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M E M O R A N D U M  

Date:  February 15, 2019 

To:  Chris Moore, executive director 

From:  Julia Beaty, staff 

Subject:  Staff recommendations for final action on the Chub Mackerel Amendment 

 

This memo summarizes staff recommendations for final action on the Chub Mackerel 

Amendment. The management alternatives under consideration are listed in Table 1 and 

described in detail in the public hearing document. The public hearing document also contains 

the draft goals and objectives approved by the Council in June 2018. The details of the 

management alternatives and goals and objectives are not repeated here.1  

A summary of comments received during the public hearing period is available at: 

http://www.mafmc.org/s/Chub_mackerel_PH_comment_summary.pdf. 

The Mackerel, Squid, and Butterfish (MSB) Advisory Panel (AP) and Committee will both meet 

in late February to provide recommendations for final action. A summary of their 

recommendations will be posted as a supplemental material on the briefing book page for the 

March 2019 Council meeting (http://www.mafmc.org/briefing/march-2019). 

Staff recommendations for preferred alternatives are listed in Table 1. All alternatives under 

consideration are listed in Table 2. 

                                                 

1 The public hearing document is available at: http://www.mafmc.org/s/Chub-Mackerel-PHD.pdf  

 

Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
800 North State Street, Suite 201, Dover, DE 19901 
Phone: 302-674-2331 ǀ FAX: 302-674-5399 ǀ www.mafmc.org 
Michael P. Luisi, Chairman ǀ G. Warren Elliott, Vice Chairman 
Christopher M. Moore, Ph.D., Executive Director 

http://www.mafmc.org/briefing/march-2019
http://www.mafmc.org/s/Chub-Mackerel-PHD.pdf


 

 

Page 2 of 15 

Table 1: Staff recommendations for preferred alternatives for the Chub Mackerel Amendment. 

All alternatives under consideration are listed in Table 2. 

Staff Recommendations For Preferred Alternatives 

• Manage chub mackerel as a stock in MSB Fishery Management Plan (FMP; alternative 

2.B) 

o Status determination criteria (SDC) 

▪ Proxy overfishing SDC: greater than 3,026 mt (6.67 million pounds) of harvest from 

Maine through the east coast of Florida in a single calendar year 

▪ Proxy overfished SDC:  overfishing (as defined above) occurs in 3 consecutive 

years 

o Maximum sustainable yield is equal to the acceptable biological catch (ABC) 

o Essential fish habitat (EFH) 

▪ Egg EFH: pelagic waters throughout the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) from 

North Carolina to Texas, including intertidal and subtidal areas, at temperatures of 

15 - 25° C 

▪ Larval EFH: pelagic waters throughout the EEZ from North Carolina to Texas, 

including intertidal and subtidal areas, at temperatures of 15 - 30 °C 

▪ Juvenile and adult EFH: pelagic waters throughout the EEZ from Maine through 

Texas, including intertidal and subtidal areas, at temperatures of 15 - 30° C 

o Use the existing MSB specifications process for chub mackerel (alternative 2.A.ii) 

o Management unit of Maine through North Carolina (alternative 2.B.ii) 

o No separation of commercial and recreational catch limits (alternative 2.C.i)  

o In season closure of the commercial fishery when 90% of the total allowable landings 

limit (TAL) is projected to be landed (alternative 2.D.i.c) 

o 40,000 pound commercial possession limit after 90% of the TAL is projected to be 

landed (alternative 2.D.ii.d)  

o 10,000 pound commercial possession limit after 100% of the TAL is projected to be 

landed (a modification of alternative 2.D.ii.c) 

o Require any existing Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office (GARFO) MSB 

commercial fishing permit for commercial vessels to retain chub mackerel in the 

management unit (alternative 2.E.i.c)  

o Require the GARFO MSB party/charter permit for party/charter vessels to retain chub 

mackerel in the management unit (alternative 2.E.ii.c) 

o Optimum yield = ABC =5.07 million pounds (alternative 3.A) 

o No management uncertainty buffer  

o Expected discards = 10% of the annual catch target, resulting in a TAL of 4.49 million 

pounds. 
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Table 2: Management alternatives considered through this amendment. “Required” indicates 

measures required under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act. 

