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M E M O R A N D U M  

Date:  May 22, 2019 

To: Council 

From:  Jessica Coakley and José Montañez, Staff 

Subject:  Atlantic Surfclam and Ocean Quahog (SCOQ) Catch Share Program Review – Issues and 

Potential Actions for the Council to Consider 

The following documents are available for Council consideration on the above subject.  

• Northern Economics, Inc. Review of the Atlantic Surfclam and Ocean Quahog Individual 

Transferable Quota Program. Prepared for Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council. 

May 2019. Online at: http://www.mafmc.org/council-events/june-2019-council-meeting 

• Summary of Public Comment on the Program Review (behind this tab) 

Background 

 

On April 9, 2019, the Council received a presentation from Northern Economics, Inc. on the 

“Review of the Atlantic Surfclam and Ocean Quahog Individual Transferable Quota Program,” 

This presentation started a 30-day public comment period that ended on May 8, 2019. The public 

comments were compiled and summarized. The Oversight Team met on May 13, 2019 to consider 

the findings of the review report and public comments received, and to develop a list of potential 

issues for the Council to consider for action to improve aspects of the SCOQ ITQ Program.  

 

On June 4, 2019, the Council will review the public comment received and consider potential 

actions identified by the Oversight Team which are given below. The Council may also choose to 

take up none, some, or all the issues that were identified. In order to identify the best ways to 

address any of these for the Council, staff recommend they be tasked to work with GARFO and 

NEFSC staff to identify possible approaches (i.e., FMP action, regulatory action, workgroup, etc.) 

for possible inclusion in the 2020 Implementation Plan. That would allow the Council to consider 

whether and how to fold these potential actions into the current Council staff workloads.   

 

Council Completion of Catch Share Review 

 

The Council will formally submit the review package to NMFS and the Program Review will be 

complete.  
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Issues for possible consideration: 

 

1. Imbalance between Annual Catch Limits and Harvest 

 

This issue was raised in the program review report and public comments received. The report 

states: “Starting in the late 2000s, substantial portions of the surfclam and ocean quahog annual 

catch limits have been left unharvested due to weak or stagnant demand for clam products. While 

the resulting surplus of ITQ quota share has reduced the leasing burden, it has caused an economic 

hardship for some firms that opted to remain in the fisheries as quota lessors, as they have found 

it increasingly difficult to find lessees and/or have been forced to reduce quota lease prices (Section 

7.3.2). In addition, the reduced harvest of surfclam and ocean quahog resources has placed active 

small independent vessel owners at a disadvantage-processors are more likely to be able to meet 

their supply requirements using their own vessels. This difficulty of finding buyers, together with 

the increasing costs of fuel, insurance, and other fishing inputs, has forced out more of the small 

independent firms and accelerated vertical integration (Section 7.3.2). On the other hand, some 

lessees of ITQ quota share welcome the devaluation of quota (Section 7.3.2). Moreover, a number 

of industry representatives have expressed concern that financial institutions would not renew 

loans if changes in the annual catch limits led to a signification reduction of ITQ quota share that 

could be used as collateral.” 

 

Potential action: The Council could consider mechanisms suggested in the Excessive Share 

Amendment or through other means to align supply (quota) and demand (landings levels) to ensure 

that all allocation holders who own ITQ are afforded an opportunity to utilize their quota shares.  

 

2. Decline in Independent Operators (may be interrelated to barriers below) 

 

This issue was raised in the program review report: “The surfclam and ocean quahog harvest 

attributable to independent vessels (versus processor-owned vessels) has steadily declined (Section 

6.3.6). Although the SCOQ ITQ program goals and objectives do not clearly define what the 

surfclam and ocean quahog “industry” is, the goals and objectives were oriented toward harvesting, 

with the initial ITQ quota share allocations going solely to vessel owners. However, the industry 

has become increasingly oriented toward the processing sector.” 

 

Potential action: If independent participation in the harvesting sector is important, the Council 

could examine ways to promote the participation of independent harvesters in this fishery. 

