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     March 14, 2016              
100 Davisville Pier 
 North Kingstown, R.I. 02852 U.S.A. 
 Tel: (401)295-2585 

 

 

Dear Ecosystem and Ocean Planning Committee Members, 
 
 

 In order to provide context to the Council’s discussion of the Mid Atlantic chub mackerel 
fishery, I have put together this brief document that focuses on the worldwide chub mackerel 
fishery, characteristics of the stock, and the history of the fishery in the Mid Atlantic region. The 
Council has acknowledged the unique situation of the Mid Atlantic chub mackerel fishery, 
particularly in recent years, and its economic importance to vessels such as ours. That economic 
potential was recognized by National Marine Fisheries Service in 2004, when the agency funded 
a study for the development of chub mackerel as an underutilized species. Rather than relegate 
the current fishery to an incidental limit or average annual catch, there is a need for an FMP. 
Due to the fact that chub mackerel is one of the world’s largest fisheries, significant information 
exists to form the fundamental scientific basis of an FMP.  
 The chub mackerel fishery worldwide is active on every continent except Australia and 
Antarctica, takes place in the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian Oceans, and exists in 13 of the 19 
United Nations FAO marine fishing areas.1 The species is harvested primarily by purse seining 
but also by set nets, trap nets, gillnets, lift nets, balance nets, spoon nets, lampara nets, trolling 
gear, stake lines, longlines, and trawls.2  Trawls and gear types other than purse seine are 
“mostly used in small scale-fisheries”3, because they are a less effective way of harvest. 
Worldwide chub mackerel landings reached a high of over 7.5 billion pounds in 1978, but have 
remained roughly between 3.5 and 4.5 billion pounds over the past ten years.4 Chub mackerel 
is Portugal’s second largest fishery by tonnage,5 an important fishery in Eastern Central Atlantic, 
6 a staple in Arab nations such as Yemen, 7 an established fishery in the Mediterranean,8 and 

                                                           
1 For a Species Distribution Map by FAO Marine Area, see 
http://www.fao.org/figis/geoserver/factsheets/species.html. See also 
http://www.fao.org/fishery/species/3277/en and http://www.fao.org/fishery/cwp/handbook/h/en.  
2 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Species Fact Sheets, Chub Mackerel, available at: 
http://www.fao.org/fishery/species/3277/en.  
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid.  
5 European Commission, Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, “Facts and Figures on the Common Fisheries Policy”, 2010, 
p. 20.   
6 See http://www.fao.org/fishery/species/3277/en and http://www.oceantrawlers.com/species/atlantic-chub-
mackerel/   
7 See http://www.trade-seafood.com/directory/seafood/country/yemen.htm .  
8 See  http://www.fishbase.us/summary/Scomber-colias.html .  
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sold to almost all African countries,9 but with highest fishery catches occurring in Asia and 
South America,10 where Peru, Chile, Ecuador, Brazil and Argentina have well established 
fisheries. In many areas, it is a year round fishery,11 and is a staple, main stream food source 
distributed through well-known suppliers.12  Chub mackerel is one of the world’s highest 
volume fisheries with the potential to support higher fishing pressure.13  Despite high harvest 
levels and the fact that not every directed fishery is managed or assessed, there are no 
indications of long term declines, and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
has listed the species as a species of “Least Concern”, both worldwide and in the Atlantic.14  

The United States also has a very active commercial chub mackerel fishery on the West 
Coast. As of 2013, West Coast chub mackerel was identified by National Marine Fisheries 
Service as a nationally “Important Species”, with commercial landings of nearly 23.8 million 
pounds, 75% of which were landed in California.15 Chub mackerel is also an important 
recreational fish, and has been the “most frequently caught species on hook and line in 
California waters in recent years” for California sportfishermen. 16 In the 1970s, there were 
several years where more chub mackerel were harvested recreationally than commercially off 
the coast of California.17   