“Discretionary” indicates measures that are not required. All alternatives are described in 

detail in the public hearing document. 

• Alternative 1: No action 

• Alternative 2: Manage chub mackerel as a stock in the MSB FMP 

o Alternative set 2.A: Specifications process (discretionary) 

▪ Alternative 2.A.i: No action on specifications 

▪ Alternative 2.A.ii: MSB specifications process 

o Alternative set 2.B: Management unit (required) 

▪ Alternative 2.B.i: ME through east coast of FL 

▪ Alternative 2.B.ii: ME - NC with expected catch from SC - FL subtracted from ABC 

o Alternative set 2.C: Separation of commercial and recreational catch limits 

(discretionary) 

▪ Alternative 2.C.i: No separation of commercial and recreational catch limits 

▪ Alternative 2.C.ii: Division of ACL into commercial and recreational ACTs 

o Alternative set 2.D: Accountability measures (AMs; required) 

▪ Alternative set 2.D.i: Alternatives for in-season commercial fishery closures 

• Alternative 2.D.i.a: Closure when 100% of the quota/TAL is landed 

• Alternative 2.D.i.b: Closure when 95% of the quota/TAL is landed 

• Alternative 2.D.i.c: Closure when 90% of the quota/TAL is landed 

▪ Alternative Set 2.D.ii: Possession limit when commercial fishery is closed in-season 

• Alternative 2.D.ii.a: No possession 

• Alternative 2.D.ii.b: 1,000 pounds 

• Alternative 2.D.ii.c: 10,000 pounds 

• Alternative 2.D.ii.d: 40,000 pounds 

o Alternative set 2.E: Permitting requirements (discretionary) 

▪ Alternative set 2.E.i: Commercial permit requirements 

• Alternative 2.E.i.a: No action on commercial permit requirements 

• Alternative 2.E.i.b: Require any GARFO commercial fishing permit 

• Alternative 2.E.i.c: Require any GARFO commercial MSB permit  

• Alternative 2.E.i.d: Create a new commercial chub mackerel permit 

▪ Alternative set 2.E.ii: Party/charter permit requirements 

• Alternative 2.E.ii.a: No action on party/charter permit requirements 

• Alternative 2.E.ii.b: Require any GARFO party/charter permit 

• Alternative 2.E.ii.c: Require a GARFO MSB party/charter permit 

• Alternative set 3: Catch and landings limits for upcoming years 

o Alternative 3.A.: OY = ABC 

o Alternative 3.B: OY is less than ABC 
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Recommended Status Determination Criteria (SDC) And Rationale 

SDCs are required for stocks in the fishery. As stated in the public hearing document, chub 

mackerel SDCs will be defined and automatically updated based on the latest stock assessment 

that is peer reviewed and accepted for use in management, consistent with the process used for 

all other stocks in the Council’s FMPs. Currently, a peer-reviewed and accepted stock 

assessment for Atlantic chub mackerel is not available; therefore, the Council must use proxy 

SDCs.  

In July 2018 the Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) agreed that an overfishing 

limit (OFL) could not be specified based on the available information. They agreed that stock 

size and productivity cannot be determined, there is no information to determine reference points 

for biomass levels, and little information exists to determine reference points for fishing 

mortality rates. They recommended an acceptable biological catch (ABC) of 2,300 mt (5.07 

million pounds) based on historical fishery data, knowledge of species with similar life histories, 

and expert judgement.2  

Despite these noteworthy data concerns, SDCs must be specified if the Council manages chub 

mackerel as a stock in the MSB FMP. The proposed SDCs described below are based on the 

Council’s ABC control rule and risk policy. They are presumed to be reasonable given the life 

history of chub mackerel, the scale of the directed fisheries in this region, current Council 

policies, and precedents set in other data-poor fisheries around the country.  

