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June 3, 2015 
 

Richard Robins, Chairman 
Dr. Chris Moore, Executive Director 
Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
Suite 201, 800 North State St. 
Dover, DE 19901 
 
RE:  MSB Specifications – Ecological Considerations in Mackerel ABC 
 
Dear Chairman Robins and Dr. Moore, 
 
Wild Oceans’ mission is to promote a broad, ecosystems approach to fisheries management that reflects 
our expanding circle of concern for all marine life and the future of fishing.  We believe that conserving 
prey species that we fish for, like Atlantic mackerel, to safeguard critical links between predators and 
prey is essential to the long-term success of fisheries.   

In the absence of an accepted stock assessment for Atlantic mackerel, we are pleased that the Council 
prioritized a management strategy evaluation (MSE) to inform this year’s Acceptable Biological Catch 
(ABC) recommendations.  The resulting ABC is reduced by more than 50% from the 2015 fishing year, a 
recommendation that reflects the troubling and uncertain state of the mackerel stock.   If mackerel 
availability is reduced for the directed fishery, availability has likely declined for dependent predators off 
our shores, like bluefin tuna, cod, spiny dogfish, skates, swordfish, bluefish, summer flounder, hake, 
pollock, striped bass, whales, dolphins and seabirds.   We remain concerned that once again, ecological 
factors do not seem to have been considered during the specifications process for mackerel.  Below 
we offer comments and questions for consideration when specifications are finalized in June. 

The State of the Mackerel Stock is Depleted 

We agree with the Council’s SSC in their characterization of the mackerel stock as “depleted,” noting the 
truncated age and size structure of the stock, the lack of progress of strong year classes, steep decline in 
egg production and a 3-fold increase in total mortality in recent years.1   

We are also concerned that mackerel schooling behavior may indicate a stock approaching collapse. We 
call attention to the comments made by industry in the Mackerel Fishery Performance Report that 
mackerel and menhaden have been found in mixed schools off New Jersey.2  In more northern waters, 
mackerel are often mixed in with Atlantic herring.  A review of the 2015 river herring cap worksheet 
shows a steady decline in the mackerel/kept all catch ratio on mackerel trips (i.e., trips landing ≥ 20,001 
lbs mackerel) with Atlantic herring comprising a significant part of the catch, around 50% in 2013.3  We 

                                                     
1 Boreman, John. Memo to Richard Robins, Jr. Report of the May 2015 Meeting of the MAFMC SSC. 21 May  2015. 
2 See p.11 under Tab 2 (MSB) June 2015 MAFMC Meeting Materials. 
3 www.mafmc.org/s/RHS-CAP-sheet.xlsx  
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find it alarming that the catch data and fishermen observations seem to indicate that pure mackerel 
schools are becoming increasingly rare.  Cury et al (2000) describe a phenomenon they term the “school 
trap,” where school composition reflects the relative species abundance within the pelagic community; 
small pelagic species (i.e., forage fish) populations form pure schools when abundant but will mix with 
other pelagic species of similar size and body form as abundance declines.  This schooling imperative 
functions as a trap that “could maintain a collapsed population in a depleted state for lengthy periods 
and affect spatial dynamics such as migrations,” potentially inducing drastic changes of state in the 
pelagic community. 4   

Given the disturbing signals listed above, we believe it is imperative to proceed with managing 
Atlantic mackerel as a depleted stock, prioritizing precaution and conservation. 

The Role of Atlantic Mackerel as Forage Should be Taken into Account in the Final ABC 

Under the sixth SSC term of reference that asks for a description of ecological considerations, none are 
listed.5  We also note that Managing Forage Fishes in the Mid-Atlantic Region: A White Paper to Inform 
the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council is not included in the list of documents considered by the 
SSC during its deliberations.   We question why the Forage White Paper is not being used as a guidance 
document, although the paper completed a second round of review by the full Council in December.  
Suggested forage considerations for managed stocks include methods for addressing scientific 
uncertainty, such as lowering the risk tolerance for overfishing, which would be under the purview of 
the SSC.  In choosing the mackerel ABC, the SSC explains that its recommendation most closely matches 
the probability of overfishing in the Council’s risk policy.6  However, it is not clear what probability was 
used since the Council’s policy is to reduce the risk of overfishing as a stock declines below BMSY.  Given 
the depleted state of the mackerel stock and its dynamic natural mortality due to heavy predation, we 
argue that the risk of overfishing should certainly be no greater than 35%, the Council’s maximum risk 
tolerance for a species with an atypical life history that is not taken into account through the 
assessment.     

When the Mackerel, Squid and Butterfish Committee meets as a whole in June, we ask the Council to 
clarify its intentions for incorporating ecological considerations, including guidance from the Forage 
Fish White Paper, into mackerel specifications.  A discussion about how the current ABC 
recommendation measures up to this guidance would also be helpful for moving forward. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Pam Lyons Gromen, Executive Director 
 
cc: Dr. John Boreman, SSC Chairman 
Howard King, MSB Committee Chairman 
Jason Didden, Fishery Management Specialist 

                                                     
4 Cury, P., Bakun, A., Crawford, R. J. M., Jarre, A., Quin˜ones, R. A., Shannon, L. J., and Verheye, H. M. 2000. Small pelagics in upwelling 
systems: patterns of interaction and structural changes in ‘‘wasp-waist’’ ecosystems.  ICES Journal of Marine Science, 57: 603–618. 
5 See note 1, p. 6. 
6 See note 1, p. 5. 


