
Omnibus Framework to Modify the Mid-Atlantic Council’s Risk Policy  

and ABC Control Rule Framework 

 

Background Information 

 

Introduction 

 

The 2006 Reauthorization of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management 

Reauthorization Act (MSRA) included new requirements for ACLs and AMs and other 

provisions designed to prevent and end overfishing (16 U.S.C. §1853(a)(15)). While U.S. marine 

fishery management policy has always been science based, the MSRA also sought to strengthen 

the role of scientific advice regarding avoiding overfishing and rebuilding of overfished stocks.  

Significant was the new requirement for all councils to specify annual catch limits (hard quotas) 

for each of its managed fisheries.  The revised legislation also redefined the role of the Council's 

Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) by requiring that the councils "develop annual catch 

limits for each of its managed species that may not exceed the fishing level recommendations of 

its scientific and statistical committee.”  Consequently, the "advice" received from the SSC on 

acceptable biological catch (ABC) was transformed into a binding constraint on catch limits 

which the Council may not exceed.  

 

To bring the Council’s FMPs into compliance with the new MSRA requirements (and the revised 

National Standard 1 guidance that followed), in 2010 the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management 

Council (Council) approved an Omnibus Amendment which implemented mechanisms to 

specify ABC, annual catch limits (ACLs), and accountability measures (AMs) for all managed 

resources contained within six Council Fishery Management Plans (FMPs). Specifically, the 

Omnibus Action: (1) Established ABC control rules, (2) Established a Council risk policy (a 

variable needed for the ABC control rules), (3) Established ACL(s), and (4) Established a system 

of comprehensive accountability, which addresses all components of the catch. In addition, the 

Omnibus Amendment contemplated a Council review of the ABC Control Rules after five years 

of implementation in cooperation with its SSC. The purpose of this framework action is to 

provide for a review of the ABC control rule framework and Council risk policy established in 

2010 and to recommend any changes, as appropriate.  

 

Description of Current ABC Control Rule framework and Risk Policy 

 

The Council worked with its SSC to develop an approach to derive ABCs through a set of four 

levels, which has been applied to each of the managed resources since implementation of the 

Omnibus Amendment (a complete description of the ABC levels is given in Appendix i). The 

levels are based on the information available to assess the stock as well as other relevant 

information. In general, higher levels contain assessments with greater detail and lower scientific 

uncertainty while lower levels have less robust assessments with higher associated scientific 

uncertainties. When a new stock assessment completes peer-review for any of the managed 

resources, the SSC is responsible for determining to which level the assessment should be 

assigned. Then the processes described within each level are used to calculate ABC. For the 

upper levels, this applies a distribution of the overfishing limit (OFL) and a probability of 

overfishing based on the Council’s risk policy. For the lowest level, alternative types of 



approaches have been applied to derive ABC (based primarily on average catch or other data 

limited approaches). In the NS1 Guidelines response to comment 42 (74 FR 3191; January 16, 

2009), it was stated, “The SSC must recommend an ABC to the Council after the Council 

advises the SSC what would be the acceptable probability that a catch equal to the ABC would 

result in overfishing. This risk policy is part of the required ABC control rule.” As such, the 

Council adopted a formal risk policy which defines the Council’s tolerance for overfishing for its 

managed resources.  

 

Under the current risk policy, the Council’s acceptable probability of overfishing for a given stock 

is conditional on current stock biomass relative to Bmsy (see Figure1). The stock replenishment 

threshold defined as the ratio of B/BMSY = 0.10, was utilized to ensure the stock does not reach 

low levels from which it cannot recover. The probability of overfishing is 0 percent if the ratio of 

B/BMSY is less than or equal to 0.10.  The probability of overfishing increases linearly for stock 

defined as typical as the ratio of B/BMSY increases, until the inflection point of B/BMSY = 1.0 is 

reached and a 40 percent probability of overfishing is utilized for ratios equal to or greater than 

1.0. Probability of overfishing increases linearly for stock defined as atypical as the ratio of B/BMSY 

increases, until the inflection point of B/BMSY = 1.0 is reached and a 35 percent probability of 

overfishing is utilized for ratios equal to or greater than 1.0. The SSC determines whether a stock 

is typical or atypical each time an ABC is recommended. In general, an atypical stock has a life 

history strategy that results in greater vulnerability to exploitation, and whose life history has not 

been fully addressed through the stock assessment and biological reference point development 

process. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Current MAFMC Risk Policy. 
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Proposed evaluation of ABC control rule and risk policy.  

