
 

 
PRESS RELEASE 

 
  
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE PRESS CONTACT:  Mary Clark 
Aug 30, 2012 (302) 674-2331 (ext. 261) 

 
Special Council Meeting via Webinar: September 14, 2012 

 
To consider several issues regarding butterfish, the Council is meeting on September 14, 2012 at 10 am.  The 
Council has requested its Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) to consider if an increase in the SSC’s 2012 
acceptable biological catch (ABC) recommendation for butterfish may be appropriate.  The Council could change 
its 2012 specifications recommendations depending on the SSC’s findings.  Solutions to a potential operational 
issue with the operation of the butterfish cap in 2013 will also be considered.   
 
Friday, September 14 
 
10:00 - 11:30 a.m. 2012 Butterfish Specifications  

• Review the SSC’s 2012 butterfish ABC recommendations from their September 
13, 2012 meeting. 

• Consider if any changes to the Council’s recommendation for 2012 butterfish 
specifications are appropriate given the SSC’s recommendations. 

 
11:30 a.m. - noon Framework 7 to the Mackerel-Squid-Butterfish Management Plan – Meeting 1 

• Review staff analysis of butterfish cap issues and request additional analyses as 
   appropriate.   
 

For online access register at: https://www1.gotomeeting.com/register/602201185.   Once registered you will receive an 
email confirming your registration with the information you need to join the webinar.  This link will also work for 
direct access without pre-registration at the time of the webinar.  A public listening station to allow public access to the 
webinar will also be available at the Council offices located at 800 N. State St., Suite 201, Dover, DE, 19901, phone 
302-674-2331.  Please contact Jason Didden at jdidden@mafmc.org or (302) 526-5254 if you have any questions 
regarding the webinar process or if you would like to confirm that your computer is set up to access the webinar. The 
webinar works for most computers, but sometimes there are technical problems with remote voice communication from 
online participants, especially if they have not accessed a GoTo Webinar previously. In such cases, participants may 
still use a chat feature in the webinar to submit their comments or questions. 
 
The above agenda items may not be taken in the order in which they appear and are subject to change as necessary.  
Other items may be added, but the Council cannot take action on such items even if the item requires emergency action 
without additional public notice.  Non-emergency matters not contained in this agenda may come before the Council 
and / or its Committees for discussion, but these matters may not be the subject of formal Council or Committee action 
during this meeting.  Council and Committee actions will be restricted to the issues specifically listed in this agenda.  
Any issues requiring emergency action under section 305(c) of the Magnuson-Stevens Act that arise after publication 
of the Federal Register Notice for this meeting may be acted upon provided that the public has been notified of the 
Council’s intent to take final action to address the emergency.  The meeting may be closed to discuss employment or 
other internal administrative matters. 
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Richard B. Robins, Jr.-Chairman * Lee G. Anderson-Vice Chairman  Christopher M. Moore, Ph.D.,  Executive Director  
www.mafmc.org                                  PR12-19 
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M E M O R A N D U M  

Date: August 29, 2012 

To: Chris Moore 

From: Jason Didden 

Subject: 2012 Butterfish ABC and SSC Background 

 

In August 2012, the Council passed a motion to reconsider the 2012 butterfish ABC.  Specifically, the 
Council is concerned that the current (2012) ABC for butterfish (3,622 mt) is prohibitively conservative 
and may cause unnecessary economic harm to the longfin squid fishery because of constraints it 
places on this fishery through the butterfish mortality cap.  The Council seeks clarification from the SSC 
on this point and requests that the SSC reconsider the 2012 ABC specification for butterfish in light of 
its ABC recommendation for 2013 (8,400 mt).       
 