Chub mackerel found in the Atlantic are the same species found elsewhere in the 
Pacific, Atlantic and Indian Oceans,18 and as such has been studied extensively. In the Western 
Atlantic, the species is widespread and its range runs nearly the length of the entire North 
American and South American continents.19 The warm water species “is frequent from 
Massachusetts to Florida (USA), the Bahamas, the Gulf of Mexico and southern Venezuela…off 
Brazil, Uruguay and Argentina.”20 Spawning season varies between global regions, but in the 
northwestern Atlantic, chub mackerel spawn in offshore waters south of Cape Hatteras during 
winter and spring, well south of Mid Atlantic fishing efforts and not during the Mid Atlantic 

                                                           
9 See http://www.oceantrawlers.com/species/atlantic-chub-mackerel/.  
10 See n 2.  
11 See http://www.oceantrawlers.com/species/atlantic-chub-mackerel/ and 
http://www.fishwatch.gov/profiles/pacific-mackerel.  
12 See for example, Chicken of the Sea canned chub mackerel: 
http://chickenofthesea.com/products/mackerel/mackerel-in-water .  
13 King, Michael, Fisheries Biology, Assessment and Management, 2nd edition, Blackwell Publishing, 2007. As of 
2007, of the top ten species accounting for about 30% of the world’s catch, chub mackerel was one of the ten not 
considered to be fully exploited. Other fisheries such as Alaskan Pollock, Atlantic herring, Japanese anchovy and 
Chilean jack mackerel were considered as having reached full utilization.  
14 International Union on the Conservation of Nature, “ The ICUN Red List of Threatened Species”,  2015, see 
http://www.iucnredlist.org/search.  
15 National Marine Fisheries Service, “Fisheries of the United States 2013”, 2014, p. ix. 
16 California Department of Fish and Wildlife, “California Marine Sportfish Identification: Tuna and Mackerels”, 
2015.  
17 See n 2. 
18 Crone and Hill, NOAA Fisheries Southwest Fisheries Science Center, “Pacific mackerel (scomber janponicus) Stock 
Assessment for USA Managament in the 2015-16 Fishing Year”, 2015, p. 11. 
19 Hernandez, Jose J Castro and Ana T. Santana Ortega, “Synoposis of Biological Data on the Chub Mackerel 
(Scomber japonicus Houttuyn, 1782)” FAO Fisheries Synopsis No. 157, 2000, p. 9. 
20 Ibid p. 9.  
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fishing season,  typically in surface temperatures between 20.4 to 25.4 degrees Celsius.21 
Significant literature and studies exist on sexual maturity, fecundity, aging, growth rates, 
age/length relationships, life cycles, natural mortality rates, habitat, prey/diet and competitors 
by region.22 Chub mackerel are opportunistic, non-selective feeders, with an extensive diet. 23    

Chub mackerel are a cyclical fish. Recruitment is highly variable over space and time, not 
likely related to spawning stock biomass size, 24 and not tightly linked to parent abundance 
levels within the historical range of estimated spawning stock biomass levels.25 Population is 
driven primarily by large scale environmental factors.26 They undergo significant seasonal 
migrations related to temperature27 and life cycle, migrating both on and off the outer 
continental shelf.28 Such migrations may limit availability to a fishery.29  Extensive movements 
can be caused by climatic conditions (for example, El Nino) which may move the fish out of 
traditional survey ranges, and warm oceanic regimes may cause northward movement in the 
northern hemisphere.30 They also migrate nocturnally/diurnally throughout the water 
column,31 forming fast swimming schools during the day and dispersing at night.32 Swimming 
speed is dependent on water temperature and length, and chub mackerel have been recorded 
at speeds of over 2 meters per second.33 Chub mackerel “react sharply to fishing gear and 
vessel noise by attempting to escape from noisy areas” as well as the noise from other potential 
predators.34  

The history of the chub mackerel fishery on the East Coast of the United States is 
nothing new. However, the history of the East Coast fishery generally supports the analysis of 
the Southwest Fisheries Science Center that the species experiences high biomass levels on 
average about once every 60 years, with high recruitment success no more frequently than 

