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May 11, 2020 

 

The Honorable Mitch McConnell 

Majority Leader 

U.S. Senate 

Washington, DC 20510 

 

The Honorable Nancy Pelosi 

Speaker of the House 

U.S. House of Representatives 

Washington, DC 20515 

The Honorable Chuck Schumer 

Minority Leader 

U.S. Senate 

Washington, DC 20510 

The Honorable Kevin McCarthy 

Minority Leader 

U.S. House of Representatives 

Washington, DC 20515 

 

 

Dear Leader McConnell, Leader Schumer, Speaker Pelosi, and Leader McCarthy: 

 

On behalf of the Gulf of Mexico Reef Fish Shareholders’ Alliance (Shareholders’ Alliance) - the largest 

organization of commercial snapper and grouper fishermen in the Gulf of Mexico - we write to you to 

urge you to include three critical provisions in the forthcoming COVID-19 stimulus package that will 

help our nation’s commercial fishermen and seafood suppliers through this disaster: 

• Support a modification to the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) to help fishing vessel 

operators and crewmembers, 

• Expand seafood purchases by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), and  

• Enhance assistance funding through NOAA Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries).  

 

The impacts of this extraordinary global pandemic on our nation’s food supply are significant, and our 

nation’s commercial fishermen and seafood suppliers have been dealt a disproportionately severe 

economic blow to our businesses and our network of coastal communities.  This help is critically needed, 

now. 

 

In order to stem the loss of businesses in this industry and to build a stronger future for tomorrow’s food 

security system, we urge you to consider the following top priority solutions in the forthcoming COVID-

19 stimulus package:  

 

Support a modification to the PPP to help fishing vessel operators and crewmembers 

We strongly urge you to work with the U.S. Treasury Department to correct the language in the CARES 

Act that prevents payments to fishing vessel captains and crew reported as fishing boat proceeds on Form 

1099-MISC as eligible payroll costs under the PPP.  Most commercial fishing crew and many captains are 

paid as independent contractors and receive 1099s from their employers.  However, these individuals are 

considered employees of a commercial fishing business except under IRC § 3121(b)(20) where they are 

considered self-employed for the purposes of health insurance, pension plans, and employment taxes.  

The fact that 1099 wages cannot be considered in these loan applications has effectively and inadvertently 

(we believe) disqualified hundreds, if not thousands, of commercial fishermen from being eligible to 

receive this critical financial relief.  Time is of the essence as these programs are quickly drawn down, 

leaving commercial fishermen behind. 



 

 

Gulf of Mexico Reef Fish Shareholders’ Alliance 

1902 Wharf Rd 

Galveston, TX 77550 

www.shareholdersalliance.org 

 

Expand Seafood Purchases by the USDA 

We strongly urge you to include at least $2 billion for the USDA to purchase domestically harvested and 

processed seafood products and distribute them to local, state, and national non-profits providing food to 

hungry Americans.  Traditionally, USDA seafood purchases have been extremely limited in scope and 

scale, so we therefore request that half of these funds be used to purchase non-traditional seafood sectors 

that have experienced economic impacts as a result of coronavirus, like Gulf grouper and snapper.  This 

program will help us put the country’s commercial fishermen back to work in the coming weeks catching 

fish to help feed America.   

 

Enhance assistance funding through for NOAA Fisheries 

We strongly urge you to enhance funding for NOAA Fisheries assistance program that was included in 

the CARES Act to sustain critical programs and operations during this crisis.  We need NOAA Fisheries 

to have adequate resources to support fishermen during this critical time.  The funding included in the 

CARES Act was important, but woefully inadequate to help struggling fishermen around the country and 

in the Gulf of Mexico.  We also need to ensure that NOAA Fisheries has the funding necessary to operate 

at full capacity with regards to critical stock assessments, electronic monitoring and reporting, valuable 

catch share programs, and essential fishery management council functions.   

