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M E M O R A N D U M  

DATE: July 7, 2016   

TO: Chris Moore, Executive Director   

FROM: Kiley Dancy and Julia Beaty, Staff 

SUBJECT: Review of Black Sea Bass Management Measures for 2017 

Executive Summary 
In 2015, two-year specifications were implemented for black sea bass, establishing catch and landings 
limits for the 2016 and 2017 fishing years. The measures currently implemented for 2017 include an 
Acceptable Biological Catch (ABC) of 6.67 mil lb or 3,024 mt. This ABC and the corresponding sector-
specific catch and landings limits may remain unchanged if the Scientific and Statistical Committee 
(SSC), Council, and Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission's (Commission) Summer Flounder, 
Scup, and Black Sea Bass Board (Board) determine that no changes are warranted. Similarly, the 
Monitoring Committee will review recent fishery performance and make a recommendation to the 
Council and Board regarding potential modifications to the implemented 2017 Annual Catch Targets 
(ACTs) and commercial management measures. 

The most recent stock assessment update for black sea bass was completed in July 2012, using data 
through 2011. The results of this update indicated that the black sea bass stock was not overfished and 
overfishing was not occurring in 2011. The 2011 stock was estimated to be at 102% of the spawning 
stock biomass at maximum sustainable yield (SSBMSY).  

The SSC did not accept the Overfishing Limit (OFL) derived from this assessment, and has used 
alternative methods to set ABCs for black sea bass since 2010. Prior to 2016, the SSC used a constant 
catch approach, with a constant ABC of 4.50 million lb (2,041 mt) from 2010-2012, and an ABC of 5.50 
million lb (2,494 mt) from 2013-2015. In September 2015, the SSC adopted a new methodology, based 
on a Management Strategy Evaluation (MSE) approach, for recommending catch limits for stocks where 
the OFL cannot be specified given the current state or knowledge (previously known as “Level 4” 
stocks). Using this methodology, the SSC revised their previous recommendations for 2016-2017 ABCs, 
which were adopted by the Council and Board in the fall of 2015.  

The currently implemented 2017 ABC is 6.67 mil lb (3,024 mt), which results in a commercial Annual 
Catch Limit (ACL) of 3.15 million lb (1,428 mt) and a recreational ACL of 3.52 million lb (1,597 mt). 
As per the recommendations of the Monitoring Committee, both the commercial and recreational ACT 
were set equal to their respective sector ACLs for 2017. After adjusting for projected discards, the 
implemented 2017 commercial quota is 2.71 mil lb (1,230 mt), and the recreational harvest limit is 2.82 
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million lb (1,280 mt). These catch and landings limits are the same as those implemented in 2016, with 
the exception of an adjustment to the commercial quota for 2016 resulting from a 2014 commercial 
overage (Table 1).  

A benchmark stock assessment is currently under development, with peer review by the 62nd Stock 
Assessment Review Committee (SARC) scheduled for November 29-December 2, 2016. Given the 
timing of this assessment, staff recommend no changes to the currently implemented 2017 measures at 
this time, with the expectation that they will be reviewed and potentially revised in early 2017.   

The Council and Commission’s Monitoring and Technical Committees conducted a thorough review of 
current commercial management measures in 2015. No changes to black sea bass measures were 
adopted; however, Council and Board members indicated that additional exploration of some measures 
may be warranted, as described under “Other Management Measures” in this document. Additional data 
and analyses are needed to address the questions raised, and staff will continue to work with the 
Monitoring and Technical Committees on these issues. At this time, staff do not recommend any 
changes to the current commercial measures, including the 11-inch minimum fish size, mesh size 
requirements and seasonal thresholds, or pot/trap gear requirements.  
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Table 1: Currently implemented multi-year catch and landings limits for black sea bass in 2016 and 
2017. Note: Numbers may not add precisely due to rounding error. 

