foundation successfully sued the government in 2002, claiming that the managers of the fish stocks were not following the mandates of Magnuson. 

No one disputed the independent Gloucester-based groundfish fleet began to unite.

government's need to strengthen and stabilize the ecosystem, but many scientists and much of the industry deplored the tactics used to reach that goal. 

Some commercial fishermen who had 176 "days at sea" in 1996 saw that ratchet down to as few as 24 by 2006. 

To keep fishing, boats needed to lease days from other permit holders. Many houses were second-mortgaged, and fishermen skated on ever thinner ice. 

"To achieve political support, or get whatever we might need, we had to be united in our message and our purpose," said Odell, a biologist with a master's degree in marine affairs. "There was a big push from within the industry and from the politicians to develop an organization that brought these interests under one roof." 

Confronted by the common bogeyman of "days at sea" restrictions, the roguishly independent Gloucester-based groundfish fleet began to unite.

"Sometimes, it takes a crisis to realize you need to build bridges," said Odell. 

She credits Bell, chairman of the coalition from the outset, with pulling together the diverse interests to work together to both rebuild the stocks and preserve small, family-owned fishing businesses across the Northeast. 

Eight years later, the Seafood Coalition, representing 160 vessels and 30 businesses, is in the fight of its life. 

Since May, its membership has tried to adapt to the government's latest policy, which divides a set quota of fish among co-ops of groundfishermen, called sectors. 

The prospect of catch shares was a fearful one for many in the industry. The system has historically forced consolidation of the fleet, leaving the shares in the hands of a few big operators with investment capital while putting the heavily leveraged small-boat owners out of business. 

Fishing regulators acknowledge that eliminating "a sizeable fraction" of the fleet is one goal of the system. The industry estimates that half to two-thirds of the fleet will not survive. 

Despite its opposition, the coalition decided it needed to prepare a lifeboat of sorts for its members by applying for shares of the fish that could be caught under the new system. 

The coalition's Giacalone, the acknowledged wise man of groundfishing in New England, devised a regional plan for 13 sectors, organized by criteria like location and type of gear. Some fishermen who fought catch shares accused the coalition of selling out, but the coalition enrolled most fishermen who qualified for a share of the catch. 

Giacalone, a former fisherman and commercial developer, financed fishing permits through the Gloucester Fishing Community Preservation Fund, which he runs. 

The "permit bank" buys vessel permits, which can cost from $200,000 to $1.2 million on the open market, to keep them for Gloucester residents. The fund was financed with $13 million from two liquefied natural gas companies with ports off Gloucester's shore. 

The so-called mitigation money was ordered by the state as a condition of permits for the terminals.

The coalition wound up with the biggest permit bank in New England, guaranteeing a future for a least some Gloucestermen.

But in early June, less than six weeks into the catch share implementation, Giacalone had seen enough of the new system. 

So had Richie Canastra of New Bedford, where scallops are king. Canastra is treasurer of the coalition and a co-owner with his brother of Whaling City Seafood Display Auctions, the only major fish brokerage in New Bedford, the nation's most lucrative port.

Giacalone and Canastra, with the other 22 board members of the coalition, penned a desperate letter to President Obama, asking him to intervene to halt the new rules. Catch shares, the letter said, would "raze fishing infrastructure and rob coastal communities of their economies, identities and histories. ... 

"Time is of the essence," said the letter. "Many groundfish businesses predict that they will be unable to continue operating beyond August." 

The president has yet to respond. 

Nancy Gaines has been editor of two newspaper chains and four magazines, including the Improper Bostonian. She was founding editor of the Boston Business Journal and has reported for The New York Times and Boston Globe. She is now a publishing consultant and special projects writer. She lives in Gloucester and is married to Times staff writer Richard Gaines. 


