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“Conserving to preserve Maine’s heritage.”

To: John Oliver 

Deputy Assistant Administrator for Operations 

National Marine Fisheries Service

RE: Listing Endangered and Threatened Wildlife and Plants; 90-Day Finding on a Petition To List Alewife and Blueback Herring as Threatened Under the Endangered Species Act: (RIN 0648–XA739). Request for comments.

Date: January 30, 2012











Dear Mr. Oliver,

I represent the Alewife Harvesters of Maine, an organization with members in 18 municipalities, 55 active harvesters, and an additional 24 municipalities with inactive river herring (Alosa pseudoharengus and A. aestivalis) harvests in the state of Maine. We are a non-profit 501C entity with an active board of five members, including myself, plus a secretary and a treasurer. Our mission is the conservation of river herring in the state of Maine and the Gulf of Maine to preserve traditional uses of the species, including harvest for commercial uses and human consumption. We have partnered with the Dept. of Marine Resources in Maine, Maine Lobstermen's Association, Downeast Lobsterman's Association, National Resource Council of Maine, Friends of Merrymeeting Bay, Penobscot East Resource Center, Atlantic Salmon Federation and Downeast Salmon Federation to shape legislation and amendments produced by the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission, the New England Fisheries Management Council, and the Maine legislature. 

Our (the AHM board’s) comments are meant to apply to and hopefully influence decisions regarding river herring that persist inside Maine’s borders. Those fish that spawn here, are harvested here and managed here are our primary concern. We recognize that there are difficulties with river herring populations in other states and provinces north and south of Maine, but those circumstances do not necessarily influence the Maine sub-population.

We encourage NOAA-NMFS not to list Maine river herring as threatened. Conservation is working in Maine. River herring populations are large and growing in almost all cases with the Kennebec River as the jewel of restoration efforts in Maine. At least a million fish were passed over Benton Falls Dam into upstream spawning habitat in each of 2009, 2010 and 2011. All three years represent growth in the river herring population. An additional 38,000 fish were passed over nearby Lockwood Dam in 2011, and approximately the same at Brunswick Dam in the lower Androscoggin. In total, the Kennebec, Androscoggin and Sebasticook mainstem dams saw near 3 million river herring passed upstream into spawning habitat in 2011. From the Union River 132,000 river herring were trapped and trucked into upstream spawning habitat. There are other rivers, where count data are not available, that add tens of thousands, possibly hundreds of thousands of river herring to the Maine total. Maine does not have a critical shortage of river herring.

Much of New England and Maritime Canada share a long history of alewife harvest and stewardship. Maine is no exception. As of 2012, Maine will be the only state left on the Atlantic seaboard with an active river herring harvest. Amendment 2 to the Atlantic States Marine Fishery Commission Shad and River Herring plan served its purpose: populations that were unfished, in jeopardy or poorly managed were protected through closure. Maine's runs were deemed sustainable under Amendment 2. Length at age data collected from the 18 actively harvested runs showed evidence of repeat spawners and a diversity of year classes. Harvesters demonstrated their dedication to stewardship by playing a critical role in collecting the scale samples that produced the data for the Maine Department of Marine Resources. Harvesters facilitate fish passage by keeping streams clear and are often the only people with sufficient experience to manage ageing fish ladders to maximize passage. An average of 1.9 million river herring per year, mostly alewife, were harvested in 2009, 2010, and 2011, from Maine's five biggest harvest sites, and thanks to the 72 hour closure rule in almost all state approved management plans, we estimate that an average 1 million river herring passed upstream to spawn in each of those years. These values are assuredly underestimates since not every river herring run in Maine is harvested, nor is every harvest method fish-proof. 

We do not believe it is appropriate to lump Maine river herring and river herring from the rest of the East Coast into a single population segment. There is evidence that real differences in genetic differentiation and morphometrics exist between Maine river herring and those from Massachusetts south. Data from ongoing studies shows that Maine alewife are genetically quite similar within the state, but strongly differentiate from Massachusetts runs. Body shape measurements and otolith shape measurements also indicated that a sample from Mass strongly differentiated from all Maine fish. Any Distinct Population Segment designation should include Maine runs in their own DPS.

Rather, we support directed local action that supports the needs of each DPS region. In Maine, we could add two million or more fish to the number of returning alewives in 10 years by resolving the management impasse in the St. Croix River watershed. Opening Great Works Dam in Princeton, ME (19T 619288.09 m E, 5014600.34 m N) to alewife passage would increase access to historic spawning habitat from 5% to 45%. If federal management were to use the full spectrum of its authority to, literally, remove a piece of plywood in the fish ladder a two order of magnitude increase in the number of alewife would result. This, in our opinion, would be a far more judicious course of action to help the species than designating alewife and blueback herring as threatened. A threatened designation would shut down 18 harvests that support municipal budgets, remove access to a critical bait source for Maine lobstermen, cause undue hardship amongst coastal communities in Maine, undo years of management and infrastructure for monitoring the species, stymie active local restoration efforts, and make a cultural icon less accessible to the Maine public. 

Thank you for your time.

Sincerely,

Jeffrey Pierce

Executive Director

Alewife Harvesters of Maine
PO Box 51, Dresden, Maine, 04342 (207) 737-9052, (207) 441-3006 jeffreypiercerr@roadrunner.com