Under the Council’s ABC control rule for a stock with a typical life history, biomass at or above 

biomass at maximum sustainable yield, and an OFL coefficient of variation (CV) of 150%, the 

ABC is 76% of the OFL. This control rule is intended to be used to derive an ABC from an OFL, 

taking into account the Council’s risk policy and scientific uncertainty. This approach was used 

to work backwards from the ABC to derive an overfishing SDC for chub mackerel (i.e., the ABC 

was divided by 0.76). Although stock status is unknown as there is no stock assessment, it is 

assumed that biomass is currently at or above biomass at maximum sustainable yield given the 

scale of the fisheries and the SSC’s statements. An OFL CV of 150% was assumed to be 

appropriate given notable data limitations. The SSC typically uses a default OFL CV of 100% 

but has used a 150% CV in situations with high levels of uncertainty associated with knowledge 

of the stock (e.g., surf clams in December 2018). The resulting proposed proxy overfishing SDC 

is 3,026 metric tons (6.67 million pounds). In other words, when more than 3,026 metric tons of 

chub mackerel are harvested from Maine through the east coast of Florida in a given year, 

overfishing is assumed to have occurred.  

The proposed overfished SDC is three consecutive years of catch above 3,026 metric tons (6.67 

million pounds). That is, if catch exceeds 3,026 metric tons in three consecutive years, then the 

stock is presumed to be overfished. An overfished designation triggers a requirement for a 

rebuilding plan.  

Studies from other parts of the world and of closely related species suggest chub mackerel are 

somewhat resilient to fishing pressure but that heavy fishing pressure, especially when combined 

                                                 
2 The July 2018 SSC meeting summary is available at: http://www.mafmc.org/s/July-2018-SSC-Report.pdf.  

http://www.mafmc.org/s/July-2018-SSC-Report.pdf
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with unfavorable environmental conditions, can lead to poor recruitment (e.g., Parrish and 

MacCall 1978). As such, an overfished SDC defined as three consecutive years of overfishing 

may not be overly risky for this species. 

The SDCs described above are recommended by staff due to their alignment with existing 

Council practices and policies. A subset of the Fishery Management Action Team (FMAT) 

considered an alternative approach for deriving an overfishing SDC based on a data-poor model 

refined by Free et al. (2017). This approach recommends deriving an OFL by multiplying a catch 

statistic (e.g., the 90th percentile of catch) by a scalar. A range of scalars are provided in Free et 

al. (2017). The appropriate scalar should be selected based on stock status (over, under, or fully 

exploited according to the model output) and the desired level of risk of overfishing versus risk 

of foregone yield. An online application to apply this approach to any species is available at: 

https://cfree.shinyapps.io/refined_orcs_approach/. This approach suggests that chub mackerel are 

most likely underexploited.  As shown in table 2 in Free et al. (2017), a scalar of 1.62 aligns with 

the Council’s 40% maximum acceptable risk of overfishing for an underexploited stock. If the 

ABC of 2,300 mt (5.07 million pounds) is used as the catch statistic to multiply by this scalar, 

the resulting OFL is 3,726 metric tons (8.21 million pounds). This is about 23% greater than the 

overfishing SDC generated based on the control rule approach described above. Both approaches 

are likely justifiable; however, staff recommend the control rule approach as it is more in line 

with existing Council policies and practices. In addition, there is limited ability within the Free et 

al. (2017) approach to tailor the model to the unique characteristics of any individual species. 

The FMAT members who evaluated this approach had some concerns about the appropriateness 

of the relative weighting of the factors in the model. For example, the influence of price on stock 

status seemed unreasonably large for chub mackerel.  

Other potential approaches for developing SDCs were considered but deemed inappropriate 

given significant data limitations. For example, fishery-independent survey indices, fishery catch 

per unit effort, and estimates of fishing mortality rates have been used to derive proxy SDCs in 

other data-poor situations; however, these would be impractical or inappropriate metrics for chub 

mackerel SDCs at this time. 

Data from the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) and state bottom trawl surveys have 

limited utility for a number of reasons. These surveys were not designed to effectively sample 

fast-swimming, schooling pelagic species like chub mackerel. As such, catchability of chub 

mackerel in these surveys is likely low. In addition, large portions of the chub mackerel stock 

may exist outside of the survey domains. Only 76 NEFSC bottom trawl survey tows between 

1992 and 2016 caught any chub mackerel and this survey has gone six consecutive years without 

catching any chub mackerel. The SSC agreed that the chub mackerel stock has likely not 

experienced overfishing or been overfished in this region in recent decades. It thus follows that 

six consecutive years with no chub mackerel catches in this survey should not be considered a 

sign of overfishing.  

