
 

 

 

 

 

CORRESPONDENCE 



     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  
 



February 18, 2021 
 
New England Fishery Management Council 
50 Water Street 
Newburyport, Massachusetts 01950 
 
RE: HERRING COMMITTEE WEBINAR PUBLIC COMMENT 
 
Dear Council Chairman Dr. John Quinn and Executive Director Tom Nies, 

My name is Barry Matthews and I am the owner/operator of the FV Ocean Venture, a herring purse 
seiner based out of Stonington and Portland, Maine. My family has been in this fishing industry for 
over 90 years. We thank NOAA Fisheries for implementing Amendment 8 to the Atlantic Herring 
Fishery Management Plan and establishing a 12-mile buffer zone prohibiting midwater trawling in 
inshore federal waters. This is an important step in the right direction to fix and sustain the herring 
fishery. This measure, however, did not go far enough. 
 
Instead, we need to implement spawning closures on Georges, to rethink quota distributions, and to 
recognize that this fishery is not one overall fishery, but rather one of different gear types and 
different areas and therefore, different needs. Now is the time to rethink this fishery and rebuild it 
for the fishermen and coastal communities that depend on it. 
 
Overnight, we saw a quota drop from 100,843 metric tons in 2018 to 15,574 metric tons in 2019, an 
85% decline in one year. At the same time in Area 1A the quota went from 31,789 metric tons in 
2018 to 4,184 tons in 2019, 3,214 tons in 2020, and finally 1,391 tons in 2021.  
 
Cutting the quota across the board, across all areas is not a fair or sustainable solution. 1A is not in 
the same category as Georges Bank or Area 2. The truth is Georges has collapsed because of no 
spawning closures and Area 2 has been devastated because of the herring bycatch in the mackerel 
fishery. 1A is different. We have had spawning closures for years and the area has been fished with 
a different gear type. Because of this, it is much healthier than these other areas, and so needs 
different considerations. 
  
The Problem 
  
Treating fishing gear types, and areas the same is the key problem. Each area is being fished 
differently and these considerations should be central to applying restrictions and quotas. 
  
Different Gear - Seining vs. Trawling 
  
Different gear types need to be considered when applying new restrictions particularly when mid-
water trawling is so detrimental to this fishery. Mid-water “pair” trawling has an incredible advantage 
some people say the catch rate is six times a normal single boat trawler. As the net is towed between 
two boats, the cables attached to the net vibrate in the water which has an effect of herding the fish 
between the two trawlers. In some cases, these boats are 3/8 of a mile apart. Moreover, when you are 
towing a “small mesh net” the size of a football field over bottom for many miles the chances of 
getting other species of fish are very high, almost impossible not to. I believe this is why this practice 
was stopped many years ago in the ground fish industry. It was too efficient. It is now time to stop 
pair trawling and move to single-boat trawling as other fisheries have done.  



  
Seining does not work the same way. We fish differently. When a seiner makes a set, we encompass 
one small circle and collect one school of fish. We normally do not touch bottom, but if we do, we 
tear the net and do not retain any fish. Moreover, while we are pulling the net back, some fish fall on 
deck, so we get a sample of what we have caught, whether it is spawning fish or if there is any 
bycatch. In this case, we can release these fish alive, by simply releasing one end of the net and 
turning the circle into a straight line. 
  
Mid-water trawling is completely different. When towing the net for hours at a time, covering many 
miles, they inevitably catch different species of fish, marine mammals, different spawning tolerances 
of fish, and when you haul those fish back after you have dragged them for miles, you now have a 
mixture of several different bunches of fish that are dead. They have been packed into a brailer, their 
scales have been rubbed off, and they do not survive. We know this from the tagging program that 
found if about 10% of the scales gets rubbed off, they die. Once discarded, it is incredibly difficult 
to know how many pounds have died and is likely to be highly underestimated by observers and 
others. 
  
The haddock bycatch disaster on Georges is a prime example. Here, the trawlers put adjustable rods 
in the dewatering box to separate the haddock from the herring when pumped aboard and discarded 
them overboard dead. It is important to note this occurred during a ground fish crisis when groundfish 
quotas were being cut. Now, Canada and the United States just jointly cut the haddock quotas on 
Georges by 45%. We should have seen this coming.  
  
Different Areas 
  
Why are we cutting the overall quota and dividing it up in the same way? If 70% of the fish is wiped 
out in areas by trawlers, then the overall quota is reduced by 70% for all areas. The purse seine 
fishery gets cut even if our area is healthier than the others. These fisheries are not the same. While 
some will say seiners can come and fish those other areas too, the truth is in those areas, trawlers fish 
on a carpet on bottom, sometimes what they call “haystacks,” on which purse seiners cannot fish. 
Again, we fish differently. Gear type matters. 
  
The areas with high trawling TAC percentages are in substantially worse shape than Area 1A, 
where only purse seining is allowed. These high quota percentages or the gear type used in these 
areas or a combination of both have contributed to this collapse. If you look at all areas, Area 1A 
(purse seine area) has 28% of the overall TAC. Areas 1B, 2, and 3 have a combined 72% of the total 
TAC (trawling areas). Why do trawlers have such a big advantage? There are about the same 
number of boats in each fishery. Not dividing the quota equally between the two groups unfairly 
props up one group. I have been told that this divide exists because historically that was the way it 
has always been done. That is not a good argument for a fishery in collapse. It seems likely these 
numbers were always too high. 
  
