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  Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
Division of Marine Fisheries 
251 Causeway Street, Suite 400 
Boston, Massachusetts  02114 

(617)626-1520 
fax (617)626-1509 

 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 

TO:  Tom Nies, Executive Director 
FROM: David Pierce, Ph.D., Deputy Director 
DATE: August 28, 2013 
RE: GULF OF MAINE COD: FURTHER RESEARCH INTO SPAWNING 

CONDITION AND LOCATION OF LATE-FALL & WINTER 
SPAWNING AGGREGATIONS 

 
Gulf of Maine (GOM) cod continues to be of utmost importance to DMF, GOM 

fishermen, and, of course, the NEFMC.  With our having to adjust the rebuilding 
schedule for GOM cod and with our likely having to endure ACLs of 1,470 mt in 2014 
and 2015, possibly rising to 2,900 mt in 2016 (Table A5 Groundfish PDT memo to SSC 
August 9), continued loss of GOM cod localized spawning areas/aggregations all but 
ensures status quo poor resource conditions and very poor future prospects for fishermen.   
I wager the 1,470 mt or so will continue well beyond mid-decade with likely below 
average to low recruitment. 

Therefore, I submit that the Council June decision to wait for some future action 
to protect late-fall/winter spawning cod in those areas where they aggregate with  
remarkable fidelity is ill-advised.  The Council’s decision is somewhat understandable, 

however, because information on which we have 
relied to describe late-fall/winter spawning hasn’t 
been compelling except for DMF years’ of research 
on winter spawners and our GOM IBS work 
providing spawning condition.  I don’t understand 
why this information hasn’t been convincing 
enough for the PDT and CATT.   

Once again I highlight: (1) the paper: “The 
application of small-scale fishery closures to 
protect Atlantic cod spawning aggregations in the 

inshore Gulf of Maine” by Armstrong et 
al. (including Nies) in which the 
Massachusetts Bay winter cod 
conservation zone is described 
(November 15 through January 31) 
[Fish. Res. 2012]; (2) the paper 
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“Disruption of an Atlantic cod spawning aggregation resulting from the opening of a 
directed gillnet fishery” by Dean et al. [N. Am. J. Fish. Manage. 2012]; and (3) the 2005 
DMF Report “Industry-Based Survey for Gulf of Maine Cod Pilot Study” by Hoffman et 
al.   Consider the above figure showing IBS-caught spawning cod from November 
through February.  How could this information not be influential at PDT and CATT 
meetings?  I previously reminded Council staff of this work and its implications. 

Now we’re left with GOM seasonal cod spawning areas, reliance on sector rolling 
closures that fail to include important winter protection, and Massachusetts Cod 
Conservation Zones (CCZs).  Therefore, the Council only has: (1) April-June closures 
affecting sectors and that roll from south to north; (2) Whaleback; and (3) DMF state-
waters’ winter and spring CCZs. Consequently, sector vessels unrestrained by 
trip/possession limits and with leasing opportunities have free reign throughout federal 
waters of Massachusetts Bay in the fall and winter.      
 I appreciate the Council decided to address other spawning area closures in the 

“next appropriate groundfish action,” and they 
will be a “frameworkable item in the omnibus 
amendment.”  But will that ever happen?   
Cod IBS data, observer information, and 
fishermen-provided insights give us an 
inshore spawning “picture” many fishermen 
will find unattractive and offensive because 
cod spawning areas and times are where and 
when fishermen’s recent years’ GOM cod 
CPUE have been highest (just south and east 
of DMF’s winter CCZ continuing south to off 
the Scituate area).  
 Setting aside for the moment my 
misgivings about the Council postponing any 
further protection of GOM cod during the 
late-fall and winter, I call your attention to cod 
spawning research and monitoring DMF is 
planning for this fall with Sector X fishermen, 

SMAST researchers, Sanctuary staff, NEFSC Acoustic Research Group and Christopher 
McGuire of the Nature Conservancy.  Scheduled to begin perhaps as early as October we 
intend to tag cod with acoustic tags and monitor their movements with an acoustic 
telemetry array.  Observers will obtain maturity and sex ratio information and passive 
acoustic recordings will be analyzed for cod grunts density.  A detailed research plan is 
being developed, and I will share it with you as soon as it is completed and DMF and the 
Conservancy are ready to issue a news release.    
 In January 2012, I prepared a White Paper on “Gulf of Maine Cod: SARC 53 
Assessment and its Implications.”  My continued concern about protection of spawning 
cod and our research that will begin in about a month is a logical extension of that 
concern.  I provide it to you again (see pages 9-14).    
 I’m hopeful GOM cod will reappear on Massachusetts Bay spawning grounds this 
fall and winter.  Some fishermen doubt that will happen due to recent years “heavy 
fishing:” 24 hours plus in inshore areas to capitalize on cod aggregations and high CPUE.   
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Some fishermen believe cod will return and their absence is temporary.   Time will tell I 
suppose.  In the meantime, we wait for M to drop from 0.40 to 0.20, so the assessment 
advice goes.  Then again, what happens if it stays high, and how will we know?  If it 
stays at 0.40, then we cannot rebuild the stock (assessment conclusion).  If that’s the case, 
then the argument for more spawning cod protection strengthens even more. 
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