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2012 Bluefish  
Fishery Performance Report 

 
 
The Bluefish Advisory Panel (AP) met from 9 AM – 11:30 AM June 27, 2012 in Baltimore, MD 
to develop a Fishery Performance Report (FPR) for consideration during the upcoming bluefish 
specification cycle.  At the end of its meeting, the AP reviewed and approved the summary 
below as the FPR. 
 
MAFMC Bluefish Advisers in attendance were: Fred Akers (NJ recreational), Arthur Brownell 
(NC recreational), Greg Hurley (VA recreational), and Arnold Leo (NY commercial).  Also in 
attendance were Dan Swanson (NH recreational) of the ASMFC Bluefish AP, James Fletcher, 
Marc Hoffman, and Frank Folb. 
 
Recreational Fishery Issues 
 
Concerns about the accuracy of MRFSS and MRIP data were voiced.  There is concern that 
bluefish recreational effort and hence catches are significantly and systematically overestimated 
by a biased high estimate of overall effort.  There is also great concern about the impact on 
recreational fisheries of inaccurate recreational catch estimates given that the FMP now includes 
AMs requirements (may be penalized due to overly high catch estimates).  One remedy that was 
suggested would be to require greater individual reporting by recreational fishermen, but this is 
not endorsed by the entire AP.  It was perceived that the final structure of the MRIP sampling 
program using the national registry is about the best that can be expected for management once it 
is finally implemented.  
 
Market / Economic Issues 
 
Recent increases in price of fuel reduce the amount of time and the distance fishermen can search 
for bluefish and have been a major constraining factor in the commercial and recreational 
fisheries.  Poor economic conditions overall have been such that fewer people can afford to go 
fishing, and thus, overall participation is reduced.  Fuel costs were perceived as strongly 
affecting bluefish recreational effort and catch in 2011.  Within the recreational sector, the 
economic recession has resulted in reduced fishing effort across all fishing modes (headboat, 
charter, private, and shore).  Bluefish are not highly sought after compared to fluke, striped bass, 
etc., and many people are focusing their limited resources on more highly valued species.   
 
In general, the perception is that although there seem to be plenty of bluefish effort is declining 
due to poor economic conditions.   
 
Environmental Issues 
 
There was a general consensus that bluefish availability is highly variable from year to year and 
that this has always been the case. 
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If fish are moving offshore or staying offshore longer due to changes in nearshore water 
temperature, this would affect the availability of bluefish to recreational fishermen, but no trend 
is perceived.  In North Carolina, bluefish are currently on the beach and there has been no 
change in inshore/offshore distribution of bluefish.   
 
Changes in oceanographic conditions (wind and current patterns, water temperature) definitely 
affect bluefish distribution (primarily affecting availability) and there is concern that this is not 
currently factored in stock assessments.     
 
The availability of forage greatly affects where bluefish will be found.  An example is the 
limiting role of menhaden in the Chesapeake.  Menhaden availability is constrained by their 
harvest for the vitamin industry.  Demand for fish oil drives the catch of forage which then 
affects bluefish catch.   
 
Accurate estimates of predation on young bluefish by spiny dogfish and striped bass needs to be 
better estimated and considered in stock assessments  
 
Another environmental factor affecting the drop in bluefish commercial landings in Wanchese, 
North Carolina is the closure of Oregon Inlet.  This probably decreased commercial fishing 
access/effort off NC.  Although vessels have been given permission to land in VA, the low value 
of bluefish often does not justify the added expense of steaming to VA.   
 
Management Issues & Management Induced Effort Shifts 
 
Unlike many fisheries, the bluefish fishery is not characterized by management constraining 
landings since the recreational and commercial fisheries are consistently below harvest limits.   
 
Fish health advisories may have negatively affected bluefish landings and increased the discard 
rate.  This probably also contributes negatively to effort since fishing becomes more of a catch 
and release activity which has limited appeal.   
 
At first glance, the 15 fish bag limit appears to be in conflict with fish advisory for personal 
consumption since 15 fish would be in excess of the recommended annual consumption (e.g., 
one meal per month for bluefish less than 24 inches and six meals per year for bluefish over 24 
inches.  The differential consumption recommendation may also drive effort toward smaller (<24 
in) fish and increased discard rates for larger fish.  If the retention of smaller fish and discard of 
larger fish is the norm, then assumptions about the size composition of discards in the assessment 
may be wrong.   
 
General Fishing Trends 
 
The AP was asked for their perception about the size structure of bluefish last year.  Members of 
the AP commented that in 2011, there had been larger than normal numbers of approximately 12 
inch bluefish in the Chesapeake Bay.  Additionally, it was pointed out that the abundance of 
small fish in the surf in North Carolina was no different than usual.  9-17 inch and 14-23 inch 
fish in 2011 would correspond to the 2009 and 2010 year classes.  This subject was brought up 
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because in the 2011 assessment update, the 2010 year class was estimated to be the smallest in 
entire time series, the 2009 year class being the second smallest.   
 
Other Issues 
 
There was a comment that sunset clauses need to be included in FMPs to allow for adaptation of 
management to changing fishery conditions.  Additionally, it was suggested that any uncaught 
quota should not be allowed to roll into next year as a conservation measure.   
 
 


