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InTroduCTIon:  

I’ve spent the better part of the last three years referencing data regarding the summer flounder 
fishery and reading extensive amounts of material provided in both the 57th and 66th SAW 
reports.  A lot of information to work with, a lot of divergent theories and opinions being 
discussed.  I’d like to share mine with the Commission and Council in the hopes it might add a 
different perspective on the issues holding the fishery back.  Please review and reference the 
following with an objective perspective, the following analysis and observations were made to 
assist in the management of the fishery, return it to health and benefit the many who depend on it 
for their livelihood or recreational enjoyment.    
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SSB per the above illustration declined dramatically between the years 1982 to 1989, the result 
of overzealous catch levels disproportionate to the size of the biomass and SSB.  Once catch 
levels were adjusted downward (per the below graph in Section 1), an absolute correct decision 
by fishery management, SSB embarked on a 15-yr increase from approximately 7,000 metric 
tons in 1989 to approximately 68,000 metric tons in 2003 or an almost 900% increase over that 
period.  An increase associated with significantly higher recreational possession limits and 
significantly lower recreational size limits along with catch levels considerably greater than 
today for both recreational and commercial concerns.  Obviously the regulations in place for a 
majority of that period were responsible for fueling the growth of the fishery.    

What the facts will show which began in the mid-nineties and accelerated in subsequent decades, 
in my opinion changing the trajectory of the fishery, were two changes.  First the harvest of 
larger older age class fish by commercial operators in spite of maintaining a 14” minimum along 
with a similar increase by recreational anglers due to the onset of increased size regulations 
addressed below completely altering the age and sex composition of catch over the last four 
decades.  Second, the consequences of that alteration in catch composition led to an equally and 
conceivably more relevant imbalance in the gender composition of SSB ultimately causing a 
substantive decline in recruitment statistics.  Reference to both matters are documented in the 
Catch and Recruitment sections of this document.  

If we’re in agreement the data, which is marine fisheries own data, is indeed illustrating the 
above, why would we deviate from regulations which promoted 900% growth in SSB, allowed 
higher harvest levels, maintained continuity in harvest sizes between recreational and 
commercial interests to regulations which over the last 14 years that have caused a 35% decline 
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in SSB, an almost 30% reduction in the overall biomass population, lower recruitment levels, 
increased size limits and lower possession limits for recreational anglers, 50% cuts in catch 
levels, a completely disproportionate share of the biomass to harvest (~35% of population or ~35 
million fish) available only to commercial with no new management methodologies on the 
foreseeable horizon which would provide hope or reason to believe these trends won’t continue.  
Regulatory decisions since the early 2000's have caused a series of unintended consequences 
leading to the above.  Until policy decisions are made which address catch composition, SSB 
will continue its decline as will recruitment levels and the fishery stands no chance of rebuilding.  
Reducing catch quotas, increasing or even maintaining size limits or shortening seasons 
recreationally will not change the trajectory the fishery is on, the last 15-years prove that.   None 
of those change catch composition or the trend of harvesting larger sexually mature fish with 
higher proportions of females having higher degrees of fecundity which are the cornerstones of 
the decline we’ve been witnessing since 2004.    
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Catch per the above graph illustrates a declining trend over the last 35 years.  Catch between the 
years 1982 to 1989 averaged ~24,000 metric tons annually while SSB averaged 21,000 metric 
tons a year.  Too high a percentage of SSB was being harvested annually and SSB as a result 
declined from ~31,000 metric tons in 1982 to ~7,000 metric tons in 1989, its lowest level in the 
last 38 years.  In 1989, fishery management made the right decision cutting catch levels by more 
than 50%, remained within that range over the ensuing years with modest increase through 2003 
when SSB reached its highest level at ~68,000 metric tons, a 900% increase throughout that 
timeframe.    