                                                           
21 Ibid, p. 12.  
22 N. 19. 
23 Ibid; n. 2. Chub mackerel prey include squids and other cephalopods, fish including anchovy, sardine , jack 
mackerel and  other chub mackerel, copepods, euphasids, jellyfish, benthic fauna, salps, mysids, decapods and 
crustaceans, etc.  
24 N. 18, p. 12.  
25 Crone et al, NOAA Fisheries Southwest Fisheries Science Center, “Pacific mackerel (scomber janponicus) Stock 
Assessment for USA Managament in the 2009-10 Fishing Year”, 2009, p. 12. 
26 N. 18, p. 12. For example, oceanic oscillations. 
27 Perrotta, Ricardo, et. al., “Temperature conditions in the Argentine chub mackerel (Scomber japonicus) fishing 
ground: Implications for fishery management”, Fisheries Oceanography 10(3):275-283, December 2001. Available 
at: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/229610222_Temperature_conditions_in_the_Argentine_chub_macker
el_Scomber_japonicus_fishing_ground_Implications_for_fishery_management.  
28 N. 19, p. 30, 36, 42. Chub mackerel have been observed spending entire life stages/year classes off of the 
continental shelf and in the open ocean.  In addition, Russian vessels have fished the species outside the 200 mile 
limit. In 1996, the estimated total biomass of chub mackerel in the open ocean area 100 to 150 miles west of the 
200 mile EEZ off the California/Mexico coast was 1.7 million tons. 
29 N. 27. 
30 N. 19, p. 31, 52. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid., p. 32. 
33 Ibid p. 33.  
34 Ibid. 
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every few decades, primarily due to oceanic conditions.35 Chub mackerel, or hardhead, catches 
were “tremendously abundant during the last of the eighteenth century and early years of the 
nineteenth, down to 1820-1830” as far north as Provincetown, Cape Cod; but the species 
“practically disappeared from the United States coast some time between 1810 and 1850.”36 
The disappearance of the species could not be blamed on fishing pressure, as it preceded the 
introduction of traps, pounds or purse seines.37  The disappearance was so complete and 
significant that the Smithsonian “tried in vain for 10 years prior to 1879 to obtain a single 
specimen.”38 However, species showed up again in the catches of the Georges Bank mackerel 
fleet in August of 1896 and Block Island Sound that September, before subsequently becoming 
less common until 1908.39 The mackerel fleet “found great schools of hardheads on Georges 
Bank in 1909, when vessels brought in fares of 50,000 to 100,000 of them during the first week 
of July, their small size…suggesting that there had been a great production of hardheads a year 
or two previous.”40  

Landings data is difficult to obtain from the East Coast for the mid-1900s, which may be 
in part due to misreported/nonreported/lost landings, foreign fishing efforts, availability, or a 
combination of these things. In the 1990s, an IWP (Internal Waters Processing Permits) 
arrangement operating off NJ and RI with Russian vessels landed chub mackerel, along with 
Atlantic mackerel, but identification of the separate species in documentation is uncertain.41 
This could pose a problem for accurate landings data by foreign or domestic fleets, particularly 
considering the foreign fishing activity during the middle of the century. However, in the 1990s, 
the fishery was considered “ephemeral” and not consistent.42 

In 2003-4, National Marine Fisheries Service authorized, with Saltonstall Kennedy 
Program funding, a study on “Development of the ‘Chub’ Mackerel Fishery, An Underutilized 
Species”43. The purpose, as reported to Congress in the 2004 Saltonstall-Kennedy Grant 
Program Report, was to “develop a fishery for chub mackerel” in the Atlantic by testing towing 
configurations and evaluating the availability of the species during the summer season, 
particularly as an alternative to the illex fishery.44 Results concluded that an economically viable 
fishery could probably be developed, which may be an option for freezer/RSW trawl vessels in 
the Mid Atlantic Bight during poor years of illex fishing, but that to do so would require a 

