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Dear Mr. Morris, 

 

The Butterfish, Peprilus triacanthus, of our Atlantic Seaboard is an important forage species for 
numerous predators at all of its ages and sizes and is an important marine resource of commerce.  
We must bemoan the fact that as important as it is so very little is known of its basic biology and 
its population biology.  Our lack of knowledge concerning the butterfish has been reported by the 
late Professor Bigelow of our Department of Fishes at the Museum of Comparative Zoology at 
Harvard (see, Fishes of the Gulf of Maine) in 1953, “Astonishingly little is known of the manner 
of life of the butterfish considering how familiar and valuable it is.”  

  

After a lengthy immersion in butterfish science, I may report that our ignorance of its biology 
and ignoring what is known is so complete that it will be impossible for the Mid-Atlantic 
Council to make rational and scientifically-based rules for harvest and conservation based on 
what has been presented to it by NMFS.  

 

NMFS has refused to acknowledge that the peer review process has rejected the Assessment for 
the butterfish.  The failure of the Assessment process for butterfish has produced incorrect 
management decisions that stretch back to the 2004 closure of the fishery, as well as being 
designated as over-fished. The NMFS has no way correcting past Assessment error and thus 
must produce ad hoc and arbitrary rules. NMFS recommendations ignore relevant scientific 
information while including irrelevant information.  NMFS has not been inclusive in its 
performance with respect to its assessment of the butterfish. It has not sought advice widely, has 
not captured the full range of scientific thoughts and opinion and has not addressed openly the 
faults in its assessment.  



That it has not set up a means to work with its stakeholders in gathering anecdotal information in 
a scientific fashion in order to assist in the Assessment. Finally, Assessments are not done in a 
timely fashion so that rational management can take place. 
 

 

If the Department of Commerce adopts any possible short-term rules governing harvest of this 
important resource it will fail to adequately safeguard the conservation of this species and fail to 
meaningfully guide its commercial harvest.  By adopting short-term rules, the Department will 
perpetuate previous scientific and management errors and permit the continuation of a culture of 
scientific indolence that serves neither the conservation of the species or its wise exploitation.  If 
the same logical structure for regulation is applied to other species under management of NERO 
we may see surprise closures of many other fisheries made in an unwise fashion for 
conservations sake and exploitation of still other species to the detriment to their conservation. It 
will produce problems of governance within the economic zone. 

 

I will urge the Office of the Secretary of Commerce and the National Marine Fisheries Service 
(NMFS) to reject the recommendations of the Mid-Atlantic Fisheries Management Council 
(MAFMC) as regards the changes in harvesting guidelines that are based upon invalid scientific 
reasoning and methodology and to also reject the logic that the NERO uses in its current 
rejection of an increase or decrease in quota for butterfish.    

 

I will urge the Secretary to sponsor an orderly process of re-examination of the data and the 
methodology in a timely fashion so that the recommendations are based upon scientifically valid 
assumptions and methods including all relevant data and comparisons. It is only by rejection and 
re-examination of the butterfish population theory and data that the Mid-Atlantic Fishery 
Management Council will finally have information before them so that timely conservation and 
harvesting rule making can take place based on the best available science.  

 

It is impossible here to document all of the cases of scientific negligence and the betrayal of 
elementary logic, I will offer a few examples that are central to the proposition that the best 
available scientific assessment effort has not been put forward to guide rule making.  

 



A review of butterfish knowledge was compiled by NOAA entitled, NOAA Technical 
Memorandum NMFS-NE-145: Essential Fish Habitat Source Document: Butterfish, Peprilus 
triacanthus, Life History and Habitat Characteristics, 1999. 

 

This review pretty much sums up what is known at the time. It is a useful guide in order to read 
what I am writing about, but you must judge this for yourself as it concludes in 1999 that, 
”Although the demand for butterfish has declined in recent years, the capacity for increased 
landings remains in an underexploited fishery (Brodziak 1995). The butterfish stock is not 
overfished nor approaching an overfished condition (National Marine Fisheries Service 1997).”  
As it turned out NMFS discovered that it was overfished in 2004 although no directed fishing 
took place between the years of 1999 and 2004. One wonders what other conclusions are in error 
or not. 

