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Final Seafood Recommendation 
 

This report is on the monkfish (Lophius americanus) fishery in US Atlantic waters using bottom 
trawl and bottom gillnet gear.  These gear types account for approximately 95% of the monkfish 
landings in the US Atlantic. 
 

Monkfish caught with Bottom Trawl and Bottom Gillnets are a Good Alternative. 
 

Stock Fishery 
Impacts 
on the 
Stock 

Impacts on  
other Species 

Manage-
ment 

Habitat 
and 

Ecosystem 
Overall 

    
Rank 

(Score) 

Lowest scoring 
species 

Rank*, Subscore, 
Score 

Rank 
Score 

Rank 
Score 

Recommendation 
Score 

Monkfish Bottom trawl 

Green  
3.83 

Atlantic Cod (GB), 
Yellowtail - 

CC/GOM, Witch 
Flounder, 

Windowpane - N, 
Yellowtail - 

SNE/MA, Atlantic 
Cod (GOM), 
White Hake, 

Harbor porpoise, 
Yellowtail 

Flounder - GB 
Red, 1.41,1.27 

Yellow 
3 

Yellow 
2.74 

GOOD 
ALTERNATIVE 

2.51 

Monkfish Bottom gillnet 
Green  
3.83 

Atlantic sturgeon 
Red, 1,0.95 

Yellow 
3 

Yellow 
3.12 

GOOD 
ALTERNATIVE 

2.42 

 
Scoring note – scores range from 0 (zero) to 5 where zero indicates very poor performance and 
five indicates the fishing operations have no significant impact. 
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Executive Summary 
 
This report focuses on the monkfish (Lophius americanus) fishery in U.S. Atlantic waters using 
bottom trawl and bottom gillnet gear.  Two congeners, L. piscatorius and L. budegassa, are 
caught in European waters, but because almost all monkfish sold in the U.S. is caught in 
domestic fisheries, this report only concerns L. americanus. 
 
Monkfish has high inherent vulnerability to fishing pressure and was once classified as 
overfished, but management actions to reduce spatial and temporal efforts, combined with 
changes to biomass targets, have allowed the stocks in both the northern and southern fishery 
management regions to rise above target levels. Fishing mortality has declined since 2003 and 
is now projected to be at sustainable levels. However, stock assessments and fishing mortality 
rates contain a moderate level of uncertainty because there is little information on monkfish 
stock status before the 1990s and an incomplete understanding of its life history 
characteristics. 
 
Fisheries for both stocks (north and south) have some bycatch, and the species in the table 
under Criterion 2 have the lowest-scoring bycatch in each fishery and thus drive the rankings 
for that criterion. The lowest-scoring species for the bottom gillnet fishery is Atlantic sturgeon, 
which scores very low due to its high inherent vulnerability and its recent listing as an 
endangered species (for U.S. populations south of Cape Cod) and a threatened species (for the 
U.S. population north of Cape Cod). Several groundfish species limit the score in the monkfish 
bottom trawl fishery. Most of these species have high inherent vulnerability, depleted stock 
status, or overfishing occurring. 
 
Managers follow scientific advice and work is ongoing to minimize bycatch, particularly of 
species of special concern such as marine mammals and sea turtles. However, monkfish total 
allowable catches have been frequently exceeded (though the fishery has been improving in 
this regard in recent years), and there is a good deal of uncertainty in the monkfish stock 
assessment, leading to a need for increased precaution. 
 
Bottom gillnets contact the bottom but have less impact on the seafloor compared to bottom 
trawls.  Trawl gear fishing northern stocks have some mitigation of gear impacts, primarily by 
using area closures and spatial management, while bottom gillnet fisheries in the Mid-Atlantic 
have only minimal spatial restrictions. Successful ecosystem-based management for monkfish 
fisheries is currently hindered by an incomplete understanding of monkfish life history 
characteristics, though efforts are underway to increase knowledge. 
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Introduction 
 
Scope of the analysis and ensuing recommendation  
 
This report focuses on the monkfish (Lophius americanus) fishery in U.S. Atlantic waters.  
Monkfish are targeted using bottom trawl and bottom gillnets. Two congeners, L. piscatorius 
and L. budegassa, are caught in European waters, but because almost all monkfish sold in the 
U.S. is caught in domestic fisheries, this report only concerns L. americanus. 
 
Overview of the species and management bodies.   
 

Monkfish are scaleless, soft-bodied fish that live near the benthos as ‘sit-and-wait’ predators. 

(Fishwatch 2012). Also known as anglerfish, they have a modified dorsal fin ray that serves as a 

lure to draw prey items close to their enormous mouths, which can suck prey in whole by 

creating a vacuum (Richards 2006).  Females lay eggs encased in a large gelatinous veil, which is 

buoyant and can be 6-12 m long (Richards 2006). Eggs hatch into juveniles that are pelagic 

before settling to the benthos (Collette and Klein-MacPhee 2002). Studies indicate that the U.S. 

monkfish population is genetically homogeneous (Chikarmane et al. 2000), though patterns of 

recruitment indicate there might be two biological stocks (NEFSC 2010). 

 

Monkfish occur from the Canadian Maritimes to Cape Hatteras and are managed as two stocks 

in U.S. waters due to regional differences in fishing gear. The northern stock in the Gulf of 

Maine and northern Georges Bank is caught primarily using trawl gear, while the southern stock 

south of Cape Cod is caught primarily using extra-large-mesh gillnets (Figure 1). Additionally, 

monkfish are landed in the Northern Fishery Management Area primarily as incidental landings, 

while they are landed in the southern fishery management area primarily as targeted catch 

(Hermsen 2010). The fishery is managed jointly by the New England Fishery Management 

Council and the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011).  

 

Before the mid-1970s, monkfish were either discarded as bycatch or sold informally and 

unreported. From the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, the price of monkfish tails increased 

tenfold, leading to a 17-fold increase in trips reporting landings, and in landings themselves 

(Haring and Maguire 2008). Increased demand for monkfish tails in Europe and for livers and 

whole fish in Japan and South Korea sustained the rising prices for monkfish and expanded 

fishing effort through the early 1990s. In response to concerns about growing signs of biological 

stress on the species, fishers urged the NEFMC and MAFMC to draft a monkfish fishery 

management plan, which was first adopted in 1998 (Haring and Maguire 2008). Monkfish is 

now a very important U.S. commercial fishery.  
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Production statistics 

 

Almost all monkfish are caught in U.S. waters, with comparatively small amounts caught in 

Canadian waters (Figure 2). Overall production peaked in the 1990s, after which decreasing size 

of landed monkfish led to the establishment of the first monkfish fishery management plan 

(FMP) in 1999 (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). Production in the Northern Fishery Management 

Area is dominated by the trawl fishery, while production in the southern fishery management 

area is dominated by the gillnet fishery (Figure 3). Regulations such as total allowable catch 

limits have led to a decrease in monkfish landings over the last decade. Monkfish landings for 

all gear types and from both fishery management areas during the 2010 fishing year (from May 

1, 2010 to April 30, 2011 and the most recent year for which complete data are available) were 

7,318 metric tons (NOAA Fisheries 2012a).  

 

 

Figure 1: Map of the region where monkfish are caught, showing the northern and southern fishery 
management areas (Figure from NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). 
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Importance to the US/North American market 

 

Almost all monkfish sold in United States markets is from domestic fisheries (Figure 2), though 

most of the domestic catch is exported. From 1996 to 2004, monkfish was one of the top five 

most valuable species in the U.S. northeast and Mid-Atlantic, even though price per live weight 

pound has decreased since the mid-1990s (Orphanides and Magnusson 2007). Monkfish 

remains one of the highest valued finfish in the U.S. northeast, and the 2010 monkfish harvest 

was worth over $19.2 million (Fishwatch 2012).   

 

 

Figure 2: Monkfish landings for all gear types from 1964 to 2009 (Figure from NEFMC 2011a). 

 



8 
 

 

 

Figure 3: Monkfish landings by gear type for the northern and southern fishery management areas as well as for 
all U.S. waters from 1964 to 2009 (Figure from NEFMC 2011a). 

 

Common and market names:  

The market name is monkfish, though the common name is goosefish.  Other names include 

monktails, angler, fishing frog, allmouth, molligut, abbot, sea-devil, and lotte (Fishwatch 2012). 

 

Primary product forms:  Tails, whole fish (head-on gutted), livers, and cheeks. 
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Analysis 
 

Scoring guide 
 All scores result in a zero (0) to five (5) final score for the criterion and the overall final 

rank. A zero score indicates poor performance, while a score of five indicates high 
performance.  

 The full Seafood Watch Fisheries Criteria that the following scores relate to are available 
on our website at www.seafoodwatch.org.   

 

Criterion 1: Stock for which you want a recommendation 
 
Guiding principles 
 

 The stock is healthy and abundant.  Abundance, size, sex, age and genetic structure 
should be maintained at levels that do not impair the long-term productivity of the stock 
or fulfillment of its role in the ecosystem and food web. 

 Fishing mortality does not threaten populations or impede the ecological role of any 
marine life. Fishing mortality should be appropriate given current abundance and 
inherent resilience to fishing while accounting for scientific uncertainty, management 
uncertainty, and non-fishery impacts such as habitat degradation. 

 
Summary 
            

Stock Fishery Inherent 
Vulnerability 

Stock Status Fishing 
Mortality 

Criterion 1 

    Rank Rank (Score) Rank (Score) Rank 
Score 

Monkfish 
Bottom 
trawl 

High 
Low 
Concern (4) 

Low 
Concern 
(3.67) 

Green 
3.83 

Monkfish 
Bottom 
gillnet 

High 
Low 
Concern (4) 

Low 
Concern 
(3.67) 

Green 
3.83 

 
 
Justification of Ranking 
  
 
 
 

http://www.seafoodwatch.org/
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Factor 1.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High 
 
Key relevant information: 
FishBase vulnerability score is 77 (very high vulnerability).  
 
Factor 1.2 Stock status: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
Monkfish stocks are currently classified as not overfished (NMFS 2011a), and both northern and 
southern stock biomass are above targets (NEFMC 2011a; Figure 4). However, incomplete 
information on the life history characteristics of monkfish and unknown discards during the 
1980s create a level of uncertainty in the stock assessment, and stock sizes could be 
overestimated (Trzcinski 2010; NEFMC 2011b).  
 
Detailed rationale: 
Monkfish biomass estimates in both management areas are currently above Btarget, though the 
stocks in the northern management area have fluctuated around that level since the 1990s. 

 
Figure 4: Estimated stock biomass for the northern and southern fishery management areas with associated 

target and threshold biomass estimates (Figure from NEFMC 2011b). 
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Factor 1.3 Fishing mortality: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The 50th SAW Assessment Summary Report estimates fishing mortality at F = 0.10 per year in 
the northern management area and F = 0.07 per year in the southern management area; fishing 
mortality has declined in both areas since 2003 (NEFMC 2011a; Figure 5). However, there is 
considerable uncertainty in the model used to predict fishing mortality levels (NEFSC 2010). 
 
Detailed rationale: 
Monkfish fishing mortality is currently below Fthreshold, but there is uncertainty associated with 
the model used to create these figures. 

 

 
Figure 5: Monkfish fishing mortality in both the northern and southern fishery management areas (includes all 

gear types) (Figure from NEFMC 2011b). 
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Criterion 2: Impacts on other retained and bycatch stocks 
  
Guiding principles 

 The fishery minimizes bycatch. Seafood Watch® defines bycatch as all fisheries-related 
mortality or injury other than the retained catch.  Examples include discards, 
endangered or threatened species catch, pre-catch mortality and ghost fishing. All 
discards, including those released alive, are considered bycatch unless there is valid 
scientific evidence of high post-release survival and there is no documented evidence of 
negative impacts at the population level.    

 Fishing mortality does not threaten populations or impede the ecological role of any 
marine life.  Fishing mortality should be appropriate given each impacted species’ 
abundance and productivity, accounting for scientific uncertainty, management 
uncertainty and non-fishery impacts such as habitat degradation. 

 
Summary: Bottom Trawl 

 
 

Stock Inherent 

Vulnerability

Rank

Stock Status

Rank (Score)

Fishing Mortality

Rank (Score)

Subscore Score 

(subscore*

discard 

modifier)

Rank 

(based on 

subscore)

Atlantic Cod (GB) High High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.27 Red

Yellowtail - CC/GOM Medium High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.27 Red

Witch Flounder Medium High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.27 Red

Windowpane - N Medium High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.27 Red

Yellowtail - SNE/MA Medium High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.27 Red

Atlantic Cod (GOM) High High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.27 Red

White Hake High High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.27 Red

Yellowtail Flounder - 

GB

Medium High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.27 Red

White-sided dolphin High High Concern (2) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

2.16 1.94 Red

Ocean pout High High Concern (2) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

2.16 1.94 Red

Thorny skate High High Concern (2) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

2.16 1.94 Red

Atlantic halibut High High Concern (2) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

2.16 1.94 Red

Long-/short-finned 

pilot whale

High High Concern (2) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

2.16 1.94 Red

Winter Flounder - 

SNE/MA

Low High Concern (2) Low Concern (3.67) 2.71 2.44 Yellow
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Haddock - GOM High Low Concern (4) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

3.05 2.75 Yellow

Harbor porpoise High High Concern (2) Very Low Concern (5) 3.16 2.85 Yellow

Short-beaked 

common dolphin

High High Concern (2) Very Low Concern (5) 3.16 2.85 Yellow

Windowpane - S Medium Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.45 Green

Monkfish High Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.45 Green

Barndoor skate High Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.45 Green

Smooth skate Medium Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.45 Green

Rosette skate Medium Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.45 Green

Winter Flounder - 

GOM

Low Moderate Concern 

(3)

Very Low Concern (5) 3.87 3.49 Green

Winter skate High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Low Concern (3.67) 4.28 3.86 Green

Clearnose skate High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Low Concern (3.67) 4.28 3.86 Green

Little skate Medium Very Low Concern 

(5)

Low Concern (3.67) 4.28 3.86 Green

Winter Flounder - GB Low Low Concern (4) Very Low Concern (5) 4.47 4.02 Green

American Plaice High Low Concern (4) Very Low Concern (5) 4.47 4.02 Green

Scup Medium Very Low Concern 

(5)

Very Low Concern (5) 5.00 4.50 Green

Pollock High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Very Low Concern (5) 5.00 4.50 Green

