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24 May 2009
                                                                                                                    P.O. Box 30167
							         Seattle, Washington 98103
							            www.apo-observers.org


Dr. John Holdren, Director
Office of Science and Technology Policy
Executive Office of the President
725 17th Street, Room 5228
Washington, DC  20502

Dear Dr. Holdren

I've been a fisheries observer since 1983, mostly in the North Pacific Groundfish Observer Program and have volunteered for the Association for Professional Observers since 2000.  When the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (M-S Act) was reauthorized in 2007, there was an alarming change that appeared to further restrict public access to fisheries observer data and other fisheries information gathered from public fishery resources.

We sent a group letter signed on by 27 scientists and organizations, on February 17, 2009 to the former Deputy Under Secretary of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), Mary Glackin (as well as incoming Under Secretary for NOAA, Dr. Jane Lubchenco, and Acting Assistant Administrator for Fisheries, Dr. James Basiger). We expressed our concerns in advance of a National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) rule-making regarding how NMFS will interpret the section of the Reauthorized M-S Act that deals with public access to fisheries observer data and fisheries statistics.  There has been a shroud of secrecy surrounding this since the Reauthorization in 2007 that has resulted in a backlog of Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests.  NMFS has given the public absolutely no hint on how extensive they plan to interpret this portion of the Act, nor when this issue will be resolved.  

We feel that all stakeholders should be given a chance to evaluate carefully what it is that we need from our fishery observer programs in advance of public rule-making. This should include public forums with scientists and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) regarding data needs in order to meet the challenges of monitoring a rapidly changing ocean, as well as allowing public participation in the formation of fishery management decisions.  

Also, the further restriction of public access to fisheries observer data (including bycatch of marine mammals, sea turtles, seabirds, corals and other invertebrates) comes at a time when fisheries are increasingly becoming more privatized through limited access programs. Because one company could potentially have rights to almost an entire fishery's quota, and thus be protected under current confidentiality rules, a single company, and the federal government through its fishery management policies, could potentially wipe out an entire ecosystem without any accountability or public scrutiny. 

We are waiting anxiously to engage in healthy debate on this important subject.  Certainly this trend in monopolizing public resource extraction and the associated secrecy of fishery management practices is contrary to President Obama's "Sunshine in Government" initiative.    

Thank you, 

Elizabeth Mitchell, President
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