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INTERSTATE FISHERY COOPERATION AND CONSERVATION 

By Albert M. Oat'" 
INTRODUCTION 

With the signing of the Gulf States Marine Fisheries Compact on July 16, 1949, 
at. Mobile, Alabama, and the formal organization of the Interstate Commission estab
lished by that Compact, it seems appropriate at this time to revie-N the genesis of 
the interstate compact idea as an aid to fishery conservation. 

The Gulf States Marine Fisheries Commission is the third such organization that 
has come into being during the last ten years. The first was the Atlantic States 
Marine Fisheries Compact approved in 1942, and the second, the Pacific States Marine 
Fisheries Compact approved in 1947. If the device of interstate cooperation in the 
consideration of fishery conservation problens of mutual interest had been a fail
ure in the instance of the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission, the other 
two would not have been established with the approval of the legislators of the 
various States and with the consent of the United States Congress. 

FISHERY REGULATIONS AND CONSERVATI ON BACKGROUND 

The history of fishery regulation in the United States has shown that the un
coordinated piecemeal approach by individual States has largely been a dismal fail
ure. The lack of respect for county, State, or Nati onal boundaries shown by the 
individual species that make up the fishery resource is the main reason for that 
failure. The shrimp resources of the Gulf of Mexico are common to all of the Gulf 
States; so is the menhaden resource. These same resour ces in the Gulf. are conti g
uous to the resources in the South Atlantic Ocean. Shad and striped bass range 
along a big stretch of the Atlantic Coast--so with other species. Some States have 
attempted to regulate the fisheries in one manner, some in another, some not at all o 

The late William H. Loutit, for many years Chairman of the Michigan Conserva
tion Commission, once said in criticism ·of the manner in which fishery conservation 
regulations were handled by most states, "The f i sh have at last f ound t hat politics 
is a damn poor diet." His implication waR that conservation regulations enacted by 
State legislators with little or no factual knowledge of the fisheries t hemselves, 
but on the basis of the representation of political pressure groups, were largely 
unsatisfactory. Such regulations Vlere merely a "stab in the dar~" often designed 
to meet some crisis in a particular fishery that had occurred some time previously. 

The need for research as a foundation for fishery conservation was recognized 
by the Congress of the United States in 1871 when it established the position of 
Commissioner of Fisheries and gave him the responsibility of determining "whether 
any and what dimunition in the nQ~ber of food fishes of the coasts and lakes of the 
United States has taken place; and if so, to what causes the same is due, and also 
*Director Fish aJld Wildlife Service, U, S. Department of the Interior. 
NOTE: '1his article was adapted from an address (ttProblems of Fishery Conservation") delivered 

by the euthor at the· signing of the Gulf States ~i~ Fisheries :::Omp~ct on Ju~y 16, 1949. 
at Mobile, Alabama. For further details on the S1gn1ng and organuatlOn of this Inter-
state Commission, see p.'1/ of this issue, 
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THE GULF STATES MARINE FISHERIES COMMISSIO AREA. THE GULF STATES ARE HE SOURCE OF THE 
LARGEST SHRIMP FISHERY IN THE WORLD. OTHER IMPORTANT FISHERIES I ClUDE THE FO Owl G SPECI ES 
OF FISH AND SHELLF SH: MULLET (TAKEN ARGELY ON THE EST COAST OF FLORIDA), AOE , REO 
SNAPPER, OYSTERS, AND CRABS. BECAUSE FLOR OA HAS TWO COASTS, IT BElO.OS BOT~ 0 THE ATLA TIC 
STATES MARINE FISHERIES COMM SSION AND THE GULF STATES MAR E FISHERIES (O~II SSIO AlT OUGH 
MISSISS PP HAS NOT YET PASSED AN ENAB I G ACT, IT IS FORESEE THAT IT WILL 00 SO AS 50~ AS 
THE ~EG SLATURE OF THAT STATE CONVENES NEXT EAR. 

whether any and what ••••• measures should be adopted in the prerd.ses ••••• " It was 
Dlany years before the Federal Government geared itself into the rp.8l 'ob intended 
by Congress. A whole new science had to be developed to eet the need; personnel 
had to be trained. Even after the new science had been develcped to a degree that 
it knew what it was doing and some competent men were available to engage in ttat 
science, funds to support ade uate researches were lacking . 

