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M E M O R A N D U M 
 

 

DATE:  May 9, 2012 

TO:  Chris Moore, Executive Director  

FROM:  Jason Didden  

SUBJECT:  2013 Atlantic Mackerel, Illex, Longfin squid, and Butterfish (MSB) OFL/ABC Recommendations 

 

Note: Related to the biological life history of the MSB species, there is high uncertainty about what the true 

actual productivity of the Atlantic Mackerel, Illex, Longfin squid, and Butterfish resources will be 

from January 1, 2013 through December 31, 2013.  However, staff has examined past productivity, 

past SSC decisions, and recent data to suggest a likely reasonable catch as a starting point for 

discussion by the Scientific and Statistical Committee. 

 

Summary 

 

Atlantic Mackerel 
 

The status of mackerel is currently “unknown” with respect to both fishing mortality rates and stock size.  An 

overfishing level likely cannot be determined.  For the 2013 fishing year, staff recommends a total (U.S. plus 

Canada) ABC of 80,000 metric tons (mt).  This was the recommendation of the 2010 TRAC assessment and of 

the SSC last year.   
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Illex Squid 
 

The status of Illex is currently “unknown” with respect to both mortality rates and stock size.  An overfishing 

level likely cannot be determined.  For the 2013 fishing year, staff recommends continuing the multi-year 

specification of 24,000 mt set for 2012-2014 by the SSC last year subject to affirmative annual review.  This 

was based on the observation that landings of 24,000-26,000 MT do not appear to have caused harm to the Illex 

stock based on indices and landings in years following when landings were in the range of 24,000 mt-26,000 

mt. 

 

 

Longfin Squid 
 

The status of longfin squid (formerly referred to as Loligo squid) is currently “unknown” with respect to 

mortality rates and "not overfished" with respect to stock size.  An overfishing level likely cannot be 

determined.  For the 2013 fishing year, staff recommends continuing the multi-year specification of 23,400 mt 

set for 2012-2014 by the SSC last year subject to affirmative annual review.  This was based on the catch in the 

year with the highest observed exploitation fraction (catch divided by the estimated biomass) during a period of 

apparent light exploitation (1976-2009) according to the 2010 longfin squid assessment.  

 

 

Butterfish 
 

The status of butterfish is currently “unknown” with respect to mortality rates and stock size.  The most recent 

assessment did conclude that the butterfish stock was experiencing a long-term declining trend through 2009.  

However, it also indicated that overfishing appeared unlikely, that fishing mortality (F) appeared quite low, and 

that F was unlikely to have been a substantial driver of butterfish's decline.  For the 2013 fishing year, staff 

recommends an OFL proxy of 9,400 mt based on the Miller and Rago 2012 exploration of butterfish biomass 

and fishing mortality (included in briefing documents).  Given the conservative assumptions of the Miller and 

Rago 2012 work, it would appear that ½ of 9,400 mt or 4,700 mt would be a catch that would have a very low 

chance of causing overfishing and could serve as an ABC. 
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Introduction – Applies To All Species In This Memo 

 

The Magnuson Stevens Act (MSA) as currently amended requires each Council's Scientific and Statistical 

Committee (SSC) to provide, among other things, ongoing scientific advice for fishery management decisions, 

including recommendations for ABC, preventing overfishing, and maximum sustainable yield.  The SSC 

recommends ABCs to the Council that address scientific uncertainty such that overfishing is unlikely to occur. 

The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council's (Council) ABCs recommendations to NMFS for the 

upcoming fishing year(s) cannot exceed the ABC recommendation of the SSC.  In this memorandum, 

information is presented to assist the SSC in developing recommendations for the Council to consider for 2013 

ABCs.  
 

