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1.0  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY & TABLE OF CONTENTS 

The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council (Council) made recommendations for specifications 
and management measures for the Atlantic Mackerel (referred to simply as “mackerel” hereafter), 
Squid (Illex and longfin), and Butterfish (collectively “MSB”) fisheries at its June 2014 meeting and 
herein submits them to the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS).  These specifications are for 
2015 for mackerel and 2015-2017 for squid and butterfish.  Specifications for mackerel, including the 
mackerel fishery's river herring and shad (RH/S) cap will be revisited in 2015 for future years.  

This document explains the potential actions and examines the impacts expected from implementation 
of these potential actions.  The recommendations are consistent with the recommendations of the 
Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC), which may be accessed at: 
http://www.mafmc.org/ssc-meeting-documents/ (see May 2014 meeting summary).  The SSC's 
acceptable biological catch (ABC) recommendations account for scientific uncertainty such that 
overfishing of managed stocks should be unlikely to occur.  The preferred specifications described in 
this document also address management uncertainties and optimum yield considerations raised by the 
MSB Monitoring Committee (NMFS and Council staff) or otherwise brought to the Council's 
attention.   

The proposed alternatives are expected to maintain positive benefits to the nation by maintaining the 
sustainability of the resources, achieving optimum yield, and should have no significant impacts on 
valued ecological components compared to the fishery as it was prosecuted under the 2014 
specifications.  Because none of the preferred alternatives are associated with significant impacts to the 
biological, social, economic, or physical environment, a "Finding of No Significant Impact" (FONSI) 
has been made and this document constitutes an Environmental Assessment (EA) to satisfy the impact 
analysis requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  

In this document, catch quantities are the "specifications", commonly referred to as quotas.  The 
longfin squid specifications are also divided up into trimesters, referred to as "trimester quotas" in this 
document.  "Management measures" refer to other potential fishery controls such as closure 
thresholds, trips limits, and gear restrictions, which generally support the specifications and ensure that 
the specifications are not exceeded.  A summary of changes for each species follows.     

Mackerel (Alternative Set 1 (1b Preferred) and Set 2 (2b Preferred)) 

In 2012 the Council recommended, and NMFS implemented, three year specifications for mackerel for 
2013‐2015.  Based on the SSC’s lowering of its 2015 ABC recommendation, the Council 
recommended a reduced mackerel ABC of 40,165 mt for 2015 (Alternative Set 1, 1b Preferred).  After 
Canadian catch, management uncertainty, and discards are accounted for, this translates into a reduced 
commercial quota (called domestic annual harvest or DAH) of 20,872 mt and a reduced recreational 
catch target of 1,397 mt.  Also, a river herring and shad (RH/S) cap on the mackerel fishery of initially 
89 mt (potentially expandable to 155mt) was recommended, which would be a reduction from the 2014 
RH/S cap of 236 mt (Alternative Set 2, 2b preferred).  No changes to other mackerel measures are 
proposed, which are described at: http://www.nero.noaa.gov/regs/info.html.  These measures were 
selected as preferred in order to avoid overfishing and achieve optimum yield. 
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Table 1.  Expected impacts of no action/status quo and preferred specifications  

Managed 
Resource

Non-target 
Species

Human 
Communi-

ties

Protected 
Resources

Essential 
Fish 

Habitat
Alt 1a - Mackerel No Action/Status Quo - ABC = 80,000mt; U.S. ABC = 43,781mt; 
DAH = 33,821mt; Rec Target = 2,443mt    low - low - low + low - low -

Alt 1b - Mackerel Preferred - 2014 ABC = 40,165mt; U.S. ABC = 25,039mt; 
DAH = 20,872mt; Rec Target = 1,397mt   low + low + low - low + low +

Alt 2a - RH/S Cap No Action/Status Quo - 236mt low + low + low - low + low +
Alt 2b - RH/S Cap Preferred; 2014 Two-Phase Cap 89mt/155mt low + low + low - low + low +
Alt 3a - Illex  Status Quo/No Action and Preferred 2015-2017; ABC = 24,000mt; 
DAH = 22,915mt 0 low - + low - low -

Alt 4a - Butterfish No Action/Status Quo - ABC = 18,200mt; DAH = 3,200; 
Butterfish Cap = 3,884mt 0 low - low + low - low -

Alt 4b - Butterfish Preferred - ABC (2015/2016/2017) = 33,278/31,412/30,922mt; 
DAH = 22,530/21,042/20,652mt; Butterfish Cap = 3,884mt 0 low - + low - low -

Alt 5a - Longfin Status Quo/No Action and Preferred 2015-2017; ABC = 23,400mt; 
DAH = 22,445mt 0 low - + low - low -

Valued Ecosystem Components/Environmental Dimensions

Status Quo and Preferred Alternatives

("+" signifies a positive impact, "-" a negative impact, and "0" a neutral/similar impact compared to the 
year before.  “low” indicates a likely small impact.  Impacts for non-preferred alternatives are 
discussed in Section 7) 

THIS SPACE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK 

4 



5.2 Alternative Set 2: River Herring/Shad Cap for the Mackerel Fishery 

These alternatives consider a range of river herring and shad catch (RH/S) caps for the mackerel 
fishery.  The cap was selected by the Council in Amendment 14 to limit non-target RH/S catch (the 
MSA provides that measures may be developed to conserve non-target species).  Amendment 14 
indicated that the specifications would implement the specific cap values and other operational details.  

