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The Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council was founded in 1976 to establish rules 

and regulations per the Magnuson-Stevens Act, which was enacted in that same year.  The 

Council, in recent years, has suffered from a lack of public knowledge of its existence, as well as 

lack of comprehension to its overall function and responsibilities around the Gulf of Mexico 

fishery.  Council management realized they have a need to raise awareness among the general 

public as their purpose, as well as measure perception of their public relations efforts among 

active fishermen in the Gulf. 

Council management approached the faculty of mass communications studies at the 

University of South Florida for the purpose of soliciting feedback from the Council’s primary 

constituencies regarding Fishery communications.  A group of ten graduate students enrolled in a 

strategic communications management course volunteered to perform quantitative and 

qualitative data collection and analysis for the Council as part of their course requirements. 

The class was divided into teams and data gathering was performed in five stages: 

1) Council management staff interviews were performed. 

2) A group of recreational fishermen were invited to a focus group to voice their 

opinions of the Council communications process. 

3) A separate group of commercial fishermen were also invited to a focus group to 

present their opinions of the Council communications process. 

4) A survey was conducted among the 17 voting members of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council. 

5) Content analysis was performed upon the organization’s media coverage between 

January 2010 and April 2011. 
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Overall, the data that was collected reveals a significant disconnect between the Council 

and its core constituencies.  Council management staff interviews, as well as the voting member 

survey, demonstrate that the overall sentiment felt by the Council is that their communications 

efforts are not well received by the general public or fishermen along the Gulf coast, nor do they 

feel that media outlets pay much attention to the Council or its agenda.  Fishermen, both 

recreational and commercial, were highly critical of the Council.  Although both groups 

understand the purpose of the Council is to protect the fishery, each group blamed the other for 

unfairly influencing the Council to enact regulations that impacted their financial viability to 

continue fishing Gulf waters.  This places the Council in a precarious position of trying to satisfy 

the needs of two seemingly opposing groups who share the same resource, namely the Gulf 

fisheries. 
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1. In-Depth Interviews 

 a. Management Staff 

As the initial phase of the formative research process, a series of in-depth interviews were 

conducted with key staff members of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council. 

Particularly, for the purpose of this research, it was considered important to interview members 

of the organization’s dominant coalition, represented by the executive director and deputy 

executive director. Moreover, staff members representing what is considered the ‘public 

information’ component of the organization were also interviewed. Specifically, the Council’s 

public information officer and the fishermen outreach specialist were interviewed. All staff 

members were asked the same set of questions in order to be able to compare and contrast their 

responses.  

The schedule of questions used for these interviews is included in Appendix A. This set 

of questions was designed based on the excellence theory, which focuses on the value of public 

relations to organizations. According to the theory, in order for an organization to be effective, it 

must act in ways that address the needs and satisfy the goals of its publics as well as the 

organization’s management. An organization must scan its environment to identify its publics’ 

needs and goals and then communicate symmetrically with them (taking into account the 

interests of the public as well as the interests of the organization) in order to cultivate a high-

quality, long-term relationship with its publics (Grunig, 1992). In short, an excellent organization 

is one that highly values its communication function.  

During the interviews, several issues facing the organization were discussed. Thematic 

analysis of the interviews revealed several areas of concern to staff members, including the 

public’s perception of the organization’s goals and mission, two-way communication and the 
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importance of relationship building with main publics, especially recreational fishermen, and the 

value of the communication function within the organization. The following section provides a 

summary of each of the interviews. Next, a section analyzing similarities and differences in 

responses between the dominant coalition members and members of the public information 

component is included. Finally, conclusions and general recommendations are presented based 

on the findings revealed by this phase of the research process.   

Section I – Summary of Interviews 

In-Depth Interview with Key Dominant Coalition Members 

The key dominant coalition members were asked to define the Council’s mission and if 

they felt it is a clear and understandable message. They answered: 

The Council’s mission is to carry out the Magnuson-Stevens Act and manage fisheries in 
a sustainable manner. It’s a law that states they must end overfishing wherever it’s 
occurring and prevent stock from becoming over-fished. I think that’s pretty clear and 
everybody understands their role, but whenever we give talks, people say “well why are 
you doing that, or what’s this all about?” They don’t understand we have to follow the 
law. The public doesn’t quite understand what the Council does, and that they see them 
as part of the federal government that makes the regulations. Although the federal 
government funds us, the Council is actually formed by the public and is separate from 
the federal government; that’s part of the obstacle. 
 
The interviewer then asked what communication channels are used by the Council to 

correspond with their publics. The dominant coalition member answered, “The public relations 

team is the intermediary to the public. We want the public to know they can come to them for 

explanations and they will translate concerns of the public to the federal government. They are 

an intermediary for the public and the federal government.” The public relations person helps 

bridge that gap and to make sure people understand where the Council fits into the scheme of 

things. They also hired an education person to do outreach, to help disseminate information 

about what the Council does. In discussing the need for these staff members, one management 
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executive noted, “I don’t know if we are ever going to convince the fishermen that we aren’t the 

enemy, but we’re trying.” When the key dominant coalition member first arrived to the 

organization, he said most of the Council members wore coats and ties to the meetings with the 

public. This did not resonate well with fishermen in the audience, so he did away with the suit 

and ties. They also started a fisheries education session where they give a 15 to 20 minute 

introduction to fisheries biology to further understanding of fishery science among the public.   

The interviewer proceeded to ask the dominant coalition members who their primary 

publics are. One of them replied, “Recreational and commercial fishermen, as well as 

nongovernmental organizations and environmental groups. The recreational fishermen are a split 

group, one is a private individual and the other is for-hire charter. The different roles can be very 

antagonistic even though we share the same bottom line; we want more fish for more people.”   

          The interviewer asked what lines of communication were used to get information out to 

the public. One management executive answered: 

Electronic means mainly, Website and email. We are trying to start up some television 
spots and small ads. All meetings have an open, public session and an open comment and 
discussion session. This information is gathered and presented back to the Council. The 
process is first to make an announcement of when and where the meeting will take place 
in a local community along with a short summary of information to be discussed. The 
turn out at these meetings depends on the issue and the community, sometimes there are a 
hundred people that show up and sometimes there are six. The public relations officer 
gives press releases to the media and advertises in local newspapers. She presents the 
science behind the issues in a way everybody can understand and to get people involved.  
 

The executive managers are trying to get the staff to take the day off before and after the 

commission meetings to get out of the office and into the public. They need to be out there on a 

regular basis; it is important because otherwise they are criticized for not being in touch with the 

people affected by the Councils decisions. It is considered a key component of the feedback 

process. One of the executives explained, “The biggest criticism is that we don’t get out in the 
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public very often. We sit in our little offices and I’m mindful of that. We try to get staff out 

sampling on the boats with people and we try to send people out on expeditions.” The executive 

management went on and said, “Part of the problem is that it is not a unified thought process in 

the Gulf of Mexico. Texas does not care what the Floridians want or vice versa. Right now we 

are not in a position to be able to split the Gulf and the quotas into different parts. The data is 

gathered both on a state and federal level, then it’s brought in and analyzed by scientists.” The 

Council counts with about 20 or 30 different advisory committees, both professional and 

nonprofessional advisors that oversee and examine all the data.   

The interviewer asked what is the overall perception of the Council’s relationship with 

the mainstream media. One of the dominant coalition members stated, “There needs to be more 

outreach. We prefer to communicate through email and rely heavily on the Website to 

disseminate the information. I have colleagues I can contact for favors.” Some call them 

regularly for information, but the public information officer has the most contact with 

newspapers. 

Key dominant coalition members mentioned, “Looking ahead, we envision a 30-minute 

show like the “Deadliest Catch” that would highlight the day in the life of fisherman or 

fisherwomen to help their publics gain a greater understanding and empathy for the 30 or 40 

different fisheries.” 

Although they believe a lot of fishermen are not computer-oriented, they have pretty 

much gone all electronic. They try to have printed copies of things available to people, but the 

actual meetings are all electronic. 

They mentioned what they found out that there were federal rules that specify if 

fishermen want to participate; the fishermen have to submit a form electronically. Although they 
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are not directly under these federal rules, they see it as a green light for them to go electronic also. 

They are also recently developed an application for mobile phones that will supply all the fishing 

regulations and fish IDs, as well as allow people to upload their report data. 

One of the main initiatives from upper management over this past year has been to get the 

Council to see the value of outreach and public relations. One of the dominant coalition members 

explained:    

It’s important to let people know why the Council is there, and what they are doing. We 
have been successful in being one of the few who brought on two communications 
personnel and a half-time secretary to help their efforts. Getting the public to understand 
what the process is about is most of the battle, and that’s a battle not an assumption. We 
worked hard at that. Our Council and others are starting to recognize and appreciate the 
importance of communication. We shouldn’t assume that it’s the public’s responsibility 
to know what we’re all about. We’re trying to change that. 
 
The interviewer then asked what it is like when they go out into the public to gather 

feedback. To this, one of the executives answered:   

We reach out; it’s an important part of changing the scoping process and how to make 
their presentations better. Even the guy dressed up in the turtle outfit doing the soft crawl 
across the room (which was a little disturbing) shouldn’t be tossed aside. We want to 
know what his view is and why he’s so angry. This Council is very different from other 
Councils. The Caribbean has lone fishermen in little boats. Alaska and New England 
have big factory style ships. The Gulf of Mexico has a bit of everything, but it is 
dominated by recreational fishermen, which accounts for 70 percent of the catch. These 
fishermen don’t just live in Florida; many drive down from neighboring states on 
weekends and return home, making it hard to account for or reach them on issues. The 
scoping meetings often don’t reach this group. If they hear about something that will 
affect them, then they come out of the woodwork. 
 
Members of the dominant coalition said that the public information officer’s office is 

next to the top management for a reason: to keep communication flowing between them as much 

as possible. One member of the executive management stated, “I try to attend as many 

committee meetings as I can with the public information officer. I want to be involved and lend 

support, but the emphasis is not to try and lead them.” He tries to boost them in front of the 
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Council and make sure the science is correct. “I like to think of us as the honest broker in the 

process. We’re well informed and help everyone understand all views.” He tries to keep the 

scientific staff insulated from the media because of the difficulty in communicating scientific 

data. That is left up to the communications side of the house, they “run the show.” He 

acknowledged they may have opinions as press officers, but it is not their job to convince 

anybody of right or wrong, only to inform. Their role is seen as that of an intermediary to:  

1. Inform the Council. 

2. Run the meetings. 

3. Inform the public and receive feedback. 

4. Serve as a conduit between the Council and their publics. 

The dominant coalition members explained that: “It’s very important that we analyze the 

pros and cons of any decision-making efforts but also stay removed from the actual process. The 

public relations job is to explain to the public why the Council chose to make those decisions and 

simply clarify and facilitate the reasoning behind the decisions.” 

If a member of the public requests information that is already on hand, the public 

information officer sends it out to them. The Council sometimes gets requests from the public 

such as: “I would like to see an analysis done of the fisheries.” The press information department 

will not direct that. Even if such a request would come through the National Fisheries Service, 

they would not direct that. But, if the Council says in order for them to make a decision they 

need an analysis of that fishery, then they would direct that to their scientists.   

     The interviewer asked the dominant coalition members to describe a crisis situation they had 

dealt with. One of them highlighted the following incident last November: 

The Council had requested they conduct a sector separation workshop to collect all the 
various ideas from the public, as it was a hot button issue with recreational fisherman. 
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We involved a group from the National Environment Defense Fund from Duke 
University to lend their expertise and help run the meeting. The Council wanted to 
understand all views on issues, so it was held in public forum. The problem was too many 
expert speakers and a large public turnout on a passionate issue. Knowing this could turn 
into a heated screaming match from past experiences, they opened up the meeting with 
the disclaimer: “If you came here to change someone’s mind you’re in the wrong place, 
but if you came here to learn about things then you’re in the right place.” This set the 
meeting off on a confrontational tone and it ended with the public feeling they again were 
not listened to.   
 

  The dominant coalition members interviewed felt the public information team handled it 

properly, but they still receive bad flack from that meeting. In hindsight, they admit they 

probably should have picked a more neutral venue where the fishermen were not so polarized on 

a particular point of view. One of the executives stated, “I feel we could have done a better job 

with public relations before the meeting took place, and perhaps explain to the public that this 

was not a place to stand up and set an argument.” They were there to gather the public’s 

viewpoints and present those back to the Council. The public saw this as an opportunity to 

persuade. The executives added, “We are ultimately trying to help an industry that is not going to 

survive on it’s own by scoping a way to spread out the season for both recreational and 

commercial to work with the regulations. The public only sees their livelihood being restricted 

and doesn’t fully understand the science, nor do they hear about the successes from these 

restrictions as far as replenishment.” The dominant coalition feels they do not do a good enough 

job at relating their successes to the public. 

The interviewer finally asked what the greatest threat is to their efforts in the future. 

Members of the dominant coalition answered: 

It’s the potential funding problem currently in Congress. If we have to cut back, what are 
we going to be able to cut back—communications? They set some unrealistic 
requirements for us so we have used some rather innovating ways to try to meet those. 
There’s a number of pressing issues such as global warming, dying coral, things that we 
never get a chance to address. We are in the process of establishing a strategic plan that 
could give us a vision to start operating on a much bigger, broader level instead of just 
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reacting to the immediate “put out fires in fishery” problems. 
 

In-Depth Interview with Fisherman’s Outreach Specialist 

The fisherman’s outreach specialist was first asked to define the Council’s mission and if 

she felt it is a clear and understandable message. She answered, “We act as a conduit in between 

the actual regulatory agencies and the general public that they serve.” The outreach specialist 

explained that internally the staff and the Council has a really good idea of the mission and why 

they exist, but the general public is far less knowledgeable. There are about four million 

saltwater anglers and equally as many fishermen. According to the outreach specialist, these are 

the Council’s stakeholders, along with those in Montana who eat grouper fillets. By large, the 

Council’s entire constituency has pretty much no idea who they are, and every issue affects 

members of their constituency differently. 

When asked how she would categorize the groups of stakeholders, the outreach specialist 

answered: 

The big three are recreational, commercial, and environmental. The environmental group 
is the most informed about what the Council does because that’s their job. They are at 
every meeting and are very engaged in the process. […] The next level of engagement 
would be the commercial fishermen and the charter captains because it’s their livelihood. 
[…] The recreational fishermen are the least engaged in the process and far less 
understanding of how it all works, but they are more likely to join a unit organization that 
would blanket that interest. 
 
According to the outreach specialist, the relationship between the Council and the main 

public is by large pretty terrible. She based this opinion on a few main issues; one of them being 

that there is a lot of mistrust because the Council regulates a public resource. There is this 

perception among some of the stakeholders that the Council members and staff live in ivory 

towers and have never been fishing, therefore they do not understand the fishery. There are four 

or five other groups of people who have their own opinion of what should be done and none of 
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them align, so the Council has a bad image—a lot of trust issues. The outreach specialist thinks 

that if people understood why and how they exist within the greater environment as opposed to 

basing it on their own individual viewpoints, that hurdle could be overcome. She continued 

explaining, “Part of the problem is that the Council uses acronyms all the time, which brands 

them as bureaucrats.” The outreach specialist believes the organization’s main publics do not 

understand that recreational guides and commercial fishermen within the Council are 

representing them.   

The outreach specialist’s communication channel at first was primarily through press 

releases. They now have a Website and the outreach specialist also posts information on different 

online blogs. About the Council’s online activity, the outreach specialist explains: “I compile 

different fishery Websites and forums, then translate it into plain English and less fishery speak.” 

She also goes to different fishing meetings, captain’s meetings, and fishing shows for outreach. 

She explained the Council could produce copies of all their regulations and other print materials 

for forums, but since there is no trust among the public it is believed people are going to look at 

it and say: “yeah, right.” This member of the public information department believes the best 

way build trust is with feedback. 

The outreach specialist also believes the most effective way to communicate is one-on-

one, individual contact with fishing association groups and also by building networks within 

fishing communities. Feedback is gathered through scoping mechanisms and open forums. That 

information is then compiled and put into a report, which turns into options that are analyzed by 

the scientists, advisory panels, and stakeholders. Those options then go back out into the general 

public for hearings and further feedback. She stated, “It’s a hugely open process, but part of the 

misconception is that the Council doesn’t listen.”  
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The outreach specialist was asked what the Council’s relationship is with the mainstream 

media. She feels it needs improvement: “Some of the material they release is highly technical 

due to the science, so it’s hard to communicate and explain it to the media and the general public. 

I spend a lot of time explaining to them what’s going on.” According to the outreach specialist, 

she prefers being on a fishing forum where the media is present. She explains, “It starts a 

dialogue where I can answer their questions and they can talk about it afterwards.” She believes 

this method has been really effective.   

The interviewer asked if the outreach specialist has the freedom to communicate in any 

way she likes or does she have to get the information approved first. To this she replied, “I have 

complete and total freedom to communicate in any way I like with the media without prior 

approval.” She noted the public information officer has fought for her to have a voice and not 

just do press releases. At the same time, the outreach specialist admitted she does not have a 

filter when engaged in dialogue, which can be scary if someone really upsets her. She stated, 

“It’s personally risky because if I say something wrong it could ruin my credibility.”  

The outreach specialist receives a lot of public comment that she in turn gives it to the 

Council. She does not necessarily respond to them, but she does ask the Council members to 

respond. About this, she explained, “I’m not meant to have an opinion. My role is to offer 

education, so part of my job is to encourage the Council to engage through outreach. Some 

Council members are more willing to engage than others.”  

The outreach specialist explained how the communication aspect has recently been 

spotlighted and brought to the front within the organization, which is exemplified by the creation 

of her position. The outreach specialist’s primary mission is to enhance participation in the 

communication process and to educate through relationship building. She stated, “I don’t filter 
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anything I receive from the stakeholders; it goes directly to the Council with the people’s 

perspective.” Overall, she gets to define what she does as far as outreach and the communication 

process and feels the input she gives to the dominant coalition is being used: “I get a lot of top-

down control.” 

The interviewer asked what is the difference between the outreach specialist and the 

public information officer. She answered, “One is internally focused and the other externally 

focused. The public information officer does more administrative, written material work and is 

the catchall for discrepancies. The outreach specialist focuses more on speaking and the real-time 

news.” 

The interviewer then asked the outreach specialist what she believed the Council’s 

primary role is: to enforce policy, create change in the organization, or a combination of the two. 

The outreach specialist answered: “We don’t do much enforcing at all. We take the information 

and try to figure out the best ways to give people the information. The Council’s primary role is 

to be an advisory body to a government regulation system.” Particularly, the outreach specialist 

believes her own role within the organization does include educating the Council. She explained 

how the Council regularly asks her: “You have your finger on the public and have an idea of 

what’s going on; can you tell us what the general public’s perception of the issue is?”   

The outreach specialist position was created almost a year ago, and has benefited the 

general public, particularly on a local scale. The outreach specialist explained: “Barriers are 

being broken and the trust benefit has been on the rise with more people understanding whom 

they are and what their mission is.”  

The interviewee was then asked to describe a recent crisis situation. The outreach 

specialist highlighted the gag grouper order that sparked a protest: 
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Generally speaking the Council is very reactionary. I spent a lot of time writing this blog 
and reading all these press releases. I got invited to come talk with all these fishing clubs 
because I said, “Hey, you don’t get to fish for gag; you want to yell at me about it?” It 
helped but it was still a reactionary measure.  
 
The outreach specialist would like the Council to get into a position of planning for crisis. 

At the same time though, she said she does not prepare for her face-to-face meetings with the 

public because each group is different. The outreach specialist is planning to prepare “cheat 

sheets” that break down the issue of a meeting in easy-to-understand language, for example a 

one-page summary of why grouper cannot be fished. 

The interviewer finally asked the outreach specialist what she believes to be the biggest 

threat to the Council’s communication component. To this she replied, “It’s mistrust of the 

science and the data they release. It’s really hard to study things you can’t see. I think we know 

more about the moon than we know about our oceans.” 

In-Depth Interview with Public Information Officer 

The public information officer was asked to define the Council’s mission and she 

answered, “In one sentence, I would say to ensure the sustainability of the fish stock in the Gulf 

of Mexico. We don’t have a mission statement, but we are putting one together along with a 

strategic plan.” 

When asked if she thinks the Council’s publics understand its mission, the public 

information officer answered, “I think they know, but because the mission involves some 

controversial regulations and action I think it gets overlooked. There are definitely conspiracy 

theorists out there who think we are just trying to take their fish away and coming up with 

regulations so that we can keep our jobs.” The public information officer relies on her outreach 

specialist to help the department communicate more. The organization has seen a big change in 

the results of their communication efforts since the outreach specialist has come on board less 
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than a year ago. 

The public information officer thinks much of the confusion over what the Council does 

stems from people not distinguishing the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council from 

NOAA, but instead identifying the two as one federal organization. The public information 

officer explained the difference: “NOAA is the agency that approves and enforces the 

regulations we propose.”  

The interviewer then asked the public information officer who the Council’s primary 

publics are. She explained, “There are commercial, recreational, and environmentalists. The 

recreational fishermen are very organized and sometimes have leaders who give out 

misinformation. They use anger as a tactic; it’s hard to reach them because they’re not listening 

to you.” The public information officer explained how the newly acquired outreach specialist has 

been reaching out to the publics at ground level, and the organization is hoping her efforts will 

eventually have a trickle down effect. The public information officer feels the organization is 

doing a fairly good job reaching the commercial fishermen, but not their crew: “We haven’t done 

a good job identifying who those crew members are so they can get their information straight to 

them.” As far as the environmentalists, the public information department has not had many 

problems reaching them: “They actually come to our meetings, participate, and actively seek 

information. We have a fairly good relationship with them.” 

The interviewer proceeded to ask the public information officer to describe the 

relationship between the Council and its main publics. She answered that it depends specifically 

on who the public is and who the Council member is. She explained, “It’s a mixed bag. A lot of 

the recreational people would have our Council disbanded; yet some say we should keep up the 

good work. I can only go by what I hear, and what I hear is negative.” The public information 
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officer explained that the recreational fishermen are much more vocal than the rest of the 

Council’s publics. 

The interviewer then asked what communication channels does the organization use with 

its publics, to this the public information officer answered, “We send out news releases, direct 

people to our Website, we have a news letter, [and] hold five Council meetings per year.” She 

also talked about the misinformation published in the media, especially in opinion columns. The 

public information officer explained how media representatives receive inaccurate information 

and never bother to call the Council’s public information department to confirm or refute it. She 

stated, “I don’t know why this happens, maybe the story isn’t sexy enough to sell with the right 

information, maybe we’re not communicating with them right.” The public information officer 

believes the most effective communication the Council engages in is through press releases and 

the organization’s newsletter, but feels they could be more effective. In terms of how the Council 

uses public feedback to better the organization’s communication efforts, she mentioned a recent 

example: “We travel around the coast, and we had a group ask us why we don’t broadcast our 

meetings, so we do that now. We stream them on the Internet, which is another channel we use. 

People watch them, they send us emails as we are doing our meetings so we can get their 

information to the Council.” Moreover, the public information officer explained how the 

department has not been able to do a data-find survey, and there is a increasing need to measure 

the success of these communication tactics: “We need to know where we stand to figure out 

what’s working and get rid of what’s not.” 

The public information officer was also asked how she feels about the organization’s 

Website, to which she answered, “The Website has improved tremendously. We would like to 

make it more interactive, like include bios about Council members with pictures. We [have] 
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use[d] Google Analytics for about a year now, and I was shocked with the number of hits that we 

were getting. There is room for improvement.” 

Then it was asked how the organization gathers feedback from its publics. The public 

information officer explained: 

At the beginning of a proposed amendment, they develop a scoping paper that basically 
states the problem, ask people to take a look and comment on it. But what happens at 
these scoping meetings is they have biologists who are very scientific by nature, get up 
and present an acronym-laden and technical brief that nobody gets. Their eyes glaze over, 
so of course you’re going to be angry and get up and tell them to stick it. We’re trying 
another approach using the outreach specialist and someone else who speaks their 
language. The paper itself, which is also very technical is posted on our website. We are 
developing a one-page summary so people can look at that and have a better 
understanding and effectively participate.   
 
The interviewer asked the public information officer what is done with feedback the 

Council receives from its publics. She answered, “If people are upset with the communication 

and have a suggestion, we consider and most often do it because that’s what the fishermen want 

or need.” 

The next question asked was about the organization’s communication function and how it 

is valued. The public information officer stated, “It’s very valued. The outreach specialist and I 

work together and come up with recommendations. If I have an idea or want to pursue something, 

they may question me, but if I give them a good reason, they say go for it.” 

When the interviewer asked how the public information officer sees her position’s role to 

be in regards to the Council’s external publics, she replied, “I’m sort of a purveyor of 

information. I try to get it all out there as much as I can. If I don’t have the answers, I find 

someone who does. I’m the middle person between the organization and its external publics.” 

The interviewer asked if the public information officer perceives herself to have a similar role 

inside the organization, being the middle person between the Council members and the executive 
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staff. She answered, “I’m between the advisory panel and the Council, but our executive director 

has a very good relationship with the Council, so I’m definitely not an intermediary. But, I feel 

like I can go to individual Council members to run an idea past them.” 

The interviewer then asked the public information officer if she feels her primary role is 

to enforce policy or create change in the organization, to which she replied, “I communicate 

policy and create change in the communication process, but not policy.” 

The public information officer was asked to describe a crisis situation the organization 

had gone through and describe how it was handled. She explained: 

When I first got here, I went to our then executive director and asked if I could create a 
crisis communication plan. I was told no. So, I just kind of had one in my head. Then, a 
situation came up where they discovered one of our assessments was wrong, and we had 
come up with all these regulations and taken fish away from the recreational fishermen. 
People were calling from all over the place and there was no protocol. So, basically, I got 
on the phone with NOAA fisheries, which does the enforcement, and strategized with 
their public affairs officer. […] You need to be prepared for how you’re going to handle 
it before it happens, and if it doesn’t happen, great, but if it does you need to be ready to 
handle it. 
 
The interviewer asked what the public information officer perceives to be the greatest 

threat and the greatest opportunity the Council is currently faced with. She replied, “The biggest 

opportunity would be for outreach and education. People are hungry for it. The threat may be just 

the perception out there, the image that we lack. We are developing new tactics and trying to 

build in performance metrics. I think taking advantage of that opportunity will help address that 

threat.” 

The interviewer finally asked what relationship does the Council have with similar 

organizations at the federal level. The public information officer replied: 

We have a pretty good relationship with NOAA fisheries; we rely on them a lot. People 
think we are the same, but we’re not. We are related only in that we develop these plans 
and these rules and regulations, and then they take them and check them to make sure 
they really work. Then they approve, implement, and enforce them. We partner up with 
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NOAA for communications efforts in that they are the ones who submit the regulations 
for final, then instead of reinventing the whole thing, we in turn send it out. That may or 
may not be a good thing, especially when you are trying to mitigate that confusion 
between agencies. When people see a NOAA press release coming from the Gulf Council, 
which may be contributing to that problem. We probably have a better relationship with 
USCG, because we do use them in terms of getting our regulations out. 
 

Section II – Comparing The Dominant Coalition Vs. Public Information Components 

Council’s Mission & Role 

The first question of the interview asked to define the Council’s mission. Members 

representing both components of the organization’s management staff, the dominant coalition, 

and the public information component agreed on managing fisheries in a sustainable matter as 

one of the main tasks of the Council. A member of the public information department 

specifically defined the Council’s mission as “to ensure the sustainability of the fish stock in the 

Gulf of Mexico.”  

Members of the public information department added the role of the Council as a medium 

between the regulatory agency and the general public as part of the Council’s mission. 

Particularly, one of them stated, “I think the Council’s mission is that we’re sort of a conduit in 

between the actual regulatory agency […] and the general public as the stakeholders that we 

serve.” On the other hand, members of the dominant coalition added the significance of carrying 

out the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation Management Act as part of the Council’s 

mission and stressed on the importance of following the law. A member of the executive 

management explained, “The Council’s mission is basically to carry out the Magnuson-Stevens 

Act. That’s the easy way. In fact, we’re held by law to do that.” 

In terms of how clear and understandable the Council’s mission is, all staff members 

interviewed agreed that while the massage is well understood by the organization’s internal 

publics, external publics are still uncertain, or choose to be uncertain, about what the Council’s 
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mission is about. Members of the public information component expressed, “I think the staff and 

the Council have a really good idea of our mission and why we exist, but I would say that maybe 

the general public is far less knowledgeable about where we sort of float in the world.” Moreover, 

another member of the public information department added, “I think because that mission 

involves some controversial regulations and action I think it gets overlooked.” On a similar note, 

members of the dominant coalition stated, “The law says we must stop overfishing, so we have 

to stop overfishing and that’s why we come up with these regulations. So, the public doesn’t 

quite understand and the Council does quite well.” 

Staff members were also asked if they felt the Council’s main publics understand the 

organization’s role. It was obvious all members agreed the Council’s main role is not clearly 

understood by the general public. The main issue mentioned by both the dominant coalition and 

the public information members is that main publics see the Council as a government agency 

while it is not. A member of the dominant coalition stated, “I would say that the public sees the 

Council as part of the federal government, part of an obstacle or something to be overcome.”  

According to the staff, there is also great confusion among the public regarding the link 

between NOAA and the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council. A member of the public 

information component explained: 

I think there is a lot of confusion about what we do and what NOAA fisheries does. 
NOAA fisheries is a federal agency that actually does analysis, does the science, and 
actually takes the regulations that we recommend and, as the delegate for the Department 
of Commerce, they approve and implement them. But I think people see us as one 
organization. 
 

 However, it is apparent both components of the organization, dominant coalition as well 

as the public information department, are putting a great effort in helping the general public 

understand the organization’s role. In particular, a dominant coalition representative expressed: 
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“I’ve been really trying to make sure that we all understand and see our role as an intermediary 

to the public. The public needs to know that they can come to us [and] get explanations; we’ll 

translate concerns of the public to the federal government and act as the intermediary that I 

believe that we were intended to be.” And in order to do so, the dominant coalition understands 

the value of the organization’s public information department. The executive managers 

explained: 

We had no public relations person and we got a little bit of additional money and we 
hired [the public information officer] to try to bridge this gap to make sure the people 
understand where the Council fits into the scheme of things; how the Council can be as 
much as an advocate for them as well as maintaining our position of compliance, so we 
hired [the public Information Officer]. Then recently, [the executive director] also called 
me for more of an outreach, which is really how we should do it. Then, [the public 
information officer] would get really overloaded trying to do public information and 
education as well as try to do outreach so we saw really the need, or [the executive 
director] did, to do a lot more outreach and that’s when we got [the fisherman’s outreach 
specialist]. That’s what we’re trying to do to solve that problem, by getting more and 
more out there with the public in helping them to understand who we are. I don’t know 
that we’re ever going to convince the fishermen that we aren’t the enemy, but we’re 
trying. 
 