In the most recent two years about 6-10 pounds of longfin squid have been caught per pound of 
butterfish cap utilized.  At the 3,622 mt ABC, the longfin squid fishery is scheduled to open September 
1 with around 1 million pounds of butterfish cap to use.  This would likely allow about 6-10 million 
pounds of longfin squid to be caught, well short of the approximately 24 million pounds of quota that will 
be available from September 1 to December 31.  Thus the cap could potentially cause about 14-18 
million pounds of longfin squid landings to be foregone.  Recent prices have been around $1/pound, 
which translates into potentially foregone revenues of about $14-$18 million.  Amendment 10 estimated 
that for each dollar of reduced longfin squid ex-vessel revenues there are an additional 3 dollars in lost 
revenues for supporting businesses (processors, boat repair, ice, etc.) so total forgone revenues could 
theoretically be in the range of $56-72 million.  However, September 1 to December 31 longfin landings 
have averaged about 5 million pounds over the last 3 years (2009-2011) and about 9 million pounds 
over the last 10 years (2002-2011) so actual forgone revenue could be substantially less.  On the other 
hand, this fishery is inherently difficult to predict so recent years may not accurately predict this year, 
and 2012 longfin squid revenues to date have already slightly surpassed total 2011 longfin squid 
revenues (about $24 million).   
 

Given that the SSC indicated that a butterfish ABC of 8,400 mt was appropriate in 2013, primarily 
based on 2005-2011 data (from Miller and Rago 2012), it is possible that a similar ABC would be 
appropriate for 2012.  As I discussed with the Council in August, I recall this being discussed by the 
SSC but that the SSC reaffirmed its 2012 ABC of 3,622 mt because A) the SSC had only been asked to 
reaffirm its 2012 ABC in the terms of reference (as opposed to re-evaluating it totally), and because B) 
a step-wise approach for 2012 from 2011’s 1,811 mt to 2013’s 8,400 mt provided additional buffering 
for uncertainty given the limited information on the actual current status of the butterfish stock. 
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**An excerpt from a working draft of the specifications 
environmental assessment follows.  It is included because it 

summarizes current 2012 and potential 2013 specifications.  It 
has not been finalized.**    

 
 

  

 
 
 
 

2013 Atlantic Mackerel, Squid and Butterfish Specifications and Management Measures 
Environmental Assessment 
Regulatory Impact Review 

Initial Regulatory Flexibility Analysis 
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5.4 Alternative Set 4: Butterfish Specifications 
 
The overall goal of the butterfish specifications is to account for all butterfish catch such that the ABC 
provided by the SSC is not exceeded and optimum yield is achieved.  The ABC recommended by the 
SSC is 8,400 mt for 2013 (see http://www.mafmc.org/committees/SSC/SSC_Report_23-
24_May_2012.pdf for details).  The SSC’s recommendation for 2012 was 3,622 mt, making the 2013 
recommendation a substantial increase from 2012.   
  
Related to the increased ABC recommended by the SSC, a new management approach has been 
recommended by the Council.  Accordingly, this document considers several alternatives related to the 
butterfish specifications (quotas) in Alternative Set 4 and considers other associated management 
measures in Alternative Set 5. 
 
 
Alternative 4a – Status Quo and No Action Due to Roll-Over Provisions in FMP 
 
Table 7.  Status Quo/No Action Butterfish Specifications Summary – 4a                                                                      

Specification Butterfish

Overfishing Limit (OFL) Unknown

Total Acceptable Biological Catch (ABC) from SSC = ACL 3,622
Commercial Annual Catch Target (10% less than ACL to 
account/buffer for management uncertainty) 3,260
Landings or "Domestic Annual Harvest (DAH)" (66% less than 
Annual Catch Target to account for expected discards) 1,087

Butterfish Cap (set at 75% of ABC) 2,445

Alternative 4a for Butterfish ‐ No action and status quo
(all numbers are in metric tons)

 
 
 
In the table above, the 3,622 mt ABC was the recommendation for 2012 by the SSC.  The 10% 
deduction for management uncertainty is set by the Council based on the best available scientific 
information available at the time of decision-making, including any history of overages as well as 
imprecision in catch estimates (including discards).  Observer data continues to suggest that about 2/3 
of butterfish catch is discarded in other fisheries, and to control discards and overall catch, Amendment 
10 established a cap on butterfish catch on the longfin squid fishery.  Like last year, quota available to 
Joint Venture Processing is zero and quota available for foreign fishing, the total allowable level of 
foreign fishing (TALFF) is also zero since the U.S. fishery has the capacity to fully harvest the quota.   
 