 

 

There is good evidence that the species Peprilus  triacanthus appears to be distributed from 
Florida to Newfoundland.  The taxonomist Horn (1970) recognized that there was some 
distinction between the P. triacanthus South of Cape Hatteras and P. triacanthus to the North of 
this Cape. He found that he could distinguish Peprilus triacanthus from Peprilus burti Gulf of 
Mexico.  Bruce Collette (1963), an Associate of the Museum of Comparative Zoology and 
NOAA scientist clearly enough in his review of the taxonomy to be given status as a species but 
that the Butterfish South of Cape Hatteras shared certain features of each species.  Given 
taxonomic methodology of the time Horn could not decide whether the Butterfish of the 
Southern Bight was a subspecies of P. triacanthus (meaning that it had limited gene flow with its 
more Northern form) or whether the variation that he observed was due to the environment 
differences or the active transport of P. burti and hybridization with P. triacanthus.  The changes 
in molecular taxonomy, taxonomic theory and our ability to measure and see better have not 
been used over the past 41 years.  Yet these new theories and technologies are applied daily in 
fish biology at all levels.    

 

Ocean transport of larvae from the Southern Bight to the North Bight and beyond is well known 
due in large part to the work of Professor Cowen of the University of Miami and Dr. Jon Hare of 
NOAA beginning in the early 1990 and continuing. Their studies provide evidence that ocean 
transport from the southern Bight to the north have an important role in the population dynamics 
of the butterfish. As they write, “Larval supply of a wide variety of warm-temperate species to 
juvenile habitats north of Cape Hatteras might be controlled by the cross-slope transport in WCR 
streamers (Atlantic menhaden, Brevoortia tyrannus ; American eel, Angullia rostrata ; conger 



eel, Conger oceanicus ; crevalle jack, Caranx hippos ; C. ocellatus ; white mullet, Mugil cephalus 
; striped mullet, Mugil curema ; butterfish, Peprilus triacanthus ).” 

 

It is well known that ocean transport models of larvae of various species demonstrates that what 
is produced in one area is may be the foundation of a populations in another area, (see for 
example, Hare, J, et al. Routes and rates of larval fish transport from the southeast to the 
northeast United States continental shelf Limnol. Oceanogr., 47(6), 2002, 1774–1789),  or larvae 
can remain in place by using their clocks and performing daily migrations in the water column 
(Myers and Drinkwater 1988  Biological Oceanography 6:45)  and tons of more the work of the 
last 30 years from coral fish species, cod, to invertebrates we’ve never even heard of.,  but not 
the Butterfish.  

 

 

A serious assessment needs numbers to attach to these phenomena and understanding of the 
forces biological and oceanographic by species (and maybe by stock), including the Butterfish. It 
is not that NOAA biological oceanographers cannot produce these important numbers and their 
interpretation of butterfish larval transport, it is that they are not doing this with emphasis on 
making input into a general scientific assessment.  The butterfish in this regard can be a model 
organism for our fishery (on the New Model Organisms Cold Spring Harbor Press, and their 
success of our modern of unraveling many mysteries of fish biology). 

 

Using the NOAA guide you will discover that the butterfish congregates and breeds in the 
shallows in the more saline portions of estuarine areas in the spring and summer months and 
retreats to the edge of the continental shelf along the canyons during the winter months except 
South of Cape Hatteras where they play over the entire shelf throughout the year.  They breed 
and there eggs are planktonic development is rapid a few days and the swimming larvae 
vertically migrate. The Butterfish spawns further and further North as the season proceeds.  

