
NEW ENGLAND FISHERY MANAGEMENT COUNCIL 

Monkfish Status Sheet 

I. STATUS 

A. Meetings: The Committee has not met since the last Council meeting. The Scientific 
and Statistical Committee (SSC) met on August 20th to review PDT analyses, and 
finalize its recommendation on Allowable Biological Catch (ABC). 

B. Amendment 6: In Amendment 6, the Councils are considering adopting catch shares 
management for the monkfish fishery, as well as modifications to the current 
management system, including a days-at-sea leasing program. The Council approved 
Amendment 6 Goals and Objectives at its November, 2011 meeting. The Committee 
and Advisory Panel are in the process of developing a range of alternatives for public 
hearings, including modifications to the current management system, a days-at-sea 
leasing option, sector management and individually transferrable quotas (ITQs). 
Based on discussions at the April NEFMC meeting, the Committee considered, but 
took no action pending input from the Advisory Panel, on whether to remove ITQs 
from further consideration in the amendment. 

C. Updated Assessment and Specifications for the 2014-2016 fishing years (Framework 
8):  The Council initiated Framework 8 at its June meeting to implement revised 
specifications of DAS and trip limits for FY2014-2016. At this meeting, the   Council 
will consider approving a range of alternatives for modifications to the specification 
of trip limits and DAS and a proposed revision to the area boundary for the permit 
category H fishery. At its May 29-30 meeting, the Committee approved a number of 
motions outlining the options it wants the PDT to analyze for consideration in 
Framework 8 based on updated catch information. Pending approval of final action 
by both the NEFMC an MAFMC in November and December, respectively, 
Framework 8 will be implemented near the start of the 2014 fishing year. In the 
interim, current specifications will remain in effect, in accordance with the FMP 
regulations. 

D. 2013 Emergency Action: On February 25, 2013, NMFS published a proposed rule 
and request for comments (78 Federal Register 12708) in response to a request by the 
NEFMC that the agency take emergency action to alleviate the substantial social and 
economic harm to groundfish and monkfish fisheries and associated fishing 
communities anticipated under severe reductions in 2013 catch limits for some 
important groundfish stocks in the northern management area. The intent of the 
Council in making the request was to provide additional fishing opportunities to 
affected vessels while simultaneously achieving full utilization of the monkfish catch 
targets. The Council’s original request, reflected in the proposed rule, was to 
eliminate the monkfish trip limits while a vessel is fishing on a groundfish DAS in the 
Northern Management Area (NMA), but NMFS, in consideration of comments 
received and its analysis of potential impacts of such an action, announced on April 
16th that it would be removing the trip limit only while a vessel is on a monkfish 
DAS. At its April 23-25 meeting the NEFMC voted to request that NMFS reconsider 
its decision and modify the action to implement the trip limits currently applicable to 
vessels fishing on a monkfish DAS to all vessels fishing on a groundfish DAS in the 
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NMA. On April 30,  NMFS published an emergency temporary rule implementing 
the emergency action as announced with the following  changes from the proposed 
rule: both sector and non-sector vessels fishing on  a monkfish DAS (not a groundfish 
DAS) are exempt  from monkfish trip limits in the NMA,  (78 Federal Register 
25214) This rule is in effect for 185 days and will expire on October 27, 2013, unless 
extended, or modified by NMFS through the end of the fishing year, April 30, 
2014.NMFS’ consideration of modification and/or extension is pending 

II. COUNCIL ACTION

Motion: Consider approving a range of alternatives for analysis and further consideration in
Framework Adjustment 8 to the Monkfish FMP to implement revised specifications of DAS
and trip limits for FY2014-2016, and other modifications to the current management plan,
including changes to the boundary of permit Category H fishery.

III. INFORMATION

1. September 3, 2013 memo from the SSC to Thomas Nies - Review of monkfish
biological reference points and interim ABC control rule and develop updated
recommendations to Council

2. Draft Framework 8 Range of Alternatives for consideration and approval
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New England Fishery Management Council 
50 WATER STREET  |  NEWBURYPORT, MASSACHUSETTS 01950  |  PHONE 978 465 0492  |  FAX 978 465 3116

Ernest F. Stockwell III, Acting Chairman  |  Thomas A. Nies, Executive Director 

To: Tom Nies, Executive Director 
From: Scientific and Statistical Committee 
Date: September 3, 2013 

Subject: Review of monkfish biological reference points and interim acceptable biological 
catch (ABC) control rule and develop updated recommendations to Council   

The SSC met on May 16, 2013 to address the following terms of reference (TORs): 
1) Review information provided by the Monkfish Plan Development Team (PDT) in response to

request from the SSC. 
2) Specify OFLs and develop ABC recommendations for both the northern and southern

management areas for fishing years 2014-2016. ABC recommendations should be provided 
under the current control rule and under any new control rule that the SSC might recommend. 