Once the SSC meets and decides on the ABCs, the Squid-Mackerel-Butterfish Monitoring Committee will meet 

to discuss if consideration of changes to other management measures should be recommended as these may 

depend on the ABC specifications.  These measures would include Annual Catch Limits (ACLs), Annual Catch 

Targets (ACTs), and Accountability Measures (AMs) among others.  Based on the SSC and Monitoring 

Committee’s recommendations, the Council will make a recommendation to the NMFS Northeast Regional 

Administrator.  Based on its evaluation of that recommendation, NMFS will publish a Proposed Rule for the 

2013 specifications and then a Final Rule, which may change from the Proposed Rule based on public 

comment. 

 

This year the SSC is also reviewing the operation of the butterfish cap on the longfin squid fishery, and a 

separate report on that topic has been provided to the SSC.  That report, this memo, and a variety of supporting 

documents for ABC discussions have been provided to the SSC, are available via the Council’s SSC webpage: 

http://www.mafmc.org/committees/science.htm, and will include:   

 

1.  Most recent assessments for each species. 

2.  Fishery Informational Document (FID) for each species (created by MAFMC staff). 

3.  This MAFMC staff OFL/ABC recommendation memorandum (covers each species) 

4.  Additional background documents 
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Atlantic Mackerel (“mackerel” hereafter) 

 

Summary 
 

-The status of mackerel is currently “unknown” with respect to both fishing mortality rates and stock size. 
 

-For the 2013 fishing year, staff recommends a total (U.S. plus Canada) mackerel ABC of 80,000 metric tons 

(mt). 

 

Catch and Landings 

Mandatory Reporting began in 1997 so quota performance since 1997 is most relevant: 

Year
Harvest (mt) 

(Commercial and 
Recreational)

Quota (mt)
Percent of 

Quota 
Landed

1997 17,139 90,000 19%
1998 15,214 80,000 19%
1999 13,367 75,000 18%
2000 7,097 75,000 9%
2001 13,876 85,000 16%
2002 27,824 85,000 33%
2003 35,068 175,000 20%
2004 56,912 170,000 33%
2005 43,302 115,000 38%
2006 58,371 115,000 51%
2007 26,130 115,000 23%
2008 22,517 115,000 20%
2009 23,238 115,000 20%
2010 10,649 115,000 9%
2011 1,463 47,395 3%
2012 5,208 33,821 15%  

 

The directed fishery generally concludes by late April or early May making 2012 likely a year of very low 

catches but higher than 2011.  Historically there was a substantial foreign fishery which is described in the 2012 

Mackerel Fishery Informational Document.  The Fishery Informational Document also describes Canadian 

landings, which have been substantial and are currently considered to be fished from the same stock as U.S. 

landings (though there is some question about this). 
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Regulatory Review 
 

The 2012 ABC for mackerel is 80,000 mt which translates into a domestic quota of 33,821 mt after Canadian 

catch, recreational catch, management uncertainty, and U.S. discards are accounted for.  The fishery is 

transitioning to limited access in 2012 and the directed fishery closes at 95% of domestic annual harvest 

(DAH).  Incidental trips limits would be allowed if the directed fishery were to close.   

 

 

 Biological Reference Points 
 

The mackerel stock was last assessed in 2010 (utilizing data through 2008) via a joint U.S. - Canadian 

Transboundary Resource Assessment Committee (TRAC).  The TRAC was unable to resolve uncertainties in 

the analyses to an acceptable degree so there are no accepted reference points.  

 

 

Stock Status and Projections 
 

Related to the uncertainties described above, the status of mackerel is currently “unknown” with respect to 

mortality rates or stock size.  No projections are available.   

 

 

Advisory Panel Fishery Performance Report 
 

The key points made (not consensus positions) at the 2012 AP Fishery Performance Report (FPR) meeting 

were:  

-Fuel prices discourage searching but mackerel prices are sufficient to stimulate directed activity if fish are 

available.  While effort has been high initially in the year, a variety of factors (especially fuel prices) are 

contributing to a reduction in searching for and exploration of potentially fishable areas. 
  

