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February 13, 2017 

To: Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Management Board 

From:   Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Technical Committee 

RE:  TC Review of Black Sea Bass Rec Management Measures for 2017 

 
The following memo contains the Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Technical 
Committee (TC) review of management measures for the 2017 black sea bass recreational 
fishery.  
 
The Board approved continuation of Addendum XXVII (2016) provisions for using ad-hoc regional 
management for the black sea bass in 2017 at their joint meeting with the Mid-Atlantic Fishery 
Management Council (Council) in December 2016. In January 2017, the Council’s Scientific and 
Statistical Committee (SSC) met to consider the 2016 Black Sea Bass Benchmark Stock 
Assessment and Peer Review as well as set Overfishing Limits (OFLs) for 2017-2019. The SSC 
approved a new OFL for 2017 of 12.05 million pounds. After accounting for discards specifying 
catch limits and targets, the subsequent new commercial quota for 2017 is 4.12 million pounds 
and the new recreational harvest limit is 4.29 million pounds. These new specifications are 
recommended and pending approval by the Board and Council.  
 
Total estimated black sea bass recreational harvest for 2016 is projected to be 4.67 million 
pounds, exceeding the 2016 coastwide Recreational Harvest Limit (RHL) and requiring a 
reduction of roughly 380,000 pounds or approximately 8% to achieve the recommended 2017 
RHL of 4.29 million pounds. As the Board did specify continuation of Addendum XXVII provisions 
for 2017, the states of Massachusetts through New Jersey can continue ad-hoc regional 
management measures for 2017.  
 
The TC met twice (January 26 and 30th) to consider recreational management measures for 
2017.  Tasks for considering changes to the 2017 management measures were provided by 
Board Chair Mike Luisi. The following are the TC’s summary points for each task:  
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1. Develop a coastwide set of federal measures to achieve the 2017 RHL 

In light of the recent stock assessment results and anticipated increases to the 2017 RHL, the TC 
recommends that management measures for federal waters in 2017 should remain status quo. 
Much of the rationale for this is the small proportion of harvest the states of Delaware through 
North Carolina (north of Cape Hatteras)- which implement federal measures- contribute to the total 
coastwide harvest. Over the last 6 years (2010-2015) the southern states combined harvest has 
been higher than 6% of the coastwide harvest only once (2011; 14.72%). For all other years, it’s 
ranged from 3.2% to 5.16%; based on preliminary 2016 harvest, the southern states proportion of 
the coastwide harvest is 3.71% through wave 5. If reductions were to be applied to 2017 federal 
management measures, these reductions would have a disproportionate impact on southern states 
relative to their contribution to the coastwide harvest total.  

 

2. Develop a regional set of identical management measures for the states of MA- NJ (same size 
limit, possession limit, and season) that achieves the 2017 RHL under two scenarios:  
a) This assumes the southern states/federal measures stay status quo in 2017.  
b) That the southern states/federal measures will achieve the specified coastwide reduction (if 

need) based on the SSC’s recommended OFL 
 

Related to the first task, the TC recommends that federal waters measures should remain status 
quo for 2017. Taking into consideration the recent stock assessment results that demonstrated that 
black sea bass south of the Hudson Canyon had different trends in abundance, recruitment and size 
distribution and as well as differences in the recreational fishery such as CPUE and average size of 
fish harvested, the TC recommends New Jersey’s measures should be crafted differently than those 
for the states of Massachusetts through New York and Delaware through North Carolina. 
 
In considering a uniform size limit, possession limit, and season length for the states of 
Massachusetts through New York the TC noted several challenges, particularly around achieving 
uniformity in possession limits and season. In recent years, northern region states have specified 
different possession limits by mode and time of year (Table 1). For example, Rhode Island through 
New York have offered different possession limits throughout the year- in 2016, Rhode Island’s 
possession limit was 3 fish from June 24th-August 31st and then 7 fish from September 1st- December 
31st; New York offered three different possession limits staggered throughout the year; and 
Connecticut offered separate possession limits for Private/Shore based anglers (5 fish) and for For-
hire vessels (8 fish). Massachusetts had a single possession limit (5 fish) for the entire season for all 
modes. Reconciling these different measures towards a single possession limit and season is difficult 
under the current scenario of maintaining harvest levels from 2016 or decreasing them by 
approximately 8%. The TC noted efforts to harmonize management measures throughout a region 
are easier under scenarios of increased harvest opportunity. 
 
