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May 13, 2011 

Dr. John Boreman 
Chair 
Scientific and Statistical Committee 
Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
800 North State Street, Suite 201 
Dover, DE 19901-3910 
 
Dear Dr. Boreman and members of the Scientific and Statistical Committee: 
 
Thank you for providing us with an opportunity to respond to the Squid, Mackerel, and 
Butterfish Monitoring Committee’s recommendations regarding the specifications for the 
management of Atlantic mackerel, Loligo and Illex squids and butterfish for the 2012 fishing 
year. 
 
Atlantic Mackerel 
 
We believe that the recommendation of a U.S. ABC of 16,200 mt is unreasonable and is 
inconsistent with the best available scientific recommendations of both the 2010 TRAC and the 
SSC last year, when the 2011 US ABC of 47,395 mt was established. 
 
We respectfully request that the SSC establish a 2012 Overfishing Limit Proxy (OFL) of 
80,000 mt, and an 80,000 mt ABC, which after deducting 40,000 mt for Canadian catches, 
results in a U.S. ABC of 40,000 mt. 
 
Even though the status of mackerel is currently “unknown”, with respect to mortality rates or 
stock size, the TRAC recommended “that annual total catches not exceed the average annual 
total landings (80,000 mt) over the last three years (2006-2008) until such time that new 
information suggests that a different amount is appropriate.”   
 
When the SSC accepted the TRAC recommendation of a combined US and Canada ABC of 
80,000 mt last year, it was determined that the 2009 landings and survey index, in and of 
themselves, were not sufficient information to deviate from the TRAC recommendation.   
 
Similarly, we disagree with the monitoring committee’s recommendation that low U.S. mackerel 
catches since 2009 (a result, we believe, of the Atlantic mackerel resource shifting to the north 
and east in recent years) and the 2010 spring survey indices (also reflecting the absence of 
mackerel on the US continental shelf) are sufficient information this year to deviate from the 
2010 TRAC recommendation.  The important fact is that fishing mortality in 2011, for both 
countries, is well below the 80,000 OFL Proxy established by the SSC last year. 
 
In making our request, we ask that the SSC consider some relevant factors identified in the 2011 
SMB AP Fishery Performance Report and the April 2011 Mackerel AP Informational Document: 
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• The AP perceives a possible environmental regime shift as evidenced by the development 
of a major Canadian fishery off of Newfoundland.  Figure 8, page 7, of the April 
document corroborates our concern in dramatic fashion. 

• Availability is the primary driver for catches, and availability is likely highly sensitive to 
external environmental factors. 

• A variety of factors are contributing to a reduction in searching and exploration of 
potential new fishable areas, which coupled with low availability in traditional fishing 
areas are hampering catch. (These include high fuel prices, fishing alternatives like 
scallops and Loligo squid and a reduced fleet size through economic attrition.) 

• Since Canadian landings have to be deducted off the top, and Canada is supporting post-
TRAC quotas of 60-65,000 mt (2010 AMAC), there is a strong need for a bilateral 
sharing agreement to protect the U.S. industry’s access to the Atlantic mackerel resource 
when fish may become available again. 

• Joint research proposals have not been addressed by either Country. 
 
Finally, although we understand that the SSCs focus is on scientific issues, some of which we 
have outlined above, the difference between a U.S. ABC of 16,200 mt and one of 40,000 metric 
tons ranges between $7.2 million (estimate based on $300/mt; see Figure 11, page 9, of the April 
document) and $10.7 million (potential ex-vessel price of $450/mt, from industry sources).  
 
Loligo Squid 
 
We support an OFL Proxy being set at 32,000 metric tons and an ABC of 24,000 metric tons. 
The 2010 stock assessment (SAW/SARC 42) concluded that the stock appears "lightly 
exploited" and catch does not appear to have caused negative consequences on trends in catches 
and/or fall NEFSC indices. 