 

Since the development and implementations of its ABC control rule framework, the Council and 

NMFS have funded management strategy evaluations designed to evaluate the efficacy of a 

range of ABC control rules (Wiedenmann et al 2016). Published results from this work and the 

general model formulations developed through this research will be used specifically to evaluate 

the Council’s current ABC control rule and risk policy.  This work will be conducted in 

cooperation with the OFL CV Subgroup of the SSC and Dr. John Wiedenmann (Rutgers 

University). The elements of the risk policy and ABC control rules to be evaluated are described 

below.   

 

1. Maintain current risk policy but increase P* to 0.45 when the B/Bmsy ratio exceeds 1.0. 

  

Under this option, the Council would assume a higher level of risk (P=0.45) in cases where the 

stock biomass was greater than the Bmsy target biomass. Otherwise the variable P* conditioned 

on stock biomass would be maintained. 

 

2. Eliminate the variable P* which is currently a function of stock biomass (i.e., maintain 

constant P* = 0.4).   

 

Under this alternative, a constant P* of 0.4 would be maintained regardless of current stock 

biomass. The current ramping of the P* conditioned on biomass is an attempt to prevent stocks 

from being overfished by reducing the probability of overfishing as stock size falls below Bmsy. 

This feature of the risk policy is not a mandatory requirement of the MSRA. 

 

3. If biomass is greater than ½ Bmsy but less than or equal to Bmsy, maintain constant 

p*=0.4. If biomass exceeds Bmsy, then ABC would be specified based on P*=0.45.  As per the 

MSRA, if stock biomass falls below ½ Bmsy a rebuilding plan is triggered (the rebuilding 

plan then governs ABC specification). 

 

Under the current risk policy, the maximum P* is 0.4. This option would maintain a constant 

P*=0.4 when B is less than or equal to Bmsy and constant p*=0.45 when B is greater than Bmsy.   

 

4.  Eliminate the typical/atypical distinction in the ABC control rule. 

 

This measure was implemented by the Council reflecting the Council’s lower risk tolerance for 

species whose life histories make them more vulnerable to over-exploitation.  Under this option, 

the P*would be the same for all species regardless of their life histories. This option could be 

implemented in conjunction with either a fixed or variable P*.  The typical/atypical distinction 

could be eliminated because presumably a species vulnerability to over-exploitation is already 

addressed in the biological reference points selected for that species.      

 

 

  



5. Codify Additional Elements of the ABC Control Rule Framework.       

 

Under the current ABC control rule framework, the SSC has the option of specifying the 

coefficient of variation (CV) for the OFL in one of three ways: accept the CV of the OFL as 

calculated in the assessment, accept the OFL CV as modified by the assessment working group, 

or modify the OFL CV based on SSC expert judgement. The OFL CV selected by the SSC has a 

direct influence on the magnitude of the resulting ABC calculation within P* approach adopted 

by the Council. All things equal, the buffer between the ABC and OFL increases as uncertainty 

about the OFL increases (i.e., the ABC decreases as uncertainty as reflected in the OFL CV 

increases). Under this option, the Council, in conjunction with the SSC OFL CV Subgroup, will 

develop a set of objective criteria which will be used to identify the appropriate OFL CV for a 

given species/stock assessment.  

