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50 WATER STREET   |  NEWBURYPORT, MASSACHUSETTS 01950   |  PHONE 978 465 0492   |  FAX 978 465 3116 

Eric Reid, Chair | Thomas A. Nies, Executive Director 

 

 

DATE: November 23, 2022 

 

TO: Tom Nies, Executive Director  

 

FROM: Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) 

 

SUBJECT: Terms of Reference – Overfishing Limits and Acceptable Biological Catches for 

Groundfish Stocks 

 

The SSC met to address the following Terms of Reference (TORs) on:  

● October 12, 2022 – via webinar 

● October 26-27, 2022 – in Boston, MA and by webinar 

● November 9, 2022 – via webinar 

 

Terms of Reference 

1. Review information provided by the Council’s Groundfish Plan Development Team (PDT) and 

the results of recent 2022 management track stock assessments for: 

a. Witch flounder, ocean pout, Atlantic wolffish (Oct. 12) 

b. Gulf of Maine haddock, Georges Bank winter flounder, Gulf of Maine winter flounder, 

American plaice, pollock, and Atlantic halibut (Oct. 26-27) 

c. Georges Bank haddock, Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic yellowtail flounder, Cape 

Cod/Gulf of Maine yellowtail flounder, and white hake (Nov. 9) 

2. Recommend overfishing limits (OFLs) and acceptable biological catches (ABCs) for fishing 

years 2023, 2024, and 2025 that will prevent overfishing, meet the management objective to 

rebuild, are consistent with the Council’s ABC control rules and rebuilding plans, and consider 

the Council’s Risk Policy Statement.  

. 

To address these TORs, the SSC considered the following information: 

 

Information 

● October 12, 2022, SSC Meeting Materials: https://www.nefmc.org/calendar/oct-12-2022-ssc-

meeting  

● October 26-27, 2022, SSC Meeting Materials: https://www.nefmc.org/calendar/oct-26-27-2022-

ssc-meeting  

● November 9, 2022, SSC Meeting Materials: https://www.nefmc.org/calendar/nov-9-2022-ssc-

webinar  

 

SSC Attendance 

The SSC had a quorum of SSC member attendance for all meetings. 

 

 

https://www.nefmc.org/calendar/oct-12-2022-ssc-meeting
https://www.nefmc.org/calendar/oct-12-2022-ssc-meeting
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Report Format 

This report summarizes SSC recommendations for all groundfish stocks, as listed above, considered 

over the course of three meetings in the fall of 2022. The report is structured to align with the 

Assessment Oversight Panel (AOP) recommended level of review in May 2022 for each groundfish 

stock assessment (i.e., Level 1 to 3), rather than by dates of SSC meetings, as a means to streamline 

recommendations across multiple stocks and topics.  Additional topics covered during the fall 2022 SSC 

meetings (e.g., scallops and monkfish) are summarized in separate reports. 

 

NEFMC Groundfish ABC Control Rule 

These ABC control rules will be used in the absence of better information that may allow a more explicit 

determination of scientific uncertainty for a stock or stocks. If such information is available - that is, if 

scientific uncertainty can be characterized in a more accurate fashion - it can be used by the SSC to 

determine ABCs, these ABC control rules can be modified in a future Council action (an amendment, 

framework, or specification package):  

1. ABC should be determined as the catch associated with 75% of FMSY.  

2. If fishing at 75% of FMSY does not achieve the mandated rebuilding requirements for overfished 

stocks, ABC should be determined as the catch associated with the fishing mortality that meets 

rebuilding requirements (Frebuild).  

3. For stocks that cannot rebuild to BMSY in the specified rebuilding period, even with no fishing, 

the ABC should be based on incidental bycatch, including a reduction in bycatch rate (i.e., the 

proportion of the stock caught as bycatch).  

4. Interim ABCs should be determined for stocks with unknown status according to case-by- case 

recommendations from the SSC. 

 

 

LEVEL 1 ASSESSMENTS  

(As Recommended by the AOP – May 2022) 

 

Witch Flounder              

TOR Findings 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for witch flounder. The witch flounder assessment uses an empirical approach (i.e., swept-area biomass) 

to estimate population size and exploitation rates over time. As a result, there are no reference points for 

this stock. Due to the current low survey biomass the stock is qualitatively considered overfished, with 

unknown overfishing status.  

 

The SSC recommends that OFL for FY2023 through FY2025 remains unknown and an ABC of 

1,256 mt be held constant for FY2023 through FY2025.  

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 4 of the ABC control rule. There are no reference points for witch flounder 

based on the assessment approach, therefore the OFL is considered unknown. Since 2017, the ABC for 

witch flounder has been set using the most recent three-year average swept-area biomass estimate from 

the NEFSC spring and fall surveys and a fixed harvest fraction based on the average from 2007 to 2015. 