 Similarly, members of the public information component also value their role within the 

organization and see the benefits the department has brought to the Council and its publics. A 

representative of the public information department said: 

With the addition of [the fisherman’s outreach specialist], we have been able to 
communicate a lot better. Because she is actually out there talking to people, and just in 
the short time she’s been here I can see people are starting – recreational fishers in 
particular – are starting to at least understand that it’s not about us taking your fish away. 
It’s about managing the resource so that you can fish for years to come.  
 

Main Publics 

 In terms of the classification of the Council’s main publics, members of the dominant 

coalition, as well as the public information members coincide that the three main publics are the 

recreational fishermen, the commercial fishermen, and the environmentalists. A member of the 
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public information component did a thorough explanation of the three different publics:  

I can think of recreational communities and sort of the broader atrium, and that would be 
not only fishermen, but also the charter captains, and head boat captains, which are like 
charter boats but bigger; and also more recreational people would be like tackle shop 
owners. Recreational also affects tourism; general tourism like hotel owners, marina 
owners and things like that and then when you think about commercial, I think of, you 
start with the fishermen and then it follows to the fish house and also to restaurants and 
then to, you know, whoever sort of is buying that fish or economically trading that fish or 
doing something with it. And then, there are the environmental groups and that would be 
not only like the organizations themselves, but also the people that they represent, so it 
moves way outward. But the three big stakeholders that I would talk about would be 
recreational, commercial and environmental. 
 

 Regarding each of these groups’ level of engagement with the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council, members of the public information component explained that 

environmentalists are the most involved and easier to reach by the Council’s efforts. Particularly, 

it was said that, “The environmental folks are, you know, this is their job. They are fisheries’ 

analysts and it’s their entire job to follow us around and watch our decisions and write about 

them, and so the environmental groups are all completely understanding and engaged in the 

process.” Moreover, a public information member explained: “They are not so difficult because 

they actively seek out the information. They call a lot, they email a lot, they are very active, and 

we have a fairly good relationship with them.”  

Concerning commercial fishermen, members of the public information department 

expressed that this group shows only a medium level of engagement with the organization and 

the Council does a fairly good job reaching license holders. Specifically, in terms of level of 

engagement it was said that: “The next level of engagement would be the commercial fishermen 

and also the charter captains because it’s their livelihood, so I would say percentage wise about 

20 percent of the commercial fishermen are somehow engaged in the process.” While in terms of 

reach of commercial fishermen, public information members expressed that:  
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For the commercial fishermen, I think we are doing an okay job reaching the commercial 
permit holders, but their crew – people who work for them – I don’t think we do. We 
haven’t done a good job in identifying who those crew members are and, in fact, the bad 
thing about that is that we might send information to a permit holder and it might be 
important to the crew member, who might have an opinion on it, but if the permit holder 
thinks that the crew is going to opt up an opinion different than his, he won’t let them see 
it. 

 
Lastly, regarding recreational fishermen, public information members explained that this 

group is not only the least engaged in the process but also the most difficult to reach. In terms of 

percentage of engagement with the Council, one of the members said about recreational 

fishermen, “I would say that as far as recreational fishermen that really understand the process is 

about one to two percent.” Then, in terms of reaching this group, it was stated that: 

Recreational fishers, and this isn’t an across the board statement, I am not making a 
statement about recreational fisherman in general, but I’ve found that they are very 
organized and they sometimes, within their individual groups, have leaders who give out 
misinformation, or I should say disinformation. They use anger as a tactic, and they get 
their people all round up with bad information. That’s to get them to get together and 
come down and shake their fist and tell why this was a bad idea. So it’s really hard to 
reach them because they are not listening to you, they are listening to their leader. 

 
 Meanwhile, members of the dominant coalition make a huge distinction between 

environmentalists and the recreational and commercial fishermen:   

Well, these are very antagonistic roles that they play with the fishing community people; 
they diametrically oppose each other. Sometimes the commercial/recreational will share 
the same goals but the environmental, almost never. In some ways, although, you have to 
imagine that we all have the same bottom line; we want more fish for more people but 
somehow the environmental groups get pushed off on to another level or position. 
 
Regarding the relationship between the Council and its main publics, as well as the 

public’s perception of the Council, members of the public information component expressed that 

both were far from desirable. Unfortunately, the responses from the members of the dominant 

coalition to this question are not clearly audible due to technical difficulties in the recording 

process and cannot be compared to those of the members of the public information department.  
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According to one of the members of the public information department, “The relationship 

[between the Council and its publics], by and large, is pretty terrible.” It was also stated that, “a 

lot of recreational people would have our Council disbanded.” However, it could be induced that 

this issue was based, in great part, on the public’s lack of information about the Council and its 

members: 

I go to a lot of fisher meetings and I say, you know, “How many of you think that the 
Gulf Council has no idea of what’s going on with the fishermen off the Gulf of Mexico?” 
and everybody raises their hand, and then I say “Well, did you know that there’s 17 
voting members and five of them are recreational guides and, you know, four of them 
own commercial boats?” and everyone’s like – really? 

 
Communication Channels 

 When asked about which communication channels does the organization most usually 

use to communicate with its main publics, both the dominant coalition members, as well as 

members of the public information component agreed on channels such as electronic/Webpage, 

open public sessions and non-scientist presentations at Council meetings, media lists, and 

outreach programs. However, members of the public information department were slightly more 

thorough in identifying a few more communication channels currently being used by the Council, 

including: news releases, newsletter, online forum participation, fishing and captain meetings, 

and participation in shows and conferences.  

In terms of identifying which of these channels the Council’s management staff considers 

most effective or beneficial in communicating with its publics, both components placed a lot of 

value on open public discourse. Particularly, a member of the dominant coalition stated, “One of 

the Council’s features and strong points – I won’t say it’s the strongest point – is its openness, its 

desire to include public information. We listen; we just can’t always accommodate. All our 

meetings have an open, public session; all our meetings are open to the public all the time.” 
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Similarly, a member of the public information component expressed, “I think, because of our 

trust issue, in my opinion… I think the most effective in – not in numbers but in message – you 

know, I guess in getting the message across is absolutely one-on-one, individual contact.” 

Moreover, another member of the public information component also identified press releases 

among the most effective: “I think the press releases, the news releases, only because they go to 

individuals. I think those are helpful, even though I often times think, “Oh, people don’t read 

these,” I’m always surprised because I get calls and comments.” 

Members of the public information component made a valid point regarding the 

effectiveness of the communication channels the Council currently uses to communicate with its 

publics. It has been hard for the organization to identify which communication vehicles are 

working and which are not due to the lack of performance metrics attached to these activities. As 

a public information member stated:  

We need to have, we need to know where to stand so we can measure these individual 
tactics, to figure out what’s working and what’s not and get rid of what’s not working. 
And it’s really hard to know, without any sort of performance metrics tied in to some of 
these things. I can tell you that [the fisherman’s outreach specialist] posts in some 47 
boards and 5,000 people read those, but I can’t tell you what they think when they read 
those. 
 
Particularly, when asked about the organization’s current Website, members of both 

components appreciated the improvements the site has gone through in the past years; however, 

they recognize that there is still room for improvement. According to members of the dominant 

coalition, “The Webpage has just been redesigned and we’re making a real effort in trying to get 

that out. Of course, a page by itself doesn’t help so we’ve been trying to put on additional 

information so people would want to go to our page to get information.” On a similar note, 

members of the public information component talked about how they feel there is still room for 

improvement regarding the Website and explain how they would like to make it more 
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interactive:  

We would like to make it more interactive. We would like to include bios about the 
Council members and maybe a picture so that you could put a face to the name, and 
maybe not your typical bio, but something fun that people could get to know their 
Council members. Same thing with the staff. We need to probably still do some more 
reorganization on it because it still looks like it isn’t like we would like it to be. 
 

 In terms of getting information out to the main publics, the dominant coalition showed a 

lot of enthusiasm about using electronic data as the main way to exchange information:  

We have an app but haven’t just started as yet but I’m told by [the public information 
officer] “any day now.” An app that has all the fishing regulations on it; an iPhone, so 
once we get out there on the phone format we can go to other phones as well. The fish 
IDs done on an iPhone as well, and we’re working with some other people that do 
electronic data reporting. 
 

Public’s Feedback 

Regarding the way the Council obtains feedback from its publics, all staff members 

mentioned the scoping process as the organization’s basic method for feedback gathering. The 

scoping process is considered to be very open and it stimulates public’s participation into the 

Council’s decisions. According to a member of the public information department:  

As far gathering feedback on our regulations and how that goes, I would say that fishery 
management is one of the most open government forums that there is. There’s that 
scoping where the first thing we do is come up with an idea and we go to different towns 
with different stakeholders and say “Oh my gosh. Somebody’s come up with this idea 
and what should we do with it?” And so the options sort of go through this mill of people 
who are fishermen, people who are scientists, economists, anthropologists, and those 
options then go back out to the general public for public hearings and then they get to 
give feedback on well here’s the five options, we like this one out of all of them, and then 
it goes to Council. So, as far as gauging feedback for the regulations that are made, it’s a 
hugely open process.  
 

 Another member of the public information component explains how the scoping process 

develops:  

At the beginning of a proposed amendment, or we are going to take some sort of action, 
we develop what’s called a scoping paper, and it’s basically: “Here is the problem that we 
need to address.” We take that out around the Gulf of Mexico and ask people to look at it, 
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comment on it. Give us your thoughts and ideas so that when we start developing the rule 
that’s going to enforce whatever this is, we know where you stand, we know what your 
ideas are. So we do that and we get that information, then we start developing our 
amendment, and people have the opportunity to write us, to call us, to email us, to come 
to our meetings, and be part of the process.  
 

 On a similar note, members of the dominant coalition add the following remark about the 

scoping process, once again emphasizing on the openness of the process and how the public is 

always encouraged to be part of the decision-making: 

We would make the announcement that we’re going to have a meeting in a hotel or 
someplace in a local community and we would sit there and present a short summary of 
the information. Usually, if there’s some written version of it, then that’s handed out, then 
the public, one-by-one, are allowed to speak about it – for or against it – and offer 
comments or give suggestions. Sometimes they do come up with some pretty interesting 
suggestions. 

 
 Although the scoping process is defined across all staff members as open to public 

participation, not many members of the public know or understand the process and they end up 

not participating, or expressing their suggestions when it is already too late. A member of the 

public information component expressed this perception by saying:  

Part of the issue is there’s the misconception that we don’t listen and a lot of people don’t 
know that scoping is important or that if they want to have a say in that sample they can 
join an advisory panel and get flown into Tampa for a meeting five times a year to voice 
their opinions. The infrastructure is in place but, like, the store’s open but nobody’s come 
in or the same like twelve people come. 

 
 When asked how the organization uses the feedback gathered from its main publics to 

shape future policy or make organizational changes, members of both components agreed that it 

was not as easy as including everything the public asks for or suggests into their policy or 

regulations. Members of the dominant coalition, as well as members of the public information 

component coincide on the fact that although public input is highly considered for much of the 

process, at the end of the road they have to use science as their guide to make fishery 

assessments and come up with the proposed regulations. A member of the dominant coalition 
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explains it by saying:  

What [the fishing] quota is, [that] is the un-debatable part.  The public doesn’t seem to 
appreciate that. That’s the science thing that’s done by numbers and models, fish counters, 
and that’s done in laboratories with large computers. They would argue with it, but that’s 
what it’s about. They will come up time and time again with we need more fish, now the 
quota’s too low, the quota’s too low. But, that’s not debatable.   
 

 Similarly, a member of the public information department expressed that although the 

Council tries to take the public’s opinion into consideration most of the time, it is hard to balance 

out what the public wants with what the Council’s job definition is:  

The other problem is that when people suggest their ideas they think that if they get 100 
people to show up and support that idea that they get somehow a vote among the public. 
[They say:] “Your public wants this, and this is what you should do,” and unfortunately it 
really isn’t a democracy because what you want us to do it might not get us where we 
need to be and by law we have to get there, and if we don’t, the feds are going to come in 
and do it for us, and we believe that they will be a lot more strict than what we do. So, it’s 
challenging all the way around. 
 

Media Relationships 

 In terms of the organization’s relationship with the media, the dominant coalition 

members, as well as members of the public information component agree that there are only a 

few media representatives that are in constant communication with the Council. A member of the 

dominant coalition identified these as personal contacts: “I have colleagues that I can reach in the 

basket and they will do favors – I have contacts that will call me regularly.” Similarly, a member 

of the public information component stated that they have only a few regular contacts: “We have 

a handful that we deal with all the time and they are good about contacting us. At the same time, 

I think we could do a better job of identifying the players and reaching out a little more.”  

 However, members of the public information component went a little bit deeper 

explaining why they think the organization currently has a less-than-desirable relationship with 

reporters or media representatives. One of them explains:  
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What I think is happening is that reporting has become such a transient profession that 
what they are doing, you know, we don’t have a complete reporter so much anymore, and 
so your specialty might be politics, but they need someone to go cover this meeting and 
so you go and you don’t have a full-hearted interest in it because you are only covering it 
this one day, so you are not going to spend the amount of time it’s going to take to bring 
you up to speed on what’s actually going on, and I think that has a lot to do with it.  
 

 Regarding specifically about the relationship between the media and the Council, another 

member of the public information component expressed, “I think a lot of the media is in the same 

boat as the general public is, so I don’t know if it fuels itself but I think a lot of the writers either 

don’t understand it well enough to really give a good vision of it or are angered by it because 

they don’t get to go fishing either.”  

 Interestingly, when asked about the preferred medium for communicating with external 

publics, the responses given by members of the dominant coalition were somehow different from 

those given by members of the public information department. It is important to note that a 

particular member of the dominant coalition predicted this discrepancy when answering the 

question: “We don’t have – [the public information officer] will answer differently than I do.  

We don’t have a preferred way to go.” He then continued by saying, “We don’t really have a 

preferred thing, really just kind of shot-gunning a different approach of things we just talked 

about. We’re exploring a lot of different ways.”  

 On the other hand, members of the public information component gave definite answers 

about what medium they preferred for communication: “Probably email is what we use the most. 

My preference is personal contact. […] Right now we are using [the fisherman’s outreach 

specialist] to go out to the fishing clubs and talk to people, who many of which are not aware that 

we exist.” The answers given by members of the public information department reinforce the 

value they put on one-on-one communication and constant dialogue with publics. Another 

member of the public information component explained: 
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I really like being on a fishing forum. Just media-wise because I like being in their 
backyard because it starts a dialogue and then there’s a dialogue with me and I answer the 
question or if I start first then they can talk about it afterwards. I think that’s been really 
effective and so at least they can explore where and what’s happened and when it’s 
happening. 

 
Communication Function 

 When participants were asked if the communication function was valued in the 

organization, they all agreed that it was highly valued; however, this is a recent occurrence. 

Members of the dominant coalition explained how the communication function in the 

organization started to be truly valued with the acquisition of the new Executive Director a few 

years back:  

I spent the first year at every opportunity, expressing that to let them know that this was 
an important thing for us to do that it wasn’t enough just to be there we had to let people 
know why we had to be there and what we were doing. We are one of the few Councils 
that has the communications person; we’re one of the few Councils that has not only a 
second communications person but also a half-time secretary working with them, and my 
plan is that to add eventually another one. I think getting the public to understand what 
the process is about is most of the battle and that’s a battle not an assumption, rather a 
reality up to now. We worked hard at that.  
 

 According to members of the public information component, the communication function 

has started to be the focus of the organization, considering it a two-way street to get the 

Council’s message to the public as well as the public’s feedback to the Council. One of the 

members of the organization’s public information department stated, “I think that recently the 

communication aspect has been sort of spotlighted and brought out to be far more important.” It 

was also added that: “We [the public information department] hear more I think, and to convey 

those messages to the Council is important, and then to covey them back.” Particularly, the 

outreach specialist explained:  

What I’m doing is trying to build a relationship so that people – my entire mission is to 
enhance participation in the process and so that education is also through relationship 
building. So, I might be outreaching by saying “come on, come on, come on,” but when 
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they come in they end up giving me an opinion or something and I just forward it on to 
the Council because I don’t filter or do anything with that stuff, but what I’m trying to do 
is just engage more people and say they take notice of this and come at the proper time to 
give your input. It’s supposed to be – the end goal is to get people to understand and to 
not only understand but to offer their perspective. 
 

Employee’s Role 

 When each staff member was asked about their role in the organization’s communication 

process, although each of them have a particular occupation, they all seem to identify themselves 

as being key parts involved in the communication function. Also, they all seem to collaborate 

well together and help each other out in order to reach the organization’s communication goals. 

Particularly, the dominant coalition members identified themselves as being a resource to the 

public information department: “I really kind of keep close tabs on [the public information 

officer] because really it is important and I try to give her as much resource. […] I want to be 

involved; I want them to know that they’ve got the ear of the organization.” The involvement of 

the dominant coalition in the organization’s communication function seems to be greatly 

appreciated by members of the public information department. Particularly, it was expressed, 

“[The executive director] is very supportive. If I have an idea or if I want to pursue something or 

I think [the fisherman’s outreach specialist] needs to go pursue something and I tell him, he 

might question me, but if I give him good reason, [he says] “Go for it.” 

 As expected, members of the public information component identified themselves as 

being very much involved in the communication process. Specifically, the public information 

officer absolutely identifies herself as the middle person between the organization and its 

external publics. She stated, “I’m the one who people call for information; I’m sort of the 

purveyor of information. I try to get it all out there as much as I can.” The outreach specialist 

defines her role as being responsible of coming up with ways for reaching out to the public. She 
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explained, “I get to define what I do and so my job is to do outreach and be the communication 

process and it’s been really cool because I just sort of identify what I think is going to be useful 

and add that to the meetings that I do and so I get a lot of top-down control which is what I do.” 

When the outreach specialist was asked if she has freedom to communicate any way she likes, 

she explained, “I have total and complete freedom. [The public information officer] has been 

pretty good about sort of fighting for my right to have a voice, you know, to not be just a voice, 

to be a press release, to be like “come on, dude. What’s going on,” and I answer emails that way, 

too.”  

 It is apparent that the public information department of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council not only counts the support of the dominant coalition, but also are 

successful in collaborating among themselves and are clear about each member’s role and input:  

[The public information officer] does a lot more of the internal communications, not 
necessarily among staff, but among the people who are participating in the process. And 
then [the fisherman’s outreach specialist] would be taking more of the outside approach 
and deal more with the people that are not engaged in the process. [The public 
information officer] does more of the sort of written material, things like the press 
releases, and [the fisherman’s outreach specialist] does more of the speaking and the real 
time, camera like stuff. 
 

 When staff members were asked if they see their primary role within the organization as 

to enforce policy, create change in the organization, or a combination of the two, none of the 

dominant coalition members nor the members of the public information component seemed to 

identify themselves with neither of these roles. The dominant coalition members explained that 

their role is more about facilitation of the process. They explained, “We really try to stay in that 

intermediary role – inform the Council, run the meetings, inform the public, get feedback – serve 

as a conduit about that and stay up on the feel so that we’re aware of what’s going on and how 

best to analyze the pros and cons of any effort that’s being made by the people that make the 
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decisions.” 

 On the other hand, members of the public information component see their role as 

communicators of policy, and educating internal and external publics about the needs and ideas 

of each group. A member of the public information component explained, “I can sort of educate 

[the Council] as to what I see the outside environment is […] not only educating for my own 

good about the importance of my role/goal or [the public information] department, but also sort 

of enhancing their understanding of what the stakeholders are also thinking and talking about and 

wanting.” 

 For the purpose of this analysis, although none of the staff members explicitly identified 

their roles as creating change in the organization, it is safe to say that they are creating change in 

the way the organization is communicating with its main publics. The only staff member close to 

expressing this idea was a member of the public information component when she answered, 

“Create change only in the sense that I know we need to change. So yeah, create change in the 

way we are communicating and things like that, but not change in policy.”  

Crisis Management 

 When asked to recall a crisis situation the organization has gone through in the past and 

how it was handled, each staff member recalled a different situation. However, they all agreed 

that something that could improve in how crisis situations are handled by the organization is to 

be more prepared. It was said, by a member of the public information component, that the 

organization tends to be more reactive instead of proactive regarding crisis situations: “I think 

the overreaching problem is that in crisis, we are reactionary and we would like to be able to plan 

for it.” Another member of the public information component explained, “When you see it 

coming you need to have your meeting and prepare how you are going to handle it before it 
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happens, and if it doesn’t happen, great, but if it does, you need to be ready to handle it. So, just 

being more prepared.”  

 Similarly, the dominant coalition members agreed that a little more preparation from the 

part of the organization might be needed to approach crisis situations: “I think maybe doing a 

little bit better public relations job at the outset.” Moreover, the dominant coalition members 

reflected on how the organization should focus more on the positive things that have been 

accomplished, rather than the negative, when dealing with a crisis: “What we need to do is – we 

got some successes; we need to be letting people know about those successes. That’s the big 

issue because we have succeeded; things are better, but we tend to dwell on those negative sides, 

the down sides.” 

 According to a member of the public information component, the organization has never 

developed a crisis communication plan; however, she thinks it could currently be a good time to 

develop one. She explained:  

When I first got here, I actually had been here for a year, I went to our then executive 
director and asked if I could create a crisis communication plan, and I was told no. He 
just didn’t think we needed one. He didn’t think I should spend time on that. So, I just 
kind of had one in my head. I haven’t thought to ask [the new executive director] to do 
that, but I am sure he’d be ok with it. 
 

Threats & Opportunities 

 In terms of identifying the organization’s current threats and opportunities, the dominant 

coalition responses slightly varied from the answers given by members of the public information 

component. The dominant coalition members based their response on the current funding deficit 

the organization faces. They explained, “We have some money to put away to do some things, 

and we have a way of maybe extending a few months, but that could be a real challenge. I think 

we’ll get past this challenge, past this immediate period, whatever that is, but for the next four or 
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five years, we don’t know what the federal funding level is going to be.” Moreover, the dominant 

coalition showed concern about not being able to identify future threats that the organization 

might have to face, for which they are trying to be as prepared a possible:  

So I think the lack of ability to really address more pressing issues that will become 
problems in the future. To do that, we haven’t yet, but we’re in the process of 
establishing what I call a strategic plan that could give us a vision to start operating on a 
much bigger level, broader levels than just immediate “put out fires in fishery” scenario 
problems. 
 

 On the other hand, members of the public information component were very in-tune 

about what they consider the current threats and opportunities for the organization. According to 

them, the biggest threat is the public’s negative perception of the Council, and the mistrust of the 

data the organization uses to manage the fisheries. They stated, “I think probably the threat… 

Maybe just the perception out there, the image that we lack.” And then they explained: 

I would say by and large the biggest threat is mistrust for the data that we use, and 
unfortunately we are mandated to use the best available scientific information and one of 
the biggest fist-shakers that I get is: “Your data sucks. How could you make this decision 
to close down my fishery when you don’t even know what the fishing looks like.” 
 
In terms of opportunities, members of the public information component agree that the 

biggest opportunity lays in the public, their need for information and the benefits their ideas can 

bring to the table by listening to their feedback. It was said that: “Probably the biggest 

opportunity would be the opportunity for outreach and education. People are hungry for it. We 

haven’t had the staff to do it in the past, so we do now, and [the fisherman’s outreach specialist] 

is very good at it, and… they are starving for it, I think, especially the recreational anglers.” 

They consider their publics as important as the fishery data they manage, and recognize the 

important role the organization’s publics play in reaching the organization’s overall goal: “What 

we do is decide the best way to manage fisheries and those fisheries being the people involved.” 

Finally, they understand that the best way to combat the public’s mistrust and negative 



41 

perceptions is to capitalize on the opportunity the organization currently has to communicate 

with its publics and set the record straight. Specifically, a member of the public information 

department concluded, “I think that taking advantage of that opportunity will help address that 

threat.” 

Section III – Conclusions and Recommendations 

Based on the responses given by the management staff of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council, the findings suggest both components of the organization, the dominant 

coalition as well as the public information department, are in agreement regarding the value of 

the communication function for the organization. As explained before, the interview schedule 

used for this phase of the research process was designed based on the excellence theory (Grunig, 

1992). Based on the staff responses to the questions, it can be concluded that the organization is 

currently highlighting the value of the communication function, exerting great effort into 

scanning its environment to identify the characteristics and needs of its main publics in order to 

communicate with them effectively and symmetrically. It is apparent that one of the main goals 

of the organization at this point is to build a better relationship with its publics, especially 

recreational fishermen, a relationship that is based on trust and two-way communication. A set of 

general recommendations are suggested, which are believed to aid in the further development of 

the organization’s communicative efforts:   

• Creation of a concrete mission statement: The organization should develop a blanket mission 

statement that appears on all communication material. The statement would serve as 

clarification and constant reminder to the organization’s main publics about the Council’s 

mission and role. It is essential that main publics understand the role of the Council as an 

intermediary or conduit between the regulatory agency and the stakeholders. Explicitly 
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stating this idea on a mission statement might help accomplish this goal.  

• Differentiation from NOAA: The organization should make efforts to differentiate itself from 

NOAA. A way to start accomplishing this might be repackaging any information received 

from NOAA before disseminating it to the Council’s various publics so that it clearly carries 

the Council’s brand and message. 

• Build a closer relationship with recreational fishermen: In order to build a closer relationship 

with recreational fishermen and ultimately gaining their trust, the organization should 

consider providing short-term benefits for this group that would motivate them to create 

bonds with the Council. In terms of relationship management, one relationship strategy the 

organization should rely heavily on would be networking. This strategy is based on the 

notion that relationships form through conversation, friendship, kinship, authority, economic 

exchange, information exchange, or anything that builds the basis of a relationship (Hon & 

Grunig, 1999). The Council should participate in activities that allow different organization 

members to be in direct contact with recreational fishermen outside the official meetings or 

outreach events. For example, the organization could sponsor an annual recreational fishing 

tournament where not only recreational fishermen participate but also staff and Council 

members are part of the activity. Initiatives like this could be opportunities to tighten bonds 

and work on the relationship from the ground up.  

• Implement a homepage online forum: Adding a highly visible forum on the organization’s 

homepage where different main publics can freely interact and make suggestions and/or 

observations would stimulate dialogue between the organization and its publics as well as 

among members of the different fishing communities.  

• Replicate the current outreach program: The organization seems to be successfully using the 
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communication sources available in outreach initiatives. However, more time might be 

needed in measuring the success of these efforts. The fisherman’s outreach specialist has 

initiated an effective model in one-on-one communication. Although her efforts have shown 

to be highly successful, it is impossible for only one person to make a difference in the 

enormous area the organization is responsible for. If funds can accommodate, a 

recommendation would be replicating the current outreaching model throughout all the 

Council’s publics and across all concerning states.  

• Develop a crisis communication plan: Based on the interviews, all staff members appear to 

be in consensus about becoming more proactive as opposed to reactive in regard to the 

organization’s crisis communication initiatives. It is advisable that the organization develops 

a formal crisis communication plan as the first step toward this goal.   

 

2. Content Analysis for The Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council 

The purpose of this study is to conduct quantitative research on the Gulf of Mexico 

Fishery Management Council as part of an overall analysis of the organization’s communication 

efforts. Specifically, this study seeks to examine the press coverage of the Council by local, 

regional, and national press outlets, including newspapers, blogs, and press releases in the five 

states that surround the Gulf of Mexico. 

To accomplish this objective, a content analysis of articles concerning the Council was 

conducted. The press coverage was retrieved by using the World Wide Web and searching 

through all local and state affiliated newspapers and fishery-based blogs. Articles and blogs 

retrieved spanned 14 months – from January 1, 2010, to April 1, 2011. 
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A content analysis “code book” was developed with items derived from findings of a 

situation analysis conducted during the formative research process. These items were entered 

into columns of a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to form a code sheet. Upon retrieval of the articles, 

the two researchers were sent these code sheets and were provided with the code book in order to 

conduct the content analysis. 

Fifty-four articles and blogs that mentioned the organization’s name were collected. The 

information collected for each article included the name of the coder, the source of document, 

the treatment of the article (general news, feature etc.), the writing style (informational, editorial, 

commentary etc.), the number of times the Council was mentioned, the number of sources, the 

number of quotes, the type of internal source, the type of external source, the overall direction of 

story, the overall topic of story, the key publics, the year posted, the state the article came from, 

the type of geographical focus, the length in paragraphs, and the date. The analysis also 

examined if the article or blog included “go and do” information, if it revealed organizational 

strengths or weaknesses and if it included an image, and if so, what kind of image. 

Results 

The purpose of the content analysis was to examine the research question: “How much 

and what type of coverage was related to the Council between January 1, 2010, and April 1, 2011, 

in the states that are governed by the Council?” Fifty-four articles and blogs that mentioned the 

council were published within the above-stated time frame. 

The source of document captured included local newspapers, main state newspapers (for 

the five Gulf surrounding states), blogs, press releases and video stories. Of the articles, 31.5 

percent (n=17) came from local newspapers with 27.8 percent (n=15) coming from main state 

newspapers (see figure 1). Of these 54 articles collected, 79.6 percent (n=43) were a general 
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news story, with 9.3 percent (n=5) being a feature article and 5.6 percent (n=3) being 

commentary/criticism (see figure 2). And, as the majority of the articles collected were general 

news, 88.9 percent (n=48) of the articles were informational in nature with 9.3 percent (n=5) 

being editorial in style. In regards to length, 9.3 percent (n=5) of the articles collected were four 

paragraphs in length, and also 22 paragraphs in length.  

