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Commercial Mesh Regulations 
Summer Flounder, Scup and Black Sea Bass Monitoring Committee 

September 16-17, 2019 

Mesh Size Study Context  

A mesh size selectivity study for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass was funded by the 

Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council to address the Council's research priority to "determine 

mesh selectivity for summer flounder and/or black sea bass and to quantify selectivity at a range 

of mesh sizes, shapes, and configurations." This priority was identified, in part, as a result of the 

Monitoring and Technical Committee (MC/TC) recommendation that "new gear studies would be 

beneficial, as most mesh size selectivity studies for summer flounder were done in the 1970s and 

early 1980s, when different net materials were used. The MC/TC therefore recommends updated 

studies be conducted before any changes to required mesh sizes are implemented." The objectives 

of the study were to:  

• Effectively determine the selectivity of 4.5” diamond, 5” diamond, 5.5” diamond, 6” 

diamond and 6” square mesh codends for all 3 species 

• To determine if one or more of these mesh sizes effectively reduces the catch of juvenile 

summer flounder, black sea bass and scup 

• To evaluate the current mesh size regulations relative to current minimum retention size 

of each of these 3 species 

• To demonstrate what the potential is for a possible successful common mesh size to 

reduce discards in the Mid-Atlantic fisheries 

• To complete an applied experiment across a wide range of strata and conditions 

including: areas, depths and bottom types, which are reflective of the summer flounder, 

black sea bass and scup fisheries 

• Validate these results for fishery managers and fishermen 

The study report was presented to the Council in April 2018, and is available at:  

http://www.mafmc.org/s/Tab08_SFSBSB-Mesh-Selectivity-Study-Apr2018.pdf.  

Status and Monitoring Committee Objectives  

The Monitoring Committee (MC) reviewed the study results at their July 2018 meeting and 

suggested additional analysis and questions to ask industry participants before modifying mesh 

size regulations. Staff's intent was to conduct this additional analysis in the summer of 2019 and 

revisit with the MC in September 2019; however, responding to recent scup and black sea bass 

operational assessments, pending sector allocation issues, and other tasks have lowered the near-

term priority of further exploring mesh size issues. Staff recommend that the MC consider whether 

continued exploration of mesh size modifications is warranted. If so, the MC should develop a 

more detailed plan for completing analysis and seeking Advisory Panel (AP) feedback, before 

revisiting this issue in November for Council and Board consideration in December 2019. 

Information is provided below summarizing previous Monitoring Committee comments and 

potential questions for further exploration.  

http://www.mafmc.org/s/Tab08_SFSBSB-Mesh-Selectivity-Study-Apr2018.pdf
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Previous Monitoring Committee Comments  

In July 2018, the MC agreed that this study provides valuable contemporary information on the 

mesh selectivities for all three species. The results suggest that, in general, the current minimum 

mesh sizes are effective at releasing catch of most undersized and immature fish. The MC 

emphasized that fishing industry feedback should be sought and additional analysis should be 

completed before pursuing specific changes.  

The study results indicate that either a 4.5" diamond (the current black sea bass minimum mesh 

size) or 5.0" diamond (the current scup minimum mesh size) could be an appropriate common 

minimum mesh size for scup and black sea bass. The MC was supportive of further exploring the 

biological and economic impacts of a common 4.5” or 5” diamond mesh size for these two species. 

Analysis is needed to determine how much catch of legal-sized fish would be lost if the black sea 

bass minimum mesh size were increased to 5.0” diamond. The impacts of this lost catch would 

also depend on market factors (e.g., larger fish are usually worth more).  

At the April 2018 Council meeting, there was some discussion of whether a 13-inch minimum fish 

size (vs. the current 14 inch minimum size) could be adopted for summer flounder in order to move 

to a 5.0" diamond minimum mesh size for all three species. The MC recommended that if the 

Council and Board wish to explore this option, additional analysis should be completed to evaluate 

the potential impacts of this change on the stock. These impacts should be carefully considered 

given that recruitment has been below average and stock biomass at the time was close to the 

overfished threshold. In addition, the MC noted that a size limit decrease could increase high 

grading, especially under low quotas and increase the disparity between commercial and 

recreational fishery regulations.  

The MC noted that the value of mesh regulation consistency is largely dependent on current use 

patterns. For example, some vessels may already use 5.0” diamond mesh to target black sea bass, 

as opposed to the current minimum mesh size of 4.5” diamond. If most vessels already use 5.0" 

mesh, the burden of changing the minimum mesh size from 4.5” to 5.0” diamond would likely be 

low. The value of consistent mesh sizes would also be clarified by understanding how much 

overlap there is between the three species in terms of target species and catch within trips. 