Spiny dogfish High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Very Low Concern (5) 5.00 4.50 Green

Haddock - GB High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Very Low Concern (5) 5.00 4.50 Green

Summer flounder Medium Very Low Concern 

(5)

Very Low Concern (5) 5.00 4.50 Green
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Summary: Bottom Gillnet 

 
 

All species listed in this section are caught as bycatch in the monkfish fishery. However, because 
monkfish, especially in northeast bottom trawl fishery, are landed as incidental catch (i.e. not 

Stock Inherent 

Vulnerability

Rank

Stock Status

Rank (Score)

Fishing Mortality

Rank (Score)

Subscore Score 

(subscore*

discard 

modifier)

Rank 

(based on 

subscore)

Atlantic sturgeon High Very High Concern 

(1)

High Concern (1) 1.00 0.95 Red

Witch Flounder Medium High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.34 Red

Yellowtail - SNE/MA Medium High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.34 Red

White Hake High High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.34 Red

Harbor porpoise High High Concern (2) High Concern (1) 1.41 1.34 Red

Loggerhead sea 

turtle

High Very High Concern 

(1)

Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

1.53 1.45 Red

North Atlantic right 

whale

High Very High Concern 

(1)

Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

1.53 1.45 Red

White-sided dolphin High High Concern (2) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

2.16 2.05 Red

Thorny skate High High Concern (2) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

2.16 2.05 Red

Atlantic halibut High High Concern (2) Moderate Concern 

(2.33)

2.16 2.05 Red

Monkfish High Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.64 Green

Barndoor skate High Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.64 Green

Smooth skate Medium Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.64 Green

Rosette skate Medium Low Concern (4) Low Concern (3.67) 3.83 3.64 Green

Winter skate High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Low Concern (3.67) 4.28 4.07 Green

Clearnose skate High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Low Concern (3.67) 4.28 4.07 Green

Little skate Medium Very Low Concern 

(5)

Low Concern (3.67) 4.28 4.07 Green

American Plaice High Low Concern (4) Very Low Concern (5) 4.47 4.25 Green

Pollock High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Very Low Concern (5) 5.00 4.75 Green

Spiny dogfish High Very Low Concern 

(5)

Very Low Concern (5) 5.00 4.75 Green
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landed on a monkfish day-at-sea), it is extremely difficult to determine which of these species is 
most likely to be caught as bycatch while fishing for monkfish.  The majority of the monkfish 
trawl fishery occurs in conjunction with the northeast multispecies fishery in the Northern 
Fishery Management Area (NMA), which is comprised mostly of the Gulf of Maine and Georges 
Bank. Therefore species assessed here for trawl gear are most likely to interact with the 
monkfish fishery given gear type and fishing area. Efforts are currently underway to gain a 
better understanding of which bycatch species are generally landed while targeting monkfish, 
which will likely streamline this list in the future.  Monkfish are commonly a targeted fishery in 
the Mid-Atlantic region. 
 
The lowest-scoring, thus limiting the final score, species for the bottom gillnet fishery are 
Atlantic sturgeon, which scores very low due to its recent listing as an endangered species (for 
U.S. populations south of Cape Cod) and threatened species (for the U.S. population north of 
Cape Cod). Several groundfish species have the same low score in the monkfish bottom trawl 
fishery. Most of these species have high inherent vulnerability, depleted stock statuses, 
overfishing occurring, or all three issues. 
 
Justification of Ranking 
 
Atlantic sturgeon 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Fishbase lists Atlantic sturgeon as having “very high vulnerability” with a score of 85 (Froese 
and Pauly 2012). 
 
Factor 2.2 Stock status: Very high concern 
Key relevant information: 
All U.S. populations of Atlantic sturgeon are listed as endangered or threatened by the 
Endangered Species Act (NMFS 2012a). 
 
Detailed rationale:  
U.S. populations of Atlantic sturgeon are divided into five distinct population segments (DPSs) 
for management purposes (NOAA Fisheries 2012b). The Gulf of Maine DPS is currently listed as 
threatened by the Endangered Species Act, while the four DPSs south of Cape Cod are currently 
listed as endangered (NOAA Fisheries 2012b). Accurate stock assessments are difficult to 
conduct, and currently only two of the 20 rivers where Atlantic sturgeon are known to breed 
have reliable stock assessments (NMFS 2010a). 
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing mortality: High concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
A variety of threats including directed harvest, commercial fisheries bycatch, and habitat 
destruction have contributed to the dramatic declines in Atlantic sturgeon populations since 
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the mid-1800s (ASSRT 2007). In late 1997 and early 1998, the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries 
Commission (ASMFC) and the federal government issued a moratorium on Atlantic sturgeon 
fishing to allow stocks to rebuild, which is projected to take at least 40 years (ASMFC 2012). The 
2007 status review of Atlantic sturgeon, which recommended the listing of five DPSs of Atlantic 
sturgeon under the Endangered Species Act (see above, Factor 2.2), found commercial fisheries 
bycatch to be a significant threat in each of these DPSs (ASSRT 2007). Bottom gillnet fisheries 
were found to have the greatest impact, while trawl gear used to fish the northern stock are 
not a high concern for Atlantic sturgeon (ASSRT 2007). Several fisheries in the region contribute 
to Atlantic sturgeon bycatch, but sturgeon caught in the monkfish bottom gillnet fishery suffer 
some of the highest mortality rates and the fishery has one of the highest levels of overall 
Atlantic sturgeon bycatch (ASSRT 2007). Annual bycatch in the monkfish bottom gillnet fishery 
has averaged 350 individuals per year from 2006 to 2010 (NEFMC 2011c). 
 
Current levels of bycatch are believed to be too high to allow Atlantic sturgeon from the New 
York Bight, Chesapeake, Carolina and South Atlantic DPSs to recover (accounting for other 
threats as well; ASSRT 2007). Due to the monkfish gillnet fishery having one of the highest 
levels of Atlantic sturgeon bycatch, it is likely that the fishery is a substantial contributor to this 
mortality. In addition, the effectiveness of management measures to reduce Atlantic sturgeon 
bycatch are unknown, as these measures are in continuous development, but these methods 
are also used to address marine mammal bycatch and are currently in use. Methods for 
reducing sturgeon bycatch include: seasonal and/or area closures, reduced soak times for sink 
gillnet gear, and modifications to sink gillnet gear such as adjustments to tie-down hanging 
ratios.  
 
Detailed rationale:  N/A 
 
Atlantic White-Sided Dolphin—Western North Atlantic 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
High Vulnerability (Seafood Watch Criteria document p9) 
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status: High concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
The white-sided dolphin was listed as a strategic species by the Marine Mammal Protection Act 
in 2011. According to the 2011 marine mammal stock assessment report, the best estimate of 
abundance for the white-sided dolphin was 23,390, the Potential Biological Removal (PBR) limit 
was 190 individuals, and total annual fisheries mortality or serious injury was 245 individuals, 
therefore mortality and serious injury exceeded the PBR (NOAA 2011).  However, this 
classification was changed in the draft 2012 assessment, which incorporates updated survey 
data to provide a new abundance estimate of 45,592 individuals. According to the draft 2012 
report, PBR is 298 individuals and annual fisheries mortality or serious injury is 213 individuals 
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(NOAA 2012b). Because the mortality and serious injury rate does not exceed PBR, and the 
species is not listed under the Endangered Species Act or listed as “depleted” under the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act, it is no longer considered a “strategic” species. However, there is high 
uncertainty in the current estimates and status at this time. The draft 2012 assessment is still 
not final, and white-sided dolphins were considered strategic in 2011. The mortality rate is 
currently very close to PBR and therefore this classification may change again in future years. In 
addition, the 2012 draft stock assessment states that spatiotemporal distribution patterns are 
changing in recent years, and therefore data non-summer abundance surveys due to be 
conducted in 2011-12, but not yet incorporated in the assessment, may provide more accurate 
abundance estimates (NOAA 2012b). As a result, given the uncertainty and high vulnerability of 
the species, white-sided dolphins are conservatively considered to be a species of concern and 
ranked as a High Concern. 
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
According to the 2011 stock assessment report, total annual estimated average fishery-related 
mortality or serious injury of Atlantic white-sided dolphins in the US Atlantic during 2005-2009 
was 245, compared to a PBR of 190 (NOAA 2011). However, a trend analysis has not been 
conducted for this species. The draft 2012 stock assessment estimated a PBR of 298, compared 
to annual fisheries mortality or serious injury of 213 (NOAA 2012b). Although the mortality rate 
does not exceed PBR, it is considered at fairly high risk given the previous “strategic” 
designation and the fact that mortality is close to the PBR, as well as uncertainty regarding the 
current abundance level (see Factor 2.2). The New England bottom trawl is by far the primary 
contributor, accounting for more than half of the total bycatch across all fisheries (NOAA 
2012b).  
 
Detailed rationale: 
Potential Biological Removal (PBR) is the product of minimum population size, one half the 
maximum productivity rate, and a recovery factor (Marine Mammal Protection Act 1972, Wade 
and Angliss 1997). 
 
Flatfish complex 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: Varies by species (see below) 
 
Key relevant information: 
 American plaice (Hippoglossoides platessoides) – 63 (High) 
 Atlantic halibut (Hippoglossus hippoglossus) – 88 (High) 
 Summer flounder (Paralichthys dentatus) – 47 (Medium) 
 Windowpane flounder (Scophthalmus aquosus) – 43 (Medium) 
 Winter flounder (Pseudopleuronectes americanus) – 34 (Low) 
 Witch flounder (Glyptocephalus cynoglossus) – 51 (Medium) 
 Yellowtail flounder (Limanda ferruginea) – 37 (Medium) (Froese and Pauly 2012) 



18 
 

 

Factor 2.2 Stock status 
 
American plaice– Gulf of Maine & Georges Bank: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of American plaice was published in 2012, and it indicated SSB2010 
= 10,805 mt and SSBMSY = 18,398 mt so the stock was therefore not overfished with B2010/BMSY = 
0.587 (NEFSC 2012a), and rebuilding (NMFS Status of Fisheries).  
 
 
Detailed rationale: 

 
Figure 6. Gulf of Maine/Georges Bank American plaice spawning stock biomass and fishing mortality (F) 
estimates during 1980-2007, along with 80% confidence intervals for 2007 estimates, from GARM III assessment 
in 2008 (blue circles).  Green diamond shows 2007 SSB and F estimates adjusted for retrospective pattern, and 
open squares show projected SSB and F, along with 80% confidence intervals (Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 
Atlantic halibut– Gulf of Maine & Georges Bank: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Atlantic halibut was published in 2012, and it indicated B2010 = 
1,700 mt and BMSY = 49,000 mt so the stock was therefore considered overfished with B2010/BMSY 
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= 0.0347 (NEFSC 2012a).  Atlantic halibut is also considered a species of concern by NMFS 
(NMFS 2012c).   
 
 
 
Detailed rationale: 

 
Figure 7. Gulf of Maine/Georges Bank Atlantic halibut biomass (B) and fishing mortality (F) estimates during 
1800-2007, along with 80% confidence intervals for 2007 estimates, from GARM III assessment in 2008 (blue 
circles).  Open squares show projected SSB and F, along with 80% confidence intervals (Figure from NMFS 
2012b). 

 
Summer flounder– Atlantic coast: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
In 2010, summer flounder spawning stock biomass (SSB) was estimated to be 60,238 mt, just 
above the target reference point of SSBMSY = SSB35% = 60,074 (Terceiro 2011b), resulting in 
SSBcurrent/SSBMSY = 1.003.  As of March 29, 2012, NMFS listed Mid-Atlantic coast summer 
flounder as rebuilt (NMFS 2012d).  
 
Detailed rationale: 
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Figure 8. Summer flounder spawning stock biomass from 1982 to 2010 (Figure from ASFMC 2011). 

 
 
Windowpane flounder - Gulf of Maine and Georges Bank: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of northern windowpane flounder was published in 2012, and it 
indicated B2010 index proxy = 0.46 kg/tow and BMSY index proxy = 1.6 kg/tow. The result of this 
assessment being that northern windowpane flounder was considered overfished with 
B2010/BMSY = 0.29 (NEFSC 2012a).  
 
Detailed rationale: 
No stock structure information (i.e., age and sex structure of the stock) is available for either 
stock of windowpane flounder, and neither has ever been assessed as part of SAW/SARC (Stock 
Assessment Review Committee) process; instead, the 2008 Groundfish Assessment Review 
Meeting (GARM III), which is similar to the SAW/SARC, included an index-based assessment of 
the stock (NEFSC 2012a).  The median of the NEFSC fall survey biomass indices between 1975 
and 1987 was selected as a BMSY proxy based on trends in relative fishing mortality rates and 
NEFSC fall survey biomass indices (NEFSC 2008a). 
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Figure 9. Gulf of Maine/Georges Bank windowpane flounder fall biomass index (B) and relative exploitation rate 
(F) from 1975 to 2007, from GARM III assessment in 2008 (blue circles).  Overfished status determination is 
based on the lagged three-year average, plotted here with a solid black line; updated biomass indices for 2008 
and 2010 are also shown with open squares (Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 
Windowpane flounder—Southern New England and Mid-Atlantic Bight: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of southern windowpane flounder was published in 2012, which 
indicated B2010 index proxy = 0.35 kg/tow and BMSY index proxy = 0.24 kg/tow. As a result of that 
assessment, southern windowpane flounder was considered not overfished with B2010/BMSY = 
1.46, and, therefore, rebuilt (NEFSC 2012a).  Southern windowpane flounder is classified as not 
overfished, but a thorough quantitative assessment is still lacking. 
 
Detailed rationale: 
No stock structure information (i.e., age and sex structure of stock) is available for either stock 
of windowpane flounder, and neither has ever been assessed as part of the SAW/SARC process, 
although the GARM III included an index-based assessment of the stock (NEFSC 2012a) .  The 
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median of the NEFSC fall survey biomass indices between 1975 and 1987 was selected as a BMSY 
proxy based on trends in relative fishing mortality rates and NEFSC fall survey biomass indices 
(NEFSC 2008a). 
 