 

3. Barriers to New Entry 

 

This issue was raised in the program review report: “The ITQ quota share transferability rules of 

the SCOQ IT program facilitate, in theory, the entry of new entities into the surfclam and ocean 

quahog fisheries. There are few restrictions on the transfer of ownership of either ITQ allocation 

permits or the annual allocations of ITQ quota share. The original owners of ITQ allocation permits 

and ITQ quota share were owners of permitted vessels in the surfclam and/or ocean quahog 

fisheries. Thereafter, any entity that meets requirements for owning a U.S. Coast Guard 

documented fishing vessel is eligible to own ITQ quota share. Initially, an allocation could not be 

transferred in amounts less than 160 bushels (i.e., 5 cages), but Amendment 13 to the FMP 

eliminated this restriction in 2004. There is no maximum amount that can be transferred, nor is 

there any limit on the percentage of the total ITQ quota share that can be held by one person. 
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However, according to interviewed industry representatives, the industrial scale of the fisheries 

has long posed an economic barrier to entry for new entrants to the surfclam and ocean quahog 

fisheries. Vessels and fishing gear are expensive, and it can be difficult to find buyers, especially 

when the product market is tight. The cost of acquiring ITQ quota share after implementation of 

the SCOQ ITQ program created an additional obstacle. In the ensuing years, there have been few 

programs to assist new entrants into the harvesting sector, and those programs have been limited 

in scope and duration. The number of new processors entering the surfclam and ocean quahog 

fisheries since the program began has also been limited. One long standing member of the industry 

has recently pursued a niche market for specialty clam products rather than attempting to compete 

with larger processors producing traditional products.” 

 

Potential action: The Council could consider what the specific impediments are to entry into these 

fisheries and consider how changes to the ITQ program itself or other programs could improve 

opportunity and assist new entrants into the harvesting sector and/or processing sector.  

 

4. Improved Data Collection and/or Research 

 

This issue was raised in the program review report: “Both before and after the SCOQ ITQ program 

began, reporting and recordkeeping requirements for harvesters and processors in the surfclam and 

ocean quahog fisheries were used by the Council and NMFS to monitor fishery progress and gain 

additional information about the distribution of fishing pressure on the resource and about the 

economic character of the fisheries. However, these requirements left a number of data gaps. 

Information on the actual prices of surfclam and ocean quahog product as it moves from vessels 

to processors is difficult to obtain. Because of vertical integration, most processors are buying 

product from their own vessels; therefore, the prices reported in vessel logbooks and 

processor/dealer weekly reports may not represent a “true” market transaction. In addition, 

information on the operating and fixed costs of surfclam and ocean quahog vessels and processors 

is very limited, and there is no systematic collection of vessel crew and processor worker data, 

such as employment, remuneration, and job satisfaction.  

 

Implementation of a mandatory, on-going economic data collection system would be one way of 

bridging the data gaps. Some LAPPs (Limited Access Privilege Programs) have comprehensive 

economic data collection requirement to help the Councils and NMFS assess the success of the 

programs and develop amendments to the programs. For example, both the Bering Sea and 

Aleutian Islands Crab Rationalization Program and that Pacific Groundfish Trawl Rationalization 

Program included requirements to provide employment, cost, and sales data necessary to 

understand the economic performance of harvesters and, in the case of the Bering Sea and Aleutian 

Islands Crab Rationalization Program, processors participating in the respective fisheries. Annual 

forms that collect quantitative financial information about industry operations were specifically 

developed for each fishery. Completion and submission of the forms are required as a condition 

of continued participation in the fisheries (National Marine Fisheries Service 2018e; National 

Marine Fisheries Service 2018d). 

 

However, both of the above LAPPs had the advantage of including the economic data collection 

requirements when the programs were first implemented. Industry participants in the programs 

viewed the requirements as one of many other program requirements, and they became accustomed 

to providing detailed, proprietary financial data on a regular basis. Given the many years that have 
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elapsed since the SCOQ ITQ program began, an attempt to solicit similar economic information 

from surfclam and ocean quahog fishery participants is likely to encounter resistance from 

industry, as it would be outside of the long-held status quo. A potential indication of the level of 

resistance is the near zero percent response rate received in a voluntary survey that NMFS recently 

administered to commercial fishing vessel owners in the New England and Mid-Atlantic states to 

collect economic data—only one survey response was received from vessel owners who reported 

landings in the surfclam or ocean quahog fisheries in 2015 or 2016 (Walden 2018). 

