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Dock talk

Consequences

Look lively on watch
From U.S. Coast Guard reports

Building a bridge to offshore energy

The commercial fishing industry is fac-
ing a set of unprecedented challenges 

as our oceans become the new frontier 
in an ambitious national energy program 
quickly building momentum under the 
Obama administration.

In the near future, and rightfully so, sig-
nificant national resources will be directed 
at renewable energy projects aimed at 
generating jobs, combating global warm-
ing and promoting security by increasing 
our independence from foreign oil.

Like it or not, we are about to enter 
a new phase where the marine environ-
ment will be expected to play a primary 
role in meeting the nation’s energy needs. 
The future will bring offshore wind farms 
and tidal/wave energy projects, renewed 
efforts in offshore oil and gas exploration 
and drilling, and the need for infrastruc-
ture to transport these new sources of 
energy to where they are needed, along a 
populated coastline. 

While much of the last three decades 
has focused on finding the right balance 
between fishing pressure and fishery re-
sources, the new challenge will be to work 
together to embrace the promise of off-
shore energy without jeopardizing years of 
work to protect and rebuild valuable ma-
rine resources, and to carefully plan ways 
to lessen the impacts to existing livelihoods 
dependent on those resources. To do this, 
the commercial fishing industry must be-
come informed, speak with a common 
voice, and quickly find a way to play a 
constructive role in ensuring that offshore 
energy development and commercial fish-
ing can coexist compatibly.

In the foreseeable future, 51,000 wind 
turbines are projected for the East Coast. 
In Rhode Island, the race to be among the 
first in offshore wind farm development is 
well underway. The state has contracted 

with a developer and fast-tracked a project 
to build two offshore wind farms within 
the next few years. Eight turbines are to 
be built off Block Island in state waters 
followed by 100 more to be built further 
offshore in federal waters. A two-year 
project currently underway will zone off-
shore waters for multiple uses. Incredibly 
and regrettably this does not include any 
fisheries field research work.

As leaders of the Commercial Fisher-
ies Center of Rhode Island, representing 
a wide range of industry associations, we 
are not opposed to Rhode Island work-
ing to develop alternative energy sources. 
We are deeply concerned, however, that 
potential sites for wind farms and other 
projects be carefully evaluated for poten-
tial impacts on fisheries. 

Fisheries field research programs, and 
adequate funding to support these, are 
needed to evaluate potential sites (to ver-
ify what fishermen may know from their 
years of experience fishing in these areas), 
and to establish baseline information for 
ongoing monitoring programs designed 
to assess impacts from construction and 
operation. Important considerations in-
clude critical spawning, nursery, feeding 
areas; how construction practices best fit 
with natural life cycles to avoid damage 
(e.g., lobster larval settlement areas can be 
damaged by blasting to install wind tower 
foundations); how acoustics (noise trans-
mission and vibration from support towers 
of wind turbines) affect fish and crustacean 
behavior; the impacts of electromagnetic 
fields from cables on certain species of fish 
(elasmobranches, such as dogfish); how 
currents will change around wind farm 
structures; how sediment will be disposed 
of from cable channels and excavation.

Important topics for industry to be in-
volved with include where offshore ener-
gy projects are sited, how and when they 
are constructed, how they are maintained, 
avoiding pollution and habitat destruction, 

how they will eventu-
ally be decommissioned 
and dismantled, and de-
termining navigational 
risks at sea.

With the right sup-
port, this collabora-
tive approach can be 
the model. Fishermen 
in Rhode Island have 
been looking favor-
ably at the work of the 
British Wind Energy Association and its 
recommendation for a fisheries liaison to 
include industry from the planning stage 
through the monitoring stage.

Commercial fishermen should be 
thought of as partners, not as obstacles. 
Fishermen, in turn, need to recognize that 
this is the future and focus on directing it 
in the best way possible.