Available egg and larval survey data should not be used to develop SDCs. ECOMON chub 

mackerel egg catches are sparse and there is some concern regarding species identification 

(personal communication, David Richardson, NEFSC). Egg data from the Gulf of Mexico are 

https://cfree.shinyapps.io/refined_orcs_approach/
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available; however, the amount of exchange, if any, between the Gulf of Mexico and the South 

Atlantic, Mid-Atlantic, and New England is unknown. 

There are also important concerns regarding the use of fishery-dependent data to evaluate and 

monitor abundance. For example, targeted fishing effort was very low until 2013 and has since 

been variable. As described in the public hearing document, fishing effort is largely driven by 

availability of Illex squid, market factors, and fleet capacity. Thus, catch per unit effort likely 

fluctuates based on factors not related to abundance or availability of chub mackerel. In addition, 

limited fishery-dependent data are available from inshore areas, which could include important 

chub mackerel habitats. 

Staff Recommendation For Maximum Sustainable Yield 

The Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act requires that FMPs specify 

Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY) for managed fisheries. MSY is the largest average catch or 

yield that can continuously be taken from a stock. Staff recommend that the FMP specify that for 

chub mackerel, MSY is equivalent to the ABC. 

Recommended EFH Descriptions And Rationale 

The EFH descriptions in the public hearing document are based on a combination of fishery and 

survey data, literature sources, and expert judgment. Council staff propose two modifications to 

those EFH descriptions based on public comments and further consideration of previous FMAT 

advice. Specifically, staff recommend that intertidal and subtidal areas be identified as the 

inshore boundary and the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) be identified as the offshore boundary 

of EFH for all life stages. This would require modifications to the proposed inshore boundary for 

larval EFH and to the proposed offshore boundary for juvenile and adult EFH. No changes 

would be required to the proposed egg EFH description. The resulting EFH descriptions would 

be as follows. 

EFH for chub mackerel eggs includes pelagic waters throughout the EEZ from North 

Carolina to Texas, including intertidal and subtidal areas, at temperatures of 15 - 

25° C. 

EFH for chub mackerel larvae includes pelagic waters throughout the EEZ from 

North Carolina to Texas, including intertidal and subtidal areas, at temperatures of 

15 - 30 °C. 

EFH for chub mackerel juveniles and adults includes pelagic waters throughout the EEZ 

from Maine through Texas, including intertidal and subtidal areas, at temperatures of 15 - 

30° C. 

As stated in the public hearing document, data from beyond the shelf are lacking due to a lack of 

sampling; therefore, it may be reasonable to assume that egg and larval distribution extends 

beyond the shelf. The public hearing document did not state that this assumption could also 

apply to adults and juveniles; however, staff believe this is a reasonable assumption. It could also 

be reasonable to assume that if egg, juvenile, and adult EFH encompasses intertidal and subtidal 
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areas (as proposed in the public hearing document), that larval EFH also encompasses those 

areas. 

Rationale For Management Unit Of Maine Through North Carolina 

As described in the public hearing document, if the Council manages chub mackerel fisheries 

from Maine through North Carolina, catch from South Carolina through the east coast of Florida 

would still count towards the ABC. Expected South Atlantic catch would be subtracted from the 

ABC to derive an annual catch limit (ACL) that applies from Maine through North Carolina 

(Figure 1). Staff recommend a value of 84,500 pounds for expected South Atlantic catch for the 

first year of implementation. This is a conservative estimate based on the highest annual South 

Atlantic landings shown in commercial dealer and Marine Recreational Information Program 

(MRIP) data (i.e., 76,835 pounds in 2011), increased by about 10% to account for discards (see 

page 13 for the rationale behind 10% discards). This value can be modified each year through the 

specifications process.  

If South Carolina through Florida are not in the management unit, the Mid-Atlantic Council 

could not develop management measures such as permit requirements or possession limits for 

that region. This may be of little consequence given that greater than 99% of total chub mackerel 

landings over the past 20 years occurred in Maine through Florida (Figure 2). All South Atlantic 

recreational and commercial landings were reported in Florida during this time period. 