One by one many of the States saw that they needed scientific research staffs, 
and they carne into being. This research alone did not solve the prob em of fish
ery conservation in the States. Federal research agencies and the state investi
gators often have supplied the "when" and "how" of fishery regulation .i.thin the 
limitations of their perennially inadequate funds. The slow machinery of obtain
ing legislation and the modifying influence on that legislaticn of pressure groupS 
and personal expediency frequently resulted in the enactment of a "too little" and 
"too late" makeshift that was of little use in meeting th e conservation problem. 

Fortunately for fishery conservation today, many of the state legislators in 
their wisdom have cast aside the device of fishery regulation exclusively by legis
lative enactment. These legislators have vested regulatory authority in the fishe 
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administrative offici~ls 
or commissions of their 
States. These men or 
bodies can apply re~ula
tions in accordance with 
the evidence and ex&ctly 
when they become neces
sary. If experit:mce shows 
that a particular regu
lation can be relaxed or 
needs to be strengthened, 
no time need De lost. 
Discretionary control 
vested in the States' 

_ ~o" officials j s but one step 
in attaining the goal of 
good fishery management. 

UNIFORM FISHERY 

REGULATIONS 

The desirability of 
uniform regulations for 

35' the same species of fish 
in the States that share 
the same resource in a 
particular ocean, lake, 
or river system has been 
advocated and recognized 
in many parts of the 
United States. One of 
the great fisheries where 
such uniform regulations 
have been needed for the 
last 50 years or more is 
located in the Great Lakes. 
Federal and State fis~ery 
research agencies fre
quently have pooled their 
talents and made recom
mendations for such uni
form regUlations. On 
some lakes uniformity has 
been par~i~lly achieved, 
but not in a ver~r satis
factory manner. The State 
whose reg lations were 
the most iberal--wr.ich 
permitted the ca t re of 
the smallest fish, use 
of the smallest size netE 

ATLANTIC STATES MARINE FISHERIES COMMISSION AREA, THE OST IM- and gave the fish tt.e 
poorest chance for sur
vi val and gro h to rna 
ity-- ecamp the standard 

PORTA NT FISHERIES ON THE ATLANTIC COAST INCLUDE THE FOlLO NG 
SPECIES OF FISH AND SHELLFISH: HADDOCK, ROSEF SH, COD, PO LOCK, 
WHITING, FLOUNDERS, MENHADEN, SHAD, ~LEWIVES. STRIPED BASS, 
CROAKER, BUTTERFISH, SCUP, SPANISH MACKEREL, SHRIMP, CLAMS, BLUE 
CRAB, LOBSTER, AND OYSTERS, 
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to which all of the regulations of the neighboring States tended to conform. 

Fish do not conform to State boundaries, or to Federal boundaries for that 
matter. Fishermen insofar as they mllst engage in interstate commerce to market 
their product are hancli capped by State "boundaries" in the form of different reg
ulations for the Rame species in adjacent States. Such lack of uniformity for 
the same species in the waters in adjacent States is the root of another evil. 
Let me cite one example: Toledo as a marketing and distribution center for fresh
water fish receives wall-eyed pike from various States where the minimum size 
limit prescribed by regulation varies anywhere from 13 to 15! inches. The fish
ermen whose State laws force them to return to the water all wall-eyed pike less 
than 15! inches long are at an economic disadvantage in the same market with the 
fishermen who may retain 13 inch fish of that species. At the same time, since 
the Toledo market can legally receive wall-eyed pike as small as 13 inches, it 
becomes an outlet for fish taken illegally in States whose minimum size limit is 
greater than 13 inches. Since fish move to markets today largely by trucks and 
airplanes, instead of railroads as in former years, inspection of shiprr.ents with
in each State destined for out-of-state markets is a physical impossibility. 

PARALLEL BETWEEN I NTERNATIONAL AND INTERSTATE COOPERATION 

Because the voluntary adoption by two or more States of uniform fishery regu
lations based on scientific evidence has not been fruitful, the device of inter
state cooperation was suggested by the Council of State Government~ some 12 years 
ago. The device had been tried many years previously on the Columbia River in a 
compact between Oregon and Washington but failed. That failure was not due to the 
interstate compact idea itself, but to the machinery imposed upon the compact or
ganization. No uniform fishery regulation recommended by the compacting officials 
could become effective in one State until it had been made effective in the other. 

