MRIP SELF-GUIDED OVERVIEW PRESENTATION
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Hi, I’m Forbes Darby, recreational fishing coordinator for NOAA Fisheries. I’m here to talk to you about the Marine Recreational Information Program, or MRIP. 
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MRIP is a new initiative that NOAA Fisheries has underway to better estimate two key data points used in managing recreational fisheries: saltwater anglers’ “catch” and “effort.”
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Better data can help us all make more informed decisions, which in turn, will help us preserve and enhance our country’s strong tradition of recreational saltwater fishing, along with it the lives it enriches and livelihoods it supports.
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Recreational fishing is a driving force in sustaining the economies of our coastal communities and beyond. 
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From the small business owner selling fishing line at his tackle shop to the waitress serving fish and chips to anglers at a seaside restaurant, recreational fisherman have a tremendous impact on every member of the community where they fish.

MRIP will help ensure that our grandchildren, and those of generations to come, are able to get as much enjoyment out of sport fishing as we do today.
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This presentation is divided into sections that cover different aspects of MRIP. You can skip to those at any time. They include: 

How do scientists count catch?

Why is MRIP important?

What will MRIP achieve?

How is MRIP structured?

How will MRIP be implemented?
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But first, as eager as we are at NOAA Fisheries to share with you the many benefits that we believe MRIP will bring to fishermen, managers other partners and stakeholders – not to mention the nations’ ocean resources – there is one very important thing we hope you take away form this presentation and that’s that MRIP is NOT a “silver bullet.” It won’t solve all our fishing issues.
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But, what MRIP will do is improve the reliability of fishing data – it will provide a better scientific foundation upon which to build the marine policy, so the ocean resources that the American people have entrusted to NOAA’s care will be available forever.
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After viewing this presentation, if you have questions about MRIP or other ocean stewardship efforts that NOAA has underway, please visit our Website at countymyfish.NOAA.gov.
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How do scientists count catch?
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It’s been said that “you can’t manage, what you can’t count.” Every organization needs data to track progress and allow for informed decision-making. We’ve grown accustomed to counting everything that’s countable. 

But what happens when we can’t count everything? When the logistics, the time, or the costs make it impossible to count each and everything? It’s in these situations of uncertainty, when we can’t possibly count everything, that the tool we turn to is an estimate that’s as accurate as possible.
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Such is the case with counting the number of fish caught by anglers. The truth is we will probably never know, down to that each individual fish, how many fish actually get caught in a given year, but by sampling anglers we can get a pretty good estimate based on the things that we can know.
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In recreational fishing, there is two known quantities that we work with: the number of fish people are catching, what we call the “catch” and the number of trips they’re taking to catch those fish, the “effort.”
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Generally speaking, we determine catch through direct observation. All across the coast, people known as samplers go to docks and to fishing piers, marinas and beaches and they record and they measure a random sampling of the fish being caught.
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For determining effort, generally speaking we use phone surveys to ask how often they’ve been fishing over the past two months.
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In addition to this standardized approach, specialized surveys, tailored to the unique qualities of the fishery have been developed to help maximize sample sizes. 

For example, instead of randomly dialing coastal households the For-Hire survey collects trip information directly from For-Hire operators. Similarly, the large pelagic survey collects fishing trip information directly from captains who hold highly migratory species permits.
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In all cases we use statistically proven methods to determine how well our samples represent the whole population of fishermen.
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Finally, we combine the catch and the effort samples to generate an estimate of the total number of fish caught.
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These estimates then get used by scientists and mangers to determine the health and the sustainability of the fishery, and to make informed decisions about how many fish can caught the following year.
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Obviously, one of the most important factors in getting these numbers right is the participation of recreational fishermen in the surveys and sampling.
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George Gallup, the founder of the famous Gallup Poll, well he once described sampling with this simple analogy: he said that sampling a population was like taste-testing soup; one spoonful can reflect the taste of the whole bowl, if that soup is well stirred. In other words, it’s not necessary to count every fish. 
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A much smaller sample can accurately reflect a much larger population so long as that sample is representative of the whole.
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The same types of techniques used to count catch are used every day in all sorts of industries. They do everything from figuring out how many people are watching a particular TV show to predicting the outcome of a presidential election.

 For a more detailed explanation of how we estimate recreational catch and effort, please visit us at Countymyfish.NOAA.gov.
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Why is MRIP important?
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It seems like you see tennis courts in every neighborhood in America. So do you think there are more tennis players or saltwater recreational fishermen? The answer it’s fishermen. There are as many as 15 million saltwater anglers in this country and according to the latest statistics, those numbers are on the rise. These fishermen take nearly 100 million trips per year, they generate more than 80 billion dollars in sales, and they support more than half a million jobs across the country.
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For many coastal communities, recreational fishermen are the lifeblood of the local economy. They support not only bait, tackle and boat sales, but also restaurants, and hotels and other businesses.
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These fishermen also catch a lot of fish.  Many people think the number of fish caught by recreational fishermen must pale in comparison to the commercial harvest. Well, the truth is that for many popular species of fish – like striped bass or bluefish or tautog or black rockfish – for these species, the recreational take is by far the largest proportion.
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But recreational fishermen aren’t just users of the resource; they’re also stewards of it as well. Individual anglers and fishing clubs large and small sponsor beach cleanups, they educate fishermen about the best catch and release techniques, they advocate for better science and they serve as the eyes and ears on the water.
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By participating in programs like MRIP, they’re also invaluable contributors to the marine science we all rely on for sound conservation policy. 
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If you would like to learn more, please visit us at countmyfish.NOAA.gov.
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What will MRIP achieve?
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The job of NOAA Fisheries is making sure fish stocks stay healthy and abundant.
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And right now, for many stocks in numerous parts of the country, that’s just not the case. 
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To guard against the threats the oceans are facing today and into the future means making sure that we’re not catching more fish than the oceans can support. And it means working through a transparent, science-based approach to fairly and equitably allocate access to this shared resource.
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MRIP is one tool we are using to do that. When it’s fully implemented, MRIP will give us reliable information on the number of fish that anglers remove from the population. This is information that can help create the most detailed and accurate snapshot ever of the health of recreational fish stocks.

