
     UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE 
       National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

                                                                                          NATIONAL MARINE FISHERIES SERVICE  
                                                                                          Northeast Fisheries Science Center 

   166 Water Street 
                                                                                          Woods Hole, MA 02543-1026 
 

 

 December 14, 2020 
 
 
 
 
Mr. Thomas A. Nies 
Executive Director 
New England Fishery Management Council 
50 Water Street 
Newburyport, MA   01950 
 
Dear Tom:   
 
Thank you for your letter of November 3, 2020, regarding the Council’s request to investigate 
the reasons why the Atlantic herring resource has become rapidly depleted and whether past 
assessments contributed to recent declines by over-estimating stock size.   
 
The reasons for the rapid decrease in the herring resource are very concerning to the NEFSC.  
There are several hypotheses that could be pursued including changes in recruitment, shifts in 
distribution, changes in natural mortality and predation, changes in growth and prey, changes in 
the assessment, and changes in fishing practices.  The relative contribution of this range of 
possibilities, including biases in the stock assessment and projections, to the decline of the 
resource is unknown at this time.  Given the general lack of a relationship between spawning 
stock and recruitment, however, any overestimation (or underestimation) of stock size is unlikely 
to be related to the precipitous decline in recruitment. 
 
The Science Center will do what we can to address these questions.  We do have expertise, data, 
and models to apply to the questions.  We also have completed research in the past, which can 
serve as a foundation for future work.  That said, our resources to commit to research on herring 
recruitment are limited.  We have very recently funded a CINAR project led by Dr. John 
Wiedenmann.  The overall objectives are to (1) improve the ability to estimate recent 
recruitments for herring; (2) identify potential environmental drivers of Atlantic herring 
recruitment; and (3) to increase the accuracy of projections used to set target catches and 
determine rebuilding strategies.  The funding for this project will support a postdoctoral 
researcher, and the work will involve Dr. Jon Deroba from the NEFSC.   
 
We are scheduled to complete Management Track stock assessments in 2022 and 2024 and a 
Research Track stock assessment in 2025.  We hope to form a Research Track Steering 
Committee well in advance of the 2025 assessment to identify additional research that can 
contribute to our understanding of this important resource.  We will continue to look for 
opportunities to partner and leverage our resources to address these important questions.   
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If you have questions or would like to discuss this further, please don’t hesitate to give me a 
call.   
 
  Sincerely, 
 
 
 
  Jonathan A. Hare, Ph.D. 
  Science and Research Director 
 
cc:  M. Pentony  
 




