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In this issue of Fisheries, we are starting a new column that focuses on the role of mentoring in assisting individuals with 
real-life transitions that enable success in life and our fisheries profession. This monthly column is a direct outcome of the success 
of the book published in 2014 by AFS entitled Future of Fisheries: Perspectives for Emerging Professionals, which was coedited 
by William W. Taylor, Abigail J. Lynch, and Nancy J. Léonard. This book features short vignettes written by a wide variety of 
fisheries professionals who provided insights into the challenges they faced throughout their careers and the lessons they learned 
and wished to transfer to the next generation. As an example, we have included a vignette (based on the format of the Future 
of Fisheries book) written by Fred Harris and Christian Waters, related to perspectives on administration of fisheries programs. 
We hope this vignette will stimulate your interest in reading this monthly column and will encourage you to buy the Future of 
Fisheries book from AFS, should you have not already done so! Also, please send Bill (taylorw@msu.edu) ideas of what you 
would like to have addressed in this column. We look forward to working with you all on this important column for professional 
growth that we hope will smooth the transitions that occur throughout our personal and professional lives, ensuring greater 
fulfillment and success as we face the uncertainties of the future.

REFERENCE
Taylor, W. W., A. J. Lynch, and N. J. Léonard, editors. 2014. Future of fisheries: perspectives for emerging professionals. American Fisheries 

Society, Bethesda, Maryland.
 

Perspectives on the Administration 
of Fisheries Programs
Fred Harris
North Carolina Wildlife Federation. E-mail: fahadh92@hotmail.com

Christian Waters
North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission 

Several years ago, a colleague asked one of the authors 
(Harris) to reflect on his time as a fisheries administrator and 
summarize his thoughts on being an effective administrator. 
Having watched too many episodes of The Late Show with 
David Letterman, he came up with his “Top 10 List of 
Administrative Attributes.” For each of the 10 attributes 
identified, we summarize our perspectives. Harris (H) provides 
the geezer perspective of a retired administrator and Waters (W) 
provides the prospective of a relatively young administrator. 

10. Be an Advocate for Resource Conservation—
A Statement of the Obvious?

(H): The longer I worked as an administrator, the greater 
the pressures I felt to accommodate political decisions that 
adversely impacted aquatic habitats, usually localized habitats 
that really did not matter much. The rationale typically used to 
garner my support for such decisions was that the legislative or 
higher administrative favor that would accrue from going along 
would do more for aquatic resources than the small amount 
of insignificant habitat that would be lost. Obviously, there 
is a slippery slope issue here in that each time you use such 
rationale, it becomes easier to do so on succeeding occasions. 
Perhaps just as damaging as habitat loss is the loss of field staff 

KEY POINTS

1. Hiring the most capable and motivated 
staff may be the most important task an 
administrator will undertake.

2. An effective administrator must learn to 
entrust staff with decision-making authority 
within their areas of expertise.

3. The responsibility for outcomes cannot be 
delegated so an effective administrator must 
accept responsibility for failures and use them 
as an opportunity to improve future decision 
making.

4. An effective administrator must maintain a 
sense of humor.
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morale if too many political accommodations are made. I found 
our field staff to be highly committed to habitat conservation 
and they expected that same level of commitment from me. Of 
course, there are times when conceding a small resource loss 
can result in larger conservation gains in the form of monetary 
appropriations and support from legislators and higher-level 
administrators for the conservation of more significant resources. 
Discerning the responsible approaches on controversial issues 
such as the potential loss of a quarter acre of wetlands, a small 
length of riparian area, and similar issues were among the 
greater challenges I had as an administrator. Unfortunately, I 
know of no recipe for success. Generally, standing your ground 
in those instances in which strong data support such a stance is 
likely the correct position. 