Of course different people have different ideas when it comes to deciding issues like who can fish when, and how much they can catch. In our democratic system of government, we solve these types of debates by gathering the facts and evaluating the merits of our different opinions until we come to a conclusion that we can all live with.

In fisheries policy, the ingredient that’s been missing from that equation is trusted data. Because the information available was never intended for making detailed management decisions, all too often what we have found ourselves debating is the quality of the data, not the best fisheries management policies to implement based on that data.
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While what we learn about the health of fish stocks under MRIP may not be significantly different from what we know today, the reliability of that information will be vastly improved.

With universally trusted data about recreational fishing in hand, resource management decisions can be made through a rational, deliberate, and science-based discussion involving all stakeholders about how best to balance the many competing interests for our oceans.
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If you would like to learn more about this important topic, please visit us at countymyfish.NOAA.gov.

Slide 38:

How is MRIP structured?
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Currently, there are many different methods being used across the country to calculate recreational fishing catch and effort. Each program uses different means to collect information, and covers different areas. They also differ in the precision, the timing, and the delivery of catch and effort data.
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Over the years, as our understanding of the complex management and science issues grew, NOAA’s own scientist recognized the need for change. We worked with the National Research Council of the National Academies of Science to evaluate our current system and recommend improvements.  
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Through federal legislation known as the Magnuson-Stephens Act, Congress provided us with the mandate to implement those recommendations, along with other improvements.
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It is important to know that these recommendations mostly have to do with ways to make our current recreational surveys better.  It may never be feasible to ask each and every angler about their fishing habits.  But, through the improved methods of gathering more detailed and timely information through MRIP, our estimates will be more accurate, and they will provide information more appropriate to the needs of today’s fisheries managers.
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But, perhaps most important, MRIP is being developed from the ground up as a cooperative effort. It involves the input of people who gather the data, people who use the data to make management decisions, and the people who are directly impacted by those decisions.

Slide 44:

This collaborative approach is a critical factor in ensuring MRIP’s ultimate success. The oceans belong to all of us, and sustainably managing them is a job too big for any one entity or agency. Keeping fish populations abundant and as accessible as science allows won’t happen without everyone’s engagement and participation.
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It will take several years, but when it’s fully implemented, MRIP will be a series of regional surveys that all adhere to the same set of rigorous national standards.

The national standards are important because they ensure that the quality of information provided by each region is comparable and can be relied upon for decision-making.

Maintaining regional control is important because every fishery is distinct. Two entirely different perspectives are required to track fishing activity in the Gulf coast versus Virginia. People in the regions know best where people are fishing, when, what they’re catching, and the best way to reach them.
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If you would like to learn more please visit us at countmyfish.NOAA.gov
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How is MRIP being implemented?
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MRIP is being implemented in three phases: Evaluation, Innovation and Activation.
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During the Evaluation phase, current survey methods are being fully documented and evaluated. They will provide an important baseline of information as to what we’re doing now that is working well, what areas need attention, and how to prioritize moving forward.
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In the Innovation phase, new survey methods are developed and tested using pilot projects. During this phase we put hypotheses to the test by challenging our assumptions in the field. 

The Activation phase is where proven-effective methods are deployed, and where efforts continue to bring ever-greater detail to our data collection in terms of timeliness and geographic coverage.

To make sure that the improvements in data collection happen as efficiently as possible, these three phases are occurring simultaneously. We have already begun activating some of the early changes that we’ve identified, and we are still evaluating some of our more complex methodology. Meanwhile, pilot projects are taking place from docksides to deep water in saltwater recreational fisheries across the country.

If you would like to learn more, please visit us at Countymyfish.NOAA.gov.
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Conclusion
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Sustainably managing our marine ecosystems is an intricate process that involves numerous moving parts, including recreational fishing. From our perspective, the most important things to know about MRIP are:

It’s a process. MRIP is not one survey or even a single system of surveys. It’s a process that looks at every aspect of how we both collect and communicate what we know about the economic, social and environmental impacts of recreational fishing, and the health of recreational fish stocks.

MRIP is not a silver bullet. It won’t solve all fisheries management problems. And implementing MRIP will not necessarily mean that individual fisherman can catch more fish than they can under current regulations. That’s not its purpose. MRIP is about generating better estimates of anglers’ catch and effort. It is a tool that will enable all parties to use the same yardstick by which to measure important fisheries management decisions.

MRIP is a partnership. Without good data, managers can’t make science-based decisions. Without the feedback and participation of anglers in phone surveys, intercepts and the decision-making process, we can’t gather good data, and no one can be sure whether policies based on that data reflect the needs of all our constituents.

MRIP impacts lives and livelihoods. We understand the data we collect and report does not exist in a vacuum. Whether you’re a person who makes their living from fishing, or feeds their family from their catch, or likes to get out on the water once a summer, you have a stake in MRIP’s success, and we have a responsibility to you.
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We hope the information in this presentation has helped you learn about what MRIP is, why it’s important, and how it’s being implemented. If you’d like to learn more about this important topic, please visit us at Countymyfish.NOAA.gov.