 

Figure 1 
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Regarding the year of publication, 2010 produced the greatest number of articles, with a 

frequency of 70.4 percent (n=38) of the articles being written during this year. It should be noted 

that the most frequent months where stories were produced were in March with eight articles, 

and November, December and February with seven each. As articles were collected for all of 

2010 and the first quarter of 2011, March and February include articles from both years studied 

(see figure 3).  

Figure 2 
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Regarding geographic focus and state, 44.4 percent (n=24) of the articles reached all five 

states (Florida, Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, and Texas) but for individual states, 37 percent 

(n=20) of the articles were written for audiences in Florida. And of the 54 articles collected, 63 

percent (n=34) had a state or regional focus with 27.8 percent (n=15) having a national focus. 

As mentioned earlier, articles were searched for and found by counting the number of 

times “Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council” was featured. Approximately 32 percent 

(n=17) of the articles collected included the organization title twice, and the Council was only 

mentioned once in 27.8 percent (n=15) of the articles (see figure 4). 

Figure 3 
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Regarding content, 72.2 percent (n=39) of the articles collected were about stock 

limitation, and 14.8 percent (n=8) of the articles covered administrative related topics. 

Communication related, oil spill related, and public opinion related accounted for two or three of 

the articles, respectively (see figure 5). It should be noted that of the 54 articles, 68.5 percent 

(n=37) of them did not include “go and do” information. And 85.2 percent (n=46) of the articles 

collected did not reveal the Council’s strengths, but interestingly enough, 74.1 percent (n=40) did 

not include weaknesses either. 

Figure 4 
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The majority of the articles collected were neutral in terms of direction with 55.6 percent 

(n=30) being this way. Interestingly enough, the amount of positive and negative stories was 

equal with 22.2 percent (n=12) articles collected leaning in one direction or the other. 

Regarding the number of sources and the types of sources that were included in the 

articles, 37 percent (n=20) of the articles collected had one source with 24.1 percent (n=13) 

having two sources. The sources typically included an internal source, an external source, or both. 

Unfortunately, 38.9 percent (n=21) of the articles collected did not include an internal source, but 

of the internal sources, 29.6 percent (n=16) of the articles collected included an interview from a 

Council member (see figure 6). In regard to external sources, 27.8 percent (n=15) of the articles 

collected included a source from NOAA. Twenty-two percent (n=12) of the articles collected did 

not include an external source and 14.8 percent (n=8) of the articles collected featured local 

fishermen being the source (see figure 7). The same number of articles collected had other 

organizations or alliances as an external source as well. 

Figure 5 
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Figure 7 

Figure 6 
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In regard to key publics, 61.1 percent (n=33) of the articles collected focused on both 

recreational and commercial fishermen. 

Lastly, most of the articles collected did not include an image (66.7 percent (n=36) of 

articles collected). However, of the articles that did include an image, 27.8 percent (n=15) of 

them were photos with 14.8 percent (n=8) being of fish or wildlife and 11.1 percent (n=6) being 

of the external public (recreational or commercial fishermen) (see figure 8). 

 

Discussion 

Content analysis was conducted to answer the research question: “How much and what 

type of coverage was related to the GMFMC between January 1, 2010, and April 1, 2011, in the 

states that are governed by the Council?” Within the time frame analyzed, 54 articles were 

published concerning the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council. This is considered to be 

moderate coverage, indicating that fishing-related news is prevalent in the areas surrounding the 

Gulf of Mexico.  

Figure 8 
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In terms of article content, more than three-quarters of the articles released were news 

articles, and more than half of the articles concerning the Council were neutral and did not reveal 

organizational strengths or weaknesses. This is concerning because it is good that the press 

coverage of the Council is not overly negative, but it signals that the media is not viewing the 

Council as a positive source for fishing information either. 

All but one of the articles contained sources. However, only 61 percent of the articles 

contained an internal source while 78 percent contained at least one external source. This 

indicates that the media is more inclined to get information about fishing in the gulf from other 

sources outside of the Council. Therefore, there is a need for greater use of sources internal to the 

Council, since these individuals are more knowledgeable about the Council and have an 

increased ability to present it in a positive light. 

Both the recreational and commercial fishermen were the key publics for most of the 

articles analyzed. This is a positive finding in that these two groups are among the most 

important publics of the Council. 

The majority of the articles analyzed were about stock limitations. When compared to the 

information sent out by the Council (i.e. administrative and communication related topics), there 

seems to be little correlation to what the media covers and what information the Council informs 

the public. 

When conducting a content analysis of 54 articles, press releases and blogs from the five 

states that are governed by the Council, it is evident that fishing and fishery-related news is 

important.  All of the articles mentioned the Council at least once. However, of all of the articles, 

only 22 percent were positive.  Also, it should be noted that of all the articles, 61 percent 

contained an internal source, while 78 percent contained at least one external source. This proves 
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that most of the media outlets are more apt to turn to the target audiences of the Council 

(recreational and commercial fishermen etc.) to gain information on what the Council is doing 

quicker than the Council itself. This is concerning because the Council will never gain the 

public’s trust if it is not being featured by the media in a positive light. Lastly, more articles 

revealed the Council’s weaknesses (24 percent) compared to articles revealing strengths (14.8 

percent). With the fact that outlets are turning toward external sources, it is not surprising that the 

Council’s strengths are not being highlighted. 

The Council continues to put out press releases concerning new regulations and 

endeavors, and the media may use these as the starting points for its stories, but the Council’s 

reach with the media seems to end there. The information the Council is attempting to broadcast 

to its publics is not being further transmitted with the help of the media. In order to improve its 

standing with the media, and in turn gain the trust of its publics including the recreational and 

commercial fishermen, the following communication tactics are recommended: 

1. Build a media list of Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and Texas news outlets 

and build relationships with the appropriate beat writers by sending press releases, 

offering exclusive interviews with Council members and inviting them to regional 

meetings. 

2. Alert the media first and offer a spokesperson to comment whenever the Council needs to 

communicate new rules and regulations, so that the public can understand the reasons for 

change and not jump to conclusions or assumptions. 

3. Build a Facebook and Twitter page and send invitations to all fishing groups in order to 

garner traffic and to receive up to the minute information on what the Council is doing. 
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4. Create a Council blog informing its publics of the latest news and information concerning 

the fishery, and highlighting strength. 

 

3. Focus Group  

a. Recreational Fishermen 

One of the focus groups for this research project consisted of 12 members of the 

Hurricane Pass Anglers Club, a recreational fishing club based in Clearwater, Florida. The 

demographics of the participants can be summarized as all white males, ranging in age from 49 

to 77 years old. The objectives of this particular focus group were to explore the relationship 

between the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council and recreational fishermen, to 

understand how recreational fishermen view their relationship with the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council, and to evaluate the communication practices between the Gulf of Mexico 

Fishery Management Council and recreational fishermen. 

Questions for this focus group were developed based upon relationship management 

theory (Gruning, 1993). This theory posits that organizations must build not only a positive 

image but also substantive behavioral relationships between itself and its public (Gruning, 1993). 

The relationship between an organization and its public can depend on varying dimensions of 

trust, openness, involvement, commitment, and investment (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). 

Therefore, the questions asked in this focus group were tailored to address those dimensions.   

The focus group participants were recruited via email between the focus group 

moderator, Roland Massa, and the Hurricane Pass Anglers Club president. With the president’s 

help, it was determined that the best place to hold the focus group would be at Fat Cat Tavern in 

Clearwater, a weekly social gathering place for members of the club. The focus group was held 



55 

Tuesday, March 29, 2011, from 7:00 to 9:00 p.m. in a private banquet room of the facility. Prior 

to the focus group interview, the club’s president informed members of the possible meeting. 

Upon arrival, the moderator reminded participants of the purpose for the focus group. Anna 

Peters served as note taker, using an audio recorder as back-up, and Janel Norton served as 

videographer and photographer. Recording devices were utilized to ensure accurate data 

collection and transcription. Participants were assured that all responses would remain 

confidential. Results of the focus group responses were also transcribed verbatim for more in-

depth analysis.  

Results 

 The qualitative data retrieved via the focus group responses indicate an overall negative 

belief about the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council’s data, intentions, and 

communication tactics. Common themes identified by members of the focus group included a 

lack of trust about how the data is collected to determine fishery regulations and inadequate 

communication with recreational fishermen. Focus group participants also reiterated feelings of 

the Council being out-of-touch with recreational fishermen and unmindful of their interests. The 

following will summarize each of the major themes highlighted, with examples of direct quotes 

stated by participants. The questions asked during this focus group attempted to address the 

variables of relationship management theory and were designated into three distinct categories: 

beliefs, relationship, and communication preferences.  

Recreational Fishermen Beliefs 

 The first four questions were intended to gauge the participant’s beliefs about the Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council in regard to both feelings and attitudes toward the 

organization. Question one asked participants to identify the first thing that comes to mind when 
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thinking of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council. Overall, all the recreational 

fishermen held a negative opinion of the Council, particularly regarding data and regulatory 

actions. One participant said, “I feel they have a heavy interest from the lobbyists on the 

commercial side.” Others indicated a similar stance, as specified by the following excerpt:  

- They have admitted that a lot of their data is tainted or incorrect. And [they’re] 
interviewing very few of the recreational anglers. I’ve been part of an interview on 
several occasions and they are interviewing commercial boat captains. I’ve seen them 
bypass recreational anglers at the boat docks and go directly to a guy that’s got three 
out-of-towners on there, of course he fishes everyday. He’s going to have a count of 
grouper instead of talking to the recreational guys. So, they are basically working off 
of very one-sided data. So, they need to get more current and accurate data before 
they start making all these erratic decisions. 

 
It is clear that recreational fishermen view the Council as an authoritarian figure with 

very little mutual communication, as elaborated by this fisherman: 

- My first thought is there is no communication between us; we just follow the rules. 
So, as far as communication goes, there isn’t any as far as I know of. We just abide 
by the rules. 

When asked to describe the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council in three words, 

there was also strong negative sentiment. One participant said, “Don’t take this personal, but 

self-serving idiots.” To gauge this sentiment further, the moderator then asked, what other 

recreational fishermen might think of the Council. Again, it was clear from the group’s responses 

that data and lack of communication with recreational fishermen was an issue: 

- Target the guys like us and don’t target it because somebody has a fishing license. 
There are probably as many guys fishing on a seawall that are never going to see a 
grouper; they wouldn’t know what a grouper looked like, or an amberjack, if it hit 
them in the face. If they want the correct kind of data target the boat owners in the 
state of Florida, and even if they have to segment that into a larger, like go for 20  to  
34-foot boats, for offshore species. But target the right demographics. Don’t ask a guy 
that fishes a pier about catching grouper or catching red snapper or catching 
amberjack. Go after the people that are doing the fishing for the proper species. You 
don’t ask a racecar driver about, you know, racing horses, he has no idea. Go after the 
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proper people, and they are just directing too much energy towards the wrong 
segment to gain their knowledge. 

 
When asked to rate their attitudes about the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council, 

on a scale of one to ten, with one being very poor and ten being very good, the responses ranged 

from one to two, with one respondent asking if they could give a rate below one. When asked 

why the ratings were so low, respondents gave reasoning based on a lack of communication on 

the Council’s part: 

- No interest in what the recreational fisherman has to say. Period. 

From other responses given, it is clear that the recreational fishermen believe the Council 

to be out-of-touch with them and more of an authoritarian entity, which, according to the 

fishermen, exerts control with improper data:  

- I don’t think they really know what’s going on out there. If you’re a fisherman you’re 
out there fishing. A lot of these people are behind a desk; they are not out there 
fishing. You know, you’re coming to us because we probably put in more time 
fishing than probably the whole Gulf Council seen time fishing. I think we have more 
on-the-job experience with the fishery than they do. You know, you’re looking at the 
science, we got the actual physical part of it; we keep logs, we have tournaments, we 
all could go out there and say we caught a 100 grouper. They are not always keepers, 
but there’s a lot of fish out there. I’ve fished these waters for over 30 years now and I 
fished it before there were regulations, no limits, and we used to go out catch fish, get 
what we want, there was always plenty of fish. Even the population has grown, but 
there is still a lot fish out there and they kind of recoup their own. They have their ups 
and downs in their population, and we have the natural effects, you know, the Red 
Tide, the cold weather that affects them, but we have more on-the-job experience as 
fishermen than I think some of these people in the government has. 

 
- There needs to at least be a meeting, too, I mean, 50/50 commercial fisherman and 

regular fisherman, and they need to have a meeting, and it’s not just like you guys 
going back and talking to somebody sitting in an office or sitting in a chair then they 
make a decision; they need to actually come to these meetings themselves and talk to 
both parties. 

 
Based on these responses, an overwhelming common thread in the beliefs among 

recreational fishermen is feelings of under-representation in the Council’s decision-making 
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process.  They also feel the science used for justifying closures is inaccurate and obtained from 

the wrong sources. 

Recreational Fishermen and Relationships 

According to Grunig (1993), researchers could measure the quality of behavioral 

relationships of organizations through analyzing trust, credibility, openness, and mutual 

understanding among others. Therefore, the next set of questions posed to the participants was 

asked to gauge these various variables.  

 Participants were asked if they had ever had any personal interaction with the Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council and to describe how that affected them. It is clear that due 

to distrust in the Council’s data and motives, as evidenced in the questions gauging respondent’s 

beliefs, there is a lack of trust and therefore a diminished quality of relationship between the 

Council and recreational fishermen. Very few of the fishermen noted interaction with Council 

and the one fisherman who did described an unpleasant experience:   

- I went to some FRC rallies and it became more or less just a screaming match and I 
just gave up a few years ago. There is not a lot of trust. No, I have not been to one 
recently. 

  

Recreational fishermen also have a low openness to the Council’s regulations because of 

how they feel the Council is currently managing and implementing those regulations, as 

characterized by the following:   

- Well, the one thing we have learned from other states is how to take the territory and 
divide the need based on the ecology or based on the environment of that particular 
geography. Example. The Florida Fisheries looks at the whole Gulf Coast. As anyone 
here will tell you, in Tampa Bay, we have a huge reef system; it’s full of fish. In 
Gainesville or down south, it’s less. So, when you average with those statisticians, 
you may show that there is not that many fish, but in reality, in some areas it needs to 
be protected, now in other areas it doesn’t, it can stimulate growth and the economy 
of businesses, etc. In Washington state, if you go into their Website, you’ll see that 
there is areas that are ten miles wide that are open for a week or two and then they 
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have them closed, and rivers are open and closed, because they understand the 
migration of the fish. 

- In Washington State, there are twelve areas in Puget Sound and the Pacific Ocean and 
in those twelve areas, they are managed separately according to the species and the 
target. You could have a similar situation here depending on the reef structure and the 
species and that kind of thing, so they have to be managed, micro-‐managed better, 
rather than a macro-‐manage of the entire Gulf. 

- Manage it by habitat, by area, don’t manage it by there is nine million square miles of, 
you know I’m being facetious, but you know there is nine million square miles of 
ocean floor in the Gulf states and there is two fish per square mile. But what about 
where there is never gonna be a grouper? I don’t care what you do, you’re never 
gonna have a grouper in that area. They base it on the overall area, instead of the 
habitat, which I think it gets back to again, they have the wrong information. 

It is clear that a low level of trust in the collection of data is leading to a low level of 

involvement with the Council, and also an indifference to recreational fishermen interest in 

trying to build a relationship with the Council. When asked to explain if the Council is 

committed to their interest, the responses implied a need for improvement:  

- I don’t believe they are, simply because they don’t have the facts to be committed to 
our interests. 

- If they opened up the recreational fishing, which is 9.5 miles out, it will affect an 
extremely small percentage of recreational because we just don’t go out that far. We 
don’t go out that far that often. What it does do is protect the commercial interest.  
We understand that you have to go out and catch commercial fish, I mean, that’s 
going to happen, and there’s nothing out there that’s going to stop them from doing it, 
and that’s fine. I mean, everyone is eating the grouper, we’re not going to stop eating 
the grouper at the restaurants right? But, we catch a very little part of that, and for 
them to close it to the recreational fisherman, who is spending a lot of money to get 
there and to do it in the first place; I have a problem with that. 

 
- My question is if we’re protecting the fisheries for the grouper for this year, are we 

protecting the commercial fisherman? We’re seeing quite a bit every time we go out, 
we’re not protecting it from our fellow fisherman or for our fellow fishermen, there’s 
plenty of stuff out there. What are we protecting? What are we shutting down the 
season for right now? 

 
This low level of trust is impeding the Council’s ability to establish strong relationships 

with this segment of their public. 

Recreational Fishermen Communication Preferences 
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An important aspect to building effective communication with stakeholders is to 

determine which media best suits the intended audience. This last set of questions was asked to 

better understand the current communication practices of the Council and how recreational 

fishermen interact with and receive those messages.  

 When asked if anyone in the group has accessed the Council Website and what they were 

searching for, this participant point outs that the current communication tactics are not effective:  

- Information, any kind of information about closure, I get probably an average, and 
this is no exaggeration, of 10 to 12 emails a day about some of the most idiotic, 
foolish stuff. They’ll send an email out, broadband email, and when I get one, I just 
go on their Website to find out what it’s about. Most of the time it is an anticipated 
closure of this, or an anticipated closure of that, they are very indecisive, but they put 
an email out that they are going to do this or they are thinking about doing that. 
Devote time to actually doing something instead of all this wasted movement. 

The focus group participants indicated that the Council does not clearly communicate 

regulations. When asked how they usually find out about regulations, participants specify a lack 

of communication on the Council’s part: 

- You don’t, you have to go in and find out. You have to go into the Website. It’s never 
in the newspaper; there is no communication. 

- You have to go and get it. 

- In our club, the tournament master tells us every month. 

- We have to pull it to us; they don’t push it out to us in mass communication. Maybe 
they can’t afford it, I don’t know. 

The focus group participants revealed concerns about how rapidly regulations change and 

the great effort it takes to stay abreast of the most current regulations:  

- Correct, the emails don’t have anything about regs at all, I mean, there was kind of a 
little joke, everyone knows the tide charts – they’ve been around forever. There was a 
joke that was put on the tide charts for years that says, “Take your lawyer fishing with 
you” because that’s the only way you’re going to know what the regs are because 
they change so often, you know, you never know. The best thing to do is go into Wal-
Mart before you go fishing and get a book. Because, yesterday it may have been one 
thing, today it’s something different. 
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- If you Google fishing clubs for Florida, you get a whole [list] of clubs, including ours. 
Ask the Fishing Council, how many times did they Google that and send out 
specifically to all these clubs? They don’t. They don’t push it out, we have to pull it 
in, it’s the push-‐pull kind of principle and that never works. 

- I like the idea of whoever said that earlier about maybe somebody sending out some 
regulations maybe to the president of this club or presidents of other organizations, 
like “Hey, we’re changing a regulation on this; here’s an email just to let you know 
that’s going on,” then I as a president could convey it to the 140 members that we 
have. I don’t know how hard that would be to do that, but I don’t think real hard. 
 

In the final question posed to the group, the participants were asked what they would say 

to the Council if they had the opportunity. Again, the responses touched upon the need to build 

stronger relationships with recreational fishermen and to improve the methods used to gather 

data upon which regulation decisions are based:  

- I would say get more in touch with the recreational fishermen; regulate us the way we 
should be. Get in touch with us, like the way we’ve been talkin’, more or less. 

- Get the information that is the latest available from the recreation fishermen, not 
something they had about ten years ago. That’s about what they’re using. 

- How many licenses are recreational versus commercial versus anyone else? The state 
of Florida issues a lot of recreational licenses, a hell of a lot more than the 
commercial guys, and who pays the boat tags? We do, recreational fishermen. That’s 
all. 

- I think they just need to be more involved with the recreational angler. We play a 
very, very large part in the economy in this state, if everybody here quit fishing today, 
it would affect everybody from the top to the bottom. I mean, right down to the guy 
you buy parts from, the tackle shops, the guy that sells gas. I mean it would affect 
everybody, so they need to be more in tune with recreational, make it a more even 
playing field as far as their committee. 

- I think they could do uh, stay more not only focused on the commercial, but on the 
recreational as well. You know? Open a better dialogue with us so we can better 
communicate with them. Actually get some true numbers out there. We all want the 
best for the fishery, but if the numbers aren’t right, then it’s not going to happen. 

The qualitative data retrieved via the Hurricane Pass Anglers Club focus group indicates 

an overwhelmingly negative attitude about the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council.  

The Council is dealing with issues of distrust, dislike, and indifference among recreational 
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fishermen. Common themes identified by members of the focus group included a lack of trust 

about how data is collected in order to create fishery regulations, inadequate communication 

regarding regulations and species closures, and minimal representation and solicitation of 

feedback from recreational fishermen in order to shape Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management 

Council’s policies.  

The Council must increase trust levels among recreational fishermen by establishing 

more symmetrical communication with this group (Gruning, 1993). To increase its credibility the 

Council must address how data is collected and try to include, and be open to, the opinions of 

recreational fishermen. Responses indicate that recreational fishermen view the Council as an 

authoritarian figure that demands compliance to regulations without regard to the concerns and 

feelings of recreational groups. Relating the main themes present in this focus group’s responses 

to relationship management theory (Gruning, 1993), it may be advantageous for the Council to 

better establish a mutually beneficial relationship with the recreational fishermen segment of its 

public.   

Based upon the qualitative data obtained through the focus group with recreational 

fishermen, it is clear this segment of the public holds a negative attitude about the Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council.  

Recreational fishermen distrust how data is collected to determine fishery regulations, as 

well as expressed feelings of inadequate representation and insufficient solicitation of feedback 

from recreational fishermen before regulations are placed. Recreational fishermen described the 

Council as an authoritarian figure that is unmindful of their recreational interests. 

To establish a more mutually beneficial relationship with recreational fishermen, the 

Council must address the following issues: 
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• Increase trust and credibility in the data used to determine regulations. 

• Improve communication tactics to streamline how changes in regulations are 

disseminated. 

• Establish stronger lines of communication with recreational fishermen to create a 

more symmetrical and trustful communication relationship (consider including more 

recreational fishermen as Council members). 

 

b. Focus Group – Commercial Fisherman 

Objective 

• To explore the relationship between the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council 

and commercial fishermen. 

• To understand how commercial fishermen view their relationship with the Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council. 

• To evaluate the communication practices between the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council and commercial fishermen. 

Process 

Due to the geographical distance between the fishermen, a recorded conference line was 

used to conduct the interviews. Two recorded interviews were conducted with two moderators 

and less than ten commercial fishermen for a total of approximately 230 minutes of interview 

content. Based on the sensitivity of some of the topics, the fishermen were assured anonymity.  

As such, the content expressed here is a summation of the interviews without referencing a 

specific individual or the number of actual interviewees. To ensure some parallel content to the 

focus group activity with recreational fishermen, questions were asked in the domains of beliefs, 
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relationships, and communication. Since in-depth qualitative interviews permit further 

exploration of other issues as they arise, the questions were loosely scripted to permit for this 

process.  

Interviews were transcribed in “gist” by moderator one and the written summary was 

completed by moderator two. A third party, or blind reviewer, not involved in the project was 

then asked to listen to the interviews, read the summary, and note any discrepancies or 

misrepresentations.  

Participants 

The participants were Florida residents and possessed an average of thirty years of 

fishing experience among them. Ranging from a first generation fisherman to a third generation 

fishermen, they are all currently making their living as commercial fishermen. Of the participants, 

half had some experience in profiting from sports fishing as well.  

Relationship 

All of the fishermen reported involvement in Council activity as extensively as attending 

regular meetings and meeting with individual Council members. When asked to cite a positive 

experience with the Council, participants overwhelmingly referenced the vote to pass the 

Individual Fishing Quota program (IFQ). With all participants classifying themselves in some 

manner as “stewards” of the environment, they note that the IFQ framework is allowing them to 

make a living while protecting the fisheries. Noting that the vote to implement the program was 

not unanimous revealed a central interview theme of conflict between commercial and 

recreational fishermen that allegedly strains Council relationships. In explaining this dynamic, 

participants referenced three sectors that overtly drive Council politics: commercial, recreational, 
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and non-governmental organizations, which are often environmental or recreational advocacy 

groups.  

One participant notes, “some Council members are approachable by all fishermen and are 

willing to break bread and understand there’s two sides to the coin” while others, “[…] don’t 

make themselves available and aren’t open-minded. They just walk the party line […].” 

Participants however have not had blanket bad experiences with all Council members, regardless 

of their umbrella of representation, “I’ve known some commercial fishermen that represent the 

industry and do a great job, […] I’m grateful we have them. I know some people on the 

recreation side that are reasonable and rational and also some people from the NGOs that are 

reasonable and rational. Then there are others who just have an agenda, have their marching 

orders, and are not reasonable and rational.”  

When asked to cite an example of this dynamic in play, all participants unanimously cited 

the recent issue with long lines and sea turtles. Participants felt the Council voted against science, 

without reason, and under duress from environmental advocacy groups threatening suit and 

negative publicity. When asked for clarification on how recreational fishermen may have 

benefited from stricter regulations on long-line fishing, the responses all included, in summary, 

“more fish for them.” All participants stressed their belief in protecting sea turtles but explained, 

“We’re one-fifth of the problem but took all of the burden.” Referring to the recent regulations of 

long lines, participants expressed frustration that a lack of solutions to mediate the other threats 

to sea turtles led to a vote of the strictest regulations possible to appease special interest groups, 

despite research indicating the impact of long lines on sea turtles caused a small percentage of 

the mortality rate.  
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In a dynamic such as this, issues of representation and party lines become frustrating for 

the fishermen, particularly when their livelihood is at stake. Despite that most participants rated 

their satisfaction with the Council as low as a five and as high as a nine (out of a ten-point scale), 

issues of mistrust readily stem from the political nature of the Council and not necessarily the 

processes of the Council.  Beginning with the political appointment process, participants note 

commercial fishermen tend to be at a disadvantage; historically, they have not been a highly 

mobilized group seeking political appointment. One participant explains: “[…] many 

recreational fishermen are attorneys, doctors, etc. with lots of disposable income that have undue 

influence and resources to influence things politically […].” Another participant noted that the 

appointee process “appears to be whom you know rather than what you know; […] it’s 

unfortunate because they [other qualified people with no political connections] could bring a lot 

more value to the science of what’s going on about how we manage fisheries as opposed to the 

politics of how we manage fisheries.” Despite the perception of learning curves about fisheries 

for some Council members, participants believed if they would “hear both sides of the argument” 

and be “committed to learning,” the Council would be more effective.  

Aside from the political appointment to the Council, participants expressed frustration 

over recreational advocacy groups that spend time and money to sway Council members. Noting 

members that don’t truly understand fisheries are the most vulnerable to this “propaganda,” 

participants wished Council staff would be more aggressive in debunking an agenda, which 

participants insist contains “outright lies.”  

Throughout the conversation, participants only cited a threat to their livelihood when 

discussing the recent long-line restrictions. Much of the discussion about the Council reverted to 

the importance of partnering with them to protect the fisheries as a future investment. In this vein, 
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participants expressed a desire for the Council to more readily engage their experience and 

knowledge about the fisheries in the Gulf of Mexico. “We’ve had long histories with fisheries. 

We have a stewardship role we have to honor. We have a partnership with the Gulf. We take care 

of each other.” While one notes the commercial industry is perhaps “more stable than it’s been in 

30 to 40 years,” he acknowledges they are catching less fish, but with no complaints, because 

“the fishery is getting rebuilt and it’s getting sustainable.” Participants believe that under the IFQ 

program it would be almost impossible to overfish the Gulf ever again.  

Since all of the participants had a good degree of experience interacting with the Council, 

it was important to gauge their perception of the beliefs of other commercial fishermen not as 

attuned to the workings of the Council. Unanimously, participants believed their colleagues 

possess an overwhelming mistrust of the Council’s activity as well as the rules and regulations. 

Much of this stems from their lack of awareness about the functions the Council plays in 

fisheries management, but stress if they don’t understand why the Council does what it does, 

then they are less likely to appreciate and respect rules and regulations. 

Understanding that Council members serve one role while staff for the Gulf of Mexico 

Fishery Management Council may play another, participants were asked to rate their experiences 

with paid staff. Participants scored them between an eight and a ten. Participants used words 

such as “friendly,” “helpful,” and “approachable” to describe positive experiences, while others 

noted they had encountered staff that was “incompetent,” “unprofessional,” and “unresponsive” 

when asked to provide timely information.  

Beliefs 

When asked to provide words to describe the Council, participants cited, “challenged,” 

“necessary,” “uneven,” “good,” and “politically charged”.  Participants believe the Council has a 
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politically charged role and while they expressed clear frustration over the political nature of the 

Council; they appreciate the difficulty of this role. One participant noted he has seen a 

recreational representative vote in favor of the commercial industry and suffer the social 

consequences from his peers.  This aside, participants were clear in their belief that the Council 

bends too easily to advocacy groups and other non-governmental organizations. 

When asked if they felt the Council was committed to their interests, responses were 

mixed. Some expressed satisfaction on the IFQ program, noting that the implementation of the 

program helped improve their perception of the Council. Others indicated that because of the 

political nature of the Council and its sway by non-governmental organizations, it could or 

would never be completely committed to their interests. Participants all agreed, however, that 

they shared the Council’s priority of protecting the resources in the Gulf of Mexico. 

The most vocal beliefs from participants had to do with the Council’s use of science, or 

lack thereof, to make rules and regulations that effect the commercial fishing industry. 

Participants expressed frustration with old and incomplete data that is frequently used to make 

decisions, even when the Council acknowledges the data or science is not adequate, “it’s all they 

got and that’s the problem. […] Is that even science? Isn’t there a minimum level of certainty or 

veracity that you should have to call it science?” The example of the regulations recently passed 

that restricted long lines was again cited as an example, “they knew the science was no good, 

they said it was no good and still moved forward.” This issue reiterated participants’ desire for 

the Council to take advantage of the human capital available to them and use commercial and 

recreational fishermen to provide missing gaps in data and science, “if we had the ability to tap 

into all of this human capital it would provide us with a more complete vision of the stock and be 

quite helpful.”  



69 

General questions about overarching regulations from the Council and the effect on their 

livelihood received some chuckles but no disparaging comments. Participants acknowledged that 

the regulations can be burdensome, and have the potential to make it difficult to make a living, 

but all participants acknowledged the health of the fisheries is a priority. Coming to an 

agreement on the best way to achieve this does not always occur. Referencing again the long-line 

regulations, one participant noted, “Now, as a fisherman, we’re really running for our lives. We 

make damn sure we never catch a turtle again, even though we caught very few to begin with.” 