The SSC considered the following documents in its deliberations: 
1. Monkfish PDT Responses to SSC Questions (Memo to SSC, July 31, 2013)
2. SSC Report on Monkfish ABCs May 2013 (Memo from SSC to Council re biological reference

points and interim ABC control rule, May 29, 2013)
3. Monkfish PDT Recommendations on OFL ABC (Memo to the SSC, April 30, 2013)
4. Monkfish Assessment Update 2013 (pre-publication copy)
5. SSC Report on Monkfish - September 2010 (Memo from the SSC to Council Ex. Dir.)

During its May 16, 2013 meeting, the SSC determined that additional analyses and alternatives were 
needed before ABC and OFL advice for monkfish could be provided.  Specifically, the SSC 
requested that: 

• OFL/ABC options be developed after applying adjustments for retrospective bias, per the
advice of the peer review panel. 

• ABC options (be) developed using alternative values of FABC such as 75%FMAX, F40%MSP, and
others that the PDT would like to propose. 

The first request was made due to concerns among the SSC about the inconsistency inherent in using 
fishing mortality values from the assessment time series that had not been adjusted for retrospective 
bias in combination with biomass estimates that had been adjusted, at least in the terminal year. The 
second request above was made in light of warnings from the PDT that retrospective adjustments of 
that type are beyond the scope of work typically conducted after the conclusion of an assessment 
process and might not be possible.  The SSC was therefore looking for approaches that used fishing 
mortality values estimated independently of the assessment model. 

The PDT attempted to address both requests from the SSC, and the SSC wishes to express its 
gratitude for those efforts.  Ultimately, the PDT could not provide alternatives based on 
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retrospective-adjusted fishing mortality values due to analytical difficulties detailed in the PDT 
report to the SSC (document #1 above).   

The SSC considered the alternatives provided by the PDT that utilized fishing mortality rates 
estimated independent of the assessment model (75% of the FMSY proxy and F40%MSP).  However, the 
SSC concluded that these F estimates are too dependent upon age-based life history parameters 
(growth, mortality, maturation) that are too uncertain in light of difficulties with ageing monkfish.   

In the report to the Council following the May 16, 2013 meeting, the SSC expressed interest in also 
considering status quo ABCs for the two monkfish management areas.  Ultimately, the SSC 
concluded that status quo ABCs of 7,592mt for northern management area and 12,316mt for the 
southern management area represent the best advice the SSC can provide at this stage.  This advice 
is based in part on the concerns and analytical difficulties inherent in the other options presented by 
the PDT, as discussed above. 

Furthermore, despite its uncertainties, the assessment suggests that both stocks are above the 
biomass targets, fishing mortality is below FMax, and survey trends are stable or increasing.  Those 
outcomes give confidence in the status of the stock, and suggest that drastic reductions in catch are 
not warranted.  Conversely, retrospective patterns persist in both assessment models, recent 
recruitment rates have been lower than average, and the uncertainties in age-based demographic 
parameters alluded to above all raise concerns about our perception of the stock.  Those concerns 
suggest that drastic increases in catch are also not warranted.  Status quo ABCs balance these 
conflicting considerations. 

The SSC recommends that OFL for both monkfish stocks be set using the Fthreshold values estimated 
in the assessment update applied to the 2014 exploitable biomass projected from the terminal year of 
the assessment (i.e., option 2 under “ABC Control rule” in Tables 2a and 2b document #1 above).  
This gives values of 17,805mt for the northern stock and 23,204mt for the southern stock.  The SSC 
felt it was appropriate to use the existing control rule to calculate OFL, but not ABC, because the 
OFL calculation does not use fishing mortality rates estimated from the assessment model.  This 
means that the inconsistency created by using biomass values adjusted for retrospective bias and 
fishing mortality rates that are not adjusted is not a concern. 

The SSC discussed whether a new benchmark assessment for monkfish is warranted, and concluded 
that a benchmark should only be conducted after new research into ageing of monkfish being led by 
Dr. Graham Sherwood at the Gulf of Maine Research Institute and Crista Bank at UMass-
Dartmouth, in collaboration with SSC member Dr. Jon Grabowski of Northeastern University, has 
been completed and peer-reviewed.  The SSC reached this conclusion because the severity of 
concerns over likely ageing errors means that any other changes to the assessment are not warranted 
until this primary concern is addressed. 