 

The chronology of spawning its pace, duration and success is critical to our understanding of the 
biology. With this in mind, Rotunno and Cowen (Fish Bull. 95: 785-799) examined this feature 
the changes in the age and size of larval Butterfishes in perhaps the most carefully constructed 
study of the Butterfish larval abundance.  In order to do this they had to show that the growth 
marks of the otolith were daily formed and by using this measure and other morphometric 
evidence were able to demonstrate that the larvae were primarily due to the spawning of Peprilus 
triacanthus not to the Gulf Butterfish and that the breeding season was protracted which was not 



as previously believed. They recognized that these features of the natural history of the 
Butterfish would be useful for making management decisions, “Our finding of a more protracted 
spawning season and of a seasonal difference between spawning locations should be of value in 
reassessing management plans for this species. Current management plans are based on 
conclusions that P. triacanthus spawns during summer months only. The apparent similarity of 
spawning periodicity of butterfish to that of bluefish (Cowen et aI., 1993; Hare and Cowen, 
1994, Smith et aI., 1994) suggests that a possible adaptive strategy may be shared by these two 
seasonally migrating pelagic species. Perhaps with closer inspection, other seasonally migrating 
species may be found that share this spawning strategy (Hare and Cowen, 1996). Further study 
into the basis of this pattern is warranted.”  

 

Another example of a species that NMFS proposes to regulate in FR76 is Illex squid, where the 
breeding grounds in the Southern Bight supplies larvae and juveniles that will grow and be 
captured north of Cape Hatteras (Rodhouse, P.G.; Dawe, E.G., O'Dor, R.K. (eds.) Squid 
recruitment dynamics.  The genus Illex as a model.  The commercial Illex species. Influences on 
variability FAO Fisheries Technical Paper. No. 376. Rome, FAO. 1998. 273p).   

 

How is it possible to estimate reproductive biomass when one is not sampling the population on 
the breeding grounds?   

 

Does this understanding of using elegant natural history methods penetrate into management 
decisions?  

 

Here, with regards to the Butterfish the answer is no.  This study reduces the scientific 
uncertainty with regards to knowledge of the spawning season and increases the credibility that 
spawning in the Southern Bight can enrich Northern waters in Butterfish is ignored in making an 
serious assessment of the Butterfish. 

 

By limiting the assessment to the Northern portion of the range of the butterfish the Fishery 
Service is not measuring abundance in the area that may produce the Butterfish of the Middle 
and North Atlantic.  By NEFS-NMFS limiting itself to its “political boundary” rather than the 
“biological boundary” of the fishes or invertebrates of importance means that for many of the 
species of regulated fishes it has no data on the biomass on an important breeding ground.  

 



Curiously, I conclude that if there is no current science being done on butterfish larval transport 
and taxonomy then there is no scientific uncertainty concerning these matters. Furthermore, 
when uncertainty is reduced due to scientific examination and controlled experiments it is 
ignored.   

 

Yes, a zoogeographical ecosystem based model of the butterfish population is much more 
complicated an entity to investigate and understand – however the world is a complex place to be 
born into if one is a butterfish. Nevertheless, we now have the means by way of  robust 
population theories and associated models, as well as advanced technologies (isotopic 
relationships, rapid DNA sequencing and analysis methodologies that permit the investigation of 
complex population phenomena., acoustical tracking and new population abundance measures, 
etc.). that will allow tests of the theory of Butterfish population dynamics.  The failure to 
incorporate new technology and theory is the result of NMFS ignoring important scientific issues 
in the Assessment process. 

 

 

Above I outlined what types of information should be examined and re-examined in order to 
produce a zoogeographical population model for the Butterfish. Below I will examine what the 
NMFS uses to produce an assessment for the Butterfish.  

 

Central to the butterfish rule making are three claims. The first claim is that the current status of 
the butterfish is not known, the second claim is that butterfish populations appear to be declining 
over time.  Both of these claims are false.   

 

The third claim is that due to “scientific uncertainty” it is necessary to depart from standard 
scientific methods and instead to manage a resource using ad hoc and arbitrary arguments based 
upon intuition rather than scientifically testable hypotheses and facts.   

 

For the past ten years or more the Fishery Service has not examined the biology of the butterfish 
with seriousness, including using variation of techniques and methods for study and have thus 
produced repeatedly incorrect and sometimes incoherent or perhaps purposively ambiguous 
assessments based upon simplistic single species mathematical models without any regards to the 
basic biology of the species nor its place in the ecosystem.   



 

In essence they have attempted to utilize a form of numerology rather than biology. 

 

The Certification by the Scientific and Statistical Committee that the best available science was 
employed is in reality a self-certification.  

 

One of the most basic rules of scientific discovery is to use all of the data, that is, not to select 
data because it serves ones bias.  

