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Executive Summary                                                                                                                                                     

 

The ocean quahog resource in the US exclusive economic zone (EEZ) is not overfished and overfishing 

is not occurring in 2011 (Chute et al. 2013). The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) Northeast 

Fishery Science Center (NEFSC; Dan Hennen Pers. Comm., NEFSC 2016) has provided data updates 

regarding recent fishery and biological data available at: 

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

 

Ocean quahog specifications expire at the end of 2016. Staff recommend specifications be set for 2 years 

(2017-2018) to ensure there is no lapse in management measures through 2018. New stock assessment 

information will be available in 2017 to possibly change the previously recommended management 

measures for 2018 as well as set the measures for 2019-2020.  Staff recommend acceptable biological 

catches (ABCs) for 2017 and 2018 be set at 26,100 mt each year. This is the same ABC that the 

Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) recommended for 2014-2016. The Fishery Management Plan 

(FMP) specifies that the annual catch limit (ACL) equals the ABC. Staff recommend an annual catch 

target (ACT) for the Maine fishery be set as 524 mt, and the Non-Maine fishery ACT be set at 25,511 mt 

for 2017 and 2018. This results in a Maine commercial quota of 499 mt (100,000 ME bushels) and a 

Non-Maine commercial quota of 24,296 mt (5.36 million bushels) for 2017 and 2018. These are the 

same ACTs and commercial quotas that were implemented for the 2014-2016 fishing years. 

 

Introduction                                                                                                                                                      

 

The Magnuson-Steven Act requires each Council's SSC to provide, among other things, ongoing 

scientific advice for fishery management decisions, including recommendations for ABC, preventing 

overfishing, and maximum sustainable yield. The Council's catch limit recommendations for the 

upcoming fishing year(s) cannot exceed the ABC recommendation of the SSC. In this memorandum, 

information is presented to assist the development of measures for the Council to consider for the 2017 

and 2018 fishery for ocean quahogs. The SSC will recommend ABCs for the ocean quahog fishery that 

addresses scientific uncertainty. Based on the SSC recommendations, the Council will make 

recommendations for ACLs, ACTs, and other implemented measures, and provide those 

recommendations to the NMFS Northeast Regional Administrator.  

http://www.mafmc.org/s/DataUpdatefromNEFSC_OceanQuahog.pdf
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Review of SSC Recommendations from May 2013  

 

In May 2013, the SSC met to recommend ABCs for ocean quahog for fishing years 2014-2016. The 

SSC recommended the ocean quahog assessment be considered Level 4 and noted, “that the survey and 

assessment model provides reliable information on the trends in stock biomass. As a result, given the 

information on catches, it is possible to develop indices of relative exploitation that likely provide 

reliable indications of the trend in exploitation. In contrast, the SSC deemed the OFL to be non-credible 

because few recruitment pulses have been observed in the survey, due to the extreme longevity of 

quahog, and it appears to be incompatible with the observed stock dynamics. The SSC also notes that 

the species has an “atypical” life history.” 

 

Because the assessment was categorized as Level 4, it was not possible to provide the level of catch 

associated with the OFL. The SSC also, “deemed that it lacked credible scientific information on which 

to base a change in ABC.” 

 

The SSC recommended setting an ABC equivalent to status quo (26,100 mt) for 2014-2016. It was noted 

that, “It is the SSC’s expectations that catches will remain relatively unchanged during this period. 

Moreover, the SSC wishes to recommend to the Council, in the strongest possible terms that a 

benchmark assessment be conducted that focuses on establishing credible biological reference points for 

a species that is extremely long lived and has a highly uncertain recruitment pattern.” 