It’s important to note when catch levels we’re cut by more than half from an average of 25,940 
metric tons annually between 1982 to 1988 to 14,824 metric tons in 1989, tonnage was cut while 
size limits were left unchanged for both recreational and commercial concerns.  At the time, size 
limits were either 13 or 14 inches, the same for both recreational and commercial.  On the 
surface that might appear an innocuous point but I believe it’s relevant when size limits began 
changing between groups which I touch on later in the document.  It wasn’t until 1997 
recreational size limits increased above 14 inches to 14.50, 15 inches for 1998 to 1999, 15.50 
inches for 2000 and 2001 and increased to 17.04 on a weighted average basis between NJ, NY, 
Ct and RI in 2002 when Framework 2 establishing state-specific conservation equivalency 
measures became effective.  Recreational sizes continued increasing over the ensuing years to a 
high of 19.68 inches in 2009 to the current 18.82 inches today, again on a weighted average basis 
per the below table.  
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Source for above graph is Rutgers Sex and Length Study and the minimum landing size bar is 
18 inches or 45.72 centimeters.  Observe the disproportionate change in gender mix based on 
increased sizes which begins at approximately 42 centimeters or 16.50 inches.  In the above  
“State Size and Possession Limit” table, there’s not one year from 2002 forward which falls 
below that threshold.  Pay special attention to how the composition intensifies as size increases.     

SeCTIon 2 - landIngS CompoSITIon Change:  
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Keep in mind the data in the above landings graph for ’82 thru ’89 and ’10 thru ’17 represents 8 years in 
each of those decades compared to ten years in the 90’s and first decade of 2000 based on the availability 
of data in the 66th SAW.  That makes the decrease in landings between the 80’s and today even more 
extreme and equates to approximately 300 million or 75% less fish being harvested in the current decade 
than the 80’s, an amazing reduction in catch which has not been able to stem the decline of the biomass, 
SSB and recruitment.  Primary reason I believe managing the fishery simply through reduced catch levels 
and or shortened seasons is not going to change the trajectory of the fishery or address the problems 
causing it’s decline.    

 

The above graph deals with the same information but to neutralize the disparity of months in each decade 
is presented in terms of average yearly fish landings.  Trend and percentage reduction in landings over the 
last four decades would elicit the same conclusion as above.  
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SeCTIon 3 - average WeIghT of landIngS Trend:  
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The above charts illustrate observations made in previous sections which is an on-going trend of 
harvesting larger sexually mature fish which can be extrapolated from the “Sex Ratio” excerpts 
on pages 60 and 61 of the 66th SAW reflected in Section 6.  A harvest consisting of a 
significantly higher proportion of older age class fish, disproportionately female with higher 
degrees of fecundity.  The data is pretty unambiguous the average weight, and by default the 
average age, of fish being harvested today is greater and causing a composition change in the age 
and gender composition of SSB.  Further data is provided in Section 4, “Biomass Composition 
Change” which illustrates that fact.  The estimated impacts on recruitment statistics and SSB 
gender composition are further discussed in Section 5 and Section 6.  

SeCTIon 4 - bIomaSS CompoSITIon Change:  

 

  
 

 
Points of Discussion / Observations:  

• Overall biomass population from 80’s to current remains virtually unchanged in 
spite of significant reduction in annual landings over the last four decades.    
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• Average annual R from 80’s to current decade has declined by ~24 million fish 
annually or ~40%.  Average annual landings for the same periods have decreased 
from ~40 million fish to less than 10 million, an ~75% decline.  

• Modestly lower recruitment in the 90’s and significantly lesser landings resulted 
in a ~22 million drop in the average biomass population.  Modestly higher 
recruitment in the first decade of 2000 and slightly lower landings from the 
previous decade resulted in ~50 million more fish in the average biomass  
population.  Results seem to be directionally opposite than what those statistics 
would suggest in each of those periods.  

• Second decade of 2000 is equally confusing, average annual recruitment exceeds 
annual landings by ~28 million fish a year for 8 years (~225 million fish added to 
the biomass) yet the biomass decreased from the prior decade by ~27 million fish.  
I understand there’s discard and natural mortality to consider but those issues 
would have to be significant to cause a decline in the population when in the prior 
decade it’s resulted in a significant increase.  