As participants explained, a change to vertical lines would have resulted in hundreds of more 

boats on the water, hundreds more fishermen necessary to man them, several hundred more 

gallons in fuel per boat as well as enforcement officers and observers to monitor them, noting 

“How can that be better for anyone, especially the Gulf?” 

As the fisheries stabilize, participants hope to see fewer regulatory actions in the future, 

with less opportunity for advocacy groups to influence them. Others were doubtful that this 

could ever be accomplished, noting recreational fishermen will always outnumber commercial 

fishermen and subsequently always want an even larger portion of the catch. Participants 

overwhelmingly believed they would inevitably always be fighting to maintain what they believe 

to be a less than equal share. 

Communication 

All participants were familiar with the Council’s Website and reported accessing it for 

upcoming meetings, briefs, and other important news or updates. When asked if the “average” 

fisherman, not familiar with Council activity, would find the site just as easy to use, most agreed 

that it would be a challenge. When asked about general comprehension of some of the Council’s 
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materials, participants with college degrees stated even they had a difficult time reading some of 

the material, especially the posted source documents.  

When asked how the average fishermen is to become aware of changing rules and 

regulations, one participant noted, “They’re on their own.”  Participants that were fleet owners 

stated they make sure their captains know their boundaries and size limits, understand the IFQ, 

turtle regulations, and all other rules and regulations. For fishermen not working with a fleet, the 

“burden is on them” to keep up to date with changing rules and regulations. All participants 

noted that this is a significant gap in communication. Suggestions for correcting this gap 

included dockside education at fish-houses, a CD with a quick reference of the rules and 

regulations, or a bi-annual class required of all fishermen before they receive or renew a license.  

One participant stressed that a required class would provide an opportunity to explain why 

fishery management is critical and perhaps result in more obedience for the rules that protect 

them, “with the IFQ program, it’s less of a free for all and it’s more of a privilege to go fishing, 

so I think there’s an opportunity to require a class. I think there’d be a lot more respect for the 

fishery if fishermen were trained.”  Participants believed the overwhelming majority of 

fishermen follow the rules and rules that do get broken are typically a result of a lack of 

information or knowledge.  

As for materials, all participants stressed they could be more “user friendly” or “readable” 

for the average fishermen, commercial or recreational.  

Another area identified in need of improvement was the Council’s communication and 

education of the general public. Participants explained that there is a disproportionate number of 

recreational fishermen to commercial fishermen, but the public tends to only hear facts of a 

negative nature about commercial fishermen. With 85 percent of seafood being imported from 
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outside the U.S., there is a tremendous demand that is not being met, while recreational 

fishermen have the lion’s share of catch and available fishing territory. One participant stressed, 

“two percent of Florida’s population (recreational fishermen) catches over half of our fish” while 

“the other 98 percent get what’s left over.” The overarching point was that if the regulations keep 

restricting the amount of seafood we are able to produce domestically, then the public pays 

increased prices for what could be produced at home. This has the potential to affect the 

restaurant industry, grocery stores, and others. Participants believe the Council has an obligation 

to explain and educate the public about this dynamic and “include the public in the conversation.”  

 

Final Comments and Recommendations 

As a regulating agency balanced by a system of voting that may at any point favor one group 

over another, the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council is inherently contentious. This 

dynamic is best framed by civil society theory. Defined as “the network of associations 

independent of the state whose members, through social interactions that balance conflict and 

consensus, seek to regulate themselves in ways consistent with a valuation of difference” 

(Hauser, 1997, p.277). Civil society theory allows for the lack of a single common idea and 

creates a tolerance for debating different ideas. For a framework that embodies civil society 

theory to occur, a group must first feel safe to create discourse that positions their view within 

the framework. Second, there must be trusted channels to carry the message; third, there must be 

others within the “society” that are listening to, and considering the discourse; and, finally, there 

must be a process in place that enables individuals to act or pursue the call of the discourse 

(Taylor, 2009). Through this process, civil society theory frequently generates social capital that 

emerges as a result of the actions of the different actors participating in the discourse. Civil 
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society theory asserts that the overall benefit to creating this dynamic is an increase in social 

capital, which subsequently “produces trust, provides information, and creates norms of society” 

(Taylor, p.9). Coleman (1988) also notes, social capital also establishes sanctions against those 

who violate the norms of society.” 

Aspects of the interview confirm the commercial fishermen view the Council as a process to 

express their views and opinions. Their high rating of staff and occasional satisfaction with the 

Council confirm overall trusted channels to carry communication. Lacking in the overall 

framework, however, is the belief that all members of the Council are willing to hear opposing 

discourses and act upon knowledge rather than political motivations. As a result, the social 

capital, or lack of use of social capital, was an apparent frustration for the participants. All 

fishermen commented on the richness of relationships that have been built through the Council 

process: their amazement at the underuse of the available social capital by the Council and paid 

staff (particularly scientists) and their frustration at a few members that hinder relationships from 

progressing to the point of true productivity and understanding. 

If the Council is to achieve a Civil Society Model, whereby rules and regulations that protect 

fisheries are followed as part of the social norm, then they must be mindful of voices missing 

from the civil society framework. Participants stressed a significant gap in the understanding and 

participation of the average commercial fisherman. They also noted a lack of interest and 

participation from the general public, as well as more specific sectors that are affected by the 

availability of commercial seafood, such as grocery store and restaurant owners. The Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council should consider communication strategies that begin to 

identify and reach these missing stakeholders. 
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In order to truly benefit from a civil society framework, the Council must work to control 

undo influence or voice from any single group to permit a true community process that allows 

voting members to hear all facts. Participants were emphatic that non-governmental 

organizations and advocacy groups “run over” the Council and management staff. Content from 

the focus group of fishermen also reveals misnomers, fallacies, and myths about the Council and 

its process. While staff of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council may not interpret 

their responsibilities to include addressing these issues, staff should mediate these influences 

when they stand to influence the voting behavior of Council members. Simple steps may include 

information sheets that bullet each side of an argument for voting members and the public. The 

Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council may also want to re-inspect its public records laws 

to make communication between paid staff, voting members, and all other groups more 

transparent. This includes maintaining and providing copies of all forms of communication 

leading up to contentious voting issues. This keeps all members mindful of undo influence and 

encourages them to hear all discourse in a public setting. This would also address overarching 

themes of mistrust apparent in all interviews of this study.  

1. Consider the social capital available to the Council prior to writing a new mission, vision 

and strategic plan. Make the development and use of social capital a priority for Council 

leadership. 

2. Identify missing stakeholders that should be participating in the Council process, i.e. 

members of the general public, and craft a plan to engage them. 

3. Identify issues of mistrust and mediate when possible. As Appointees of the Governor, 

Council members should be abiding by strict public record and public information laws, 

particularly on voting issues. A process of making emails and other correspondence 
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available to the public will encourage an exchange of information in a public format 

where individuals are more likely to hear and consider all of the facts (see narrative for 

further explanation) 

4. Consider plain language and single page fact sheets that cover all sides of an issue for the 

Council and public. 

Other recommendations made by participants that may improve communication and increase 

trust and compliance include: 

1. Dockside education when rules and regulations change 

2. Required classes, perhaps on a two year basis, for all fishermen 

3. Improved resources that are more readable and accessible for all fishermen 

4. Electronic CD with up to date regulations for fleet fishermen 

5. Increased public awareness about fishery management, catch shares, and carbon 

footprints for all individuals on the water 

 

4. Survey of Council Members  

 In order to gain a better knowledge and understanding of the members for the Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council, we conducted a survey with 16 questions that would 

allow us to gain an insight into their thoughts and feelings about many different topics, ranging 

from communication to publics and voting. 

 Looking into the survey itself and how it was created, we used an online survey outlet 

called Survey Monkey. Survey Monkey is accessible online, and through help from our Graduate 

Director, we were able to gain access and create a 16 question survey that could be emailed or 

posted online at surveymonkey.com for individuals to respond to.  
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 In our situation, because our only form of contact with the Council members was email, 

we decided to begin by sending out a pre-notice that would notify them of the survey following 

in the next couple days. We sent out the pre-notice on March 28, 2011, and we believe all 

Council members received the message.  On March 31, 2011, Katie Gavin sent out an email to 

all of the Council members with the link to our survey inside the body of the text and from this 

point we waited for them to finish.  We sent out one reminder on April 6, 2011, to finish the 

survey and on April 11, 2011, we decided to close to the survey to allow for adequate time to 

analyze the results and to draw conclusions. 

 We reached out to 17 Council members in hopes that they would take the time to answer 

our survey.  Of those 17, only 16 were found to have workable and acceptable email addresses.  

Of those 16, once we closed the survey on April 11, results show that only 52.9 percent (n=9) of 

the potential Council members answered the survey.  

 Looking into the first question it was a simple, yet general question to understand the 

gender of which we are reaching out to. According to the survey, a full 100 percent (n=9) 

answered that their gender was male.  

 Question two was used in order to determine out how long each Council member has 

been a part of this group and the experience levels of each member. We based the possible 

answers in a time frame based around months and years. The first possible answer was ranged 

from "six months or less" and the largest time frame was "two or more years." From the survey, 

the results show that only eight Council members responded and one opted to skip this question.  

From those eight respondents, 87.5 percent (n=7) have been a part of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council for "two or more years," while only 12.5 percent (n=1) had been there for 

"fewer that six months." 
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 The third question was used to see how often the Council members are contacted by their 

constituents. We felt this was a necessary question, simply because if individuals are not 

contacted and kept up to date or notified on ideas, topics, and changes, then miscommunication 

would be ruling the management and nothing positive would be an outcome. From the results, all 

nine Council members responded to the question. The options for this question included time 

frames of: "rarely," "once or twice per month," "three or four times per month," and "five or 

more times per month."  Looking into the results, we can conclude that 11.1 percent (n=11) 

stated that they are only contacted "once or twice per month,” 22.2 percent (n=2) are contacted 

"three or four times per month", and 66.7 percent (n=6) are contacted "five or more times per 

month."  

 In regards to the fourth question, a short answer response was requested to determine 

how the constituents reach out to the Council members.  From their responses, a graph was 

created with the most popular words that were used and how often it was expressed.  The graph 

(see figure 1) shows that the most popular answers included the words: “email,” “telephone,” or 

both.   
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 Looking at the fifth question, we understand that in order for the Council to be successful 

they need to not only be in touch with their constituents, but they must also listen to their 

requests at the same time. This question was created to break down what topics and potential 

ideas are brought up to the Council on a regular basis. From the results, all nine of the surveyed 

Council members responded and each response was unique. We then collected the results and 

grouped similar words together.  From this gathering of words, we were able to put a quantitative 

amount on this question and categorize them according to frequency. In the graph below, we 

grouped the answers according to "other," "management/council issues," "fishing 

seasons/regulations," and "data concerns." The results show that the two most popular issues 

brought up to the Council regarded data concerns and fishing seasons/regulations. Each of these 

topics was answered four times in the survey results. According to the data, management/council 

issues were brought up three times in the data and the category "other" only had one response 

(see figure 2). 

Figure 1 
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Figure 2  

 Public concerns and needs is something that every Council should be exposed to before 

making decisions prior to voting. We wanted to get input from the Council members and see if 

they felt they were receiving enough information in regard to potential topics and the needs or 

wants of their publics. To analyze their answers in question six, we grouped their responses 

based on their initial responses of yes or no.  Of the nine responses, three of the Council 

members responded "no," while the remaining six members answered "yes."  

 Scoping, in terms of this study, relates to the way the Council members gain insight from 

their publics during all processes. The seventh question was aimed at trying to see how the 

Council members believed their publics were really trying to reach out to them. In the results, we 

can analyze that, of the nine responses, one Council member does not even know what scoping 

means. This shows that terms being used by constituents and even outside influences may not be 

understood by all and may even be confusing.  In addition, the results show that four of the 

members do not believe the scoping process is adequate enough to allow input from the public, 

while three members responded that it is adequate enough. Also, in the responses we can see that 
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one individual actually feels that the scoping process is maybe too adequate for the public and 

one respondent could be viewed as undecided.  

 The eighth question was created to in addition to our previous question.  Since the 

scoping process could potentially be improved, we wanted to see if the Council members felt the 

same way or differently. Of the nine respondents, eight do believe that there is a way to improve 

this process and only one does not believe it can be improved. 

 In addition, the ninth question in the survey is designed to see how the Council members 

feel about the scoping process, and we wanted to gain an insight on how they believe it could be 

improved.  For those who responded yes to question eight, we asked them to further explain their 

answer in question nine.  Of the eight Council members who answered this question, the results 

show a wide variety of ideas that could improve this process.  Instead of trying to group their 

responses together respectively, the overall message of responses show that the majority of the 

individuals do believe any process can be improved, especially the scoping process.  A few 

members suggest that a better outreach program or even a complete overhaul of the system 

would be an effective way at improving this process.   

 The Council members vote on different topics and ideas on a regular basis, and what we 

were looking to determine is if some factors weigh heavier than others.  If so, which ones make 

the biggest difference? After the responses were collected, we were able to evaluate that in some 

of the answers the term “fishery” was used often but in different situations. One mentioned that 

they voted based on the best interest of the fishery and its publics, while another member 

mentioned the idea that everyone should be able to gain equal access to the fishery and its data. 

Analyzing the rest of the results, one can conclude that the Council members are affected by 
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different factors when it comes to voting, and the most popular ideas expressed were based on 

the fishermen, publics, fishery, data presented, and accuracy of information (see figure three). 

Figure 3  

 Question 11 was stemmed from question ten to see if the Council members believe that 

their peers believe in the same ideas and topics as they do or not. The question stated, “Do you 

believe other Council members are influenced by the same or different factors?” The results 

showed that of the nine respondents 55.6 percent (n=5) do believe they are influenced by the 

same factors. We can conclude that the majority of the Council members do believe in the same 

factors as each other and that they do vote based on the topics at hand and not past or previous 

ideas. 

 The twelfth question was in addition to the previous and was an opportunity for 

expression and discussion in case the Council members may have wanted to say more than just 

“yes or no.” Of the nine respondents who answered question 11, only seven decided to explain 

further.  In one of the responses, one Council member did show a little frustration by stating, 

“Send them the survey. I don’t know what influences others. If I did I would get more motions 
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passed.” Looking at the rest of the results from this question, one can see a noticeable split in 

question 11. A few answers touched upon the fact that some Council members allow their 

agendas to play a role in their voting; one mentioned the idea that you must be open to a bunch 

of different opinions and not be so close-minded, and, finally, one answer actually looked at this 

situation optimistically and said, “I would have to think that other members will vote for the 

most fair and accurate choices presented to us.” There is no clear conclusion from these results; 

each respondent showed a different attitude when responding and the ideas expressed were truly 

unique. 

 Question 13 was asked to see how the Council members view policies that they create. 

Through this question, we wanted to see via a simple yes/no response if the Council believed 

their policies benefitted the public. Of the nine possible respondents, eight responded, and of 

those eight, only one answered "No." Statistically, 87.5 percent (n=7) believe that their policies 

do benefit the public and, aside from that, 12.5 percent (n=1) believe that the policies do not 

benefit the public. 

 Looking into question 14, it posed the idea that some may or may not think that the 

policies created by the Council members benefit them. We wanted to see how the Council 

viewed themselves and their policies in the public eye. Out of the nine possible respondents, only 

eight decided to answer. In regard to the other eight respondents, 75 percent (n=6) believe that 

the public does not feel the Council's policies benefit them. The other two respondents do believe 

that the public feels these policies do benefit them. 

 Communication channels are constantly being updated and improved.  Question 15 asked 

the Council members what methods of communication they believed are the most effective when 

reaching out to their publics. In this question, only eight of the nine potential respondents 



82 

answered and most responses included the notion of direct contact.  In the responses following 

direct contact, social media was the next most popular answered, followed by Internet/television 

and/or magazines, and, finally, two responses included answers that did not fall into any of those 

categories (see figure four).  

Figure 4  

 

 The final question was asked to see how they believe they are portrayed in the media.  

The results range from undecided all the way to a largely negative representation. Those who felt 

that the Council is portrayed negatively in the media eye based their opinion on what is 

happening on the water, the author of the story, not seeing the entire picture, and sensationalizing. 

From the results, it can be concluded that a large majority of the Council does not believe they 

are viewed positively (see figure five). Whether the Council is the ultimate decision maker or the 

culprit for what may be going on in the water, the GMFMC is going to be where people look for 

answers and the fact that the members themselves don’t even believe they are viewed positively 

does not put the GMFMC in a good position. 
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Figure 5  

Recommendations 

Based on the research gathered from the Council member survey, it is evident that there 

are some aspects of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council that could be improved. 

While most of the Council members believe they are provided with enough information about 

public concern and needs prior to voting on issues, some of the members feel that they do not get 

enough input from a typical citizen. Other members of the Council believe the issue of “scoping” 

needs to be addressed, as they believe that most of the general public lack knowledge and 

understanding about “scoping” and its purpose in allowing the public to have a voice and 

become involved in the issues of the GMFMC. 

 Approximately three-fourths of the Council members feel that members and citizens of 

the public do not believe that the Council’s policies benefit them. Many of the Council members 

believe that direct, face-to-face contact is the most important and effective way to communicate 

with the public and their stakeholders. Other Council members believe that incorporating the use 

of social media is the future and should be utilized as a direct means of communications. 

Approximately half of the Council members believe that the GMFMC is portrayed negatively in 
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the media. Several of the members believe that the negativity is based on a lack of knowledge 

about the Council as an organization and what their objectives and purposes are. They believe 

the general public does not understand what goes into the decision making process; therefore, 

making it difficult to nearly impossible for the public to view the organization as reliable and 

trustworthy. 

• Several of the Council members feel that they do not receive enough input from typical 

citizens who own certain resources. Communication between the organization and all 

types of citizens could be improved. 

• Members of the Council believe the “scoping” process could be improved in order to 

allow the public to feel as though they have a voice in the issues involved with the 

GOMFMC. 

• Most of the Council members feel strongly that direct, face-to-face communication is the 

most effective tool in keeping up with internal and external communications with the 

public and their stakeholders. 

• The Council members feel that it is crucial for the public to understand the objectives and 

purposes of the GOMFMC in order for the organization to be portrayed in a positive light. 

• Several of the Council members feel that using social media could be an effective tool 

that could allow the organization to keep up with future technology while simultaneously 

reaching out to all of their contacts and maintaining a stable relationship with the public. 

 

5. Readability Analysis 

Purpose 

As a publicly funded agency charged in part with communicating to various sectors in the 
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fishing industry, it is important that individuals are able to read and understand the Council’s 

materials. One of the biggest stumbling blocks to understanding public regulations is the 

readability of government publications. Beginning with President Nixon in 1970, the Federal 

Government has long been concerned with the need to make publications less bureaucratic and 

more user-friendly. Officially coined the Plain Language Initiative, the Clinton Administration 

issued the most definitive statements about the need for the Federal Government to be more 

concise in its printed material. Requiring all new regulations to be written in plain language by 

January 1, 1999, Clinton wrote: 

 By using plain language, we send a clear message about what the government is doing, 
what is requires, and what services it offers…Plain language documents have logical 
organization; common, everyday words, except for necessary technical terms; ‘you’ and other 
pronouns; the active voice and short sentences. (www.plainlanguage.gov) 
 

As a Congressionally funded organization, the Council should strive to meet the same 

requirements expected of other Federal Agencies. 

Procedure 

Three types of documents were accessed from the Council’s main Webpage for 

readability scoring. Based on the various roles and communication of the Council, documents 

were chosen that might be accessed by the general public, commercial, and recreational 

fishermen. Documents chosen for scoring include: “About Us” section of the Website, a 

brochure titled “Scoping Guide,” and a press release titled, “Public Hearings Scheduled for 

Federal Mackerel, Cobia, and Spiny Lobster Fisheries.”  

While there are many formulas available for scoring reading levels of public documents, 

the SMOG Readability Formula is the most common formula applied to documents used in the 

public sector, particularly for public health and social marketing.  

The SMOG Formula is considered appropriate for secondary age (fourth grade to college 
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level) readers.  

The premises of McLaughlin’s SMOG Formula are:  

1. A sentence is defined as a string of words punctuated with a period, an exclamation mark, or a 

question mark.  

2. Consider long sentences with a semi-colon as two sentences.  

3. Words with hyphen are considered as a single word.  

4. Proper nouns, if polysyllabic should be counted.  

5. Numbers that are written should be counted. If written in numeric form, they should be 

pronounced to determine if they are polysyllabic.  

6. Abbreviations should be read as though unabbreviated to determine if they are polysyllabic. 

However, abbreviations should be avoided unless commonly known.  

7. If the text being graded is shorter than 30 sentences, follow the steps below:  

i. Count all the polysyllabic words in the text  

ii. Count the number of sentences in the text.  

iii. Divide the figures obtained in i. by the figure obtained in ii. to arrive at Average 

Polysyllabic Words per sentence.  

iv. Multiply the figure obtained in iii. with the average number of sentences short of 30.  

v. Add the figure obtained in iv. to the total number of polysyllabic words.  

vi. Compare the number of polysyllabic words in the SMOG Conversion Table.  

SMOG Conversion Table 
 Total Polysyllabic Word 
Count 

 Approximate Grade Level (+1.5 
Grades) 

 1 - 6  5 
 7 - 12  6 
 13 - 20  7 
 21 - 30  8 



87 

 31 - 42  9 
 43 - 56  10 
 57 - 72  11 
 73 - 90  12 
 91 - 110  13 
 111 - 132  14 
 133 - 156  15 
 157 - 182  16 
 183 - 210  17 
 211 - 240  18 
(www.readabilityformuals.com) 
 

The SMOG Formula requires an analysis of 30 sentences taken from the beginning, 

middle, and end of a document for scoring. If the document is not lengthy enough to provide for 

an adequate sample, the formula is modified to divide 30 by the number of sentences and then 

multiply the result by the number of words that have three syllables or more.  

For example, 12 sentences were analyzed on the home page for a final formula of 30/12 x 

56 words with three syllables or more.  

Thirty sentences were analyzed for the Scoping Guide and 26 for the press release. 

Because the formula is dependent upon three or more syllable words, each document was scored 

twice. First, based on word for word content and again without the key words: Mexico, Atlantic, 

fishery, fisherman, Mackerel, Florida, Cobia, Federal, and the word management when it was 

used as part of the Council’s title. Scoring of the documents without these key words was 

necessary since they are used heavily by the Council and unavoidable, even if plain language 

standards are to be applied.  

Results 

• The “About Us” section of the Website scored at a level 15, the equivalent of a 

junior in college. (56 words > 3 syllables) 
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• Without the key words, it scored at level 13, the equivalent of a college freshman. 

(42 words > 2 syllables) 

• The Scoping Guide scored a level 16, a college senior equivalent. (139 words > 3 

syllables) 

• Without the key words, it scored a level 15, a college junior equivalent (130 

words > 3 syllables) 

• The press release scored a level 16, a college senior equivalent. (106 words > 3 

syllables) 

• Without the key words, a level 13, a college freshman equivalent. (70 words > 3 

syllables) 

Implications and Recommendations 

With scores that require a reading level beyond a high school diploma, the Council risks 

losing understanding and adherence to the most basic Council functions and regulations, 

subsequently compromising its Federal purpose.  

In a 2001 economic analysis of commercial fisheries in Pamlico Sound North Carolina, it 

found 27 percent of commercial fisherman did not graduate high school. Combined with the high 

school graduate rate of 50 percent, it could be assumed that 77 percent of the fishermen have a 

grade 12 reading level or less. (Diaby, p. 26) While this is not necessarily representative of the 

population serviced by the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council, it should serve as a 

cautionary reminder to assess reading levels and consider the priority population when producing 
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materials for public use.  

 

The Website www.plainlanguage.gov provides a summary of government documents that 

have been revised in plain language, including a NOAA document on skipper education. Note 

the difference: 

Before 

After notification of NMFS, this final rule requires all CA/OR DGN vessel operators to have 
attended one Skipper Education Workshop after all workshops have been convened by NMFS in 
September 1997. CA/OR DGN vessel operators are required to attend Skipper Edication 
Workshops at annual intervals thereafter, unless that requirement is waived by NMFS. NMFS 
will provide sufficient advance notice to vessel operators by mail prior to convening workshops. 

After 

After notification from NMFS, vessel operators must attend a skipper education workshop before 
commencing fishing each fishing season. 
 

High School 
Graduate 

50% Did Not 
Graduate High 

School 
27% 

College 
Graduate 

5% 

Some 
College 

18% 

Priority	  Population	  
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The following recommendations are presented for the Council’s consideration: 

1. Provide Plain Language training to all employees.  

2. Score additional documents provided for public use to gain a better understanding of how 

much revision may be necessary within the agency. 

3. Begin revising documents, with priority given to documents that require the most public 

understanding to achieve Council goals.  
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1. Interview Questions 

Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council’s Management Staff 
Executive Directors, Public Information Officer & Fisherman’s Outreach Specialist 
 

1. How would you define the Council’s mission? Do you feel is it a clear and 

understandable message? 

2. Do you feel the Council’s main publics understand the organization’s role and mission?  

3. Whom would you identify as the Council’s primary publics? How would you categorize 

and prioritize these publics? 

4. How would you describe the relationship between the Council and its main publics? 

What do you sense is the public’s perception of the Council? 

5. What communication channels do the Council use to correspond with its main publics? 

Of these channels which in your opinion are most beneficial in raising public awareness 

of the Council and helping people understand the goals and mission of the organization? 

6. How does the Council gather feedback from its publics? What does the Council do with 

this knowledge in order to shape future policy or make organizational changes? 

7. What is your opinion of the Council’s current webpage? Do you feel any enhancements 

are needed, and if so what are they? 

8. What is your perception of the Council’s relationship with the mainstream media (e.g. 

newspaper, television, internet, etc.)? Which is your preferred medium for 

communicating with your external publics and why? 

9. What relationship does the Council have with similar organizations at the Federal level, 

such as NOAA and USCG, and what are the challenges and opportunities you perceive in 

each of these relationships? 
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10. How is the communication function valued in the organization? Do you view the public 

information component of the Council as a means to get the Council’s message to the 

public, the public’s message to the Council, or a mixture of both? 

11. When thinking about your position within the Council, what input do you provide to the 

organization’s communication process? 

12. Do you think your primary role is to enforce policy, create change in the organization, or 

a combination of the two? 

13. Describe a crisis situation the Council has gone through in the past. How was it handled? 

What did you learn from this experience that has been applied to current Council 

operations? 

14. What do you perceive as the greatest threat and greatest opportunity for the Council right 

now? What actions are you taking to combat this threat and capitalize on this 

opportunity? 

 

2. Interview with Charlene Ponce – Public Information Officer of the GMFMC 

Date: 2/28/11 
Time: 2:07 p.m. 
Interviewer: Luisa Solórzano 
Transcribed by: Luisa Solórzano 
 

Luisa Solórzano: All right, so, we are starting. This is the meeting with the Council’s public 

information officer, Charlene Ponce. This is going to take about an hour. We are going to try to 

keep it less than an hour so we don’t take that much of your time. Thank you very much for 

meeting with us. I know that you have a lot of things to do. 

Charlene Ponce: Yeah, but we are all very excited about this. 
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LS: Yes, we are, too; we are, too. So, let’s get us started. First question that we have for you is 

how would you define the Council’s mission? What’s your mission’s message?  

CP: In one sentence, I would say: “To ensure the sustainability of the fish stock in the gulf of 

Mexico.” 

LS: All right, and is that your mission statement or you have a different mission statement? 

CP: Actually, we don’t have a mission statement, and that’s something that we’ve talked about, 

and our executive director agrees, that we need to have something like that. So, at our last 

meeting he got the Council to agree to let him put together a task force to come up with not only 

a mission, but also a strategic plan.  

We are working separately on a strategic communications plan, but it will be helpful to know 

what the overall, the overarching goal is. What the council is looking to accomplish as a body, so 

that we can put our plan together to get them there. So, they are going to be working on that. 

They are just now putting the group together to start on that. 

LS: All right, sounds good. Do you feel that the message that you have, that is not a clear 

mission statement, but the message that you have, the first sentence that you told me, is that a 

message that is clear and understandable by your publics? Is that something that they know it is 

your mission? 

CP: I think they know that, but I think because that mission involves some controversial 

regulations and action I think it gets overlooked. I think, there are definitely conspiracy theorists 

out there who think we are just trying to take their fish away, or that we are coming up with these 

regulations so that we can keep our jobs. But that’s something, with the addition of Emily 

[Muehlstein], that we have been able to communicate a lot better. Because she is actually out 

there talking to people, and just in the short time she’s been here I can see people are starting- 

recreational fishers in particular- are starting to at least understand that it’s not about us taking 

your fish away. It’s about managing the resource so that you can fish for years to come.  

LS: And she [Emily Muehlstein] has been here since? 

CP: July 6th I believe was her first day.  
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LS: July 6th, so not even a year. 

CP: Yeah. 

LS: But you can see the change. 

CP: Oh, yeah; yeah, she is great! 

LS: That’s really good, that’s really good. You have a great asset there.  All right, going forward 

with a different question. Do you feel, well it’s kind of similar to the one I already asked you, do 

you feel that the Council’s main publics understand the organization’s role and its mission. So, 

that’s basically what we already talked about, but do they understand your role?  

CP: I think people might argue that but I do, I do think they understand our role. Well, let me 

back up. I think there is a lot of confusion about what we do and what NOAA fisheries does. 

NOAA fisheries it’s a federal agency that actually does analysis, does the science and actually 

takes the regulations that we recommend and, as the delegate for the Department of Commerce, 

they approve and implement them. But I think people see us as one organization. So, I think 

there is some confusion there, but as far as what we are trying to do, I think they do, I think they 

understand what our goal is. I just don’t think they like it because it involves managing a public 

resource, you know, that’s always controversial. 

LS: Exactly. So, NOAA is the one who enforces the regulations you propose, right? 

CP: They approve them and enforce them. 

LS: All right, good. It’s good to have that clear. Who would you identify as the Council’s 

primary publics? Who are your primary publics or your main publics?  

CP: Our main, our two main, are recreational and commercial fishers. 