(W): As I have been fortunate to receive promotions, I 
have realized that as you move higher within the organization, 
the more your view expands. Now that may seem very 
intuitive, but I am not sure that most young biologists grasp 
that simple fact. To field staff, issues are often black and white; 
for administrators, they rarely are. There is a lot of gray. It is 
critical to recognize the various perspectives of agency staff and, 
whenever possible, represent them. And when you cannot, it 
is critical to take the opportunity to communicate directly with 
staff, explain why, and answer their questions. Making yourself 
available to staff and encouraging them to contact you when 
they have concerns about agency decisions also helps. It is just 
as important to provide staff with opportunities to expand their 
perspective through participation in internal agency committees, 
American Fisheries Society technical committees, interagency 
work groups, professional meetings, and symposiums. Though 
their personal interests and convictions may not change, at least 
their general understanding will hopefully evolve.

9. Hire a Talented and Diverse Staff. 
(H): This is an obvious statement but one that has 

substantial consequences. I was fortunate throughout my career 
to work with extremely talented and motivated colleagues. The 
few times I deviated from this rule, yielding to political pressure, 
program effectiveness suffered. Possibly the best defense against 
hiring unqualified people is to have well-defined, job-appropriate 
minimum qualifications written into job descriptions. I found our 
human resources staff to be receptive to this approach, and they 
worked with our staff to develop strong minimum qualifications 
for our technical positions. When I did have to hire someone not 
really qualified for the position, I asked one of our other staff 
members to closely mentor that person and do what we could to 
help him or her succeed.

(W): Overseeing the hiring of the most capable staff 
possible may be the most important function you conduct as an 
administrator. “Your employees are your most important asset” 
may be a cliché, but it is very true in the field of natural resource 
management. However, hiring the most talented people does 
not always mean hiring the individual with the most knowledge 
of sampling methods, data analysis techniques, or management 
experience with a given species. I have found when interviewing 
that we often focus on these technical skills. Though most of 
these skills can be learned, the abilities to communicate, to get 
along with people, to think critically, and to manage tasks are 
invaluable.

8. There Are Good Mistakes.
(H): We should treat mistakes arising from initiative, 

enthusiasm, judgment, and the like as valuable learning 

experiences. If you can do this (and it is not always easy), your 
staff will more readily try things that have some risk of failure. 
In one instance, our staff developed a rule proposal that seemed 
to be highly unpopular with everyone except us. We should 
never have taken it to public hearings because the negative 
reactions adversely affected other, unrelated, proposals. After 
the fact, we identified the factors we failed to consider that led to 
the bad outcome and how we would use the knowledge in future 
regulatory proposals. Alternatively, treating the incident as an 
occasion to punish, blame, or berate the responsible individuals 
would only have reinforced a “protect yourself first” mentality, 
which would have discouraged initiative and promoted 
mediocrity.

(W): Over time, the mindset of the public has changed 
regarding natural resources, and there has been a corresponding 
shift in the approach of managers. In many cases, managers 
seem to have become more and more reluctant to take 
substantial action because not all of the potential effects are 
known and quantified. However, management implies action, 
and to keep management moving forward you have to keep 
trying new things. But that does not mean doing it haphazardly. I 
think a strong team approach, where new approaches are vetted, 
implemented, and evaluated by a group, works well. When an 
approach fails (and it will), you must document how and why. 
It is important, following a decision, to have a process in place 
to monitor and evaluate the result and adapt future management 
efforts to incorporate what you have learned.

7. There Are Also Bad Mistakes. 
(H): Conversely, I recommend a very low tolerance for 

mistakes arising from such factors as negligence, poor science, 
laziness, and repetition of mistakes. I think toleration for 
such mistakes can result from incorrectly attributing them to 
such things as poor timing, faulty judgment, or bad luck. The 
perception by staff that these sorts of mistakes are tolerated 
sends the message that good science and good work are not 
highly valued within the organization. Such perception lowers 
morale among high performers and can lead to mediocrity 
throughout the program.

(W): Fortunately, because I and the administrators before 
me have followed number 9 on this list, mistakes arising from 
negligence and laziness have been the extreme exception for me. 
However, when situations do arise, you have to respond quickly 
and address them immediately. Even more than successes, 
mistakes due to negligence, sloppy science, and laziness are 
a direct reflection of an agency’s supervisory hierarchy. As 
an administrator, allowing staff to be negligent and lazy is in 
itself negligent and lazy. Developing and revisiting work plans 
periodically with staff is necessary to document expectations 
and to keep everyone on task.