If the South Atlantic were included in the chub mackerel management unit, commercial and 

recreational fishermen in that region would most likely be required to obtain GARFO permits 

and submit vessel trip reports (VTRs) to GARFO. Current permitting and reporting requirements 

in the northeast differ from those in the southeast. This would require submitting one type of 

VTR to GARFO and another type to the Southeast Regional Office. This is currently required in 

some situations and fishermen consider it burdensome and inefficient. The small chub mackerel 

fisheries in the South Atlantic may not warrant creating a similar permitting and reporting burden 

for South Atlantic fishermen at this time.  
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Figure 1: Staff recommendations regarding chub mackerel catch and landings limits. 

 

 
Figure 2: Commercial and recreational chub mackerel landings in millions of pounds, 1998-

2017. Recreational landings are from MRIP data downloaded in August 2018. Commercial 

landings are from the northeast and southeast dealer datasets. 
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Rationale For No Separation Of Commercial And Recreational Catch Limits 

As described in the public hearing document, recreational catch is likely not well quantified. 

Based on available data, recreational catch constituted 1% of total catch over the past 5, 10, and 

15 years (through 2017). As such, any allocation of catch to the recreational fishery would likely 

be quite small and would be based on uncertain data.  

Rationale For In-Season Closure Of Commercial Fishery When 90% Of The TAL Is 

Projected To Be Landed 

This is the most conservative of the three alternatives considered for in-season closure of the 

commercial fishery (Table 2). Under the staff recommendations listed on page 2, the total 

allowable landings limit (TAL) would be 4,486,950 pounds. If the fishery is closed when 90% of 

this limit is reached, 448,695 pounds of the TAL would remain after the closure.  

Once the commercial fishery is closed, there would be a commercial possession limit of 0; 

10,000; or 40,000 pounds (Table 2). As described in the next section, staff recommend an initial 

40,000 pound possession limit, to be replaced with a 10,000 pound limit when 100% of the TAL 

is projected to be landed. With a 40,000 pound possession limit, it would take 12 trips to exceed 

the TAL after an in-season closure at 90% of the TAL. Under the alternative for in-season 

closure at 95% of the TAL, it would take 6 trips at 40,000 pounds to exceed the TAL.  

Staff recommend a slight change to the wording of the alternatives for in-season closure of the 

commercial fishery. As currently written, the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) would 

close the commercial fishery once 90, 95, or 100% of the TAL is landed. Staff recommend that 

NMFS have the authority to close the commercial fishery when landings are projected to reach a 

certain percentage of the TAL. This is consistent with the regulations for other species. 

Rationale For 40,000 Pound Commercial Possession Limit After 90% Of The TAL Is 

Projected To Be Landed, Then 10,000 Pounds When 100% Of The TAL Is Projected To Be 

Landed 

To help prevent the ACL from being exceeded, Council staff recommend a 40,000 pound 

possession limit after 90% of the TAL is projected to be landed (see previous section), followed 

by a 10,000 pound possession limit when 100% of the TAL is projected to be landed.  

The true level of incidental chub mackerel catch is unknown given limited data and the 

significant overlap between the chub mackerel and Illex squid fisheries. For example, there are 

only a few years with notable targeted chub mackerel fishing effort and observer data only cover 

a fraction of those trips.  In addition, there is not always a clear distinction between trips which 

targeted Illex squid and trips which targeted chub mackerel.  

Fewer than 5 vessels accounted for more than 95% of all chub mackerel landings over the past 

20 years. These vessels are capable of landing a few hundred thousand pounds of chub mackerel 

at a time. Public comments suggest that 40,000 pounds of chub mackerel can fill a bait truck and 

fish dealers may be reluctant to purchase smaller amounts. As such, a possession limit at this 

level may help minimize discards while limiting the incentives to target chub mackerel. 
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Rationale For Requiring Any Existing GARFO MSB Commercial Or Party/Charter 

Permit 

All the existing fishing permits issued by GARFO require submission of VTRs for every trip. 

VTRs must include estimates of all kept and discarded catch, including catch of non-target and 

unmanaged species. As such, if commercial and party/charter vessels are required to have a 

GARFO permit in order to possess chub mackerel in the management unit, they would be 

required to submit VTRs for every trip. This would be beneficial in terms of supporting an 

accurate understanding of the chub mackerel fisheries. These benefits would be identical no 

matter which GARFO permit is required.  