• Take note of the change in biomass composition percentages between classes.  
Age classes 0-2 represent 30% less of the overall biomass population today 
relative to the 80’s even though those age classes represent a negligible 
percentage of today’s landings, clearly a sign recruitment (age class 0 fish) has 
imploded relative to significantly lowers SSB levels in prior decades. 

 

     
  

Points of Discussion / Observations:  
• Same biomass information with further breakout of age classes.    
• Clearly you can see the shift which occurred as a result of the shift in catch 

composition driving a biomass comprised of older age fish.  

• Age 0 thru 2 classes are down ~30% in population today versus the 80’s which 
will have prolonged impacts on the fishery as those age classes grow and continue 
to be harvested.  Additionally, age classes 1 thru 7, per the excerpt in Section 6 
under “Sex Ratio”, have experienced a substantial decline in female composition 
meaning the recruitment capacity of SSB has been materially altered.    

• These are the primary reasons SSB and recruitment are declining and further 
policy decisions which don’t address changes in catch composition will 
undoubtedly secure the downward trend of this fishery.    

• Harvesting younger, smaller, less sexually mature fish and allowing the larger 
sexually mature breeders to populate the stock resulted in a 900% increase to SSB 



11  

between the years 1989 and 2003, we need to work our way back to the 
regulations in place at that time which promoted that level of growth.      

 

           

Same information as above but age classes are represented in percentages as opposed to absolute 
numbers of fish.  Again the significant shift in biomass composition jumps off the page and when 
combined with the decline in female composition of older age classes it’s difficult not to question 
the impact size increase regulations have had on the recruitment strength of SSB, the ultimate 
driver of a sustainable fishery.  Further proof of those impacts are illustrated in Section 5 
“Recruitment”.  
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Age classes 7+ in the decades 80’ and 90’s averaged 45 thousand fish per above table.  Statistics 
show on average 2,000 fish a year from these age groups being landed yet the biomass actually 
declined from 252,000 in 1982 to 27,000 in 1999.  Not sure how that’s possible.  In the first two 
decades of 2000, the biomass population numbers increased from 79,000 to 4,742,000 in 2017 
when larger fish are being harvested, recreational landings consist almost entirely of larger 
sexually mature fish due to regulations, recruitment levels continue to trend down, SSB continues 
to trend down, annual catch levels of age classes 7+ have increased 2800% for the current decade, 
commercial discard rates are quoted as being 80% with a higher proportion of older fish being 
discarded since 2002 as discussed in Section 9 yet these age classes have experienced explosive 
growth never before encountered.  The data doesn’t support the results.    

  

 

Source 66th SAW – Page 449  

  

Source 66th SAW – Page 451  

 

SeCTIon 5   –   reCruITmenT :   
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There’s no better illustration than the above charts of the impact recreational size increases and 
the shift in catch composition of commercial landings of older age fish have had on recruitment 
trends.  Catch levels have been cut by 75% over the last four decades, how much further can they 
be cut without essentially shutting the fishery down to both commercial and recreational 
interests.   Harvesting older age fish with a disproportionately higher percentage of females 
(outlined in Section 6) has materially weakened both the relative recruitment capacity of SSB 
and taken its toll on absolute recruitment numbers in general.  The biomass population for age 
classes 0 - 2 has drastically declined from a recent high of 152 million in 2009 to 86 million in 
2017, an ~44% decrease in nine years.  Since age classes 0 to 2 make up a negligible percentage 
of today’s harvest, the majority of this decline is due to significantly lower levels of recruitment.  
A decline the fishery will feel for years as these age classes mature and are harvested and their 
weakened numbers will have long term implications of further suppressing future recruitment 
levels.  The fishery in essence is in a downward spiral.  Lower recruitment equates to lower SSB.  
With the continued onslaught on older age fish being harvested, the female portion of SSB will 
continue to decline as well.  Shrinking SSB combined with a continued substantial decline in the 
female composition will insure recruitment continues to plummet.  It has no choice.  The cycle 
will continue until no other options remain than draconian options no one really wishes to 
discuss.  You might say the fishery is currently in a death spiral brought on by regulations 
insuring its eventual collapse.         