-Availability is the primary driver for catches, and availability is likely highly variable and sensitive to external 

environmental factors.  Both availability and size of fish has been relatively low in recent years, both offshore 

and inshore. 
 

-The February closure of Atl herring in southern New England reduced the ability of participants to target 

mackerel because of mixing of these two species.  There were vessels that would have continued to fish/search 



6 
 

for mackerel but what the end result of that searching would have been can never be known.  Better information 

on the interaction between Atl herring fishing and Atl mackerel fishing would allow further analysis of this 

issue and additional coordination between these fisheries is important. 
 

-Despite reluctance by the Canadians, joint research should be pushed and U.S. research should proceed where 

appropriate relative to the 2010 TRAC recommendations (especially on the influence of environmental factors 

and on stock structure). 
 

-Ecological needs in terms of mackerel as forage should be factored in explicitly by the SSC when ABCs are 

recommended. 

 

 

2013 OFL/ABC Recommendations 
 

The status of the mackerel stock is very uncertain.  On one hand catches have faltered in recent years, the 2010 

TRAC assessment suggested low productivity and biomass in 2008, industry reports very few larger mackerel, 

and an upcoming Canadian assessment will likely suggest continued low productivity and biomass since 2008, 

at least in Canadian waters.  On the other hand, NEFSC survey indices have remained high (if driven by small 

fish) and temperature based analyses suggest mackerel may be just more spread out and less available in 

densities that inspire sustained effort given high fuel prices (Overholtz et al 2011 available at 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/19425120.2011.578485).  European fisheries have also 

experienced significant northward distributional shifts in recent years. 

 

OFL 

 

An overfishing level likely cannot be determined. 
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ABC 

 

There are 4 main possible scenarios to consider: 

 

1) The mackerel stock may be in trouble due to fishing pressure or environmental conditions and reducing 

catches would help the stock rebuild, so catches should be restricted.  Given recent low catches this would mean 

essentially a moratorium on fishing. 

 

2) Mackerel populations may be low due to environmental conditions and reducing catch will not really have 

much impact.  

 

3) Mackerel may be out there somewhere but just not being caught.  

 

4) Some mix of 1-3 is occurring. 

 

The risk of a high quota is that not restricting catch may prevent rebuilding.  The risk of a low quota is that a 

fishing opportunity presented by a sudden high abundance/availability of mackerel would be missed. 

 

The Magnuson Act states that annual catch limits (ACLs) should be specified “such that overfishing does not 

occur in the fishery.”  Since the Council’s ACLs are equal to or less than the SSC’s ABC, it follows that ABCs 

should be specified “such that overfishing does not occur in the fishery.”  For mackerel this seems impossible to 

know given the level of uncertainties involved for any catch level above very low levels.  The Council Risk 

Policy also advises more precaution in highly uncertain situations.   

 

The SSC decided that an 80,000 mt ABC was appropriate last year, and given there are some positive 

indications compared to 12 months ago (landings were 15 times lower at this point in 2011 compared to 2012 

and the information in the Overholtz et al 2011 paper), an 80,000 mt would appear reasonable for 2013.     
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Scientific Uncertainty 

 

There were various sources of uncertainty described in the 2010 TRAC findings.  Despite having the best 

diagnostics of those models considered, the benchmark VPA was faced with resolving disparate trends between 

the NEFSC spring survey, CPUE indices, and total landings. Furthermore, splits in the NEFSC spring survey 

time series created large changes in catchability that could not be fully explained.  These led to sufficiently high 

uncertainty in the resulting estimates, such that the TRAC did not recommend their use for management.   

