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OPINION: Jones' job drives home NOAA leader's disdain for fishermen, Congress

It has been clear for virtually her entire tenure as head of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration that President Obama's choice for the post, Jane Lubchenco, has little to no respect for fishermen, for members of Congress and other political leaders at the state and local level, and for taxpayers in general.

But her actions this week pushes it to the level of raw contempt.

Dale Jones, former director of federal fishing law enforcement, was deposed last spring after a series of audits by U.S. Department of Commerce Inspector General Todd Zinser.

And Zinser and his investigators found that Jones had presided over wildly excessive and disproportionate treatment of New England fishermen, extensive misuse of government funds, and even a good ol' fashioned case of document shredding while Zinser was actively investigating his department.

Indeed, nothing may scream corruption like a shredding party. Yet, Jones continued to collect his $158,500 salary; as Congressman Barney Frank put it, "Apparently the reward for highly questionable actions (at NOAA) is a paid vacation."

And now comes yet another reward. Lubchenco announced Monday that Jones had been "reassigned" as a fisheries program specialist, a job that comes with a salary almost as good as his previous one — a mere $155,000.

She also announced that Charles Juliand, the senior attorney for enforcement and litigation in NOAA's Gloucester-based Northeast Division, had also been reassigned to work on matters related to the Gulf oil spill.

Anyone who is not outraged by this has not been paying attention. 

And it is simply more evidence that Lubchenco does not care about fairness, nor does she demand any level of accountability from her management subordinates. 

What she cares about is protecting those on her payroll, no matter what they have done, and shielding them from public scrutiny.

The list of outrages under Jones' administration is long and familiar now to those in the fishing industry.

Zinser found that, under Jones, fines levied against fishermen in the Northeast were up to five times more than those in other regions for similar offenses.

He found that those excessive fines were used to build a $92 million Asset Forfeiture Fund, from which agents spent millions on vehicles, boats and foreign travel with little or no documentation or oversight.

Jones, a former Maryland police chief, stocked his agency with criminal investigators, when the job was to handle civil, administrative violations.

And agents working under Jones made an unauthorized, after-hours forced entry into the Gloucester Seafood Display Auction, in an effort to build a case of violations against the business — a case settled with vastly reduced penalties and no admission of guilt by the auction.

Zinser found evidence of document shredding by Jones and his staff — as many as 140 files while Zinser was investigating about a year ago.

After Zinser issued a 28-page report in February, citing multiple instances of misconduct by Jones and his subordinates, Lubchenco declared, "I own the problem, and I intend to fix it."

Instead, she covered it up — Jones' status of remaining on the NOAA payroll was kept secret for weeks, until she was pressured last summer by Frank and fellow Congressman John Tierney to cough up the truth.

This is the kind of conduct that should have resulted in Jones being fired — or worse. But instead of facing an independent federal prosecutor — an assignment that is long overdue — he is simply shuffled out of view, in a transparent effort to protect him until the heat dies down.

This from an administration that promised to be the most transparent in history, that promised to root out and punish waste and corruption, that promised accountability? 

Elected officials, ranging from state Sen. Bruce Tarr, R-Gloucester, and Ann-Margaret Ferrante, D-Gloucester, at the state level, to Tierney, Frank and Sen. John Kerry at the federal level complained about this for months. Earlier this year, both Frank and Tierney called for Lubchenco to be fired.

But they clearly haven't made the case that this conduct — on behalf of an entire federal agency — is far, far out of bounds in terms of acceptable and accountable behavior.

It is time for them to renew that call. They claim to care about fishermen. But if they allow this shameful "re-assignment" to stand, their lack of action will undermine their words.