International disputes from the time of recorded history have been settled 
and international problems of concern to two or more adjacent countries have been 
solved by international agreements. Fur-seal resources of the north Pacific Ocean 
were almost totally destroyed by unregulated exploitation of various nations. In 
1911$ an international agreement to conserve the fur seals was negotiated by the 
United States, Great Britain, Russia, and Japan. At the time the treaty went into 
force, the herds on the Pribilof Islands, the principal rockery, numbered about 
130,000 animals. By 1947 the herds numbered more than 3,600,000 animals. 

The declining halibut fishery of the Pacific Ocean led to the establishment 
of an international agreement between the United States and Canada in 1924. Under 
regulations imposed by an international commission the halibut fishery is now pro
ducing more than 10,000,000 pounds a year in excess of the annual production in 
the years immediately preceeding the conclusion of the international agreement. 

In order to deal with the problems of the sockeye salmon of the Fraser River 
System, which fishery has shown a disastrous decline, the Governments of the 
United States and Canada concluded a convention in 1937 which established an in
ternational commission. Although this commission assumed regulatory authority 
for the fir3t time about three years ago, it has undertaken other measures to 
improve the abundance of the resource. The fishery is in a much healthier state 
now than at any time since 1913, and improvements may be forecast for f~tureyears. 

The tuna fisheries of the Pacific Coast are one of the most important branches 
of the industry. American boats range over waters from off the coast of thePacifi 
northwest to the Galapagos Islands, or a straight-line distance of over 5,000 miles 
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Tuna fishennen depend for supplies of bait taken largely within tt.e territorial 
waters of Mexico and the Central American Republics. There have been signs 
through reduced catch per unit of fishing effort that the tuna resources may be 
fished too heavily. In recognition of the need for cooperative international 
research on tuna, the United States concluded an agreement with Mexico on Jan
uary 25, 1949. and one with Costa Rica on May 31, 1949, for the purpose of es
tablishing international commissions empowered to conduct scientific investiga
tions of the tUBa and to make recommendations on conservation to Governments. 

5 

The whaling resources of the world have been under study pursuant to inter
national agreement since 193~o The basic agreement has been changed from t1me 
to time by incorporating certain minimum regulations and providing for the 6ather
ing of scientific information on whales. This type of international action was 
not strong enough to do effective conservation work. As a result, on December 2, 
1946, some 22 nations concluded an international agreement which established a 
whaling commission empowered to conduct invest5_gations and to regulate whaling 
throughout all of the marine waters of the globe. This new international com
mission held its first meeting in London early in June this year. 

The fisheries of the northwest Atlantic Ocean have provided the battleground 
for some of the thorniest international problems dating back prior to American 
independence. There have been arbitrations from time to tin~ to settle various 
disputes, but the basic problem of conserving and managing the resources has never 
been attacked. Fishermen of the United States and Canada have opposed regulation 
by their Governments alone on an individual basis because United States or Cana
dian fishermen would be forced to operate under regulations that did not apply 
to vessels of four or five other nations fishing in the same waters. Because of 
the unmistakable signs of the decline in the yield of certain fisheries, ten 
nations assembled at Washington last January. Their deliberc.tions resulted in 
the signature on February 8, 1949, of an international agreement provirtinb for 
the establishment of an international commission which is empowered to conduct 
investigations and to develop regulations which w.iJ 1 be implemented by the vari
ous Governments signatory to the agreement. We now have a strong mechanism to 
safeguard the northwest Atlantic fisheries. 

If international agreements permit nations to work together on a unified basis 
for the investigation and conservation of fishery resources, why can't States work 
together under a similar arrangement? The Atlantic -States Marine Fisheries Com
mission has proven that States ~ work together and develop recommendations based 
on investigations and advice obtained from State research agencies and from Fed
eral agencies. These recommendations are carried back by the individual members 
of the Commission to the- States and are pushed through into regulation. One hun
dred percent success has not been achieved, but there has been significant progress. 
The first annual report of the Pacific Marine Fisheries Commis5~cn indicates that 
in the first year that group has made considerable progress a~d has reached aBree
ment on many fishery issues of J0mmOn concern. 

To the eKtent that the members of any CO~fiission work as a unit in the inter
est of better fishery management, they may expect to achieve success. That suc
cess will be achieved by cooperation, by occasion~ concessions in the interest of 
unc..nimity. 

