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The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council's (Council) Tilefish Advisory Panel (AP) and 
Committee met via webinar on August 1, 2019 to review and discuss the need for a fishery 
independent bottom longline survey. The primary purpose of the meeting was to discuss 
potential funding options for subsequent surveys after the Council fully funds the initial survey 
in 2020. This report summarizes the Joint Tilefish AP and Committee comments and discussion 
on the need for a survey. This document does not represent consensus, but rather a summary of 
then perspectives and ideas that were raised during the meeting.  
 
Advisory Panel members present: Dan Farnham (Commercial), Doug Zemeckis (Rutgers), 
Fred Akers (For-hire), Jeff Gutman (For-hire), Greg Hueth (For-hire) 
 
Committee members present: Adam Nowalsky, Dewey Hemilright, Laurie Nolan, Steve Heins 
 
Others present: Anna Mercer (NMFS Cooperative Research), Dave McElroy (NEFSC), Laura 
Hansen (GARFO), Mike Ruccio (GARFO), Ryan Silva (GARFO), Paul Nitschke (NEFSC), 
Todd Kellison (SEFSC), José Montañez and Matt Seeley (MAFMC Staff) 
 
Summary 
 
The Tilefish AP and Committee received presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center 
(NEFSC) and Council staff. The NEFSC presentation included data from the pilot tilefish survey 
conducted in 2017, stock assessment data, and information on the logistics of the proposed 
survey. The Council staff presentation included information detailing the need for a survey and 
potential approaches that could be taken to fund subsequent golden tilefish surveys. Discussion 
on the need for a survey and funding approaches are detailed below.  
 
Background  

The Mid-Atlantic golden tilefish stock is not overfished, and overfishing is not occurring. 
Despite the stock status, there are currently no fishery independent surveys available, so 
indications of population abundance changes are identified only through commercial catch per 
unit effort. Tilefish habitat preference offshore within burrows makes the stock difficult to 
sample through the current fishery independent trawl surveys. According to dealer reported data, 
approximately 90% of tilefish are landed using bottom longline gear, and thus, an associated 
fishery independent survey should utilize the same gear. A scientifically based fishery 



independent bottom longline survey is warranted to develop an index of abundance, collect life 
history data, and observe habitat preference for determination criteria of overfishing limits and 
acceptable biological catches.  
 
Discussion 
 
Need for a Survey 
 
The current index of abundance in the golden tilefish stock assessment is based on commercial 
catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE). This leads to concerns that 1) the directed tilefish fishery may be 
targeting strong year classes over time; 2) CPUE is not accounting for spatial and depth effects in 
the CPUE index; 3) there may be uncertainty with dogfish saturation effects; and 4) there may be 
uncertainty with the imprecise crude measure of effort through days absent.  
 
A fishery independent survey would standardize the effort across space and time which reduces 
uncertainty associated with the index of abundance. Additionally, a survey has potential to offer 
insight on information related to the strength of incoming year classes. According to the lead 
assessment scientist, a well-designed and comprehensive standardized fishery independent 
survey is the gold standard for providing relative population abundance trends for stock 
assessments.   
 
Funding Options Discussed 
 
The Council has considered initiating a research set-aside (RSA) for golden tilefish to generate 
funds to support year 2 and beyond of a fishery independent tilefish survey. Council staff 
presented a table detailing the total allowable landings in 2018, associated RSA poundage, and 
the amount of RSA funds that could be generated at specific prices per pound. AP and 
Committee members found the table useful, but requested the table be revised to reflect values 
more closely related to the actual individual fishing quota lease values (Table 1). Additionally, 
industry members are concerned that the entire lease through RSA would not be used up and 
ultimately, not generate the estimated funds necessary to fully fund a survey. Furthermore, 
industry is concerned not enough funds may be generated and the remaining costs will fall 
directly on them. 
 
The Council has also considered initiating an industry tax on pounds of fish landed. This 
approach would be independently contracted, and funds would then be allocated to fund a long-
term fishery independent survey. Table 2 presents the tax value/pound necessary to generate 
specific values that would support a fishery independent survey. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 1. Total allowable landings in 2018, associated RSA poundage, and the amount of 
RSA funds that could be generated at specific prices per pound similar to the current 
individual fishing quota lease value.   