 

Results of the current TRAC assessment differ substantially from those in the 2005 NEFSC assessment, which 

indicated an increasing trend in SSB.  The 2005 assessment had a severe retrospective pattern that was not 

taken into account.  If the 2005 assessment results had been adjusted for the retrospective pattern, the adjusted 

results would have been similar to the current assessment results.  Also, the current TRAC assessment results 

are consistent with the decreasing trend in SSB estimates in the Gulf of St. Lawrence during the past decade as 

derived from the egg surveys reported in the 2008 Canadian mackerel assessment. 
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Illex Squid 

 

Summary 
 

- The status of Illex is currently “unknown” with respect to both mortality rates and stock size. 
 

- For the 2013 fishing year, staff recommends an Illex ABC of 24,000 mt.  
 

 

Catch and Landings 

Mandatory Reporting began in 1997 so quota performance since 1997 is most relevant: 

Year Landings Quota Percent of 
Quota Landed

1997 13,356 19,000 70%

1998 23,568 19,000 124%

1999 7,388 19,000 39%

2000 9,011 24,000 38%

2001 4,009 24,000 17%

2002 2,750 24,000 11%

2003 6,391 24,000 27%

2004 26,097 24,000 109%

2005 12,011 24,000 50%

2006 13,944 24,000 58%

2007 9,022 24,000 38%

2008 15,900 24,000 66%

2009 18,418 24,000 77%

2010 15,825 24,000 66%

2011 18,797 23,328 81%  
 

Historically there was a substantial foreign fishery which is described in the 2012 Fishery Informational 

Document (FID).  It is important to note that the Illex stock is also fished in waters outside of U.S. jurisdiction 

(i.e., NAFO Stock Areas (SAs) 3 and 4 on Newfoundland and the Scotian Shelf, respectively).  However, with 

the exception of 2006 when 33% of the total landings occurred in Stock Area (SA) 3+4, landings from these 

areas have been low, ranging from 1-9 % of the total landings during 1998-2009.  NEFSC survey indices are 

limited to the area from which U.S. landings are made and separate assessments and quotas exist for NAFO 

SAs 3 and 4. 
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Regulatory Review 
 

The 2012 ABC for Illex is 24,000 mt which results in a U.S. DAH of 22,915 mt after discards are subtracted.  

There is no recreational fishery.  The fishery operates under limited access and the directed fishery closes at 

95% of domestic annual harvest (DAH).  Incidental trips limits would be allowed if the directed fishery were to 

close.   

 

 Biological Reference Points 
 

The Illex stock was most recently assessed at SARC 42 (2006). The SARC 42 report became publically 

available in 2006 and included data through 2004. There are no reliable current estimates of stock biomass or 

fishing mortality rate.  

 

Stock Status and Projections 
 

The status of Illex is currently “unknown” with respect to mortality rates or stock size.  It was not possible to 

evaluate current stock status because there are no reliable current estimates of stock biomass or fishing 

mortality rate.  In addition, no projections were made in SAW 42. SAW 37 (the previous assessment) also could 

not evaluate current stock status because there were no reliable estimates of absolute stock biomass or fishing 

mortality. 

 

Advisory Panel Fishery Performance Report 
 

The key points made (not consensus positions) at the 2012 AP Fishery Performance Report (FPR) meeting 

were:  
  

-Availability changes from year to year and also very quickly within a year (waves of squid “come up onto the 

bank” in an unpredictable fashion).  Recent availability has been relatively high.  Real-time assessment would 

be optimal. 

 

-Price and demand are mostly dependent on S. Atlantic landings, which drive world trade prices and/or demand 

for US Illex.  Availability has to be sufficient to overcome any market/fuel price issues to drive interest in 

fishing for Illex for most vessels.  2011 prices were at/near record levels. 
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-For refrigerated sea water vessels to participate, they need high densities to fish because they have to return to 

the dock within two days of starting to put Illex in the tank due to spoilage issues. 

 

-Ecological needs in terms of Illex as forage should be factored in explicitly by the SSC when ABCs are 

recommended. 

 

2013 OFL/ABC Recommendations 

 

OFL 

 

An overfishing level likely cannot be determined. 