The SSC supports the continued use of this method for setting the ABC for witch flounder and noted 

that the target harvest fraction of 5.4% is low relative to the historical harvest fraction for this stock. The 

SSC believes that the recommended ABC is not likely to result in overfishing for this stock.  
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The SSC discussed a number of uncertainties for witch flounder. The SSC noted the impact that the 

missing survey data from 2020 had on the three-year average biomass estimate (2020-2022). For a given 

calendar year, the biomass estimate is calculated as an average of the fall survey biomass from the 

previous year, and the spring survey biomass in that year. Due to the missing survey data in 2020, this 

resulted in the 2020 biomass estimate based solely on the fall 2019 estimate, and the 2021 biomass 

estimate based solely on the spring 2021 estimate. The SSC noted that some stock assessments imputed 

missing survey values and questioned what the impact of such an approach would have had on the 

estimated biomass and resulting ABC for this stock. The SSC also noted that misreported catch may be 

another source of uncertainty for the stock. 

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC recommends exploration of the impact of missing survey data on the catch advice using swept-

area biomass estimates. In addition, the SSC recommends exploration of alternative data-limited 

methods for setting catch advice (e.g., the Plan B smooth approach) to compare how the catch advice 

differs across different methods. Finally, although the age-based assessment model was rejected in 2017, 

the SSC recommends continued exploration of the age-based model with updated data. Witch flounder 

are not currently scheduled for a Research Track assessment, but the SSC sees values in exploring the 

age-based assessment model to determine if the retrospective pattern still persists, and also how the age-

based estimates of biomass and exploitation rates compare with those derived from the swept-area 

method.  

 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends that OFL for FY2023 through FY2025 remains unknown and an ABC 

of 1,256 mt be held constant for FY2023 through FY2025.  

2. The SSC recommends exploration of the impact of missing survey data, as well as alternative 

data-limited methods for setting the ABC. 

3. The SSC recommends continued exploration of the age-based assessment for this stock. 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 Unknown 1,256 

2024 Unknown 1,256 

2025 Unknown 1,256 

 

Atlantic Wolffish             

TOR Findings 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for Atlantic wolffish. The 2022 assessment updates commercial fishery catch data, research survey 

indices of abundance, the analytical SCALE assessment model and reference points through 2021. 

Based on this information, the Atlantic wolffish stock is overfished but overfishing is not occurring. 

Since 2010, wolffish has been managed as a non-allocated, discard-only stock. No sign of improved 

recruitment from the low levels that have occurred during the past 20 years is evident in the research 

vessel surveys. Wolffish is in a rebuilding plan with an undefined end date.  

 

The SSC recommends an OFL of 124 mt and an ABC of 93 mt be held constant for FY2023 

through FY2025. 
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RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 1 of the ABC control rule. The SSC considered the PDT sensitivity analysis 

which calculated ABCs across a range from 50-75% FMSY. The primary sources of uncertainty in the 

wolffish assessment are the use of the ocean pout research vessel survey catch calibration coefficient to 

standardize Albatross and Bigelow survey catches (i.e., wolffish calibration coefficients are unknown), 

and the change to a no possession catch limit in May 2010. It is also unclear whether the lack of a 

recruitment index since 2005 is due to an actual decrease in recruitment or a change in survey 

catchability resulting from the increase in liner mesh size associated with the switch to the Bigelow as 

the survey vessel. Additionally, the surveys may have reached the limit of wolffish detectability due to 

the decline in stock abundance, or the ineffectiveness of the stratified random sampling design to sample 

current wolffish habitats. 

 

Research vessel surveys were not conducted in 2020 and were treated as missing in the SCALE model. 

However, the SCALE model also treats survey indices with zero catch as missing. No age-1 recruits 

have been caught in the NEFSC spring survey since 2005. The assessment also has a retrospective 

pattern; however, confidence limits are unavailable from the SCALE model. Due to the noted 

uncertainties, stock projections are not conducted as these would be unreliable. Wolffish catches have 

been limited almost exclusively to discards since 2010 when the no possession rule was implemented 

with an assumed 8% discard mortality rate. The SSC believes that the recommended ABC is not likely 

to result in overfishing for this stock.  

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC reiterated several previous research recommendations including further studies on wolffish 

growth parameters, tagging research to provide information on stock structure, movements, and habitat 

preferences, an evaluation of discard mortality rate, and studies on post-capture nest site fidelity. The 

SSC identified additional research recommendations including assessing the utility of wolffish bycatch 

in the lobster fishery as an index of wolffish abundance, evaluating the effect of replacing zero values in 

the research surveys with ½ the minimum value seen in the survey catches, and assessing the utility of 

the Bottom Longline Survey as a potential index of abundance, as major wolffish habitats 

may be on untrawlable bottom. It is also possible that despite the low removals of wolffish, the stock 

may be driven primarily by environmental factors. While annual ABCs have ranged between 70 and 92 

mt during 2010-2021, catches of wolffish have only been between 1 and 6 mt in these years. Studies on 

the effects and impacts of environmental factors on wolffish survival and reproduction would be 

extremely informative. 

 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 124 mt and an ABC of 93 mt be held constant for FY2023 

through FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends exploration of the impact and alternative treatment of missing survey 

data.  

