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Groundfish:  Council Picks Framework 63 Preferred Measures;
Specifications Include 2022 Catch Limits for Georges Bank Cod
During its December 7-9, 2021 webinar meeting, the New England Fishery Management Council selected 
preferred alternatives for Framework Adjustment 63 to the Northeast Multispecies (Groundfish) Fishery 
Management Plan.  The Council then voted to submit the framework to the National Marine Fisheries 
Service (NMFS/NOAA Fisheries) for review, approval, and implementation.  The target implementation date 
is May 1, 2022, the start of the next groundfish fishing year.

The framework contains revised fishery specifications for

Groundfish catch on a research trip.   – SMAST photo

several stocks, including:

• Gulf of Maine cod for fishing years 2022 through 2024;

• Georges Bank cod for fishing year 2022, marking a sharp 
reduction from previous catch limits;

• Georges Bank yellowtail flounder for fishing years 2022 
and 2023; and

• White hake for fishing year 2022, consistent with the 
new rebuilding plan for this stock.

In addition, the framework includes 2022 total allowable 
catches (TACs) for three resources on Georges Bank that the 
U.S. shares with Canada – Eastern Georges Bank cod, 
Eastern Georges Bank haddock, and Georges Bank 
yellowtail flounder.  The Council signed off on the 
U.S./Canada TACs during its September meeting.  

All other groundfish stock specifications remain unchanged 
from what the Council adopted in Framework 61.

For Georges Bank cod, the Council supported a recreational 
catch target of 75 metric tons (mt) for the 2022 fishing year.  
This is a large decline from the 138 mt catch target that has 
been in place for several years for the recreational fishery

Georges Bank Cod 
Recreational Catch Target, Measures

https://www.nefmc.org/calendar/december-2021-council-meeting
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/3_210611_Groundfish_FW61_Appendix_III_White_Hake_Rebuilding_210629_125604.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/NEFMC-Endorses-2022-U.S.-Canada-TACs-Discusses-Groundfish-Framework-63.pdf
https://www.nefmc.org/library/framework-61
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Sub-ACLs are for sectors and the 
common pool fishery combined.

KEY: Georges Bank (GB); Gulf of Maine (GOM); Southern New England 
(SNE); Mid-Atlantic (MA); and Cape Cod (CC).    – NEFMC graphic

Commercial Groundfish Sub-Annual Catch Limits (Sub-ACLs) 
in Metric Tons (mt) with Percentage Change

Fishing Year 2021 versus Proposed Fishing Year 2022 

and reflects the poor status of the stock 
based on the latest assessment.  

The Council opted to set the 2023 and 
2024 recreational catch targets for 
Georges Bank cod in the next annual 
specification package. 

In order to keep the recreational fishery 
within the 75 mt catch target, the Council 
supported the following management 
measures in Framework 63:

• A slot limit from 22 inches to 28 
inches, meaning the recreational 
fishery will not be able to keep fish 
smaller than 22 inches or larger than 
28 inches;

• A five-fish per-angler per-day limit; and

• A closed season from May 1 through 
July 31, which covers Wave 3 and the 
first half of Wave 4 under the Marine 
Recreational Information Program 
(MRIP) data collection system.

In addition, the Council voted to provide 
the regional administrator of the Greater 
Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office (GARFO) 
with the authority to adjust recreational 
management measures for Georges Bank 
cod, in consultation with the Council, for 
fishing years 2023 and 2024 in order to 
stay within the selected catch targets.

Recreational Outreach: The Council has 
never used slot limits as a recreational
management measure.  Given that this is a notable change in the Council’s approach for managing the 
recreational fishery for Georges Bank cod, the Council agreed to correspond with impacted state agencies 
and management bodies to inform them of the changes.  The Council’s goal is to communicate with all 
recreational fishermen who catch Georges Bank cod about these potential changes.

https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/9c_2021_COD_GB_REPORT_ver3.pdf
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for Other Fisheries in Metric Tons with Percentage Change

Fishing Year 2021 versus Proposed Fishing Year 2022

Default Specifications: Framework 
Adjustment 63 also contains a change to 
the default specifications process.  The 
Council developed the original process in
order to allow the directed groundfish 
fishery to begin operating on May 1, the 
start of a new fishing year, even if 
implementation of that year’s catch limits 
and other specifications was delayed.

Currently, for stocks that lack 
specifications, 35 percent of the prior 
year’s overfishing limit (OFL), acceptable 
biological catch (ABC), and annual catch 
limit (ACL) are specified for the first three 
months (May 1 to July 31) of an upcoming 
fishing year.  Then, starting on August 1, 
fishing for stocks without specifications in 
place is prohibited, as is fishing for other 
groundfish that share the same broad 
stock area as stocks with no specifications.

The Council supported modifying this 
provision given that delays in specifications 
actions have occurred in the past four out 
of five fishing years.  In the event of future 
delays, the Council supported:

• Allowing 75 percent of the prior year’s 
OFL, ABC, and ACL to be specified for 
the first six months (May 1 to October 
31) of an upcoming fishing year for 
stocks that lack specifications;

• Eliminating the existing 20% holdback of the prior year’s Sector Annual Catch Entitlements for groundfish 
sectors while default specifications are in place; and

• Establishing a second-year total allowable catch for the U.S./Canada management units of Eastern 
Georges Bank cod and Eastern Georges Bank haddock so that the TAC set for Year 1 would be held for 
Year 2. The Year 2 TAC would be a default specification for the full year.