 

I will show below, this rule is violated repeatedly with regards to our scientific understanding of 
the butterfish. 

 

It is claimed that the "current status of butterfish stock is unknown because biomass reference 
points could not be determined in the SAW 49 assessment (February 2010)" (Federal Register 
76:207:66263).  It is not enough to just state this fact it is important to understand the failure of 
SAW 49 and the previous SAW which closed the fishery. Both of them have been examined by 
outside reviewers.  I examine the conclusions of the reviewers here as it shows that the 
Assessment is not making use of variation in its problem solving. It has repeatedly used a 
mathematical model which assumes equilibrium conditions and this has resulted in the situation 
in which we now face. 

 

Based on the SARC 49 Assessment of Butterfish, the Summary Report of the 49th Northeast 
Regional Stock Assessment Review Committee (SARC 49), the External Independent Peer 
Review of the SARC 49 report on Butterfish, by John Cotter, the External Independent Peer 
Review of the SARC 49 report on Butterfish, by 

Michael T. Smith; the External Independent Peer Review of the SARC 49 report on Butterfish, 
by Henrik Sparholt; the basis for the central conclusions in the SARC 49 assessment (page 278, 
original pagination) is that: “Upon review at SARC 49, the stock was determined to not be in 

equilibrium because of declining biomass over the entire time series of 

the model in the absence of significant fishing mortality. Given the lack 

of equilibrium the use of equilibrium based reference points was found 



to be unacceptable and the proposed reference points were rejected. The reference points from 
the previous assessment were also found to be unacceptable for the same reason as well as the 
unlikely scale of the estimates biomass and fishing mortality upon which the reference points 
were based.” 

 

However, these reference points were not accepted by the SARC panel 

due to the determination by reviewers that the stock is not in 

equilibrium. -  and the obviousness that the biologist is dealing with a very normal situation in 
fishery biology and can choose to use other mathematical models or none at all. 

 

 Despite the rejection of the reference points, there was a consensus at SARC 49 that overfishing 
was not likely to be occurring.  

 

The reviewers do not believe it is meaningful to calculate a maximum sustainable yield, in as 
much as the calculation required is based upon the assumption that the population is stable, i.e., 
not exhibiting a net downward (or upward) trend over the time series examined. However, given 
that fishing mortality is thought to be small compared to natural mortality (which is probably 
underestimated), the conclusion is that the present amount of fishing can continue at least in the 
near-term. 

 

It appears from the reports of the independent reviewers that there is substantially more 
skepticism about the KLAMZ model than is present among the authors of the SARC 49 
Assessment.  

 

For example, Cotter writes (page 5) : 

 

Survey data indicate that biomass has had an underlying trend downwards or the last 25 years. I 
accepted that the decline was probably not caused by over-fishing. In these circumstances, 
managing to achieve an MSY equilibrium through control of fishing mortality is inappropriate. 
Note that this is an assessment that is independent of any model. He then goes on to describe a 
discrepancy between predicted and observed age distributions (page 5) and he concludes (pages 
5 - 6) with a lengthy list of suggestions for improving the predictions of the KLAMZ model. 



These mainly relate to improving the quality of estimates needed to make predictions but his 
writing leaves the impression that Cotter does not have much confidence in the model.  

 

He does not state whether there is a better available modeling approach and either by choice or 
by the fact that he believes that there is no better approach, he suggests that work with KLAMZ 
continue. 

 

Smith’s skeptical view of the KLAMZ model appears to be similar. He writes (pages 3- 4): 

 

“The KLAMZ delay difference model also requires assumptions regarding growth and the timing 
of recruitment which are difficult to accommodate for butterfish. Different data and 
methodologies suggest widely differing values for butterfish natural mortality, which further 
complicate implementation and interpretation of the assessment. Outputs from the stock 
assessment are therefore highly uncertain, potentially with regards to both scale and trend. 