3. The SSC recommends exploration of additional survey methods for wolffish (i.e., longline 

surveys) and alternative indices of abundance (i.e., wolffish bycatch in the lobster fishery). 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 124 93 

2024 124 93 

2025 124 93 
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Ocean Pout              

TOR Findings 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for ocean pout. The ocean pout stock is considered overfished, and overfishing is not occurring. Ocean 

pout is in a rebuilding plan with a rebuilding target of 2029 based on the life history of the species and a 

target of 70% FMSY as Frebuild. Despite 20 years with realized fishing mortality rates below the FMSY 

proxy, ocean pout biomass has continued to decline and remains near historic lows in the time series.   

 

The SSC recommends an OFL of 125 mt and an ABC of 87 mt be held constant for FY2023 

through FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 4 of the ABC control rule. The SSC noted substantial uncertainty about stock 

status and concerns about increasing the OFL and ABC for a stock in a rebuilding plan that has not 

shown signs of recovery. Due to missing 2020 survey values, the assessment included an average of the 

spring 2021 and 2022 indices. The PDT provided a sensitivity analysis including an average of the 

spring 2019, 2021, and 2022 indices, which resulted in lower OFL and ABC values than the assessment 

results, but higher than recent catch advice in 2020-2022. 

 

The SSC considered the economic, social, and ecological trade-offs of the proposed OFL and ABC 

values and noted that ecological risks outweigh economic risks for this zero-possession stock. The SSC 

highlighted that stability is intended to avoid abrupt shifts in fisheries management, to the extent 

possible, and that in the case of ocean pout, there is no strong scientific justification for increasing OFL 

and ABC due to high levels of uncertainty. The SSC recommends deviating from ABC control rule 

Option 2 due to substantial uncertainty in stock status, missing survey data impacts on the assessment, 

concern about the magnitude of increase in advice resulting from application of Frebuild for a stock that is 

not rebuilding, and a potentially inappropriate FMSY reference point. The SSC believes that the 

recommended ABC is unlikely to result in overfishing for this stock.  

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC highlighted that the FMSY reference point may no longer be appropriate for the stock. The SSC 

reiterated its 2020 recommendation to evaluate the assessment method and basis for biological reference 

points in the next assessment iteration.  The SSC noted that ocean pout is similar in status to other stocks 

that exhibit a potential change in productivity, either associated with climate or, in this case, possibly 

depensatory mechanisms. The SSC recommends that clarifying the appropriate assessment and 

management approaches for this and other similar stocks is critical.  

 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 125 mt and an ABC of 87 mt be held constant for FY2023 

through FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends evaluation of the FMSY reference point in the next assessment. 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 125 87 

2024 125 87 

2025 125 87 
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Cape Cod / Gulf of Maine Yellowtail Flounder         

TOR Findings 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for Cape Cod/Gulf of Maine (CC/GOM) yellowtail flounder. The assessment for CC/GOM yellowtail 

flounder is a Virtual Population Analysis (VPA), indicating the stock is rebuilt, not overfished, and 

overfishing is not occurring.   

 

The SSC recommends OFLs of 1,436 mt for FY2023, 1,279 mt for FY2024, and 1,184 for FY2025, 

and ABCs of 1,115 mt for FY2023, 992 mt for FY2024, and 915 mt for FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 1 of the ABC control rule. The SSC discussed a number of uncertainties for 

CC/GOM yellowtail flounder, including the very large increase in the retrospective pattern, going from a 

Mohn’s rho of 0.3 in the 2019 assessment to 0.96 in the current assessment. The SSC expressed concern 

about the Level 1 status of the assessment with direct delivery to the PDT and SSC with no additional 

peer review during this management track cycle. The SSC noted that the very large retrospective pattern 

was similar in magnitude to other stocks where the assessments were rejected in peer review. There was 

concern raised about the magnitude of the increase in estimated biomass in recent years. This increase 

appears to be strongly influenced by the estimated age-1 recruitment in 2019, and the SSC questioned 

how the missing survey in 2020 and limited port sampling in 2021 could have impacted this estimated 

recruitment. Despite these concerns, the SSC felt that the buffer associated with fishing at 75% of FMSY 

was sufficient to limit the risk of overfishing. The SSC believes that the recommended ABC is unlikely 

to result in overfishing for this stock.  

  

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC questioned the general utility of Level 1 direct delivery assessments. This issue is not unique to 

CC/GOM yellowtail flounder, but the impact of no additional peer review was an issue raised by the 

SSC for this stock. The large increase in the retrospective pattern is concerning, and a peer review report 

this year could have aided the SSC in its deliberations. Another issue discussed was the lack of 

flexibility in the Council’s control rule. The PDT presented ABC calculations based on 75%, 70%, and 

60% FMSY, and there was some discussion about using 70% of FMSY given the assessment uncertainty. 

However, the SSC felt that it would be difficult to justify deviating from the established control rule of 

75% FMSY for a stock that is considered rebuilt and a stock for which Frebuild is defined as 75%FMSY. The 

SSC noted that increased flexibility within the control rules (e.g., < 75% FMSY applied in cases of 

increased assessment or projection uncertainty) could be helpful for future deliberations. 

  

This stock will be part of the Yellowtail Flounder Research Track stock assessment scheduled for 2024. 