Management Measure 
2016 2017 

Basis 
mil lb. mt mil lb. mt 

OFL NA NA NA NA 
[SSC does not accept OFL from 
assessment. Alternative ABC 
recommendation methods used] 

ABC 6.67 3,024 6.67 3,024 SSC recommendations (September 2015) 

ABC Landings Portion 5.53 2,510 5.53 2,510 2012 assessment projections (maintained 
based on 2014 proportions of landed and 
discarded catch)a ABC Discards Portion 1.13 514 1.13 514 

Commercial ACL  3.15 1,428 3.15 1,428 49% of ABC landings portion (per FMP) + 
38% of ABC discards portion 

Commercial ACT 3.15 1,428 3.15 1,428 Commercial ACL, less deduction for 
management uncertainty 

Projected Commercial 
Discards 0.44 198 0.44 198 38% of ABC discards portion, based on 

2013-2014 average % discards by sector 
Commercial Quotab  2.70 1,226 2.71 1,230 Commercial ACT, less discards  

Recreational ACL  3.52 1,597 3.52 1,597 51% of ABC landings portion (per FMP) + 
62% of ABC discards portion  

Recreational ACT 3.52 1,597 3.52 1,597 Recreational ACL, less deduction for 
management uncertainty 

Projected Recreational 
Discards 0.70 317 0.70 317 62% of ABC discards portion, based on 

2013-2014 average % discards by sector 
Recreational Harvest 
Limit  2.82 1,280 2.82 1,280 Recreational ACT, less discards  

a When the ABC was revised in early 2013, 2010-2011 projections were the most recent available to derive these proportions when 
setting catch limits for 2013-2015. In these years, 83% of catch was landed and 17% was discarded. Based on the 2015 data update, 
these proportions were the same in 2014, and thus they were maintained for setting the catch limits for 2016-2017. 
b Initial commercial quota for both years is 1,230 mt (2.71 mil lb); commercial quota for 2016 is reduced by 8,896 lb to account for 
a quota overage from the 2014 fishing year.  

Introduction 
The Magnuson-Stevens Act (MSA) requires each Council's SSC to provide ongoing scientific advice for 
fishery management decisions, including recommendations for ABC, preventing overfishing, and 
maximum sustainable yield. The Council's catch limit recommendations for the upcoming fishing 
year(s) cannot exceed the ABC recommendation of the SSC. In addition, the Monitoring Committee 
established by the Fishery Management Plan (FMP) is responsible for developing recommendations for 
management measures designed to achieve the recommended catch limits. 
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Multi-year specifications may be set for black sea bass for up to three years at a time. For fishing year 
2017, the SSC previously recommended an ABC for black sea bass as part of the multi-year 
specifications setting process for the 2016 and 2017 fishing years. The SSC recommended annual ABCs 
that address scientific uncertainty, while the Monitoring Committee recommended ACTs and other 
management measures based on considerations for management uncertainty. Both the SSC and 
Monitoring Committee will review the measures currently implemented and determine if any changes 
may be warranted. Based on the SSC and Monitoring Committee recommendations, the Council will 
make a recommendation to the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) Greater Atlantic Regional 
Administrator, if changes are believed to be warranted. Because the FMP is cooperatively managed with 
the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission, the Commission’s Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black 
Sea Bass Board will meet jointly with the Council to revisit black sea bass management measures in 
August 2016. In this memorandum, information is presented to assist the SSC and Monitoring 
Committee in developing recommendations for the Council and Board to consider for the 2017 fishing 
year for black sea bass.  

Additional relevant information about fishery performance and past management measures is presented 
in the June 2016 Black Sea Bass Fishery Information Document prepared by Council staff, and the June 
2016 Fishery Performance Report for black sea bass developed by the Council and Commission 
Advisory Panels. 

Recent Catch and Landings  
According to the Black Sea Bass Data Update for 2016,1 commercial landings in 2015 were 2.45 million 
lb (1,113 mt), an increase from 2.40 million lb (1,088 mt) in 2014. The 2016 commercial landings as of 
the week ending June 25, 2016 indicate that 49% of the coastwide commercial quota has been landed 
(Table 2).  

According to the Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP) estimates, recreational landings in 
2015 north of Cape Hatteras, NC were 3.97 million lb (1,799 mt).  

                                                           
1 Northeast Fisheries Science Center. 2016. Black Sea Bass Northern Stock 2015 Catch and Survey Information: Report to 
the Mid-Atlantic Science and Statistical Committee, July, 2016. 
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Table 2: 2016 black sea bass commercial quota and landings by state as of week ending June 25, 2016. 

