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Documents shed new light on NOAA shredding effort
By Richard GainesStaff Writer
The allegations against Dale Jones Jr., for shredding documents during the inspector general's investigation of predatory enforcement and misuse of the millions in fines taken from fishermen led to Jones' removal as federal directory of fisheries enforcement last April.

But Jones, who has been reassigned outside enforcement, and his superiors at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration have repeatedly insisted that the document shredding was benign, a routine purging of files scheduled before the Commerce Department inspector general's investigation was announced.

Now, doubts about that claim have emerged from an unlikely source — the scripted orchestration of the NOAA plan for responding to questions about the document shredding, outlined through documents obtained by the Times.

Produced by attorney Andrew Winer — the Obama 2008 Hawaii campaign director inserted in NOAA as director of external affairs during the unraveling of administrator Jane Lubchenco's leadership and the onset of the investigation into enforcement practices — the text of the "Roll Out Strategy for IG Report on Shredding" was released in response to a Freedom of Information Act request.

Winer wrote questions and answers that might be thrown back at NOAA from reading the only chapter that has not been released to the public in the IG's 11/2-year investigation, triggered by the angry reaction a reported NOAA enforcement vendetta against the Gloucester Seafood Display Auction.

Winer also wrote talking points, assigned high- and low-level outreach to communicate the key points to members of Congress, the governor of Massachusetts, mayors of Gloucester and New Bedford, major non-government organizations — Pew Environment Group, Environmental Defense Fund and Ocean Conservancy — and officials in other states, along with internal NOAA personnel.

The core message was that NOAA "strongly condemns" improper document destruction.

The rollout of the plan to gently slide Jones into the background behind a reform-minded NOAA, and an agency in a state of transparency was scheduled and unfolded over three days in April.

On April 1, Winer wrote that, because he hadn't seen the IG's second report "this is a work in progress."

A week later, he had received the report, which remains repressed.

From it, however, he crafted two questions that the press might ask if the media had access to the report.

Both suggest the document shredding was not as benign as NOAA and Jones have insisted it was.

"According to the IG report," the first question began, "an employee changed his story at least twice regarding his knowledge of the shredding activities. Do you believe that employee was pressured to change his story and what caused him to recant once he was questioned under oath?"

The prepared answer read, "We cannot speculate on what conclusions the IG reached during the course of his investigation."

The second question introduced John Oliver, the deputy assistant administrator for operations. Oliver was the immediate superior to Law Enforcement Director Jones and reported to Eric Schwaab, who had recently been appointed to head the National Marine Fisheries Service by Lubchenco.

Oliver has, for some time, been a key figure in shaping fisheries policy for New England. In February 2008, he had taken a hard line against using a $13.4 million earmark for emergency relief for the region, obtained by Massachusetts' Sens. the late Edward M. Kennedy and John Kerry to sustain fishermen.

Instead, Oliver, in a letter to Paul Diodati, the state director of marine fisheries, argued the money would be better served buying out fishermen. "Capacity reduction" was the policy goal. Oliver also suggested the displaced fishermen could have their "counseling" financed by the earmark.

"According to the IG report," read the question drafted by Winer, "John Oliver learned in December 2009 or January 2010 that OLE (the Office of Law Enforcement) had shredded documents during the pendency of the initial IG investigation, but he did not advise anybody above him about this activity. 
Does NOAA intend to discipline Mr. Oliver, or conduct a further review of his negligence in handling the matter?"

"Due to privacy issues," was the draft answer, "NOAA cannot comment on any personnel actions."

The questions and answers were produced at the time NOAA officials made the decision to appoint Alan Risenhoover to be "interim director of" NOAA law enforcement. Per the script, the public announcement never mentioned Jones' ouster. His professional preservation at his $158,500 a year salary without assignment was to be deduced.

Just last week, NOAA announced that Jones had been assigned to be a "fisheries program analyst."

The Inspector General's Office declined to release the report that Winer had used to the write his draft Q & A.

NOAA had not responded to a request for comment on this story by deadline Wednesday night.
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