 
Figure 10. Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic Bight windowpane flounder fall biomass index (B) and relative 
exploitation rate (F) during 1975-2007, from GARM III assessment in 2008 (blue circles).  Overfished status 
determination is based on the lagged three-year average, plotted here with a solid black line; updated biomass 
indices for 2008 and 2010 are also shown with open squares (Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 
Winter flounder - Gulf of Maine: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Gulf of Maine winter flounder was the SARC 52 assessment in 
2011, which estimated the stock biomass of fish larger than 30cm as B2010 = 6,341 mt (80% 
confidence interval 4230 - 8800 mt) (NEFSC 2011, NMFS 2012b).  However, the Stock 
Assessment Review Committee (SARC) rejected the analytical model, and a biomass reference 
point could not be estimated, leaving the stock status unknown (NEFSC 2011).  As of March 29, 
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2012, NMFS listed Gulf of Maine winter flounder as ‘unknown’ stock status, with B/BMSY proxy = 
0.29 (NMFS 2012d).   
 
Detailed rationale: 

 
Figure 11. Stock status of Gulf of Maine winter flounder (blue circle) with respect to the F40% proxy for FMSY (red 
tic-mark), from SARC 52 assessment in 2011.  80% confidence intervals are shown for biomass and exploitation 
rate (Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 
Winter flounder—Southern New England & Mid-Atlantic: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic winter flounder was the 
SARC 52 assessment in 2011, which indicated B2010 = 7,076 mt and BMSY = 43,661 mt so the 
stock was therefore considered overfished with B2010/BMSY = 0.162 (NEFSC 2011, NMFS 2012b).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

52 
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Detailed rationale: 

 
Figure 12. Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic winter flounder spawning stock biomass and fishing mortality (F) 
estimates during 1981-2010 reported in SARC 52 assessment (blue circles), along with 80% confidence intervals 
for 2010 estimates (Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 
 
 
 

Winter flounder—Georges Bank: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Georges Bank winter flounder was the SARC 52 assessment in 
2011, which indicated B2010 = 9,703 mt and BMSY = 11,800 mt so the stock was therefore 
considered not overfished with B2010/BMSY = 0.822 (NEFSC 2011, NMFS 2012b).  As of March 29, 
2012, NMFS listed Georges Bank winter flounder as ‘not overfished’ and rebuilding, in year two 
of a seven-year plan (NMFS 2012d). 
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Detailed rationale: 

 
Figure 13. Georges Bank winter flounder spawning stock biomass (B) and fishing mortality (F) estimates during 
1982-2010, reported in SARC 52 assessment (blue circles), along with 80% confidence intervals for 2010 
estimates (Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 
 
 
Witch flounder—Gulf of Maine & Georges Bank: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of witch flounder was published in 2012, and it indicated SSB2010 = 
4,099 mt and SSBMSY = 10,051 mt so the stock was therefore considered overfished with 
B2010/BMSY = 0.408 (NEFSC 2012a).  
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Detailed rationale: 
 

 
Figure 14. Witch flounder spawning stock biomass and fishing mortality (F) estimates during 1982-2007, from 
GARM III assessment in 2008 (blue circles), along with 80% confidence intervals for 2007 estimates.  Projected 
SSB and F are shown with open squares, along with 80% confidence intervals (Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 
 
 
Yellowtail flounder—Georges Bank: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Georges Bank yellowtail flounder was the TRAC 2011 
assessment, which indicated B2010 = 8,802 mt and BMSY = 43,200 mt so the stock was therefore 
considered overfished with B2010/BMSY = 0.204 (TRAC 2011, NMFS 2012b).  
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Detailed rationale: 

 
Figure 15. Georges Bank yellowtail flounder spawning stock biomass and fishing mortality (F) estimates during 
1973-2010, from 2011 TRAC assessment, along with 80% confidence intervals for 2010 estimates (Figure from 
NMFS 2012b). 
 
 
 
Yellowtail flounder—Southern New England & Mid-Atlantic: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of southern New England/Mid-Atlantic yellowtail flounder was the 
GARM III assessment in 2008, which indicated B2007 = 3,508 mt and BMSY = 27,400 mt; therefore 
the stock was considered overfished with B2007/BMSY = 0.128; there are some signs of rebuilding 
from a strong 2005 year class (NEFSC 2008a, NMFS 2012b).   
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Detailed rationale: 

 
Figure 16. Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic yellowtail flounder spawning stock biomass and fishing mortality 
(F) estimates during 1973-2007, from GARM III assessment in 2008 (blue circles), along with 80% confidence 
intervals for 2007 estimates.  Projected SSB and F are shown with open squares, along with 80% confidence 
intervals (Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 
Yellowtail flounder—Cape Cod & Gulf of Maine 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Cape Cod/Gulf of Maine yellowtail flounder was published in 
2012, and it indicated SSB2010 = 1,680 mt and SSBMSY proxy = 7,080 mt so the stock was 
therefore considered overfished with B2010/BMSY = 0.237 (NEFSC 2012a).   
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Detailed rationale: 

 
Figure 17. Cape Cod/Gulf of Maine yellowtail flounder spawning stock biomass and fishing mortality (F) 
estimates during 1985-2007, from GARM III assessment in 2008 (blue circles), along with 80% confidence 
intervals for 2007 estimates.  Projected SSB and F with 80% confidence intervals are shown with open squares  
(Figure from NMFS 2012b). 
 

Factor 2.3 Fishing mortality 
 
American plaice– Gulf of Maine & Georges Bank: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
Since the 1970s, US fisheries have accounted for the overwhelming majority (95%–100%) of 
landings of American plaice in the Gulf of Maine and Georges Bank. The most recent 
assessment of American plaice indicated that fishing mortality had been decreasing since the 
1990s, and after adjusting for a retrospective pattern, was at a near-record low of F = 0.13 in 
2010. With FMSY = 0.18, F2010/FMSY = 0.72 and overfishing was therefore not occurring (NEFSC 
2012a).   
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Atlantic halibut– Gulf of Maine & Georges Bank: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
Gulf of Maine/Georges Bank Atlantic halibut is in year eight of a 52-year rebuilding plan (NMFS 
2012d). As of October 31, 2011, NMFS also had a possession limit of one fish per trip for 
Atlantic halibut (NOAA 2011b). The most recent assessment of Atlantic halibut indicated F2010 = 
0.032 and FMSY = 0.0731, so F2010/FMSY = 0.438, and overfishing was therefore not occurring 
(NEFSC 2012a).  However, Frebuild, the target fishing pressure if the stock is to be rebuilt by 2056, 
is 0.044 (Col and Legault 2009), so while F2010/Frebuild = 0.73, fishing mortality exceeded Frebuild in 
six of the last ten years for which data were available, and the average value of F for this time 
was 0.0504, slightly above Frebuild (NEFSC 2012a).  Frebuild is likely highly optimistic see “Detailed 
rationale”, below).  Because the halibut stock is not officially considered overfished but fishing 
mortality has been fluctuating around Frebuild, and the rebuilding timeframe is both lengthy and 
somewhat uncertain, Seafood Watch deems fishing mortality of Atlantic halibut in the Gulf of 
Maine/Georges Bank a moderate concern. 
 
Detailed rationale: 
No directed fishery exists for halibut in federal waters, although a limited halibut fishery is 
permitted in Maine’s state waters.  Amendment 9 to the NE Multispecies FMP permits a one-
fish possession limit (NMFS 2009). 
 
Frebuild and the rebuilding timeframe may be highly optimistic for three reasons.  First, the 
population model makes the unrealistic assumption that the population grows at its maximum 
rate, even though there are currently no indications that this is the case.  Second, the model 
does not incorporate age structure, so the fact that the mean age of maturity for females is 7.3 
years means that there will be a lag time of initial response to management measures and a 
slower rebuilding trajectory than projected.  Third, the currently assessed Gulf of Maine-
Georges Bank stock is likely a small portion of a larger US-Canadian Atlantic halibut stock, as 
there is strong evidence that halibut are capable of both long distance movements and crossing 
US-Canada boundaries in substantial numbers, and this dynamic is unaccounted for by the 
current model (Col and Legault 2009). 
 
Summer flounder– Atlantic coast: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
Since 2007, F has been below the summer flounder fishing mortality threshold of FMSY = 0.310; 
in 2010, fishing mortality was estimated to be F = 0.216 (Terceiro 2011b). Fcurrent/FMSY = 0.697 in 
2010, and NMFS listed the Mid-Atlantic coast stock of summer flounder as not experiencing 
overfishing (NMFS Status of Fisheries). 
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Windowpane flounder—Gulf of Maine and Georges Bank: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of northern windowpane flounder indicated F2010 proxy = 0.51 and 
FMSY proxy = 0.44, so F2010/FMSY = 1.16, and overfishing was therefore occurring (NEFSC 2012a).  
Northern windowpane flounder is currently in year 2 of a 7-year rebuilding plan (NMFS 2012d).  
As of October 2011, NMFS prohibits possession of any windowpane flounder (NOAA 2011b), so 
there is effectively no targeted fishery for northern windowpane. Because this stock is 
overfished and overfishing is occurring, but some management actions that are believed to be 
effective are in place to reduce or constrain fishing mortality, Seafood Watch considers the 
fishing mortality of this stock a high concern. 
 
Detailed rationale: 
MSY was assumed to be 1,000 mt because landings greater than this amount appeared to cause 
declines in the biomass indices, and the FMSY proxy was calculated from the assumed MSY and 
BMSY values.  The relative F value was computed as catch in 2007 divided by the average of 
NEFSC fall survey relative biomass indices during 2005-2007 (NEFSC 2008a). 
 
Windowpane flounder—Southern New England and Mid-Atlantic Bight: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of southern windowpane flounder indicated F2010 proxy = 1.4 and 
FMSY proxy = 2.09, so F2010/FMSY = 0.670, and overfishing was therefore not occurring (NEFSC 
2012a). Southern windowpane flounder is currently in year 8 of a 10-year rebuilding plan 
(NMFS 2012d).  As of October 2011, NMFS prohibits possession of any windowpane flounder 
(NOAA 2011b), so there is effectively no targeted fishery for southern windowpane.  While 
fishing mortality is below 75% of FMSY, and the stock is considered rebuilt, these figures are 
nonetheless based on proxy reference points rather than fully calculated reference points.   
 
Detailed rationale: 
The SNE/MAB stock appeared to be able to sustain itself at the catch levels occurring during 
1995-2001, so MSY was assumed to be the median catch during this period, or 500 mt, and the 
FMSY proxy was calculated from the assumed MSY and BMSY values (NEFSC 2012a). 
 
Winter flounder - Gulf of Maine: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Gulf of Maine winter flounder was the SARC 52 assessment in 
2011, which indicated that the exploitation rate in 2010 was 0.03 (80% confidence interval 0.02 
- 0.05) and FMSY proxy = 0.31, so F2010/FMSY = 0.097 and overfishing was not occurring (NEFSC 
2011, NMFS 2012b). While the stock status is possibly overfished, it is highly likely that fishing 
mortality is at or below a sustainable level and will not reduce stock productivity. 
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Detailed rationale: 
A proxy value of the overfishing threshold was derived from a length-based yield per recruit 
analysis that assumes all fish above 30cm are fully recruited to the fishery and that natural 
mortality is 0.3.  Using F40% (0.31) as a proxy for FMSY, the threshold exploitation rate is 0.23.  
Exploitation rate in 2010 was estimated at 0.03 (80% confidence interval 0.02–0.05) which was 
based on the ratio of 2010 catch (195 mt) to survey based swept area estimate of biomass for 
winter flounder exceeding 30cm in length (6341 mt) (NEFSC 2011). 
 
Winter flounder—Southern New England & Mid-Atlantic: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic winter flounder was the 
SARC 52 assessment in 2011, which indicated F2010 = 0.051 and FMSY = 0.290, so F2010/FMSY = 
0.172, and overfishing was not occurring (NEFSC 2011, NMFS 2012b).  As of May 1, 2012, a zero 
possession limit for Southern New England winter flounder was in place for vessels with limited 
access NE Multispecies, open access NE Multispecies Handgear B, or limited access monkfish 
permits (CFR Title 50 § 648.86, NOAA 2012a).  However, the stock is in year 8 of a 10-year 
rebuilding plan, and projections indicate less than a 1% chance that the stock will rebuild to 
SSBMSY by 2014, and the stock remains vulnerable to increasing predation, rising sea 
temperatures, and weak recruitment, all of which may slow rebuilding further (NEFSC 2011). 
Nevertheless, it is probable that fishing mortality is at or below a sustainable level that will 
eventually allow the stock to recover from its current overfished status.  
 
Detailed rationale: 
The SARC 52 assessment in 2011 projected that the catch in 2011 would provide a median 
F2011 = 0.100 and median SSB2011 = 9,177 mt; therefore overfishing would not be occurring in 
2011 either.  However, projections at F = 0.000 for 2012-2014 indicated a less than 1% chance 
that the stock would rebuild to SSBMSY = 43,661 by 2014 (NEFSC 2011). 
 
Amendment 16 to the NE Multispecies FMP, implemented in 2010, will target a fishing 
mortality as close to 0 as possible for this stock.  The amendment will also implement new 
requirements for establishing Allowable Biological Catch (ABC), Annual Catch Limits (ACLs), and 
Accountability Measures (AMs) for the stocks managed under the FMP (NMFS 2010b, 2012b). 
 
Since the stock is caught as bycatch in other fisheries including large-mesh, small-mesh, and 
scallop dredge, the only way to achieve zero fishing mortality would be to prohibit all fishing 
activity in the stock area, causing substantial adverse economic impacts to fishing communities.  
As the stock will likely rebuild between fishing years 2015 and 2016 when F is held as close to 
zero as practicable, by means of zero possession limits and selective gear restrictions, there is 
little difference from rebuilding time at F = 0.  Therefore, closure of all fisheries in the SNE/MA 
winter flounder stock area would result in severe economic impacts and negligible biological 
benefits; instead, the NEFMC has elected to reduce fishery mortality to the greatest extent 
practicable, and still make adequate progress in rebuilding the stock (NMFS 2010b). 
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Winter flounder—Georges Bank: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Georges Bank winter flounder was the SARC 52 assessment in 
2011, which indicated F2010 = 0.154 (80% probability that F was between 0.12 and 0.21) and FMSY 
= 0.420, so F2010/FMSY = 0.367, and overfishing was therefore not occurring (NEFSC 2011, NMFS 
2012b). There is a zero possession limit in place for winter flounder on Georges Bank, although 
up to 1,000 lb of winter flounder may be landed off the Bank (NOAA 2011b).  
 