State Cumulative 
Landings (lb) Quota (lb)a Percent of 

Quota (%) 
ME 0 -- -- 
NH 0 -- -- 
MA 10,289 -- -- 
RI 154,228 -- -- 
CT 13,015 -- -- 
NY 82,587 -- -- 
NJ 256,920 -- -- 
DE 32,671 -- -- 
MD 208,434 -- -- 
VA 318,710 -- -- 
NC 246,686 -- -- 

Other 3,132 -- -- 
Totals 1,326,672 2,702,867 49 

a State-by-state quotas contained in the Commission’s FMP are not administered or monitored in-season 
by GARFO. Source:  NMFS Weekly Quota Report for week ending June 25, 2016. 

Stock Status and Biological Reference Points 
The last full stock assessment update for black sea bass was completed in July 2012.2 The biological 
reference points were updated during this update, as the result of several changes made to the 
information incorporated into the model. The fishing mortality threshold for black sea bass is FMSY = 
F40% (as FMSY proxy) = 0.44, and SSBMSY is 24.00 million lb (10,880 mt). The minimum stock size 
threshold, one-half SSBMSY is estimated to be 12.00 million lb (5,440 mt).  

The 2012 update indicated that the black sea bass stock was not overfished and overfishing was not 
occurring in 2011, relative to the biological reference points. Fishing mortality (FMULT) in 2011 was 
estimated at F=0.21, below the fishing mortality threshold of F=0.44. Total stock biomass in 2011 was 
estimated at 28.0 million lb (12,700 mt), above BMSY. Spawning stock biomass (SSB) in 2011 was 
estimated at 24.57 million lb (11,145 mt), and was at 102% of SSBMSY.  

Recruitment estimated by the model was relatively constant through the time series with the exception 
of the 1999 and 2001 year classes. These cohorts appeared to be the driving force behind the increase in 
biomass and SSB. The estimated average recruitment (age one) in 2011 (2010 cohort) was 21.0 million 
fish. As the 2012 assessment update included data only through 2011, this update did not reflect the 
large recruitment to the stock of the 2011 year class, evidence of which has emerged through review of 
catch and survey data over the past several years.  

                                                           
2Shepherd, G.R. 2012. Black Sea Bass Assessment Summary for 2012. Northeast Fisheries Science Center.  
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A benchmark stock assessment is currently under development by the Black Sea Bass Stock Assessment 
Working Group (SAW), and is scheduled to undergo peer review at the 62nd SARC from November 29-
December 2, 2016. 

Regulatory Review 
The basis for the 2012 assessment update was the model used in the most recent accepted benchmark 
assessment on black sea bass, which was peer-reviewed and accepted in December 2008 by the Data 
Poor Stock Working Group (DPSWG) Peer Review Panel.3 This assessment was based on a statistical 
catch at a length, or “SCALE” model.  

The OFL provided by the 2012 assessment update was 3,175 mt (7.00 million lb), based on an FMSY 
proxy of F40% = 0.44. However, the SSC did not endorse this estimate because of concerns about the 
unresolved uncertainty in the OFL related to potential stock structure within the designated management 
unit, life history, and natural mortality. The SSC designated the assessment as “Level 4,” now known as 
an assessment for which the OFL cannot be specified given current state of knowledge. The SSC 
considered the following to be the most significant sources of uncertainty:  

• Difficulty in determining appropriate reference points due to atypical life history strategy 
(protogynous hermaphrodite); 

• Assessment assumes a completely mixed stock, while tagging analyses suggesting otherwise; 
• Uncertainty exists with respect to M because of the unusual life history strategy the current 

assumption of a constant M in the model for both sexes may not adequately capture the dynamics 
in M); and  

• Concern about the application of trawl calibration coefficients (ALBATROSS IV vs BIGELOW) 
and their influence on the selectivity pattern and results of the assessment. 

