Too Little, Too Late
by J.B. Kasper
Trenton Times, Friday, December 12, 2008 
I got an interesting e-mail this past week that pertains to the future of the shad and herring populations in the Delaware River. This past year I attended a public hearing on the herring populations along the Atlantic Coast that painted a bleak picture of the overall herring stocks that spawn in rivers from Maine to the Carolinas. As reported in a previous story, herring stocks are at an all time low and are now some 90 percent below what they were 20 years ago. Likewise, the shad population is also at similar lows. I guess there is no need to tell anyone who fishes the Delaware River that those declines are being seen in the Delaware River Drainage System. One look at the amount of fishermen who have been fishing for shad the last few years will tell you that! 
The major part of the decline in both fisheries in the Delaware River started back in the late 90's following the record years for both fisheries in the late 80's and early 90's. Other people who spend a lot of time on the river and I warned the Fed, as well as the states of New Jersey and Pennsylvania, that there was a problem with both fisheries. Needless to say, it fell on deaf ears. The Fed continued to allow ocean intercept fishing for shad in the 90's, which had risen over 60 percent, while they took two years to develop a shad management plan, after which they took five years to phase out the ocean intercept fishing for the shad. All this on a fish that spawns on a four year cycle. You don’t have to be a math expert to figure out why the shad are in trouble.
Likewise, the herring fishery has been on a steady decline for 20 years. Huge increases in the striped bass, cormorant and heron populations in the Delaware River coupled with over fishing by bait fishermen who sell the herring as bait along the Jersey coast contributed significantly to the decline in the river’s herring population. So what did the state of New Jersey do? Take for ever to put a 6-fish bag limit on shad, (several years after PA did it) lower the herring bag limit from 50 to 35 and continue to make up excuses for why the fishing was not good, while saying both herring and shad were in good shape in the river. 
In the two e-mails I got, it stated that that wonderful example of bureaucracy, the Delaware River Basin Commission, released a study saying that they are recommending a 3-fish bag limit on shad and a 10 fish bag limit on herring to be implemented in 2010. I remember making a similar proposal 5 years ago to the New Jersey Fish and Game Council when there was still something left of both fisheries to save. I should point out at this time that five states have already closed their herring fishery and several states have way stricter regulations on their shad fishery. This is how serious some other states take the status of both fisheries.
If the measures being proposed would have been enacted five years ago, we might already be seeing significant increase in the herring fishery. Because the shad spawn on a four year cycle it will take a lot longer with them. However, putting them in effect in 2010 is simply too little, too late. Both New Jersey and PA need to closed their herring fisheries and make the shad fishery a catch and release only fishery now, while there is still something left. Once either or both fisheries start to rebound we could gradually reopen them up with reasonable bag limits. 
Space considerations will not allow me to elaborate more on the herring and shad situation, but it will suffice to say action is needed now, not in 2010.
You can reach us with your fishing or hunting reports, comments or questions by e-mail at jb.kasper@verizon.net or jbkasper@hotmail.com; or by mail at J.B. Kasper c/o The Times, 500 Perry St., Trenton, NJ 08605.