The Amendment 14 EIS can be consulted for additional details on why the cap was selected (see: 
http://www.nero.noaa.gov/regs/2013/August/12smba14pr.html), but the basic rationale was that many 
river herring and shad runs are in poor condition and the mackerel fishery may catch substantial 
amounts of RH/S in some years – the analysis described in Appendix 2 of Amendment 14 found that 
Mid-Atlantic mid-water trawl fishing in Quarter 1, which usually is largely but not completely 
comprised of mackerel fishing, might on average (2005-2010) be catching close to 168 mt or 2 million 
RH/S (mostly river herring) annually (using 5 fish per pound to convert weight to numbers of fish, per 
discussion with ASMFC staffer Kate Taylor).  The cap was chosen as a way to directly limit RH/S 
catch while allowing fishermen the flexibility to figure out how to best avoid RH/S.   

Amendment 14 and its Environmental Impact Statement considered the impacts of RH/S caps 
(biological and socioeconomic) on the mackerel fishery and other valued ecosystem components, and 
specified that the operational aspects of the cap would be set during the specifications process.  
Amendment 14: 

• Specified the cap should be on RH/S in the mackerel fishery and would close the mackerel
fishery to directed fishing once the cap is reached.

• Stated that specifications would be used to set the cap amount, the incidental trip limit, the cap
trip definition, and the cap closure threshold.

• Specified that the cap would use a methodology similar to the butterfish cap except this cap is
on all RH/S catch, not just discards since most RH/S are retained in the high-volume mackerel
fishery.  As such, trips with observers that retain more than 20,000 pounds of mackerel are used
to determine the ratio of RH/S caught to all species retained on observed cap mackerel trips.
For all trips that land more than 20,000 pounds of mackerel, the current RH/S ratio is applied to
their combined total landings to generate a total RH/S catch estimate for all mackerel trips.

• While Amendment 14 specified that the actual cap amounts would be developed in the
specifications process, it did explore some potential cap options for illustrative purposes.
Amendment 14 considered caps for the mackerel fishery in the range of 85 mt -235 mt for river
herring and 6 mt - 8 mt for shad.

• Amendment 14 also noted that whether or not the cap becomes constraining depends on the cap
that is set, the RH/S encounter rates, and landings on mackerel trips.  Using data from 2006-
2010, Amendment 14 found that if a relatively high RH/S encounter rate occurs, mackerel
landings could be limited to around 10,000 mt if the cap is set at the low end (near 91 mt).
Lower encounter rates or higher caps were associated with less constraint, or no constraint at all
for the mackerel fishery.
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The following operational items were specified at the June 2013 Council meeting the first time the 
Council considered the RH/S cap: 

• The Council decided on a combined cap for river herring and shad because the relatively small
amount of shad caught by the mackerel fishery and the precision of those estimates would
make monitoring a separate cap for shad infeasible

• The Council discussed which trips the cap would apply to in terms of identifying "mackerel
trips" and selected trips landing over 20,000 pounds of mackerel because analysis of dealer
landings/weighout data demonstrated that almost all mackerel 2004-2012 (98.5%) were landed
by trips landing over 20,000 pounds of mackerel.  Smaller trips (less than 20,000 pounds of
mackerel) also had other species as the predominant species landed.

• The Council identified a post closure possession limit (20,000 pounds) to match the cap
threshold of 20,000 pounds because of the same analysis.

• The Council decided on a closure threshold of when the cap catch is projected to be 95% of the
cap because once the cap closes the fishery, additional trips that would count against the cap
would not be expected.  Using a projection should ensure a timely closure.

The above operational items were implemented for 2014 and no changes were considered necessary 
for 2015.  The Council considered a variety of RH/S cap approaches for 2015 at its June 2014 meeting, 
per the following table.  Three approaches (historical extrapolated RH/S catch, RH/S catch expanded 
to proposed 2015 mackerel quota, and RH/S catch expanded to the 2014 mackerel quota) were 
examined with three time series.  The Council concluded that using historical extrapolated catch and/or 
RH/S catch expanded to proposed 2015 mackerel quota based on the same time period as last year 
were reasonable, and constructed a hybrid two-phase approach described below in Alternative 2b.     