Although moving to a consistent mesh size for two or three species would simplify regulations, 

such changes could also create economic and administrative burdens that may offset any gains 

from regulatory simplicity. The group recommends that any potential future changes involve 

significant lead time before implementation to allow time for fishermen to plan for the cost of 

replacing gear. A cost-benefit analysis of the costs of gear transition versus potential biological 

benefits would be helpful if such regulation changes were pursued.  

The current minimum mesh sizes for summer flounder are 5.5” diamond or 6.0” square. The MC 

noted that the summer flounder selectivity curve for 6.0" square mesh does not appear to be 

equivalent to that of the 5.5" diamond. Instead, the 6.0" square is much more similar to a 5.0" 

diamond mesh. The 6.0" square mesh releases less than 50% of minimum size fish. The MC had 

some concerns with the amount of undersized summer flounder caught with the 6.0" square mesh 

and recommended further exploring the impacts of this mesh size. Phasing out the use of 6.0" 

square mesh for summer flounder could reduce discards of undersized fish. The MC noted that 

further analysis should be done on how many vessels are currently using 6.0" square vs. 5.5" 

diamond mesh.  
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For any possible mesh size changes, additional analysis would be needed on how the changes 

would impact discards. For example, reducing the scup mesh size to 4.5" for consistency with 

black sea bass could increase scup discards; however, the results of the new study show similar 

4.5” and 5.0” selectivity curves for scup, so the effect may be small. As noted above, summer 

flounder discards could potentially be reduced by moving away from the 6.0" square mesh 

regulation.  

Questions for Further Exploration  

If the Monitoring Committee, Advisory Panels, and Council/Board agree that further exploration 

of alternative mesh size regulations would be valuable, the following questions could be analyzed:  

• To what extent is trawl harvest of summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass occurring 

together in recent years (on the same trips and/or the same hauls)?  

o How can we use various data sources (dealer, observer, VTR) to analyze this?  

o Input should be requested from advisors on this issue.  

• Are there any expected operational, compliance, or economic benefits to moving to a 

common mesh size regulation for either black sea bass and scup, or for all three species? 

(Note that a common mesh size for all three species would be appropriate only with a 

minimum size reduction for summer flounder.)  

o Monitoring Committee and Advisory Panel input should be sought on whether 

there are any expected benefits of a common mesh size. Are there concrete 

benefits to this type of increase in regulatory simplicity?  

• What is the expected impact of moving to a 5.0" mesh for black sea bass (vs. current 

4.5"), both in terms of economic impacts (reduced catch of legal sized black sea bass) and 

biological impacts (potential benefits to the stock from releasing more smaller fish)?  

• For black sea bass, how common is the use of 5.0" mesh vs. the required 4.5" mesh? 

What factors influence the choice of using 5.0" vs. 4.5" mesh?  

• If black sea bass and scup had a common mesh size regulation of 4.5", how would this 

impact the harvest of undersized scup?   

• What are the approximate costs associated with replacing nets due to modified mesh size 

regulations? How much might costs vary by vessel type/size, region, etc.?  

• For summer flounder, how common is the use of 6.0" square mesh vs. 5.5" diamond 

mesh? What factors influence the choice of using 6.0" square vs. 5.5" diamond? Are there 

regional differences and/or circumstances where square mesh is preferred? 

• If mesh size regulations were to change, how long would an appropriate phase in period 

be?   

• How might any regulatory changes under consideration affect the rates of high-grading in 

the fisheries?  

Next Steps (Tentative Plan)  

• September 2019:  

o Request general feedback from Advisory Panels on September 24th call regarding 

whether current mesh size regulations could be improved, and whether further 

pursuit of mesh size changes should be a priority.  
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• October 2019:  

o Develop a specific list of questions for the Advisory Panel, possibly in an online 

survey format. Seek Advisory Panel feedback with a deadline of late October.  

o Analyze observer, VTR, and dealer data to the extent possible to analyze relevant 

questions above.   

o Review September Monitoring Committee and AP feedback with Council and 

Board to gauge interest in further pursuing mesh size analyses for potential 

regulation changes.  

• November 2019:  

o Review AP feedback and additional analysis with the MC; recommend any 

changes to mesh size regulations or further work (e.g., workshops) as appropriate.  

• December 2019:  

o Council and Board review MC and AP recommendations and determine if 

changes to the mesh sizes are warranted, or if additional information is needed.  