 

At that May 2013 meeting, the SSC noted that the principle sources of scientific uncertainty are: 

a. The fishing mortality rate reference point is deemed to be non-credible, both because of the 

               species to which quahogs were compared were inappropriate and because the details of the 

 calculations of spawning-per-recruit for any particular level were poorly justified. 

b. Forecasts over 40-50 years were provided to SSC. Although these forecasts were not used 

 in the ABC determination, the SSC notes that forecasts over this duration should be 

 continued. 

c. It is not known whether the low recent recruitments were reflective of a change in 

 underlying stock productivity or a consequence of the life history of a long-lived species 

 with highly uncertain recruitment. 

d. The nature of historical recruitments is poorly known. 

e. The SSC notes that it identified other substantial sources of uncertainty in its report in  

 2010. 

 

Stock Status and Biological Reference Points  

 

A forward projecting stock assessment model, based on the Deriso-Schnute delay-difference equation, 

was applied in a program called (KLAMZ) and was used in the most recent ocean quahog assessment 

update (Chute et al. 2013). This update utilized the same peer-reviewed and approved methods 

developed at Stock Assessment Workshop 48 (SAW 48).  Based on the June 2013 update, which utilized 

data through 2011, the stock is not overfished and overfishing is not occurring in 2011, relative to the 
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biological reference points. Whole stock fishable biomass during 2011 was 2.96 million mt meats and 

the fishing mortality rate during 2011 for the stock in the exploited region was F= 0.010 y-1. 

 

The SAW 48 biological reference points for ocean quahog include: 

 Fishing mortality threshold of FMSYPROXY = F45% = 0.022 y-1, 

 BMSYPROXY = BTARGET = 1.73 million mt meats, and, 

 Minimum stock size threshold, one-half BMSYPROXY, BTHRESHOLD = 1.39 million mt meats.   

 

Basis for 2017 and 2018 ABC Recommendation  

 

Staff recommend measures be developed for 2-years. The current specifications expire in December 31, 

2016; therefore, management measures (catch and landings limits) must be implemented by January 1, 

2017. The results of a February/March 2017 SAW/SARC review of the ocean quahog stock assessment 

will not be available for consideration when setting 2017 measures but will be available for the May 

2017 SSC meeting. The results of a July 2016 SAW/SARC review of the surfclam stock assessment will 

also be available for the May 2017 SSC meeting.  

 

In order to ensure administrative efficiency and that there is no lapse in measures given the timing of the 

SAW/SARCs for both species, staff is also recommending measures be specified in 2018. These 

measures can be overwritten with information from the new assessment when it becomes available.  

 

Staff recommends ocean quahogs be considered an atypical stock and that the SSC apply methods 

appropriate when the OFL cannot be specified given current state of knowledge. Based on the prior 

approaches used, staff recommend an ABC for 2017 and 2018 be set at 26,100 mt each year. This is the 

same ABC specified by the SSC for 2014-2016.  

 

Other Management Measures 
 

In the FMP, the ABC=ACL=TAC and the Council specifies ACTs that accounts for management 

uncertainty and other relevant factors (Figure 1). Discards are assumed to be zero; however, there is an 

incidental fishing mortality rate of 5% that applies to landings (commercial quota). The sum of the Non-

Maine and Maine ACTs, may be less than ACL based on achieving the optimum yield (OY), any 

additional reduction in catch to address management uncertainty, or other factors. Management 

uncertainty is comprised of two parts: uncertainty in the ability of managers to control catch and 

uncertainty in quantifying the true catch (i.e., estimation errors). Because this is an ITQ fishery, and 

ocean quahogs cannot be landed without cage tags, the implementation uncertainty is generally 

considered to be insignificant.   
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Figure 1. Ocean quahog catch limit structure. 

 

Catch for ocean quahogs is defined as the sum of landings, a 5 percent incidental mortality applied to 

landings, and discards (which are assumed to be 0). The ACL is equal to the ABC as prescribed in the 

FMP.  

 

Staff recommended the ACT for the Maine fishery be set as 524 mt, and the Non-Maine fishery ACT be 

set at 25,511 mt for 2017 and 2018. This results in a Maine commercial quota of 499 mt (100,000 ME 

bushels) and a Non-Maine commercial quota of 24,296 mt (5.36 million bushels) for 2017 and 2018. 

This is the same ACT and commercial quota that was implemented for the 2014-2016 fishing years.   
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