To satisfy the task, northern region TC members considered a uniform minimum size limit of 15 
inches, 4 fish possession limit, and season length of June 1-October 15 for the states of 
Massachusetts through New York (Table 2). These changes in measures would affect each state’s 
harvest estimates differently though combined would reduce harvest for Massachusetts through 
New York by approximately 4%. For Massachusetts, the increase in the season length would 
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increase legal harvest in wave 5 but the state would lose harvest from earlier in the spring; Rhode 
Island would be expected to see reduced harvest due to loss of season and bag limit in the fall. New 
York would also lose opportunities in the fall but potentially increase harvest significantly through 
earlier spring fishing.  Connecticut would lose substantial access to fish via loss of season (spring 
and fall) and lower bag limits. It was pointed out that moving to a more uniform season with an end 
date of October 15th would likely impact fall recreational fisheries (wave 6) for Rhode Island-New 
York economically while providing little conservation benefit. Significant variation and continually 
changing measures by states in recent years confounds assessing multiple years’ harvest estimates 
under different measures.   
 

3. Keep the same size and bag limit constant from 2016, develop a common season length with 
flexible open days determined by each state in the region (MA-NY). These measures would 
constrain harvest to the 2017 RHL.  
 

Similar to task 2, the northern states TC members discussed a common season length (in number of 
days) for the states of MA-NY that could vary in start and end dates by state. An example season 
length of approximately 130 days was considered with restrictions on the extent that wave 3 and 
wave 5 could be opened. In considering how this season length would impact 2017 harvest, the TC 
was in agreement that this would effectively be a liberalization in harvest for Massachusetts and 
reduction for Rhode Island through New York. Similar challenges of equitably achieving a common 
season length that were raised regarding task 2 apply here as well. Given the challenges of equitably, 
the TC is not recommending the implementation of a uniform season length for Massachusetts 
through New York in 2017. 

 
4. Develop management measure changes that would apply to northern region states (1 inch 

increase or decrease coastwide, no more than x number of fish coastwide, and a season of no 
more than x days) based on harvest performance in recent years (2010-2016) to achieve the 2017 
RHL. 
 

In considering recent year’s harvest estimates (2010-2016), average annual coastwide harvest was 
approximately 3.14 million pounds. Management measures during this period have changed 
significantly (Table 1), with an approximate 2.5 inch increase since 2010 and a reduction in the bag 
limit from 25 fish to 3-10 fish in 2016 depending on the state and wave or mode. Recreational 
harvest has also significantly varied during this time, from a projected high in 2016 of 4.67 million 
pounds to a low in 2011 of 1.17 million pounds. As noted in previous tasks, the change in 
management measures by state and volatility in year to year coastwide harvest makes it difficult to 
predict future harvest levels based on changes to management measures. As such, the TC did not 
come to consensus on an approach to uniformly adjust 2016 management measures for northern 
region states for 2017 fishing season. 
 
In considering how harvest may change in 2017 relative to 2016, when comparing average annual 
harvest over the last 17 years in increments of 3 to 17 years (table 3), only one scenario 
demonstrated an average annual harvest near the 2017 RHL (3 years, 2014-2016; 4.00 million 
pounds). This is shown in table 4. Additionally, when considering previous peak harvest levels (1991, 
1993, 1995, 1997, 2002) annual coastwide harvest decreased the following year from -22% (2002-
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2003) to -70% (1997-1998) (table 4). Similar to summer flounder, harvest by recreational fisheries 
should be heavily dependent upon fish availability so a declining population should result in 
declining harvest. Given projected decrease in the spawning stock biomass in coming years, the TC 
notes that there is evidence that availability and harvest for black sea bass will likely decrease as 
well.  