 

Later (page 23) he writes: 

 

“The KLAMZ model incorporates growth using the Schnute model, which is parameterised in 
terms of the relative difference in weights at the age of recruitment and one year prior to 
recruitment (J). This causes problems for butterfish for two reasons: they recruit at age zero and 
size at ages below just under 0.5 becomes negative according to a fitted Schnute growth curve. In 
order to overcome this, the SAW assumed recruitment at nominal age 1.5 years which permitted 
estimation of J, commenting that this implies a 7.5 fold increase in weight in the first year of life 
and that predicted weights at age appeared reasonable, whilst also noting that this may under-
estimate growth and productivity and should be reconsidered in future. However, the arbitrary 
choice of age at recruitment is hugely influential in determining J, since the denominator in its 
determination is tending towards zero. Moving the timing of recruitment forward or back by very 
small amounts would greatly change the J parameter. The sensitivity of the stock assessment 
outputs to this parameter assumption was not tested. Standard errors associated with the 
assessment outputs were very high, often similar to the predicted value itself indicating very poor 
precision. 

 In response to reviewers' concerns regarding the very high levels of uncertainty in the 
assessment outputs an ‘envelope’ method, which uses plausible limits for input parameters, was 
used to provide a pragmatic approach to defining bounds within which biomass and fishing 



mortality should lie. This was welcomed by reviewer sand subsequently presented during the 
meeting. The ‘envelope analysis’ provided upper and lower bounds for biomass and F, which 
enclosed the base model estimates for most of the time series and were in reasonable agreement 
with the +/- 1 SE CIs for biomass. The KLAMZ model output was outside the ‘envelope’ in 
recent time due to the envelope analysis assumption made which used a slightly higher 
assumption for bounding fishing mortality.” 

 

This passage does not reflect any great faith in the usefulness of the model. 

 

Finally, Sparholt writes: (page 6) 

 

“The KLAMZ model is used as in the previous assessment. The assessment is difficult because 
the catch is small and not of much help in estimating parameters so the assessment has to rely 
heavily on surveys. Luckily these are good, but as is normal for surveys it is not easy to relate 
survey indices to absolute biomass. This is reflected in the uncertainties in the stock population 
dynamics parameters estimated. These seem however to overestimate uncertainties (by nearly a 
factor of 2) as its 95% CI spans are much wider than the “envelope” boundaries (see below). The 
KLAMZ model seems too flexible and is very dependent on having a skillful modeler. The 
results were for instance very dependent on the settings of the priors for survey catchability and 
catches had to be assumed to be very precise for the model to converge. A simpler and more 
transparent approach in future assessment seems desirable. “ and “The KLAMZ case, the 
message here, as in the comments of the other reviewers, is that the KLAMZ model is viewed as 
too “fussy”, hard to use, and yielding predictions that are questionable”.  

 

The KLAMZ model is in the end too simplistic to provide provide results that can be tested in 
the field. It is used in a very cavlier manner. The fields of mathematical ecology have grown 
beyond the simplistic ideal of prudent predation a la Slobodkin and trying to minimize changes 
in reproductive value as Wilson, Bossert and MacArthur would have us attempt. These are old 
important ideas but they have been subsumed by a modern theory of population regulation and 
mathematical models that can incorporate many biological aspects that these early theorists could 
only dream about (see for example, S.A. Levin, (2003) Complex adaptive systems: Exploring the 
known, the unknown, and the unknowable. Bull Amer .Math. Soc 40(1):3-19). 

 



It is also claimed that this is true for other species as well, MAFMC claim “scientific 
uncertainty” and inability to diagnose status for Mackerel (FR 76:207:66262), Illex squid (FR 
76:207:6624) and Longfin Squid (FR 76:207:6624), although the language used for Longfin 
squid makes it so difficult to understand without further explanation from the writers of the 
recommendation.   

 

Just because SAW 49 (SAW 38 and its predecessors) and mathematical and statistical 
assessments of population biomass were unable to determine fishable biomass and spawning 
biomass, does not mean that the current status of the butterfish stock is unknown or unknowable.   

 

A major reason that the status of butterfish is not known is due to the assessment is not using all 
of the data that is available. Rather it is going around in a mathematical circle that yields only 
one result, that the status of the stock is unknown (see NEFSC Reference Document 10-01 and 
NEFSC Reference Document 04-04).   