LS: And how would you categorize and prioritize these publics? Who comes first, who comes 

second? 

CP: Okay, well, it’s really hard to say who comes first. There is commercial, recreational, and 

then there is the non-governmental, which are environmentalists, and I wouldn’t say any of them 
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come first. And then there are other publics, like our scientists and the media. And the media 

doesn’t really… It’s hard to categorize who comes first, but I would have to say the three main 

are commercial, recreational and environmental. 

LS: Any classification within those. Or one that you have the most trouble reaching to? 

CP: Um, trouble… by trouble do you mean in terms of cooperation and understanding, or 

access? 

LS: Maybe both, both ways. Or maybe tell me how they are different.  

CP: Yeah, they are different. Recreational fishers, and this isn’t an across the board statement, I 

am not making a statement about recreational fisherman in general.  

LS: Okay. 

CP: But I’ve found that they are very organized and they sometimes, within their individual 

groups, have leaders who give out misinformation, or I should say disinformation. They use 

anger as a tactic, and they get their people all round up with bad information. That’s to get them 

to get together and come down and shake their fist and tell why this was a bad idea. So it’s really 

hard to reach them because they are not listening to you, they are listening to their leader. But 

again, Emily [Muehlstein] is going out of her way to reach them, and I think it’s going to take 

her a while, but she is doing a good job so far by going to fishing clubs and she listens to them, 

and then she explains to them that: “Yeah, you are right but this is why we are doing that.” So, 

she feels as so, when she reaches those meetings, even though it’s only a small fraction of the 

fishermen, that she is reaching them, and hopefully that will have a trickle down effect and at 

some point in time, probably in the distant future, we would have a better handle on that.  

For the commercial fishermen, I think we are doing an okay job reaching the commercial permit 

holders, but their crew, people who work for them, I don’t think we do. We haven’t done a good 

job in identifying who those crew members are and, in fact, the bad thing about that is that we 

might send information to a permit holder and it might be important to the crew member, who 

might have an opinion on it, but if the permit holder thinks that the crew is going to opt up an 

opinion different than his, he won’t let them see it. And if he thinks they will rally with him, he 
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gets it to them. So, we need to figure out a way to identify crew members and get them to 

actively access our information, or at least get on the list so we can send it to them.  

LS: Crew members, and I am sorry about my ignorance, they don’t hold permits? They don’t 

need to?  

CP: No, generally there is a person, like I might have a permit and I have six boats and I can’t be 

in all six of them so I hire people to run the boats for me.  

LS: And they are not obligated to have a permit? 

CP: No, I think they might need to have a captain’s license or something, but they don’t need a 

permit.  

LS: What about environmentalists?  

CP: I haven’t really had a whole lot of problems with environmentalists, I think I have, with the 

ones who actually come to our meetings and participate, I think I have… we have a pretty good 

relationship. They are not so difficult because they actively seek out the information. They call a 

lot, they email a lot, they are very active, and we have a fairly good relationship with them.  

LS: Good.  

CP: Because their mission is basically to maintain a sustainable fishery.  

LS: Exactly. Yeah. They are all for what you do.  

CP: Right.  

LS:  How would you describe your relationship between the Council and these main publics? 

Would you describe it as negative? Positive? Neutral?  

CP: I think it depends on who you are and who the Council members are, because they represent 

different sectors. So, we have commercial fishermen on our Council, we have recreational 

fishermen on our Council, we have academia on our Council and so there is this perception, I 

believe, I don’t have anything to back it up other than my experience, that the Council is stacked 
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one way or the other. So, if you are a recreational fisher, you make alliances with the recreational 

Council members and so those relationships are good. And then the commercial with the 

commercial, and then the environmentalists with… with all of them, they all have pretty good 

relationships with all of them, except with maybe some of the recreational. But we have some 

Council members who are very active and who go out and really try hard to strengthen those 

relationships, and then we have others that, for whatever reason, they could have other jobs or it 

is just not their personality type, who don’t. It’s a mixed bag really.  

LS: So, in general, if you have to say, going back to the previous question about how you 

classify your publics- recreational, commercial and environmentalists- in general, how do you 

see their perception of the Council? 

CP: Their perception? Well again, the feedback that I get is often, I have to remind my self, the 

vocal minority, but a lot of recreational people would have our Council disbanded. But I get, 

maybe not an equal amount of feedback, but I do get feedback from recreational fishers who say: 

“Guys, keep up the good job.” “We see that there is a problem out there.” “We don’t see as many 

of the fish as we used to, and we know there is a problem.” So… 

LS: But that’s not the majority? 

CP: Well like I said, it’s like, when I call up the government, when I call my senator, it’s usually 

because I have a complaint, it’s not because they have been doing a good job. 

LS: Yeah, that’s right. 

CP: You know? Without having done any kind of primary research to suggest otherwise, I can 

only go by what I hear, and what I hear is negative. And I think you’ll find that, I know you guys 

are doing content analysis, you are probably going to find that there are a whole lot of… 

flattering articles about us! (Both laugh). 

LS: Yeah! 

CP: And that’s why, because it’s not sexy and it doesn’t sell papers. So, it’s hard, because we 

have to do what is best for the greater good. And again, I think the people who are involved are 

involved because either they have a stake in it, some monetary stake, it’s their livelihood, or they 
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are just passionate about it. The average person out there, I am not sure if they know, if they are 

understanding, if they do understand, or if it is important enough for them to care. And if they do 

care, do they agree or disagree? They are not going to call us up and tell us, not very often 

anyway. Because some things aren’t going they way you want them to go, you don’t always… 

LS: And that’s the way it is for the recreational as well as the commercial fishermen? 

CP: Yeah, I would say it is. I mean, I would say the recreational are a lot more vocal, and there 

are a lot more of them, than there are… I think, I checked on the commercial permit holders just 

last week and it’s gone from, I think it was a year ago, from 1200 down to 800 and something. 

It’s just getting smaller.  

LS: Why is that? 

CP: Because we changed the way we manage the fish and we’ve gone into these programs 

where- they are called Individual Fishing Quota programs- and you are assigned a share, and a 

lot of the fishermen who weren’t catching enough didn’t have- it’s assigned based on how much 

you catch every year- and if you didn’t catch a whole lot, you might have only gotten a little bit, 

not enough to sustain a business, so they sell those shares and just get out.  

LS: Interesting. All right, now talking a little bit more about the communication process, what 

communication channels does your organization use to correspond with its main publics?  

CP: Okay, Emily [Muehlstein] does a- well it’s not a blog, it’s a…she posts current information 

on… Oh god, I can’t remember how many, you can get it from her, but it’s a lot of message 

boards she posts on.  

LS: Online, right? 

CP: Online.  

We send out news releases to people in our lists, we mail them out, which include media and 

fishermen who have actually asked for the information. So, you can go in our website and you 

can sign up to receive this information, and that always fluctuates because you can get off it just 

as quickly as you can get on it.  
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We have a newsletter.  

We hold, at each of our Council meetings, we have five each year, we hold an evening session 

where people can come and hear about what’s going on and they can ask questions. We also 

have a section where people can come and talk about any fishery question or issue that they want 

to ask about.  

We have our media list, but again they get the information from us, and here is a problem: They 

get the information from us, but they don’t generally write about it unless this guy calls: “did you 

know what they are doing?” and comes up with some conspiracy. And what happens frequently, 

and it’s maddening, is that a reporter, particularly if he is a columnist, would take this person’s 

word and talk to a few more people in that camp and write a column never having called us, 

never having called NOAA fisheries, to get another side or to correct some inaccuracy. And you 

can after the fact call up and say: “Hey, why didn’t you call me?” But… 

LS: And why do you think that is? 

CP: Well, I know a couple of them. I know a couple of those columnists and I know they do it 

because they know that if you are a columnist- you probably already know this- if you are a 

columnist you don’t have to necessarily write a down to the truth story, it’s basically your 

opinion, and that’s fine, I can live with that. I can live with the fact that you think we are over-

regulating, but I can’t live with the fact that you are giving out wrong information. I am not 

trying to change your mind about what you are writing, but I want it to be accurate. And those 

people I can call and make that argument, and I actually have a few of them who now call me all 

the time, but if it is a… I don’t want to get off on tangent… (Both laugh).  

Ohm, I am not sure why it happens, I have a feeling it’s because it’s a sexy story, and if I get the 

right information or… I don’t know why! I don’t know! It won’t be as good of a story if, or it 

won’t be a story, if I have the right information. 

LS: Do you feel they have the access to you guys and to come up to you and ask you about 

whatever story is out there? 
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CP: Ohm, that might be it, but I don’t know… I don’t know. I have worked with a lot of 

reporters in my career and my experience is that a good reporter rips out all the information and 

if someone is making a statement about an agency or organization, it just seems second nature to 

call that agency to get a statement, if nothing else, about these accusations, but it doesn’t happen. 

And maybe that’s something… maybe we are not communicating right with them. That’s what 

you guys are going to figure out. (Both laugh). 

LS: Yeah, that’s what we are doing, or what we are going to try to do! (Both laugh). 

So, of these channels, these communication channels that you use to communicate with your 

publics, which ones do you feel are the most beneficial in raising public awareness and helping 

people understand the goals and mission of the organization? 

CP: I think the press releases, the news releases, only because they go to individuals, they 

don’t… because they rarely get picked up in the news, and maybe that’s something you guys can 

figure out. But they go to so many fishermen who… that’s where they get their information. So, I 

think those are helpful, even though I often times think: “Oh, people don’t read these,” I’m 

always surprised because I get calls and comments.  

People read the newsletter, which often surprises me (CP laughs), but I don’t think we do a good 

enough job. There are other avenues that we are not taking that would probably be more 

effective, and I know that we have talked to fishermen in the past and asked them: “How would 

you want to receive your information?” and I think they don’t follow up with that. For example 

we had, well I shouldn’t say that, we had a group tell us that: “Why don’t you broadcast your 

meetings. We can’t travel around the coast to come into your meetings.” So, we do that now. We 

stream them on the Internet, which is another channel that we use, and people watch them. And 

they’ll send us emails as we are in our meetings so that we can get the information to the Council.  

It’s truly hard for me to tell you because we don’t have, we haven’t been able to do a data-find 

survey, which is another reason we thought you guys could help us, so that we know what’s 

working and what is not, because we don’t. And that’s the main frustration for me because I send 

these things out, I do these things and I feel like I’m just spinning my wheels, because I’m not 

always… Sometimes we get feedback, for example if we are dealing with a major issue I’ll do a 
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fact sheet, or I’ll do a flyer or I’ll do something and I’ll send it out to everybody on our list, I’ll 

post it on the web and make it available in the meetings, and I’ve gotten very good feedback on 

those. Ohm, but other than that… (CP whispers). I feel like I am not giving you what you want… 

(Both laugh).  

I… we need to have, we need to know where to stand so we can measure these individual tactics, 

to figure out what’s working and what’s not and get rid of what’s not working. And it’s really 

hard to know, without any sort of performance metrics tied in to some of these things. I can tell 

you that Emily [Muehlstein] posts in some 47 boards and 5,000 people read those, but I can’t tell 

you what they think when they read those.  

LS: Yeah, if they are working or not working. I understand. So just to clarify, you said that the 

news releases and the newsletters you send them out to your database, I guess, and also 

individuals who want to receive those and they are not in your database they can go online and 

get this information. The newsletter is the same way? 

CP: Yeah. 

LS: What about the Website? How do you feel about this channel of communication? What’s 

your opinion about it? 

CP: The Website has improved tremendously over the last five years. It used to be one… long… 

page… (Both laugh). With gazillions and gazillions of links in the page and we could scroll 

forever. We redesigned it and it’s been a huge improvement and after about four years we did 

another redesign, so it’s getting better.  

We would like to make it more interactive. We would like to include bios about the Council 

members and maybe a picture so that you could put a face to the name, and maybe not your 

typical bio, but something fun that people could get to know their Council members. Same thing 

with the staff. We need to probably still do some more reorganization on it because it still looks 

like it isn’t like we would like it to be.  

LS: You feel people are using the website as it is intended?  
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CP: Yeah, they are. In fact, I embedded Google Analytics, it’s not on the new version, into our 

old one. This one is been up about a year, the new one. And I monitored it for about six months 

and I was shocked with the number of hits that we were getting. And that told us what pages 

people were visiting most and based on that, that’s how we get the redesign and put those things 

more commandant on there. But there is so much information on there, I am sure there is 

information on there people don’t know is even there. There is room for improvement. 

LS: All right. How does the organization gather feedback from its main publics? How do you go 

about that? 

CP: Okay, ohm… At the beginning of a proposed amendment, or we are going to take some sort 

of action, we develop what’s called a scoping paper, and it’s basically: “Here is the problem that 

we need to address.” We take that out around the Gulf of Mexico and ask people to look at it, 

comment on it. Give us your thoughts and ideas so that when we start developing the rule, that’s 

going to enforce whatever this is, we know where you stand, we know what your ideas are. One 

of the problems with that has been that people take that as an opportunity to come and let us 

know that they don’t want anything related to that, when the point is: “We have to do something, 

so you tell us what you think we should do. Give us some ideas rather than just putting your hand 

up.”  

One of the other problems is that at these scoping meetings the intent, as I see it, is for the public 

to understand what it is you are proposing. What it is? What is the problem? Why do you need to 

address it? And how is it going to affect me? Or why should I care? But what happens is we have 

biologists, who are very scientific by nature, getting up and giving presentations that are very 

acronym laden, very technical, you can watch the eyes glaze over (LS laughs), because no body 

is getting it. So, of course you are going to be angry, and you are going to get up there and tell 

them to stick it (LS laughs) because… you know. 

So, we’ve tried some different methods, which seem to be working. And we are going try yet 

another method, where we are going to send two people, Emily being one of them, to go out to 

do scoping meetings because she’s got a completely- they both have a completely different 

approach. They are not biologist, they know how to get their attention, people would want to 
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listen to you because you are speaking their language, and we are hoping that goes a long way. 

It’s the first time we’d be doing that.  

So we do that and we get that information, then we start developing our amendment, and people 

have the opportunity to write us, to call us, to email us, to come to our meetings, and be part of 

the process. They can serve on the panels and committees. Some of them have great relationships 

with the Council members and great input in that regard.  

LS: Who receives these scoping papers? Is that your database too?  

CP: The paper itself we post on the website. We’ve been trying to develop- instead of handing 

this (showing a ½ in. thick hard-copy scoping paper), and people go: “What do we do? What are 

we looking at?” and again in very technical terms; we’ve been developing this one page 

summary and: “Here is what it is and this is what is important to you,” so people can look at that 

and have a better understanding so they can effectively participate. 

So we do that throughout the process, and the process takes about a year and half. So, it’s not 

like we do this and then “boom” we are out there.  

LS: So, based on that feedback that you receive from these publics, that’s how you create future 

policy and stuff? And future regulations?  

CP: It is, and one of the problems that I’ve noticed is that. So, somebody comes in and says- well, 

I’ll use greater amberjack as an example. We had recently put a closed season and afterwards, 

after they did it, I’ve had fishermen come to me and say: “What didn’t they just increase the size 

limit? Because that would’ve forced people to only…” and I’m like: “Oh my god I don’t know.” 

So, I went and asked one of the Council members and he says: “Well, we had to do it in this 

amount of time, and we just did have the time to do the analysis on that,” or whatever, “but it’s 

something that we can consider.” But then the other question is: “Why didn’t you suggest that 

when we first started doing this?” Because it would have been something that we would have 

looked at. Now, this idea doesn’t necessarily mean that your idea is going to make it into the 

document, but certainly could be analyzed.  

LS: To be considered… 
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CP: To be considered. And then, the other problem is that when people suggest their ideas they 

think that if they get 100 people to show up and support that idea that they get somehow a vote 

among the public. [They say:] “Your public wants this, and this is what you should do,” and 

unfortunately it really isn’t a democracy because what you want us to do it might not get us 

where we need to be and by law we have to get there, and if we don’t, the feds are going to come 

in and do it for us, and we believe that they will be a lot more strict than what we do. So, it’s 

challenging all the way around.   

LS: Yeah! I can imagine! So in terms of your communication efforts, do you receive any 

feedback from the public about how you are reaching to them, or how they would like you to be 

more communicative or less communicative with them? 

CO: Officially no, because we are not allowed to give out surveys or anything without going 

through some rigorous steps. But we do, we do hear it at meetings, we do hear it on the phone. 

Occasionally someone would call and say: “You know what would be good? If you put such and 

such on your Website.” And yeah, it’s a good idea and then I put it on there. Or: “I’ve been 

getting these blue sheets…”- that’s what they call our press releases- “for six months and now I 

am not getting them any more. Why am I not getting them anymore?” Maybe they moved, I 

don’t know.  

I honestly, I couldn’t tell you if, based on what I’ve heard, if it’s been one way or the other. 

Positive and negative, I would say probably equal. But, when people are upset with the 

communication and have a suggestion, we definitely consider it and most often we’ll do it 

because that’s what the fisherman, that’s what he needs.  

LS: Yeah, that was my next question, how do you use this feedback, as little as it is or as much 

as it is, and do something to change or to address their concerns? 

CP: Yeah, you do that. I’ll give you an example, we had a fisherman who called us and say: 

“You know, you guys are closing all these fisheries, and what people don’t realize is that you’ve 

got all these species out there that are available to fish. So you’re closing this one, and this one, 

and this one, but there are all these other ones that are open. And if you had some sort of 

calendar spreadsheet with the species and the months and show what’s open when, so people can 



108 

look at this and say: “all the greens are open,” they could see they could be fishing for all these 

other things.” And so immediately we put that together, we put it on our website and we printed 

one up and we take it with us so people can see. That’s a good idea! 

LS: Talking a little bit more about your relationship with the media. What is your perception of 

the organization’s relationship with the media? We already talked a little bit about it and you feel 

like they don’t come up to you for information but… 

CP: Yeah, we do have, we have a handful that we deal with all the time and they are good about 

contacting us. What I think it’s happening is that reporting has become such a transient 

profession that what they are doing, you know, we don’t have a complete reporter so much 

anymore- and so your specialty might be politics, but they need someone to go cover this 

meeting and so you go and you don’t have a full-hearted interest in it because you are only 

covering it this one day, so you are not going to spend the amount of time it’s going to take to 

bring you up to speed on what’s actually going on, and I think that has a lot to do with it. At the 

same time, I think we could do a better job of identifying the players and reaching out a little 

more.  

There is this alternative called “Vocus” I think, and they identify all these media for you and as 

they change, they keep that list updated, so you can look at the data you need to look at and reach 

the people you need to reach. I just… I don’t know where that’s going to go.  

LS: And which is your preferred medium for communicating with your external publics?  

CP: Probably email is what we use the most. My preference is personal contact, but that’s just 

impossible. (Both laugh).  

LS: And why are these your choices? 

CP: Email is, even with reporters now- I have noticed this in the last probably 8 months- instead 

of calling you, they email you. And it’s kind of nice in some ways, because they can’t get it 

wrong if you have written it down. But you miss out on that relationship building, and you miss 

out on possibly coming up with some… maybe they are not fully understanding it, and you can 
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avoid that by having a dialogue, which is why I prefer personal communication. But email, 

because that’s how, that’s just how people want to be contacted.  

Now that’s with the people who are already involved. If we are looking to increasing our 

presence and increasing awareness, email is not going to cut it, and that’s why we need to work 

on media and get maybe some feature stories out there. 

LS: Do you do that right now or is it something that you wish to do? 

CP: It’s something we would like to do. We have submitted, we’ve done very few but we have 

done other pieces, and letters to the editors in some magazines.  

LS: So, what’s your method right now or which medium do you use right now to reach these 

audiences that are not involved and that you still want to reach? Or do you use any method at all? 

CP: Right now, not really. Right now we are using Emily, to go out to the fishing clubs and talk 

to people, who many of which are not aware that we exist. Maybe they are in-shore fishermen 

and they don’t know and they don’t understand the relationship. I’ve done a couple public 

meetings where people were like: “Oh, I didn’t know about you guys. I thought the state did that.” 

But generally those people don’t fish offshore so there is no real need for them to know.  

So, to reach external publics who are not involved, there hasn’t been a major effort in that regard.  

LS: How do you feel is the communication function valued in the organization?  

CP: By the organization? 

LS: Uh hum.  

CP: It’s very valued, and that’s a recent thing, but it’s very valued.  

LS: Do you view the public information component of the Council as a means to get the 

Council’s message to the public, the public’s message to the Council, or a mixture of both?  

CP: It’s both. It’s sort of a unison type of thing. Because we deal with the fishermen… 

probably… I know that the Council members deal with the fishermen, but they deal with it on a 
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smaller interaction, fewer at a time.  We [public information department] hear more I think, and 

to convey those messages to the Council is important, and then to covey them back. I would like 

to see more two-way at council meetings. Right now the public can get up and tell you: “I do this, 

and this, and this, and here is why I think you need to do such and such.” But there’s no, no back 

a forth. So I feel when I sit down: “I said that but you didn’t listen, you didn’t hear me because 

you didn’t talk about it.”  

LS: So you feel that two-way communication is something you need to work on? 

CP: It’s definitely lacking.  

LS: How do you feel you could overcome that? 

CP: I don’t know. One of the things we’ve tried and it’s successful with the publics, the feedback 

on it is great, is doing a… I think it was at a scoping session, it might have been a public 

hearing… instead of just having the presentation and then letting people get up and say how they 

felt, or give us your ideas, we first had a round and had that dialogue. Here is what we are talking 

about doing, people would have questions, and we did that for an hour and a half. And then, 

when that was over, people could get up with their comments. And a lot of the feedback I got 

was: “That really helped me a lot. I really felt like they were listening to me.” Some people said: 

“Oh, I was prepared to come and say this, but now I need to go back and think about it because I 

learned some things and I need to think about it and I’ll submit my comments later.” So it’s very 

helpful. It just needs to be more of it.  

LS: All right. Ohm… 

CP: (CP Whispers:) Was that helpful? (CP Laughs). 

LS: Yes! It is! It’s very helpful! 

When thinking about your position in the Council, what input do you provide to the 

organization’s communication process? 

CP: Ohm, in terms of… developing? 
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LS: Developing, giving new ideas on how to communicate with the publics, how to create this 

two-way communication, the communication process in general. 

CP: So, you asked me what input I have? 

LS: Yes. Considering your position within the Council.  

CP: Well, we have an outreach and education advisory panel that I am the staff person on, and 

when we meet together is they who are supposed to be coming up with our plan, but both Emily 

and I sort of stir that along and make our recommendations. Then through them, we get them to 

move items, which means they support whatever. Then, we take that to the Council, we take it a 

say: “Here is what the AP recommends,” and generally they’ll be: “Okay, go ahead.” 

Internally, well that’s still internal, but I mean within the office, Steve [Bortone] is very 

supportive. If I have an idea or if I want to pursue something or I think Emily needs to go pursue 

something and I tell him, we might question me, but if I give him good reason, [he says,] “Go for 

it.” 

LS: And what about externally, with your external publics? What’s is your position in the 

communication process? How do you see yourself?  

CP: I am not sure I know what you’re looking for here. (Both laugh). 

LS: What’s your role as public information officer? How do you see yourself and how do you 

see your role with your external publics? 

CP: I’m the one who people call for information; I’m sort of the purveyor of information. I try to 

get it all out there as much as I can. They call me for questions, if I can’t answer them I get a 

biologist or… 

LS: So would you say you see yourself as the middle person between the organization and its 

external publics? 

CP: Oh, absolutely.  



112 

LS: And, based on what you said before, it’s also kind of a similar situation within your internal 

communication process. You are kind of the middle person between the Council and the 

executives? Or maybe I just understood it that way? 

CP: Ohm, no… Well, I am between our advisory panel and the Council. But our Executive 

Director has a very good relationship with the Council and so I am definitely not intermediary 

there. But I feel like I can go to individual Council members, or there are certain Council 

members that I can go to and run an idea by and I’ve had them consult me on: “Here is an idea,” 

and optimizing it and sometimes it is: “Here is how we can get that done,” and sometimes it is: “I 

don’t think it’s a good idea.”  

LS: Good. Perfect.  

Do you feel that your primary role, as public information officer, is it to enforce policy, is it to 

create change in the organization, or is it a combination of both?  

CP: As public information officer? 

LS: Uh hum. Based on your position within the organization. 

CP: I don’t think either. Well, definitely I wouldn’t create policy, I would communicate. 

LS: Not enforce it? 

CP: No, definitely I wouldn’t enforce, but I would communicate policy… and what was the other 

thing? 

LS: Create change. 

CP: Create change, ohm, only in the sense that I know we need to change. So yeah, create 

change in the way we are communicating and things like that, but not change in policy.  

LS: Yeah. When I talk about creating change it doesn’t have to be specifically in policy, but 

creating change in the communication process, creating change in the way you communicate 

with your main publics. You feel that’s more your role? 
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CP: Right.  

LS: Good. Sounds good.  

Would you be able to describe a crisis situation that the council has gone through in the past and 

how it was handled?   

CP: When I first got here, I actually had been here for a year, I went to our then executive 

director and asked if I could create a crisis communication plan… and I was told no. (Both 

laugh).  

LS: What was the reasoning if I may ask? 

CP: He just didn’t think we needed one. He didn’t think I should spend time on that. So, I just 

kind of had one in my head. I haven’t thought to ask Steve [Bortone] to do that, but I am sure 

he’d be ok with it.  

But then, we had this situation where they discovered that one of our assessments that we did 

was wrong, and we had come up with all these regulations and taking fish away from the 

recreational fishermen, and then: (whispers) “Oh, no!” And, you know, how do you deal with 

that? You’ve got people calling you all over the place and there was no protocol. So, basically I 

got on the phone with NOAA fisheries, who does the enforcement and whatever, and they had a 

public information- they call theirs public affairs- and we sort of strategized and, you know: 

“These are the people who are going to answer the questions.” Fortunately, I wouldn’t do that 

know, because we have Steve Bortone, but we had to identify people who weren’t necessarily 

with the Gulf Council to talk about these issues. And I don’t like doing that because this is ours 

and we need to be the ones out there on the front line talking to the public. But at the time, that 

was probably… 

LS: You had to do it.  

CP: Yeah.  

LS: So, would you say that’s the most important thing you learned from that experience? If you 

think back about what you learned, what do you consider has been applied to your current 
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Council operations? And now, if in the future a situation like this happens, you would definitely 

know… won’t handle it the way you handle it in the past. 

CP: Well, full disclosure, be upfront and be quick and know who your are going to tap for what 

kind of problems so they can be on hand. And I would say now we have the resources to do it. 

When you see it coming you need to have your meeting and prepare how you are going to handle 

it before it happens, and if it doesn’t happen, great; but if it does, you need to be ready to handle 

it. So, just being more prepared. 

LS: Definitely a crisis communication plan would be very helpful.  

CP: Yeah.  

LS: What do you perceive as the greatest threat and the greatest opportunity the Council has right 

now?  

CP: The greatest opportunity and the greatest threat. Can I cheat? 

LS: (LS laughs). Sure. 

CP: Because I just, I was putting something together, if I can find it … because I had a list of 

opportunities and threats that I have… (CP looking through things on her desk).  

Probably the biggest opportunity would be… the opportunity for outreach and education. People 

are hungry for it. We haven’t had the staff to do it in the past, so we do now, and Emily is very 

good at it, and… 

LS: Your publics definitely have the need for information… 

CP: They are starving for it I think, especially the recreational anglers. 

LS: That’s definitely an opportunity. 

CP: Yeah. I think probably the threat… (Whispers) the threat… Maybe just the perception out 

there, the image that we lack.  

LS: Perfect.  
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And what do you feel are the actions being taken to combat this threat and capitalize on this 

opportunity? 

CP: Well, the opportunity, we hired Emily. She and I are developing new tactics and we are 

trying to build in performance metrics so we can, after you guys design our survey and all that is 

taken care of, we have a starting point, and in three years we’ll do it again and figure out where 

we are. And I think that taking advantage of that opportunity will help address that threat.  

LS: Definitely, it’s all related, like a cause and effect type of thing.  

CP: Yeah. 

LS: I have one last question that I left for the end if we did have time. What relationship does the 

Council have with similar organizations at the federal level, such as NOAA and USCG, and what 

are the challenges and opportunities you perceive in each of these relationships?  

CP: We have- actually I feel we have a pretty good relationship with NOAA fisheries, we rely on 

them for a lot. I think there might be some animosity among different staff members, mainly 

among Council members who don’t necessarily always agree. Because they do our analysis and 

then their administrator sits on our Council, so he is a Council member and he often, well he 

always has things to say about what’s being proposed. And I think some might view that as, 

some Council members might view that as, ohm, not strong-arming but… just trying to get 

things to go a certain way. But our overarching relationship I think is pretty good. We rely on 

them for a lot.  

USCG, they have a member who sits on our Council, a non-voting member. We don’t have a lot 

of interaction with them really.  

LS: So you have a stronger and better relationship with NOAA.  

CP: Yeah. 

LS: That’s because you are related, right?  
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CP: Well, sort of. People think we are one and the same, but we are not. We are related only in 

that we develop these plans, and these rules and regulations, and then they take them and they 

check them to make sure they really work, and then they approve them, they implement and then 

they enforce.  

LS: Do you partner up with NOAA for any communication efforts at all?  

CP: Yes, because they are the ones who submit the regulations for final- you know, the final 

thing- into the federal register office, they send out a notice announcing that. They send it to us, 

and rather than reinvent the whole thing we, in turn, send it out. That may or may not be a good 

thing, especially when you are trying to mitigate that confusion between agencies. When people 

see a NOAA press release coming from the Gulf Council… 

LS: They relate them, right? 

CP: Yeah, so maybe we are contributing to that problem. And we probably have a better 

relationship with USCG, because we do use them in terms of getting our regulations out. They 

take them out on their ships and when they are out, they pass them down to boaters. So, there are 

probably other materials that we could distribute through them and through state law 

enforcement agencies. 

There are seven other councils. We have a fairly decent relationship with the ones that are like- 

like the Caribbean and the South Atlantic, who owns the southeast region. But there are other 

Councils that absolutely hate NOAA fisheries, so it’s a mixed bag.  

LS: All right well, do you have any other things on your mind that you would like us to know 

regarding the communication efforts, the communication process, your main publics or their 

perception? Anything else that you feel is important for us to know and hasn’t been covered in 

this interview? 