  



Appendix i 

MAFMC ABC Control Rule Framework 

 

The SSC shall review the following criteria, and any additional relevant information, to assign 

managed stocks to a specific control rule level when developing ABC recommendations. The 

SSC shall review the ABC control rule level assignment for stocks each time an ABC is 

recommended. The ABC may be recommended for up to 3 years for all stocks, except for 5 years 

for spiny dogfish. The SSC may deviate from the control rule methods or level criteria and 

recommend an ABC that differs from the result of the ABC control rule calculation; however, 

any such deviation must include the following: A description of why the deviation is warranted, 

description of the methods used to derive the alternative ABC, and an explanation of how the 

deviation is consistent with National Standard 2. 

 

(a) Level 1 criteria. (1) Assignment of a stock to Level 1 requires the SSC to determine the 

following:(i) All important sources of scientific uncertainty are captured in the stock assessment 

model; (ii) The probability distribution of the OFL is calculated within the stock assessment and 

provides an adequate description of the OFL uncertainty; (iii) The stock assessment model 

structure and treatment of the data prior to use in the model includes relevant details of the 

biology of the stock, fisheries that exploit the stock, and data collection methods; (iv) The stock 

assessment provides the following estimates: Fishing mortality rate (F) at MSY or an alternate 

maximum fishing mortality threshold (MFMT) to define OFL, biomass, biological reference 

points, stock status, OFL, and the respective uncertainties associated with each value; and (v) No 

substantial retrospective patterns exist in the stock assessment estimates of fishing mortality, 

biomass, and recruitment.   

 

(2) Level 1 ABC determination. Stocks assigned to Level 1 by the SSC will have the ABC 

derived by applying acceptable probability of overfishing from the MAFMC's risk policy found 

in §648.21(a) through (d) to the probability distribution of the OFL.  

 

(b) Level 2 criteria. (1) Assignment of a stock to Level 2 requires the SSC to determine the 

following: (i) Key features of the stock biology, the fisheries that exploit it, and/or the data 

collection methods for stock information are missing from the stock assessment; (ii) The stock 

assessment provides reference points (which may be proxies), stock status, and uncertainties 

associated with each; however, the uncertainty is not fully promulgated through the stock 

assessment model and/or some important sources of uncertainty may be lacking; (iii) The stock 

assessment provides estimates of the precision of biomass, fishing mortality, and reference 

points; and (iv) The accuracy of the minimum fishing mortality threshold and projected future 

biomass is estimated in the stock assessment using ad hoc methods. 

 

(2) Level 2 ABC determination. Stocks assigned to Level 2 by the SSC will have the ABC 

derived by applying acceptable probability of overfishing from the MAFMC's risk policy found 

in §648.21(a) through (d) to the probability distribution of the OFL.  

 

(c) Level 3 criteria. (1) Assignment of a stock to Level 3 requires the SSC to determine that the 

stock assessment attributes are the same as those for a Level 2 assessment listed in §648.20(d)(1) 

through (4), except that the stock assessment does not contain an estimated probability 



distribution of OFL or the stock assessment provided OFL probability distribution is judged by 

the SSC to not adequately reflect uncertainty in the OFL estimate.  

 

2) Level 3 ABC determination. Stocks assigned to Level 3 will have ABC derived by one of the 

following two methods: (i) The SSC will derive the ABC by applying the acceptable probability 

of overfishing from the MAFMC's risk policy found in §648.21(a) through (d) to an SSC-

adjusted OFL probability distribution. The SSC will use default levels of uncertainty in the 

adjusted OFL probability distribution based on literature review and evaluation of control rule 

performance; or, (ii) If the SSC cannot develop an OFL distribution, a default control rule of 75 

percent of the FMSY value will be applied to derive ABC. 

 

(d) Level 4 criteria. (1) Assignment of a stock to Level 4 requires the SSC to determine that none 

of the criteria for Levels 1-3 found in §648.20(a) through (c) were met. 

 

(2) Level 4 ABC determination. Stocks assigned to Level 4 will have ABC derived using control 

rules developed on a case-by-case basis by the SSC based on biomass and catch history and 

application of the MAFMC's risk policy found in §648.21(a) through (d). 
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