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Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Fishery Performance Reports 
June 2017 

The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council's (Council) Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black 
Sea Bass Advisory Panel (AP) met jointly with the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission’s 
(Commission) Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass AP on June 28, 2017. Advisors 
reviewed Fishery Information Documents for all three species and developed Fishery Performance 
Reports based on advisor perspectives on catch and landings and other trends in these fisheries. 
Please note: Advisor comments described below are not necessarily consensus or majority 
statements.  

Council Advisory Panel members present: Meade Amory* (VA), Carl Benson (NJ), Bonnie 
Brady (NY), Denny Dobbins (VA), Skip Feller (VA), James Fletcher (NC), Ross Pearsall (RI), 
Michael Plaia* (CT/RI), Harvey Yenkinson (PA/NJ)  

Commission Advisory Panel members present:  Meade Amory* (VA), Greg DiDomencio 
(NJ), Marc Hoffman (NY), James Lovgren (NJ), Bob Meimbresse (NJ), Michael Plaia* (RI), Bill 
Shillingford (NJ), James Tietje (MA), Wes Townsend (DE, and Council member), David Bush 
(ASMFC Board proxy for NC/AP proxy for Michael Ireland) 

Others present: Julia Beaty (MAFMC Staff), Kiley Dancy (MAFMC Staff), Brandon Muffley 
(MAFMC Staff), Kirby Rootes-Murdy (ASMFC Staff) 

*Serves on both Council and Commission Advisory Panels.  

General Comments 
One advisor requested that the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) provide annual 
assessment updates for all three species to help the Council and Commission understand the status 
of the stocks each year and adjust management measures accordingly. 

Multiple advisors noted that the Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP) data for some 
states, waves, and/or mode combinations can be highly imprecise. Several advisors expressed 
frustration that recreational management measures for all three species are based these imprecise 
data. One advisor requested that the Council and Commission regularly examine the methodology 
used to generate MRIP estimates each year, including the number and locations of intercepts in 
each wave. In some cases, a small number of intercepts from one or a few locations have driven 
harvest estimates in certain waves. 

At least one advisor supported requiring all recreational anglers to report all catch through a 
smartphone app. He said MRIP could be eliminated if recreational anglers were required to report 
all their catch, as is required for commercial fishermen. 
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One advisor said the new eVTR systems for for-hire fisheries could be improved if they were 
vessel-specific as opposed to operator-specific. Multiple captains operate his boat. The current 
eVTR system stores records for each captain separately and all the records for the boat cannot be 
viewed simultaneously. Besides this issue, he said the new systems require some getting used to, 
but should work well. 

Research Recommendations for All Three Species  
Multiple advisors recommended that research be carried out on the factors influencing recruitment 
for all three species. A few advisors said trends in spawning stock biomass (SSB) and recruitment 
for all three species suggest that recruitment is higher when SSB is low. 

Several advisors agreed that the number of participants in recreational fisheries has declined in 
recent years, especially in the for-hire sector. Multiple advisors requested an evaluation of trends 
in the number of federal and state for-hire permits, recreational fishing licenses, and boat 
registrations to quantify this trend. One suggestion was for states to report this information 
annually through the Commission’s compliance reports. 

Summer Flounder 
Environmental and Ecological Issues 
At least one advisor said the retrospective pattern in the stock assessment needs to be investigated. 
Specifically, why age 0 fish are not recruiting into the population in large numbers. This advisor 
stated that density dependence needs to be properly considered. He believed that when SSB is low, 
the fish reproduce more, and vice versa.  

Two advisors mentioned that the water was cold this past year, off New Jersey, Rhode Island, and 
New York in particular. Off New Jersey, around the Hudson Canyon, vessels were catching 
summer flounder and black sea bass until June, a month later than usual for this area. Fish came 
inshore much later than usual and in general were less available in nearshore areas than usual. He 
added that in nearshore areas off Monmouth County, NJ, they are seeing a lot of medium sized 
(14”-16”) fish with few jumbos available.  