The SSC recommends moving away from the current VPA model for CC/GOM yellowtail flounder to 

either statistical catch-at-age or state-space approaches as part of the Research Track assessment. In 

addition, exploration of potential sources of the strong retrospective pattern is warranted. The SSC also 

recommends evaluating growth and maturity for yellowtail flounder, as the assessment states that “the 

current maturity and growth parameters are based on GARM III estimates (NEFSC 2008) which are 

over a decade old.” The SSC noted that exploration of density-dependent effects could provide useful 

insights. 
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends OFLs of 1,436 mt for FY2023, 1,279 mt for FY2024, and 1,184 for 

FY2025, and ABCs of 1,115 mt for FY2023, 992 mt for FY2024, and 915 mt for FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends investigation of density-dependent growth and changes in maturity for 

yellowtail flounder stocks. 

3. The SSC recommends exploration of age-based and state-space models, including Statistical 

Catch at Age and WHAM models in the Research Track assessment. 

  

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 1,436 1,115 

2024 1,279 992 

2025 1,184 915 

 

SSC RECOMMENDATIONS ON LEVEL 1 ASSESSMENTS 

The SSC raised concerns about the general utility of Level 1 direct delivery assessments. They noted 

that there is a lack of rationale as to why some stocks bypass additional peer review and highlighted the 

change in stock status resulting from the CC/GOM yellowtail assessment. The SSC noted that the 2022 

Level 1 assessments applied different methods to account for missing survey information, which may 

have affected assessment results, but could not be addressed without a peer review. The PDT has noted 

challenges with providing catch advice proposals for Level 1 stocks and emphasized that it does not 

serve as a peer review substitute. Generally, the SSC believes that peer review is a useful and beneficial 

part of the overall assessment process that provides opportunities to identify improvements to 

assessment methods, prevent perpetuation of data and modeling errors and inconsistencies, and allows 

assessment scientists to engage in decision-making for future assessment iterations.   

 

LEVEL 2 ASSESSMENTS  

(As Recommended by the AOP – May 2022) 

 

Southern New England / Mid-Atlantic Yellowtail Flounder       

TOR Findings 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic (SNE/MA) yellowtail flounder. The assessment used the Age 

Structured Assessment Program (ASAP) model platform to inform ABC and OFLs, which the SSC 

supports as the basis for catch advice. Based on this assessment, the stock is overfished, but overfishing 

is not occurring. 

 

The SSC recommends an OFL of 55 mt for FY2023, 89 mt for FY2024, and 345 mt for FY2025, 

and an ABC of 40 mt to be held constant for FY2023 through FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 2 of the ABC control rule with Frebuild set at 70% FMSY for FY2023 and this 

ABC to be held constant through FY2025. The SSC highlighted uncertainties associated with 

recruitment assumptions and stock projections. They noted that the projections may be overly optimistic 

given the stock’s current biomass and observed recruitment failure. The SSC noted that the projections 

resulting from the assessment are likely driven by recent low fishing pressure, recruitment assumptions, 

and to a smaller extent the slight uptick in observed recruitment in 2021. The lack of adequate weight-at-

age information in the terminal years of the assessment also increased uncertainty. The SSC supported 
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the PDT’s proposal for constant catch advice to reduce the risk of overfishing that may result from 

increasing the ABC. The SSC noted other sources of uncertainty including missing 2020 surveys, low 

survey observations in recent years, and the continued major retrospective pattern. The SSC believes 

that the recommended ABC is not likely to result in overfishing for this stock.  

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

This stock will be part of the Yellowtail Flounder Research Track stock assessment scheduled for 2024. 

The SSC highlighted recent research related to the Cold Pool index that may provide information about 

recruitment deviations in future assessments. Given the Cold Pool is both warming and contracting, 

there is concern regarding the adverse effects of the changing environment on the stock. Dynamic linear 

modeling on the stock-recruit dynamics for this stock have shown some relative increases in 

productivity in recent years. The SSC noted that constant catch advice may support continued rebuilding 

for the stock based on the relative contributions of fishing mortality and natural mortality. The SSC also 

recommended exploring state-space modeling tools, such as the Woods Hole Assessment Model 

(WHAM), to better account for environmental effects on the stock. 

 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 55 mt for FY2023, 89 mt for FY2024, and 345 mt for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 40 mt to be held constant for FY2023 through FY2025. 

1. The SSC recommends exploring alternatives to the ASAP model, including state-space 

methods such as WHAM, in order to incorporate environmental effects in the model, in the 

Research Track assessment.  

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 55 40 

2024 89 40 

2025 345 40 

 

Gulf of Maine Winter Flounder           

TOR FINDINGS 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for Gulf of Maine (GOM) winter flounder. The GOM winter flounder assessment applies an index-based 

method to estimate survey area-swept 30+ cm biomass from fall surveys and applies a 30+ cm 

exploitation rate proxy. Due to the lack of an analytical assessment, overfished status is unknown, but 

the stock has never been declared overfished, and overfishing is not occurring.  