 

ABC 

 

In 2011 the SSC recommended an ABC of 24,000 mt for Illex in 2012 because there was no available evidence 

that landings of 24,000-26,000 mt, the maximum landings in U.S. waters, had “caused harm to the Illex stock,” 

i.e., high U.S. landings in that range had not appeared to cause lasting effects on the U.S. survey indices or U.S. 

catches.  As such, staff recommends a status quo ABC of 24,000 mt for 2013.   

 

 

 

Scientific Uncertainty 

 

There is very high uncertainty about what MSY might be in a given year for Illex due to the variability in the 

relevant data and the resulting difficulty in interpreting the data in the context of Illex's life history. What 

appears less uncertain is that catches less than 24,000 mt do not appear to have caused negative consequences 

on trends in catches and/or fall NEFSC indices in the years following such catches.  Relative certainty in 

regards to MSY in a given year would require in-season assessments.  While investigation of the possibility of 

this has occurred, resources for such assessments are not currently available. 
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Longfin squid 
 

Summary 
 

-The status of Longfin squid is currently “unknown” with respect to mortality rates and "not overfished" with 

respect to stock size. 
 

-For the 2013 fishing year, staff recommends an ABC of 23,400 mt. 
 

Catch and Landings 

Mandatory Reporting began in 1997 so quota performance since 1997 is most relevant: 

Year

Harvest 
(Commercial 

and 
Recreational)

Quota
Percent of 

Quota 
Landed

1997 16,270 21,000 77%
1998 19,145 21,000 91%
1999 19,173 21,000 91%
2000 17,540 15,000 117%
2001 14,345 17,000 84%
2002 16,868 17,000 99%
2003 11,941 17,000 70%
2004 15,629 17,000 92%
2005 16,720 17,000 98%
2006 15,920 17,000 94%
2007 12,343 17,000 73%
2008 11,394 17,000 67%
2009 9,307 19,000 49%
2010 6,750 18,667 36%
2011 9,556 19,906 48%  

 

Regulatory Review 
 

The 2012 ABC for Longfin squid is 23,400 mt which translated into a U.S. DAH of 22,220 mt after discards 

and management uncertainties were accounted for by the Council.  There is a recreational fishery but its catches 

are not well documented though thought to be small relative to the commercial catch.  The commercial fishery 

operates under limited access and the directed fishery closes at 95% of domestic annual harvest (DAH).  The 

annual quota is divided up into 3 four-month trimesters 43% (Trimester 1 Jan-April) - 17% (Trimester 2 May-

Aug) - 40% (Trimester 3 Sept-Dec).  Trimesters 1 and 2 close when 90% of the Trimester quota is used.  There 

is a 1 7/8" minimum mesh required in Trimester 2 and a 2 1/8" mesh at other times.   



13 
 

  

 

Biological Reference Points 
 

The Longfin squid stock was most recently assessed at SARC 51 (2010). The SARC 51 findings were made 

available in 2010 and included data through 2009. There are no reliable current estimates of fishing mortality 

rates but a Bmsy target of 42,405 mt was accepted along with a Bthreshold of ½ of the target = 21,302 mt.  The 

Bmsy target was derived assuming that the 1976-2008 median biomass estimate represents 90% of the stock’s 

carrying capacity "K" (SAW/SARC 42 concluded that the stock appears "lightly exploited") and the Bmsy 

target is ½ of K.     

 

 

Stock Status and Projections 
 

The status of Longfin squid is currently “unknown” with respect to mortality rates.  It was not possible to 

evaluate current stock status with respect to overfishing because there are no reliable current estimates of 

fishing mortality rates.   

 

The biomass estimate from SARC 51, which is based on the two-year average of catchability-adjusted spring 

and fall survey biomass during 2008-2009, was 54,442 mt (80% CI = 38,452-71,783 mt). This is greater than 

both the Bthreshold of 21,203 mt (i.e. Longfin squid is not overfished) and the Bmsy target of 42,405 mt. 

