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September 3, 2008
Editorial

Mr. Bush’s Blue Legacy

President Bush may be on the brink of doing something stunningly at odds with his record as one of
the worst environmental stewards ever to inhabit the White House. He is considering setting aside
three vast, remote corners of the Pacific Ocean for protection, an area larger than Alaska and Texas
combined.

In a memo last month, Mr. Bush directed his administration to develop a plan for creating sanctuaries
in the waters around the Northern Mariana Islands, including the Mariana Trench, the world’s deepest;
Rose Atoll in American Samoa; and parts of a long, sprawling collection of reefs and atolls known as
the Line Islands. '

The waters are as isolated and pristine as any part of the globe can be these days, home to countless
species of fish and plants, rare turtles and seabirds and glorious reefs. The Mariana Trench is a
staggering place; it could swallow Everest. The islands are mostly coral flyspecks, but if the waters
around them are protected to the fullest extent possible — to the 200-mile territorial limit — the
sanctuaries would total nearly 900,000 square miles. That is bigger than all of Mexico.

Mr. Bush has done something nearly as spectacular once before. In June 2006, he created the
Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument in the Northwest Hawaiian Islands. Over the
strident objections of some commercial-fishing interests, Mr. Bush created a no-fishing sanctuary
covering 140,000 square miles, an area larger than all of the country’s national parks combined.

Mr. Bush used the Antiquities Act of 1906, a little-known statute that allows presidents, by execulive
order, to protect public lands by designating them as national monuments.

His decision won wide praise, except from the Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management
Council, known as Wespac, one of eight federal agencies assigned to protect fish and fishing in
United States waters. Wespac is notorious among environmental groups as a chronic enabler of
reckless commercial fishing.

Wespac’s executive director, Kitty Simonds, is condemning this new idea as punishment of the
“pbrown and yellow people” of American Samoa and the Northern Marianas. In fact, her agency’s
customary attitude — fish here, fish now — ignores the strong local support across the Pacific for
farsighted stewardship of imperiled oceans, a resource that belongs to future generations as much as it
does to all of us. '
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Mr. Bush’s proposal could shrink in scale as details are hammered out and compromises made. He has
the power to make the sanctuaries absolute no-fishing, no-mining zones — the best option. His memo
also left open the possibility of allowing some fishing and mineral extraction in the sanctuaries. We
hope he resists the forces of exploitation, and closes as much as possible of those stretches of the vast
blue Pacific to human meddling.

That would be an achievement for the ages. All we can say is: Go for it, Mr. President.
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Op-Ed Piece for the New York Times

By Kitty M. Simonds
Executive Director
Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council

The Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council is not alone in questioning
the wisdom of a proposed marine national monument for the Commonwealth of the
Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI). However, non-profit environmental groups and news
media framing the dialog on this issue choose to focus on the Council and ignore the
opposition clearly voiced by the CNMI governor, legislature and mayors for each of the
commonwealth’s four island municipalities along with other elected leaders and
residents—as well as growing community skepticism toward other monument schemes in
the Pacific.

What may be considered a “blue legacy” for a retiring President could result in fatal
hardships for remote Pacific island residents who have depended on the ocean’s resources
for thousands of years. It threatens to close off large areas of the Pacific to indigenous
islanders who rely on the ocean for their food, economic survival and cultural identity. It
also raises questions about the continuing invasion on these remote people and their right
to self-determination.

The New York Times (NYT) in its September 3 editorial “Mr. Bush’s Blue Legacy”
portrayed the Council and its executive director as nay-saying irritants to the President’s
marine monument plans in the Pacific islands past and present. The Council, one of eight
federally-constituted regional ocean policy-making agencies, is painted as standing alone
in questioning Bush’s plan for the CNMI and as the lone resister to his action in
unilaterally designating the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands (NWHI) Monument.

In fact, the Council does not oppose the NWHI Monument. In its congratulatory letter to
the President on the monument, the Council said it was pleased that he recognized the
importance of the NWHI to the people of Hawaii and the United States and reiterated that
environmental protection and responsible fisheries management activities can co-exist.
The Council continues to believe that fishing by native Hawaiians for sustenance and by
the few existing federal and state licensed fishermen in the NWHI is compatible with the
monument goals and should be allowed.

Outside the fishing community, publicly vocal resistance to the NWHI Monument has
arisen from Hawaiian groups and environmentalists who have found that military and
other federal activities are allowed with little to no restrictions.

The Council does not deserve the environmental tarring of being labeled as “a chronic
enabler of reckless commercial fishing” as characterized in the NYT editorial. Quite the
opposite, it has played a lead role for more than 30 years in regulating fishing and other
extractive activities that threaten ocean resources. It enacted seasonal closures for certain
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species and area closures for others. It developed the first no-take marine reserves in the
NWHI in 1980s. It pioneered the satellite tracking system for fisheries known as VMS
that enables fishery managers throughout the world to enforce closures. It was ainong the
first to eliminate drift gill nets, bottom trawling and other destructive and non-selective
fishing practices and to establish quota-based fisheries. It has also implemented
successful measures to minimize fishery interactions with seabirds and sea turtles and has
exported these technologies globally.

Only two of the Council’s 16 members are connected with commercial fishing. The other
members represent recreational and subsistence fishers, the environmental community, a
variety of water-related occupations, and several federal and local marine and wildlife
management agencies. Decision-making is by consensus and based upon science,
includes public input from well-advertised public hearings and is reviewed by federal
government lawyers. As mandated by the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and
Management Act, the Council works within the Commerce Department and alongside
NOAA Fisheries. It does not operate as some kind of free-floating rogue agency isolated
from federal accountability.

On the other hand, the Pew Charitable Trusts, a global non-profit, is internet-active and
conspicuous in its aggressive public relations campaigns to mobilize support for the
monument movement. The Pew also has been open in its criticism of the Regional
Fishery Management Council system, urging others to work against or around the
Councils. It has focused especially on the Western Pacific Council and its executive
director, spending millions of dollars on its disinformation campaign. The relationship
between the Pew Charitable Trusts and the Pew Oceans Commission, which is a part of
the President’s ocean management advisory team, is not clear. But the weight of Pew as a
major player in Pacific Ocean policy is beyond doubt.

The Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council is mandated by the
Magnuson-Stevens Act to consider the consequences of ocean policy decisions on the
indigenous populations in Hawaii, Guam, CNMI or American Samoa. The threatened
loss of fishing rights through the closing of an ocean area zoned for monument
designation is a legitimate Council concern. It also ought to concern others with more
power, resources and influence to ensure that federal policy is used to help, not hurt,
these indigenous populations.