 Pounds RSA 
$0.40/lb 

RSA 
$0.50/lb 

RSA 
$0.60/lb 

RSA 
$0.70/lb 

RSA 
$0.80/lb 

RSA 
$0.90/lb 

RSA 
$1.00/lb 

2018 TAL 1,627,000 - - - - - - - 
RSA (3%) 48,810 $19,524 $24,405 $29,286 $34,167 $39,048 $43,929 $48,810 

Quota – 
RSA (3%) 1,578,190 - - - - - - - 

RSA (5%) 81,350 $32,450 $40,675 $48,810 $56,945 $65,080 $73,215 $81,350 
Quota – 

RSA (5%) 1,545,650 - - - - - - - 

 
Table 2. Estimates of the amount of tax required per pound to generate funds to pay for a 
golden tilefish fishery independent bottom longline survey.  

Year Ex-Vessel 
Value 

Generate 
$40k 

Generate 
$80k 

Generate 
$120k 

Generate 
$160k 

Generate 
$200k 

2014 5,617,144 $0.0071/lb $0.0142/lb $0.0214/lb $0.0285/lb $0.0356/lb 
2015 5,117,964 $0.0078/lb $0.0156/lb $0.0234/lb $0.0313/lb $0.0391/lb 
2016 4,235,087 $0.0094/lb $0.0189/lb $0.0283/lb $0.0378/lb $0.0472/lb 
2017 4,606,863 $0.0087/lb $0.0174/lb $0.0260/lb $0.0347/lb $0.0434/lb 
2018 4,814,783 $0.0083/lb $0.0166/lb $0.0249/lb $0.0332/lb $0.0415/lb 

Average 4,878,368 $0.0082/lb $0.0164/lb $0.0246/lb $0.0328/lb $0.0410/lb 

 
Commercial 
 
The commercial sector is increasingly concerned with the costs and effort needed to conduct a 
long-term survey. The overarching industry perspective was that comprehensive surveys tend to 
be expensive labor-intensive investments that can take 5-10+ years to become an important data 
input for a stock assessment model.  
 
Most other fishery independent surveys conducted on Council managed species are funded by 
the National Marine Fisheries Service. Industry members feel the burden of funding a survey 
should not be put on them, but they are interested in supporting the assessment in other ways (see 
recommendations). 
 
For-Hire 

Three for-hire tilefish fishermen participated in the joint webinar. Little to no discussion 
occurred on how interested the recreational sector is on having a survey focused specifically on 



golden tilefish. Additionally, there was limited discussion on how a tilefish survey will impact 
the recreational sector.  
 
Recommendations 
 
Industry recommended taking a different approach to improve the stock assessment that does not 
rely on developing and funding a new survey. Many AP and Committee members were 
supportive of improving the current CPUE series as it is not as labor intensive or costly as a 
survey. NEFSC staff were quick to state that improving the CPUE series will still have 
associated costs and uncertainties. Despite the costs of improving the CPUE series, which would 
be much less than a fishery independent survey, AP and Committee members recommended 
utilizing vessel monitoring systems and/or working with the study fleet through the NMFS 
Cooperative Research Branch. 
 
Timeline – Golden tilefish survey development  
 

Events Date 
Blueline tilefish management issues addressed under new business December 2014 

Council Meeting- Discussed tilefish assessment needs December 2015 
Amendment 6 (blueline tilefish) – Discussed research priorities and need for a 

survey 2015-2017 

Tilefish Committee meeting April 2016 
Pilot blueline and golden tilefish survey Request for Proposals August 2016 

Complete pilot survey November 2017 
Review of pilot survey final report April 2018 

Pilot survey results used in blueline tilefish management April 2018 
Tilefish Survey White Paper – Development of a continuous tilefish survey February 2019 

Golden Tilefish Estimated Survey Costs Memo February 2019 
Tilefish Advisory Panel meeting – Discuss research priorities and need for a 

survey February 2019 

Tilefish Monitoring Committee meeting – Research priorities and need for a 
survey March 2019 

Council commits to funding 2020 survey contingent on industry funding 
subsequent surveys March 2019 

Develop survey team and logistics March 2019 

Develop survey logistics and funding options for subsequent surveys April – July 
2019 

Publish the Request for Proposals June 2019 
Funding a Golden Tilefish Survey Memo July 2019 

Joint Tilefish Advisory Panel and Committee meeting August 1, 2019 
Request for Proposals extended August 2019 

 