 

 

Advisory Panel Fishery Performance Report 
 

The key points made (not consensus positions) at the 2012 AP Fishery Performance Report (FPR) meeting 

were:  
  

-Longfin squid has variable productivity and availability both within a year and between years and between 

inshore and offshore.  2011 was better inshore than recent years but not for the Cape Cod weir fishery.  Recent 

warm winters have resulted in less schooling/more spreading of longfin squid, making fishing less 

feasible/profitable.   
 

-Recent ex-vessel prices are sufficient to drive increased effort (recent prices have been quite high) but fuel 

prices are probably constraining search effort to some degree.  There is a disincentive to engage in hit-or-miss 
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exploratory fishing with the current fuel bills. 
 

-Scup GRAs and Fixed/Mobile gear conflicts have made Longfin squid fishing more difficult/less profitable, 

likely leading to somewhat less effort.   
 

-The butterfish cap his created a disincentive to even bother with longfin squid.  There is more discussion about 

where not to fish because of butterfish than where to fish because of longfin squid. 
 

-The mistaken April 2012 closure may have significantly impacted 2012 Trimester 1 landings because landings 

were on the upswing immediately prior to the closure.  NMFS needs to avoid a repeat of this situation. 
 

-Some vessels have been focusing on other species (other quotas have been increasing - e.g. summer flounder  

& scallops; some vessels were retrofitted for pelagic fishing).  Several recently active participants have just left 

the fishery and those vessels are unlikely to return.  Latent capacity may be less of an issue with longfin squid 

than with Illex because per-vessel/per-trip catches can be much higher for Illex than longfin squid. 
 

-Ecological needs in terms of longfin squid as forage should be factored in explicitly by the SSC when ABCs 

are recommended. 
 

-There are times of substantial local directed recreational effort and catch, which may not be reflective of 

overall abundance. 
 

-The Tuna fishery has seen a relatively high abundance of squid (species unknown) from north of Boston, 

Massachusetts to Maine.  
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2013 ABC Recommendations 
 

 

OFL 

 

An overfishing level likely cannot be determined. 

 

ABC 

 

For the 2012 fishing year, staff recommends an ABC of 23,400 mt, based on the catch in the year with the 

highest observed exploitation fraction (catch divided by the estimated biomass) during a period of apparent 

light 

exploitation (1976-2009).   Based on the results of the accepted SAW 51 assessment, the SSC interpreted 

this level of exploitation to be sustainable over the long term last year. 

 

 

Scientific Uncertainty 

 

There is very high uncertainty about what MSY might be in a given year for Longfin squid due to the variability 

in the relevant data and the resulting difficulty in interpreting the data in the context of Longfin squid’s life 

history. What appears less uncertain is that catches less than 23,400 mt do not appear to have caused negative 

consequences on trends in catches and/or fall NEFSC indices in the years following such catches.  Relative 

certainty in regards to MSY in a given year would require in-season assessments, however resources for such 

assessments are not currently available. 

 

 

Other Management Measures 

 

The report for review of the butterfish cap by the SSC will be provided as a separate document. 
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Butterfish 

 

Summary 
 

-The status of butterfish is currently “unknown” with respect to mortality rates and stock size.  The most recent 

assessment did conclude that the butterfish stock was experiencing a long-term declining trend through 2009 

but that overfishing appeared unlikely and that fishing mortality appeared quite low and was not a substantial 

driver of butterfish's decline. 
 

-For the 2013 fishing year, staff recommends an OFL proxy of 9,400 mt and an ABC of 4,700 mt. 

