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Gloucester, MA 01930 

 

 Dear Mike: 

 

The New England Council met on September 25, 2018 and had a preliminary discussion of 

herring fishery specifications for 2019-2021. Based on initial projections, the catch limits for 

fishing year 2019 will need to be reduced substantially from 2018 levels to prevent overfishing.  

The Atlantic Herring Fishery Management Plan authorizes the Regional Administrator of NMFS 

to make in-season adjustments after consultation with the Council. These adjustments can be 

made in order “to achieve conservation and management objectives.” The Council requests that 

NOAA Fisheries take an in-season action to prevent overfishing in 2019.  

 

Following the recent Atlantic herring stock assessment (June 2018), the Council planned to 

develop fishery specifications for fishing years 2019-2021 during the fall with final action in 

December and implementation in mid-2019. NOAA Fisheries recently implemented an in-season 

action to reduce 2018 catch limits by over 50% from 111,000 mt to 49,900 mt to prevent 

overfishing. Unfortunately, the herring biomass is projected to decline further in 2019, and even 

the recently reduced 2018 catch limit of 49,900 mt would have greater than 50% probability of 

overfishing if that catch limit was rolled over for 2019. Therefore, the Council recommends 

NOAA Fisheries implement another in-season adjustment to set catch limits for 2019. It is 

important that new catch limits be in place at the start of the fishing year to reduce the risk of 

overfishing, and the Council motion provides specific input on the potential catch limits and 

various specification measures for 2019.   

 

Council motion: 

 That the Council request NOAA fisheries develop an in-season action that would set 2019 

 catch limits with the following guidance: 

 • Using the most recent assessment and projections;  

 • Using the ABC control rule approved by the Council in Amendment 8;  

 • Proportionally reduce the fixed gear set-aside;  

 • Set the border transfer to 0mt; and  

• Maintain the sub-ACLs for herring management areas based on the same 

proportions as the last specifications package (Area 1A=28.9%, Area 1B=4.3%, 

Area 2=27.8%, Area 3=39%). 

 

 The main motion carried on a show of hands (12/2/2). 
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If NOAA Fisheries decides to reduce 2019 catch limits through an in-season action, the Council 

recommends the most recent assessment and projections be used to inform catch limits, and the 

acceptable biological catch should be informed by the control rule policy recently selected by the 

Council in Amendment 8. While Amendment 8 has not yet been submitted or approved, the 

Council believes it is important to set catch limits consistent with this policy as soon as possible.  

Herring recruitment has been below average since 2013, and four of the lowest recruitment 

estimates on record occurred in 2013, 2015, 2016, and 2017. Although the stock is not 

overfished and overfishing is not occurring for the terminal year of the assessment (2017), the 

probability of overfishing and the stock becoming overfished in 2018 and 2019 are very high.   

 

Earlier at this same meeting the Council selected final recommendations for Amendment 8 

including a long-term policy for setting catch limits in the Herring Fishery Management Plan.  

Alternative 4b revised was selected, which is a biomass-based control rule that balances many 

objectives by capping overall fishing mortality at 80% of Fmsy. When biomass falls below 50% 

of SSBmsy under this control rule, fishing mortality would be reduced even further, and catches 

would be set to zero if biomass falls below 10% of SSBmsy. Applying the ABC control rule 

would reduce fishing mortality and help the stock rebuild more quickly than fishing at Fmsy.  

Incorporating the results of the recent assessment, the revised 2018 sub-ACL of 49,900mt, and 

applying the Amendment 8 ABC control rule recommended by the Council (Alternative 4b 

revised) would produce a 2019 ABC of 21,266 mt.   

 

Several set-asides also need to be determined before 2019 sub-ACLs can be assigned. First, the 

Council recommends the fixed gear set-aside for the US weir fishery west of Cutler, Maine be 

reduced proportionally to the ABC.  In 2018 it was 295 mt with a total ABC of 111,000; 

therefore, if the 2019 ABC is 21,266mt, the fixed gear set-aside should be reduced to 57 mt. The 

Council also recommends that the at-sea border transfer allowance for herring be set at 0mt, 

rather than the 4,000 mt limit that is currently allowed. This allowance is for herring quota that 

has been harvested by US vessels from any management area to be transferred at-sea to 

Canadian vessels so it can be processed as food in Canadian canneries, rather than landed in the 

US and trucked to Canada. In recent years this activity has declined, but several Canadian 

vessels were issued permits in 2018. The Council recommends that the allowance be set at 0mt 

for 2019 to keep more herring in the US bait market.   

 

Finally, the Council recommends the total ACL be divided among the herring management areas 

using the same proportions as in the last few specifications packages. It is recognized that there 

is likely sub-stock structure unaccounted for in the herring assessment, but it is currently not 

possible to trace survey and fishery catches to stock of origin. This data gap has precluded the 

assessment from accounting for any sub-stock structure; therefore, the total ACL has been 

divided into four separate management areas to help prevent overfishing one sub-component of 

the overall stock. Area based catch limits have been used since the FMP was first implemented; 

the ratios have varied to some degree over time, but the current proportions have been in place 

for the last six years.   

 

The Council discussed and reviewed the utilization of quota by area when considering if 

allocations should be adjusted to maximize catches. It considered that at such low catch levels, 

herring will also serve as an important component of overall catch when prosecuting other 

fisheries, such as mackerel. The Council recommends NOAA Fisheries maintain the same 
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proportions when setting herring sub-ACLs, Area 1A = 28.9%, Area 1B = 4.3%, Area 2 = 

27.8%, and Area 3 = 39%. 

 

Information has been included below to summarize the Council input on a possible in-season 

adjustment for fishing year 2019 (Table 1). The overall ABC should be based on applying the 

ABC control rule recently adopted by the Council in Amendment 8, estimated to be 21,266 mt 

pending an SSC recommendation and a final Council decision. The Council did not discuss or 

include in the motion a specific value for the management uncertainty buffer. The primary 

source of management uncertainty is catch of herring in the Canadian weir fishery, currently set 

at 6,200 mt. Several comments at the meeting suggested that New Brunswick weir catches have 

been increasing, and if recruitment is improving, that weir catch could continue at the same or 

higher level in 2019. Table 1 below assumes a similar buffer of 6,200 mt is used as well as a 3% 

set-aside for the research set-aside program (452 mt for 2019) before sub-ACLs are assigned.  

The Council did not have a specific recommendation for the 2019 research set-aside or any other 

specification measures not included in their motion.  

 
Table 1 – Council recommended ABC and sub-ACLs for FY2019 

  2019 ABC and sub-ACLs recommended by the Council  

2019 ABC 21,266 mt 

 Sub-ACL Proportion of total 

1A 4,207 28.9% 

1B 626 4.3% 

2 4,047 27.8% 

3 5,678 39.0% 

Total ACL* 14,558* 100% 

* Total ACL has been calculated by taking the ABC estimated by the Council (21,266 mt) and removing 

6,200 mt for the NB weir fishery (management uncertainty), 452 mt for RSA, and 57 mt for fixed-gear set-

aside.  The Council did not have specific recommendations for any of the management uncertainty or RSA 

set-asides, but placeholders have been included so the management area sub-ACLs are not inflated and 

misleading.  

 

If NOAA Fisheries implements an in-season adjustment to reduce catch limits for FY2019, it 

would be important to implement the action before January 1, 2019. There is a winter fishery that 

is active in January, and if 2019 limits are implemented later in the year it is likely they would be 

exceeded. Please contact me if you have any questions. 

           

        Sincerely, 

 

  
        Thomas A. Nies 

        Executive Director 

 

 

 

cc: Robert Beal, ASMFC 