6. Identify Champions for Important Initiatives. 
(H): It finally dawned on me that as an administrator I 

did not have the time to be an effective leader of most major 
initiatives. The successes our program achieved were invariably 
due to one or more other staff members championing an 
initiative and overcoming whatever obstacles arose between 
conception and implementation. For example, we developed 
a highly successful youth fishing program. The key to our 
success was to identify a person who was passionate about 
involving youth in fishing, mutually define the goals we wanted 
to accomplish, and then give that person the authority to make 
the decisions needed to make the program a success. Our agency 
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received numerous awards for our youth fishing program, 
largely as a result of having a champion for the program. Most, 
if not all, staff members are passionate about some aspect of 
fisheries. One of the benefits of getting to know your staff is 
discovery of their passions.

(W): At one time, I felt like I needed to be the point 
person on just about everything. It was not that I did not trust 
staff or thought I could do it better, but I simply felt that it 
was my responsibility. I felt that by being the point person I 
was allowing staff to focus on more important aspects of their 
job. However, we have hired talented staff (see number 9), 
and serving as the point person on a given initiative or issue 
is exactly what they were hired for and need to be doing. This 
gives them valuable experience, and depending on the topic, 
they often have more direct knowledge. They can devote 
the time to focus on the details and see an assignment to its 
conclusion.

5. Delegate Authority. 
(H): Delegation did not come naturally to me, having 

come to administration from a field position in which I was 
accustomed to making most decisions. Early on in my new 
position, my boss gently advised me that the fewer directives 
I wrote and the less I meddled in the details of fieldwork, the 
more effective I was likely to be. I now firmly believe that in 
the great majority of cases, those closest to the issues are the 
most knowledgeable about them and most capable of making 
good decisions. So I came to understand that I needed to 
delegate authority to staff members, who were smarter than me 
anyway, and live by their results. The results they achieved were 
routinely much better than those I would have gotten.

(W): Empowering staff members to make management 
decisions for their area of responsibility is critical to a program’s 
success. Staff members are far more engaged when they have 
ownership of a problem and the solution. However, a concerted 
effort must be made to ensure that delegation is not mistaken 
for a lack of interest or importance. Rather, delegating authority 
comes with the responsibilities of clearly defining the scope, 
ensuring that decisions are made in the context of the entire 
organization, being available for consultation, monitoring 
progress, and accepting the ultimate outcome.

4. Build a Strong Trusting Relationship with Key Staff 
Members.

(H): The day I became an administrator, I was unable 
to detect any accrual of wisdom on my part. Rather, all of 
my propensities to foul up were still well entrenched. The 
major change that had occurred was that the consequences of 
decisions on my part had increased substantially. Fortunately, 
I had colleagues, usually those I had worked with for some 
time, who were willing to tell me, diplomatically, or not so 
diplomatically, when I was about to make a bad mistake. Such 
people are invaluable; they should be nurtured and appreciated. I 
think the nurturing, or lack thereof, was largely a function of my 
responses to staff members who had the courage to provide me 
with unsolicited advice that I did not particularly want to hear. 
Taking the time to listen and to thank the person for his or her 
advice helped ensure that I continued to hear opinions contrary 
to my own that I needed to make good decisions.

(W): I have found it essential to have key staff with which 
I can brainstorm ideas and discuss scenarios openly. Key staff 
can include anyone with whom you have developed a personal 
relationship and to whom you are very comfortable speaking 

candidly. Some of the most significant management decisions 
I have been a part of involved the statement, “Here’s a crazy 
idea.” These decisions typically are related to issues that have 
a high public or political interest. With the speed at which 
information and misinformation is shared, having a venue where 
the repercussions of a management decision can be anticipated 
and openly discussed is critical.

3. Give Credit for Successes.
(H): Regardless of the degree of delegation I employed, I 

found that in almost all instances other staff members were more 
responsible for our successes than me. In time, I came to realize 
that our degree of success was usually inversely proportional 
to my level of involvement. I chose not to dwell on what the 
personal implications of that might be and liberally gave credit 
where credit was due. On those rare occasions that I gave others 
credit that I may have deserved, I counted it as an investment 
toward future successes.

