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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 

 
 

November 25, 2020 

 

Thomas A. Nies 

Executive Director 

New England Fishery Management Council 

50 Water Street Mill 2 

Newburyport, MA 01950 

 

Dear Tom: 

 

During the October 2020 meeting, the Council expressed concerns about the current approach to 

Ecosystem-Based Fisheries Management (EBFM).  As a result, the current EBFM activities were 

not identified as a Council priority in the priority setting process.  However, given the magnitude of 

this decision, the Council decided to reconsider the issue of EBFM during its December meeting.  

To aid the Council in its discussion, the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) offered to 

present approaches other regions have used to advance EBFM, and potential options for the 

Council to consider.  The Northeast Fisheries Science Center and the Greater Atlantic Regional 

Fishery Office worked together in preparing this review of present approaches and potential 

options. We feel it is important to recognize that there are multiple approaches to implementing 

EBFM and that the Council has been pursuing just one. 

 

We believe there are three options for the Council to consider:  1) Pause EBFM activities; 2) 

continue current EBFM activities to develop a new management system; and, 3) adopt an 

incremental approach to EBFM that works within the current management system.  In considering 

these options, it is useful to review the Council’s current approach toward EBFM and the 

incremental approaches used by other Councils and the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries 

Commission.   

 

The Council passed the following motion at the April 2015, meeting initiating the current EBFM 

efforts.  

1. A policy describing goals and objectives, and approaches, for taking account of 

ecosystem processes in fishery management; and,  

2. An example of a fishery ecosystem plan that is based on fundamental properties of 

ecosystem (e.g., energy flow and predator/prey interactions) as well as being realistic 

enough and with enough specification such that it could be implemented.  The example 

should not be unduly constrained by current perceptions about legal restrictions or 

policies. 

3. With respect to number 2, it is understood that the example might not be implemented, 

but it should make clear what a fishery ecosystem plan would actually entail and it 

should focus debate.  To the extent practicable, these documents should be completed 

in about one year.  In consideration of these documents, the Council will adopt a plan 

for implementation.  The EBFM Plan Development Team(PDT) will have the technical 
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lead in developing these documents and the EBFM committee will recommend the 

documents for Council consideration. 

 

This motion has led to the current approach being pursued by the Council that seeks to “explain 

how a different type of management system could work and focus discussion on the possibilities” 

with the goal of “replacing existing [fishery management] plans that govern fishing on Georges 

Bank” (Draft Example Fishery Ecosystem Plan (eFEP) for Georges Bank). 

The Council’s approach is to develop one overarching system to address multiple ecosystem 

issues in the region simultaneously.  These issues were defined by the Council’s Science and 

Statistical Committee (SSC) in 2010, and include multispecies interactions, mixed-fishery 

interactions, and the effects of climate change.  The Council’s approach has focused on 

developing a new management system based on Ecological Production Units (EPU) and an 

ecosystem-level “catch cap,” rather than the current stock units and stock-specific overfishing 

limits, acceptable biological catch, and annual catch limits.  Progress has been made in defining 

EPUs, developing multispecies models to address trophic interactions, and developing the concept 

of an ecosystem-level “catch cap.”  This progress was documented in the 2018 CIE Peer-Review, 

which was reported to the Council in September 2018.  However, there remain major issues to be 

developed including how to address stocks that straddle the EPU boundaries, how to address 

weak or overfished stocks (i.e., choke stocks), and how to address permitting and allocation in both 

commercial and recreational fisheries.  These questions are particularly relevant as the eFEP 

addresses the Georges Bank EPU only.  Similar efforts would be needed for the Gulf of Maine 

EPU and the Mid-Atlantic EPU for a cohesive management approach.  

The complexity of the Council’s current approach has resulted in the long development time.  

Meanwhile, important questions remain, which makes the future timeline uncertain.  This 

complexity and the uncertainty appears to have led to a decrease in Council interest in EBFM as 

reflected by the lack of prioritization of this activity in the 2021 prioritization process. 

It is important to recognize that there are multiple approaches to implementing EBFM.  The 

Council’s approach attempts to develop a new management system and address multiple 

ecosystem issues simultaneously.  However, many of the EBFM goals identified by the SSC can 

be addressed with an incremental approach under the current management system.  This is 

evidenced by the success of other Councils and the Commission.  Thus, it is useful to summarize 

the activities of others in considering options.  The Council did consider these approaches in 2014, 

but significant progress has been made since that time.  

Pacific Fishery Management Council 

o Ecosystem Initiatives (in use and in development) 

o Scenario Planning (in development) 

North Pacific Fishery Management Council 

o Bering Sea Fishery Ecosystem Plan (in use) 

o Alaska Climate Integrated Modeling Project (in development) 

Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 

o EAFM Approach (in use) 

o 2019 Risk Assessment Update (in use) 

Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission  

o Ecological Reference Points for Atlantic Menhaden (in use) 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/3_Draft-example-Fishery-Ecosystem-Plan-eFEP_190830_113712.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/1_NEFMC-presentation-Peer-Review-of-EBFM-strategy-9.13.18.pdf
https://www.nefmc.org/calendar/may-22-2014-ecosystems-based-fisheries-management-meeting
https://www.pcouncil.org/fep-initiatives/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/05/scenarios-for-west-coast-fisheries-2040-scientific-and-statistical-committee.pdf/
https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=c334ad33-4139-4b5a-b205-a8b7c5028562.pdf&fileName=D6%20Final%20BS%20FEP%20Jan%202019.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/ecosystems/alaska-climate-integrated-modeling-project
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/511cdc7fe4b00307a2628ac6/t/589a2b61d2b8575c64fe05ff/1486498674225/EAFM_Guidance+Doc_2017-02-07.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/511cdc7fe4b00307a2628ac6/t/5c87fac5e5e5f01b4df1f381/1552415429789/2_MAFMC_RiskAssess_2019update.pdf
http://www.asmfc.org/uploads/file/5f2c7891pr15AtlMenhadenERP_Adoption.pdf
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International Council for the Exploration of the Sea  

o Projections and options for mixed-fisheries (in use) 

o EBFM Strategy (in use) 