                                                           
35 N. 18, p. 13.  
36 Gulf of Maine Research Institute, “The Mackerels. Family Scombridae: Chub Mackerel”, p. 333-334. Available at:  
http://www.gma.org/fogm/Pneumatophorus_colias.htm.  
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. See also Department of Commerce and Labor, “Bulletin of the Bureau of Fisheries”, Vol XXXI, 1911. 
Available at: 
https://books.google.com/books?id=ZXiu77MinRoC&pg=PA749&lpg=PA749&dq=goode+chub+mackerel&source=b
l&ots=fbnVcGw5Mv&sig=vZKsR5oJwkdoFPhAF09NgMmVKBc&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjzxf6Kg7TLAhVB0h4KHV
SSC3EQ6AEIIzAB#v=onepage&q=goode%20chub%20mackerel&f=false.  
40 N. 36. 
41 Peter Moore, Ecosystems and Ocean Planning Advisory Panel Meeting, January 11, 2016 Meeting Summary. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Grant Number NA03NMF4270275, 2003-2004, Rutgers. 
44 U.S. Department of Commerce, NOAA, National Marine Fisheries Service, “The Saltonstall-Kennedy Grant 
Program: Fisheries Research and Development Report 2004”, p. 8.  
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considerable amount of time and economic investment in learning how to catch the species, 
nets and electronics.45 The fishery has been limited on the East Coast due to a mismatch in 
vessel horsepower and fish swimming speed, as well as underdeveloped markets.46 In other 
countries where trawl fisheries for chub mackerel have been successful, the vessels are much 
larger with greater horsepower, which is prohibited on the East Coast.47  Vessel characteristics 
are in themselves a limiting factor, and the speed of chub mackerel gives them a decisive 
advantage over trawl vessels which are limited in horsepower/towing speed. Therefore, East 
Coast catch is only a fraction of actual availability. 48 The study also recorded information on 
catches and discards of non-target species to identify impacts on other commercial, 
recreational, or environmentally sensitive species, and found that the “chub mackerel fishery 
appears to have minimal bycatch in comparison to other fisheries.”49 

In conclusion, the chub mackerel fishery is a well-developed fishery worldwide. As such, 
a significant amount of science exists on chub mackerel, which can be utilized by the Mid 
Atlantic Council for aiding management decisions, including development of an FMP. The 
fishery has existed on the East Coast of the US historically for hundreds of years, in a cyclical 
manner consistent with the life characteristics of the species. In recent years as availability in 
the Mid Atlantic has been on the upswing, Mid Atlantic vessels were encouraged by NMFS to 
develop a chub mackerel fishery as an underutilized species fishery.  As the 2004 study 
acknowledged, this would take considerable time, finances and effort. It is inequitable to 
restrict access now that investment has been made by vessels such as ours. Limiting the fishery 
to an average catch or incidental limits would also be inconsistent with the life cycle of the 
species. Flexible management is necessary for extremely cyclical fish, because availability is 
what determines catch levels. That availability is limited by a number of factors including 
natural cycles, water temperature, environmental conditions, vessel characteristics, 
seasonality, and the fact that chub mackerel spend significant time off of the continental shelf. 
Treating an existing fishery as an ecosystem component species is also inconsistent with the 
definition/treatment of EC species, which by definition are non-target species not generally 
retained for sale or commercial use. Seafreeze supports the creation of a chub mackerel FMP, 
to allow the fishery to continue to operate and develop, with Council management. 

 
Sincerely, 
Meghan Lapp 
Fisheries Liaison, Seafreeze Ltd. 

 

                                                           
45 N 43, p. 1. 
46 Ibid, p. 2.  
47 For example, most trawl fishing for chub mackerel occurs off of northwest Africa. Vessels fishing off Morrocco 
and Mauritania, as an example, are up to 393 feet long with high horsepower. See  
http://www.oceantrawlers.com/production/vessels/.  On the US East Coast, vessels are restricted to a maximum 
165 feet length, and horsepower can only be increased 20% from the original vessel baseline and length 10% from 
the original baseline, which limits expansion of capacity, see Omnibus Amendment to Simplify Vessel Baselines at 
https://www.federalregister.gov/articles/2015/08/26/2015-21143/magnuson-stevens-fishery-conservation-and-
management-act-provisions-fisheries-of-the-northeastern .   
48 “We don’t even catch a fraction of what’s there”(on the sounder). Captain Kyle Goodwin. Personal conversation. 
49 N. 43, p. 3, 5. 
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