Because the SSC did not accept the OFL derived from the assessment, for the past several years the SSC 
has used alternative methods to recommend ABCs, as per the Council’s risk policy. Each year from 
2010-2012, the SSC recommended an ABC of 4.50 million lb (2,041 mt), based on a constant catch 
approach. In early 2013, the constant catch level was revised to 5.50 million lb (2,494 mt) after the SSC 
reviewed new information relative to fishery performance, abundance, and recruitment, and concluded 
that the continued application of the previous constant catch level was overly conservative.4 This revised 
ABC was in place from 2013-2015. 

In September 2015, the SSC adopted a new, internally reviewed methodology for recommending catch 
limits for stocks where the OFL cannot be specified given the current state of knowledge. This new 
approach uses an MSE approach as developed by Carruthers et al. (2014)5 to evaluate the relative 

                                                           
3 Northeast Data Poor Stocks Working Group. 2009. The Northeast Data Poor Stocks Working Group Report, December 8-
12, 2008 Meeting. Part A. Skate species complex, deep sea red crab, Atlantic wolffish, scup, and black sea bass. US Dept 
Commer, Northeast Fish Sci Cent Ref Doc. 09-02; 496 p. Available at http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/crd/crd0902/.   
4 See the January 2013 SSC meeting report: http://www.mafmc.org/s/SSC-Meeting-Report-January-30-2013.pdf.  
5 Carruthers, T, Punt, A, Walters, C, MacCall, A, McAllister, M, Dick, E, Cope, J. 2014. Evaluating methods for setting catch 
limits in data-limited fisheries. Fisheries Research. 153: 48 – 68. 

http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/crd/crd0902/
http://www.mafmc.org/s/SSC-Meeting-Report-January-30-2013.pdf
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performance of a suite of data limited analytical techniques.6  

Using this approach, the SSC revised the 2016 and 2017 ABC recommendation to 6.67 million lb (3,024 
mt). This results in a commercial ACL of 3.15 million lb (1,428 mt) and a recreational ACL of 3.52 
million lb (1,597 mt). The Monitoring Committee maintained their recommendation of no reduction 
between the sector-specific ACLs to account for management uncertainty, resulting in commercial and 
recreational ACTs that are equal to their respective ACLs. 

Staff ABC Recommendations for 2017 
Input from the Council's Visioning and Strategic Planning processes as well as from the Advisory Panel 
Fishery Performance Reports highlight stakeholder interest in increasing the stability of fishery 
management measures. Last year, multi-year specifications were set for black sea bass for 2016 and 
2017, with the understanding that recent fishery data would be reviewed in 2016 to identify any 
potentially critical issues in the fishery.  

A benchmark stock assessment is currently under development, with peer review scheduled for 
November 29-December 2, 2016. Specifications for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass are 
required to be implemented by January 1 each year. Because the assessment results will not become 
available with enough time to implement resulting measures before January 1, catch limits were 
previously implemented for 2017 with the expectation that they would be reviewed and potentially 
revised in early 2017. Pending successful peer review of the December 2016 SAW/SARC, the SSC will 
meet in early 2017 to review and potentially recommend revisions to the 2017 ABC based on the results 
of the assessment. Given this timing, staff recommend no changes to the currently implemented 2017 
measures at this time. 

Other Management Measures 

Recreational and Commercial Annual Catch Limits 
As defined by the Omnibus ACLs and AMs Amendment (Amendment 15 to the Summer Flounder, 
Scup, and Black Sea Bass FMP), the ABC includes both landings and discards, and is equal to the sum 
of the commercial and recreational ACLs for black sea bass (Figure 1).  

Based on the allocation percentages in the FMP, 49% of the landings are allocated to the commercial 
fishery, and 51% to the recreational fishery. Discards are apportioned based on the contribution from 
each fishing sector using the most recent available two-year proportion of discards by sector. When the 
ABC was revised for fishing year 2016, the most recent available ratios were from 2013-2014, when 
62% of dead discards were attributable to the recreational fishery and 38% to the commercial fishery 
(Table 1).  

                                                           
6 Additional information regarding application to Mid-Atlantic species, including the Data Limited Techniques final report, 
code, presentation, and SSC subcommittee peer review report can be found at: http://www.mafmc.org/ssc-
meetings/2015/sept-16-17/.    

http://www.mafmc.org/ssc-meetings/2015/sept-16-17/
http://www.mafmc.org/ssc-meetings/2015/sept-16-17/
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Figure 1: Flowchart for black sea bass catch and landings limits. 