Finally, the SSC briefly discussed the merits of the existing ABC control rule for monkfish, 
especially in light of the recommendation to retain status quo ABCs and therefore not apply the 
control rule to the outcomes of the assessment update.  The control rule was intended to be an 
interim or ad hoc approach for a data-poor resource until improvements in the assessment, notably 
improved age data, could be implemented.  However, questions have been raised about the rationale 
for the control rule, especially the large difference in FABC value and resulting catch advice for the 
two stocks that do not seem to be consistent with the status of each.  The SSC was not able to have a 
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thorough discussion along these lines with the time at hand, but recommends that time be dedicated 
for such a discussion, especially if new age information results in a major change to the assessment 
approach or outcomes.        

Summary of recommendations 
1. Acceptable biological catch (ABC) for the two monkfish stocks remains at the status

quo levels of 7,592mt for the northern stock and 12,316mt for the southern stock.
2. The overfishing limits (OFL) for the two monkfish stocks are updated to 17,805mt for

the northern stock and 23,204mt for the southern stock.
3. The accuracy of age estimates for monkfish remains the most significant concern, and a

new benchmark assessment should be conducted when and if new information comes to
light that changes our perception of the life history of the species.

4. The rationale for the ABC control rule currently in place, originally intended as an
interim approach, should be revisited and possibly revised.
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Monkfish FMP 

Draft range of alternatives for consideration in Framework Adjustment 8 

Sept. 26, 2013 

SMA Specifications Alternatives: 

SMA Alternative 1 No Action: 28DAS, Trip limits (tail wt. per DAS)   
550lbs. (permit categories A &C)  lbs.and450 lbs. (permit categories B, D&H) 
Results in catch observed in 2011-12 does not achieve OY (the ACT) 

SMA Alternative 2: modify trip limit to account for tail-whole weight 
conversion correction- tail weight trip limits of 610lbs. (permit categories A 
&C)   and 500 lbs. (permit categories B, D&H); adjust DAS accordingly 

SMA Alternative 3: Maintain current trip limits (550 lbs. for permit categories 
A &C, and450 lbs. for permit categories B, D &H) and adjust DAS to achieve 
the ACT. 

SMA Alternative 4: Maintain current DAS (28) and adjust trip limits to 
achieve the ACT  

Other SMA Alternatives: 

SMA GF/MF DAS usage Alternative1 No Action: Vessels allocated both 
monkfish and groundfish DAS must use groundfish DAS in combination with 
their monkfish DAS until their allocation of groundfish DAS is used up, at 
which time the vessels may use monkfish-only DAS 

SMA GF/MF DAS usage Alternative 2:  Vessels allocated both monkfish 
and groundfish DAS can use monkfish-only DAS (in excess of allocated 
groundfish DAS) at any time until the allocation of groundfish DAS equals the 
remaining monkfish DAS, at which time, the vessel must use both monkfish 
and groundfish DAS in combination 

Permit Category H fishery Boundary Alternative 1- No Action: vessels 
issued a monkfish category H permit may only fish on a monkfish DAS south 
of 38°40’ N Lat. 

Permit Category H fishery Boundary Alternative 2; move the permit 
category H boundary to correspond to the SMA/NMA boundary line 

NMA Specifications Alternatives: 
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NMA Alternative 1- No Action: 40 DAS, Trip limits (tail wt. per DAS)   
1,250lbs. (permit categories A & C)and 600 lbs. (permit categories B & D). 
Results in catch observed in 2011-12 does not achieve OY (the ACT) 

NMA Alternative 2 -maintain the status quo possession limits of 1,250 lbs. 
(permit categories A &C) and 600 lbs. (permit categories B, & D) and adjust 
the NMA DAS to achieve ACT 

NMA Incidental Limit Alternative 1 –No action The incidental limit 
for monkfish when a vessel is on a groundfish, but not a monkfish DAS in the 
NMA is up to 25% (tail weight basis) of the total weight of fish on board, not 
to exceed 300 lbs. (tail wt. per DAS)   

NMA Incidental Limit Alternative 2- Increase the monkfish incidental limit 
while on a groundfish but not a monkfish DAS in the NMA to 600 lbs. (permit 
categories A &C) and500 lbs. (permit categories B, & D), tail weight6 per 
DAS, and eliminate the maximum of  25% of total weight of fish on board 
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