 

We would also like to take this opportunity to recommend three longer-term solutions that we hope you’ll 

consider in order to buttress the commercial fishing industry against future disasters like the one we’re 

experiencing now: 

• Preserve working waterfront infrastructure through the establishment of grants and low-

interest loans that will afford these essential commercial fishing businesses continued and 

expanded access to fishing docks to unload, process and sell their catch; provide fuel, ice and 

berths for their boats; and provide seafood directly into the communities that support them. 

• Foster vocational training for the next generation of commercial fishermen by providing 

enhanced tools and guidance to build stronger, more durable, and diverse seafood businesses that 

are more resilient in the face of changing markets and disasters like COVID-19.  To that end, we 

continue to support the implementation of the bipartisan and bicameral Young Fishermen’s 

Development Act (S.496 and H.R.1240). 

• Promote wild, American seafood by creating opportunities to educate and inform seafood 

consumers and increase wild seafood consumption in the U.S.  

 

Commercial fishermen and seafood suppliers are part of the blue-collar backbone of our nation’s 

economy.  Our fishing and seafood industries are essential to the American economy, with $5.6 billion 

worth of fisheries products landed and $11.6 billion worth of fisheries products processed in 2018.1  

Furthermore, commercial fishermen and those that rely on us supported over one million jobs and 

generated more than $144 billion in sales supporting the industry in 2016, adding an estimated $61 billion 

to the nation’s gross domestic product.2 

 

We work hand-in-hand with the nation’s food service establishments, where consumers spent more than 

68% of the $102.2 billion paid for U.S. fishery products in 2017.3  The near-shutdown of restaurants 

nation-wide has had devastating downstream effects on commercial fishermen as boats everywhere are 

tied to the dock – not for lack of fish, but because we have nowhere to sell them.  Other components of 

the agriculture sector have seen significant increases in grocery sales; however, commercial fishermen 

have been left out of that economic upside as grocery stores streamline operations and cut back on 

 
1 NOAA, Fisheries of the United States 2018 (2020) 
2 NOAA, Fisheries Economics of the United States 2016 (2018) 
3 NOAA, Fisheries of the United States 2017 (2018) 
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offerings.  Even with some states initiating the process for reopening restaurants in limited capacities, we 

expect it’ll be months before they’re operating at full capacity, and months still before the public returns 

to pre-COVID-19 operating levels.  We expect that many of the small business in our industry cannot 

survive that long.   

 

This is a watershed moment in our country’s commercial seafood industry and the food security of our 

nation as a whole.  These three solutions will help build a more durable and resilient food security system.  

Rapid action by Congress is necessary to see these small businesses through this crisis.  We need your 

help to get commercial fishermen back to support their families and provide healthy and sustainable 

sources of protein to the millions of American consumers who depend on us.   

 

We thank you for the bicameral and bipartisan leadership Congress has demonstrated in response to the 

COVID-10 global health crisis and greatly appreciate  your consideration of this critically important 

request.   

 

Sincerely, 

 
Eric Brazer, Deputy Director 

Gulf of Mexico Reef Fish Shareholders’ Alliance 

 

 

cc: The Honorable Wilbur Ross, Secretary, U.S. Department of Commerce 

 The Honorable Chris Oliver, Assistant Administrator for NOAA Fisheries 

 The Honorable Roger Wicker, Chairman, Committee of Commerce, Science &  

Transportation, United States Senate 

 The Honorable Maria Cantwell, Ranking Member, Committee of Commerce, Science &  

Transportation, United States Senate 

 The Honorable Richard Shelby, Chairman, Committee on Appropriations, United States  

Senate 

 The Honorable Patrick Leahy, Ranking Member, Committee on Appropriations, United  

States Senate 

 The Honorable Raul Grijalva, Chairman, Natural Resources Committee, U.S. House of  

Representatives 

 The Honorable Rob Bishop, Ranking Member, Natural Resources Committee, U.S.  

House of Representatives 

 The Honorable Nita Lowey, Chairwoman, Appropriations Committee, U.S. House of  

Representatives 

 The Honorable Kay Granger, Ranking Member, Appropriations Committee, U.S. House  

of Representatives 

 Gulf of Mexico Senate Delegation 

 Gulf of Mexico Congressional Delegation 