Annual Catch Targets 
The Monitoring Committee is responsible for recommending ACTs, which are intended to account for 
management uncertainty, for the Council and Board’s consideration. The relationship between the 
recreational and commercial ACTs, and other catch components are given in Table 1 and Figure 1. The 
Monitoring Committee is responsible for considering all relevant sources of management uncertainty in 
the black sea bass fishery and providing the technical basis, including any formulaic control rules, for 
any reduction in catch when recommending an ACT. The ACTs, technical basis for ACT 
recommendations, and sources of management uncertainty should be described and provided to the 
Council.  

Management uncertainty is comprised of two parts: uncertainty in the ability of managers to control 
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catch and uncertainty in quantifying the true catch (i.e., estimation errors). Management uncertainty can 
occur because of a lack of sufficient information about the catch (e.g., due to late reporting, 
underreporting, and/or misreporting of landings or discards) or because of a lack of management 
precision (i.e., the ability to constrain catch to desired levels).  

The sector-specific landings performance in recent years indicates that the commercial landings have 
generally been near the commercial quotas for most of the past five years. The commercial quota 
monitoring system is timely and typically successful in managing the landings. In contrast, the 
recreational fishery has generally exceeded its harvest limits in recent years, with periodic substantial 
overages (Table 3). The Monitoring Committee has noted that extremely high availability of black sea 
bass, largely due to a substantial 2011 year class, is resulting in recreational overages despite very 
restrictive management measures. In recent years, the Monitoring Committee has indicated that it would 
address recreational management uncertainty during the process for setting recreational measures in 
each year. Specifically, the Monitoring Committee has continued to address management uncertainty in 
the recreational fishery by re-evaluating the methodologies used to propose recreational measures and 
calculate effective recreational adjustments. The Monitoring and Technical Committees held a 
recreational data workshop in the fall of 2015 to review recreational data use and to develop tools to 
inform future recreational analyses. The Committees should continue to work to make improvements to 
the evaluation process for recreational measures. Staff recommend no changes to the currently 
implemented ACTs for 2017, which include no reduction in catch from the recreational or commercial 
ACLs so that each sector’s ACT is set equal to the ACL. 

Table 3: Black sea bass commercial and recreational fishery performance relative to quotas and harvest 
limits, 2011-2015. 

Year 
Commercial 

Landings 
(mil lb)a 

Commercial 
Quota  
(mil lb) 

Percent 
Overage(+)/ 
Underage(-) 

Recreational 
Landings 
(mil lb)b 

Recreational 
Harvest Limit 

(mil lb) 

Percent 
Overage(+)/ 
Underage(-) 

2011 1.69 1.71 -1% 1.17 1.78 -34% 
2012 1.72 1.71 +1% 3.19 1.32 +142% 
2013 2.26 2.17 +4% 2.46 2.26 +9% 
2014 2.18 2.17 0% 3.60 2.26 +59% 
2015 2.45 2.21 11% 3.97 2.33 +70% 

5-yr Avg. - - +3% - - +49% 
a Source: NMFS dealer data as of May 13, 2016, and 2016 Black Sea Bass Data Update. b Source: NMFS MRIP database as 
of June 13, 2016. Recreational landings north of Cape Hatteras, NC. 

Commercial Quotas and Recreational Harvest Limits 
Projected discards are removed from sector-specific ACTs to derive landings limits, which include 
annual commercial quotas and recreational harvest limits. The sum of the commercial quota and 
recreational harvest limit is equivalent to the total allowable landings in a given year. Under the current 
ABC and resulting ACLs and ACTs, the resulting 2017 commercial quota is 2.71 mil lb or 1,230 mt, and 
the recreational harvest limit is 2.82 mil lb or 1,280 mt (Table 1). The ASMFC allocates the commercial 
quota to each state based on the allocation percentages given in Table 4.  
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Table 4:  Commission state-by-state commercial allocation percentages. 