 

The SSC recommends an OFL of 1,072 mt and an ABC of 804 mt be held constant for FY2023 

through FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 1 of the ABC control rule. The SSC noted uncertainties stemming from the 

estimate of survey catchability (q) over time on estimates of stock biomass, as well as missing 2020 

surveys. Survey trends had been relatively flat since the mid-2000s but have shown recent increases 

possibly in response to low exploitation rates. The SSC supported the PDT proposal to apply 75% EMSY 

to the average of the 2021 and 2022 spring and 2021 fall surveys to set catch advice. The SSC 

highlighted the magnitude of increase in advice for FY2023-2025 compared to recent years and 

concurred with the Management Track Peer Review Panel that there is uncertainty surrounding the rapid 
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increase in catch advice given the stock’s depressed condition despite low fishing pressure. The SSC 

noted that such a large increase could undermine continued growth of the stock but noted that utilization 

has been low in recent years potentially due to other constraining stocks. The SSC believes that the 

recommended ABC is not likely to result in overfishing for this stock.  

  

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC suggested that the assessment could be improved with additional study on survey gear 

efficiency, particularly for the state surveys, and fish behavior related to the gear (e.g., herding and 

avoidance). The SSC recommended exploration of other modeling frameworks, including state-space 

methods. The SSC commented that the federal survey may not overlap with spawning and juvenile 

habitat in estuaries, and suggested exploration of methods to better integrate state and federal indices to 

develop a more complete understanding of dynamics across life stages.  

 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 1,072 mt and an ABC of 804 mt be held constant for FY2023 

through FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends additional study on gear efficiency for state surveys and exploration of 

methods to better integrate state and federal surveys. 

3. The SSC recommends exploration of alternative assessment methods, including state-space 

models. 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 1,072 804 

2024 1,072 804 

2025 1,072 804 

 

Georges Bank Winter Flounder           

TOR Findings 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for Georges Bank (GB) winter flounder. The assessment for GB winter flounder is a Virtual Population 

Analysis (VPA), and the FMSY reference point is based on the F40% spawning potential ratio (SPR) proxy. 

Based on the assessment, the stock is not overfished, and overfishing is not occurring. The stock is in a 

rebuilding plan with an end date of 2029. 

 

The SSC recommends an OFL of 2,361 mt for FY2023, 2,153 mt for FY2024, and 2,100 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 1,740 mt for FY2023, 1,587 mt for FY2024, and 1,528 mt for FY2025. 

  

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 2 of the ABC control rule using an Frebuild of 70% FMSY. The SSC discussed 

several uncertainties in the GB flounder assessment, including the large retrospective pattern, limited 

landings samples in 2021, and the impact of missing 2020 survey data. In addition, the SSC expressed 

concern over the large increase in the recommended ABC, going from 634 mt in FY2022 to 1,740 in 

FY2023. This increase resulted from both an increased population biomass, as well as a large increase in 

the estimated FMSY (from 0.358 to 0.452). The exact reason for the large increase in FMSY was not 

provided in the assessment, though the PDT suggested it could be due to changes in weight-at-age used 

in the reference point calculations. The PDT also expressed concern that the projections may be overly 

optimistic given the past performance of projections across many groundfish stocks. However, 
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utilization of GB winter flounder has been relatively low in recent years and the ABCs have not been 

exceeded. The SSC believes that the recommended ABC is not likely to result in overfishing for this 

stock and will continue to promote stock rebuilding.  

  

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC noted that the projections indicated a short-term decline in biomass, despite the two most 

recent recruitments estimated to be the largest in over a decade. It was determined that this decline was 

the result of the assumed recruitment in the 2022 bridge year, which was based on the geometric mean 

recruitment from 2014 through 2020. The SSC recommended exploration of the basis of this 

assumption, and its impact on future projections (e.g., consideration of a moving window of 

recruitment). In addition, the SSC recommended continued monitoring of the projected versus realized 

population growth given concerns over the projections being overly optimistic. 

  

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 2,361 mt for FY2023, 2,153 mt for FY2024, and 2,100 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 1,740 mt for FY2023, 1,587 mt for FY2024, and 1,528 mt for FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends exploration of the recruitment time stanza and effects on projections. 

3. The SSC recommends continued monitoring of projected versus realized population growth. 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 2,361 1,740 

2024 2,153 1,587 

2025 2,100 1,528 

 

American Plaice             

TOR Findings 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for American plaice. A Research Track assessment for American Plaice was completed in July 2022, 

and the Management Track assessment updated data through 2021 and applied the WHAM model, 

which indicated that the stock is not overfished, and overfishing is not occurring. The stock was 

considered rebuilt as of 2019.  

 

The SSC recommends an OFL of 7,316 mt for FY2023, 7,091 mt for FY2024, and 6,763 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 5,699 mt for FY2023, 5,520 mt for FY2024, and 5,270 mt for FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 1 of the ABC control rule. The American plaice stock is currently above 

SSBMSY despite recent declines in the spring and fall survey indices. Recent fishing mortality levels are 

near time series lows, and the recruitment time series does not indicate changes in productivity relative 

to historic levels. The SSC noted the increase in scale of biomass from the previous model (VPA, 2019), 

which was attributed to changing the assumption of natural mortality from 0.2 to 0.3 and splitting the 

survey time series between the Albatross and Bigelow indices. The SSC believes that the recommended 

ABC is not likely to result in overfishing for this stock.  