Witch flounder—Gulf of Maine & Georges Bank: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of witch flounder indicated F2010 = 0.47 and FMSY = 0.27, so 
F2010/FMSY = 1.74, and overfishing was therefore occurring (NEFSC 2012a).   However, 
Amendment 16 to the NE Multispecies FMP, published in the US Federal Register in 2010, is 
expected to rebuild the stock within a reasonable timeframe.  Witch flounder is overfished and 
overfishing is occurring, but some management actions that are believed to be effective are in 
place to reduce or constrain fishing mortality. 
 
Detailed rationale: 
Amendment 16 to the NE Multispecies FMP will adopt a broad suite of management measures 
to achieve fishing mortality targets.  Specific to witch flounder, a rebuilding plan has been 
proposed which would have a 75% likelihood of rebuilding the stock by 2015.  To accomplish 
the reduction in fishing mortality, the amendment will expand the use of sectors that have their 
catch limited by a quota and implement Accountability Measures (AMs) to prevent overfishing.  
In particular, these AMs include differential days-at-sea (DAS) counting to correct for over- or 
under-harvesting, and a transition in 2012 from an effort control fishery to one managed 
through hard TACs (total allowable catch).  In addition, this amendment will implement new 
requirements for establishing Allowable Biological Catch (ABC), ACLs, and AMs for the stocks 
managed under the FMP (NMFS 2010b). 
 

Yellowtail flounder—Georges Bank: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The TRAC 2011 assessment indicated F2010 = 0.130 and FMSY = 0.254, so F2010/FMSY = 0.512, and 
overfishing was therefore not occurring (TRAC 2011, NMFS 2012b). However, in a June 2012 
council meeting, more recent data were presented demonstrating that Georges Bank yellowtail 
flounder is now experiencing overfishing. F2011 is estimated at 0.31, above the reference point 
Fref = 0.25 (NEFMC 2012b). 
 
Detailed rationale: 
Amendment 16 to the NE Multispecies FMP will adopt a broad suite of management measures 
to achieve fishing mortality targets.  Specific to Georges Bank yellowtail flounder, a rebuilding 
plan has been proposed which would have a 75% likelihood of rebuilding the stock by 2012, or 
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77% likelihood of rebuilding by 2015, depending on which assessment result is used.  To 
accomplish the reduction in fishing mortality, the amendment will expand the use of sectors 
that have their catch limited by a quota and implement Accountability Measures (AMs) to 
prevent overfishing.  In particular, these AMs include differential DAS counting to correct for 
over- or under-harvesting, and a transition in 2012 from an effort control fishery to one 
managed through hard TACs.  In addition, this amendment will implement new requirements 
for establishing ABC, ACLs, and AMs for the stocks managed under the FMP (NMFS 2010b). 
 
Framework Adjustment 47 to the NE Multispecies FMP, which was submitted in February of 
2012, would modify the rebuilding strategy to rebuild the stock by 2032 with a 50% chance of 
success (NMFS 2012b).  However, this framework adjustment has not yet been implemented. 
 
Yellowtail flounder—Southern New England & Mid-Atlantic: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic yellowtail flounder was the 
2008 GARM III assessment, which indicated F2007 = 0.413 and FMSY = 0.254, so F2007/FMSY = 1.63, 
and overfishing was therefore occurring (NEFSC 2008a, NMFS 2012b). However, fishing 
mortality had been declining since 2005 and in 2007 was at its lowest levels observed in the 
time series (NEFSC 2008a). The stock is currently in year 8 of its 10-year rebuilding plan (NMFS 
2012d).  The stock is overfished and overfishing is occurring, but management actions that are 
believed to be effective are in place to reduce or constrain fishery mortality.  
 
Detailed rationale: 
Amendment 16 to the NE Multispecies FMP will adopt a broad suite of management measures 
to achieve fishing mortality targets.  To accomplish the reduction in fishing mortality, the 
amendment will expand the use of sectors that have their catch limited by a quota and 
implement Accountability Measures (AMs) to prevent overfishing.  In particular, these AMs 
include differential DAS counting to correct for over- or under-harvesting, and a transition in 
2012 from an effort control fishery to one managed through hard TACs.  In addition, this 
amendment will implement new requirements for establishing ABC, ACLs, and AMs for the 
stocks managed under the FMP (NMFS 2010b). 
 
Yellowtail flounder—Cape Cod & Gulf of Maine: High concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The most recent assessment of Cape Cod/Gulf of Maine yellowtail flounder indicated F2010 = 
0.36 and FMSY = 0.26, so F2007/FMSY = 1.38, and overfishing was therefore occurring (NEFSC 
2012a). However, fishing mortality had been declining since 2004, and was at its lowest point in 
the time series (NEFSC 2008a, 2012c). The stock is currently in year 8 of its 19-year rebuilding 
plan (NMFS 2012d).  The stock is overfished and overfishing is occurring, but management 
actions that are believed to be effective are in place to reduce or constrain fishery mortality. 
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Detailed rationale: 
Amendment 16 to the NE Multispecies FMP will adopt a broad suite of management measures 
to achieve fishing mortality targets.  To accomplish the reduction in fishing mortality, the 
amendment will expand the use of sectors that have their catch limited by a quota and 
implement Accountability Measures (AMs) to prevent overfishing.  In particular, these AMs 
include differential DAS counting to correct for over- or under-harvesting, and a transition in 
2012 from an effort control fishery to one managed through hard TACs.  In addition, this 
amendment will implement new requirements for establishing ABC, ACLs, and AMs for the 
stocks managed under the FMP (NMFS 2010a). 
 
Scup 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: Medium vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
The FishBase vulnerability score for scup is 38 (Froese and Pauly 2012).   
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 2.02, and NMFS lists scup as not overfished (NMFS 2012d. 
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
Fishing mortality in 2010 was F = 0.040, with a 50% probability that F was between 0.032 and 
0.048.  This level of fishing mortality is substantially below the threshold reference point FMSY = 
F40% = 0.177, and F2010/FMSY = 0.226 (Terceiro 2011a).   
  
Skate Complex 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: Varies (see below) 
 
Key relevant information: 
 Barndoor Skate (Dipturus laevis) - 77 (Low) 

Clearnose Skate (Raja eleganteria) - 57 (Low) 
Little Skate (Leucoraja erinacea) - 44 (Medium) 
Rosette Skate (Leucoraja garmani) - 54 (Medium) 
Smooth Skate (Malacoraja senta) - 49 (Medium) 
Thorny Skate (Amblyraja radiata) - 70 (Low) 
Winter Skate (Leucoraja ocellata) - 62 (Low) 

(Froese and Pauly 2012) 
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Factor 2.2 Stock Status 
 
Barndoor Skate: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 0.69, and NMFS lists barndoor skate as not overfished, but rebuilding (NMFS 2012d). 

 
Clearnose Skate: Very low concern 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 1.43, and NMFS lists clearnose skate as not overfished (NMFS 2012d). 

 
Little Skate: Very low concern 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 1.16, and NMFS lists little skate as not overfished (NMFS 2012d). 
 
Rosette Skate: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 0.83, and NMFS lists rosette skate as not overfished (NMFS 2012d). 
 
Smooth Skate: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 0.55, and NMFS lists smooth skate as not overfished, but rebuilding (NMFS 2012d). 
 
Thorny Skate: High concern 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 0.06, and NMFS lists thorny skate as overfished (NMFS 2012d). 
  
Winter Skate: Very low concern 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 1.72, and NMFS lists winter skate as not overfished (NMFS 2012d). 
 
Detailed Rationale: 
Biomass reference points are based entirely on NEFSC survey data since reliable landings and 
discard information are not available by species. For all species but barndoor, the BMSY proxy is 
defined as the 75th percentile of the appropriate survey biomass index time series for that 
species.  For barndoor skate, the BMSY proxy is the average of 1963-1966 autumn survey 
biomass indices since the survey did not catch barndoor for a protracted period (Sosebee 
2006). 
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Figure 18. NEFSC survey biomass indices (kg/tow) (NEFMC 2011d). The blue horizontal line represents biomass 
target, and red represents limit biomass; 3-year moving average is plotted as a thick dark line (Figure from 
(NEFMC 2011d). 

 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality 
 
Barndoor Skate: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
Since the 2003-2005 average survey biomass index of 0.96kg/tow was higher than the previous 
3-year average index (2002-2004) of 0.88, overfishing was not occurring in 2006 (NEFSC 2007).  
Furthermore, in the fourth quarter of 2011, barndoor skate was not considered to be 
experiencing overfishing (NMFS 2012d).  The species is currently in year 9 of its rebuilding plan, 
but the exact rebuilding time period is unspecified in the Northeast Skate Complex FMP; based 
on the long-lived, late maturing, and low fecundity nature of this species, rebuilding may take 
decades (NMFS 2012d). Annual catch limits prevent fishing from increasing to unsustainable 
levels, and all landings of barndoor skates are prohibited (NEFMC 2011e).  
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Clearnose Skate: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
The 2003-2005 average survey biomass index of 0.63kg/tow was less than 30% below the 2002-
2004 average of 0.75kg/tow, so NMFS did not consider overfishing to be occurring for clearnose 
skate in 2007 (NEFSC 2007).  In the fourth quarter of 2011, NMFS continued to classify 
clearnose skate as not experiencing overfishing (NMFS 2012d). Thus, Seafood Watch considers 
it probable that fishing mortality is at or below a sustainable level that will allow the stock to 
maintain current abundance. 

 
Little Skate: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
The 2004-2006 average survey biomass index of 4.59kg/tow was less than 20% below the 2003-
2005 average of 5.65kg/tow, so NMFS did not consider overfishing to be occurring for little 
skate in 2007 (NEFSC 2007).  In the fourth quarter of 2011, NMFS continued to classify little 
skate as not experiencing overfishing (NMFS 2012d).  Thus, Seafood Watch considers it 
probable that fishing mortality is at or below a sustainable level that will allow the stock to 
maintain current abundance. 

 
Rosette Skate: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
The 2003-2005 NEFSC autumn survey biomass index average of 0.049kg/tow was above the 
2002-2004 average of 0.045kg/tow, so NNMFS did not consider overfishing to be occurring for 
rosette skate in 2007 (NEFSC 2007).  In the fourth quarter of 2011, NMFS continued to classify 
rosette skate as not experiencing overfishing (NMFS 2012d).  Thus, Seafood Watch considers it 
probable that fishing mortality is at or below a sustainable level that will allow the stock to 
maintain current abundance. 

 
Smooth Skate: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
The 2003-2005 NEFSC autumn survey biomass index average of 0.18kg/tow was above the 
2002-2004 average of 0.17kg/tow, so NNMFS did not consider overfishing to be occurring for 
smooth skate in 2007 (NEFSC 2007).  In the fourth quarter of 2011, NMFS continued to classify 
rosette skate as not experiencing overfishing, and it is in year 2 of a 10-year rebuilding plan 
(NMFS 2012d).  However, biomass has fluctuated around the threshold value without any 
indication of long-term recovery or decline, and is still in danger of becoming overfished 
(NEFMC 2011e).  Annual catch limits prevent fishing from increasing to unsustainable levels, 
and all landings of smooth skates are prohibited (NEFMC 2011e).  

 
Thorny Skate: Moderate concern 
Key relevant information: 
The 2003-2005 NEFSC autumn survey biomass index average of 0.56kg/tow was less than 20% 
below the 2002-2004 average of 0.63 kg/tow, so NNMFS did not consider overfishing to be 
occurring for thorny skate in 2007 (NEFSC 2007).  However, the survey index average decreased 
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5% from 2007-2009 to 2008-2010, from 0.26 to 0.25, and while this difference did not exceed 
the overfishing threshold of 20%, the preceding year saw a decrease of 38% from 2006-2008 to 
2007-2009, falling from 0.42kg/tow to 0.26kg/tow, meaning that overfishing was occurring 
recently (NEFMC 2011e).  In the fourth quarter of 2011, NMFS classified thorny skate as not 
experiencing overfishing (NMFS 2012d).  Thorny skate is currently in year 9 of a 25-year 
rebuilding plan (NMFS 2012d). Annual catch limits prevent fishing from increasing to 
unsustainable levels, and all landings of thorny skates are prohibited (NEFMC 2011e). 
Nevertheless, together with the other skate species, thorny skate is frequently taken as bycatch 
by vessels targeting groundfish (including monkfish), and discarded; therefore, otter trawling is 
the principal source of fishing mortality for all skates discussed in this report (Sosebee 2006). 
Thorny skate is overfished and fishing mortality has been fluctuating around the overfishing 
threshold. 

 
Winter Skate: Low concern  
Key relevant information: 
The 2003-2005 NEFSC autumn survey biomass index average of 3.34kg/tow was more than 20% 
below the 2002-2004 average of 4.34kg/tow, so NMFS considered overfishing to be occurring 
for winter skate in 2007 (NEFSC 2007).  However, preliminary survey results for 2008-2010 
increased 18% from the 2007-2009 average of 8.18kg/tow to 9.64kg/tow (NEFMC 2011e).  In 
the fourth quarter of 2011, NMFS classified winter skate as not experiencing overfishing (NMFS 
2012d).   

 
Detailed Rationale: 
The fishing mortality reference points for skates are based on changes in survey biomass 
indices.  If the  three-year moving average of the survey biomass index for a skate species 
declines by more than  the average CV of the survey time series, then fishing mortality is 
assumed to be greater than FMSY and overfishing is occurring for that skate species (Sosebee 
2006). 
 
Spiny Dogfish 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
The FishBase vulnerability score for spiny dogfish is 69 (Froese and Pauly 2012).   
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
B/BMSY = 1.025, and NMFS lists spiny dogfish as not overfished (NMFS 2012d).  
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Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
The estimated fishing mortality rate in 2010 was 0.093, with sampling distributions suggesting 
there was almost no chance that the fishing mortality threshold rate, which was revised to 
0.325, was exceeded.  The fishing mortality rate was also lower than the revised target fishing 
mortality rate of 0.207. Moreover, fishing pressure has shifted away from its mid-1990s bias 
towards female dogfish, further reducing the impact of fishing mortality on the population 
(Rago and Sosebee 2011).  In the fourth quarter of 2011, NMFS listed spiny dogfish as not 
experiencing overfishing (NMFS 2012d).  
 
Atlantic Cod 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
The FishBase vulnerability score for Atlantic cod is 65 (Froese and Pauly 2012).   
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status 
 
Georges Bank: High concern 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of Georges Bank cod was published in 2012, and it indicated B2010 
= 11,289 mt and BMSY = 140,424 mt so the stock was therefore overfished with B2010/BMSY = 
0.080 (NEFSC 2012a).  
 