Because this amendment proposes adding chub mackerel to the MSB FMP, it is most logical to 

require an MSB permit. Many of the vessels which would be affected by such a requirement 

likely already have one of these permits. It is not known how many vessels would be required to 

obtain a new permit under these alternatives. Commercial vessels could acquire the open access 

Atlantic mackerel incidental permit to meet this requirement. The MSB party/charter permit is 

also open access. 

Rationale For OY=ABC 

Optimum yield (OY), as defined in the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 

Management Act and the associated National Standards Guidelines, is the amount of fish that 

will provide the greatest overall benefit to the nation, particularly with respect to food production 

and recreational opportunities and taking into account the protection of marine ecosystems.  

The Council may set OY less than the ABC to account for social, economic, or ecological factors 

not sufficiently accounted for in the ABC. No ecosystem considerations were included in the 

SSC’s ABC recommendation of 5.07 million pounds. The SSC noted that there is no information 

on predation mortality or the role of chub mackerel in predator diets. As such, the SSC was 

unable to evaluate chub mackerel’s role as forage using the information available.  

Specifically, a thorough literature review by Council and NMFS staff3 identified only one study 

with quantitative data on the role of chub mackerel in the diets of any predators off the U.S. east 

coast. Manooch et al. (1984) found that chub mackerel made up 0.2% (by frequency of 

occurrence) of the diets of dolphinfish sampled off North Carolina through Texas. Several 

studies have quantified the importance of the family Scombridae to the diets of various fish and 

marine mammal predators; however, none have been found which quantified the importance of 

chub mackerel. For example, an analysis of the NEFSC food habits database prepared for the 

Unmanaged Forage Omnibus Amendment (MAFMC 2017) found no records of chub mackerel 

as prey; however, “mackerels” were identified as prey for spiny dogfish, monkfish, and summer 

flounder. 

The Council received 14,964 comments during the public comment period requesting that OY be 

less than the ABC. These comments emphasized the ecological benefits of protecting chub 

mackerel’s role as a forage species. A few comments addressed a more specific concern 

regarding the potential for localized depletion. Similar comments during the scoping period and 

                                                 
3 Available at: http://www.mafmc.org/s/12_Chub_lit_review_July2018.pdf  

http://www.mafmc.org/s/12_Chub_lit_review_July2018.pdf
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during development of the Unmanaged Forage Omnibus Amendment have had a major influence 

on Council deliberations and public and stakeholder interest in the Chub Mackerel Amendment. 

Specifically, these comments said the presence of chub mackerel in certain offshore canyon areas 

in the late summer and early fall attracts tunas and marlins and if commercial fishing reduces the 

local abundance of chub mackerel, then tuna and marlin will not return to those areas. This could 

lead to negative socioeconomic impacts for recreational tuna and marlin fisheries, including 

fishing tournaments. Based on public comments and available data, this is not believed to have 

occurred to date. When examined on the annual coastwide level, years with higher chub 

mackerel catches do not appear to be associated with lower recreational HMS catches. Public 

comments describe this type of localized depletion as a concern, but not as something that has 

occurred to date.  

The 5.07 million pound ABC recommended by the SSC will prevent chub mackerel landings 

from reaching their historic high of 5.25 million pounds in 2013. As such, the impacts of 

commercial chub mackerel harvest on predators should not be greater than those seen in recent 

years. As previously stated, these impacts have not been quantified. Based on public comments 

and available data, it is not believed that the commercial chub mackerel fishery has had major 

negative impacts on predator species and associated fisheries to date. More importantly, setting 

OY less than the ABC will not necessarily address concerns about localized depletion. The level 

of OY has limited impact on when and where the commercial chub mackerel fishery takes place. 

Spatial and temporal management measures could address concerns about localized depletion 

and user conflicts; however, the Council has agreed not to consider such management measures 

until after receiving the final results of a diet study which they recently funded. Final results are 

expected to be available in 2020.  

An analysis of the timing and location of fishing effort for both the commercial chub mackerel 

fishery and the recreational fisheries of concern would be needed to analyze the impacts of any 

spatial and temporal management measures aimed at addressing the potential for localized 

depletion and user conflicts. The location of the commercial chub mackerel fishery can be 

analyzed based on observer, VTR, and study fleet data. Comparable datasets on the location of 

recreational fishing effort are not available. This will pose challenges for evaluating spatial 

closures of the commercial chub mackerel fishery, if the Council decides to consider such 

measures in the future. 