Butterfish landings and the butterfish mortality cap are tracked in parallel such that all butterfish 
landings count against the DAH for quota monitoring while all butterfish catch (landings and discards) 
by vessels that land over 2,500 lb of longfin squid counts against the butterfish mortality cap.
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Alternative 4b – Preferred 
 
Table 8.  Summary of Preferred Butterfish Specifications – 4b 

Specification Butterfish

Overfishing Limit (OFL) 16,800

Total Acceptable Biological Catch (ABC) from SSC = ACL 8,400
Commercial Annual Catch Target (10% less than ACL to 
account/buffer for management uncertainty) 7,560
Landings or "Domestic Annual Harvest (DAH)" (66% less than 
Annual Catch Target to account for expected discards) 2,570

Butterfish Cap  4,500

Alternative 4b for Butterfish ‐ Preferred
(all numbers are in metric tons)

 
 
In the table above, the 8,400 mt ABC is the recommendation for 2013 by the SSC (see “Preferred ABC 
Summary on the next page).  The 10% deduction from the ABC to determine the ACT for management 
uncertainty is set by the Council based on the best available scientific information available at the time 
of decision-making, including any history of overages as well as imprecision in catch estimates 
(including discards).  Observer data continues to suggest that about 2/3 of catch is discarded, and to 
control discards and overall catch, Amendment 10 established a cap on butterfish catch on the longfin 
squid fishery.  Like last year, quota available to Joint Venture Processing is zero and quota available 
for foreign fishing, the total allowable level of foreign fishing (TALFF) is also zero since the U.S. 
fishery has the capacity to fully harvest the quota.   
 
The Cap would be set at 4,500 mt, or 59.52% of the ACT.  Landings and the Cap are tracked in 
parallel such that all landings count against the DAH for quota monitoring while all butterfish catch 
(landings and discards) by vessels that land over 2,500 lb of longfin squid  count against the butterfish 
mortality cap.  The Council chose a cap of 4,500 to balance use of butterfish in the cap versus directed 
landings while restraining overall catch within the ABC.  
 
Since landings are proposed to be no more than 2,570 mt, total catch from the cap plus landings can 
equal a maximum of 7,070 mt.  Since there is overlap between the cap and landings (longfin squid trips 
land butterfish), the total catch between these two sources of mortality would be less.  In 2011 the 
longfin squid cap trips (trips where ≥ 2,500 lb of longfin was landed) landed 121 mt of butterfish.  
Using the same numbers for 2013,  the total catch between these two sources of mortality (the directed 
butterfish fishery and butterfish catch on longfin squid cap trips) could be as high as 6,949 mt (7,070 – 
121 mt) given similar activity.  This leaves 611 mt (7,560 – 6,949) available for discards in other 
fisheries, which is about the amount of discards estimated from non-cap fisheries trips in 2011 (637 
mt) in the report on the 2011 operation of the butterfish cap 
(http://www.mafmc.org/meeting_materials/SSC/2012-05/3-2011-Butterfish-Cap-
Report%28May%202012%29.pdf).  While there is uncertainty about the year to year discards in non-
cap fisheries, there is an 840 mt buffer (10% of 8,400 mt) between the annual catch target and the 
ABC, and the proposed less restrictive trip limits should limit regulatory discarding in all fisheries.       
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Preferred ABC Summary 
 
While the rationale for the SSC’s 2013 ABC recommendation of 8,400 was documented in the SSC’s 
May 2012 report (available at: http://www.mafmc.org/committees/science.htm) and described to the 
Council, a further discussion of the SSC’s decision-making may help the public more clearly 
understand the context and rationale for the SSC’s OFL and ABC recommendations. 
 
Because of the uncertainty regarding the butterfish stock, in the spring of 2012 Council staff requested 
that the NMFS Northeast Fishery Science Center (NEFSC) consider if additional investigation of the 
butterfish stock could take place prior to the SSC meeting that sets the butterfish ABCs.  The NEFSC 
was able to complete such an analysis, which expanded survey data to a range of total swept area 
biomasses based on ranges of reasonable assumptions regarding catchability, and also investigated 
likely fishing mortality.  Dr. Tim Miller and Dr. Paul Rago collaborated on the analysis summarized 
herein and available at: http://www.mafmc.org/meeting_materials/SSC/2012-05/SSC_2012_05.htm.   
 