Gulf of Maine: High concern 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of Gulf of Maine cod was the SARC 53 assessment in 2011, which 
indicated B2010 = 11,868 mt and BMSY = 61,218 mt. The stock was therefore overfished with 
B2010/BMSY = 0.194 (NEFSC 2012b, NMFS 2012b).  
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality 
 
Georges Bank: High concern 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of Georges Bank cod was published in 2012, and it indicated F2010 = 
0.85 after correcting for retrospective bias, and FMSY = 0.23, so F2007/FMSY = 3.70, and overfishing 
was therefore occurring (NEFSC 2012a).  US landings of Georges Bank cod are taken primarily 
by otter trawl and gillnet gears (NEFSC 2012a). The stock is overfished and overfishing is 
occurring, but management actions are in place that are believed to be effective in reducing or 
constraining fishery mortality (see Detailed Rationale, below). 
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Detailed Rationale: 
The final rule for Amendment 16 was implemented in 2010, and this amendment expands the 
use of sectors that have their catch limited by a quota and implements Accountability Measures 
(AMs) to prevent overfishing.  In particular, these AMs include differential DAS counting to 
correct for over- or under-harvesting, and a transition in 2012 from an effort control fishery to 
one managed through hard TACs (NEFSC 2008b, NMFS 2010b). 
 
Gulf of Maine: High concern 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of Gulf of Maine cod was the SARC 53 assessment in 2011, which 
indicated F2010 = 1.143 and FMSY = 0.200, so F2010/FMSY = 5.72, and overfishing was therefore 
occurring (NEFSC 2012b, NMFS 2012b). Otter trawls and gillnets account for over 90% of the 
Gulf of Maine cod catch, with approximately 50%–70% of the catch taken by otter trawls and 

30%–40% of the catch taken by gillnets, although in recent years the proportion has evened out 
between the two gear types (NEFSC 2008a). The stock is overfished and overfishing is occurring, 
but management actions are in place that are believed to be effective in reducing or 
constraining fishery mortality (see Detailed Rationale, below). 
 
Detailed Rationale: 
The final rule for Amendment 16 was published in the US Federal Register in 2010, and this 
amendment expands the use of sectors that have their catch limited by a quota and 
implements Accountability Measures (AMs) to prevent overfishing.  In particular, these AMs 
include differential DAS counting to correct for over- or under-harvesting, and a transition in 
2012 from an effort control fishery to one managed through hard TACs (NMFS 2010b). 
 
Haddock 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
The FishBase vulnerability score for haddock is 63 (Froese and Pauly 2012).   
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status 
 
Georges Bank: Very Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of Georges Bank haddock was published in 2012, which indicated 
B2010 = 167,278 mt and BMSY = 124,900 mt; the stock was therefore not overfished, with 
B2010/BMSY = 1.34 (NEFSC 2012a).   
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Gulf of Maine: Low concern 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of Gulf of Maine haddock indicated SSB2010 = 2,868 mt and SSBMSY 
= 4,904 mt; with B2010/BMSY = 0.585, the stock was therefore below its target reference point, 
but above the limit reference point of ½ BMSY (NEFSC 2012a).   
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality 
 
Georges Bank: Very low concern 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of Georges Bank haddock indicated F2010 = 0.24 and FMSY = 0.39, so 
overfishing was not occurring, with F2010/FMSY = 0.615 (NEFSC 2012a).   
 
Gulf of Maine: Moderate concern 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of Gulf of Maine haddock indicated F2010 = 0.82 and FMSY = 0.46, so 
overfishing was therefore occurring, with F2010/FMSY = 1.78 (NEFSC 2012a).  The stock is not 
overfished but overfishing is occurring, and management actions that are believed to be 
effective are in place to reduce or constrain fishery mortality. 
 
Detailed Rationale: 
The final rule for Amendment 16 was published in the US Federal Register in 2010, and this 
amendment expands the use of sectors that have their catch limited by a quota and 
implements Accountability Measures (AMs) to prevent overfishing.  In particular, these AMs 
include differential DAS counting to correct for over- or under-harvesting, and a transition in 
2012 from an effort control fishery to one managed through hard TACs (NMFS 2010b). 
 
Pollock 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
The FishBase vulnerability score for pollock is 61 (Froese and Pauly 2012).   
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of pollock was the SARC 50 assessment in 2011, which indicated 
B2010 = 196,000 mt and BMSY = 91,000 mt; the stock was therefore not overfished, with 
B2010/BMSY = 2.15 (NEFSC 2010, NMFS 2012b).   
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Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of pollock was the SARC 50 assessment in 2011, which indicated 
F2010 = 0.070 and FMSY = 0.25, so overfishing was therefore not occurring, with F2010/FMSY = 0.28 
(NEFSC 2010, NMFS 2012b).  However, there may be some uncertainty in this estimate, 
because without further understanding of size-based selectivity of fishing gears, the current 
stock model implies the existence of a large biomass of pollock, accounting for 35%–70% of the 
total, that neither current surveys nor the fishery has been able to confirm (NEFSC 2010).   
 
White Hake 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
The FishBase vulnerability score for white hake is 65 (Froese and Pauly 2012).   
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status: High concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of white hake was the GARM III assessment in 2008, which 
indicated B2007 = 19,800 mt and BMSY = 56,254 mt; the stock was therefore overfished, with 
B2010/BMSY = 0.312 (NEFSC 2008a, NMFS 2012b).   
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: High concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of white hake was the GARM III assessment in 2008, which 
indicated F2007 = 0.150 and FMSY = 0.125 , so overfishing was therefore occurring, with F2010/FMSY 
= 1.20 (NEFSC 2008a, NMFS 2012b).  Over the period of 1989-2010, landings have exceeded 
discards by nearly ten to one, with approximately two thirds to three quarters of landings made 
by the bottom otter trawl fleet and another 20%–25% of landings from the bottom gillnet 
fishery (NEFSC 2012a). The stock is overfished and overfishing is occurring, but management 
actions that are believed to be effective are in place to reduce or constrain fishery mortality 
(see Detailed Rationale, below), in the New England large-mesh bottom otter trawl and gillnet 
fisheries.  Some landings occur in the Mid-Atlantic states, but these are small in comparison to 
the New England catch (NMFS 2012e). 
 
Detailed Rationale: 
Since the implementation in 2004 of Amendment 13 to the Northeast Multispecies FMP, fishing 
mortality has decreased every consecutive year.  In 2007, the terminal year of the most recent 
analysis, F was at the second lowest point in the time series, although still 23% above FMSY 
(NMFS 2012b).  Furthermore, the final rule for Amendment 16 was published in the US Federal 
Register in 2010, and this amendment expands the use of sectors that have their catch limited 
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by a quota and implements Accountability Measures (AMs) to prevent overfishing.  In 
particular, these AMs include differential DAS counting to correct for over- or under-harvesting, 
and a transition in 2012 from an effort control fishery to one managed through hard TACs 
(NMFS 2010b). 
 
Ocean Pout 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
The FishBase vulnerability score for ocean pout is 67 (Froese and Pauly 2012).   
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status: High concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
The most recent assessment of ocean pout was published in 2012, and it indicated B2010 index 
proxy = 0.41 kg/tow and BMSY index proxy = 4.94 kg/tow, so the stock was therefore overfished 
with B2010/BMSY = 0.083 (NEFSC 2012a).  
 
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
Historically, the majority of ocean pout landings have been taken using otter trawl gear; 
however, in 2010, otter trawl landings dropped down to less than one percent of all landings, 
with fish and lobster pots contributing over 85% of landings for the year (NEFSC 2012a).  Over 
the period from 2006-2010, large-mesh otter trawl fisheries also accounted for 62%–93% of 
ocean pout discards (NEFSC 2012a).  The most recent assessment of ocean pout was published 
in 2012, which indicated F2010 = 0.31 and FMSY proxy = 0.76, so F2007/FMSY = 0.41, and therefore 
overfishing was not occurring (NEFSC 2012a). However, as catch and exploitation ratios remain 
at or near record low levels, stock size has not increased from its own record low level, 
suggesting that it may be in a depensatory state.  In recent years, discards have exceeded 
landings, and may be sufficiently high to hinder stock recovery; nevertheless, the lack of 
response to reduced exploitation suggests that the stock’s dynamics have been so severely 
impacted by historical overfishing that the stock is unlikely to rebuild, even in the absence of 
fishing mortality (NEFSC 2008a).  
 
Pilot Whale (Long- and/or Short-Finned) 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
High vulnerability (SFW Criteria document p9) 
 



45 
 

 

Factor 2.2 Stock Status: High concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
Long-finned pilot whales are listed as strategic species by the Marine Mammal Protection Act, 
whereas short-finned pilot whales are not.  However, since the two species are difficult to 
differentiate at sea and inhabit overlapping ranges, their abundance estimates are combined 
(Waring et al. 2010).  Therefore, Seafood Watch accepts the lower rating of long-finned pilot 
whales. 
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
Not enough data exist to partition mortality of long-finned and short-finned pilot whales, so 
mortality and serious injury estimates are only available for the two species combined.  Total 
annual estimated average fishery-related mortality or serious injury of pilot whales in the US 
Atlantic during 2004-2008 was 176 animals.  The PBR for each species is 93 long-finned and 172 
short-finned pilot whales. However, insufficient data exist to determine population trends for 
each species, and the difficulty in differentiating the two species further limits assessment. Due 
to the possibility that total US fishery-related mortality and serious injury for long-finned pilot 
whales exceeded the PBR, the stock qualified as a strategic stock. The 2004-2008 average 
annual mortality attributed to the northeast bottom trawl was 15 pilot whales, and the Mid-
Atlantic bottom trawl killed another 34 pilot whales, but uncertainty in species identification by 
fishery observers prevents the estimation of species-specific figures (Waring et al. 2010).  The 
leading source of fishery-related mortality during this time was the pelagic longline fishery, 
which accounted for an average annual mortality of 122 animals (Waring et al. 2010); if pelagic 
longline-caused mortality of pilot whales were to be discounted, the long-finned pilot whale 
would no longer meet the criteria for a strategic stock under the Marine Mammal Protection 
Act (1972).  Put another way, the mortality resulting from the northeast and Mid-Atlantic  
bottom trawl fisheries would not exceed PBR, neither individually nor in combination.  NMFS 
considers the pelagic longline fishery, along with the northeast midwater trawl and northeast 
groundfish fisheries, to have the most direct impact on long-finned pilot whales, and the pelagic 
longline fishery, together with the Mid-Atlantic midwater trawl and Mid-Atlantic groundfish 
fisheries, to have the most direct impacts on short-finned pilot whales (Waring et al. 2010).  The 
pelagic longline fishery is classified as a Category I fishery while the trawl fisheries are classified 
as Category II fisheries under the Marine Mammal Protection Act.  NMFS convened a take 
reduction team in 2005 to address bycatch in the pelagic longline fishery, and published a final 
rule in 2009 based on the team’s recommendations, implementing a special research area, gear 
modifications, outreach material, observer coverage, and encouraging captains’ 
communications regarding interactions (NMFS, 2009c), but no comparable action has been 
taken to reduce mortality in the otter trawl fisheries.  Pilot whales are not caught in significant 
numbers in gillnet fisheries. 
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Common Dolphin, Short-Beaked—Western North Atlantic 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
High vulnerability (SFW Criteria document p9) 
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status: High concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
Short-beaked common dolphins are not considered strategic species by the Marine Mammal 
Protection Act. The minimum population estimate in 2010 was 99,975, and the best estimate of 
abundance was 120,743 (CV = 0.23).  However, stock status relative to the optimum sustainable 
population in the US Atlantic EEZ is unknown (Waring et al. 2010).  Due to the high vulnerability 
of this species, Seafood Watch considers the abundance of short-beaked common dolphins to 
be of high conservation concern. 
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Very low concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
Total annual estimated average fishery-related mortality or serious injury of short-beaked 
common dolphins in the US Atlantic during 2004-2008 was 167, compared to a Potential 
Biological Removal of 1000. However, there are insufficient data to determine the population 
trends for this species. While total US fishery-related mortality and serious injury for this stock 
exceeded 10% and therefore could not be considered insignificant and approaching zero, the 
stock did not qualify as a strategic stock, either. The 2004-2008 average annual mortality 
attributed to the northeast bottom trawl was 25 animals, another 18 in the northeast bottom 
gillnet fishery, and the Mid-Atlantic bottom trawl accounted for a further 121 animals (Waring 
et al. 2010).  These three fisheries together account for the majority of all short-beaked dolphin 
bycatch, although the Mid-Atlantic bottom trawl accounted for over two thirds of all short-
beaked dolphin bycatch across all fisheries.  
 
Loggerhead sea turtle 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
Loggerhead sea turtles are long-lived and slow-growing species, Therefore, Seafood Watch 
deems they have high inherent vulnerability (SFW Criteria document p9). 
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Factor 2.2 Stock Status: Very high concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
Loggerhead sea turtles are listed as threatened in the Northwest Atlantic (NOAA Fisheries 
2012c). 
 
Detailed rationale:  
Loggerhead sea turtle nesting numbers have declined in all but one of the nine major rookeries 
that likely contribute turtles to the population in the Northwest Atlantic, though the cause of 
the decline could be related to a number of factors, including recruitment failures in previous 
years, increased nesting of first-time females (which have fewer broods with fewer eggs), ship 
strikes, and fishing mortalities (TEWG 2009). 
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Moderate concern 
Key relevant information: 
Bycatch is a significant threat facing loggerhead turtles in the Mid- Atlantic, particularly from 
gillnets, longlines, and trawl gear (Conant et al. 2009).  Aside from the shrimp trawl fishery, 
which is responsible for the largest share of fishery-related loggerhead turtle mortality in the 
U.S. Atlantic, the Mid-Atlantic directed finfish trawl fishery and the Mid-Atlantic gillnet fishery 
also capture loggerhead sea turtles. The Mid-Atlantic federally managed bottom otter trawl 
fishery had an estimated average annual bycatch of 616 loggerhead turtles during 1996-2004 
(Conant et al. 2009, NMFS 2011b), while the Mid-Atlantic gillnet fishery had an annual average 
of 300-400 loggerhead sea turtle interactions during the period from 1990-2007, resulting in an 
annual mortality rate of 200 loggerheads prior to new regulations and 100 loggerheads after 
new regulations were in place (Finkbeiner et al. 2011). Determining which portion of the trawl 
or gillnet bycatch occurred due to the monkfish fishery, however, is impossible due to a large 
portion of monkfish landings occurring as bycatch while targeting other species. Because these 
two gear types in the Mid-Atlantic account for a substantial share of the fishing-related 
mortality of this endangered stock, but management measures (seasonal and area closures) 
that are effective in constraining mortality are in place (Finkbeiner et al. 2011), Seafood Watch 
deems fishing mortality on loggerhead sea turtles to be a moderate concern in this fishery.  
Zero loggerhead turtle bycatch was recorded during 2001-2005 in the New England otter trawl 
and gillnet fisheries (NMFS 2011b). 
 