THE GULF STATES MARINE FISHERIES COMMISSION 

The Fish and Wildlife Service is ready at all times to assist the Gulf States 
l1arine Fisheries Commission, or any other SO'11l.nission, with advice and suggestions 
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based on its research and exper i ence. Research activities in the fisheries of the 
Gulf of Mexico on the part of the Federal Government have never been large nor 

have they encompassed all 
of the fishery problems. 
The fate of recommenda
tions re3~lting from re
sp-arch that has been car-
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PACIFIC MARINE FISHERIES COMM ISSION AREA. THE PAC IFIC STATES' 
MOST IMPORTANT FISHERIES INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING S PECIES OF F ISH 
AND SHELLFISH: SALMON, HALIBUT, SARDINE, TUNA , SHAR KS ( IN
CLUDING GRAYF,S H) , FLOUNDERS, ROCKFISHES, LI NGCOD , MACKERE L, 
CRABS, OYSTERS, AND SQUID. . 

than by proceeding independently and unilaterally. 

ried on has been dis
couraging at times. 

The creation of this 
new interstate org~iza
tion dedic~ted to the in
vestigation, r.cns ervation, 
and develop~ent of the 
fisheries of t t e rrulf of 
Mexico is encouraging and 
another link in t he chain 
of interstate fisheries 
cooperation. Significant 
of the growing recogni
tion of the i mportance of 
the problems surrounding 
the Gulf fisheri~s is the 
fact that this year the 
Fish and Wildlife Service 
acquired two research 
vessels for use in the 
Gulf of Mexico when the 
President signed a bill 
transferring them from 
another Federal agency. 
The program for those 
vessels and the funds to 
operate them should re
sult, at least in part, 
from the planning, recom
mendations, and initiative 
of the Gulf States Marine 
Fisheries Commission. 
Good fishery research pro
grams are expensive. Ap
propriations, whether by 
the United States Congress 
or State legislatures, are 
difficult to obtain. By 
peoling funds, facilities, 
personnel, and other re
sources under cooperative 
arrangements bigger and 
more adequate research 
programs can be conducted 

It is hoped that this Commission will consider as its first task the formulation of 
an ade;uate fishery research pr ogram to meet the needs of the fisheries of the Gulf 
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of Mexico in which all States share. I n such activities, representatives of the 
Fish and Wildlife Service will be made available t o advise the Commission , and 
in carrying out the research program the Servi~e will atte~pt to undertake what
ever portion it can. The representatives of each Stat e might similarly insure 
that their States contribute funds, facilitie s~ and personnel toward a research 
program that .is badly needed o 

REGULATORY AUTHORITY FOR INTERSTATE FISHERIES COMMISSIONS 

As the work of these interstate cOmRi ssions pr oves fruitful, vesting them 
with additional authority, possi bly some degree of regulatory functioning, event
ually might be desirable. Some of our i nt ernational commissions vrere originally 
investigative and advisory but lat er a cquired regulatory authority when they had 
established the need for such authority and had proved their competence. The 
Atlantic States Marine Fisherie~ Commission, after sevp.ral years of investigative 
and advisory action, is now seeking to acqui re , in a lL~ted way, some regulatory 
authority toward amendment of the origi nal interstate compact. 

Canned Crab Industry of Japan 
Japan was t he firs t cJuntry to can crab meat successfully. Becnuse 

of the need for exportable goods, this industry was developed to the 
greatest possible ext ent , and Japanese canned crab meat has been in 
world-wide demand since 1924. The United States and England have been 
the leadi ng consumers of this product. From 1924-41, 3,288,997 cases, 
or 55 percent of the t otal canned :!rab export, were shipped to the United 
States, and 1,648,812 cases, or 27.6 percent, were exported to England. 

From 1927-39, the J apanese canned crab industry attained an average 
annual production of 445,102 standard cases of 48 one-pound cans, with 
the maximum production of 613,029 cases in 1930. 

Although thi s amount is not large comnared with other Japanese 
canned products, t he foreign exchange resulting from the export of prac
tically the enti re production of canned crab ~eat has made the industry 
one of considerabl e imnortance to Japanese economy. 

All of Japan ' 0 crab canning factory ships were sunk dU!'ing ~-lorld 
W~r II, and all crabbing areas except these imre~diately ad:acent to 
Hokkaido were lost at the c€ssat~oo of hostilities. This once extensive 
industry , is no',v confined to seven land- based canneries on the northern 
and eastern coas t s of Hokkaido. 

--Fishery Leaflet 314 