Table 5.  RH/S Cap Approaches 

Council and NMFS technical staffs continue to investigate how a regional cap spanning multiple 
fisheries might work, and such a cap could use the stratified estimation approach from Amendment 14 
analyses.  However, at this time for purposes of limiting one fishery, which is what the Council has the 
authority to do through Amendment 14, a ratio approach tied to mackerel trip definitions must be used, 
and this is how the values the above table were derived.   
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Alternative 2a – No Action is the Status-Quo due to roll-over provisions 

Once cap trips are estimated to have caught 95% of a 236 mt RH/S cap, then the directed mackerel 
fishery would be closed and a 20,000 pound mackerel trip limit would be instituted.  236 mt was based 
on analysis of the estimated median amount of RH/S that would have been caught had the commercial 
mackerel fishery landed its 2014 quota of 33,821 mt over 2005-2012 given RH/S catch rates in those 
years.  In some of those years the mackerel fishery landed more than 33,821 mt (2005 and 2006) but in 
most years the mackerel fishery landed less than 33,821 mt (2007-2012).  By using 236 metric tons, 
the mackerel fishery could likely catch its full mackerel quota (33,821 mt) if it achieves a relatively 
low RH/S encounter rate (relative to 2005-2012), but would be shut down earlier if it does not.  By 
restricting the mackerel fishery in years when high RH/S encounter rates occur, this quota would 
reduce RH/S catches in years of high encounter rates. 

Alternative 2b (Preferred) – Two-phase 89 mt/155 mt river herring and shad cap 

The Council recommended that the cap be set at 89 mt initially, but if mackerel landings surpass 
10,000 mt then the cap would increase to 155 mt, as long as the initial cap had not been surpassed (i.e. 
once the cap closes the fishery it will stay closed for the remainder of the year).  89 mt is the median of 
extrapolated catch by vessels landing over 20,000 pounds of mackerel over 2005-2012.  155 mt is the 
median if the RH/S ratio from each year 2005-2012 is applied to the proposed 2015 mackerel landings 
quota (20,872 mt).  The two-phase system was proposed by the Council so that the incentive for the 
mackerel fishery to avoid RH/S remains strong if mackerel catches are low or high.  A 155 mt RH/S 
cap should allow the fishery to catch its proposed mackerel quota (20,872 mt) in 2015 if the ratio of 
RH/S catch to total catch is relatively low compared to 2005-2012 (based on observed trips that land 
greater than 20,000 pounds of mackerel).  Thus once mackerel catches surpass 10,000 mt, as long as 
the relatively low RH/S catch ratio recorded to that point is maintained, then the fishery should be able 
to continue fishing up to the mackerel quota.   

The Council was concerned that if mackerel catches are relatively low, then the incentive to avoid 
RH/S may be reduced because even if the ratio of RH/S catch is relatively high, with low mackerel 
landings the cap would still be calculated to be low.  Thus the Council included the provision that the 
cap starts out lower, at 89 mt (the median of actual RH/S catches by the mackerel fishery 2005-2012) 
so that there is still a strong incentive to avoid RH/S catches even at low levels of mackerel catch. 

Once cap trips were estimated to have caught 95% of then-in-effect RH/S cap (89 mt or 155 mt), then 
the directed mackerel fishery would be closed and a 20,000 pound mackerel trip limit would be 
instituted for the remainder of the year.  This alternative is preferred because it creates a strong 
incentive for the fleet to avoid RH/S even at low levels of mackerel fishing, allows for the possibility 
of the full mackerel quota to be caught if the fleet can avoid RH/S, and would likely reduce RH/S 
catches over time compared to what would occur without a cap in place.   

Alternative 2c – 155 MT metric tons (mt) river herring and shad cap 

155 mt is the median RH/S catch if the RH/S ratio from each year 2005-2012 is applied to the 
proposed 2015 mackerel landings quota (20,872 mt).  A 155 mt RH/S cap should allow the fishery to 
catch its proposed mackerel quota (20,872 mt) in 2015 if the ratio of RH/S catch to total catch is 
relatively low compared to 2005-2012 (based on observed trips that land greater than 20,000 pounds of 
mackerel).  This alternative uses the same approach as the no action, but is just updated to reflect the 
proposed 2015 mackerel landings quota.        
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Alternative Set 2 – River Herring/Shad (RH/S) Cap for the Mackerel Fishery 

The no action/status quo (2a) should have impacts that are low positive and similar to the previous 
year.  The no action maintains incentive to avoid RH/S and could close the mackerel fishery early, but 
the mackerel fishery appears able to operate within the cap.  Restricting catch could lower effort if the 
RH/S cap closes the mackerel fishery, so compared to the no action (2a - 236 mt cap), both the 
preferred 1b (two-phase 89/155 mt cap) and 1c (155 mt) could be more protective of non-target species 
(especially RH/S) and have positive impacts.  However, since mackerel catches have been low in 
recent years, the benefit of 2b or 2c is likely to be low (i.e. the specifications may not be constraining) 
compared to the no action or each other. 
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