CP: Off the top of my head no, but I know as soon as you leave…  

We are actually working on a Strategic Plan, I told you that in the beginning. I don’t know how 

helpful it might be if- I’d have to get approval, but I don’t think it’d be a problem- if I got you 
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the draft that they came up with.  It’s not really a plan what they came up with, but it’s sort of a 

shell outlining the problems. 

LS: Okay. Yeah, definitely.  

CP: If that would be helpful to you guys… 

LS: Yes. If you can get a copy to us I think it would be very helpful, because that’s from your 

perspective, what you think your problems are, right? 

CP: Well, from the advisories. I don’t agree with all of them but… 

LS: Yeah, definitely. Any material, I believe, that you could provide us would be very helpful.  

CP: Then, I have a list of the challenges that they identified and the tactics that we are using, or 

plan to use, to address those and that might be helpful too. Because we haven’t been doing a 

good job, so we are doing a better job.  And I want you to know that we need help, but I don’t 

want you to think we are completely floundering. (Both laugh).  

LS: No, we don’t believe that.  I’ll talk to Dr. Werder about it and I am sure we would need 

any… any material that you can provide us would be useful.  

CP: I am sure there won’t be a problem, just because it’s in draft form you cannot disseminate, 

but since you guys- it’s not like you are going to go publish it.  

LS: No, no. We’d use it just for analysis, for the final plan we are going to present. But 

everything is going to stay between us. Other than that I don’t have anything else, we have 

covered everything. Thank you very much for you time.    

3. Interview with Emily Muehlstein  

Round-table Setting with PUR 6607 Class and Emily 

EM: I am Emily Muehlstein and I am a fisherman’s outreach specialist. 

Class: How would you define the Council’s mission and do you feel it is a clear and 

understandable message? 
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EM: Council Mission and is it clear?  Well, I think the Council’s Mission is that we’re sort of a 

conduit in between the actual regulatory agency (I guess that’s more of our position) between the 

regulatory agencies and the general public as the stakeholders that we serve. I can’t give you the 

written language of what our mission is, and I guess If you’re asking me if the mission is clear, I 

think, internally, we have – I think the staff and the Council have a really good idea of our 

mission and why we exist, but I would say that maybe the general public is far less 

knowledgeable about where we sort of float in the world.  Are we regulators or are we not; or are 

we government or are we not.   

Class: When you mention your public, do you feel the main public understands your 

organization’s  role and mission?  Do you think they understand it? 

EM: No.  I’ve done a lot of sort of thinking and trying to define our stakeholders and the people 

that we serve.  I think there’s about Four Million saltwater anglers and even just the fishermen, 

Four Million of them, that’s not the only people that are our stakeholders and we could say that 

somebody in Montana that eats Grouper fillets is also a stakeholder, so I would say that by and 

large, our entire constituency has pretty much no idea of who we are. 

Class: When we’re specific in talking about public stakeholders, obviously you’ve broken them 

down into groups as Council’s primary public.  Can you categorize and how do you prioritize 

these groups? 

EM: I guess a stakeholder, under my assumption, is somebody that has a direct investment into 

the fishery and so that would be people who sort of derive any sort of financial, recreational, 

personal benefit from the resource and then I guess, for some reason when I think of 

constituency, I think of a broader category of people who might not eat seafood and who might 

not be fishermen but might, you know, be members of the general public that are economically 

impacted in some sort of back-door way, I guess. 

Class: When you have to prioritize …..????  [Remainder not audible.]  

EM: Well, I guess I would say, strategically I’ve been trying to sort of identify … cause what 

happens is that every issue affects some people differently, so some issues are more commercial 

based and so if it’s gonna hit home I’m gonna talk with commercial people first and then sort of 
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fill in the gaps afterwards.  If it’s more of a recreational thing, I’m going to start there and then 

move outwards and so I guess if it’s issue-based and then with every issue you identify whose 

sort of going to be the most affected or most closely affected by it and then weigh out from there 

and I also sort of talk about this I guess sort of identify this as zero-to-sixty, so there’s a people 

don’t know who the Gulf Council is versus the people who ask me complex questions about the 

science that’s been included in the fact assessment or something and so, you know, you can go 

either way with it as well.  I answer a lot of direct questions and people know my name and 

recognize me by face and people are very engaged so I also spend a lot of time trying to say 

“Hey, here’s the Gulf Council, take a sticker.” 

Class: Within your stakeholders, how would you categorize the groups within that group?  I 

know you mention residential and commercial, but are there other groups? 

EM: OK.  I can give you like a short list and then there’s more that I probably don’t think of, but 

I can think of recreational communities and sort of the broader atrium and that would be not only 

fishermen, but also the charter captains,  and head boat captains, which are like charter boats but 

bigger; and also more recreational people would be like tackle shop owners.  Recreational also 

affects tourism; general tourism like hotel owners, marina owners and things like that and then 

when you think about commercial, I think of you start with the fishermen and then it follows to 

the fish house and also to restaurants and then to, you know, whoever sort of is buying that fish 

or economically trading that fish or doing something with it.  And then, there’s the 

environmental groups and that would be not only like the organizations themselves, but also the 

people that they represent, so it moves way outward.  But the three big stakeholders that I would 

talk about would be recreational, commercial and environmental. 

Class: You were saying before that a lot of people you meet have no idea who the fishery are but 

other people know the size of it.  Can you…is it possible to give us a ballpark like estimate or 

percentage of people you meet who do know who the fishery is? 

EM: I would say, well it’s different for each stakeholder group.  So if we talk about, like the 

environmental or the charter captains and then the pure recreational fisherman.  If I use those 

three delineations, the environmental folks are – you know, this is their job.  They’re fisheries’ 

analysts and it’s their entire job to follow us around and watch our decisions and write about 
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them and so the environmental groups are all completely understanding and engaged in the 

process and I know them by name; and, like one of their wedding is on Sunday and a bunch of 

people are going to her wedding and you know they’re so closely engaged, they’re at every 

meeting and then I guess the next level of engagement would be the commercial fishermen and 

also the charter captains because it’s their livelihood and so I would say percentage wise that the 

commercial fishermen is usually the larger owners of fish houses or if they get shares of the 

fishery and so I would say percentage wise about 20% of the commercial fishermen are 

somehow engaged in the process but then they have deckhands and people like that but aren’t 

engaged at all so it’s usually sort of in that corporate structure that top peak and then with charter 

captains there’s a couple of different charter boat associations and they will sort of hire 

somebody to be their frontrunner or somebody who is a leader in the community that sort of 

speaks for, like the Orange Beach Fisherman’s Association or something,.  But, charter-wise, I 

think there are 1200 “re-fish” permits and I would closely know and recognize 20 of those 

people.  Then, recreationally, usually what happens is those organizations, like CCA (Corporate 

Conservation Association), Fishing Rights Alliance and the recreational are far less engaged in 

the process, far less understanding of how it all works but they are more likely to join a unit 

organization that would sort of blanket that interest.  But, I would say that as far as recreational 

fishermen that really understand the process is about one-to-two percent. 

Class: Just to get to a point of where we’re at right now, how would you describe the relationship 

between the Council and the main public and also what do you sense the public’s perception 

[is??] 

EM: The relationship, by and large, is pretty terrible.  And that’s, I think, based on a couple of 

things.  We regulate a public resource, so if I charge you for an error you’re like…aw come on 

dude.  Really, you know, so it’s tough because people feel like they have a right to the resource; 

and, absolutely, people have a right to the resource, but it’s kind of hard to step outside of 

yourself and say well, so do Four Million other people that want this resource and understand 

that we’re trying to sort of balance.  There’s also a lot of mistrust that comes our way because we 

regulate a public resource and there’s this perception a lot like there’s these guys in ivory towers 

that have never been fishing and don’t understand the fishery and it’s really a lot of 

misunderstanding of the process and the Council and who we are and why we exist but people 
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say “well, I been telling the Council this for 20 years and they never listen” and so I often say 

that you know it’s because you’re one stakeholder with one opinion and the unfortunate part is, 

you know, you haven’t gotten your way every time,  But, there’s also Four other groups, or Five 

other groups, of people that have their own opinion that kind of doesn’t match with yours and so 

the Council has a bad image  -- a lot of trust issues.  But I really think that if people understood 

why we exist and how we exist and just sort of understood the greater environment in which we 

work as opposed to just their own individual viewpoints, that hurdle could be overcome. 

Class: Earlier, you said the people see the Council as these people in ivory towers.  Do you not 

think that people see the Council as fellow fishermen?  Do you think they’re seen as outsiders as 

a [cloud??] coming down? 

EM: Absolutely.  Yes.  And I think that one of the reasons I was actually hired for my job was 

because I’m a fisherman and so I talk to some of the Council members.  Ed South is one of our 

Council members.  He’s a Recreational Representative from Florida.  He’s been doing this for 

about Six years and he started the Coastal Conservation Association in Florida and I just met 

with him last week and I said “hey Ed, you know, what happened since you joined the Council” 

and he said “well, I took my feet out of the fishing world and sent into the bureaucratic world” 

and so he said “for about the first Six months people were, like, yay Ed South’s gonna represent 

us” but the second he started playing ball where he said “OK. We have a problem with the gag 

population and I understand that the Rec’s can’t fish for it but it makes sense for this reason for 

the Commercial’s to have some”, you know, then all the people said “oh my God, they won you 

over”, when really there’s this dialog that’s happening and there’s this decision being made 

that’s best for everybody.  So the wider perception is – first of all – the longer you’re in it the 

more indoctrinated you become.  And I think part of that problem is that we use acronyms all the 

time.  You know, we’ve got like TAC and, you know, like all these words and acronyms don’t 

make sense and so, just naturally, you start to learn the vernacular of something you start 

speaking it because it’s easier and that sort of like brands you as the bureaucrat and so you know, 

I go to a lot of fisher meetings and I say, you know, “how many of you think that the Gulf 

Council has no idea of what’s going on with the fishermen off the Gulf of Mexico” and 

everybody raises their hand and then I say “well, did you know that there’s Seventeen voting 
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members and Five of them are recreational guides and, you know, Four of them own commercial 

boats” and everyone’s like – really? 

Class: So, they don’t feel like their being [????] their own type of people they feel like someone 

else is  speaking for them. 

EM: Right.  Absolutely.  I guess it’s not the understanding that, like, Ed South is like their 

Recreational guy from Florida and, you know, that he’s having a dialogue so he doesn’t always 

fight for just your rights but you know and that’s how he got acquainted. 

Class: Which communication channels does the Council use to correspond with its main public?  

Of these channels, which, in your opinion, are most beneficial in raising public awareness of the 

Council and helping people understand the goals and mission of the organization? 

EM: Well, we do press releases.  That’s like sort of the primary format that’s been happening, I 

think, before I sort of showed up.  We have a web site as well.  And then, I do a – I guess I call it 

a blog only it’s not really a blog.  I go on the different fishery web sites and go on the different 

forums to check out what’s happening and I sort of go and write it more in plain English and less 

in like fishery speak.  And then I go to different fishing meetings and captains’ meetings and 

things like that as well, and I think out-reach wise I go sort of to fishing shows and do things like 

that and we present at conferences and stuff like that. As far as the most effective, I think, 

because of our trust issue, in my opinion, the most effective form of out-reach is like OGRA 

(???) …. Yeah, or this, and unfortunately, I think, you know, we could produce our regulations 

and our print materials and our web sites and things like that but since there is no trust and 

there’s no human faith in what is going on, you know, I could produce paperwork all day and 

people are gonna look at it and say “yeah, right”.  So I think the most effective in – not in 

numbers but in message – you know, I guess in getting the message across is absolutely one-on-

one; individual contact.  And, you know, contact with the fishing association groups and that’s 

all about building networks within fishing core networks and things like that.  But, it’s not 

effective because it reaches just before the [?????]. 

Class: How does the Council gather feedback from its publics and what does the Council do with 

this knowledge in order to shape future policy or make organizational changes? 
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EM: So, that could be a two-tier question.  So, when you say feedback, do you mean feedback 

about our regulations or do you mean feedback for like how staff operations are happening? 

Class: Maybe both. 

EM: OK.  Well, internally, staff-wise, like how we are doing for you guys or whatever [whisper] 

that’s why I’m here.  You know, that sort of primarily hasn’t existed and I think outreach, even 

as a career, doesn’t have a built-in mechanism for effectiveness; for gauging effectiveness and so, 

you know, part of the reason we’re here is to – you have been --  One out of the Eight Councils, 

nationally, there was one study that was done about all the communication efforts and how it 

works and the study was done to the prople that were already on the list served and then out of 

the Two Thousand that were served, only 200 answered back anyways.  And so it was very 

astute for the people who were paying attention and so using you all is really our first step in 

engaging, you know, as a base line for if our staff is effective. As far gathering feedback on our 

regulations and how that goes, I would say that fishery management is one of the most open 

government forums that there is.  There’s that scoping where the first thing we do is come up 

with an idea and we go to different towns with different stakeholders and say “oh my gosh. 

Somebody’s come up with this idea and what should we do with it”.  And then we turn it into 

options and those option papers, you know, we go scoping and you write a report that says here’s 

what the people are saying; here’s the consensus or whatever.  That turns into options and then 

the options are sort of analyzed by all the scientists and we also have these advisory panels 

which are made up of general public; people that are stakeholders as well.  And so the options 

sort of go through this mill of people who are fishermen, people who are scientists, economists, 

anthropologists and those options then go back out to the general public for public hearings and 

then they get to give feedback on well here’s the Five options, we like this one out of all of them, 

and then it goes to Council.  So, as far as gauging feedback for the regulations that are made, it’s 

a hugely open process.  Part of the issue is there’s the misconception that we don’t listen and a 

lot of people don’t know that like scoping is important or that, like, if they want to have a say in 

that sample they can join an advisory panel and get flown into Tampa for a meeting Five times a 

year to voice their opinions.    The infrastructure is in place but, like, the store’s open but 

nobody’s come in or the same like twelve people come. 
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Class: What is your perception of the Council’s relationship with the mainstream media – 

newspaper, television, Internet and so on?  I know you already talked about your relationship 

with the blogs, but which is your preferred medium for communicating you’re the external 

public and why? 

EM: OK, so part one, the media because even our press releases and what we do is like so highly 

technical, I think the field of science in general has a lot of trouble in communicating with the 

general public because it’s hard to explain things about like, you know, giving you Grey’s 

Anatomy sometimes and so I think the media and outdoor writers and things like that, you know, 

usually you become an outdoor writer because you care about, you know, because you like 

fishing.  And so I think there’s also a few that are sort of anti-Council.  Just a same general 

feeling that we all get.  I know that Charlene also feels that most of the media queries I know and 

a lot of them are just, you know, kind of explaining what’s going on.  I read something in Woods 

& Water, which is an outdoor magazine, and the editor, just, you know it’s about Amberjack 

Closure, and I just read it and I wrote a note on it that said “umm, I think she’s got a strong 

opinion and so I think a lot of the media is in the same boat as the general public is so I don’t 

know if it fuels itself but I think a lot of the writers either don’t understand it well enough to 

really give a good vision of it or are angered by it because they don’t get to go fishing either.  

Most effective communication and I think this is my standpoint just from what I’ve been doing – 

I really like being on a fishing forum.  Just media-wise because I like being in their backyard 

because it starts a dialogue and then there’s a dialogue with me and I answer the question or if I 

start first then they can talk about it afterwards.  I think that’s been really effective and so at least 

they can explore where and what’s happened and when it’s happening. 

Class: I’m curious.  Do you have the freedom to communicate in any way you like or do you 

have to get it approved? 

EM: I have total and complete freedom.  Charlene has been pretty good about sort of fighting for 

my right to have a voice, you know, to not be just a voice to be a press release to be like “come 

on, dude. What’s going on” and I answer emails that way too.  I don’t have a filter.  Sometimes 

when somebody really upsets me, I call it my porcupine filter, and I just check with Charlene 

who like checks for prickles and I like say “does this sound as sarcastic as I want it to because” I 
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try to avoid that.  I’ll have Charlene check it for accuracy but, like, really my voice and the way I 

present things cause I like to do it informally, doesn’t go through a filter, which is far different 

from like if I worked for NOAA or for the government, I think there’s more like a five-tiered 

editing process.  I even got into an email correspondence with a gentleman not too long ago who 

kept saying “that Gulf Council is driving a wedge between the commercial and recreational and 

they’re trying to divide and conquer” and then in his next email, he wrote “the commercial 

fishermen are such jerks” blah, blah, and then I wrote back saying “hey, it sounds like you’re 

driving the wedge Buddy” and then Jane Lubchenko, the head of NOAA, got this email and then 

just imagine her west-winging it down there you know she’s got her groupies going down the 

hallway and she’s like “who is  this Emily Muehlstein” and Charlene just explained to her “listen, 

we don’t work for the government, you know and Emily’s just having this conversation”.   You 

know you have to.  If I weren’t a human being, you’d just write me off with another, you know, 

jerk that’s gone through the editing process.  So, it’s very scary, personally risky, because if I do 

say something wrong or if I do... I could ruin my own credibility because I don’t have a filter.  It 

wasn’t against NOAA or the Gulf Council, it was against Fisheries 

Class: What did you think about that?  [Remainder not audible.] 

EM: You want the real answer?  No, because I talked to some of the people over at NOAA.  

They have a public information officer that’s sort of Charlene’s counterpart and I said what have 

you guys got planned and I said “we’re just business as usual”.  Because I like that relationship, I 

wanted to be there but I was like, sort of, don’t them thought or so I walk on upstairs (it was on 

the 11th floor) and I walk up the stairs every morning and I try to occupy my brain on something 

so that I don’t think about the fact that I’m walking up eleven flights of stairs, I give the most 

awesome speech about how you can’t show up at the scoping; you can’t show up at the Advisory 

Council but when it’s too late you can show up and shake your fist and it was like the greatest 

speech ever but nobody heard it.   

Class: My grandson says my brain focused. 

EM: Exactly.  So, you know what.  The decision there was not a form or type of competition.  So, 

if I would have shown up, it would have become that.   
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Class: Not clearly audible. 

EM: When you jump in to defend yourself a lot, it makes you sound like you’re defending 

yourself because you have a reason to like 

Class: That’s right.  I wasn’t necessarily thinking of attack of what’s said ……. ?????  I’m real 

interested in ?????? compatibility issue with organizations with ???? and, you know, a side that 

you know you have to have two parties to not just corroborate ???? the discussion process and is 

that sort of the idea that you approach it with is that they’re not willing to have a discussion.  

There’s no interest; there’s no understanding ?????  

EM: Yes.  And at risk of making anybody angry, the people that organize that protest specifically 

– I don’t know if you saw the flier, but the flier was a call to action was a mammoth screaming 

and that organization was very much one that is not really a dialogue organization but one that is 

based on more to rallying the troops to shake things up.  It was a lot about well it’s too late for 

what you’re saying to be incorporated into the process and the people that organized it knew that 

that conversation could have been had earlier so I think the Council is split because they are the 

people that represent the people that are angry but they are those people that have been selected 

because they can have a dialogue.  It’s also interesting for me because I kid  about it because 

what ends up happening is that a lot of people send me public comment and I give it to the 

Council and don’t necessarily respond to them and then also say to Council members would you 

like to respond because I don’t have an opinion then I could educate but then I’m not the one 

meant to have an opinion so part of it is engaging the Council members in doing that through 

outreach where like you know the recreational guy from Florida could have gone so okay, you 

know, here’s the deal. 

Class: Not audible. 

EM: Some Council members are more willing than others.  For instance, I went to the 

Gainesville Fishing Club last week and Ed South is our Recreational guy and he actually is the 

past President of that Club and he said that for two years, he had been trying to talk to the fishing 

club and they’ve never invited him to be a speaker.  And then I call up and I, like, “hey, hello” 

and he was actually like jabbing me in the ribs for it and he’s like “hey what is this.  I’m the 
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voting member and they don’t want to talk to me.”  I’m not sure why that is the way that is but 

you know some Council members have more you know some of them are retired and they’re 

really into it and some of them are not retired and they want to make sure that their stake in it are 

taken care of it and so. 

Class: Just one more quick question.  Just what is your perception or maybe you have more than 

just a perception about do you think NOAA may have perceived the  activist group as having 

little power [???? End not audible.] 

EM: You know, they have immense power; it’s a big group. I think the problem is they don’t 

want to play if we’re not gonna play by the rules and so with this organization in particular, I 

think what happened is it’s been so …. I think they’re a litigious group and so I think it’s a lot of 

there’s more suing than participating and so I mean that’s fine if it works in its own way but I 

think and it’s unfortunate but if you continue to pound, there’s a point at which people don’t 

want to listen to you any more and so that’s just human nature.  I don’t think it’s like contrary to 

this organization, specifically, it’s just we have a Council member or two that nobody listens to 

for the same reason.  You know I mean it’s just a manner of speech that they you know I don’t 

want to deal with this anymore.  It’s unfortunate but it’s  just human nature.   

Class: Not clear. 

EM: This is pure speculation obviously.  I’m not meaning to speak against any group and how 

they do things, but and I could say the same thing about environmental groups as I could about 

recreational interests, charter interests but the way it happens is that if you start an organization 

you need a constituency so there are different ways to drum up a constituency.  Like the enviro’s 

can say that we’re killing baby manatees and so you put up a picture and everybody from 

Montana down sends down form letter so it’s just different ways to propel your organization.  

That is sort of the way that one does it and so we’re not gonna  -- we’re taking a stand -- and 

that’s OK.  It’s nice to have them because then they have won lawsuits and they turned over 

some things that came out in a court of law to not be fair  but everybody’s got a tactic and a way 

to sort of get in the system and that’s how that one does it.   
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Class: How is the communication function valued in the organization and do you view the public 

information component of the Council as a means to get the Council’s message to the public, or 

the public’s message to the Council, or a mixture of both? 

EM: I think that recently the communication aspect has been sort of spot-lighted and brought out 

to be far more important.  And, I think that’s exemplified by the creation of my position and 

possibly with the sort of back and forth as you just mentioned.  We also just hired an 

anthropologist to do impact studies and so that my title is Outreach Education and that would 

sort of suggest from the language that it’s more me going outward but what ends up happening is 

what I’m doing is trying to build a relationship so that people -- my entire mission is to enhance 

participation in the process and so that education is also through relationship building.  So, I 

might be out-reaching by saying “come on, come on, come on” but when they come in like I said 

they end up giving me an opinion or something and I just forward it on to the Council because I 

don’t filter or do anything with that stuff but what I’m trying to do is just engage more people 

and say they take notice of this and come at the proper time to give your input.  It’s supposed to 

be – the end goal is to get people to understand and to not only understand but to offer their 

perspective.  

Class: So, in thinking about your position within the Council, what input do you provide to the 

organization’s communication process? 

EM: So that like what’s my job description? Well, in terms of the outward communication 

process, we had a couple of things that weren’t in place like the web site and the press releases 

and we have a newsletter and things like that.  And my addition to it and my input is –it’s really 

neat actually because I get to define what I do and so my job is to do outreach and be the 

communication process and it’s been really cool because I just sort of identify what I think is 

going to be useful and add to that like the meetings that I do and things like that and so I get a lot 

of top-down control which is what I do.  I really sort of do what Charlene’s been doing – I am 

the communications department. 

Class: How would you distinguish your position from Charlene’s as the Public Information 

Officer?  Are they different, over-lapping?  
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EM: Charlene is Supervisor and it occurs to me that she does a lot more sort of – I guess; I don’t; 

I sort of hesitate to use the word clerical or administrative because she ends up doing a lot of 

things that would be outside the normal responsibilities of a Public Information Officer.  She’s 

sort of a catchall and she does a lot of communications with Council members; with the 

Advisory Panel; there’s a lot of people that are sort of more engaged.  She’s sort of that conduit.  

And then she also will end up like proof reading PowerPoints that are going out to you know 

different things and so I think that as the Public Information’s Officer, she does a lot more of the 

internal communications, not necessarily among staff but among the people who are 

participating in the process.  And then I would be taking more of the outside approach and then I 

deal more with the people that are not engaged in the process.   She does more of the sort of 

written material things like the press releases and I do more of the speaking and the real time, 

camera like stuff.   

Class: Do you think that your primary role is to enforce policy, create change in the organization, 

or a combination of the two?  More meaning not just you but the Council. 

EM: The Council.  We don’t do much enforcement at all.  I think what we do is take information 

and try and sort of figure out the best ways – what people want; how we can benefit the greatest 

sense of the nation.  The greatest benefit for the over-all nation is sort of the tag line that we 

strive for based on the access.  We don’t do any enforcement at all.  I think really what we do is 

we’re supposed to be a conduit and we are an advisory body to a government regulation system 

and that advisory body is supposed to draw in some of the best of environment in which it works. 

Class: Part of the question that was just asked, do you think that your role at all includes bringing 

change within the Council itself?  The definition of your job is to educate the public but you also 

seem to be educating the organization as well to get it to change and adapt…… 

EM: Absolutely.  Yeah, and I think that happened in a couple of ways.  Not only do I educate the 

Council in saying like you know in a couple of times – this last Council meeting at least they will 

say “hey, Emily you sort of have like your finger on the public and you sort of know what’s 

going on can you tell me what the general public’s perception of this issue is” and so I can sort of 

educate them as to what I see the outside environment is as well as we have an Outreach 

Advisory Panel and so of course I want job security and so also I sort of want to educate them as 



130 

to the importance stuff like “hey, if we’re supposed to be this conduit then we need to be having 

a dialogue with people that we’re representing” and so not only educating for my own good 

about the importance of my role/goal of Charlene’s department but also sort of you know 

enhancing their understanding of what the stakeholders are also thinking and talking about  and 

wanting. 

Class: Then you are sort of a research gatherer.  That’s pretty, if it’s true and if it’s real, it’s a 

pretty advanced model for an organization to have, especially for a government organization.  

You know what I’m saying? 

EM:  Yes.  And that’s what the organization itself is supposed to play that role for regulation.  

And then, within the organization that’s supposed to be playing that research role, you know, we 

have an economist who does the economy research; we have a biologists who do all the stock 

research and stuff like that and then Charlene and I and then we also have an anthropologist we 

do the research. 

Class: Was there an event or anything that provoked that kind of change in the organization 

communication to create your position?  

EM: Like it being created?  I’m not sure why; I have no idea what happened.  I think there’s just 

been this slow turning of gears and people not feeling like, you – I think the Council’s then 

seeing that it’s the same twenty people that apply for all of our panels; it’s the same twenty 

people show up to every meeting; I think it’s just been a long time coming but they’re like but 

wait we’re supposed to be doing this but we’re not really – we’re missing something.  I’m not 

sure what specifically or who started the idea.  I think my boss, Steve Roton (?sp?), he used to 

work for Sea Grant and since their whole job is to do marine outreach and conversations between 

scientists and fishermen , so I think he was really the spearhead of like OK, we need – this is so 

important to this Organization.  He’s really into the outreach aspect of it and, yes, he sees it as a 

conduit for the public to the regulatory process and if the public doesn’t trust you then the public 

doesn’t have any conversation with you so then what good does it do. 
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Class: You have mentioned that you’ve only been there since July, so it’s only been a year, so 

how do you so how do you feel – what’s the change of your theme since you started to now.  Do 

you think your position has benefited the Council or not benefited the Council and the benefit to 

the public? 

EM: I think what’s happening now is more than its benefiting the Council directly yet it’s 

benefiting more the general public and even then more specifically on a local scale.  I think, you 

know, a lot more of the general public are beginning to sort of understand what the Council is 

and it’s sort of that beginning process and I think there are some barriers that are being broken 

and the trust benefit that has been going on.  We have coming up – we have those scoping 

meetings and those public hearing meetings that are coming up.  We’ve got a lot of final actions 

that are about to happen so I think we’ll start to see if it benefits the Council like I just spent a 

couple of days in Orange Beach, Alabama, and I’ll be back there the last of March and I’ll be 

doing scoping and then I talk to these captains and they had no idea of what like scoping was and 

that’s really the ground floor of putting your input in and so I’m really looking forward to it and 

then the Council is n Orange Beach a month later.  I’m really looking forward to seeing hey, I 

showed up and I had these meetings with these captains is that going to – are they then going to 

show up at the scoping and are they going to show up to the Council meeting and are they going 

to be able to have better conversation.  Is the public input going to be like you guys are jerks or is 

it going to be like “you know I was reading the draft amendment what I see is it’s affecting my 

business negatively” so I haven’t seen it yet but I think it’s about to – we’re about to sort of start 

seeing that avalanche fall a little bit. 

Class: Describe a crisis situation that the Council has gone through in the past and how was it 

handled?  What did you learn from this experience that has been applied to current Council 

operations? 

EM: It’s gotta be recent history.  I can speak generally to how the Council and our operations are 

very reactionary.  And so, I guess you could speak internally – I guess you could consider that 

for a lot of people this Gag Grouper order created an internal crisis situation, meaning we shut 

down recreational fishing for Gag Grouper completely and that is something that nobody wants 

and so that’s been a crisis that sort just happened recently.  And, what that did was people got 
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angry and this protest happened and so the whole time it happened, I spent a lot of time writing 

this blog and reading all these press releases and we’re trying to unite or call live shots or 

whatever and so what happened – the reason I got invited to all of these clubs was because I said 

“hey, you don’t get to fish for Gag; you want to yell at me about it”.  And then so basically and 

then they would say like come talk to our fishing club and so the crisis was people were getting 

shut down to fishing; they’re angry about it and then the response is unfortunately it’s been 

reactionary because they didn’t know who I was so it’s sort of like I’m just going to jump into 

the fire and you know I show up in the room and they’re like – roar – and then I can explain it a 

little bit and then there’s a greater understanding of why that’s what happened and then they buy 

me a beer afterwards.  I think the over-reaching problem is that in crisis, we are reactionary and 

we would like to be able to plan for it.  Right now, I know that Amberjack is going to – is 

looking terrible.  I know there’s a good chance that the Amberjack season is going to be smaller 

than as usual.  So what I would like to do is not be playing catch-up about this Gag thing still so 

that I can  move forward and say “hey guys, this is just a warning.  This is what I’m seeing with 

Amberjack” and then so that if your charter business or if you’re planning a vacation, or – you 

know what I mean.  Just know that this is coming down the line.  I would like to be able to do 

that. 

