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Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Monitoring Committee  
November 13, 2018 
Meeting Summary 

 
Monitoring Committee Attendees: Tiffany Cunningham (MA DMF), Jason McNamee (RI 
DEM), Greg Wojcik (CT DEEP), John Maniscalco (NY DEC), Peter Clarke (NJ F&W), Rich 
Wong (DNREC), Steve Doctor (MD DNR), Pat Geer (VMRC), T.D. VanMiddlesworth 
(NCDMF), Kiley Dancy (MAFMC staff), Julia Beaty (MAFMC staff), Kirby Rootes-Murdy 
(ASMFC staff), Caitlin Starks (ASMFC staff), Mark Terceiro (NEFSC), Emily Gilbert (NMFS 
GARFO) 

Other Attendees: Dave Van Voorhees (NOAA Fisheries Office of Science and Technology), 
Robin Scott (Advisory Panel member), Nichola Meserve (MA DMF; ASMFC Board member), 
Rob O'Reilly (VMRC; MAFMC member and ASMFC Board member) 

The Monitoring Committee (MC) met on Tuesday, November 13, 2018 via webinar to discuss 
2019 recreational management measures for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass, to review 
progress on a management strategy evaluation model for the summer flounder recreational fishery, 
and to review analysis of the commercial scup incidental possession limit. 

MRIP Calibration and 2019 Management Measures 

The MC discussed changes to the time series of recreational catch and harvest estimates from the 
Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP). The new time series, based on revised angler 
intercept and effort survey methodologies, shows substantially higher effort, catch, and harvest 
than estimates based on the old methodology, especially in recent years. The MC agreed that, given 
the major change in our understanding of the recreational fisheries for all three species based on 
the new MRIP estimates, it would be preferable to maintain status quo recreational 
management measures, if appropriate, until the new estimates are incorporated into stock 
assessments.  

The MC agreed that while not ideal, back-calibrated MRIP estimates based on the old methodology 
need to be used to evaluate fishery performance to determine if a coastwide reduction or 
liberalization is needed. If management measures are adjusted, MC members thought revised 
MRIP estimates could be used for specific analyses, such as harvest proportions by state, catch per 
angler, or length frequencies.  

The MC asked about state-by-state and wave-by-wave differences in the new MRIP estimates 
compared to estimates based on the old methodology. Dave Van Voorhees, from the NOAA 
Fisheries Office of Science and Technology, explained that some differences are to be expected 
because the calibration model used in the transition from the old estimation methodology to the 
new methodology accounted for state, wave, and mode-specific effects. The old methodology for 
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estimating effort was based on a coastal household landline phone survey. Over time, fewer and 
fewer households have retained landlines. This is referred to as the wireless effect and had a major 
impact on the fishing effort estimates. The impact of the wireless effect was not consistent across 
all states and waves.  

Dave Van Voorhees explained that ground truthing exercises have not been carried out and would 
be challenging because there are no absolute estimates of the population of anglers. He also 
explained that the transition from the old estimation methodology to the new methodology was 
based on three years of running the coastal household telephone survey in conjunction with the 
new mail-based fishing effort survey. A longer duration of this “side by side” could have produced 
a more precise calibration between the old and new estimates; however, this was not financially 
feasible and there was a desire to not postpone the transition for longer than necessary.  

Black Sea Bass 

The MC reviewed recent fishery performance and staff recommendations for 2019 federal waters 
recreational black sea bass management measures. The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management 
Council (Council) and the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission’s Summer Flounder, 
Scup, and Black Sea Bass Management Board (Board) recommended a 3.27 million pound 
recreational harvest limit (RHL) for 2019. At the time of the MC meeting, the proposed rule to 
implement this RHL had not been published1; however, the National Marine Fisheries Service 
Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office (GARFO) indicated that the proposed rule would 
include a 3.66 million pound RHL, identical to the 2018 RHL, rather than the Council and Board 
approved-RHL of 3.27 million pounds. 