North Atlantic right whale 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
The North Atlantic right whale is a long-lived, slow-to-breed cetacean that requires long periods 
of parental care after birth. Therefore, Seafood Watch deems they have high inherent 
vulnerability (Seafood Watch Criteria document p9). 
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Factor 2.2 Stock Status: Very high concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
The North Atlantic right whale is currently listed as endangered under the Endangered Species 
Act (NOAA Fisheries 2012d). 
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality 
Gillnet – Moderate concern 
Trawl – not a main species 
Key relevant information: 
Ship strikes and entanglement in fishing gear represent the greatest danger of serious injury 
and death caused by humans to North Atlantic right whales (NOAA Fisheries 2012d). North 
Atlantic right whale numbers are critically low, so even a single human-caused death could have 
an impact on their numbers. However, because gillnets target a wide range of species, it is 
difficult to link North Atlantic right whale mortalities to specific fisheries.   Gillnet gear is known 
to pose a risk of entanglement that may lead to injury and death to right whales (Johnson et al. 
2005; Waring et al. 2009). However, it is not often possible to attribute these interactions to a 
specific fishery. 
 
Harbor porpoise 
 
Factor 2.1 Inherent Vulnerability: High vulnerability 
 
Key relevant information: 
High vulnerability (SFW Criteria document p9). 
 
Factor 2.2 Stock Status: High concern 
 
Key relevant information: 
Harbor porpoises are listed as strategic species by the Marine Mammal Protection Act (Waring 
et al. 2010) and as a species of special concern for the northeast sink gill net fishery (NMFS 
2012d).  
 
Factor 2.3 Fishing Mortality: Bottom Trawl – Very low concern; Gillnet - High concern 
Key relevant information: 
The northern stock in the Gulf of Maine and northern Georges Bank is caught primarily using 
trawl gear, while the southern stock south of Cape Cod is caught primarily using extra-large 
mesh gillnets.   
 
Total annual estimated average fishery-related mortality or serious injury of harbor porpoises in 
the Gulf of Maine and Bay of Fundy is 927, compared to a Potential Biological Removal (PBR) of 
701.  Of those instances, 883 per year are from US fisheries using observer and Marine 
Mammal Authorization Program data, with an annual average of 559 serious injuries and 
mortalities attributable to the Northeast gillnet fishery between 2005 and 2009 (Waring et al 
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2011). The 1994-1998 average estimated harbor porpoise mortality and serious injury rate in 
the NE gillnet fishery (mesh size unspecified) was 1,163 animals per year, so there has been a 
decrease in serious injuries and mortalities since the introduction of the Take Reduction Plan.  
However, total US fishery-related mortality and serious injury for this stock exceeded the PBR, 
so the stock qualified as a Strategic stock.  Despite the measures that have been put in place to 
reduce the impact of the gillnet fishery on harbor porpoise, mortalities remain significant. 
 
Harbor porpoise bycatch in the Mid-Atlantic region is not as frequent (no reported bycatch 
events reported in 2009/10 in southern Mid-Atlantic region; (Orphanides 2012)) as in the 
northern and Georges Bank regions, therefore, it was not considered a critical concern because 
the majority or  gillnetting for monkfish takes place in the southern fishery management area, 
where harbor porpoises bycatch is low.  In addition, in the Mid-Atlantic there are regulations 
for modifications to tie-down spacing requirements to gillnets to reduce marine mammal 
bycatch. 
In the northern part of the Mid-Atlantic region, 43 harbor porpoise takes were observed during 
January through April from 1999 to 2007, which were all observed in gear targeting monkfish 
(Palka et al. 2008a).  
 
The average annual mortality in the bottom trawl fishery between 2005 and 2009 was 6, which 
is less than 1% of the PBR (Waring et al 2011).  Mortalities from the bottom trawl fishery are 
considered to be insignificant. 
 
Factor 2.4 Overall discard rate 
Bottom trawl: 40-60% 
Bottom gillnet: 20-40% 
 
Key relevant information:  
The discard to landings ratio in the fisheries are as follows (NMFS 2011b): 
 
- Bottom Trawl  = 47.8% 
- Bottom Gillnet  = 22.8% 
 
Detailed rationale: 
Discard to landings ratios above are calculated averages from the Northeast Region fisheries 
characteristics (section 4.1) of the U.S. National Bycatch Report (NMFS 2011b). They represent 
a ratio of the full discard biomass to the full biomass of landings of all species in the fishery. 
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Criterion 3: Management effectiveness 
 
Guiding principle 
 

 The fishery is managed to sustain the long-term productivity of all impacted species. 
Management should be appropriate for the inherent resilience of affected marine life 
and should incorporate data sufficient to assess the affected species and manage fishing 
mortality to ensure little risk of depletion. Measures should be implemented and 
enforced to ensure that fishery mortality does not threaten the long-term productivity 
or ecological role of any species in the future. 

 
Summary 

        
Fishery Management: Harvest 

Strategy 
Management: Bycatch Criterion 3 

  Rank (Score) Rank (Score) 
Rank 
Score 

Bottom trawl Moderate Concern (3) Moderate Concern (3) 
Yellow 

3 

Bottom gillnet Moderate Concern (3) Moderate Concern (3) 
Yellow 

3 

 
 
All monkfish fisheries receive a score of “moderate concern” for their management 
effectiveness.  Managers follow scientific advice and work to minimize bycatch, particularly of 
species of special concern. However, monkfish total allowable catches have been consistently 
exceeded in the past (though readjustments in the stock status have led to landings that are 
below the total allowable catch), and there is a good deal of uncertainty in the monkfish stock 
assessment. 
 
 
Justification of Ranking 
 
 
 

 

Fishery Critical? Mgmt 

strategy and 

implement.

Recovery of 

stocks of  

concern

Scientific 

research and 

monitoring

Scientific 

advice

Enforce. Track record Stakeholder 

inclusion

Bottom trawl No

Moderately 

Effective

Moderately 

Effective

Highly 

Effective

Highly 

Effective

Moderately 

Effective

Moderately 

Effective

Highly 

Effective

Bottom gillnet No

Moderately 

Effective

Moderately 

Effective

Highly 

Effective

Highly 

Effective

Moderately 

Effective

Moderately 

Effective

Highly 

Effective
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Bottom Trawl 
 
Factor 3.1 Management of fishing impacts on retained species: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
 
Management Strategy and Implementation: Moderately Effective.  
The monkfish fishery falls under a fishery management plan (FMP) jointly administered by the 
New England Fishery Management Council (NEFMC) and the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management 
Council (MAFMC). Regional differences in primary fishing gear create some difficulties in 
discussing the fishery as a whole; in the northern management area, most monkfish are landed 
as part of the multispecies groundfish fishery, while in the southern management area most 
monkfish are landed with targeted extra-large-mesh gillnets. The FMP was established in 1999 
to address concerns that the average size of landed monkfish was declining (Fishwatch 2012), 
and is reviewed and updated frequently. The original FMP focused on rebuilding depleted 
stocks, a goal which was accomplished in 2007 after the biomass reference points were revised 
and both the northern and southern stocks were deemed to be no longer overfished (NEFMC 
and MAFMC 2011). The measures imposed by the FMP include mandatory permitting, target 
catch levels, trip limits, minimum size limits, gear restrictions, temporal closures, area closures, 
bycatch allowances, and days-at-sea limitations (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). 
 
Monkfish stocks in both the northern and the southern fishery management areas have 
recovered from an overfished state due to a combination of management measures, changes to 
the stock assessment methods, and an alteration of reference points; management has taken a 
precautionary approach to preventing the stocks from becoming overfished in the future 
(Figure 4; NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). 
 
Monkfish is only one of a number of species caught in bottom trawl fisheries of New England 
and the Mid-Atlantic, so the northeast multispecies (groundfish) FMP also provides a 
framework under which monkfishing vessels operate, but mostly in the northern monkfish 
management area. The multispecies FMP was established in 1985 to address declining stocks of 
groundfish in the northeast and does not specifically include monkfish in its species list (NEFMC 
and MAFMC 1985). A key strategy of both the monkfish FMP and multispecies FMP is the use of 
closure areas to protect essential fish habitat and other important habitats, such as deep sea 
corals (NEFMC 2012a). These closures cover a substantial portion of the potential fishery area 
(Figure 19). Two offshore canyons are also specifically closed to monkfish fishing (Figure 20). 
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Figure 19: Areas closed to trawling in the northeast, showing U.S./Canada management areas (Figure from 
NOAA Fisheries 2012e). 

 

 
Figure 20: Monkfish closed areas in two offshore canyons (Figure from NOAA Fisheries 2012e). 
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The original monkfish FMP has been updated several times, most recently in 2011. The latest 
update reflected new information from the 50th northeast regional stock assessment review 
committee, which concluded that monkfish stocks in both the northern and southern 
management areas were above target biomass levels and that fishing mortality was below 
Fthreshold (NEFMC 2011a). The recent update (Framework Adjustment 7, NEFMC and MAFMC 
2011) established new rules for the northern management area based on the updated 
information, while the rules for the southern management area remained the same as those 
laid forth in Amendment 5 to the monkfish FMP. 
 
The current annual catch targets (ACTs), DAS, and trip limits are as follows. The Northern 
Fishery Management Area has an ACT of 6,567 mt, trip limits of 1250 lb tail weight for permit 
categories A and C and for 600 lb tail weight for permit categories B and D, and an initial DAS 
allocation of 40 DAS (NOAA 2011c). The southern fishery management area has an ACT of 
11,513 mt, trip limits of 550 lb tail weight for permit categories A and C and 450 lb tail weight 
for permit categories B, D and H, and an initial allocation of 28 DAS (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011).  
Management in the trawl and gillnet fisheries has brought monkfish stocks back from depletion 
and currently has a precautionary strategy that has maintained stock abundance of monkfish. 
However, the effectiveness of the entire northeast multispecies groundfish fishery needs to be 
considered because most monkfish caught using trawl gear are caught as incidental landings, 
rather than being targeted catch (Hermsen 2010). Regarding the multispecies FMPs, there have 
been some concerns with the management strategy in the past, particularly with respect to 
depleted stocks (see “Recovery of Stocks of concern”, below). Additionally, in many cases target 
TACs have been set too high, due to errors in stock assessments, and there has been a need for 
increased precaution. The management system, however, has substantially changed under 
Amendment 16, which is expected to reduce the race to fish and improve conservation 
outcomes. For example, discarding is now carefully monitored and has been greatly reduced, 
and the fishery now relies on hard ACLs rather than target TACs, all of which help reduce the 
likelihood of exceeding sustainable fishing mortality rates for targeted stocks. In addition, 
sectors have not exceeded their ACLs, while in the past it was possible for target TACs to be 
exceeded because the regulations were based on effort control (DAS) rather than output 
control (Kitts et al. 2011). The new management regime has not been in place long enough to 
fully assess its impact; however, at this time it is considered moderately effective. 
 
  
Recovery of stocks of concern:  Moderately effective. 
Monkfish is not a Stock of concern, but as noted above it is often caught as an incidental 
species in the northeast groundfish fishery, which also targets several species that are 
overfished and/or experiencing overfishing. 
 
As the primary goal of the Magnuson-Stevens Act is to provide for the conservation and 
management of fisheries, the act prohibits overfishing, and it mandates the development and 
implementation of rebuilding plans for overfished stocks.  Rebuilding plans are required to be 
as short as possible, generally not exceeding 10 years, taking into account the status and 
biology of the stock, the needs of fishing communities, the interaction of the stock within the 
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marine ecosystem, other environmental factors, and international agreements in which the 
United States participates (MSA § 304(e)(4)) (Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 
Management Act 1976).   
 
Pursuant with the requirements of the MSA, the NEFMC significantly revised its management 
measures with the passing of Amendment 16 to the NE Multispecies FMP in order to end 
overfishing, rebuild overfished stocks, and mitigate the adverse economic impacts of these 
measures.  Amendment 16 also implemented new requirements for establishing ABC, ACLs, and 
accountability measures (AMs) for each stock managed under the FMP (NMFS 2010a). 
 
The northeast groundfish fishery includes species and stocks that are overfished.  For these 
species and stocks, Amendment 16 to the NE Multispecies FMP has implemented rebuilding 
plans that are generally scheduled to rebuild the stocks by 2014-17 by decreasing fishing 
pressure on these stocks as much as practicable.  Where enough data exists to calculate 
probability of success, the FMP targets a 75% likelihood of rebuilding by target dates (NMFS 
2010a). 
 
However, the most recent (2010) analysis of the success of rebuilding plans for species in the 
fishery suggests a lower success rate. Twenty northeast region stocks are in rebuilding plans. 
Thirteen have successfully controlled fishing mortality, 8 are rebuilding biomass, and 3 are fully 
rebuilt (Georges Bank haddock, pollock, and spiny dogfish) (NMFS 2011c). Of the remaining 7 
stocks where overfishing is not controlled, 6 do not have an increase in biomass (Georges Bank 
cod, Gulf of Maine thorny skate, white hake, winter flounder, and 2 stocks of yellowtail 
flounder) (NMFS 2011c).  For many of these species, rebuilding successfully within the specified 

timeframe is not likely. However, rebuilding plans are due to be adjusted where needed—as 
indicated by new assessments—and it is probable that the rebuilding plans will eventually 
succeed, particularly as current management measures that are more conducive to rebuilding 
are now in place, but not reflected in the 2010 and earlier data (see “management strategy and 
evaluation”). 
 