Class: Of the sixty or seventy fish that you actually like control or cover, you guys do Tuna, 

right? 

EM: Yeah, Blue Fin Tuna has been a highly migratory and it’s sort of – yes. 

Class: What about the population situation or the general extinction of Tuna.  Have you guys 

heard  about that?  That might be very highly publicized and be ongoing for the next couple of 

months. 

EM: Tuna is weird because we sort of have our fingers in it but it’s not under our control because 

they’re a highly migratory species and they’re also part of South Atlantic and all this stuff and so 

there’s a lot of fear about the Tuna population what’s going to happen with that and it’s hard 

because I would love to be able to get a species profile and start talking to people about like 

here’s what’s happening to Tuna so the regulations say we don’t keep them but they’re like but, 

you know it might be for your own good.  But, you know, if something like that happens– first of 
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all, it’s another hit against us like hey, you guys are such good fisheries managers, yeah, it’s 

really working.  Your stock just collapsed.  But, you know, I don’t know what to do 

preemptively.  I have no idea how to handle it.   

Class: Comment not clearly audible regarding species management. [at approximately 

45:13 on audio] “Game Over.” 

EM: Yeah, game over; right.  The word “sustainability” is really scary because people think they 

automatically associate that with environmentalist-caused.  And that’s a shame because 

sustainability really just means what you said.  We would like to be able to continue on.  And 

what we’re supposed to do is manage towards this maximum, sustainable yield.   So what we 

like to do is take as much as we can because it benefits us economically, recreationally, whatever 

but then keep the population so that we can continue fishing on and on.  And so we say that, but 

a lot of people have trouble with that because of this narrow, narrow understanding of your 

impact.  You know, it’s one of those like if we all pick up a piece of trash then this campus 

would be gorgeous and you’d never see a piece of litter again.  But like nobody wants to pick up 

the trash and the like.  Well, they’re not gonna do it; that guys not gonna do it; and that guy’s not 

gonna do it and so what happens then I say there’s Four Million recreational fishermen and 

people are like well I need more or I need to keep more fish.  Well, maybe you do but if 

everybody keeps more fish, the fish are gone.  So I think one of the big problems is they 

understand this but they don’t understand the impact on the entire Gulf of Mexico.  I mean it’s 

hard to say that that many fish are being taken out.  It’s hard to specialize Four Million people 

fishing. 

Class: I think you were asked something based on our conversation earlier and, well, there’s no 

easy way to say this, I mean, don’t take it the wrong way about what Amity and my conversation 

was about, but let’s talk about education versus stakeholder groups.  Would that be impacting 

[not audible and/or every-other word not clear regarding education, costs ? at about 47:41 

on audio]. 

EM: Well, I think that’s the value of face-to-face meetings because I don’t prepare for any of my 

meetings because I show up it’s a different bunch of people with a different set of questions.  If I 

showed up with a PowerPoint, I would be giving you directions to my house and not know where 
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you’re starting from and so one thing that I think one thing that holds true with our stakeholders 

rather than state stakeholders maybe is – and this is really my own thinking on this – is actual 

fishermen tend to be more financially secure than a typical in-shore angler.  You have to have the 

big dual engines and a big boat that’s going to get you nine nautical miles off and get you to fish 

and so.  But then there’s also deck hands on big commercial boats and like I was saying before, 

the commercial interaction is from the owners and the operators, not necessarily the deck hands 

and those people.   There’s a huge gap in speaking to those constituents. 

Class: What about not a verbal discussion; what about your actual press releases, web sites.  Do 

you think maybe there are cases that it could be [remainder interrupted; not clear] 

EM: Yes, it could.  Especially when you give somebody an amendment and you say, “here you 

go.”  No, I know what you’re saying.  It’s not written.  Even the Council members have trouble 

with it.   One of the things we actually identified that I’m going to be doing before this scoping 

comes up is writing a cheat sheet because they give you – and I’ve never been to a scoping – but 

what ends up happening is they give you an amendment and then they go through it and then 

they say what do you think or they give you this scoping document which is in the jargon and so 

what I was going to do is – I think they do that at a public hearing – but what I’m going to do is 

I’m going to start writing the cheat sheets and I know that Charlene has said that the longer it is  

you’re in the easier it is to keep writing on that level and what’s cool about the fact that I knew it 

and I don’t know if you read the blogs and whatever and it’s sort of this balance between really 

technical information; trying to put it in a simplified way, without assuming you’re stupid 

because if I go too low then people are like you know oh this is just a bunch of propaganda or 

people are like you know our print material is really, really hard to …… Yes, it’s really hard.  So 

I guess one of the ways around that is like for these scopings and public hearings I’m going to try 

to do a one-sided; one page you know what I mean, like, here’s the issue; here is what this 

document says. 

Class: I go to the sport fisherman blog or web site and I notice that if you don’t do it, they do it 

for you and they’re not necessarily ???? and they’re printing out what they believe to be the 

facts ????? not clearly audible. @ 51:06 on audio 
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EM: It’s scary for me, yes.  I’m like, “what?”  It’s absolutely an issue.  I really wish there were 

like twenty-seven of me and Charlene. 

Class: Is there a possibility? 

EM: I think…. no. We have some rumors of having some sort of funds for opening up another 

position.  You now we’ve grown a lot in this last year.  I think we’ve hired on four new people 

but we’re also threatened with a government shutdown this week so it’s like the atmosphere of I 

would love to have a Zillion people but I mean can you justify it.   

Class: So what if you had to reduce some of your print materials.  Would that be a crisis or is it 

doable? 

EM: Totally do-able.  I actually just took an end design class; it was awesome.  And that…not 

only…I was going to leave what we have and start doing some sort of like half-sheet fact sheets 

not only for trade show type stuff but also for people who ask why can’t we fish for Glive 

Grouper and I would say oh, I hear this question all the time so I would like   

Class: I’d like to know, too, cause I’m trying to read and figure it out. They live for like 

anywhere from 30 to 80 years. So what do they do?   

EM: Right, so I’d like to do a one-page like the reason we can’t fish for them.  One of the big 

reasons – hindsight stability.  You know if I was reading that I would say like what the heck does 

that mean. So, a Glive Grouper says “hey, this is a cool place to live.  I’m gonna stay here.”  And 

you can catch it over and over and over again and it’s there.  Then it moved.  Then the other guy 

that’s been waiting for like the lease to run out moves into that and so then there’s – Glive 

Grouper have that problem.   I’m in the process of sorting thru those materials but I haven’t put a 

lot of faith into producing print materials because people don’t believe what I say.  So it’s sort of 

a balance between you know  

Class: You have to prioritize.  REMAINDER NOT AUDIBLE 

EM: I think before the people have contact with me or Charlene or even if somebody would call 

and ask a scientist the question or they say, you know, what’s the deal with this I think, generally 

speaking, they don’t. 
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Class: So, on paper they don’t trust but in person they do. 

EM: Typically, yeah.  Or I call back and if somebody asks me a question I say you know what, 

I’ll get back to you.  You know the amazing thing about follow-up is that people are like 

sometimes I’m treated like a rock star.  People are like we got this government official to come 

talk to us and then I walk in and they’re like what the heck.  I’m not what they expected.  By the 

way, my official Fishery uniform – a Hawaiian shirt.  I will just share this little antidote with you.   

My first Council meeting, it’s really boring about water pools and management and all those 

shenanigans and I had my Iphone and I never had a phone with a camera so I thought I would 

just make this fun so I went through like first and I had to identify myself so I had this karat that 

I used to talk to fishermen as a kind of incentive, so I took my phone and put it on camera mode 

and I collected fish shirt patterns and every fisherman that I introduced myself to it was like I 

wanted to say “hi” to them and touch base with them it was really just so I could take a picture of 

their shirt and I had like 30something at the end of day One and like Yes I have a collection.  It’s 

a real good tool to get me to talk to people that I really don’t want to talk to.  God, he has an 

awesome shirt on today; how about riding a Marlin; I’ve got to get this one. 

Class: What do you perceive as the greatest threat and greatest opportunity for the Council right 

now?  What actions are you taking to combat this threat and capitalize on this opportunity? 

EM: OK so are we talking threats or talking like issues of the system or communication?  I 

would say by and large the biggest threat is mistrust for the data that we use and unfortunately 

we are mandated to use the best available scientific information and one of the biggest fist-

shakers that I get is “your data sucks.  How could you make this decision to close down my 

fishery when you don’t even know what the fishing looks like”.    I think that’s the single biggest 

threat and unfortunately we know more about the moon than we do about our oceans.   It’s just 

really hard to study things that you can’t see.  Also, there’s a lot of people that don’t understand 

the difference between census and survey. What we do is we take a survey and we take one 

spoonful of soup and hope it’s a representative of the entire soup because you can’t like how 

much would that cost.  It’s like a bazillion dollars and like I still have people knocking on my 

door asking me if I never go home.  So I think that one of the biggest problems is just the general 
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problem that science and the general public face.  I think that by and large, science, the general 

public, fisheries management, health care, whatever, have trouble communicating.   

Class: And there’s that big NOAA shredding party.  In all seriousness, how does that affect your 

trust levels at the local level?  

EM: You know what, at the local level it hasn’t – I haven’t seen any fall-out.  It doesn’t mean 

that it hasn’t happened.  It’s hard because a couple of weeks ago I got blamed for the oil spill; 

like me, personally.  Like there is trickle-down.  One of the biggest problems is Jane Lubchenko 

came from Environmental Defense Fund and she’s the head of NOAA and I think just like I said, 

we all have our ways of getting involved and I think environmental organizations are you know 

they know how to have the dialogue, they have people that do it 24 hours and so there is this talk 

down like catch here ??? is this issue that’s being pushed by environmentalists and it does trickle 

down.  But luckily the Council, itself, can say – you know what if this doesn’t fit, we decide 

what our recommendations are -- so they might throw money at well look at these “catch here” 

programs or look at these whatever programs and at the end of the day the Council of Seventeen 

voting members that represent the fisheries, if they think it sucks they won’t let it pass.  

Unfortunately, because people don’t understand that’s what the Council does  It’s so hard.  Even 

if you ask me am I a federal employee.  Well,  you know, I’m a GS-10, but I don’t have federal – 

if I was to go to a real government job, I wouldn’t be a G – you know what I mean – we hover in 

between.  Our money comes from the government and it’s a grant but we’re mandated to exist by 

the government but we are not federal employees. 

Class: What other opportunities can come from that; what other benefits …  

EM: For communication?  Well, I think one of the things and it’s sort of the direction we’re 

going in is the opportunity to sort of look more at the human aspect of things because we are 

mandated by law to base our decisions on the best scientific information available. 

    END OF AUDIO, PART I 

    BEGIN AUDIO, PART II 
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Anthropology and science and when you define fishery you can define it as the Red Snapper 

swim in the Gulf of Mexico or you can define it as coastal communities or you can define it as.  

And I think that what’s ended up happening is and what the intentional move is to really, really 

incorporate the social aspect of fisheries because we don’t decide how many fish are there or 

how many fish you can take.  What we do is decide the best way to manage fisheries and those 

fisheries being the people involved.  And so what’s cool is that we’re starting to explore.  Like, it 

started with okay, there’s this much fish so let’s start with managing with season or bag limit or 

size limit, right, and so now what’s happening is we’re starting to explore all the new ideas that 

maybe we should do days at sea so instead of opening June 1st, and closing July 31st, you get 30 

days and you can fish any day of the year.  So what’s ended up happening is we’re evolving into 

thinking well maybe season and size maybe isn’t the best.  Maybe we need to go into habitats 

and close areas.  Maybe we need to – and that’s really the evolution of maybe trying to figure out 

the best management and not go with the status quo and well as well as seasons, sizes and 

number of fish.   

Class: I think it’s really exciting and very cool. 

EM: I think it’s very exciting and what’s really cool is that these ideas are coming from the 

public.  And I’ll mention this.  It’s come up Six times and nobody has asked me a question about 

it but anyway a lot of fishermen that question the data also get sampled by dockside surveyors 

and we’ll give them the information and so you’re telling me that your data sucks but you also 

just refuse to do the interview to help me collect data and so I keep going to fishing clubs and 

people tell me like “we’ll voluntarily report”;  and “I’ll go on an Iphone app”; “I’ll go on my 

computer”; or “I’ll call you when I catch fish so that your data is better” but what’s crazy is 

that’s the bottom-down.  We want to give you information guaranteed the second I come up with 

that app. and you didn’t give me the idea, I will say that you didn’t report your fish and they will 

be like “come on, no way” .  You know what I mean and that’s what happens.  If it’s not 

perceived as a bottom-up, I can’t use it because then it’s this draconian that’s “Oh my God their 

accountability is crazy making us do stuff” so you know I think that’s another one of those huge 

barriers that I have is that a lot of this stuff is bottom-up.  It happens in scoping; it happens in 

advisory panels when fishermen are talking, but the second that the Agency tells you “okay, this 



139 

is what we decided” then it no longer is the public voice, even though it was created by the 

public.   

Class: That’s a hard one.   

EM: It’s really helpful.  My ex-boyfriend is a fisherman.  He says Emily, it’s not a person thing 

so even those days when people like get my salary and they’re like “aaaaagh,  oh my God you’re 

just a show” just remember it’s not you versus them, it’s just you need to understand their 

frustration;  so that’s been my mantra.  

---VARIOUS AUDIENCE COMMENTS – END OF INTERVIEW PART I and II--- 
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Coder: Alan = 1, Jessica = 2 

Source of Document: ______ Local Newspaper = 1, Main State Newspaper = 2, Forum/Blog = 
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Writing Style: _______ Informational = 1, Editorial = 2, Other = 3 

Number of times GMFMC mentioned: _________ 

Number of sources: ________ 

Number of quotes: _________ 

Type of Internal source:   ____ Executive Director = 1, Public Information Officer = 2, 

Member = 3, Other = 4  

Type of External Source: NOAA = 1, Local Fisherman = 2, County Board = 3, Commercial 

Fisherman = 4, NMFS = 5, Boat Captain/Business Owners = 6, Other 

Organizations/Alliances = 7, None = 8, Other = 9 

Overall direction of story: ____ Positive = 1, Negative = 2, Neutral = 3 

Overall topic of story: Stock Limitations = 1, Communication Related = 2, Administrative 

Related = 3, Oil Spill = 4, Public Opinion = 5 

Includes “Go and Do” Informationii:  ____ Yes = 1, No = 2 

Reveals organizational strengths: ____ Yes = 1, No = 2 

Reveals organizational weaknesses: ____ Yes = 1, No = 2 

Key public: _____ Recreational fishers  = 1, Commercial fishers = 2, Both = 3 

Year posted: ____ 2010 = 1, 2011 = 2 

State: _____ FL = 1, MS = 2, LA = 3, AL = 4, TX = 5, All = 6 
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Geographic Focus: _____ National = 1, State/Regional = 2, Local = 3,  

Month Posted: January = 1, February = 2, March = 3, April = 4, May = 5, June = 6, July = 7, 

August = 8, September = 9, October = 10, November = 11, December = 12 

Length (in paragraphs): _____________ 

Image: ____ Photo = 1, Graphic = 2 

If photo, of what: None = 0, Fish/Wildlife = 1, External Public – Fisherman with Fish = 2, 

Internal Public – Council Member = 3, GMFMC Logo = 4, Other Organization’s Logo = 

5, Oil Spill = 6 

Photo Diversity: _________ # with visible faces  

1 Treatment: The way that the story is written, not to be confused with the subject of the story. 
1. General News: any story that emphasizes facts of a recent event. Often uses a straight news or inverted 
pyramid style of writing. 
2. Feature: longer, more reflective tone; often humorous or entertaining. Can be on a serious subject but tries 
to tell a story rather than just regurgitate a series of facts. 
3. Commentary/Criticism: any story that offers a first-person opinion or is a stated opinion of the 
newspaper, e.g. editorials, opinion or advice pieces, art, music and entertainment criticism and product advice 
etc. 
4. Other 

1 “Go and Do” Information Includes:  
• Times, dates and places where events will occur.  
• Phone numbers to call and make reservations, join in etc. and not just with the author.  
• Website URLs of non-newspaper sources of information.   
• Author phone number and e-mail is NOT go and do information. 
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A. Focus Group – Recreational Fishermen Protocol 

Objectives: 

• To explore the relationship between the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council 

and recreational fisherman.  

• To understand how recreational fisherman view their relationship with the Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council. 

• To evaluate the communication practices between the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council and recreational fisherman.  

 

Recruiting: 

A focus group of 8-10 members of the Hurricane Pass Anglers’ Club, a recreational fishing club 

near Clearwater, Florida, was recruited for participation.  

 

Scheduling and Facilities: 

This focus group session will be held on Tuesday, March 29 at Fat Cat Tavern, 16080 US 

Highway 19 North, Clearwater, FL 33764. Participants will arrive by 7 p.m.  

 

Data Collection: 

One video camera will be used to ensure proper transcription of the interviews. The session will 

also be audio-taped with a digital voice recorder for back-up. The moderator will guide the 

discussion of the focus group to include asking questions and providing necessary prompts. A 

second researcher will take hand-written notes of the discussion. Participants will also complete 

a short profile questionnaire.  
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Focus Group Discussion Guide 

(5 min.) Introduction 

• Greeting 

• Purpose of focus group 

• Ground rules 

o Explain role of moderator. 

o Explain why we are recording. 

o State all statements will remain confidential. 

o No wrong or right answers, all opinions welcome. 

o Speak one at a time. 

 

(15 min.) Beliefs  

• What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council? 

• If you had to describe the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council in three words, 

what would those words be? 

• What do others like you think about the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council? 

• Overall, on a scale of one to ten, one being very poor and ten being very good, what is 

your attitude about the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council?  Explain your 

position. 

 

(20 min.) Relationship 
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• Have you ever had any personal interaction with the fishery management Council? 

Describe your experience and how it affected you. 

• Have you ever accessed the council website?  What were you searching for? 

• Have you ever called an employee or Council member?  For what reason? 

• What is your understanding for the purpose of the Council?  

• How do fishing regulations impact you?  Do you agree with the regulations? 

• Do you feel the council is committed to your interests?  Please explain.  

 

(20 min.) Communication preferences  

• Off the top of your head, what are the regulations and rules of the fishery that you know 

by heart?  

• What is your understanding of why regulations are in place? 

• How do you usually hear about the rules, limits, and changing Fishery regulations? 

• Do you feel you are adequately informed by the Council?  

• Do you trust messages from the Council?  

• What are some things you wish knew about the Council or wish you could say to them? 

 

(5 min.) Closing Comments 

• Anything else a participant wants to add? 

• Thank participants.  

• End session. 

Questions for Profile Questionnaire (Additional Questions Found Within Transcript): 

• What is your gender? __Male   ___Female 
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• What is your race? 

__American Indian or Alaska Native 

__Asian 

__Black or African American 

__Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

__White 

__Mixed 

• What is your age? 

• What is your home address zip code? 

 

B. Focus Group – Recreational Fishermen Transcriptions 

Hurricane Pass Anglers’ Club 

March 29, 2011 - Clearwater, FL 

Introduction 

Roland: “The purpose of our meeting, as I said, is just to explore the relationships between the 

Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council and recreational fisherman, such as yourself, and 

with the cooperation of Mr. [name], we appreciate all of you guys taking the time out of your 

busy schedules to meet with us tonight. We wanted to get better feedback to understand how 

recreational fishermen view their relationship with the Council and to evaluate the 

communication practices between the Fishery Management Council and recreational fisherman. 

So, that’s the purpose of what we’re doing here tonight. So, I’m just going to dive right into this 

and ask you some questions, and this is in no particular order or directed at no particular person, 

so if you all just want to shout it out or raise your hand, or whatever you want to do, if you have 

an opinion feel free to offer it, we welcome to hear from any and all of you, ok?” 

Beliefs 

1. What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think of the Gulf of Mexico 

Fishery Management Council? 
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- Tomatoes. 

- My first thought is there is no communication between us; we just follow the rules. So, as 

far as communication goes, there isn’t any as far as I know of. We just abide by whatever 

is handed down to us. 

- I feel that they have a heavy interest from the lobbyists on the commercial side, only the 

FRC and the CCA have a minimal voice, but it’s just a voice when it comes to paid 

lobbyist, only the commercial industry has united, and they have paid lobbyists that work 

with the Council, so there is a lot of influence there. Thereby, we feel that we aren’t heard 

because the FRC and the CCA, which are the two largest recreational groups, don’t have 

paid lobbyists, as we don’t have any paid officials in our board.  

- The other thing that we were told that they way they figured out how to close the season, 

was there so many fisherman that have licenses in Florida, and there is so many 

commercial vessels out there too. They figure if every fisherman catches a couple 

grouper, times it by the number of licenses, that’s how many grouper get caught, which is 

bogus, because in all actuality, not everyone is going to be able to afford to go out 

grouper fishing everyday and kill that many fish. But then there is so many boats, they 

can go out, catch the fish, and from what they said, even the juvies they throw back after 

they kill them and they allow them so much kills, where they get fined for killing the 

juvies and stuff like that. It’s bogus because it’s so one-sided. 

- They have admitted that a lot of their data is tainted or incorrect. They have just 

absolutely admitted that they are working off incorrect data. And their interviewing very 

few of the recreational anglers. I’ve been part of an interview on several occasions and 

they are interviewing commercial boat captains, I’ve seen them bypass recreational 

anglers at the boat docks and go directly to a guy that’s got three out of towners on there, 

of course he fishes everyday, he’s going to have a count of grouper instead of talking to 

the recreational guys. So, they are basically working off of very one-sided data. And, they 

have admitted that themselves, in press releases I’ve even seen it. So, they need to get 

more current and accurate data before they start making all these erratic decisions. 
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- The membership should be at least 50/50. It shouldn’t be one-sided like that. 

- What we’ve learned also is that you have a group that is called commercial and a group 

that is called recreational. Within that recreational group there are recreational people 

who are involved in a commercial endeavor, by that I mean the charter boats, and a lot of 

time the commercial guys who are fishing for a living to catch fish for market, sometimes 

these guys are called commercial and the other guys are called sports fisherman, but the 

true sports fisherman, the individual angler, they get very, very little input and very small 

participation in that data they we are refereeing to. You will hear this throughout this 

meeting here, about the data and, not the absence of it, but the ineffectual results of that 

data. I was asking here a while back on the board, do we have any statisticians that are 

apart of this? And the answer was no. In statistics, the statisticians has to be a huge 

endeavor in this whole thing of how do you manage fisheries equitably and 

economically? You have to have data that is legitimate and sound and so on and so forth. 

And it seems to me that, I wouldn’t say that it is nonexistent, but it is so close to being 

nonexistent, it just isn’t very good.  

- Just to elaborate on that, there is an organization called the Florida Guides Association, 

you can Google it, they are caught in this trap, are they commercial or recreational? Well 

the Florida Fisheries says it’s recreational because it is a recreational sport supported by 

commercial fisherman versus a true commercial, is a harvesting of fish. They too feel, 

and if you go on their website it’s right on there, there is an injustice that their catch is 

counted as recreational, as was pointed out over here, they go out everyday. Now, they 

are into the CCA, which is a conservation, they ask their parties, only keep what you’re 

going to eat, release, they do all that, but they still count the fish, and it’s one-sided, it 

doesn’t realty work because you can’t say their recreational quota, which is from the 

commercial side of the Guides, and apply it to people like us, who maybe we fish three 

times a month to someone who fishes everyday. In the absence of data, the Florida 

Fisheries have even said, that they have to use what data is there. It all counts from the 

Florida Guides Association or the Commercial Council.  

Roland: Anyone else want to chime in on this or are we good? 
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- Let me just ask, how many Council members are there, and how many represent 

recreational fisherman? 

- 70 percent is commercial. I looked it up before you all got here.  

Roland: Ok, that’s cool. 

2. If you had to describe the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council in three 

words, what would those words be? 

-  We have ladies present…(laughing out loud). 

-  Don’t take this personal, but self-serving idiots. 

-  Actually I like that. 

-  I mean, you want us to be honest right? 

Roland: Yes tell us how you feel.  Anybody else? No? 

- Just the thought on that, also, you know, commercial 70 percent, so that means that 30 

percent are recreational, but out of the recreational, only 10 percent of that group catches 

fish and that’s proven, on a regular basis. 

-  That’s where the biggest money comes from, is from us recreational. We generate, I think 

it’s the highest investment that there is any sport in the United States. 

3. What do others, such as yourselves, think of the Gulf of Mexico Fisheries 

Management Council? 

- (Laughter).  

- What are you goals, what are you after? Are you after more money or are you after…. 

Roland: Well, we’re not with the Council, we’re students, remember? 

- Well, you ought to know something, are you trying to protect some fish or are you trying 

to make more money? What’s your goal?  
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Roland: I understand you’re directing the question to them, yeah, yeah. That’s fair.  

- Well, their goal is to supposedly protect the fisheries, however, if they would target the 

proper demographics, if you will, target the recreational guys. Because, the guys that are 

catching the long-liners and all that, those guys are going to continue, they’ve been here 

forever, they’re going to continue to have the by-catch, they are going to waste fish, I 

don’t care what anyone says, they are going to waste a lot of fish. Target the guys like us 

and don’t target it because somebody has a fishing license. There are probably as many 

guys fishing on a seawall that are never going to see a grouper, they wouldn’t know what 

a grouper looked like or an Amberjack if it hit them in the face. If they want the correct 

kind of data, target the boat owners in the state of Florida, and even if they have to 

segment that into a larger, like go for 20 to 34-foot boats, for offshore species. But, target 

the right demographics. Don’t ask a guy that fishes a pier about catching grouper or 

catching red snapper or catching amberjack. Go after the people that are doing the fishing 

for the proper species. You don’t ask a racecar driver about, you know, racing horses, he 

has no idea. Go after the proper people, and they are just directing too much energy 

towards the wrong segment to gain their knowledge. 

-  Great statement and related directly to that, is this issue we talked about when the lady 

was here, was about segmenting the areas within the Gulf and outside Florida. To target 

according to what they need is, or to get the relationship between the regulations as it 

relates to the particular species in season as opposed to canvassing for the Gulf because 

its not universal and I think there is a problem there again in terms of managing it from 

an overall standpoint versus targeting it to the proper time and season and so forth.  

Roland: Anybody else want to chime in?  

4. On a scale of one to ten, with one being very poor and ten being very good, what is 

your attitude about the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council? Explain your 

position. 

-  Can we go below one?  
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-  They probably try, three, that’s my opinion, it’s low. I think there are some people that do 

try and listen, but the absence again, so much special interest, there is a few people that 

have their heart into it, but in my opinion, it’s still very low. 

-  I agree with [name], three.  

-  Negative. 

-  Two. 

-  Two. 

Roland: Why is that? 

- No interest in what the recreational fisherman has to say. Period. 

- I don’t think they really know what’s going on out there. If you’re a fisherman you’re out 

there fishing. A lot of these people are behind a desk; they are not out there fishing. You 

know, you’re coming to us because we probably put in more time fishing than probably 

the whole Gulf Council seen time fishing. I think we have more on-the-job experience 

with the fishery than they do. You know, you’re looking at the science, we got the actual 

physical part of it, we keep logs, we have tournaments, we all could go out there and say 

we caught a 100 grouper, they are not always keepers, but there’s a lot of fish out there. 

I’ve fished these waters for over 30 years now and I fished it before there was regulations, 

no limits, and we used to go out catch fish, get what we want, there was always plenty of 

fish. Even the population has grown, but there is still a lot fish out there and they kind of 

recoup their own, they have their ups and downs in their population, and we have the 

natural effects, you know, the Red Tide, the cold weather that affects them, but we have 

more on-the-job experience as fisherman than I think some of these people in the 

government has. They asked us to take a survey one time at the boat ramp asking us how 

many red grouper we had caught, but everybody knows that most of our red grouper 

keepers are caught from 80 feet out and probably 90 percent of people at the ramps 

haven’t gone out past 8 feet. And they are asking how many grouper, I’m like, you know, 
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you’re not talking to the right people, and that was before they put regulations on red 

grouper, saying well, there is none out there, well didn’t talk to the right people. 

- It’s that low number because we’re not communicating at all with what we feel. We’ve 

seen a lot of improvement. Tampa Bay has greatly improved over the last twenty years 

from what it was at one time. The water quality. We has a group are very conservative 

about things, you know we’re traveling along we’ll pick up plastic bags or Pepsi bottles 

out of the water, whatever, but what we’re seeing is that what they ask or what they are 

actually acting on is something that is further down the road. Why close off a season 

when we know we have goliath grouper. We’re catching Goliath Grouper and throwing 

them back all the time, but yet we can’t do anything with them, we can’t keep them. So, 

now what we want to see is, ok, now we’re catching these fish and there is a lot of them 

and they are taking over a lot of other species, so why are they so slow in acting on 

certain species. It’s great; you did a good job, now lets put in a season for them. Now, lets 

start looking at the habitat, where do the little ones grow up? You start looking at the 

marshes, the outflow from these plants and stuff like that, but they’re not communicating 

with us, is what we’re catching, all of sudden we’re getting regulation saying we’re 

closed period, we don’t know why. Maybe it’s because the Atlantic side is different than 

what we are here? South Florida is different than what we are here? Panama’s different? 

What we need to do is have communication that is happening now, what we’re doing, 

what we’re seeing. So that attitude is, it’s a very low opinion of them because the 

information is either not correct or not on time. 

- You know what would be very helpful to answer that question and others that you have 

asked…. it would be very helpful to be able to answer a question like that to be able to 

say, this is the objective of the Council, this is our purpose, boom, boom, boom, boom. 

Then to say, ok, how would we rate the achievement of those five or ten objectives. What 

is the purpose of the fisheries Council? We’re feeling that, I think it’s pretty clear to us, 

that we’re thinking that it’s very low level of what is happening because we’re looking 

for greater expectations for what we think the Council ought to be doing and I don’t 

know if that’s what the objective of the Council is. How are we grading? Let’s have a 
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grade of one to ten, but let’s do it to the various objectives of the Council, what is their 

purpose? Now, does that make sense? 

Roland: Sure.  