  

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC emphasized that scarcity of port sampling data is a concern for American plaice, as well as 

other stocks. Insufficient sampling during 2020 and 2021 led to applying borrowed data to the terminal 
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year for the plaice assessment and raised questions about current weight-at-age of harvested fish. The 

SSC concurs with the Management Track Peer Review Panel that reduction in port sampling without 

alternative data sources poses a significant threat to the stock assessment enterprise. The SSC had some 

reservations about the increase in scale of biomass relative to the previous VPA model, especially 

because independent swept-area metrics were more in line with the VPA outputs. The SSC suggested 

that it would be useful to consider impacts of splitting the Bigelow and Albatross time series and explore 

incorporating calibration information in the model as a prior on catchability.  

 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 7,316 mt for FY2023, 7,091 mt for FY2024, and 6,763 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 5,699 mt for FY2023, 5,520 mt for FY2024, and 5,270 mt for FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends explorations on the impacts of splitting the survey time series and 

incorporating survey calibration information in the assessment model. 

  

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 7,316 5,699 

2024 7,091 5,520 

2025 6,763 5,270 

 

Atlantic Halibut             

TOR FINDINGS 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for Atlantic halibut. The assessment is an update of the existing 2019 Plan B assessment (First Second 

Derivative (FSD)) with additional years of data through 2021 for commercial catch, discard indices, and 

NEFSC fall survey indices. The index-based approach does not provide reference points or projections, 

so stock status should be considered to be unknown. The stock is considered overfished based on 

qualitative information and is in a rebuilding plan with an end date of 2056. 

 

The SSC recommends that OFL for FY2023 through FY2025 remains unknown and an ABC of 

149 mt be held constant for FY2023 through FY2025.  

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 4 of the ABC control rule. Given data limitations, an analytical model for 

halibut has not been developed and stock status cannot be determined quantitatively. The PDT 

highlighted uncertainty of Canadian catch estimates in 2020 and 2021 in Eastern Georges Bank being 

four times higher than the previous 20 years. Canadian catch is included in the FSD model and increased 

Canadian catch has impacts on U.S. ABC advice. The SSC noted that potential changes in stock 

productivity over time may be possible. The SSC also highlighted that the FSD model does not consider 

possible observational errors associated with the three sets of abundance indices used, which may 

introduce uncertainty. The FSD-estimated catch multipliers have been <1 for the last four years with a 

continuous reduction in ABC advice. The SSC believes that the recommended ABC is not likely to 

result in overfishing for this stock.  

  

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC noted the legacy “overfished” status and its related rebuilding target set for 2056, even though 

the stock assessment cannot produce a stock biomass estimate or reference points.  The SSC supported 

the change in status from “overfished” to “unknown” recommended by the Management Track Peer 
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Review Panel. The SSC recommends a better understanding of the Atlantic halibut stock structure and 

possible population connectivity in the US and Canadian waters (Eastern Georges Bank). The SSC 

supported an annual evaluation of the Canadian catch estimates proposed by the PDT to promptly 

respond to possible increases in the Canadian catches and impacts on the US ABC. 

  

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends that OFL for FY2023 through FY2025 remains unknown and an ABC 

of 149 mt be held constant for FY2023 through FY2025.  

2. The SSC recommends evaluation of stock structure in the Canadian and US waters and 

potential impacts of increased Canadian catch in Eastern Georges Bank on the US ABC.  

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 Unknown 149 

2024 Unknown 149 

2025 Unknown 149 

 

Georges Bank Haddock            

TOR FINDINGS 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for Georges Bank (GB) haddock. A Research Track assessment for GB haddock using the WHAM 

model was completed in March 2022. The Management Track assessment updated data through 2021 

for the WHAM model, with results indicating that the stock is not overfished, and overfishing is not 

occurring.  

  

The SSC recommends an OFL of 18,482 mt for FY2023, 17,768 mt for FY2024, and 15,096 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 14,221 mt for FY2023, 13,958 mt for FY2024, and 12,282 mt for FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 1 of the ABC control rule. The SSC noted that the use of the WHAM model for 

this stock was an improvement from the previous assessment approach. They highlighted the decrease in 

stock biomass, which aligns with recent survey observations and reduced representation of the large 

2013 year class. The SSC concurred with the 2022 Management Track assessment and Peer Review 

Panel that the use of the Gaussian Markov Random Field model to estimate weights at age reduces 

uncertainty in the projections compared to using an average of the most recent two years. The SSC 

highlighted uncertainty about the magnitude of the 2020 and 2021 year classes that drive projections for 

FY2023-2025 but noted that stock biomass is not projected to fall below the biomass threshold in the 

short-term under 75% FMSY. The SSC believes that the recommended ABC is not likely to result in 

overfishing for this stock. 

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC was provided a brief update about the Eastern Georges Bank portion of the stock by NOAA 

personnel, and the PDT provided an example from FY2022 of how the GB haddock stock is allocated 

across fishery components. The SSC recommended evaluation of how increased confidence bounds 

from state-space models (i.e., WHAM) may affect understanding of retrospective patterns and need for 

retrospective adjustments. The SSC also recommended exploration of density-dependent growth for GB 

haddock.  
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 18,482 mt for FY2023, 17,768 mt for FY2024, and 15,096 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 14,221 mt for FY2023, 13,958 mt for FY2024, and 12,282 mt for 

FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends evaluation of increased confidence bounds from state-space models and 

potential effects on understanding of retrospective patterns and need for adjustments. 