Scientific Research and Monitoring: Highly Effective.  
The Northeast Fisheries Science Center and members of the monkfish industry collaborate to 
run the Cooperative Monkfish Research Program, which conducts a number of research 
programs related to monkfish, including industry-based trawl surveys (Richards et al. 2008; 
NEFSC 2012). The Program tags monkfish to track their movements and coordinates a monkfish 
egg veil sighting network to help scientists better understand monkfish reproduction and 
distributions. Additionally, the Monkfish Research Set-Aside Program annually sets aside fishing 
DAS to fund and execute monkfish research (NEFSC 2012c). The Northeast Fisheries observer 
program assigns observers to vessels of all fisheries in the northeast, and the groundfish trawl 
fishery in New England also participates in an at-sea observer monitoring program that included 
observers on 2% to 10% of trips during the period from 2005 to 2008 (NMFS 2011b). 
 
Scientific Advice: Highly Effective.  
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The NEFMC and MAFMC have good records of incorporating scientific advice into their policies 
and management decisions, and the NEFMC’s Scientific and Statistical Committee is quick to 
provide the latest information with which to update the monkfish FMP and multispecies FMP 
(Trzcinski 2010; NEFMC 2011a; NEFMC and MAFMC 2011).  
 
Enforcement:  Moderately Effective.  
The monkfish and multispecies northeast fisheries participate in the Vessel Monitoring System 
(VMS), which transmits time and position data to allow enforcement to detect fishing vessels 
that may be fishing in closed areas. Enforcement of fishing regulations is provided at sea by the 
U.S. Coast Guard and on shore by the National Marine Fisheries Service and state agencies.  
Although there are incidences of strong enforcement, TAC limits are often exceeded on fishing 
vessels. The monkfish fishery as a whole has a mediocre record of adhering to TAC limits; from 
2000 to 2009, the average percent of TAC landed was 119.5%, with the northern management 
region adhering slightly better at 114% than the southern management region at 125% (NEFMC 
and MAFMC 2011). These numbers represent the entire monkfish fishery, so it is difficult to 
divide the landings between gear types. However, the northern fishery management region 
primarily lands monkfish with trawl gear, while the southern fishery management region 
primarily lands monkfish with gillnet gear. Adherence to TAC limits is improving in both fishery 
management areas, with the fishery last exceeding TAC limits in 2007 in the northern 
management area and 2008 in the southern management area. 
 
Track Record: Moderately Effective.  
Monkfish stocks in both the northern and the southern fishery management areas have 
recovered from an overfished state due to a combination of management measures, changes to 
the stock assessment methods, and an alteration of reference points; management has taken a 
precautionary approach to preventing the stocks from becoming overfished in the future, 
however, these are relatively new measures and have not been in place long enough to know if 
they will result in long-term maintenance of the stock (Figure 4; NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). 
 
Stakeholder inclusion: Highly Effective.  
The NEFMC and MAFMC have an open and transparent policy that allows stakeholder 
participation and feedback through meetings and scoping hearings throughout their impacted 
areas. Also, both councils utilize industry advisory panels that provide information during the 
development of FMPs. Public meeting schedules for the NEFMC and MAFMC are online at 
http://www.nefmc.org/calendar/index.html and 
http://www.mafmc.org/meetings/meetings.htm, respectively. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.nefmc.org/calendar/index.html
http://www.mafmc.org/meetings/meetings.htm
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Factor 3.2  Management of fishing impacts on bycatch species: Moderate concern 
 
 

Fishery All 
species 
retained? 

Critical? Mgmt 
strategy 
and 
implement 

Scientific 
research 
and 
monitoring 

Scientific 
advice 

Enforce 

Bottom 
trawl No No 

Moderately 
Effective 

Moderately 
Effective 

Highly 
Effective 

Moderately 
Effective 

Bottom 
gillnet No No 

Moderately 
Effective 

Moderately 
Effective 

Highly 
Effective 

Moderately 
Effective 

 

 
Key relevant information:  
 
Management Strategy and Implementation: Moderately Effective.  
The monkfish FMP contains several guidelines for reducing harmful interactions between 
fishing gear and associated catch, particularly for marine mammals and sea turtles, though 
most regulations apply to gillnets rather than trawl gear. The northeast multispecies FMP also 
has a number of regulatory measures that aim to reduce fishing gear interactions with marine 
mammals and sea turtles. Both FMPs note that the monkfish bottom trawl fishery adheres to 
the guidelines set forth in the Atlantic Large Whale Take Reduction Plan (ALWTRP), which 
focuses on preventing negative interactions between large whales and fishing gear (NOAA 
Fisheries 2012f). Protective measures focus on gear modifications and area closures, including 
the institution of short-term closures to protect right whales in the Gulf of Maine (Higgins and 
Salvador 2010). 
 
The most recent monkfish Biological Opinion (BO) was drafted in 2010. In it, the continued 
operation of the monkfish fishery under the monkfish FMP would likely adversely affect, but 
not jeopardize, the continued existence of species of concern. An incidental take statement was 
prepared for both the gillnet and trawl fisheries, and lists the annual or 5-year average takes 
that would be expected for sea turtles and marine mammals.  It also established several 
reasonable and prudent measures to minimize sea turtle interactions with the fishery, which 
are being implemented now and focus on monitoring sea turtle takes and collecting data to 
inform future management decisions (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011).  Until these measures have 
been put in place and show effectiveness, there is some uncertainty; therefore bycatch 
management strategy is moderately effective. 
 
Scientific Research and Monitoring: Moderately Effective.  
Recent interest in bycatch reduction has led to increased coverage of NMFS’s vessel observer 
program and the publication of the first national bycatch report (NMFS 2011b), which provides 
extensive information on bycatch issues. Additionally, the monkfish research ‘set-aside 
program’ provides opportunities for scientists to learn more about not only monkfish (their 
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biology, distributions, and stock status), but also the bycatch associated with the monkfish 
trawl fishery, including the biomass and abundance of bycatch (NEFSC 2012c).  However, there 
is limited observer coverage and data collection on bycatch events. 
 
Scientific Advice: Highly Effective (scored as in 3.1).  
The NEFMC and MAFMC have good records of incorporating scientific advice into their policies 
and management decisions, and the NEFMC’s Scientific and Statistical Committee is quick to 
provide the latest information with which to update the monkfish and multispecies FMPs 
(Trzcinski 2010; NEFMC 2011a; NEFMC & MAFMC 2011).  
 
Enforcement:  Moderately Effective (scored as in 3.1).  
The monkfish and multispecies northeast fisheries participate in the VMS, which transmits time 
and position data to allow enforcement to detect fishing vessels that may be fishing in closed 
areas. Enforcement of fishing regulations is provided at sea by the U.S. Coast Guard and on 
shore by the National Marine Fisheries Service and state agencies. However, there are some 
concerns over whether enforcement is adequate given the track record of exceeding TAC in this 
fishery (see 3.1). 
 
Bottom Gillnet 
 
Factor 3.1  Management of fishing impacts on retained species: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
 
Management Strategy and Implementation:  Moderately Effective.  
The monkfish fishery falls under a FMP jointly administered by the NEFMC and the Mid-Atlantic 
Fishery Management Council (MAFMC). Most monkfish landed in the southern fishery 
management area (south of Cape Cod) are caught with gillnets, although bottom trawls and 
scallop dredges also land monkfish in the area. Because monkfish have an extremely wide head, 
they can be successfully landed with extra-large-mesh gillnets that allow other species to move 
through.  Therefore, gillnets targeting monkfish tend to have a lower bycatch rate than gillnets 
targeting other species (which can also capture monkfish) (MRAG 2011). 
 
The FMP was established in 1999 to address concerns that the average size of landed monkfish 
was declining (Fishwatch 2012), and is reviewed and updated frequently. The original FMP 
focused on rebuilding depleted stocks, a goal which was accomplished in 2007 after the 
biomass reference points were revised and both the northern and southern stocks were 
deemed to be no longer overfished (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). The measures imposed by the 
FMP include mandatory permitting, target catch levels, trip limits, minimum size limits, gear 
restrictions, temporal closures, area closures, bycatch allowances, and DAS limitations (NEFMC 
and MAFMC 2011). 
 
The original monkfish FMP has been updated several times, most recently in 2011. This latest 
update reflected new information from the 50th northeast regional SARC, which concluded that 
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monkfish stocks in both the northern and southern management areas were above target 
biomass levels and that fishing mortality was below Fthreshold (NEFMC 2011a). The recent update 
(Framework Adjustment 7, NEFMC and MAFMC 2011) established new rules for the northern 
management area based on the updated information, while the rules for the southern 
management area remained the same as those laid forth in Amendment 5 to the monkfish 
FMP. 
 
The current ACTs, DAS, and trip limits are as follows. The Northern Fishery Management Area 
has an ACT of 6,567 mt, trip limits of 1250 lb tail weight for permit categories A and C and for 
600 lb tail weight for permit categories B and D, and an initial DAS allocation of 40 DAS (NOAA 
2011c). The southern fishery management area has an ACT of 11,513 mt, trip limits of 550 lb 
tail weight for permit categories A and C and 450 lb tail weight for permit categories B, D and H, 
and an initial allocation of 28 DAS (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). 
 
Although covered under a separate FMP, the monkfish fishery overlaps considerably with the 
multispecies groundfish fishery in the northeast and therefore management needs to consider 
both monkfish and other groundfish when measuring effectiveness. Regarding the multispecies 
FMP, there have been some concerns with the management strategy in the past, particularly 
with respect to depleted stocks (see “Recovery of Stocks of concern,” below). Additionally, in 
many cases target TACs have been set too high due to errors in stock assessments, and there is 
a need for increased precautions. The management system, however, has substantially changed 
under Amendment 16, which is expected to reduce the ‘race to fish’ and to improve 
conservation outcomes. For example, discards have been greatly reduced and are carefully 
monitored, and the fishery now relies on hard ACLs rather than target TACs; all of which help 
reduce the likelihood of exceeding sustainable fishing mortality rates for targeted stocks. In 
addition, sectors have not exceeded their ACLs, while in the past it was possible for target TACs 
to be exceeded, as the regulations were based on effort control (DAS) rather than output 
control (Kitts et al. 2011). The new management regime has not been in place long enough to 
fully assess its impact; however, at this time it is considered moderately effective. 
 
 
Recovery of stocks of concern: Moderately Effective.  
While monkfish are not a Stock of concern, they are caught and landed with several species of 
overfished groundfish. The plans for rebuilding these overfished stocks are currently considered 
moderately effective. See “Recovery of stocks of concern” under the “Bottom trawl” fishery 
(above) for more information. 
 
Scientific Research and Monitoring: Highly Effective.  
The gillnet fishery as a whole has an active set-aside program to fund research into the stock 
status and life history characteristics of species landed in the Mid-Atlantic multispecies fishery 
(NCRP 2012). Though this fishery can land monkfish, there is no money specifically designated 
for monkfish research. However, the monkfish fishery has its own ‘research set-aside program’ 
that seeks to collect information on monkfish biology, distributions, and stock status (NEFSC 
2012c). The monkfish gillnet fleet participates in a voluntary observer program; from 2005 to 
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2008, approximately 3% of monkfish gillnet trips had observers in the southern fishery 
management region (where most monkfish gillnetting takes place; NMFS 2011b). 
 
Scientific Advice: Highly Effective.  
The NEFMC and MAFMC have good records of incorporating scientific advice into their policies 
and management decisions, and the NEFMC’s Scientific and Statistical Committee is quick to 
provide the latest information with which to update the monkfish FMP (Trzcinski 2010; NEFMC 
2011a; NEFMC & MAFMC 2011). 
  
Enforcement:  Moderately Effective.  
The monkfish and multispecies northeast fisheries participate in the VMS, which transmits time 
and position data to allow enforcement to detect fishing vessels that may be fishing in closed 
areas. Enforcement of fishing regulations is provided at sea by the U.S. Coast Guard and on 
shore by the National Marine Fisheries Service and state agencies. Although there is a 
somewhat strong enforcement, TAC limits are often exceeded on fishing vessels. The monkfish 
fishery as a whole has a mediocre record of adhering to TACs; from 2000 to 2009, the average 
percent of TAC landed was 119.5%, with the northern management region adhering slightly 
better at 114% than the southern management region at 125% (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). 
These numbers represent the entire monkfish fishery, thus it is difficult to divide the landings 
between gear types. However, the northern fishery management region primarily lands 
monkfish with trawl gear, while the southern fishery management region primarily lands 
monkfish with gillnet gear. Adherence to TAC limits is improving in both fishery management 
areas, with the fishery last exceeding TAC limits in 2007 in the northern management area and 
2008 in the southern management area. 
 
Track Record: Moderately Effective.  
Monkfish stocks in the southern fishery management area (where most gillnetting takes place) 
have recovered from an overfished state due to a combination of management measures, 
changes to the stock assessment methods, and an alteration of reference points; management 
has taken a precautionary approach to prevent the stocks from becoming overfished in the 
future, however, these are relatively new measures and have not been in place long enough to 
know if they will result in the long-term maintenance of the stock (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). 
 
Stakeholder inclusion: Highly Effective.  
The NEFMC and MAFMC have an open and transparent policy that allows stakeholder 
participation and feedback through meetings and scoping hearings throughout their impacted 
areas. Both councils also utilize industry advisory panels that provide information during the 
development of FMPs. Public meeting schedules for the NEFMC and MAFMC are online at 
http://www.nefmc.org/calendar/index.html and 
http://www.mafmc.org/meetings/meetings.htm, respectively. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.nefmc.org/calendar/index.html
http://www.mafmc.org/meetings/meetings.htm
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Factor 3.2  Management of fishing impacts on bycatch species: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
 
Management Strategy and Implementation: Moderately Effective.  
The monkfish FMP contains several guidelines for reducing harmful interactions between 
fishing gear and associated catch, particularly for marine mammals and sea turtles. All vessels 
fishing for monkfish with gillnets must adhere to the regulatory measures of the Harbor 
Porpoise Take Reduction Plan (HPTRP) and the Atlantic Large Whale Take Reduction Plan 
(ALWTRP, NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). Additionally, the environmental assessment addendum 
to Amendment 5 of the monkfish FMP establishes a proactive strategy to addressing the issue 
of Atlantic sturgeon bycatch in the monkfish bottom gillnet fishery. 
 