The model results comported well with the 2010 assessment results and while insufficient to 
recommend particular catch advice for a directed fishery, strongly supported the contention that 
discard limits of 3,600 mt would have almost no chance of inducing overfishing.  Even at the most 
conservative (smallest) biomasses (resulting from when the survey is assumed to encompass all 
butterfish habitat and catches every butterfish in the water column it samples, and when natural 
mortality (M) is assumed to be equal to 0.8) the fishing mortality over 2005-2011 would have been less 
than any of a suite of potential overfishing reference points whenever total catch is less than 9,400 mt.  
Actual catch was much lower, but the analysis takes a “what if” approach.   
 
Miller and Rago conducted additional analysis via bootstrapping to further examine the range of 
probable fishing mortalities that would result from Miller and Rago’s relatively conservative 
assumptions about butterfish biomass.  Using Patterson 2002’s guidance for small pelagic species of 
keeping to an F:M ratio of 67% and an assumed M of 0.8 (which translates to an F = 0.536), the 
analysis suggested that catches of 16,800 mt would only lead to overfishing (F > = 0.536) under Miller 
and Rago’s most extreme assumptions.  The SSC therefore adopted 16,800 as a proxy OFL and 
recommended an ABC of half that amount, 8,400 mt. 
 
It should be noted that Miller and Rago’s analysis is made additionally conservative by averaging 
2005-2011 data in their analysis.  This time series utilizes several very low survey index values (2005 
and 2007), and returns values for sustainable catch that are lower than if only the last several years 
were incorporated.  In other words, if only more recent data was incorporated, the analysis would 
suggest higher catches would also be unlikely to result in overfishing.  It also means that updating their 
analysis based on 2012 (to 2006-2012) survey data should only result in lower estimates of acceptable 
catch if the 2012 data point was lower than the 2005 data point, which was the lowest in the time 
series.  Such an occurrence would appear unlikely given the recent trajectory of butterfish survey 
results. 
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M E M O R A N D U M   

Date: August 30, 2012 

To: Chris Moore 

From: Jason Didden 

Subject: Potentially Critical Alteration Needed for the Butterfish Cap – Framework 7 

 

NMFS is currently reviewing the butterfish cap estimation methodology to determine if it sufficiently 
captures the variability of squid, butterfish, the fisheries that catch them, and the observer coverage on 
those fisheries.  There are certain characteristics of the 2012 data that warranted this review, which is 
ongoing. 
 

The review has also highlighted an additional problem that could occur in 2013 with an increased 
directed butterfish fishery as recommended by the Council in June 2012.  The cap is designed to 
account for fishery behavior where most catch is discarded and only a low level of landings is allowed.  
In 2013, there will likely be trips that target butterfish, and if those trips are observed, and those trips 
also retain more than 2,500 pounds of longfin squid, such trips would also be “longfin cap” trips.  As a 
result, the ratio for the cap will not make any sense. 
 

Although it was thought that this problem could be addressed using the current methodology and not 
through a regulatory change, a recently identified solution is to change the cap from a “catch” cap to a 
“discard” cap.  Since the recommended 2013 cap amount (4,500 mt) is based on catch, the framework 
will likely consider lowering the 2013 cap somewhat based on recent discard ratios (probably by around 
13% since 87% of butterfish within the cap were discarded in 2011).  There should be no net impact on 
overall catch levels since a discard ratio would be accordingly lower as well.  With higher landings 
amounts, it will be better to separate out landings and discards and not to use observer data to 
estimate landings.  Since landed butterfish are generally reported through weekly dealer reports, all 
catch will still be accounted for. 
 

Additional information and specific alternatives will be presented for the October meeting.  Having 
September be the first framework meeting and the October meeting be the second meeting will allow 
any changes to be implemented near the start of the fishing year (Jan 1, 2013).      