 

The Council has also taken a number of actions and has developed a number of tools that could 

be used in an incremental EBFM approach.  A few examples include: 

  

o Omnibus Habitat Amendment - habitat protections 

o 2012 Yellowtail Flounder Assessment - productivity changes 

o Herring Management Strategy Evaluation (MSE) - biological interactions and 

harvest control rules 

o Deep-sea Coral Amendment - habitat protections 

o State of the Ecosystem Report - develop ecosystem understanding 

 

One criticism offered of the incremental approach is that it cannot be used to address difficult 

issues such as applying single species maximum sustainable yield (MSY) fisheries management in 

dynamic ecosystems and in mixed-species fisheries.  This criticism is not valid.  The Commission 

approved an Ecological Reference Point approach with interdependent reference points for 

multiple species.  ICES has developed mixed-species fisheries projections within the current 

European management systems.  The North Pacific Council is working with the Alaska Fisheries 

Science Center to develop a modeling system with the goal of informing managers of the risks of 

climate change on fish and fisheries, and providing tools for the evaluation of a range of adaptation 

strategies (Alaska Climate Integrated Modeling project).  It should also be noted that the current 

EBFM approach being pursued by the Council does not include the effect of changing climate on 

the ecosystem nor the fisheries.  

 

At this point in time, we see three options the Council could consider:  

 

1) Pause the current EBFM approach.  Activities related to EBFM could continue (habitat, 

single-species MSEs) but would not be part of a holistic framework.  At some future date, 

the Council could reconsider and/or restart the current activities.  This option is the default, 

based on the current priority setting process. 

2) Continue the current EBFM approach (i.e., Georges Bank eFEP).  This would entail working 

through the stakeholder engagement and education process; addressing questions 

regarding EPU boundaries, weak stocks, and allocation; developing MSEs to compare 

management strategies under the new management framework; considering how to include 

the other EPUs consulting with the agency regarding acceptability; and making a decision 

as to whether to proceed.  Given the amount of work required, this remains a multiyear 

effort. 

3) Implement an incremental EBFM approach.  There are multiple possible pathways to 

develop and implement EBFM.  An outline for an incremental approach that could be used 

by the Council is presented below:   

o Transform the current eFEP into a higher level FEP (e.g., Bering Sea Fishery 

Ecosystem Plan).  This higher-level document could describe a framework for 

continued incorporation of ecosystem goals in regional management actions.  

o From the eFEP, the Council could develop a risk assessment and link this to the 

State of the Ecosystem Report and to individual FMPs.  

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Expert%20Group%20Report/Fisheries%20Resources%20Steering%20Group/2019/WGMIXFISH/WGMIXFISH-METH%202019.pdf
https://ices.dk/news-and-events/Documents/Press%20Room/ICES%20and%20EBM.pdf
https://www.nefmc.org/library/omnibus-habitat-amendment-2
http://www.asmfc.org/uploads/file/crd1218.pdf
https://www.nefmc.org/news/deep-sea-coral-amendment-to-provide-sweeping-habitat-protection-including-in-canyons-and-seamounts-monument
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/5b_SOE-NEFMC-2020-plus2pager-REVISED.pdf
http://www.asmfc.org/uploads/file/5f2c7891pr15AtlMenhadenERP_Adoption.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Expert%20Group%20Report/Fisheries%20Resources%20Steering%20Group/2019/WGMIXFISH/WGMIXFISH-METH%202019.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/ecosystems/alaska-climate-integrated-modeling-project
https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=c334ad33-4139-4b5a-b205-a8b7c5028562.pdf&fileName=D6%20Final%20BS%20FEP%20Jan%202019.pdf
https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=c334ad33-4139-4b5a-b205-a8b7c5028562.pdf&fileName=D6%20Final%20BS%20FEP%20Jan%202019.pdf
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o The Council could then use the tools already developed to address ecosystem 

issues identified as priorities (e.g., multi-species MSYs, mixed-fisheries 

management, incorporation of climate effects into fishery management decisions).  

o The current education work could be continued to support more targeted MSEs, and 

the tools already developed could be used to evaluate the ecosystem context and 

trade-offs for proposed single-species or multi-species management actions. 

The Council would be involved in each step and would work iteratively in defining and 

addressing priority issues.  

 

There are pros and cons to each of these options, and two key considerations are:   

1) How quickly the Council wants to see its management actions informed by ecosystem 

information, in the next year (option 1 and 3) or in several years (option 2); and  

2) How the Council would like to start integrating ecosystem information - continue in an ad 

hoc manner (option 1), in an all-at-once manner (option 2), or in a stepwise manner (option 

3). 

  

NOAA Fisheries is committed to developing and applying EBFM across all of our regions, and we 

are committed to working with the Council on EBFM in the New England region and in the 

Northeast U.S. Continental Shelf.  We look forward to continuing to work with the Council on this 

important issue, regardless of the pathway chosen.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Michael Pentony 

Regional Administrator 

   Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office  

 

 

 

 

Jon Hare 

Science & Research Director 

   Northeast Fisheries Science Center 
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