So how do we get there? Clearly, there 
is a need for a national energy policy that 
protects existing marine resources and the 
health and long-term sustainability of this 
important national food source, and rec-
ognizes our fishermen’s ability to earn a 
living is just as critical to the success of 
these projects as the nation moves forward 
with the development of offshore energy 
sources. In the meantime, though, projects 
continue on a fast track, commercial fish-
ermen in Rhode Island continue voicing 
concern about the lack of fisheries field re-
search and keep looking for the best way 
to work with the state and the developer 
so that in the race to be one of the first, we 
don’t sacrifice getting this right.

Our nation’s commercial fishing in-
dustry has a major stake in supporting ef-
forts to get this right early on. How we 
choose to represent ourselves now as an 
industry and how successful we are at 
getting a real seat at the table will have a 
profound impact on all those who fish off 
of our coasts. Our country’s fishing heri-
tage, the sustainability and accessibility of 

a key food source for our nation and the 
long-term success of important alterna-
tive energy initiatives is riding on it. Let 
us work together to preserve and protect 
the open ocean and its resources for future 
generations to enjoy and harvest and make 
a lasting contribution to a progressive and 
sensible energy plan for our nation. 

For more information on the Com-
mercial Fisheries Center of Rhode Island’s 
work on these issues and to continue this 
discussion, please visit www.cfcri.com.

Commercial Fisheries Center of Rhode 
Island Members: Ocean State Fishermen’s 
Association, R.I. Lobstermen’s Associa-
tion, R.I. Commercial Fishermen’s Asso-
ciation, R.I. Party and Charter Boat As-
sociation, Atlantic Offshore Lobstermen’s 
Association, R.I. Monkfishermen’s Asso-
ciation, R.I. Shellfishermen’s Association, 
Commercial Fisheries Research Founda-
tion, Point Judith Fishermen’s Memo-
rial Foundation, Point Judith Fishermen’s 
Scholarship Foundation.

Kate O’Malley is the communications coordi-
nator for the Wakefield, R.I.-based Commer-
cial Fisheries Center of Rhode Island.

By Kate O’Malley

Fishing regulations — even those in-
tended to reduce hazards to the fleet 

— often result in quick turnarounds at 
the dock on top of long days and nights 
setting and hauling gear. Adequate sleep 
is hard to come by for any crew member 
on any fishing boat, but fatigue and inex-
perience are two especially deadly factors 
when it comes to standing watch.

A 92-foot tug towing an empty barge 
on a 1,000-foot cable was headed north-

bound for New York approximately six 
miles off the New Jersey coast. It was 
early evening and visibility was reduced. 
He was running all required lights for the 
conditions and sounding the proper sig-
nals. The skipper noticed a radar target 
about a mile off his port bow and plotted 
it on a track for collision with the barge. 
He hailed the vessel numerous times on 
channels 13 and 16 with no response. He 
also altered his course to starboard and 
sounded one prolonged blast to warn the 
unknown vessel. 

A short time later, the skipper felt a vi-

bration through the tow wire and knew 
he had a collision. He immediately altered 
his course to come around to assist the 
unknown vessel. The Coast Guard was 
notified via VHF radio, and the tug sent a 
broadcast to vessels in the area.

A 64-foot wooden-hulled scallop drag-
ger with four crew was heading east from 
Manasquan Inlet. They had returned to 
port a few hours earlier, off-loaded catch, 
and reprovisioned for another trip. The 
crew had been up for about 22 hours. 
The skipper was at the helm, navigating 
at about 8 knots in foggy conditions, with 

proper running lights and sounding fog 
signals. The radios were on to monitor 
channels 16 and 66.

At about 4 miles from shore, the skip-
per used ropes as a makeshift autopilot for 
his plotted course. He also turned off the 
fog signals and turned over the helm to a 
crew member. The crewman at the helm 
had little or no knowledge of the rules of 
the road and had only been fishing on the 
scalloper for about a month. The skipper 
instructed him to watch the radar, moni-
tor the radio, ensure the makeshift auto-

E-mail Dock Talk submissions to jfraser@ 
divcom.com, or fax them to (207) 842-5603. 
Submissions should be approximately 750 
words and include daytime phone number and 
Social Security number. Authors published in 
Dock Talk receive $150.
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Representatives of industry associations statewide have joined 
forces under the Commercial Fisheries Center of Rhode Island.