 
5. Provide recommendations and considerations regarding status of the stock, MRIP data quality, 

and recent fishing performance (can include past recommendations from the TC) for the Board to 
consider in selecting 2017 management measures.  
 

The standard methodology; using size, season and bag limit changes to constrain annual harvest to 
shifting annual targets; and using harvest in Year T to model harvest in Year T+1; is problematic for 
a large number of reasons, many previously discussed by this Technical Committee in regards to 
summer flounder. Harvest estimates are highly variable from year to year even under consistent 
regulations.  Black sea bass regulations have changed substantially from year to year, particularly in 
the northern states where the majority of harvest is occurring. In attempting to manage the 
recreational fishery in a manner similar to the commercial fishery, assumptions about data accuracy 
and precision are being made that are not true. The RHL is effectively a ‘target quota’ given the 
timing of when harvest data is made available and the ability to track harvest in season. But the 
federal process that both the Council and NOAA/GARFO are mandated to treat the RHL the same as 
the commercial quota, with for example the implementation of accountability measures for 
consecutive year overages. This approach makes sense when there is the ability to validate of the 
catch estimates against landings reports and dealer reports in a timely manner as takes place in the 
commercial fishery. But by comparison, recreational management utilizes only preliminary MRIP 
harvest point estimates, sans measures of uncertainty, to attempt to predict/constrain future 
harvest point estimates.  

 
It is very difficult to measure the effect that changing individual measures has on harvest estimates 
because it is rare that only one aspect (size, season or bag) has been manipulated, confounding the 
data. Increasing the size limit, reducing the possession limit, and/or decreasing the length of the 
season should result in less landed fish, resulting in some benefit to the stock. However, the 
relationship between harvest estimates and a change in one or more aspects of recreational 
measures doesn’t appear to be strong. This has been shown quantitatively for summer flounder and 
the TC has had similar difficulties while trying to craft regulations intended to constrain harvest of 
black sea bass. In addition to MRIP estimate volatility, conservative catch limits unreflective of stock 
biomass have made it difficult to predict the efficacy of proposed regulations for black sea bass. 
 
The TC notes that much of the timing issues outlined in a previous memo regarding summer 
flounder management measures evaluation and setting of current year’s measures apply for black 
sea bass as well. Put simply, there is limited time annually to undertake more extensive analysis due 
to the timing of when data becomes available and when the Board must make management 
decisions. Both the timetable and data limitations, as previously stated, limit the TC’s ability to fully 
evaluate the data and provide recommendations to effectively constraint harvest to an annually 
changing target.  
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The TC recognizes the 2016 black sea bass stock assessment as the best available science. The 
assessment utilizes numerous indices and multiple catch time series. The TC recommends status 
quo management measures for both federal waters and ad-hoc regional measures in 2017.  

 
The 2017 black sea bass RHL is ~8% less than the 2016 projected coastwide harvest estimate which 
is accompanied by a PSE of ~8. The spawning stock biomass, while still much larger than the biomass 
target, will have declined by 13% between 2016 and 2017 as the dominant 2011 year class continues 
to be fished upon. At the same time, the heavily constrained commercial fishery which often 
overlaps the recreational fishery in both time and space will be increasing its take by 50%. Taking 
into consideration points provided under the task 4 that 1) 2016 projected harvest is highest in 
weight since 1995 and the only year since 2002 where harvest exceeded the 2017 RHL; 2) the 
average annual harvest from 2014-2016 is 4 million pounds- below the 2017 RHL; 3) the increased 
effort in the commercial fishery in 2017 and declining biomass/availability will likely decrease 
recreational harvest of black sea bass in 2017 the TC finds this information as sufficient to support 
not adjusting recreational measures in 2017 (for the entire coast, MA-NC). The 2016 harvest 
estimate is not significantly different from the 2017 RHL and there is reason to expect that harvest 
will decrease as availability of black sea bass to recreational anglers decreases. 
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Table 1. Comparison of 2010 regulations to 2016.  

