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M E M O R A N D U M  

Date:  May 28, 2019 

To: Atlantic Surfclam and Ocean Quahog Committee 

From:  José Montañez and Jessica Coakley, Staff 

Subject:  Atlantic Surfclam and Ocean Quahog (SCOQ) Quota Setting Process  

 

In recent meetings, questions have arisen about the current and past process to set quotas (i.e., 

landings levels) for the SCOQ fisheries. This memo summarizes the Council history for setting 

quotas for these fisheries. 

 

Amendment 9 to the SCOQ Fishery Management Plan (MAFMC 1996; page 4) described a policy 

for setting the quotas for both species. The Council’s policy (until 1998) was based on the 

sustainability of fishing at a specific level within an optimum yield (OY) range, and the estimated 

annual demand. The quotas for both species were set at the estimated annual demand levels (i.e., 

estimated landings levels). 

 

Specifically: 

  

Surfclam: “OY = 1,850,000 – 3,400,000 bushels. [The] Council policy is to set the quota 

within the OY range at a level that will allow fishing to continue at a level for at least 10 

years. Within the above constrain, the quota is set at a level that will meet estimated annual 

demand.” 

 

Quahog: “OY = 4,000,000 – 6,000,000 bushels. The Council policy is to set the quota 

within the OY range at a level that will allow fishing to continue at a level for at least 30 

years. Within the above constraint, the quota is set at a level that will meet estimated annual 

demand.” 

 

In 1998, the Council clarified their policies due to the ambiguity which some individuals associated 

with the word “demand” (MAFMC 1998). The revised Council policies were: 

Surfclam: “Council policy is to set the surfclam quota within the OY range (1,850,000 to 

3,400,000 bushels) at a level that will allow fishing to continue at that level for at least 10 

years, and within the above constraints the quota may be set taking into account economic 
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information to set the quota to consider net economic benefits over time to consumers and 

producers, within the framework of greatest national benefit.” 

Quahog: “Council policy is to set the ocean quahog quota within the OY range (4,000,000 

to 6,000,000 bushels) at a level that will allow fishing to continue at that level for at least 

30 years, and within the above constraints the quota may be set taking into account 

economic information to set the quota to consider net economic benefits over time to 

consumers and producers, within the framework of greatest national benefit.” 

After the clarified quota setting policy took effect, quotas for both species were increased. 

Increased demand was cited as one of the main reasons for the quota increases in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s. The Council discussed the distributive effects of surplus quota (i.e., setting quotas 

above market demand). In the “Overview of Surfclam and Ocean Quahog Fisheries and Quota 

Recommendations for 2002” (MAFMC 2001), it is stated that: 

 

“A special concern that has arisen only in the latter half of the 1990's involves the 

impacts of setting annual quotas above market needs.  The Council is confronted with 

a set of both obvious and subtle consequences from any particular set of quota 

recommendations. Different groupings within the industry stand to benefit or be 

harmed by each decision. 

 

Quotas which are set far above market needs will provide greater flexibility for 

processors, and tend to depress the prices they must pay for surfclams and ocean 

quahogs.  Processors that also own allocation will see the total number of bushels they 

have rights to increase as the quota increases, and results in the need to buy fewer 

bushels from third parties to fill their orders. 

 

The entities most vulnerable in times of surplus quota will first be those who seek to 

rent their allocation at higher prices than their competitors.  Their allocation will be 

among the first to go unsold.  Second, those entities with weaker relationships (or 

contracts) with processors will find their sales at risk. In a difficult market 

environment, advocating higher quotas can also be used as a weapon to disadvantage 

competitors with less access to a market.  Holding surplus quota over a period of time 

will eventually result in its owner being forced out of business.  In the surfclam and 

ocean quahog industry, one which historically has had relatively few participants, the 

risk of excessive concentration then becomes an additional concern.” 

 

When the cost recovery amendment was implemented (MAFMC 2016), the OY ranges were 

removed from the FMP and the quotas for both species are now set consistent with the system of 

annual catch limits in place. The SCOQ advisory panel provides recommendations for commercial 

quotas, including OY recommendations, to the Council in the Fishery Performance Report. In 

recent years, the Council has followed the advisory panel recommendations for setting the quotas, 

which have been set at the same levels since the early 2000s.  

 

The surfclam and ocean quahog quotas and landings for 1980-2018 are presented in Figures 1 and 

2. 
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Figure 1. History of Atlantic surfclam landings and quotas, 1980-2018.  
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Figure 1. History of ocean quahog landings and quotas, 1980-2018.  

 