For all these reasons, staff recommend that OY be set equal to the ABC. It is worth emphasizing 

that at this point in time there are virtually no data on the importance of chub mackerel in the 

diets of any predators. As such, there is no quantitative basis for setting OY less than the ABC to 

account for ecosystem concerns. In addition, the SSC noted that their recommended ABC will 

support improved fishery-dependent data collection and analysis. Their expert judgment is that 

this level of catch is unlikely to result in overfishing given the general productivity of chub 

mackerel in fisheries throughout the world, combined with the relatively low fishery capacity in 

our region.4  

                                                 
4 More information is available at: http://www.mafmc.org/ssc-meetings/2018/july-17-18  

http://www.mafmc.org/ssc-meetings/2018/july-17-18
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The values of OY and the ABC can be modified each year through the specifications process. As 

such, they can be modified in a fairly efficient manner in response to new data and other 

considerations.  

In summary, staff recommend that OY be set equal to the ABC for the following reasons:  

• There are virtually no quantitative data on the role of chub mackerel in the diets of any 

predators. As such, any reduction in the ABC would not have a quantitative scientific 

basis. 

• An ABC of 5.07 million pounds would prevent commercial landings from reaching their 

historic high. Based on public comments and the limited available data, this level of 

fishing effort is not believed to have had notable negative impacts on any predators in the 

past. 

• An ABC of 5.07 million pounds will support fisheries-dependent data collection for a 

severely data limited species.  

• Setting OY less than the ABC will not necessarily address concerns regarding the 

potential for localized depletion and user conflicts. 

• Changes to OY and the ABC can be made each year in response to new information. 

Rationale For No Management Uncertainty Buffer 

The annual catch target (ACT) is set equal to or less than the ACL to account for management 

uncertainty (Figure 1). According to the National Standards Guidelines, management uncertainty 

“refers to uncertainty in the ability of managers to constrain catch so that the ACL is not 

exceeded, and the uncertainty in quantifying the true catch amounts (i.e., estimation errors). The 

sources of management uncertainty could include: Late catch reporting; misreporting; 

underreporting of catches; lack of sufficient inseason management, including inseason closure 

authority; or other factors.” 

Estimation errors are likely low for the commercial chub mackerel fishery given that a small 

number of vessels and dealers are associated with over 95% of the landings and given existing 

reporting requirements (e.g., VTRs and dealer reports). Estimation errors may be of greater 

concern for the recreational fishery; however, recreational harvest accounted for about 1% of 

total landings over the past 15 years.  

Unintentional misreporting could be an issue due to similarities in appearance between chub 

mackerel and other small scombrids such as Atlantic mackerel. The Council and NMFS have 

taken steps to address this by developing a species identification guide which will be sent to most 

NMFS commercial and party/charter permit holders and other target groups.5 MRIP has also 

taken steps to address this issue by adding chub mackerel to the core list of species for trainings 

of field samplers from Maine through Virginia. 

                                                 
5 An electronic version of the guide is available at: http://www.mafmc.org/s/Small_scombrid_ID_guide.pdf  

http://www.mafmc.org/s/Small_scombrid_ID_guide.pdf
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Late catch reporting should not be a major issue due to existing requirements for submission of 

VTRs for every trip on either a weekly basis or within 48 hours of returning to port, depending 

on the permit category. Dealer reports must be submitted weekly.  

Some fishermen and dealers may not be aware of the requirements to report all catch (landings 

and discards) regardless of target species or management status of the species in question. 

Reporting of all catch and landings to the species level through VTRs and dealer reports has been 

a longstanding requirement; however, as suggested by public comments during the Unmanaged 

Forage Omnibus Amendment, some individuals may not be fully aware of this requirement. The 

degree of this under-reporting is unknown. This is not likely an issue for the top vessels and 

dealers in the commercial chub mackerel fishery as they participate in many federally-managed 

fisheries and are well aware of these reporting requirements.  