 

It is evident that the mathematical models and techniques of a bygone era (Murawski and Ware 
,1979: Trans. Amer. Fish Soc. 108:5:427) are not suitable for determining the current status of 
the stocks of this species and the impact of fishing on the butterfish or its allies on our Atlantic 
seaboard, for further discussion see Schnute,J.T. Mathematics and Fisheries: Match or 
Mismatch?, 2004 Con. On Diff. Equ. And Appl. In Math. Biology, Nanaimoa, BC, Canada. 
Electronic J. of Diff. Equations, 12, 2005, pp.143-158.   

 

Part of the problem is due to the fact that recommendations made by Murawski and Ware(1979) 
are not followed up by the Fishery Service. That is, the NMFS does not follow up and critically 
evaluate its own methodology. 

 

Central to the rule making is the claim that, "butterfish population appears to be declining over 
time' (see SAW49;NESCRD 10-01;P32). This “fact” is just not true.  

 

Evidence demonstrates that butterfish population increase� and decrease over time and the 
object of biological study is to determine why. Currently, the NMFS Surveys (but not the 
manipulation of the raw data), and all other long-term surveys indicate a period of increasing 
abundance. 



 

The claims that the Fishery Service makes concerning the�decrease of butterfish populations is 
arrived at from by the�numbers and biomass caught during the NMFS Spring and Fall Surveys.  
The Fishery Service prides itself on the importance of the Survey yet it appears that the�Service 
has destroyed continuity by not paying sufficient attention to ensure consistency�in sampling .  

 

The use of calibration techniques appears to provide ad hoc�remedies, which can never be 
tested as to their confidence (NFSCRD 10-05 and Vessel Calibration Analysis Review 
September 2009).  

 

Nevertheless, for�reasons beyond my scientific understanding the USNMFS has�defended the 
assumption that butterfish populations appear to be declining over�time, rather than the 
alternative assumption that requires biological understanding, i.e., that the butterfish abundance 
increases and decreases over time, which is something we  all expect in a very short lived marine 
species. �� 

 

It is not sufficient to present data on mean abundance and weight over time without an analysis 
of how much confidence we have in the different collection methods and their calibration 
factors. Without this confidence the mean abundance data cannot really inform us of the changes 
in population abundance of butterfish.  Due to the variation that has taken place in collection 
practice, meaning changes of net, doors, vessels, time and speed on the bottom, and different 
start times to the survey (this is a vexing problem because the fishes are not migrating, breeding 
and feeding based on the human calendar rather their feeding, migration and breeding is a 
conflation of environmental and social factors) , it is difficult to consider with confidence the 
long term data offered by the Fishery Service. This compromises the Services ability to use their 
own database for many statistical purposes.  That great care must be taken to ensure consistency 
is well known, fishery scientists conducting long-term surveys pay careful attention to how 
changes in methodology and even personnel would affect abundances before changes in 
equipment or timing are made, as an example see, Climate and population density drive changes 
in cod body size throughout a century on the Norwegian coast 

Rogers et al., PNAS February 1, 2011 vol. 108 no. 5 1961-1966 
(www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1010314108).    

 



An effort to bolster the believability in the Service’s results that  butterfish have declined in 
abundance would be to offer independent data drawn from many of the local long-term surveys 
conducted by academic institutions or state agencies.  

 

For instance, one can compare the Service’s results with that of a long-term survey dating from 
1959, Collie et al., (Long-term shifts in the species composition of a coastal community; Can J. 
Aquatic Sci., 65:1352-1365) or the Rhode Island Division of Fish and Wildlife Trawl Survey 
which dates from 1979 to the present – where the confidence of consistency in collection appears 
higher.  If one examines these data sets one discovers that they are consistent with each other and 
show changes in species composition and abundances that are not due to sampling effect, 
however, there is no comparison with the NMFS Survey.  