- There needs to at least be a meeting too with some of the final nay-sayers who actually 

confirm and make the laws and there needs to be a meeting with same amount, I mean, 

50/50 commercial fisherman and regular fisherman, and they need to have a meeting, and 

it’s not just like you guys going back and talking to somebody sitting in an office or 

sitting in a chair then they make a decision, they need to actually come to these meetings 

themselves and talk to both parties.  

Relationship 

5. Have you ever had any personal interaction with the fishery management Council? 

Describe your experience and how it affected you.  

-  I went to some FRC rallies and it became more or less just a screaming match and I just 

gave up a few years ago. There is not a lot of trust. No, I have not been to one recently.  

6. Has anyone every accessed the Council website? 

-  No, I haven’t. 

-  I have.  

Roland: What were you searching? 

- Information, any kind of information about closure, I get probably an average, and this is 

no exaggeration of ten to twelve e-mails a day about some of the most idiotic, foolish 

stuff. They’ll send an e-mail out, broadband e-mail, and when I get one, I just go on their 

website to find out what it’s about. Most of the time it is an anticipated closure of this, or 

an anticipated closure of that, they are very indecisive, but they put an e-mail out that 

they are going to do this or they are thinking about doing that. Devote time to actually 

doing something instead of all this wasted movement. That’s just my opinion. But, if I 

don’t get ten or twelve e-mails a day from the Council, I don’t get one. At this point I’m 
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actually trying to figure out how to get my e-mail address away from them because they 

blow up my phone all day long, all day long. I’ve gotten to the point where my e-mail 

becomes full after about four or five days with my work and they crap that they send out 

and I’ve go to clear my e-mail about every four or five days. 

- What creates that e-mail that you get? 

- Anytime they have press release or anything like that, if you’ve given you’re e-mail, you 

will get it. 

- Oh, cause you have asked to be put on that e-mail? 

- Correct.  

- I belong to the CCA and they had a  link, years ago, same exact thing, and I think what 

they say is that our communicating, cause they send out broad e-mails to thousands of 

people, and they say that yes, we are communicating, but it’s garbage in, garbage out.  

- Right, it’s no communication; it’s just a false motion basically. 

- I blocked them a long time ago. I still do the CCA stuff. 

- Meaningful communication is what you’re looking for. Useable information. 

- That’s correct. 

7. Have you ever called an employee or Council member on the telephone? 

-  I called to what? Oh…. (Laughing). 

- Yes, to set up our speaking gig. 

Roland: Has anyone else called them? No? Ok, we’ll move on then.  

8. What is your understanding of the purpose of the Council? 

- Let me just elaborate on that, if you don’t mind… 
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-  Go ahead. 

- I lived in Seattle for some time, [name] used to use to be a commercial salmon. 

- Excuse me, I wasn’t a commercial fisherman I was a sports recreational captain. 

-  He had a whole fleet of boats. 

-  Yes. 

-  Well, the one thing we have learned from other states is how to take the territory and 

divide the need based on the ecology or based on the environment of that particular 

geography. Example. The Florida Fisheries looks at the whole Gulf Coast. As anyone 

here will tell you, in Tampa Bay, we have a huge reef system, it’s full of Fish. In 

Gainesville or down south, it’s less. So, when you average with those statisticians, you 

may show that there is not that many fish, but in realty, is some areas it needs to be 

protected, now in other areas it doesn’t, it can stimulate growth and the economy of 

businesses, etc. In Washington state, if you go into their website, you’ll see that there is 

areas that are ten miles wide that are open for a week or two and then they have them 

closed, and rivers are open and closed, because they understand the migration of the fish. 

-  They are regulated based upon the targeted species. What [[name]] is talking about, in 

Washington State, there are twelve areas in Pugent Sound and The Pacific Ocean and in 

those twelve areas, they are managed separately according to the specie and the target. 

Rather than the state of Washington, no, you can’t do that, you have to manage it to 

particular areas that are greater, now in Washington state, we’re talking mostly Salmon, 

so there you have rivers that are managed according to where those fish originate. But, 

you could have a similar situation here depending on the reef structure and the species 

and that kind of thing, so they have to be managed, micro-managed better, rather than a 

macro-manage of the entire Gulf. 

-  They do it somewhat with the trout area, up there by Howard Park, sometimes it’s closed 

up there, sometimes it’s closed over here.  

-  Well, they are getting that way. 
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-  Well, it’s been that way for a long time. 

-  But the Fishery Council, as [name] was saying, they don’t manage on habitat. We have a 

tremendous Grouper population here, I don’t care what anyone says (interjection “I 

agree”), we have a tremendous population, up around Destin or down south, there is no 

habitat for the fish, it’s sandy bottoms (interjection: “There’s no reefs”)…right, there is 

no structure for them to hang out or to hide from whatever. There is just no habitat. So, I 

think this is similar to what [name] was saying, manage it by habitat, by area, don’t 

manage it by there is 9 million square miles of, you know I’m being facetious, but you 

know there is 9 million square miles of ocean floor in the Gulf states and there is two fish 

per square mile. But what about where there is never gonna be a grouper? I don’t care 

what you do, you’re never gonna have a grouper in that area. They base it on the overall 

area, instead of the habitat, which I think it gets back to, again, they have the wrong 

information. 

-  Well, that’s why it’s a lack of communication on the local part of it. 

- Now, is that because, now, this is hypothetical, as in Washington, they have a huge 

fisheries, I’ll make up a word, division, you can go on their website, it’s just a huge 

industry. Is it because of funding? I don’t know, but our Fishery Council tends to look at 

it, we just talked about the term, in a macro-approach, instead of a micro-approach, is that 

because of funding or lack of support from people like yourself, who are academics and 

who really understand statistics and how to do investigative reporting properly. I don’t 

know why, but if you look at places like Seattle, of course I used to live there, it’s very 

sophisticated, very high level.  

9. Do you feel the Council is committed to your interest? Please explain. 

-  I don’t believe they are, simply because they don’t have the facts to be committed to our 

interests. 

-  They need to be out there fishing. That’s where you get the interest and the love of it, you 

know? These people in the government or in these agencies, you know, I don’t think they 

get it. 
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-  If they’re worried about the fish, they think the department that we’re going to be 

representing can just evaporate. If you look at the gas pump and everything when you’re 

trying to fill up your boat, the fuel costs, it’s going to take care of any fish problems. 

Instead of going off three or four times a month to maybe one or two times a month, if 

you’re lucky. You know fuel is going up. 

-  It’s going to restrict how far you go offshore because of the gas situation. 

-  We were told by somebody that our grouper population here is depleting. The gal that 

came, Emily, remember she said that it’s depleting, so they, in essence, whoever, said 

they were going to restrict where we catch grouper and how far we catch grouper. The 

problem is now, when the water gets warm, you have to go offshore further to catch 

grouper. They like a different thermal climate down below, so it that helps you in 

bringing back the information to whomever, that our grouper population wasn’t depleting 

that much, we were catching grouper when she came here, but she said that we’re hitting 

that species very high. 

- Again, how could they tell unless they came to the marina, for which they did, one time 

in all the years I’ve been fishing, to register what my catch was. A representative came to 

find out what I caught, where I caught and part of this club is telling that information. We 

tell them where we caught it and how much we caught it. My point is that they have to 

know and they close international waters for grouper? At this time? And they close it for 

the rest of the year. Bring that message back. Why? Because we can’t get out to catch 

them because it costs us so much to go out that far. Then, why waste it? Only to catch 

other species. 

-  The other thing is communicating with us how long the closures are going to be. In other 

words, not leaving an indefinite period but say ok we’re closing it for this year. Next, 

year it’ll be back open, or whatever. If we’re looking at the recreational fisherman, we 

spend a lot of money. If I’m thinking about going to buy another boat, but I can’t go out 

and catch the fish I want to catch, why buy the boat? So it all trickles down. 

-  It’s hurting the economy more. 
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-  I apologize for leaving, but just to elaborate, what was just said here, if they opened up 

the recreational fishing, which is 9.5 miles an hour, it will affect an extremely small 

percentage of recreational because we just don’t go out that far. We don’t go out that far 

that often. What it does do is protect the commercial interest. 

-  And that’s where we get aggravated because we’re seeing all of us in shore mostly and 

what we see is we’re the ones getting our hands tied. We understand that you have to go 

out and catch commercial fish, I mean, that’s going to happen, and there’s nothing out 

there that’s going to stop them from doing it, and that’s fine. I mean, everyone is eating 

the grouper, we’re not going to stop eating the grouper at the restaurants right? But, we 

catch a very little part of that and for them to close it to the recreational fisherman, which 

is spending a lot of money to get there and to do it in the first place, if that little grouper 

that I just caught, just cost me $80, I have a problem with that. 

-  You can go to surf and turf and buy one. 

-  It’s the same thing with deer hunting. That one little deer that you may get every two to 

three years costs you three thousand dollars because of all the money you’ve spent 

getting to that point. 

- The smaller guy who wants to have a charter business, they are not going to get any 

business because who’s going to pay, you know, 300-400 dollars to go fishing and you’re 

not going to be able to keep nothing?  

- This is where it’s hurting all the economy, especially the small business guy.  

- There was just an article in the Sports Fisherman magazine about the impact of the 

recreational fisherman compared to the commercial fisherman, they put up figures and 

they were from northern states, but they were astonishing, they did a survey, well they 

did a figure on what the difference between the recreational fisherman for the boat, the 

gas, and the tackle, the licenses, and the money that we spend to go out for trip for a 

weekend, costs us $80 or more per boat, times however many boats are going out, 

multiply that by however many boats by however many weekends, it’s just the gas, it 

affects the economy in a huge way compared to what a commercial situation does. 
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-  Florida Sportsman, I think that’s where that was written. There is a direct link. If you 

look at the direct link between a commercial fisherman and the restaurant industry, it’s 

quasi. Every restaurant industry will buy fish from the wholesale which gets it from the 

international market, so the people in the restaurant industry who buy from wholesalers, I 

can’t think of any of the names right now, but there out there the big trucks you can see, 

the vast majority of their fish is from the international, so there’s not a direct link. If you 

want to stimulate the economy and jobs and etc. it’s a direct link. 

-  There was also an article in there where there was commercial boats up in Virginia in two 

places, but they had thrown a net and pulled in the wrong fish and they were only allowed 

to keep a very small amount of fish. And they threw ‘em back in and they all floated into 

the shore and there were thousands of them and they couldn’t keep them so they threw 

them back in, so they killed a bunch of fish for nothing. You know, it’s a waste. It’s very 

pointless to try and take that fish and try to go to another boat and try to give them. They 

have very small quotas of that fish that they caught as compared to what they tried to 

catch. When they had ‘em and they were illegal they couldn’t keep them so they just had 

to throw ‘em back, but you have all these great fish, that the recreational guys go for all 

the time, that are just washing ashore dead because commercial guys couldn’t keep them. 

That’s a communication problem there. 

-  We have to talk about commercial. In our terminology, commercial is the guy that is 

catching fish for a living to take to the market. But there is another group that is quasi-

commercial that are the charter boat guys that they earn a living by catching fish, and 

then there is the sports guy that goes out and catches his fish on a rod and reel on his own 

boat, so that needs to be communicated very clearly when we’re talking about the groups 

of people. When you talk about the recreational fisherman, and the value, again, years 

ago, I used to participate, how valuable was it to the salmon? How much per pound did it 

cost per pound for a recreational guy? I don’t remember the numbers, but it was huge. It 

was humongous. Much higher the cost for a recreational sport caught salmon than a 

commercial guy. So, that needs to be taken into consideration when these folks…are they 

trying…I think they are trying, but they need to get a better understanding of what the 

whole problem is. 
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-  My question is, if we’re protecting the fisheries for the grouper for this year, are we 

protecting the commercial fisherman? We’re seeing quite a bit every time we go out, 

we’re not protecting it from our fellow fisherman or for our fellow fishermen, there’s 

plenty of stuff out there. What are we protecting? What are we shutting down the season 

for right now? 

- The red tide, I think it was in 2006, there’s some devastation there. That was devastation. 

But, the fishery is coming back. A year or two after that you could hardly catch a grouper, 

but now it’s coming back. Now, it’s done a phenomenal job, it’s just mother nature. 

(Interjection…The same with the snook). You had less regulations back then than what 

you’re trying to apply now. 

- We have a size limit right now. Now, we have a size limit on grouper. Why are they 

closed if the 18-inch grouper are well off shore? Then what’s the problem? We’re not 

going to be able to keep them anyway? 

How do you usually hear about or find out the Fishery rules and regulations? 

- You don’t, you have to go in and find out, you have to go into the website. It’s never in 

the newspaper; there is no communication. 

- You have to go and get it.  

- In our club, the tournament master tells us every month. 

- We have to pull it to us, they don’t push it out to us in mass communication. Maybe they 

can’t afford it, I don’t know.  

- And, it’s not long term, you get very short term notice. 

Roland: Well, you touched upon the e-mails, what about that? 

- Correct, the e-mails don’t have anything about regs. at all, I mean, there was kind of a 

little joke, everyone knows the tide charts –they’ve been around forever—there was a 

joke that was put on the tide charts for years that says, “Take your lawyer fishing with 
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you” because that’s the only way you’re going to know what the regs. are because they 

change so often, you know, you never know. The best thing to do is go into Walmart 

before you go fishing and get a book. Because, yesterday it may have been one thing, 

today it’s something different and , also, it depends on the FWC guy, how it interprets the 

regs. Even though they are black and white, some of those guys, I don’t know how to say 

this diplomatically, but some of them aren’t very smart. They interpret the regs. the way 

they think, not the way they are written. I’ve had that several times, not only in the FWC, 

but also in the hunting industry. They interpret the regs. the way read them, you know, 

but there is no way to know from day to day because they change so often. 

- Most of us try, but the problem is there is a lot of people out there that don’t follow the 

rules anyway. That are not interested in the getting the information. (Someone else 

mumbled… they don’t know the rules). But, for the most part we see the new regs. for 

FWC every year, check them out read them, that part of it, and I’ve been on the website 

several times just to double check certain things. 

- If you Google fishing clubs for Florida, you get a whole of clubs, including ours, ask the 

Fishing Council, how many times did they Google that and send out specifically to all 

these clubs? They don’t. They don’t push it out, we have to pull it in, it’s the push-pull 

kind of principle and that never works. 

- But, I’ll tell ya, we are move responsible than the general public. 

- We’re a conservation club. 

- So, how are they communicating with the general public? That’s a totally different thing.  

- I don’t know how they do it. 

- We have past presidents and current president here, have you ever gotten an e-mail from 

Florida Fishery telling them new regulations? Come on, we’ve been for how many years? 

- FWC puts out new regulations January and June. That’s what you go by. 

- But it’s up to us individually to look at them and read them. 
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- Well, you know, it’s up to you to know the laws. If you’re driving a car you need to know 

the laws, if you fish, hunt, you need to know the laws. 

- Ignorance is no excuse. 

- You get some advance notice of what it is, in terms of reasonableness and that’s what 

we’re talking about short term. 

- I disagree with some of the comments because you read certain publications like Florida 

Sportsman, Woods and Water, they will come up with proposed rules, whatever, if you’re 

on the website, you’re going to get some proposed stuff on there, but like I said, you still 

have to…I hunt and one of the guys I hunt with I give him, I give the brochure and say, 

‘you need to read these rules because everyone is different.’ If I tell you something, this 

is wrong, and its wrong, you know you need to know the rules, you need to know how 

many you can take, how many fish, what size and like you said, a lot of people don’t 

know and they just take them like they are and that’s why there is so many. People do get 

caught with a lot of undersized fish, and right now I hear stories of guys who are going to 

be hiding them now. I’ll admit it. Because of this situation. So, you’re going to make 

honest recreational fishermen into criminals because of a fish that there’s plenty of, you 

know? My biggest complaint about size is I’ve been told over and over many times by 

Florida Fish and Game and stuff is that, the grouper from 24 inches up is  breeder, ok? 

Well, our limit is 22 and up. We can keep all the fish 22 and up. Why are we keeping 24 

and up when they’re going to be the breeders? We’re throwing back 20s and 21 and half 

inch fish to keep that 28 to 30 incher, that’s the breeder! Why are we keeping that? They 

need to put maybe a slot limit and let us keep some 18 to 22 inch size fish, as a fisherman 

if we caught two to three or four nice 18 fishes, four or five pounds, that’s some good 

eatin’, you know, better than the 30 incher, really. So, why are we keeping them? And, 

that’s the stupidity of this Council or whoever’s making the regulations. They’re telling 

us the breeders are 24 and up, but we’re keepin ‘em. That’s what we’re targeting; we’re 

targeting all them big fish. 

- Like Mike said, just like with the trout, you don’t keep one over 20 ‘cause that’s when 

they start breeding. 
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- If they gave us two or three nice size ones that we would be satisfied to keep, you would 

quit and go home. You wouldn’t be there trying to catch that 10 or 12 twenty-pounder, 

you know? It wouldn’t be as fun to catch ‘em, but if it was for us to say, ok, we’re going 

to put back the breeders that’s going to help the population out, all the recreational 

fishermen would do that and be willing to do that? Why are we keeping them? That’s 

something you could ask them, if you go over. Why are we keeping the breeders? We 

only got a two inch, from 22 to 24 are not breeders, they’re making us keep all, like I said 

21 and a halfer, we throw back. 

- And, how many of those do we throw back don’t survive?  

- There’s a lot, yeah. 

- For us to keep them and eat it would make a lot more sense. 

- I bet you half of the small ones we throw back either get eaten by goliaths, sharks, 

barracuda, king fish…I mean dolphins sit there watching you with their heads out of the 

water, waiting for you to throw the fish back in, they go get them. They’re eating them all. 

- That applies to the snook and everything. 

- We’re losing a lot of these fish we’re throwing back anyway. 

- Mortality rate on the released fish is unbelievable, I don’t care what the scientists say. 

- That may be the single biggest point.  

- You know, the commercial guys have their by-catch, by-product, that they lose and the 

shrimpers have theirs.  

- The mortality rate for released fish is very high. 

- We’re sportsman by throwing them back, but I’ve had goliaths come up chasing 10-12 

pound grouper trying to eat him. When you throw back a little one, they don’t get to be 

300-400 pounds for not eating, you know? Them goliaths are eating everything out there. 

I’ve heard stories of guys killing them, too. 
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- They are eating our fish now. 

- They tell us it takes three years for the biologist to research it and actually come and pass 

the rule or law that we can catch them again. Which doesn’t make sense, and they haven’t 

even started that process so right now we can think of years left with these goliaths 

getting bigger and bigger and they’re putting a hurtin’ on our grouper. I know divers that 

go down and they say there’s a goliath, and they say you won’t see any grouper on those 

reefs. They’ve either moved or been eaten. 

- You remember the weight? It’s unbelievable how much they eat a day, the goliaths. 

- We’re abiding by the rules and regulations and return back fish that we’re suppose to, but 

a lot of them aren’t making it because of that reason for nature, which is fine, because 

other things have to eat, but we’re doing our part, but our part is not working, so we need 

to keep some of them. 

- This goes again to the question of data, I’m sure you’ve got some scientists that are part 

of this (in your Council) or certainly contribute and so forth, but you’ve got anecdotal 

data that is extremely important for the kind of thing that Gene is talking about here. And, 

you have to talk about societal as well. Because it’s huge and that’s, we’re not getting it, 

there’s a huge appetite, but it’s not been fed very well in terms of getting the proper data 

in and where should it come from? Its great to have all the biologist and have all this 

information about what specie does this, but what about the practicality of it. 

- Speaking of the practicality, have you reached out to the Tampa Bay guides? There’s an 

organization for guides right in this area, I’m sure they would have a lot of information 

and the FRC and the CCA, if you reach out to them. I have a feeling you’ll hear the exact 

same words, but it’s still good to get interest groups, maybe you’ve done that I don’t 

know. 

- What was your original question? 

Roland: The question was how to hear about, find out about the limits and regulations? 

- We’re getting a little sidetracked. 
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Roland: No, listen, open opinions are fine. 

- Go to the newspaper. 

- Generally speaking, you find the information there. 

- Like you said, they’re not sending to you, but it’s out there to find. 

Roland: To your point, you have to go get it. 

- Right, the push-pull. 

- I like the idea of whoever said that earlier about maybe somebody sending out some 

regulations maybe to the president of this club or presidents of other organizations, like 

‘hey we’re changing a regulation on this, here’s an e-mail just to let you know that’s 

going on’ then I as a president could convey it to the 140 members that we have. I don’t 

know how hard that would be to do that, but I don’t think real hard. Like Gene said we’re 

still responsible for knowing our own laws and knowing what we have to do, but it’s a lot 

of change, and people aren’t aware, that might help. 

Roland: But, you feel the information is not getting to you? 

- Right. It might just help, cause I can send out an e-mail to the entire club if I know 

something is going on, if I don’t know something is going on, then everybody is one their 

own…everybody is on their own no matter what, but if someone sent me an e-mail 

saying, ‘hey, we’re dropping this fish limit by two inches starting next month’ then I 

could pass that on and just help make people aware of that. Just a thought. 

Roland: Ok, super, one last question and I will let you guys take the night off.  

10. If there was one thing you could say to the Council, what would you tell them? I 

want to go around the table on this one, let’s start over here. 

- F*#k off (quietly said). 



167 

- I would say get more in touch with the recreational fishermen; regulate us the way we 

should be. Get in touch with us, like the way we’ve been talkin’, more or less. 

- Get the information that is the latest available from the recreation fishermen, not 

something they had about ten years ago. That’s about what they’re using. 

- How many licenses are recreational versus commercial versus anyone else? The state of 

Florida issues a lot of recreational licenses, a hell of a lot more than the commercial guys, 

and who pays the boat tags? We do, recreational fishermen. That’s all. 

- I have a question for you. What is the Council actually made up of?  

Roland: My understanding is that there are 17 voting members. 

- What do they do for a living? How many recreational anglers are in that group? 

Roland: To be honest with you I don’t know. 

- That’s what I would like to know. 

- I think Emily said there were actually three. 

- Three out of 17? 

- That’s what Emily was telling us. 

Roland: Everything here is going to get back to them, so we can find out. 

- I think they should up that quota to more recreational, as well as a couple of captains and 

some commercial. The recreational is more of us than any of them in my opinion. 

- My question is, are they really worried about the fish or are they trying to generate more 

revenue or money off us like they have the commercial fishermen? 

- I think they just need to be more involved with the recreational angler. We play a very, 

very large part in the economy in this state, if everybody here quit fishing today, it would 

affect everybody from the top to the bottom. I mean, right down to the guy you buy parts 
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from, the tackle shops, the guy that sells gas. I mean, it would affect everybody, so they 

need to be more in tune with recreational, make it a more even playing field as far as their 

committee. 

- Open your eyes and the upper management of the commission needs to get out there and 

talk to people too. They can’t just do it from sitting in an office. 

- I pretty much agree with what he said. But, at the same time we gotta be a commissioner, 

not a politician, you know, get politics out of it, tell us the truth, you know, basically. 

- I think they could do uh, stay more not only focused on the commercial, but on the 

recreational as well. You know? Open a better dialogue with us so we can better 

communicate with them. Actually get some true numbers out there. We all want the best 

for the fishery, but if the numbers aren’t right, then it’s not going to happen. 

- No taxation without representation. Really, that’s exactly what we see. 

- I think the group of 17 has to be more involved with the recreational fishermen, instead 

of taking everything second-hand because they’re making bad decisions on that second-

hand information. 

- I don’t have any opinion at all (jokingly). Ok, a couple things, there’s a lot that’s been 

said. Concentrate on this idea of what is the recreational fisherman? Recreational 

fisherman isn’t the commercial guy and the charter guy. Recreational fishermen are these 

guys, here and here (pointing around the room) and even more than that, the guy that has 

to go into the tackle shop and buy a lure or buy some shrimp or whatever. Those are the 

recreational fishermen, and I’d love to see the statisticians talk about it from that 

standpoint, not how many licenses does a charter boat guy or how many licenses there are 

for a commercial guy. How many licenses are out there that are taking their kids out to 

try and catch a fish? And, yeah, you talked about how much money does it cost you to 

run a boat, and this and that. My good friend [name] was talking about what would 

happen if the mechanics went haywire. If the commercial guys couldn’t fish out in the 

ocean anymore and couldn’t put a fish on the table at the restaurant, what would that do 

to them, versus a guy that is wanting to go out there and fish and have a good time with 
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the kids? I get too long, but get the proper statistics and data going as well. I think that’s 

extremely important. And, have the proper voice to the Council, and where is the voice 

coming from? Where is the voice coming from the Council? Let’s get some input from 

the recreational. I’ll be quite now. 

- I guess just to summarize what more of the people here have said, in more of an esoteric 

way, is that there is a theory in leadership which comes from all of the industries, um, 

MWA, which is Management of Walking Around, is for upper management to get out of 

their goddamn offices and walk around and find out what the constituents and the 

lineman in the factory really are doing. I don’t know how to do that, but A, they are not 

listening because they are not hearing; their data is flawed because they are not looking at 

all the data. Is it funding? Yes. It is lack of interest? Yes. It is because of too much of a 

lobby interest? Yes. I mean I don’t know, but somehow they have to listen to what is 

going on. I know of four, five, excuse me, bait and tackle shops in this area have gone out 

of business. I know of a couple mechanics, couple of guides. That is direct revenue to our 

community and I know of a lot of restaurants too. So, there is the economy that is hurting 

everyone as a general rule, and then there is the economics that can be gained by any 

industry. But, somehow we’ve got to get the word out, that’s the push-pull again. And, I 

don’t know how to do it, but that needs to be addressed. Good information will give good 

data and results and the reciprocal is also true. 

- I’ll be damned if I could imagine a restaurant that would have to pull the grouper off of 

the menu because of the commercial guy getting grouper. 

- They are all from Taiwan. 

- We’re not going to have any more patrons in our restaurant because of all that grouper. 

- They’ll import it from somewhere else. 

- So it’s not a question of whether to have a menu that has fish on it, that happens to be 

grouper, if they’re not gonna have grouper in it, they’ll have something else. 
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- I believe that’s what you people are here for, is exactly what [name] is trying to say, is to 

be there with us and them and solve some problems. In other words, make them listen to 

us a little better. That’s what you’re doing here. I want to thank you for being here. 

- One last comment, I don’t know whether [name] or [name] touched on the finances or the 

revenue to take care of them acquiring data. You guys are here not getting paid (referring 

to focus group leaders). Why not approach some of the other colleges? The biologists, the 

marine biologists programs and all that. Put those people out there to help them get their 

graduate studies, if you will, to talk to the recreational anglers. I mean they do it to clean 

the coast up. They do it to do whatever, why not put some of the graduate students out 

there doing some of the stuff as volunteers? I mean it’s not going to cost the state or it’s 

not going to cost the committee a dime, other than maybe printing them a T-Shirt that 

says ‘Hi, I’m Billy Bob’ or whatever. That way there is no cost to the committee and you 

would have an impartial person out there that has an interest in acquiring the data, and 

reporting true and correct data back. 

- What I would do also, and we’ve talked about this on the board a little bit, if there is 

anything that would go back to your people and go back to the Council and say, ‘what 

can we do’ to assist you back? What can we do as a board of this club, Hurricane Pass 

Anglers Club, which really represents a lot more than just a membership. 

Roland: How many are in your club? 

-  140. 

-  But, we’re bigger than that; I mean there’s ripple effect. So, what can we do come back to 

the Council and say how can we help you? 

Roland: Somebody here said you guys care about the fishery, too, and that’s obvious. 

- Of course.  

- A few years back, we spearheaded, we actually had a petition to the county, we actually 

had a reef put in out there. Went to actually spend the money and the resources and all 

that, I mean, it was our club that headed it. We were interested in a reef in the north part 
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of the county which there wasn’t any good ones in that depth of water, it was like 45 feet, 

but, you know, we approached ‘em, got our signatures, we had a guy, one of our club 

members that went to the county, approached them, got our signatures, and we actually 

had a reef put in. That’s a concern, you know. 

- We’re not interested only in how many fish can we put in our boat. No. We’re interested 

in how can we just have a good time being good guys catching fish and what can we do 

to make it better? 

- And, we also, I’m not trying to blow our horn here, but we support UPARC, Upper 

Pinellas Association of Retarded Citizens, we take them out fishing once a year. We all 

pay for it ourselves; we use our boats, our gas. So, we give back to the community. Again, 

these types of clubs are not just a fishing and drinking club, maybe a little more drinking, 

but anyway, we do the Salvation Army, we ring the bell, we give to the UPARC, food 

drive. We support a lot of different things, but hey, if you go to a lot of the clubs, and 

please do by the way, and ask them what else do they do? We all do the same thing. So, it 

is important to keep these clubs going and active and growth.  
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A. Survey Questions 

1. Are you 

a. Male 

b. Female 

2. Please indicate how long you have been a member of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 

Management Council. 

a. Fewer than 6 months 

b. 6 months to a year 

c. 1 to 2 years 

d. 2 or more years 

3. In a typical month, how frequently are you contacted by your constituents? 

a. My constituents rarely contact me 

b. Once or twice per month 

c. Three or four times per month 

d. Five or more times per month 

4. How do your constituents usually contact you? 

Fill in the blank answer 

5. What are the most common issues your constituents contact you about? 

Fill in the blank answer 

6. Do you feel you are provided with enough information about public concern and needs 

prior to voting on issues?  Why or Why not? 

Fill in the blank answer 

7. Do you think the current “scoping” process allows for adequate input from the public?  

Why or why not? 

Fill in the blank answer 

8. Please indicate whether or not you believe there is any way to improve the current 

“scoping” process. 

a. Yes 

b. No 

9. If yes, please explain how do you think the scoping process can be improved. 

Fill in the blank answer 
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10. What are some factors that may influence your voting behaviors? 

Fill in the blank answer 

11. Do you believe other council members are influence by the same or different factors? 

a. Same Factors 

b. Different Factors 

12. Please explain your answer 

Fill in the blank answer 

13. Do you think the council’s policies and regulations benefit the public? 

a. Yes  

b. No 

14. Do you think that members of the public believe the council’s policies benefit them? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

15. What channels/methods of communication do you believe are most effective in 

communication with the public? 

Fill in the blank answer 

16. Please summarize how you believe the Council is portrayed in the media (news, blogs, 

magazines, etc.) 

Fill in the blank answer 

17.  FILL IN THE BLANK ANSWER 

 
 
 
 