3. The SSC recommends exploration of density-dependent growth for GB haddock. 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 18,482 14,221 

2024 17,768 13,958 

2025 15,096 12,282 

 

LEVEL 3 ASSESSMENTS  

(As Recommended by the AOP – May 2022) 

 

Gulf of Maine Haddock               

TOR FINDINGS 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for Gulf of Maine (GOM) haddock. A Research Track assessment for GOM haddock was completed in 

January 2022 using the ASAP model. The Management Track assessment updated data through 2021 for 

the ASAP model, with results indicating the stock is not overfished, but overfishing is occurring.  

  

The SSC recommends an OFL of 2,515 mt for FY2023, 2,655 mt for FY2024, and 2,627 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 1,936 mt for FY2023, 2,038 mt for FY2024, and 2,017 mt for FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY   

The SSC applied Option 1 of the ABC control rule. The SSC noted the large reduction in estimated 

biomass between the Research Track assessment with terminal year 2019 and the Management Track 

assessment with a terminal year of 2021. The assessment analyst suggested uncertainties around the 

reduction include increased natural mortality, missing catch, or potential movement between the GOM 

and Georges Bank stock areas. The SSC also noted the reliance on the 2021 year class to future 

projections of biomass and highlighted uncertainties associated with recruitment estimates. The SSC 

commented that a decrease in biomass was expected as the large 2013 year-class ages out of the 

population, however the revised perception of biomass in this update has resulted in a substantial 

increase in the recent fishing mortality estimates with F exceeding FMSY and overfishing occurring in 

2021. Applying Option 1 of the control rule sets fishing mortality at 75% FMSY, which will result in 

reduced fishing mortality. The SSC believes that the recommended ABC is not likely to result in 

overfishing for this stock.  

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC highlighted the substantial change in catch advice from recent years and noted that such large 

swings have potential impacts on inter-fishery interactions. The SSC emphasized uncertainties in the 

Quota Change Model (QCM) when large changes in catch advice occur, as the model applies past 

information to inform future utilization and revenue. The SSC also noted that an alternative assessment 

approach, such as a state-space model may be useful to explore the drivers of the rapid reduction in 
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biomass and concurred with the Management Track assessment that GOM haddock may be a useful case 

study in the ongoing Research Track on Applying State Space Models. 

 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 2,515 mt for FY2023, 2,655 mt for FY2024, and 2,627 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 1,936 mt for FY2023, 2,038 mt for FY2024, and 2,017 mt for FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends consideration of GOM haddock as a case study in the thematic 

Research Track focused on Applying State-Space Models. 

3. The SSC recommends evaluation of impacts resulting from substantial changes in catch 

advice. 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 2,515 1,936 

2024 2,655 2,038 

2025 2,627 2,017 

 

Pollock                

TOR FINDINGS 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for pollock. The assessment is an update to the existing ASAP model with several modifications that 

improved model performance. The stock is not overfished, and overfishing is not occurring.   

 

The SSC recommends an OFL of 19,617 mt for FY2023, 18,208 mt for FY2024, and 17,384 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 15,016 mt for FY2023, 13,940 mt for FY2024, and 13,294 mt for FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY  

The SSC applied Option 1 of the ABC control rule. The assessment results indicate that stock biomass is 

above BMSY even when considering uncertainty, and recent annual catches were well below ABCs. The 

SSC noted that realized catches were affected to a large degree by catch constraints placed on other 

stocks in the groundfish fishery. The SSC noted uncertainties in the pollock assessment including the 

apparent dome-shaped selectivity pattern and retrospective patterns in F and SSB. The retrospective 

patterns were more pronounced in the past but were found to be minor in this update with no 

retrospective adjustment needed. Population projections for pollock appear to be reasonably well 

determined. The projections based on 75% FMSY maintain SSB above the SSBMSY. The SSC noted that 

there is uncertainty in the assumption of dome-shaped selectivity and potential risk of overfishing if the 

true selectivity is flat-topped. However, the assessment analyst and SSC highlighted research that 

supports the assumption of dome-shaped selectivity. Additionally, the SSC noted that the Quota Change 

Model (QCM) suggests relatively low utilization. The SSC believes that the recommended ABC is not 

likely to result in overfishing for this stock.  

 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC commented that the economic information from the QCM is very instructive for this stock, as 

it indicates that there is a low likelihood that catches would increase substantially in the short-term. The 

SSC recommended that this information should continue to be considered for pollock catch advice. The 

SSC also highlighted the value of the consequence table produced by the PDT to compare projections 

and outcomes under dome-shaped and flat-topped selectivity assumptions and recommended that this 

table should continue to be updated and considered for pollock catch advice. 
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 19,617 mt for FY2023, 18,208 mt for FY2024, and 17,384 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 15,016 mt for FY2023, 13,940 mt for FY2024, and 13,294 mt for 

FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends continued updates and review of the QCM and selectivity assumption 

consequence table for setting pollock catch advice. 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 19,617 15,016 

2024 18,208 13,940 

2025 17,384 13,294 

 

White Hake                

TOR findings 

Presentations from Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) staff and the Groundfish Plan 

Development Team (PDT) were provided to the SSC regarding the recent management track assessment 

for white hake. The assessment is an update to the existing ASAP model with updated commercial 

fishery catch data, research survey indices of biomass, and the addition of the shrimp survey as a new 

survey index. The stock is not overfished, and overfishing is not occurring. The stock is currently in a 

rebuilding plan with an end date of 2031. 