 

Catch and Landings 

 

Mandatory Reporting began in 1997 so quota performance since 1997 is most relevant: 

 

Year Harvest (only 
commercial)

Quota
Percent 

of Quota 
Landed

1997 2,795 5,900 47%
1998 1,966 5,900 33%
1999 2,110 5,900 36%
2000 1,449 5,900 25%
2001 4,404 5,897 75%
2002 872 5,900 15%
2003 536 5,900 9%
2004 537 5,900 9%
2005 428 1,681 25%
2006 554 1,681 33%
2007 678 1,681 40%
2008 451 500 90%
2009 435 500 87%
2010 576 500 115%
2011 664 500 133%  
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Regulatory Review 
 

The 2012 ABC for butterfish is 1,811 mt which results in a U.S. DAH of 500 mt after discards and management 

uncertainty were accounted for by the Council.  There is some minor recreational take of butterfish, primarily 

for bait.  The fishery operates under limited access and the "directed fishery" closes at 80% of domestic annual 

harvest (DAH), though trip limits have generally regulated the fishery into just an incidental retention fishery.  

The butterfish cap on the Longfin squid fishery is a major aspect of butterfish catch regulation.  Landings 

exceeded the quota by 33% in 2011.  The butterfish cap review paper has additional details. 

 

The last year of substantial butterfish landings was 2001.  Landings were low from 2002 until the 2004 

assessment after which regulations were imposed to avoid re-establishment of a directed fishery while 

rebuilding plans were developed.  These included quota reductions and trip limit changes in 2005 and 2008.  

While the 2010 assessment may call into question rebuilding, the butterfish cap would still be necessary to track 

and manage butterfish under ACLs/AMs since discarding of butterfish is likely to occur in the Longfin squid 

fishery.   

 

 Biological Reference Points 
 

The butterfish stock was most recently assessed at SARC 49 (2010). The SARC review panel did not accept the 

adequacy of the proposed redefined BRPs or the BRPs used for stock status determination in the 2004 butterfish 

assessment. The review panel questioned the application of MSY theory to a short-lived recruitment-dominated 

population, particularly the use of equilibrium methods when trends in the data suggest the stock is declining 

even with low fishing mortality. 

    

 

Stock Status and Projections 
 

SARC 49 concluded that overfishing was not likely occurring and that the decline in the butterfish stock 

appears to be driven by environmental processes and low recruitment.  Determination of an overfished versus 

not overfished condition was not resolved at the meeting, which left the overfished status of butterfish as 

unknown.  
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Advisory Panel Fishery Performance Report 
 

The key points made (not consensus positions) at the 2012 AP Fishery Performance Report (FPR) meeting 

were:  
  

- Regulations (quotas and trip limits) are the only thing holding back higher landings.  Low butterfish 

availability/abundance resulted in low landings in the 1990s and it has been very difficult to re-establish a 

market given the low quotas.  It would take several years to re-establish markets so landings would likely 

incrementally increase if there was a larger quota.   
 

- Abundance has been relatively high in the last few years compared to the early 2000s, both inshore and 

offshore. 
 

-Since there have been periods of depressed abundance, precaution is warranted given butterfish’s important 

role in the ecosystem as part of the forage base. 
 

-Management needs to account for the high consumption of butterfish by predators in a precautionary fashion. 
 

-Some advisers thought butterfish should qualify for an exemption to ACLs while others did not. 
 

-Looking at only the Bigelow’s area sample misses a substantial amount of butterfish habitat. 

 

 

2013 ABC Recommendations 

 

OFL 

 

The status of butterfish is currently “unknown” with respect to mortality rates and stock size.  The most recent 

assessment did conclude that the butterfish stock was experiencing a long-term declining trend through 2009 

but that overfishing appeared unlikely.  Fishing mortality appeared quite low and was unlikely to have been a 

substantial driver of butterfish's decline.  For the 2013 fishing year, staff recommends an OFL proxy of 9,400 

mt based on the Miller and Rago 2012 (attached) exploration of butterfish biomass and fishing mortality which 

identified 9,400 mt as a catch unlikely to be associated with overfishing.  Identification of this catch as a proxy 

would not be saying that higher catches would cause overfishing (the 9,400 was based on a series of 

conservative assumptions) but that a catch under 9,400 mt would be likely to not cause overfishing.   
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The Miller and Rago work is also conservative because it includes only the fall biomass suggested by the R/V 