 

This type of fishery independent data is collected up and down the coast – but the Fishery Survey 
has not checked against these independent data sets or any other long-term state surveys.  For 
instance, the Massachusetts Trawl Survey (Sport Fish Program Massachusetts Fishery Resource 
Assessment: F-56-R-20 2010 Performance Report)  using the R/V Gloria Michelle (docked at 
Woods Hole), is a carefully crafted survey dating from 1978 until the present. It appears 
consistent with the findings of Collie, et al., and State of Rhode Island Trawl Survey. I believe 
that each State or Commonwealth measures the abundance of butterfish by trawl surveys 
frequently funded by NOAA, but this data is not used by the Fishery Service (see, for example, 
SEAMAP-SA 10-YEAR REPORT, RESULTS OF TRAWLING EFFORTS IN THE COASTAL 
HABITAT OF THE SOUTH ATLANTIC BIGHT, FY - 1990-1999, Prepared By SEAMAP - 
SA / SCMRD Staff, and the Connecticut DEP Marine Fisheries Division conducts a trawl survey 
in Long Island Sound Trawl for the past twenty seven years, as does The State of New Jersey, 
etc.). 

 

It is a basic operating procedure of scientific research to use all of the data. To not do this is 
unacceptable and this is the major reason why there is “scientific uncertainty”.   

 

For reasons of understanding the population fluctuations I’ve tried to collect the information that 
has been gathered by State surveys on butterfish fluctuations and have now been able to amass 
all of the survey data along our coast funded by State and Federal governments. We are 
analyzing the worthiness of this collection and its utility at present..  

 



Finally, there are other sources of long term information on butterfish abundance that are 
independent of collection by trawl which will help to confirm or deny any long term trends. For 
instance, many power plants employing once-through-cooling systems act as long-term 
collection devices for measuring marine resource abundance. These data sets are not used by the 
Service to bolster the “belief” that there has been a long- term decrease in the abundance of 
butterfish.  In fact, the opposite is true – these data sets and the State data sets are unknown to 
NMFS analysis and assessment despite the fact that these studies are frequently funded by 
NOAA.  And that NERO has collected this information from the states in the region. The Service 
has found excuses to not “go outside” their own data set to examine Butterfish abundance 
believing that these are too local or not long-term.  But this is just not true.  

 

Some data sets may not be long term may be correct, for instance, the NEAMAP data set, which 
is being run by the Virginia Institute of Marine Sciences, but this it is not true in general.  In 
general, all of these external studies to NMFS data sets indicate that butterfish abundances go up 
and down and that we are currently in an increasing period of abundance.  

 

It is important to keep in mind that the management of the butterfish must be done in a timely 
manner as the butterfish is a species that matures at a younger age than any of the oceanic 
species of fishes and that by the time an assessment is done the population may already be 
passed its peak or valley.  This demographic, the time to maturity and its variation, are critical 
variable in the life history of populations. It variation in the time to maturity is effected and 
affected by food supply, and the forces of mortality that the population faces.  Elementary 
questions of natural history remain as unanswered today as when Professor Bigelow was alive. 
There is a difference between  

 

Assessments that are done every five years might be acceptable to the management of long lived 
species like sharks and sea bass, but for the butterfish this type of timing only measures the 
distant past as far as Butterfish is concerned and are not useful for wise conservation and harvest 
in the present for a short living species – the Fishery Service methodology will fail to conserve 
the resource when needed and fail to open the fishery for harvest.  

 

 

 

 



 

In conclusion: 

 

1-We should know the abundance of butterfish. That we do not know the changing relative and 
actual abundance is due directly to NMFS not using all of the data. Not due to scientific 
uncertainty. 

 

2-We should know the reasons for their increase and their decrease. The reasons that we do not 
know the reasons behind the population changes is that facts and a theoretical model of butterfish 
population biology has not been created by NMFS in collaboration with all the stakeholders.  Do 
to lack of inclusiveness of scientific effort NMFS has been unable to recommend the opening of 
the fishery. 

 

3-That the reasons that we do not know these important facts of butterfish life is not due to 
“scientific uncertainty” rather is due to the scientific work not employing modern methods of 
analysis and by ignoring information and repeating failed studies in the hope that these studies 
will yield new insights. 

 

4- I believe that the Certification as to the use of the best available science with regards to 
butterfish is unacceptable. The acceptance of his certification creates a dangerous precedence.   

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

 

Joel Jay Sohn, Ph.D. 

Research Associate of the MCB and MCZ 

Harvard University 

Cambridge, MA 02138 

 