As described in the staff memo, projected 2018 harvest is 3.85 million pounds, 5% higher than the 
GARFO-proposed 2019 RHL of 3.66 million pounds and 18% higher than the Council and Board-
approved 2019 RHL of 3.27 million pounds. The MC agreed that all state and federal waters 
recreational black sea bass measures should remain unchanged from 2018 if the GARFO-
proposed RHL is implemented. The projected 5% overage is lower than the typical PSE for New 
England and Mid-Atlantic harvest estimates. In addition, there is a fair amount of uncertainty 
associated with the projected 5% overage. For example, despite fairly consistent regulations during 
2015-2017, recreational harvest estimates were variable, likely due to variability in weather, 
availability, and survey sampling. One MC member predicted that fall 2018 harvest in some states 
would be lower than recent years due to bad weather. In addition, the MC noted that the new MRIP 
time series has uncertain implications for the stock assessment. Maintaining status quo measures 
until an operational assessment update is complete (expected in spring 2019) seemed appropriate 
to the MC, given this uncertainty, the relatively low level of the projected overage (i.e., 5%), the 
current high spawning stock biomass, and signs of an above average 2015 year class. 

The MC noted that, while status quo measures in all states would be preferable, some states may 
need to modify their management measures if they decide to participate in the February 2019 
fishery. The Council and Board agreed that all states which participate in this fishery should 

                                                 
1 The proposed rule published in the Federal Register on November 15, 2018 (83 FR 57389) and is available at: 
https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2018-24946.  

https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2018-24946
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consider modifying their measures for the rest of the year to account for expected February harvest. 
No MC members indicated that their state intends to participate in the February 2019 fishery; 
however, some were unsure. 

The MC discussed options presented by Council staff for achieving an 18% reduction in harvest if 
a 3.27 million pound RHL were to be implemented. The MC agreed that these options are not 
likely to be necessary; thus, they decided not to endorse any of these options. 

The MC agreed with the staff recommendation that modifications to management measures should 
not be implemented due to an accountability measure (AM), despite the fact that average 2015-
2017 recreational catch exceeded the average 2015-2017 recreational annual catch limit (ACL) by 
47%. The 2015 and 2016 recreational overages occurred when availability to anglers was high but 
RHLs were set at low levels that were not reflective of the high spawning stock biomass due to the 
lack of an approved stock assessment at the time. The 2016 benchmark assessment suggests that 
the 2015 and 2016 RHLs could have been significantly higher. If this were the case, overages may 
not have occurred to the same degree. 

One MC member noted that the black sea bass operational assessment update planned for April 
2019 will not incorporate 2018 data; however, if the operational assessment update were 
postponed by just a few months, 2018 data could be incorporated. The MC agreed that this 
is preferable because it would allow management decisions to be based on the most recent 
data and would be more efficient. However, the MC also noted that this would not allow for 
2019 specifications to be revised in late 2019, which may be possible if the operational assessment 
update is completed in April.  

Summer Flounder 

The MC agreed with the staff recommendation that given the timing of the 2018 benchmark stock 
assessment, development of 2019 recreational measures should be delayed until the assessment 
results are considered in early 2019. The MC will meet in January 2019 to recommend revised 
2019 ACLs and Annual Catch Targets, as well as the use of either recreational conservation 
equivalency or coastwide measures in 2019. The group will also begin discussing methodologies 
to develop state/regional measures under conservation equivalency, if selected as the preferred 
management approach. A tentative timeline for responding to the assessment results and 
developing 2019 recreational measures is presented in Table 7 in the staff memo dated October 
31, 2018.  

The MC had no additional recommendations on summer flounder at this meeting, but noted that 
the recent changes in the MRIP estimation methodology and the resulting increases in recreational 
summer flounder harvest estimates may prompt additional discussion to re-evaluate the current 
60%/40% commercial/recreational landings allocation.   

