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M E M O R A N D U M   

Date: February 24, 2015 

To: Chris Moore 

From: Jason Didden  

Subject: February 25 Blueline Tilefish Webinar 

 

The Council is meeting on Wednesday, February 25, 2015 (1:30pm) to discuss possible emergency 

regulations for blueline tilefish in the Mid-Atlantic per Section 305(c) of the Magnuson Act.  As 

discussed at the Council’s December 2014 and February 2015 Council meetings, blueline tilefish are 

managed by the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council, and a 2013 assessment (SEDAR 32) 

found them to be overfished with overfishing occurring.   

The South Atlantic Council has expressed concern about the quality of the information that was 

available for SEDAR 32.  However, based on the South Atlantic Council’s Amendment 32, NMFS has 

proposed a commercial trip limit of 100 pounds (gutted weight), a recreational vessel limit of one fish 

per vessel per day for the months of May through August each year, and a prohibition on recreational 

harvest of blueline tilefish for the rest of the year.    

Although blueline tilefish are caught by vessels from as far north as Massachusetts and the stock is 

treated as one unit coastwide, these regulations would apply only to vessels in federal waters within the 

South Atlantic management area (up to the North Carolina/Virginia border).  In addition, it is not clear 

whether there may be separate northern and southern stocks (golden tilefish has been established to be 

two stocks), and data for areas north of 

North Carolina are particularly limited.  

Commercial landings of blueline tilefish 

have increased recently in the Mid-Atlantic 

primarily due to landings in New Jersey 

(Figure 1).  Most of these fish were caught 

in statistical areas off the coast of 

Delmarva (Figure 2 and Table 1).   

 

 

Figure 1.  Mid-Atlantic/New England Blueline 

Tilefish Landings - Source: unpublished NE 

dealer weighout data 
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Figure 2.  NMFS Northeast Statistical (Stat) Areas 

 

Table 1.  Blueline tilefish NE VTR commercial kept catch in pounds by statistical area and year, 2001-2014. 

 
 

Table 2.  Blueline tilefish NE VTR recreational kept fish by stat area and year, 2002-2014 (numbers of fish) 
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Although blueline tilefish catches are rare in NMFS’ recreational survey data (MRIP), Northeast vessel 

trip reports (VTRs) for party/charter vessels indicate an increase from an average of about 2,400 fish per 

year (2002-2011) to between 10,000-16,000 fish per year in 2012-2014 (Table 2 above).  Several for-

hire vessels have also begun to focus on blueline tilefish in recent years, as evidenced by multiple recent 

trips landing 10 or more blueline tilefish per person (the highest fish per person averages were from 

2014 trips in New Jersey) (Table 3). 
 

Table 3.  2010-2014 Party-Charter Average Retained Fish per Angler on Trips Reporting at Least 1 Blueline 

Tilefish 

Trips

87

79

93

51

74

57

33

14

7

3

17

15

8

1

Between 4+ to 5

Between 1+ to 2

Range Fish Kept Per Trip 

(Average per Angler)

Less then or = to 1

Between 2+ to 3

Between 3+ to 4

Between 15+ to 20

Between 20+ to 25

More than 25

Between 5+ to 6

Between 6+ to 7

Between 7+ to 8

Between 8+ to 9

Between 9+ to 10

Between 10+ to 15

 
Source: unpublished NE VTR data 

 

Currently there are no federal regulations for blueline tilefish north of North Carolina.  Two states, 

Virginia and Maryland, have enacted tilefish regulations that apply to vessels landing in their states, 

with both implementing 300 pound incidental commercial trip limits and a 7-fish tilefish species 

recreational possession limit.    

 

The Council has already expressed concern to relevant states that the unmanaged loophole fishery for 

blueline tilefish in the Mid-Atlantic poses a threat to the sustainability of this resource due to the recent 

increases in commercial and recreational landings and blueline tilefish’s susceptibility to overfishing 

given its biology (long-lived and relatively sedentary).  Blueline tilefish are also characterized as a 

species facing high risk based on a 2009 productivity susceptibility analysis performed by MRAG.1     

  

                                                
1 http://www.safmc.net/Portals/6/Meetings/Council/BriefingBook/Jun09/SSC/A11_EWGPSACatchLimits.pdf  

http://www.safmc.net/Portals/6/Meetings/Council/BriefingBook/Jun09/SSC/A11_EWGPSACatchLimits.pdf
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Management Alternatives 

In regards to emergency regulations, possible alternatives that the Council could consider for Mid-

Atlantic/Northeast Federal waters include:  

1) No action. 
 