State Allocation 
(percent) 

ME 0.5 
NH 0.5 
MA 13.0 
RI 11.0 
CT 1.0 
NY 7.0 
NJ 20.0 
DE 5.0 
MD 11.0 
VA 20.0 
NC 11.0 

Totals 100 
 

Specific management measures that will be used to achieve the harvest limit for the recreational fishery 
in 2017 will not be determined until after the first four waves of 2016 recreational landings are 
reviewed. These data will become available in October 2016. The Monitoring Committee will meet in 
November to review these data and make recommendations regarding any necessary changes in the 
recreational management measures (i.e., possession limit, minimum size, and season). Given the 
performance of the recreational fishery relative to the recreational harvest limit in recent years, 
management measures (i.e., minimum size, possession limits, and seasons) should be implemented that 
are designed to achieve the recreational harvest limit while preventing the recreational ACL from being 
exceeded. The Monitoring Committee should continue to update and improve upon the data and 
methodologies used to propose and evaluate effective recreational measures, taking into consideration 
the performance of past measures and improving the understanding of how adjustments have effected 
recent recreational performance. 

Commercial Gear Regulations and Minimum Fish Size  
Management measures in the commercial black sea bass fishery, other than quotas and harvest limits 
(i.e., minimum fish size, gear requirements, etc.), have remained constant since 2007.  

Amendment 9 in 1996 incorporated black sea bass into the Summer Flounder FMP, and established an 
initial minimum fish size of 9 inches total length as part of an effort to reduce fishing mortality on 
immature black sea bass and increase spawning stock biomass. The Council and Commission increased 
the commercial minimum size to 10 inches TL in 1998, and to 11 inches TL in 2002. The 11-inch 
minimum size has remained unchanged since 2002. 

Amendment 9 also established gear regulations that became effective in December of 1996, and were 
modified in 1998 and again in 2002. Current regulations, unchanged since 2002, state that trawl vessels 
whose owners have a black sea bass moratorium permit and possess 500 pounds or more of black sea 
bass from January 1 through March 31, or 100 pounds from April 1 through December 31 (i.e., the 
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threshold or incidental possession limits), must fish with nets that have a minimum mesh size of 4.5-inch 
diamond mesh applied throughout the codend for at least 75 continuous meshes forward of the terminus 
of the net. For codends with less than 75 meshes, the entire net must have a minimum mesh size of 4.5-
inch diamond mesh. 

The Council and Commission adopted modifications to the circle vent size in black sea bass pots/traps, 
effective in 2007, based on the findings of a Council and Commission sponsored workshop. The 
minimum circle vent size requirements for black sea bass pots/traps were increased from 2.375 inch to 
2.5 inch. The requirements of 1.375 inch x 5.75 inch for rectangular vents and 2 inch for square vents 
remained unchanged. In addition, 2 vents are required in the parlor portion of the pot/trap.  

In the fall of 2015, the Council and Commission’s Monitoring and Technical Committees conducted a 
thorough review of current commercial management measures. The Committees, and subsequently the 
Council and Board, indicated that further exploration of some of these measures may be justified. 
Specifically, for black sea bass, this included assessing the feasibility of a common minimum mesh size 
for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass, as well as summarizing past studies on mesh sizes and 
pot/trap configuration requirements for all three species. Stemming from this discussion, the Council 
funded a proposal received under the Council’s 2016-2017 Collaborative Fisheries Research Program. 
This project proposes to analyze the selectivity of multiple codend mesh sizes relative to summer 
flounder, black sea bass and scup retention in the commercial bottom trawl fishery in the Mid-Atlantic 
region.7 The results of this study may inform future consideration of adjustments to the black sea bass, 
scup, and/or summer flounder mesh sizes. At this time, staff do not recommend any changes to the 
current commercial measures, including the 11-inch minimum fish size, seasonal mesh size 
requirements and thresholds (4.5-inch mesh with 500 lb trigger from January-March and 100 lb trigger 
from April-December), or other gear requirements (current pot/trap vent requirements detailed above). 

 

                                                           
7 Proposal and background documents available at: http://www.mafmc.org/collaborative-research/.  

http://www.mafmc.org/collaborative-research/
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