The Council considered four alternatives for modifying the default specifications process and selected the 
above package, which builds in precaution to protect fish stocks while reducing the likelihood of having
groundfish specifications expire if implementation of a new specifications package is delayed.
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The Council’s decision-making on Framework 63 was especially challenging because of the poor condition 
of Georges Bank cod.  This led to a deep cut in the ABC for the stock and a sharp reduction in catch limits.

The Council received a presentation from the Northeast Fisheries Science Center summing up results from 
the latest management track stock assessments for Gulf of Maine cod and Georges Bank cod.  

• Gulf of Maine cod is overfished, but it is unclear whether overfishing is occurring.  Under one model, 
overfishing is occurring.  Under another model, it is not.  Fishery and survey data continue to show few 
older fish in the population and few incoming recruits – the new year classes of young fish.

• Georges Bank cod is overfished.  According to the assessment report, the stock’s status could not be 
“quantitatively determined due to a lack of biological reference points associated with the PlanBsmooth
approach.”  This is the model currently used to gauge the status of this stock.  However, assessment 
scientists recommended the stock be designated as overfished “due to poor stock condition.”  The 
overfishing status is unknown.  

What’s Going On With Georges Bank Cod?

Georges Bank cod survey biomass trends 
between 1989 and 2021 as shown in the 
draft stock assessment report here.  

Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC)

The Council’s SSC met in late October to develop OFL and 
ABC recommendations for several groundfish stocks for 
usage in Framework Adjustment 63.  The Magnuson-Stevens 
Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSA) specifies
that the Council cannot exceed the SSC’s recommendations 
when setting catch limits.

The SSC reviewed information from the Council’s Groundfish

SSC Recommendations for 
Gulf of Maine Cod

OFL = Overfishing Limit
ABC = Acceptable Biological Catch

Plan Development Team 
for the following stocks:  
Gulf of Maine cod; Georges 
Bank cod; white hake, and 
Gulf of Maine and Georges 
Bank haddock.  The SSC 
determined that ABCs for 
the haddock stocks did not 
need to be adjusted. 

For the cod stocks, the SSC 
also considered the new

https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/9a_2021_Fall_Management_Track_Assessments_Cod_Brown-002.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/9d_2021_COD_GOM_ASSESSMENT_v3.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/9c_2021_COD_GB_REPORT_ver3.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/9c_2021_COD_GB_REPORT_ver3.pdf
https://www.nefmc.org/calendar/oct-25-2021-ssc-meeting
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/sustainable-seafood/frequent-questions-national-standard-1-final-rule
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stock assessment information.  After extensive discussion, the SSC recommended a 754 mt Georges Bank 
cod ABC for each of the 2022, 2023, and 2024 fishing years. The SSC: (1) accepted “the continued use of the 
PlanBsmooth approach for setting the ABC for Georges Band cod”; (2) recognized that application of this 
approach resulted in a large reduction in the ABC; but (3) anticipated that this would likely “increase the 
probability of stock rebuilding.”  The SSC’s report included a minority opinion by three of the 15 members
who supported a different approach that resulted in ABCs of 1,053 mt, 904 mt, and 754 mt respectively for 
2022, 2023, and 2024.  Here is the SSC’s full report containing recommendations for all reviewed stocks.  

The Council’s Groundfish Committee met in late-November and discussed the results of the SSC’s meeting.
The committee voted to recommend that the Council “remand the Georges Bank cod ABC back to the SSC 
for reconsideration” of the approach articulated by the minority at the SSC meeting.  The committee further 
recommended that the Council accept the SSC’s final recommendations from the remand “without 
objection for fishing years 2022-2024” in order to avoid

QUESTIONS? Contact Dr. Jamie Cournane, the Council’s groundfish 
plan coordinator, at (978) 465-0492 ext. 103, jcournane@nefmc.org. 

delays in the implementation of Framework 63.

The Council has a policy in place for remanding 
recommendations back to the SSC.  In advance of the 
Council’s December 8, 2021 groundfish discussion,
Council members reviewed a memo on the role of the
SSC and the remand policy.

Given all the information it had in hand, the Council 
voted on a compromise position.  It did not remand 
the 2022-2024 Georges Bank cod ABC to the SSC.  
Instead, it adopted the 754 mt ABC for 2022 only.  This 
way, the SSC will have an opportunity to revisit the 
ABC for fishing years 2023 and 2024 and consider any 
additional information that becomes available. 

What Does This Mean?

The proposed 2022 ABC of 754 mt for Georges Bank 
cod applies to both the U.S. and Canadian fisheries.  It is 
a marked reduction from the 1,752 mt ABC that is in 
place for the 2021 fishing year.

Of the 754 mt, 411 mt must be deducted to account for 
the Canadian fishery, leaving 343 mt available for all 
U.S. fisheries combined:  groundfish sector and 
common pool fisheries; recreational and state waters 
fisheries, and other minor catch components.

Flow charts and additional information about the 
allocation process can be found in this presentation.

SSC Recommendations for Georges Bank Cod

OFL = Overfishing Limit
ABC = Acceptable Biological Catch

The SSC’s presentation to the full Council is 
posted HERE.

Atlantic cod.   – Northeast Fisheries Science Center photo

https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/3_FINAL-SSC-report-groundfish-10_25_21.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/5f_211130-Groundfish-Committe-meeting-motions-FINAL.pdf
mailto:jcournane@nefmc.org
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/7_211123-Nies-to-Council-re-SSC-Remand-Policy_211130_091941.pdf
https://www.nefmc.org/library/december-2021-groundfish-committee
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/8_211203_ED_to_Council_GB_Cod_Remand.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/2_211208_GF_FW63_Council_staff_presentation.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/1_SSC-Report-to-NEFMC-Dec-8-2021.pdf