 
 
 



 

 

 
Table 2. Change from 2016 Management measures to uniform measures (15 inch minimum size, 4 fish possession limit, and 130 day 
season) for MA-NY. Preliminary MRIP Harvest estimates for 2016 and projected harvest for 2017 are in numbers of fish. 

    2016 
Total 

Projected 2017 
Change 

 State   Wave   3  4  5 6* 3  4  5  6  Total 
MA Days Open 41 62 0 0 103 30 62 45 0 137 +34 

  Harvest (A+B1)   182,746 197,576 31,414   411,736 129,973 184,338 79,695 0 394,006 -4.3% 
RI Days Open 7 62 61 61 191 30 62 45 0 137 -54 
  Harvest (A+B1)   8,321 124,756 110,464 1,403 244,944 37,801 132,241 66,659 0 236,701 -3.4% 

CT Days Open 61 62 61 61 245 30 62 45 0 137 -108 
  Harvest (A+B1)   130,401 250,630 67,846 4,072 452,949 59,578 232,835 46,497 0 338,910 -25.2% 

NY Days Open 4 62 61 61 188 30 62 45 0 137 -51 
  Harvest (A+B1)   0 504,084 288,660 14,571 807,315 120,000 562,558 185,263 0 867,821 7.5% 

MA-NY Harvest (A+B1)           1,916,943         1,837,438 -4.1% 
*Wave 6 harvest in 2016 is projected using harvest rates from wave 5 in 2015 
 



 

 

 Table 3. Average Annual Harvest estimates (in pounds) comparisons from 2000-2016. 

Average 
Harvest* 
(years) 

MA RI CT NY NJ DE MD VA NC* Total 
Coastwide  

2014-2016 
 (3 years) 913,494 451,496 689,460 1,322,642 463,863 28,293 81,888 49,197 2,237 4,002,568 
2013-2016  
(4 years) 850,320 374,803 582,693 1,175,664 476,691 32,310 71,208 45,313 4,176 3,617,984 
2013-2015 
 (3 years) 822,249 319,865 448,060 1,037,801 524,983 34,072 68,103 40,595 5,017 3,307,154 
2011-2015  
(5 years) 766,875 254,327 323,820 811,531 549,948 39,758 59,639 30,228 13,903 2,854,792 
2011-2016  
(6 years) 890,106 345,068 518,387 1,049,575 579,972 35,842 65,401 36,770 4,771 3,530,654 
2010-2015  
(6 years) 805,715 251,613 273,688 837,237 588,141 37,858 56,597 30,021 14,296 2,899,135 
2010-2016  
(7 years) 824,117 292,756 375,532 944,667 551,523 36,311 60,015 34,227 12,490 3,135,040 
2005-2015 
(10 years) 590,412 175,785 162,704 695,093 709,295 58,857 62,855 51,258 15,570 2,523,995 
2005-2016 
(11 years) 619,088 206,105 231,362 769,606 677,839 56,204 64,328 51,942 14,411 2,692,868 
2000-2015 
(16 years) 461,257 170,049 119,251 589,160 1,057,554 123,596 128,263 130,806 50,476 2,832,113 
2000-2016 
(17 years) 489,097 191,788 170,271 647,989 1,014,863 117,915 125,455 126,610 47,604 2,933,193 

*Post Stratified for North of Cape Hatteras from 2004-present 

**Preliminary Harvest Estimates for 2016 through wave 5 (January-October) 
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Table 4. Coastwide Harvest estimates (in pounds from 1981-2016). Highlighted yellow indicates years 
where harvest estimate was higher than 2017 RHL.  

