

































































The springtime rockfish run is the second
great season in crisis.

In a good year, rockfish are the major
commercial finfish catch in the Bay. For
watermen stranded between slow, late-
season oystering and erratic, early-season
crabbing, that short rockfish spawning run
can put their books in the black for the year.

In almost any year, rockfish, also known
as striped bass, are the most popular sport-
fish in the estuary and one of the great
coastal gamefish hunted by charter captains,
private boatmen and surfcasters from North
Carolina to Maine.

The rockfish may be on its way out as a
great commercial and sports catch, but it is
not going quietly. The fish became so pro-
fitable and popular because of its size and
fighting spirit that its decline during this
decade has sparked controversies among
watermen, sportsmen, scientists and
legislators from Maryland to Maine. Sports-
men have launched major lobbying efforts
asking for commercial fishing bans and
emergency research programs. Maryland
watermen, in turn, have resisted fishing bans
and started their own hatchery in hopes of
restocking the depleted estuary. In the sud-
den decline of this once-prolific species,
many people see a poignant symbol for
man’s abuse of the natural environment.

The signs of crisis are clear:

e Commercial harvests in Maryland
waters declined from 4.9 million
pounds as recently as 1973 to a catch
of less than a million in 1979.

® In 1976, the sports, catch had dropped
to one tenth what it was in 1962, ac-
cording to a survey by the Maryland
Department of Natural Resources.

The causes of that decline are as murky
as the rivers where the rockfish spawn, rivers
that grow darker every year with more
chemicals, heavy metals and sewage, rivers
that may not hold enough food for the
millions of rockfish larvae still born there
every spring.

Research on rockfish has centered on
the dynamics of dominant year classes, those

sudden, outsize populations usually followed
by a string of smaller classes. For several
decades, dominant year classes arrived every
six years or so, triggered by harsh winters
followed by late thaws. That combination
scours marsh grass and underwater vegeta-
tion, enriching the spawning waters with
detritus that feed small organisms and build
a dense food base for rockfish fry. This
decade produced three cold winters but no
large year classes since 1970, spurring
research and debate on the problems of
disappearing baygrasses, dwindling food sup-
plies, competing species and increasing
amounts of chemical pollution in the water.

Food For Fish

Two Sea Grant projects have been in-
vestigating the food supply for rockfish lar-
vae, one of the key factors that determines
survival past the larval stage and the even-
tual strength of each year class. Eileen
Setzler-Hamilton is studying the competition
for food between rockfish larvae and white
perch larvae, many of which are spawned at
the same time and in the same rivers. She is
finding that white perch begin feeding
earlier, as soon as they reach 3 mm in size,
while rockfish start feeding later, when they
reach 6 mm in size, around the sixth day. By
analyzing stomach contents, she hopes to
document whether both species feed on the
same organisms and to evaluate the effect of
this competition on rockfish survival.

Finding the Food

Working with funds raised by a New
England sportsmen’s group called Save the
Bass, Douglas Martin is examining the effects
of low food supplies on rockfish larvae. He
reports that the effects of starvation can
develop after a single day without food. One
of the first effects, he found, is deterioration
of eye tissues. Since the rockfish is a visual
feeder, even partial loss of vision increases
the probability of starvation unless the waters
are dense with microscopic food.
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Budget Summary
Expenditures By Activity 1978*

NOAA Grant Matching
Funds Funds
Marine Aquaculture:
Resources Aquaculture —Molluscs 14,250 22,400
Development Living Resources other than Aquaculture:
Commercial Fisheries — Biology 95,065 39,950
Pathology of Marine Organisms 86,395 10,250
Marine Law and Socio- Economics
Federal Regulation of the Seafood Industry 32,200 -0-
Marine Ecosystems Research:
Environmental Ecosystems Research 6,080 4,550
Research Pollution Studies:
Metals 18,000 7,300
Organic Compounds 25,180 21,000
Marine College Level:
Education Course Development —Law Curriuclum 28,500 28,150
and Training Other Education:
Sea Grant Trainees 32,500 16,000
Sea Grant Fellows 40,500 -0-
Advisory Extension Programs:
Services Extension Agent Services 125,000 65,600
Other Advisory Services:
Communications 11,680 30,950
Program
Management Program Administration:
and Program Administration 15,430 97,750
Development Program Logistic Support 1,520 11,400
Program Development
New Applications Development 30,400 14,600
TOTAL 562,700 369,900



Budget Summary
Expenditures By Activity 1979*

AELTE .

NOAA Grant Matching
Funds Funds

Aquaculture: Marine
Aquaculture — Molluscs 10,000 8,900 Resources
Living Resources other than Aquaculture: Development
Commercial Fisheries — Biology 200,600 63,450
Pathology of Marine Organisms 59,200 7,550
Marine Law and Socio-Economics:
Marine Economics 21,200 29,000
Socio-Political Studies 17,650 10,500
Pollution Studies: Marine
Metals 29,000 15,350 Environmental
Chemical 15,450 8,250 Research
Industrial 11,000 15,900
College Level: Marine
Course Development — Other Resource Use 5,250 11,000 Education
Other Education: and Training
Teacher Training 5,200 3,100
Research Techniques 4,000 7,700
Trainees 52,850 27,000
Extension Programs: Advisory
Extension Agent Services 144,000 98,240 Service
Other Advisory Services:
Communications 36,000 24,560
Program Administration: Program
Program Administration 18,350 76,950 Management
Program Logistic Support 74,750 42,800 and
Program Development: Development
New Applications Development 44,400 86,800

TOTAL 748,900 537,050

* These summaries are only approximate. In accordance with federal grant requirements, the official financial report will
be submitted by the Office of Sponsored Programs, University of Maryland.
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