Let me add context to the above commentary.  Recruitment in 1983 was 104 million fish relative 
to an SSB of ~29,000 metric tons.  In 2017, after 35-years of management to improve the fishery, 
recruitment was 42 million fish relative to an SSB of ~43.000 metric tons.  A 49% increase in 
SSB between those years resulted in a 77% decline in annual recruitment over a period of time 
when landings declined by ~75%.  On the surface that sounds virtually impossible.  

At the same time, the biomass population in 1983 was 202 million fish, in 2017 it’s decreased to 
122 million fish or a 40% decline after 35 years.  There’s no other way to read the data, the 
fishery is not only trending in the wrong direction, it’s in a downward spiral it won’t recover 
from until measures are adopted to address the failing recruitment strength of the fishery which 
can only be accomplished by stopping the harvest of larger sexually mature fish and rebuilding 
SSB not only in total but more important the female portion of SSB.     

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 



15  

SeCTIon 6 – SSb gender CompoSITIon Change  

  

  

  

Points of Discussion / Observations:  
• There’s not much more I can add to the above narrative which isn’t already 

mentioned in the above excerpts, both from the 66th SAW report.  
• Gender composition, in particular the female portion, has been materially altered 

for the worse over the last two decades and as previously discussed in earlier 
sections is causing grave harm to annual recruitment levels.   

• As mentioned earlier, this is a spiraling effect which I can’t emphasize strongly 

enough won’t reverse itself.    

• I also wish to emphasize that shortened seasons or further reduced catch quotas, 
quotas which have already been slashed by ~75% over the last two decades 
without attaining their desired results, will also not remediate the damage done to 
SSB and R.        
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SeCTIon 7. - SIze lImIT InCreaSeS To SSb / reCruITmenT TrendS:  

 

Take note of the relationship and trends between 1989 and 2002 between recreational size limits 
and an improving SSB and R trend.  SSB grew from approximately 7,000 metric tons in 1989 to 
approximately 68,000 metric tons in 2003 before significantly higher size limits were mandated.  
For a majority of that period, recreational limits ranged between 13.5 – 15,5 inches or 35 to 40 
centimeters which as already touched upon resulted in the almost exclusive harvest recreationally 
and commercially of age class 1 to 2 yr. old fish.  
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When size limits continued to increase beyond that range, the above graph clearly illustrates the 
inverse effect those policy decisions had on SSB and R.  Keep in mind these are “minimum” size 
limits, actual landings will obviously be larger and not unimaginable by a few inches or more.   

  
Wish to reference the above chart again which first appeared in Section 1 “Catch”.  At 13.5 to 14 
inches or 34.5 to 35.5 centimeters, you can see from the above chart the significantly greater 
percentage of male fish.  When you eclipse 15.75 inches or approximately 40 centimeters, the 
balance is approximately 50 / 50.  At the 18 to 19-inch range which is where we’re at today, 
recreational harvest will consist almost exclusively of large female breeders.  Translated 40% of 
the annual catch quota today being allocated to recreational anglers will be filled almost 
exclusively by sexually mature older aged spawning females being removed from SSB.  
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SeCTIon 8. - CommerCIal / reCreaTIonal aCCeSS To bIomaSS  

  
                         Weighted Average Recreational Size Limit 2019 – 18.73”  

                         Commercial Size Limit – 14”  
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The relationship of age, length and gender is further illustrated in the following chart Source 57th 
SAW, page 413.   The chart illustrates the relationship among females and males relative to age 
and average lengths similar to Rutgers Sex and Length study.  It clearly demonstrates the 
disproportionate ratio of a higher percentage of female summer flounder in older age groups.  
That relative relationship begins as early as age 1 and becomes more pronounced in older groups.  
A key statistic as to why the increase in catch composition this fishery has experienced over the 
years is a principle factor leading to the decline in this fishery.    