Year  MA RI CT NY NJ DE MD VA NC Total 
Coastwide 

1981 133,967 5,584 3,907 203,570 144,697 10,545 437,162 264,437 424,270 1,628,139 
1982 315,463 334 3,672 114,171 584,009 77,422 5,455,334 3,336,842 167,224 10,054,471 
1983 290,308 3,436  159,209 2,718,040 30,815 131,588 720,041 476,642 4,530,079 
1984 58,524 7,413 0 195,739 292,396 23,069 384,486 269,250 729,747 1,960,747 
1985 10,249 17,765 19,506 168,045 961,911 76,228 175,981 654,115 456,587 2,540,387 
1986 612,254 16,066 10,838 442,305 9,509,715 117,814 319,692 1,355,875 76,413 12,460,972 
1987 66,162 70,905 4,048 608,607 444,411 18,455 203,628 501,730 473,640 2,391,586 
1988 214,480 10,705 19,718 241,601 572,344 91,550 766,431 937,753 1,090,239 3,944,821 
1989 47,693 24,525 25,568 756,369 1,460,681 153,538 312,948 498,654 340,760 3,620,736 
1990 36,353 9,340 818 307,852 1,037,929 71,542 318,766 968,607 295,793 3,047,000 
1991 46,589 12,876 2,611 141,610 1,645,805 235,440 423,862 1,623,781 182,948 4,316,030 
1992 8,675 15,873 5,464 219,965 1,218,573 102,066 469,549 559,755 314,194 2,914,114 
1993 13,525 28,489 6,965 312,093 3,344,317 151,812 481,035 486,716 159,729 4,984,681 
1994 10,615 26,209 0 107,130 1,627,362 35,976 215,875 903,227 127,251 3,053,645 
1995 6,783 52,206 3,107 50,806 3,507,605 172,989 1,745,716 653,529 146,132 6,338,873 
1996 20,952 54,404 6,923 66,855 2,844,700 48,320 273,424 662,089 147,603 4,125,270 
1997 20,986 44,868 1,301 153,097 2,893,617 77,103 370,872 684,386 153,216 4,399,446 
1998 10,056 25,062 3,602 10,601 291,490 60,678 309,339 410,216 168,690 1,289,734 
1999 22,324 38,667 2,546 126,134 522,495 36,744 152,710 699,878 95,064 1,696,562 
2000 79,510 352,518 23,679 309,621 2,052,176 174,273 455,724 529,867 143,984 4,121,841 
2001 69,690 177,730 19,649 312,940 2,151,967 198,816 134,855 338,226 188,776 3,595,547 
2002 365,058 132,321 29,096 587,577 1,877,456 636,260 484,660 211,658 118,220 4,442,306 
2003 146,991 74,877 7,948 375,658 1,726,003 278,169 265,996 390,422 182,594 3,448,658 
2004 224,338 49,694 37,897 194,743 1,311,011 42,593 19,571 58,889 2,774 1,941,510 
2005 365,186 164,960 119 230,832 904,999 80,214 93,475 49,312 16,749 1,905,846 
2006 149,993 67,076 4,684 455,213 690,651 140,931 136,064 105,134 28,352 1,778,098 
2007 153,869 59,566 41,941 563,199 1,086,652 136,564 49,002 64,954 21,863 2,177,610 
2008 365,108 82,072 99,848 528,613 827,511 26,378 32,603 51,974 11,489 2,025,596 
2009 626,082 50,290 1,025 844,746 763,593 36,190 40,681 112,339 7,043 2,481,989 
2010 999,914 238,039 23,029 965,767 779,105 28,357 41,386 28,987 16,265 3,120,849 
2011 318,379 85,912 13,758 399,030 181,695 46,609 51,714 26,753 47,310 1,171,160 
2012 1,049,251 226,130 261,163 545,221 993,093 49,967 42,173 2,599 7,153 3,181,337 
2013 660,797 144,725 262,392 734,728 515,175 44,363 39,170 33,660 9,992 2,464,230 
2014 1,087,848 370,534 586,114 847,181 631,457 30,962 87,086 24,432 1,180 3,666,794 
2015 718,101 444,336 495,674 1,531,494 428,318 26,891 78,052 63,694 3,878 3,790,438 

2016** 934,532 539,617 986,591 1,589,251 331,815 27,025 80,525 59,465 1,652 4,550,473 
*Post Stratified for North of Cape Hatteras from 2004-present 

**Preliminary Harvest Estimates for 2016 through wave 5 (January-October) 