We do not support any additional changes to the Trimester poundage allocations and feel that the 
observation about seasonal differences in cohort productivity has not had a thorough scientific 
review. 

Illex Squid 
 
We support the ABC being set at 24,000 metric tons and the specification of an OFL Proxy of 
32,000 metric tons. The SSC last year concluded that there does not appear to be any long-term 
trends in the NEFSC trawl survey and fishery landings and changes in landings could be the 
result of changes in abundance, availability and/or market conditions. Additionally, there is no 
available evidence that landings of 24,000-26,000 MT have caused harm to the Illex stock. 

Butterfish 
 
Numerous comments have been submitted by industry regarding the validity of the stock 
assessment, its findings and the harvest levels derived from those assessments. These comments 
have largely dealt with the observations that the assessment is founded on weak data from which 
strong interpretations have been derived. We contend that the butterfish assessment has selected 
conservative assumptions, has not fully considered the biological characteristics of butterfish and 
largely ignored the fact that fishing has no discernable impact on the stock.  
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The previous assessment was proven to be inaccurate following the 2010 SARC review, yet the 
earlier assessment’s establishment of an overfished status and rebuilding plan remain in place.  
Although stock status remains unknown, the 2010 SARC review provides the SSC with much 
more biological flexibility than the monitoring committee’s recommendation.  
 
The best available scientific information suggests a sustainable harvest of butterfish lies 
between 20,000 mt and 4500 mt. We feel strongly that the current ABC of 1811 mt is not 
justifiable and ask you to consider an ABC for 2012 within this range. 
 
We offer additional scientific comments for you to consider: 
 
1) The 2010 SARC concluded that the assumptions of overfishing and high discards from the 
2004 SARC were incorrect. The unfortunate aspect of this situation is that the available data are 
insufficient to determine whether butterfish is in fact overfished. This was partially due to 
uncertainty as to the exact value of Natural Mortality (M) but the SARC recognized that the level 
of M was much greater than for other managed species. 
 
2) A simple example of the survival of butterfish using values presented in SARC 49 using a 
simple population decay model.  If 1000 butterfish are born in year zero then only 41% survive 
to age 1 and only 17% of the population remains to spawn at the point the population reaches full 
maturity.  Beyond age 2 there is less than 10% of the population remaining.  If the current 
estimate of fishing mortality is added to natural mortality then the population is further reduced 
an additional 4%.  
 
Number of butterfish simulated over time at M‐.09 and F+M with F = 0.1 

No 
fishing 

Fishing 
@f=.1 

Popn. % with no 
fishing 

Popn. with  fishing=‐
0.1 

Birth  1000  1000 100% 100% 

Age 1  406.5697  367.8794 41% 37% 

Age 2  165.2989  135.3353 17% 14% 

Age 3  67.20551  49.78707 7% 5% 

Age 4  27.32372  18.31564 3% 2% 

 
3) The available data for butterfish indicate that fishing has almost no effect on butterfish 
abundance and it appears that enough fish survive to maintain the reproductive potential of the 
stock.    
 
4) The habits of butterfish make it difficult to sample with the current federal trawl survey. It is 
increasingly clear that the survey only partially samples butterfish and likely underestimates 
abundance, making future prediction more difficult. 
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5) The fishing mortality rate (F) applied to butterfish is very low.  The recent SAW estimated 
that absolute fishing mortality in 2008 was F=0.02, a very low rate and much lower than the F of 
0.1 used in Amendment 10 to project 2011 acceptable biological catch (ABC).  This implies that 
the 2011 acceptable biological catch could have been safely increased up to 5 times greater than 
the 2008 harvest level.   
 
 
Thank you for your attention to and your consideration of our recommendations and concerns.  
We look forward to see you in Baltimore. 
 
With best regards, 
 
Lars Axelson 
Jeff Reichle 
Dave Ellenton 
Geir Monson 
Peter Moore 
Jeff Kaelin 
Hank Lackner 
 
 