The above chart shows the disproportionate share recreational anglers have harvest rights to 
relative to commercial concerns, the result of size increases over the years while commercial size 
limits remained unchanged at 14 inches.   Commercial concerns can harvest ~65% of the 
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biomass compared to ~30% for recreational.  That equates to almost 30 million more fish 
commercial interests have harvest rights to which recreational don’t.  Recreational discards are 
subsidizing commercials catch quota yearly and a contributing factor of why commercial catch 
weights have increase substantially over the years as 14 inch to either 18 or 19-inch dependent 
on the state are being released and available for commercial operators to harvest.  It’s an issue 
which didn’t exist when size limits were identical between both groups and along with the other 
undesirable consequences of increased recreational size limits needs to be addressed.     

SeCTIon 9 – CommerCIal / reCreaTIonal dISCard raTeS:  

  
  
Extremely revealing chart regarding commercial discards comparing percentages on observed 
trawls to percentages obtained from FVTR’s.  Source is 57th SAW page 302.  Could not find 
comparable information in 66th SAW Assessment Report.  If available, would be interested in 
reviewing years 2012 – 2017.   The disparity between observed versus unobserved discard rates 
(those reported on VTR’s) is substantial and if representative would have significant implications 
quantifying annual commercial catch levels and associated discard mortality rates.  Post 2000, 
observe the spike and degree of difference in percentage discards between observed trawls and 
percentages submitted on VTR’s.  In all but one year (2003), observed trawl discard percentages 
significantly exceed non-observed.  In 2001, 2006, 2007 and 2008, percentages exceeded 80% of 
catch with a high of ~143% in 2007.  2009 was almost 60% itself.  Compare these relationships 
to the same relationships pre-2000 when for whatever reason the spread between observed trawls 
and VTR’s was considerably less.  
  
Based on the “Commercial Fishery Discard Chart”, it’s evident from observed trawls there’s a 
significantly greater percentage of discards as a percentage of catch occurring than what’s 
reported on VTR’s.  Timing of the disparity coincides with the period of time recreational size 
limit increases accelerated and the growth of the biomass from 900% growth of SSB experienced 
between 1989 to 2003 was coming to an end.  Factor in these are percentages reported on 
observed trawls, one has to question if percentages on unobserved trawls are substantially higher.  
  
Now factor in the following facts included in the 66th SAW.   
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Combine the elevated levels of discards as a percentage of overall catch compared to what’s 
being reported on VTR’s per the above graph with the fact there’s an 80% discard mortality rate 
associated with commercial harvest consisting disproportionately of older age fish since 2002 and 
explain how commercial dead discard rates from 2010 to 2017 as illustrated on page 178 of the 
66th SAW calculates out to an average annual percentage of 15%.  For comparison sake, 
recreational calculates out at ~24%.  

SeCTIon 10 – ConCluSIonS / obServaTIonS:  

Once again my interests in preparing this analysis is to focus fisheries management, the scientific 
community, technical staffs and whoever else is necessary on issues I believe are causing 
considerable harm to this fishery.  If we’re being asked to believe the data incorporated in the 
66th SAW as representative of what’s happening in the fishery, then it’s inconceivable anyone 
can question the fishery is failing and a completely new approach managing it needs to be 
adopted.  

• SSB has declined 37% from 2004 to 2017, ~68,000 metric tons to ~42,000  
• Biomass population has shrunk from ~183 million population in 2004 to 121 million in 

2017, an ~ 34% decline  
• The last seven years’ annual recruitment are at their lowest levels since 1988 when SSB 

was a paltry 9,000 metric tons.  2017 SSB is ~42,000 metric tons.  These below average 
levels will impact the fishery over a prolonged period of time as they’re harvested, 
putting future pressure on SSB in the absolute, continued pressure on gender composition 
and further suppressed recruitment levels.  The fishery is in a self-fulfilling downward 
spiral at this stage  

• Gender composition of SSB has been altered in favor of more males by anywhere from 
20 to 40 percentage based on age classes  

As mentioned, the fishery is in a freefall and won’t recover without remedial measures 
implemented which address catch composition, rebuilding SSB and measures insuring protection 
of the spawn.  