(W): I have had to learn that my success as an administrator 
will no longer come in the form of implementing a state-
of-the-art management technique, making a great technical 
presentation, or authoring a scientific manuscript. Instead, my 
satisfaction comes through the accomplishments of staff. The 
ultimate measure of success for an administrator is the overall 
strength of the program.

2. Accept Responsibilities for Failures.
(H): As much as I delegated the authority to make decisions 

to really talented people, there still were instances in which 
things did not go well. So was I responsible for poor outcomes? 
In a rare moment of insight, I realized that I could delegate 
only my authority to make decisions, not my responsibility for 
the outcomes. So the responsibility for outcomes, good or bad, 
was mine. Fortunately, the good outcomes far exceeded the 
bad and, as a result, we were generally viewed as an effective 
management agency. In retrospect, I found that most critics 
appreciated a government bureaucrat accepting responsibility. 
Once a news reporter interviewed me on as issue that she felt 
we had mishandled. I explained our rationale for our actions, 
agreed that in retrospect we should have done it differently, and 
took responsibility for the outcome. Much later she told me 
that she was so shocked to have someone in government accept 
responsibility for poor results that she altered the final article to 
present us in a more positive light. 

(W): Given the volume and variety of tasks with which 
we deal on a daily basis, miscues are inevitable. At times, it 
may even seem as if they are the rule instead of the exception. 
However, I have quickly learned that what seems to be 
significant in the moment rarely truly is. Once you have taken 
the time to acknowledge and understand a miscue so as not to 
repeat it in the future, you have to move on to the next task. It is 
essential to realize that remaining diligent and paying attention 
to detail will result far more often in successes than failures.

1. Maintain a Sense of Humor.
(H): A sense of humor is likely the most important attribute 

on this list. Looking back on my career, my best memories 
are the absurdities into which we got ourselves and the really 
funny things that happened as a result. To memorialize such 
events, we initiated the Cats-Asstrophe Award to recognize 
staff members that were striving to do their jobs well but were 
just star-crossed. For example, one of our biologists identified 
a catfish caught by an angler as a Channel Catfish Ictalurus 
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resource conservation and management persists. You absolutely 
have to have a good sense of humor and cannot take yourself 
or your role in the agency too seriously. Otherwise, you can 
quickly get caught up in the minutia. And as an administrator, 
if you do not care for your current work priorities, you just 
typically have to wait a few hours because they will change.

Successful administrators employ a variety of behaviors to 
maintain their effectiveness in diverse and complex situations. 
A catalog of such behaviors is beyond the scope of this column. 
Even if we could catalog them, no individual would be capable 
of mastering them. We believe the top 10 we have discussed 
are fundamental and achievable for administrators. Moreover, 
consistent application of this list will facilitate job satisfaction 
and increase organizational effectiveness, which in turn will 
advance fisheries conservation.
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punctatus and certified it as a state record. Subsequently, upon 
looking at a picture of the fish, other staff opined that it could be 
a Blue Catfish I. furcatus and thus not a state record. The angler 
had released the fish into his pond and upon being advised 
that it might not be a record undertook to catch it again. After 
failing to catch it, he proceeded to breach the dam and drain the 
pond. The fish was recovered and after a lengthy examination, 
our biologist reluctantly advised the angler that it was a Blue 
Catfish and thus not a state record. Fortunately, the angler was 
more gracious than many would have been and the episode 
ended amicably. Seeing the humor in various events helps keep 
them in perspective and contributes to a positive culture within 
the organization, which leads to a better work environment. 
To the extent that you can see the humor in situations as they 
happen, the more enjoyable your career and the careers of your 
colleagues are likely to be.

(W): I have heard a wise “old” fish chief say many times, 
“There isn’t a fish out there worth dying over.” This statement 
was made in the context of fish sampling, specifically under 
hazardous conditions. However, it could as easily apply to the 
daily stress of shrinking budgets, urgent legislative requests, and 
unrealistic public expectations. As I have realized, those urgent 
requests and tight deadlines come and go, but the need for 
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