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The Blueback River Herring 

Lawsuit 
 

Washington, D.C. ï The Natural Resources 
Defense Council (NRDC), Earth Justice, and a 
coalition of fishing and watershed protection 
groups including the Great Egg Harbor River 
Council, the Great Egg Harbor Watershed As-
sociation, Anglers Conservation Network, and 
the Delaware River Shad Fishermenôs Associ-
ation filed a complaint on February 10, 2015 in 

federal court seeking to reverse a decision by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) not to 
list the blueback herring as a threatened species under 
the Endangered Species Act. 
 
Blueback herring once were highly abundant in many 
coastal waters, rivers and streams of the eastern Unit-
ed States, from Nova Scotia all the way to Florida.  In 
larger rivers, spawning runs could reach well into the 
millions of individual fish.  The movement of enormous 
schools of silvery, foot-long herring as they left the At-
lantic to swim up rivers and streams was an astonish-
ing annual event.  A vital part of healthy watersheds 
and coastal ecosystems, these schools fed predators 
hungry after a long winter, including striped bass, os-
preys, bald eagles, herons, harbor seals, river otters, 
and people. 
 
But due primarily to the impacts of dams and habitat 
destruction, overfishing, and water pollution, blueback herring are now reduced to tiny remnant runs.  
The commercial fishery has collapsed and a critical food source has gone missing from the ecosys-
tem.  The Mid-Atlantic blueback river herring population is particularly imperiled and at risk of extinc-
tion. 
 
ñThe historical abundance of river herring in the Great Egg Harbor River system is long gone.  The 
state of New Jersey has outlawed even the possession of one river herring, but they are still allowed 
to be killed in large numbers as bycatch in 
federal waters.  It is time for the National 
Marine Fisheries Service to list the blue-
back herring as a threatened species and 
start to work to bring them backò, said Fred 
Akers, Administrator of the Great Egg Har-
bor National Scenic and Recreational River 
Council. 
 
The groups are asking that U.S District 
Court in DC find the National Marine Fish-
eries Service in violation of the Endan-
gered Species Act (ESA) and the Adminis-
trative Procedure Act (APA), and that the 
court order the federal agency to prepare a 
new listing determination within six 

Alewife found in river near bulkhead in Mays 

Landing during trawl net survey, fall 2014,  
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