From what I understand, due to MSA or current reauthorizations of MSA, there’s only two 
remedial options available to manage the fishery  

• Reduce catch  
• Shorten seasons  

Both options will have little to no impact improving the fishery as both address only catch.  If a 
75% decline in catch levels over the last 35 years hasn’t nursed the fishery back to health, why 
believe further more negligible cuts will.  The only policy decisions which will reverse current 
trends have to address catch composition (size), rebuilding SSB in the absolute and the female 
portion in particular, protect the primary fall / winter spawn and get recruitment levels back to 
historical levels and growth.  Anything less and the stock will continue its downward trajectory.  

• Recreational size limits need to be brought back to levels commensurate with commercial 
size limits.  If catch needs to be addressed, address it in terms of tonnage, not size limits.  

• Until R shows signs of recovery, the fall winter offshore commercial fishery needs to be 
addressed.  Not suggesting shutting it down, but the allocation of quotas need to be 
realigned to focus a higher percentage of the harvest occurring during non-spawn months 
and significantly less harvest during spawning months.  To my knowledge, no one has 
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written a paper or understands the impacts commercial netting has on the spawning 
dynamics of the stock, a biomass more highly concentrated and vulnerable today than 
ever before.    

• 1989 – 2003 promoted an ~900% increase in SSB, why were regulations which promoted 
that level of growth changed and more important why wouldn’t we work our way 
thoughtfully back to those same regulations.    

• Discard rates on commercial harvest needs to be further explored.  The data not only 
suggests it, it illustrates there’s a significantly higher percentage occurring over reported 
levels on VTR’s as reflected in the 57th SAW report.  If more observed trawls need to 
occur, resources should be directed in that effort since the impact on catch, in particular 
the impact on catch of older age class fish, could be substantially greater than what’s 
being incorporated into models.      

I wish for this document to be included in the briefing materials for the upcoming September 9 th 
MAMFC SSC meeting at Sonesta Harbor Court in Baltimore.  A similar version was sent a few 
months back based on recommendations from Brandon Muffley and John Boreman to Mark 
Terceiro for his team’s review and commentary.  No feedback was ever received so I’m sending 
it to you in the hopes you’ll insure the Commission Board Members overseeing Summer 
Flounder and Council Members with the authority to address these issues actually have an 
opportunity to review the document.      

If my facts are wrong, if anyone disagrees with my findings or conclusions please provide 
opposing positions supported by data.  In the absence, this fishery is failing and remedial 
measures need to be implemented immediately to address what is arguably one of the most vital 
fisheries to the Mid-Atlantic States.  It won’t improve without changes in management 
ideologies, it’s a mathematical impossibility and fishery management’s own data supports that 
statement.  

If data in the SAW report is wrong, bad policy decisions are being made based on inaccurate 
data.  If the data is representative to what’s happening within the fishery, the fishery is in trouble, 
dire trouble.  Significantly and historically lower recruitment statistics over the last seven years 
has all but guaranteed the weakened state of this fishery over the foreseeable future.  Steepness 
in this fishery, which some conspiracy theorist insist is the case, is out the window or we 
wouldn’t find ourselves in the situation we’re in today.  Keep in mind the above fact “The last 
seven years’ annual recruitment are at their lowest levels since 1988 when SSB was a paltry 
9,000 metric tons.  2017 SSB is ~42,000 metric tons.”  How can anyone rightly defend steepness 
with those facts.  

Dustin and Kiley, I’d be happy to discuss the analysis with you, help out in any way you think 
would benefit the fishery, present my analysis at meetings if necessary or not be involved at all if 
that’s the path you choose.  What I do request is for both the Commission Board Members and 
Council Members to see this document so they have knowledge of it and can draw their own 
conclusions.         

  

  