Area 1A as an Example 
  
1A is the only healthy area left in this system. This was because of two major differences: it was 
subjected to spawning closures and a different gear type is used here.     
  
1A has been heavily regulated with spawning closures, rolling closures, and purse seine-only 
restrictions and because of that the 1A fishery is in reasonable shape. We have had a certain amount 
of decline because of the Georges collapse since Georges helps populate the in-shore complex. The 



mackerel fishery’s bycatch issues with herring has caused Area 2 to also decline drastically which 
also affected 1A. 
  
Solutions 
  
Spawning Closures 
  
Spawning closures on Georges Bank are a must. We have seen throughout the years on the East 
Coast of the United States and Canada that spawning closures matter. While some argue that 
spawning closures don’t matter, that “a dead fish is a dead fish,” but that is proven to not be true. 35 
years ago, an area of Nova Scotia, Canada called Trinity Ledge was full of spawning herring. 
Japanese buyers paid a big price, boats saved their quota, factories wanted the fish, so politicians 
looked the other way. Within a few short seasons the area was depleted, and it collapsed. To this day 
there are no fish on Trinity Ledge. You can destroy an ecosystem. 
  
For years, I have called for banning the landing of spawning fish on Georges, that not doing so would 
collapse the area. I was told “the biomass on Georges was so large you could not hurt it.” This is 
what we have dealt with for years trying to save this fishery. I strongly urge you to stop the damage 
on Georges immediately before it is too late. 
  
Fair Quotas 
  
Some argue that we must simply lower quotas and 
that will fix the problem. Real solutions are to not 
allow spawning fish to be landed and to divide the 
quota more fairly, 50-50 instead of 72-28 so that 
each fishery group gets an equal share of the quota 
and each has an equal opportunity to survive. 
  
One could argue that trawlers also do not need the 
quota that they receive. Copied to the right are the 
percentages of the quotas that have been caught in 
each area by the end of 2017. You’ll notice Area 
1A purse seine fishery caught its quota even with 
trip limits, limits on days out each week, and 
spawning closures. All other areas are mid-water 
trawl areas with no restrictions. They struggled to 
get 12%. 32% and the small area 1B quota by 
around 54%. This decline had been going on for 
years. 
 
Buffer Zones 
 
While we appreciate Amendment 8 and the 12-
mile buffer zone, this buffer zone should be 
implemented all the way to Virginia so that it will 
help protect the inshore herring and mackerel 
fishery in the winter months in Area 2.  As we all 
know, mid-water trawling was introduced here for 
offshore fishing not inshore. 



Boundaries 
 
Manipulating boundaries also needs to end. In 2007, the boundary line from Georges Bank was 
moved into the backside of Cape Cod so that the trawlers could catch the Georges Bank quota inshore 
as the fish were migrating from 1A to Area 2 so all three areas or 72% of the overall quota was 
targeted on the back side of Cape Cod. This is the definition of localized depletion. 
  
Georges fish do not transit to New Jersey or Virginia by way of coastal Cape Cod. From years of 
working with the tagging programs, we know the migration patterns of these fish. This was 
disregarded because trawlers needed to put that quota in there because Georges was already 
collapsing. By moving these boundary lines and raising the percentage of the quota that were caught 
off Cape Cod and calling it Georges Bank fish, they could help hide the damage that was happening 
in Area 3. This practice needs to stop. 
  
Conclusion 
  
If we do not take action now, the herring industry on the East Coast of the United States will be 
devastated for generations to come. Trawling has caused problems all around the world, even on the 
west coast of the United States. Now trawling is banned in many areas, including 150 thousand 
square miles off the coast of California and Oregon. Magnuson–Stevens says anytime a new fishery 
is introduced into an area we need to evaluate what impact there will be on these small coastal 
communities. This never happened. We need the courage to do so. We need to protect our small 
communities along the coast. 
  
We need to adjust our thinking towards gear type and look at each gear type and area differently. 
Maybe it is time to return to single boat trawling instead of pair trawling. If Area 2 collapses because 
of the herring bycatch in the mackerel fishery, or Area 3 gets wiped out by bringing in spawning 
fish, other areas should not be punished and subjected to the same quota drops. We are wrongly 
looked at as one overall fishery. These areas must be managed separately. What happens in one area 
is not the same thing that happens in another, so restrict accordingly, not with a broad-brush. 
  
In my family’s decades of experience in herring fishing, we have learned that purse seining is the 
cleanest, most sustainable large-scale commercial fishing that exists. This fishery has survived on 
the east coast for over a century because of seining not trawling. When mid-water pair trawling was 
allowed into the fishery on the East Coast, we knew it was only a matter of time before this collapse 
would happen. We need the political will to stop it and to rebuild this historical fishery. 
  
It is time to look at the fishery through a different lens. Our families have been in this industry for 
decades and we are here to create a sustainable fishery to protect not destroy. It is not going to be 
easy but nothing worth saving ever is. Bring this fishery back for the fishermen and coastal 
communities that depend on it. 
 
Thank you for your consideration and please contact me if you have any questions. 
  
Thank you,  
Barry Matthews 
 
cc: Council Members, Herring IPS, Advisors and PDT 
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