Summer Flounder Recreational Management Strategy Evaluation 

The MC received an update on the ongoing work of Dr. Gavin Fay and Jason McNamee on a 
management strategy evaluation (MSE) for the recreational summer flounder fishery. The Council 
and Board will receive an update on this work in December. The project uses a statistical model 
to predict the effects of changes in recreational management measures for summer flounder. The 
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MC intends to test application of this work in early 2019 during development of summer flounder 
measures, by comparing model outcomes to the typical methodologies used to develop recreational 
measures.  

Scup 

The Monitoring Committee suggested that the 2018 harvest projection for Maryland use 2018 
wave 1-4 harvest (317 pounds) and average wave 5-6 harvest from 2015-2017 (66 pounds). This 
results in 383 pounds of projected scup harvest in Maryland in 2018, as opposed to 352 pounds 
based on the methodology outlined in the staff memo. 2018 is the first year since 2008 that any 
amount of recreational scup harvest was estimated for Maryland during waves 1 - 4. 

Projected 2018 scup harvest for Maine through North Carolina is 3.57 million pounds, 27% below 
the 2018 and 2019 RHL of 7.37 million pounds. Despite this substantial underage, the MC 
recommends no changes to the state and federal waters recreational scup measures for 2019. 
Federal waters measures have included a 9 inch total length minimum size, a 50 scup bag limit, 
and a year-round open season since 2015. The MC did not see a need to modify these measures as 
they are already considered quite liberal. In addition, the MC noted that keeping state and federal 
measures status quo until after completion of the next operational assessment update is consistent 
with the approach recommended for black sea bass. 

The MC revisited the request from Massachusetts for a 6 inch minimum fish size and a five fish 
bag limit (referred to as a “bait tolerance”), to be used in combination with the current 30-50 fish 
bag limit and 8 or 9 inch minimum size, depending on the state, mode, and time of year. The intent 
behind this request is to allow anglers to retain a few small scup for use as live bait for striped bass 
or bluefish.2 One MC member said the practice of livelining for striped bass is limited in terms of 
area and time of year. Massachusetts Division of Marine Fisheries (MA DMF) staff said they may 
pursue this change in state waters only.   

The MC acknowledged that this change in regulations would not present a conservation concern 
given the current high scup biomass and the likely limited scope of this live bait fishery; however, 
multiple MC members said they did not like the idea of allowing harvest of immature fish. Only 
about 20% of 6 inch scup are mature. They also noted that this change may pose challenges in the 
future if the resource status were to change and measures needed to be more restrictive. One MC 
member added that there have been challenges in the past regarding use of data from special permit 
programs in assessments or management considerations. The MC previously reviewed this 
proposal during their July 2018 meeting and raised concerns about enforcement and analysis 
challenges due to added complexity in the regulations. 

Scup Commercial Incidental Possession Limit 

The MC reviewed the Council and Board’s recommendation to increase the incidental scup 
possession limit to 2,000 pounds during April 15 - June 15. They also reviewed analysis of scup 
                                                 
2 The full request is available at: http://www.mafmc.org/s/MA_DMF_scup_rec_size_request_MC_12Jun18.pdf.  
After the MC meeting, MA DMF staff clarified that this change is intended to apply only to anglers fishing on private, 
rental, party, or charter boats, and is not intended to apply to anglers fishing from shore. 

http://www.mafmc.org/s/MA_DMF_scup_rec_size_request_MC_12Jun18.pdf
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discards in the longfin squid fishery. The MC agreed that the analysis was helpful for examining 
the potential impacts of the incidental possession limits on scup discards. For example, the analysis 
showed that a proportion of the scup discards were of legal size, and thus could have been landed 
based on their size. A change in the length frequencies of discarded vs. landed scup in future years 
may indicate an effect of the change in the incidental possession limit. The large 2015 year class 
played a role in the high discards in recent years. In 2018 and 2019, most of these fish will be large 
enough to be landed in the commercial fishery, which may result in a decrease in discards. The 
increase in the incidental possession limit for 2019 should also help to reduce discards. 