One advisor suggested that instead of managing for catch limits in pounds, managers should 
evaluate regulations based on the reproductive efficiency of the fish; for example, considering 
allowing harvest of different sized fish at different times of the year to minimize impacts to 
spawning populations.  

One advisor said he did not see as many large summer flounder in the commercial fishery off New 
York last year as he has in the past, though he did see evidence of good recruitment. Another 
advisor described a much larger biomass of summer flounder off New York in recent years. 

Market and Economic Issues  
An advisor said he has never seen an economic impact study on the drastic impacts recent quota 
cuts are having, particularly in southern New Jersey. Staff responded that economic analyses are 
completed each time the quota or management measures are revised. Several advisors agreed that 
it would be useful to have a cumulative socioeconomic study over several years, instead of 
evaluating likely impacts in individual years. One suggestion was to obtain state vessel registration 
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information and evaluate participation trends in the recreational fishery over time (see Research 
Recommendations for All Three Species). 

Commercial Management Issues 
Several advisors agreed that commercial catch rates are primarily influenced by regulations, 
especially quota cuts.  

One advisor expressed concern about high grading in the commercial fishery. He said vessels are 
catching all sizes of summer flounder, but few 14" fish are landed, suggesting high grading. He 
thought this may be especially true for vessels in states with the option of a higher weekly limit 
instead of a lower daily limit. Another advisor said this is due to the minimum mesh size, not high 
grading.  

Recreational Management Issues 
Several advisors expressed frustration with very restrictive management measures. There was 
particular frustration with the data used to manage the recreational fishery and the negative impacts 
it is having on recreational businesses. These advisors believed that underages and overages of the 
RHL in recent years are partially due to the imprecision of the MRIP estimates.  

One advisor noted that according to MRIP, the number of directed summer flounder recreational 
trips in recent years has exceeded the number of pounds in the RHL, which is a problem; there is 
too much effort relative to the current RHL for reasonable regulations.  

At least six advisors raised concerns around increasing size limits and how this leads to targeting 
larger females in the recreational fishery. Because the fishery is managed with weight-based 
harvest limits, it is much easier to exceed these limits when most landed fish are large. Advisors 
were also concerned about high recreational discards. Several advisors said the current assumed 
recreational discard mortality rate (10%) may be an underestimate.  

Multiple advisors requested that the Council and Commission work to reduce discards by 
considering management measures such as a lower minimum fish size or a slot limit. One advisor 
noted that the Council should follow its strategic plan, which includes reducing regulatory 
discards, and should consider requiring full retention of catch. This advisor stated that for the 2017 
season, requiring a 19-inch minimum size increases discards and discard mortality, contrary to 
elements of the Council’s strategic plan. Alternative measures were suggested, including one 
suggestion for a 13-18” slot limit to reduce mortality on females. Three advisors recommended a 
total length allowance (i.e., keeping all fish up to a certain total number of inches), with mandatory 
retention. One advisor suggested allowing for varying size limits or varying slot limits at different 
times of years to spread fishing mortality over more sizes and year classes of fish.  

One advisor requested elimination of the current regional management regime, stating that it has 
not been good for New Jersey. Another advisor said Northern and Southern New Jersey have very 
different summer flounder populations, with fish that tend to be smaller in the south.  
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Research Recommendations 
For summer flounder, advisors suggested the following research recommendations:  

• Evaluate the impacts of higher fishing mortality on certain size/sex combinations compared 
to others, and the benefits of spreading fishing mortality more evenly among different age 
classes;  

• Re-evaluate the 10% recreational discard mortality assumption;  
• Evaluate the potential impacts of a total length limit on recreational discards; 
• Evaluate cumulative economic impacts of quota cuts and management measure restrictions 

over several years, including state-level analysis;  
• Complete a cost/benefit analysis of changing specifications every year vs. keeping catch 

limits and measures stable for several years at a time;  
• Evaluate the impacts of requiring full retention of the catch for the recreational fishery.  
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