 

The outcomes of a recent series of reviews conducted by NMFS may offer guidance in ways to 

enhance the effectiveness of future economic and social data collection efforts, including boosting 

industry cooperation and participation, and thereby help fill data gaps and fulfill economic and 

sociocultural science research needs for managing the surfclam and ocean quahog fisheries.” 

 

The Oversight Team noted there are some current actions that are targeted towards improving data 

collection. The NEFSC is conducting a crew survey, not specific to SCOQ, but it should include 

some crew participating in these fisheries. In addition, the eVTRs efforts and FDDV (Fisheries 

Dependent Data Visioning) initiatives should help improve data collection processes, hopefully 

reducing reporting burden over the long-term.  

 

The steady decline in voluntary participation for the fishing vessel owner surveys is concerning 

and may highlight the need to find ways to encourage voluntary participation through outreach or 

to use mandatory mechanisms, as is used in other catch share programs to collect these data. The 

following information could be considered: 

 

• Information on the operating and fixed costs of surfclam and ocean quahog vessels and 

processors are very limited, and there is no systematic collection of vessel crew and 

processor worker data, such as employment, remuneration, and job satisfaction. Better 

information on employment, cost, and sales data necessary to understand the economic 

performance of harvesters and processors participating in the respective fisheries, as is 

done in other LAPPs. 

• Implementation of an improved mandatory, on-going economic data collection system 

would be one way of bridging the data gaps. Other options include research projects and 

other voluntary data collection tools.  

• Review the existing data collection forms and consider potential modifications.  

o Review the ‘Additional Details’ data that has been collected on the current Clam 

ITQ Transfer form and assess this information for data quality. Determine if the 

data is useful and provide suggestions on how the data could be collected in a more 

standardized way for improved analysis.  

o For some of the allocations in the current ownership data the owner(s) can only be 

identified at the business level (no person names). This data collection gap needs 

to be addressed.  

o In the current ownership data, some owner(s) are not listed due to them having less 

than 10 percent ownership interest, so some the information/connection are being 

missed.  

o Additionally, depending on the tracking model selected by the Council for 

excessive shares, the data collected should be evaluated. 
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Potential action: The Council could consider improving information collection for these fisheries. 

The Council should work in conjunction with NMFS and GARFO staff to identify potential 

information needs to improve the social and economic data available for evaluating ITQ programs 

in the region. The recommendations from the Science Centers program review on the direction 

and quality of economics and human dimensions programs could be used as a starting point for 

discussion.1 Specific recommendation for improving the collection of social and economic 

information for our region could be developed (including voluntary versus mandatory collection 

protocols). 

 

5. Discards 

 

The program review report indicates that according to observer data, there is minimal discards of 

other species in these two fisheries (Section 5.3.3). However, there are small quantities of ocean 

quahog caught in observed surfclam trips and vice versa. There is a strong incentive not to fish in 

areas where both species occur, as mixed loads of surfclams and ocean quahog are not allowed 

under current regulations (in addition to being undesired by processors), and it is not practical to 

sort catches at sea. In recent years survey catches including both surfclams and ocean quahogs 

have become more common, as surfclams have shifted towards deeper water. This increasing range 

overlap may change discard patterns in the future. 

 

Potential action: Evaluate the possibility of using electronic monitoring to assess discards 

(commingling) in these fisheries. 

 

6. Goals and Objectives of Fishery Management Plan 

 

This issue was raised in the public comments: Some commenters indicated that the objectives of 

FMP have been met; therefore, they should not be changed.  

 

Potential action: The Oversight Team notes that this review highlights the opportunity for the 

Council to revisit and possibly “refresh” FMP goals and objectives to ensure that they are 

consistent with today’s fisheries and management issues. Many comments have indicated that the 

goals and objectives should not be changed; however, other comments received through public 

comment and the Council’s “goals and objectives workshop” have suggested that words like 

“sustainability” should appear in the goals and objectives.  

 

The Council is already considering this issue in its SCOQ Excessive Shares Amendment.  

 

 
1 National Marine Fisheries Service. 2018c. Past Program Review Information. Office of Science and Technology. 

Available online at https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/science-program-review/program-review-reports/index. Accessed 

October 26, 2018. 
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