The HPTRP was established in 1999 to reduce the number of harbor porpoises that were 
injured or killed by gillnets (NOAA Fisheries 2012g). It focuses on area closures to reduce 
interactions during certain times of the year or in certain areas (including one in October 2012; 
NMFS 2012f) and the use of pingers on gill nets (to deter porpoises from approaching the nets). 
The HPTRP was updated by NMFS in 2010 to expand both seasonal closures and the areas in 
which pingers are required (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). The use of pingers, in particular, has 
been shown to substantially decrease bycatch of harbor porpoises (Palka et al. 2008b). Law 
enforcement and the gillnet fishing industry are currently working together to increase 
compliance and effectiveness of pinger use. 
 
The ALWTRP focuses on preventing negative interactions between large whales and fishing gear 
and is not unique to the monkfish fishery. Protective measures focus on gear modifications 
such as sinking instead of floating lines and area closures, including the institution of short-term 
closures to protect right whales in the Gulf of Maine (Higgins and Salvador 2010; NOAA 
Fisheries 2012f). Until all of these measures have been put in place and shown effectiveness in 
the monkfish fishery, there is some uncertainty; therefore bycatch management strategy is 
moderately effective. 
 
The most recent BO was drafted in 2010. In it, the continued operation of the monkfish fishery 
under the monkfish FMP would likely adversely affect, but not jeopardize, the continued 
existence of species of concern. This conclusion signaled an improvement over the previous BO, 
which noted that the continued operation of the monkfish fishery would jeopardize the 
continued existence of North Atlantic right whales (NEFMC & MAFMC 2011). An incidental take 
statement was prepared for both the gillnet and trawl fisheries, and lists the annual or 5-year 
average takes that would be expected for sea turtles and marine mammals.  It also established 
several reasonable and prudent measures to minimize sea turtle interactions with the fishery 
(seasonal and area closures that have shown marked reductions in turtle interactions), which 
focused on monitoring sea turtle takes and collecting data to inform future management 
decisions (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011). 
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Finally, the environmental assessment addendum to Amendment 5 of the monkfish FMP has a 
clear outline for dealing with interactions between the monkfish bottom gillnet fishery and 
Atlantic sturgeon (NEFMC 2011c). Though there is insufficient information to make a “no 
jeopardy” determination regarding the impacts of the monkfish fishery on Atlantic sturgeon, 
the Addendum has a monitoring and action plan to help mitigate any potential impacts. These 
include assessing impacts and possible mitigation measures, conferencing under the 
Endangered Species Act, establishment of reasonable and prudent measures, and monitoring of 
impacts under the monkfish FMP annual review process.  
 
Scientific Research and Monitoring: Moderately Effective.  
A number of studies have been conducted to reduce the interactions of marine mammals and 
sea turtles with gillnets, which have resulted in the implementation of new guidelines regarding 
the use of pingers on gillnets (Culik et al. 2001, Carlstrom et al. 2002, Palka et al. 2008b). A 
number of ways to reduce Atlantic sturgeon bycatch are currently being developed, however, 
observer coverage that would help fully understand bycatch events, is generally low (3%) in the 
gillnet fishery, and often sporadic.  
 
Scientific Advice: Highly Effective.  
Scientific advice appears to be followed, particularly regarding the use of pingers and area 
closures, to decrease marine mammal takes. The fishery took proactive steps to develop a 
bycatch reduction plan for Atlantic sturgeon before it was listed as endangered/threatened. 
 
Enforcement:  Moderately Effective (scored as in 3.1).  
The monkfish and multispecies northeast fisheries participate in the VMS, which transmits time 
and position data to allow enforcement to detect fishing vessels that may be fishing in closed 
areas. Enforcement of fishing regulations is provided at sea by the U.S. Coast Guard and on 
shore by the National Marine Fisheries Service and state agencies. However, there are some 
concerns over whether enforcement is adequate given the track record of exceeding TAC in this 
fishery (see 3.1). 
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Criterion 4: Impacts on the habitat and ecosystem 
 
Guiding principles   
 

 The fishery is conducted such that impacts on the seafloor are minimized and the 
ecological and functional roles of seafloor habitats are maintained.   

 Fishing activities should not seriously reduce ecosystem services provided by any fished 
species or result in harmful changes such as trophic cascades, phase shifts or reduction 
of genetic diversity. 

 
Summary 
 
 
          

Fishery Impact of gear on the 
substrate 

Mitigation of gear 
impacts 

EBFM Criterion 4 

  Rank (Score) Rank (Score) Rank (Score) 
Rank 
Score 

Bottom trawl 
Moderate Concern 
(2) 

Moderate mitigation 
(0.5) 

Moderate Concern 
(3) 

Yellow 
2.74 

Bottom gillnet Low Concern (3) 
Minimal mitigation 
(0.25) 

Moderate Concern 
(3) 

Yellow 
3.12 

 
 
Justification 
 
Bottom Trawl 
 
Factor 4.1  Impact of the fishing gear on the substrate: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The bottom trawl fishery for monkfish occurs primarily over mud and sand habitats.  
 
Detailed rationale: 
Concern over the effects of trawling on benthic ecosystems grew during the 1990s, and a host 
of scientific papers have since documented the damage to benthic communities resulting from 
these fishing methods (For reviews, see Watling and Norse 1998, and Thrush and Dayton 2002).  
 
Bottom trawls not only remove an extensive amount of biomass, they destroy biogenic habitat 
structures such as sponges and tubes (Schwinghamer et al. 1988; Watling and Norse 1998; 
Thrush and Dayton 2002; Dinmore et al. 2003). These impacts led to the comparison of 
dredging with forest clearcutting (Watling and Norse 1998; Zeller and Russ 2004). As with forest 
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clearing, benthic ecosystems can be slow to recover, and recovery times will vary with the exact 
species, habitat, and depth considered (Watling and Norse 1998; Dinmore et al. 2003). 
 
The Georges Bank has been trawled for decades, and the impacts on the benthic megafauna on 
gravel habitat have been studied by Collie et al. (1997). They found an abundance of organisms, 
and biomass and species diversity were significantly greater at non-trawled sites when 
compared to trawled sites. 
 
In addition to removal of biomass and biogenic structures, mobile fishing gear (i.e., trawls) alter 
physical habitat. Even in sandy areas, where dredge impacts are expected to be minimal, 
experimental dredging has revealed significant changes to the physical habitat, such as the loss 
of topographic relief (Schwinghamer et al. 1988). 
 
Factor 4.2 Modifying factor: Mitigation of fishing gear impacts: Moderate mitigation 
 
Key relevant information:  
Managers have closed a number of areas to trawling to protect essential fish habitat and other 
important areas (see Figure 20 under Factor 3.1), and there are ongoing measures to reduce 
fishing effort in the monkfish trawl fishery (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011) therefore, monkfish 
bottom trawl fishery has ‘moderate mitigation.’ In the Georges Bank region, essential fish 
habitat closures (approximately 20%) have been in place for all bottom tending gear since 1994.  
Thus, a substantial proportion of all representative habitats are protected from all bottom 
contact and expansion of the fishery’s footprint in the permanent closures is prohibited. 
Because the large majority of monkfish trawl landings occur in the northern management area, 
Seafood Watch deems the monkfish trawl fishery as having moderate mitigation measures for 
benthic habitat disturbance.   
 
Factor 4.3 Ecosystem and Food Web Considerations: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
Ecosystem-based management in the United States has been given recent attention with new 
National Ocean Policy, established under presidential order on July 19, 2010 (Whitehouse 
Executive Order 13547 2010).  The NEFMC is beginning implementation of a 5-year strategy 
transitioning to ecosystem-based management of fisheries, and while the MAFMC has not yet 
framed a comparable strategy, it is expected to do so shortly.  Such management would replace 
individual management plans with holistic, integrated plans for defined ecological regions, with 
predator-prey relationships, competition, habitat status and gear impacts, and protected 
species all taken into account under the umbrella plan. Efforts are underway by the New 
England Fishery Management Council to develop ecosystem-based fishery management (EBFM) 
in 3 phases: establish goals and objectives; identify management and scientific requirements to 
implement EBFM in the region; and implement EBFM using quota-based management in all 
ecosystem production units (NEFMC SSC 2011). The impacts on the ecosystem and food web 
are considered to be moderate until implementation of the plan is underway.   
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Bottom Gillnet 
 
Factor 4.1  Impact of the fishing gear on the substrate: Low concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
Most bottom gillnet fishing occurs over sandy habitats in the southern fishery management 
area, but some also occur over mud and gravel.  
Factor 4.2 Modifying factor: Mitigation of fishing gear impacts: Minimal mitigation 
 
Key relevant information:  
DAS, TACs, and trip limits are ongoing measures to control fishing effort in the monkfish gillnet 
fishery (NEFMC and MAFMC 2011), but there are few benthic protected areas, therefore there 
is “minimal” mitigation of fishing gear impacts. 
 
Factor 4.3 Ecosystem and Food Web Considerations: Moderate concern 
 
Key relevant information:  
The monkfish gillnet fishery does not catch exceptional species but there are efforts underway 
to assess the ecological role monkfish play in the ecosystem. See above (section 4.3 Trawl gear) 
EBM considerations for further detail.  
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Overall Recommendation 
 
Final Score = geometric mean of the four Scores (Criterion 1, Criterion 2, Criterion 3, Criterion 
4). 
 
The overall recommendation is calculated as follows: 
 

 Best Choice = Final Score between 3.2 and 5, and no Red Criteria, and no Critical scores 
 

 Good Alternative = Final score between 2.2 and 3.199, and Management is not Red, and no 
more than one Red Criterion other than Management, and no Critical scores 
 

 Avoid = Final Score between 0 and 2.199, or Management is Red, or two or more Red 
Criteria, or one or more Critical scores.  
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Appendix A: Review Schedule 

The monkfish FMP was last updated on May 3, 2011 to incorporate new information on the status of 
stocks.  Since the FMP was established, updates to the document have occurred on average once every 
two years, but only when new information was available. Given the recent update, a review of the 
monkfish Seafood Watch recommendation would likely need to be undertaken in late 2013 or early 
2014, if the fishery has new information available. 
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About Seafood Watch®   
 
Monterey Bay Aquarium’s Seafood Watch® program evaluates the ecological sustainability of 
wild-caught and farmed seafood commonly found in the United States marketplace.  Seafood 
Watch® defines sustainable seafood as originating from sources, whether wild-caught or 
farmed, which can maintain or increase production in the long-term without jeopardizing the 
structure or function of affected ecosystems.  Seafood Watch® makes its science-based 
recommendations available to the public in the form of regional pocket guides that can be 
downloaded from www.seafoodwatch.org.  The program’s goals are to raise awareness of 
important ocean conservation issues and empower seafood consumers and businesses to make 
choices for healthy oceans.  
  
Each sustainability recommendation on the regional pocket guides is supported by a Seafood 
Report.  Each report synthesizes and analyzes the most current ecological, fisheries and 
ecosystem science on a species, then evaluates this information against the program’s 
conservation ethic to arrive at a recommendation of “Best Choices,” “Good Alternatives” or 
“Avoid.”  The detailed evaluation methodology is available upon request.  In producing the 
Seafood Reports, Seafood Watch® seeks out research published in academic, peer-reviewed 
journals whenever possible.  Other sources of information include government technical 
publications, fishery management plans and supporting documents, and other scientific reviews 
of ecological sustainability.  Seafood Watch® Research Analysts also communicate regularly 
with ecologists, fisheries and aquaculture scientists, and members of industry and conservation 
organizations when evaluating fisheries and aquaculture practices.  Capture fisheries and 
aquaculture practices are highly dynamic; as the scientific information on each species changes, 
Seafood Watch®’s sustainability recommendations and the underlying Seafood Reports will be 
updated to reflect these changes. 
  
Parties interested in capture fisheries, aquaculture practices and the sustainability of ocean 
ecosystems are welcome to use Seafood Reports in any way they find useful.  For more 
information about Seafood Watch® and Seafood Reports, please contact the Seafood Watch® 
program at Monterey Bay Aquarium by calling 1-877-229-9990. 
  
Disclaimer 
Seafood Watch® strives to have all Seafood Reports reviewed for accuracy and completeness by 
external scientists with expertise in ecology, fisheries science and aquaculture.  Scientific 
review, however, does not constitute an endorsement of the Seafood Watch® program or its 
recommendations on the part of the reviewing scientists.  Seafood Watch® is solely responsible 
for the conclusions reached in this report. 
  
Seafood Watch® and Seafood Reports are made possible through a grant from the David and 
Lucile Packard Foundation. 
 

http://www.seafoodwatch.org/
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Guiding Principles 
 

Seafood Watch defines sustainable seafood as originating from sources, whether fished1 or 
farmed, that can maintain or increase production in the long-term without jeopardizing the 
structure or function of affected ecosystems.  
 
The following guiding principles illustrate the qualities that capture fisheries must possess to be 
considered sustainable by the Seafood Watch program: 
 

 Stocks are healthy and abundant. 

 Fishing mortality does not threaten populations or impede the ecological role of any 
marine life. 

 The fishery minimizes bycatch. 

 The fishery is managed to sustain long-term productivity of all impacted species. 

 The fishery is conducted such that impacts on the seafloor are minimized and the 
ecological and functional roles of seafloor habitats are maintained.   

 Fishing activities should not seriously reduce ecosystem services provided by any fished 
species or result in harmful changes such as trophic cascades, phase shifts, or reduction 
of genetic diversity. 

 
Based on these guiding principles, Seafood Watch has developed a set of four sustainability 
criteria to evaluate capture fisheries for the purpose of developing a seafood recommendation 
for consumers and businesses.  These criteria are: 
 

A. Impacts on the species/stock for which you want a recommendation 
B. Impacts on other species 
C. Effectiveness of management 
D. Habitat and ecosystem impacts 

 
Each criterion includes: 

 Factors to evaluate and rank  

 Evaluation guidelines to synthesize these factors and to produce a numerical score 

 A resulting numerical score and rank for that criterion 
 
Once a score and rank has been assigned to each criterion, an overall seafood recommendation 
is developed on additional evaluation guidelines.  Criteria ranks and the overall 
recommendation are color-coded to correspond to the categories on the Seafood Watch 
pocket guide: 
 
Best Choices/Green: Are well managed and caught or farmed in environmentally friendly ways. 

                                                 
1 “Fish” is used throughout this document to refer to finfish, shellfish and other invertebrates. 
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Good Alternatives/Yellow: Buy, but be aware there are concerns with how they’re caught or 
farmed. 
 
Avoid/Red:  Take a pass on these. These items are overfished or caught or farmed in ways that 
harm other marine life or the environment. 
 
 