As previously stated, staff recommend that NMFS have the authority to close the commercial 

fishery in-season once a certain percentage of the TAL is projected to be landed. Once the 

fishery is closed in-season, a possession limit will be enforced, which should discourage targeted 

fishing effort on chub mackerel. This should help prevent the ACL from being exceeded. As 

described in the public hearing document, any ACL overages that do occur will require a 

deduction from the ACT in a following year. This will help to mitigate the negative biological 

impacts of ACL overages.  

For all these reasons, Council staff recommend that the ACT be set equal to the ACL, without a 

deduction for management uncertainty. There are many sources of scientific and biological 

uncertainty regarding chub mackerel; however, there are few notable sources of management 

uncertainty. In addition, the Monitoring Committee will consider management uncertainty for 

chub mackerel each year when reviewing or setting specifications in future years. The 

management uncertainty buffer can be adjusted accordingly each year. 

Rationale For 10% Expected Discards 

Defining expected discards as 10% of the ACT (Figure 1) is a conservative approach based on 

the available data. Northeast observer and northeast VTR data for commercial trips which caught 

any amount of chub mackerel over the past 5, 10, or 15 years (through 2017) showed that 

between 3% and 6% of the total observed or reported chub mackerel catch was discarded, 

depending on the year and dataset (Table 3). 

Commercial discards in the South Atlantic are unknown given the limitations of the available 

datasets. Observer coverage in the South Atlantic is much more limited than in the northeast. 

South Atlantic commercial discard logbooks though 2017 included no records of chub mackerel, 

though there were some records of unclassified mackerels (personal communication, Kevin 

McCarthy, Southeast Fisheries Science Center). 

As shown in Table 4, recreational discard rates have been high in some years and are quite 

variable year-to-year. The recreational data for chub mackerel should be viewed with caution 

given potential issues with species identification and low sample sizes. As previously stated, 

recreational harvest contributed to about 1% of the total landings in recent years. As such, 

recreational discards are not expected to be notable when compared to total catch (i.e., landings 

and discards in commercial and recreational fisheries). 
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If the Council decides to use separate commercial and recreational ACTs, rather than a single 

ACT as recommended by Council staff, then commercial and recreational discards should be 

accounted for separately. 

Table 3: Percent of commercial chub mackerel catch that was discarded, based on northeast 

fisheries observer program (NEFOP) and northeast VTR data. The associated number of trips is 

in parentheses. 

Years NEFOP Discard % VTR Discard % 

2003-2017 (15 years) 6% (217 trips) 3% (1,894 trips) 

2008-2017 (10 years) 5% (199 trips) 3% (1,869 trips) 

2013-2017 (5 years) 4% (156 trips) 3% (1,540 trips) 

2013-2015 (top 3) 4% (95 trips) 3% (740 trips) 

2013 (historic high) 3% (27 trips) 1% (120 trips) 

 

Table 4: Recreational chub mackerel catch and discards (in numbers of fish) for Maine through 

the east coast of Florida and Maine through North Carolina, according to MRIP data 

downloaded in January 2019. 

Year 

Maine - Florida Maine - North Carolina 

Catch Harvest Discards 

Discards 

as % of 

catch 

Catch Harvest Discards 

Discards 

as % of 

catch 

1998 2,193 2,193 0 0% 2,193 2,193 0 0% 

1999 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2000 4,461 4,461 0 0% 4,461 4,461 0 0% 

2001 821 0 821 100% 821 0 821 100% 

2002 41,971 41,971 0 0% 0 0 0 -- 

2003 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2004 1,974 1,974 0 0% 0 0 0 -- 

2005 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2006 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2007 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2008 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2009 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2010 387 387 0 0% 0 0 0 -- 

2011 78,036 78,036 0 0% 1,613 1,613 0 0% 

2012 15,569 0 15,569 100% 15,569 0 15,569 100% 

2013 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2014 60,191 49,813 10,378 17% 60,191 49,813 10,378 17% 

2015 0 0 0 -- 0 0 0 -- 

2016 2,575 2,087 488 19% 2,575 2,087 488 19% 

2017 24,417 12,083 12,334 51% 24,417 12,083 12,334 51% 

1998 -

2017 

Avg. 

11,630 9,650 1,980 26% 5,592 3,613 1,980 36% 
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