2) A 300 pound commercial blueline tilefish possession/trip limit and a 7-fish per person 

recreational blueline tilefish possession limit (modeled after Virginia and Maryland).  
 

3) A 300 pound commercial possession/trip limit and a recreational possession limit between 3 and 

5 fish 

 

4) A 100 pound commercial possession/trip limit and a recreational possession limit between 3 and 

5 fish.   
 

5) Extend the pending South Atlantic regulations into the Mid-Atlantic: a 100 pound commercial 

possession/trip limit and a recreational 1 fish per boat trip limit for a limited season. 
 

 

 

While not inclusive of potential private boat effort, Table 4 describes potential catch reductions from 

various recreational possession limits based on party-charter VTR catches 2010-2014.  Actual 

reductions may be larger because some trips may not occur at all if possession limits are imposed. 

 

Table 4. Initial Possession Limit Analysis based on 2010-2014 Party-Charter VTRs 

 

Bag Limit

Reduction in VTR 

party/charter catch (#s of 

fish) for 2010-2014 trips 

and assuming catches 

higher than the bag limit 

became the bag limit

Resulting 

pounds landed 

per year 

assuming 5 

pounds per fish

1 80% 8887

2 63% 16555

3 48% 23215

4 36% 28712

5 26% 32885

6 21% 35261

7 18% 36796

None 0% 44,646  
 Source: unpublished NE VTR data 

Impacts 

The above alternatives would have negative economic impacts on current recreational and commercial 

blueline tilefish fishery participants.  Recreational landings north of Maryland are currently 

unconstrained.  Implementation of any possession limits would affect revenues of for-hire operators and 

reduce fishing opportunities for other participants.  Possession limits less than 7 fish would also 

negatively affect the current participants in Maryland and Virginia.     

In addition, based on recent landings, commercial trip limits would negatively impact participants 

targeting blueline tilefish and landing in New Jersey.  Limits lower than 300 pounds would also impact 
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the incidental fishery in Maryland and Virginia and any trip limits could cause incidentally-caught fish 

to be discarded in other states. Table 5 describes how different sized trips account for recent commercial 

blueline tilefish landings from VA-NY (NE VTR data).  Also, Table 6 describes recent ex-vessel 

revenues from blueline tilefish landings in VA-NY (NE dealer weighout data). 
 

Table 5.  Distribution of 2010-2014 VA-NY Commercial Blueline Tilefish Trips 

Trip Range 

(Pounds)
Trips

Accounts for X% of 

2010-2014 VA-NY 

VTR landings

1-500 264 12%

501-1000 10 3%

1001-2000 12 9%

2001-3000 8 10%

3001-4000 7 11%

4001-5000 7 15%

5001-6000 6 16%

6001-7000 8 24%

Total 2010-2014 VA-NY VTR Pounds: 216,007
 

 Source: unpublished NE VTR data 
 

Table 6.  Ex-Vessel Value of 2010-2014 VA-NY Commercial Blueline Tilefish Landings 

YEAR Dealer 

Records

Annual Blueline 

Tilefish Ex-Vessel 

Revenues VA-NY

2010 88 $10,675

2011 82 $9,757

2012 95 $14,987

2013 214 $49,643

2014 316 $454,437

Total 2010-2014 VA-NY dealer landed pounds: 

239,153
 

Source: unpublished NE dealer weighout data 
 

Next Steps 

As part of any request for emergency action, the Council should also consider next steps given that 

emergency actions last for 180 days and can be extended for another 180 days.  Management measures 

beyond 360 days for blueline tilefish north of the North Carolina/Virginia border would thus require a 

separate action by the Council, which could potentially include adding blueline tilefish to the golden 

tilefish fishery management plan (FMP), or creating a new FMP.  Finally, it is likely that additional 

action by the Council would necessitate revisiting the currently-approved 2015 Implementation Plan in 

terms of staff resources and Council priorities. 


