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2012 Tilefish (SMB) Advisory Panel (AP)  
Fishery Performance Report (FPR) 

 
 
The Tilefish AP met February 7 2012 to develop the Tilefish FPR below.  This FPR represents a 
consensus of the Tilefish AP. 
 
The Advisers in attendance were: Robert Fallon, Dan Farnham, Frank Green, John Nolan, Gary 
Caputi, and Keith Larson. They represent the tilefish fisheries of Montauk, Hampton Bay, and 
Barnegat Light as well as the recreational fishery. Also in attendance in person or via conference 
call were Laurie Nolan, Council Member, John Nolan, Jr., tilefish fisherman of Montauk; Rick 
and Dan Mears, of Barnegat Light; José Montañez, staff of the MAFMC; representatives of the 
SSC Socioeconomic subcommittee Bonnie McCay, Doug Lipton, and Mark Holliday; SCOQ 
and Tilefish committee chair Lee Anderson; and Paul Nitschke, Tammy Murphy, and Barbara 
Rountree of the NEFSC, and Doug Vaughan, retired NMFS and SSC member. 
 
The charge to the Tilefish AP was to provide input on factors that have influenced catch levels 
over time.  The following is the consensus report from the Tilefish AP.   
 
Market Issues 
 
Prices have increased and been strong in recent years.  A major reason for this is that the tilefish 
industry is able to coordinate times of landings to avoid market gluts and spread tilefish landings 
throughout the year.  The ability to do this has improved since IFQs came into place. 
 
The price for Golden tilefish decreases when tilefish landed in the South Atlantic derby fishery 
enters the New York market. This typically occurs a few months out of the year as the South 
Atlantic tilefish fishery typically closes early in the season, due to its being a ‘derby’ fishery. In 
addition, in late fall, striped bass also competes with tilefish in the market place. Fishermen take 
this into account when planning fishing activity. 
 
Golden tilefish caught in this region are sold as whole fish through regional markets, mainly for 
ethnic customers.  However, an increasing although small amount is going to local buyers on 
Long Island, where there has been an uptick in local restaurants featuring such local fishes as 
well as purchases by a Sea-to-Table business serving the larger region (sea2table.com). 
 
Having a steady year round supply has helped the overall marketing development for this 
product. (And price increase). The market may not be able to absorb larger increases in product 
availability in the very short-term. At this time, an increase in supply causes a decrease in price, 
as seen when southern tilefish enters the New York market. Market expansion is needed to 
further place additional product in the market place and maintain stable prices.  Over the longer-
term, increases in production can improve markets. 
 
Major costs that have risen in recent years are fuel and bait.  The high cost of operating a vessel 
continues to place a premium on fishing as close to home port as possible.   
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Environmental Issues 
 
The industry has observed no tilefish aggregation changes due to changes in water temperatures, 
in contrast with what they observe with other fishes. The temperatures where Golden tilefish are 
found seem stable due to extreme depth. (Note: tilefish are generally found in rough bottom, 
small burrows and sheltered areas at bottom water temperatures ranging from 48.2oF to 57.2oF 
[9°C to 14°C], generally in depths between 328 and 984 ft [100 to 300 m]). 
 
Dogfish interaction reduces tilefish catches and strongly affects where people fish. When 
fishermen encounter dogfish they move to other fishing areas. The dogfish interaction is mostly 
in the winter period. However, in recent years, dogfish presence extends past the winter time 
period (right until June).  Skate interaction also reduces tilefish catches; this is mostly limited to 
the winter period. Skates can severely damage tilefish gear. When fishermen encounter dogfish 
or skates they move to other fishing areas. 
 
Recreational tilefish fishermen have observed aggregations of large fish in small areas in the 
spring/summer time around the Wilmington canyon (>80 to 90 fathoms). Not sure if they could 
be spawning events.  Down East, tilefish concentrate in smaller amounts because of canyons and 
bottom structures.  
 
Management Issues & Management Induced Effort Shifts 
 
The number of tilefish vessels participating in the fishery has been steady.  Data showing a sharp 
decline between 2010 and 2011 reflect participation changes in the incidental category.  Since 
the onset of the ITQ management scheme, there has been no change in the number of vessels (4) 
that constitute the vast bulk of the landings (they constitute about 80% of the landings/IFQ 
allocation).   
 
Tilefish landings are in alignment with the TAL specified for the fishery; observed differences in 
the data are very small. AP members believe that they are catching their allocation. 
 
The implementation of the IFQ system has particularly benefited those in the former "part-time" 
and "tier 2" vessel categories of the old limited access program. These vessels can plan their 
fishing activities throughout the year, rather than being forced into a derby fishery on November 
1 (start of the fishing year) if they plan to harvest tilefish in a given year. These vessels 
participate in a number of fisheries (e.g. monkfish, scallop, and swordfish) and the IFQ system 
allows them to "fill in" tilefishing when it works best for them.  
 
In response to a question regarding the use of electronic VTR, no one in the industry is presently 
using this system. Some fishermen that have used electronic reporting under the Study Fleet 
project indicated that the system was too burdensome. In addition, they encountered technical 
(e.g. transmission) problems; and they thought that they were collecting the data for no good 
reason. The group agreed that potential data collection via electronic reporting could enhance 
data quality to be used in the stock assessment.   
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General Fishing Trends 
 
CPUE is improving (catch rates improving.). However, still see variations (ups and downs) in 
CPUE. In the last 3 years, the length of a fishing trip has been very stable (ranging from 4 to 5 
days) and shorter than the case several years before that (7 to 10 days), reflecting higher catch 
rates. 
 
Observations indicate new incoming multiple-year classes; there is more of a size mix than 
before (healthy mix of ages). Commercial fishermen are catching a broad size distribution of 
fish. 
 
Try to fish as close to port as possible. Basically, fishing in same areas all of the time; high fuel 
prices keep people from going further out and searching. 
 
Fishermen are not moving around much as they are finding a healthy mix of animals in 
traditional fishing grounds. However, there are areas that are thought to have more quantities of 
larger fish than smaller fish that could be targeted if needed. 
 
The topography of the traditional fishing areas is well known and they have the advantage of 
little or no gear conflict, unlike some of the potential tilefishing areas which are used for other 
fisheries. 
 
Other Issues 
 
Sometimes, a vessel may underharvest its quota allocation due to fear of overharvesting. The AP 
would like to see carry-over of unused portions (with a % cap) to the next fishing year such as it 
is done in the scallop fishery. 
  
Reliance on fishery-dependent data to manage the fishery may be a drawback. Assessment is 
data poor. No survey information on size distribution. No age/size information readily available 
ready for use in modeling. (Note: Paul Nitschke indicated that an initiative to collect aging 
information is underway). 
 
Constant harvest strategy seems to be working and rebuilding the fishery. Industry would like to 
see status quo landings in the near future given healthy trends in the catch. 
 
At the AP meeting, Gary Caputi indicated that he would further inquire about headboats trips 
targeting Golden Tilefish. He reported to Council staff that: 

o "I have not been able to find any headboats in Jersey that are scheduling trips targeting 
tilefish this winter or spring. The cost of fuel and potential return on the investment for 
anglers is not great enough to generate much excitement." 

o "I found one out of Rudee Inlet, but they target blueline tilefish and grouper and only 
rarely move off to water deep enough to harbor goldens." 

o "Didn’t see any Montauk boats listing tilefish trip, either." 
 
 