Bigelow survey area, which is about 42,600 nm2.   A variety of other surveys demonstrate that butterfish habitat 

extends well inshore beyond the Bigelow survey area in the summer/fall.  For example, butterfish are caught 

throughout the non-overlapping NEAMAP inshore survey which has a survey area of about 4,400 nm2 as well 

as other non-overlapping or mostly non-overlapping state surveys around and north of Cape Cod to Maine, in 

Narragansett Bay, Long Island Sound, Delaware Bay, Chesapeake Bay, Pamlico Sound, and in the Southeast 

Area Monitoring and Assessment Program - South Atlantic (SEAMAP-SA) Coastal Survey.  Mixing in of Gulf 

Butterfish probably occurs in the Pamlico Sound and SEAMAP survey however. An Excel file with survey 

trends from some of these surveys will be provided to the SSC.   

 

ABC 

 

Given the conservative assumptions of the Miller and Rago work, it would appear that ½ of 9,400 mt or 4,700 

mt would be a catch that would be quite unlikely to cause overfishing.  Given that the Council’s Risk Policy 

advises more precaution in highly uncertain situations, 4,700 mt would appear reasonable based on the findings 

of the last assessment and the work of Miller and Rago 2012. 

 

Since butterfish is technically still under a rebuilding plan, those considerations are evaluated below.  The 

rebuilding plan specified that ABC would be equal to the catch associated with applying a fishing mortality rate 

of 0.1 to the current biomass.  From the last assessment, using the equilibrium yield from a projection (using 

poorer short term average recruitment 1999-2008) based on F = 0.1 yielded about 6,000 MT.  While there were 

and are concerns about the scale of the values derived from the last assessment, the Miller and Rago 2012 work 

does support the scales found in the last assessment as plausible.    
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Scientific Uncertainty 

  

The large differences in the scale of biomass estimates between the most recent and previous assessment are 

due primarily to the inclusion of prior information about the catchability of age 1+ fish in the NEFSC fall 

survey as they relate to survey catch efficiency estimates of the FSV Bigelow relative to the R/V Albatross IV 

as well as  assumptions on the range of possible values for the ratio of the survey to stock area and the 

efficiency of the FSV Bigelow.  While involving substantial uncertainty, these estimates were highly likely to 

be improvements from the previous assessment. 

 

Spawning stock biomass and recruitment declined in the most recent years of the last assessment, even in the 

absence of substantial fishing pressure. The cause of poor recruitment is unknown.  However, high natural 

mortality rates imply short life spans for incoming recruits and few older fish in the population, even if fishing 

mortality is low. 

 

Validity of KLAMZ model estimates of biomass and fishing mortality was supported by the application of a 

simple “envelope” analysis method that established a feasible range for biomass (Figure B6 in the assessment). 

Model based estimates of stock biomass and fishing mortality rates were consistent with simple empirical 

interpretations of the data. The method was based on a feasible range of assumed fishing mortality rates applied 

to the observed catch series, and a feasible range of catchabilities applied to the NEFSC fall trawl survey catch 

weights per tow. Additional details are provided in Appendix B of the butterfish Assessment Report.  

Additional analysis of such approaches is included in the Miller and Rago 2012 paper. 

 

Additional sources of uncertainty include low precision in the discard estimates in some years due to low levels 

of observer coverage, low catchability for this pelagic fish, and conflicting trends among research bottom trawl 

surveys, most notably between the NEFSC spring and fall surveys. In the spring, seasonal migrations result in a 

high concentration of butterfish in deeper offshore strata, and possibly outside the survey area at that time. 


