March 5, 2016
From: Chris O’Brien
Captain/Owner/Operator
Hydrologic Sportfishing
Norfolk, Virginia
To: South Atlantic Fishery Management Council
4055 Faber Place drive, Suite 201.
North Charleston, SC 29405
Re: 2016 Cobia Regulations and Pending Closure
Ref A: NOAA MRIP Virginia Cobia Catch Query 2011-2015,
July/August Wave (Weight of Fish)
Ref B: NOAA MRIP Virginia Cobia Catch Query 2014-2015
(Mean Weight)
Ref C: August 2015 Wind Graph (https://www.wunderground.com/)
Ref D: August 2015 Observed Wind by Day
(https://www.wunderground.com/)
Council Members,
First, thank you for the opportunity to share my comments and
recommendations regarding the Atlantic Cobia Fishery. I am a
Charter Boat Captain in Norfolk, Virginia and I primarily target
cobia during summertime months. I am on the water (Chesapeake
Bay and near shore Atlantic Ocean) 20-25 days a month during the
summertime, accruing over 500 hrs each year. I’m in my third
year as a professional, but have been involved with the fishery
for 8 years.
On behalf of numerous fishermen from Virginia, professional and
recreational alike, I want to emphasize that we are all huge
proponents of cobia regulation change to support a sustainable,
healthy, and vibrant cobia population. The topic of stricter
regulations has been discussed for several years, as we
understand the need for proactivity over reactivity in fisheries
management. That said, the pending 2016 Cobia Closure is of
great concern to our fishing industry in Virginia for several
reasons.
As it’s reported from National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS)
Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP), the cobia Annual
Catch Limit (ACL) was exceeded by 245% (~1.7million lbs). This
number is alarmingly high! So high in fact, that it does not
accurately represent the cobia fishery that we experienced in
the 2015 season in Virginia.
Looking deeper into the data, I ran a data query for Virginia,
by weight, for a two-month wave, for 2011-2015 (Ref. A). I
specifically looked at the July/August wave. The numbers
revealed were 62,613lbs, 15,447lbs, 183,808lbs, 70,662lbs, and

587,800lbs, respectively from 2011-2015. There is no apparent
consistency to this data. With an average haul of
184,066 lbs over these five years, 2015’s number of 587,800lbs
is a significant data outlier. I will go on record and say that
the fishing was good, but not so good that Virginia caught
517,138 more pounds of cobia in 2015 vs. the same period in
2014. The data does not at all accurately depict what our catch
was in those 2 months. As a Charter Captain, I averaged 2-3
killed fish a day (avg weight 22 lbs), and was rarely outfished
by recreational anglers. According to MRIP data, the avg weight
of fish caught was 40.2lbs in Virginia in 2015 (Ref. B). Again,
this questions the accuracy of the MRIP data being used to make
life-changing decisions regarding Virginia’s fishing industry. I
don’t say this to be prideful, but for complete transparency of
the situation. The large majority of recreational anglers don’t
achieve the same results as professionals who do it everyday,
and this is discussed daily at the marinas when questioned about
my day’s catch by recreational fisherman.
Additionally, Virginia experienced a significant lull in the
cobia fishery for the majority of August. During that month, the
wind primarily blew from the Northwest (NW), usually in excess
of 10-15mphs, with gusts exceeding 30 mphs during the day. (The
wind would dissipate over night, and pick-up again in the
morning. The average wind speed shows lower because of this)
(Ref C, Ref D). A NW wind is detrimental to fishing, for all
species and not just cobia, because of the geographic
orientation of the Chesapeake Bay. This wind will dirty the bay
with the upper bay estuaries’ murky, brackish water after just
two days of a sustained wind. For cobia sight-fishermen, the
number of cobia seen drastically decreases, and at times not
even one fish will be seen on the surface during a five or six
hour trip. Being one of the most-booked cobia Charter Captains
in Virginia, I’ll also go on record and attest that the reported
MRIP data does not support what actually occurred in Virginia’s
Cobia fishery in August, 2015. According to my logs, which I
maintain meticulously and on a daily basis, I averaged 2 fish
per day, fishing 20 days and accruing 135 hrs on the water in
August. Many other Captains stopped targeting cobia because they
believed the southern migratory movement had started early. This
prediction proved wrong as September fishing was very good for
the first three weeks of the month before intense Nor’easter
seasonal storms eventually pushed the cobia south.
It’s the aforementioned information from local fishing
professionals that I strongly feel is not considered or factored
into MRIP data. I was maybe “dockside assessed” one time in the
2015 season. I say, “maybe”, because it was in passing and
completely informal, that I was unsure of what was being asked
and for what cause. That begs the question: how accurate is the
MRIP data? Who is being assessed if a Charter Captain with over
500 hrs on water is not being questioned? And what is the
validity of information given to the assessors? These questions
are frustrating to say the least as a pending closure of the

cobia fishery will have a serious impact on the local fishing
industry, and will cause significant economic hardship.
I’m sure members of the board are aware of the migratory
patterns of cobia, and understand that we usually catch our
first cobia in Virginia waters around Memorial Day Weekend at
the end of May. I urge that this information please be
considered in all regulations being discussed, as a June Closure
leaves only a few weeks to target one of our highly sought after
gamefish.
Recommendation:
I’ve reviewed the SAFMC possible Framework and Amendment Actions
for cobia, and concur on several actions.
1) Standardization across all states for vessel and bag
limits.
2) 1 fish per person at 37in (to tip of the tail) (Increase to
40in if necessary)
3) 3 fish per vessel per day
4) 1 fish over 50in per day
5) State by state quota that accurately represents the state’s
share of the overall quota.
For future data collection through MRIP or any other agency, I
would suggest the following:
1) Strive to collect more accurate data. Factual data is
needed.
2) Develop more accurate measures of collection.
a. More on the water assessments vs. dockside assessments
b. Monthly analysis instead of 2 month waves
3) Contact licensed Charter Captains directly for interviews,
on-the-water surveys, etc.
4) Monthly monitoring of the fishery, with up-to-date issues
being disseminated to state/local agencies. (If fisherman
truly killed 1.7 million pounds of cobia in 2015 in the
designated South Atlantic sector, there should have been red
flags thrown after the first indication of quota overage to
better inform all parties concerned)

Respectfully submitted and in the best interest of fisheries
management,
Captain Chris R. O’Brien
USCG 100 Ton Master License
Hydrologic Sportfishing
Norfolk, Virginia
301-266-0808
www.hydrologicsportfishing.com
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