 

The SSC recommends an OFL of 2,650 mt for FY2023, 2,645 mt for FY2024, and 2,753 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 1,897 mt for FY2023, 1,892 mt for FY2024, and 1,968 mt for FY2025. 

 

RATIONALE INCLUDING SIGNIFICANT SOURCES OF UNCERTAINTY 

The SSC applied Option 2 of the ABC control rule with an Frebuild of 70% FMSY. The SSC noted several 

uncertainties including poor characterization of catch and numbers-at-age, low sampling levels, missing 

2020 surveys, and a major retrospective pattern. The retrospective error was reduced in the 2022 

Management Track assessment compared to the previous 2019 assessment, partially due to the addition 

of the shrimp survey index.  

 

The SSC noted that the SSBMSY reference point is based on a cumulative distribution function (CDF) of 

recruitment estimates from 1963-2019, whereas the projections are based on a CDF of recruitment 

estimates from 1995-2019. The SSC highlighted that the use of different recruitment time stanzas may 

not be appropriate for the stock and leads to uncertainty about the outcomes of catch advice. The PDT 

provided projections of SSB under Frebuild (70% FMSY) using: 1) assumed recruitment in short-term catch 

advice (1995-2019), and 2) assumed recruitment in the rebuilding plan (1963-2019). While the stock is 

projected to rebuild by 2031 under the rebuilding plan assumptions, it is not expected to rebuild by the 

target date under the assumption of recent lower recruitment. The SSC noted conflicting trends with 

biomass showing a positive trend since the mid-1990s and recruitment showing a negative trend over the 

same time period. The SSC was concerned about potentially optimistic projections given the continued 

low recruitment however the stock has been increasing and is no longer considered overfished. The SSC 

did not support deviating from the ABC control rule for a stock that is in a rebuilding plan but 

highlighted the conflicting trends in biomass and recruitment as a substantial uncertainty. Catch advice 

based on 70% FMSY is likely to increase biomass and support rebuilding since previous catch advice 

based on 75% FMSY led to increased stock biomass. The SSC believes that the recommended ABC is not 

likely to result in overfishing for this stock.  
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SSC highlighted the high utilization rate of white hake and the potential for the stock to become a 

choke species for the groundfish fishery. The SSC commented that the mixed signals for white hake 

presented challenges to set catch advice within the constraints of the current ABC control rule. The SSC 

recommended exploration of internal consistency between biological reference points and projections 

and consideration of change point analysis or recruit-per-spawner analysis to inform recruitment time 

stanzas. The SSC recommended exploration of the conflicting trends in biomass and recruitment and 

potential sources of uncertainty. The SSC reiterated recommendations from the 2022 Management 

Track Peer Review Panel to explore splitting the survey time series between the Albatross and Bigelow 

and continue explorations of the utility of the Bottom Longline Survey. The SSC commented that the 

importance of this stock and the uncertainty in the assessment may warrant an earlier than scheduled 

assessment update. 

  

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The SSC recommends an OFL of 2,650 mt for FY2023, 2,645 mt for FY2024, and 2,753 for 

FY2025, and an ABC of 1,897 mt for FY2023, 1,892 mt for FY 2024, and 1,968 mt for FY2025. 

2. The SSC recommends exploration of internal inconsistencies in the assumptions that inform 

biological reference points and projections and consideration of change point or recruit-per-

spawner analyses to inform recruitment time stanzas. 

3. The SSC recommends exploration of splitting the survey time series and to consider the utility 

of the Bottom Longline survey. 

4. The SSC commented that uncertainty in the white hake assessment may warrant an expedited 

assessment update. 

 

Fishing Year OFL (mt) ABC (mt) 

2023 2,650 1,897 

2024 2,645 1,892 

2025 2,753 1,968 

 

 

SSC GROUNDFISH GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS  

The SSC made a series of recommendations during the fall 2022 meetings that were relevant to several 

of the groundfish stocks.   

1. The SSC recommends consideration of non-stationarity and environmental drivers of stock 

dynamics in stock assessment models, where appropriate. 

2. The SSC recommends exploration of dynamic reference points that consider changes in productivity 

and environmental drivers. 

3. The SSC recommends exploration of direct estimates of MSY reference points across stocks that 

currently apply proxies. 

4. The SSC commented that modifications to the Council’s groundfish ABC control rules that account 

for current challenges impacting decision making (i.e., revised perceptions of stock productivity, 

substantial changes in perceived stock size, and socioeconomic factors) may improve accounting for 

risk in the provision of catch advice.  

5. The SSC concurs with the 2022 Management Track Peer Review Panel that reduction in port 

sampling without alternative data sources poses a significant threat to the stock assessment 

enterprise. 




