
 

 

 

5/30/2019 

Katie Schleit  
Oceans North 
1533 Barrington Street, Suite 202 
Halifax, NS B3J 1Z4 
 
Dr. Chris Moore, Executive Director 
Mr. Mike Luisi, Chairman 
Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
800 N. State St., Suite 201 
Dover, DE 19901 

Dear Dr. Moore and Mr. Luisi,  

Thank you for the opportunity to submit this letter as supplemental material for next week’s 

Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council meeting. Oceans North is a non-profit organization 

that fosters science and community-based conservation in the Arctic and Atlantic regions of 

Canada. Our goal is to promote policies and programs that address the unprecedented 

environmental changes taking place in the North and Atlantic regions, and to ensure that their 

waters are protected within the frameworks of sustainable management and Indigenous 

knowledge, rights and consultation. As part of this work, we help promote sustainable fisheries 

and management measures that aim to rebuild fish populations, as well as place-based 

measures to protect marine diversity and traditional access. 

One species of particular interest to us is Atlantic mackerel: healthy mackerel stocks are good 

for Atlantic ecosystems and the coastal communities that depend on them. We sit on the 

Maritime Mackerel Advisory Committee, Atlantic Mackerel Advisory Committee and the 

Atlantic Mackerel Rebuilding Working Group in Canada. We also attended the most recent 

Atlantic mackerel stock assessment in Mont-Joli, Quebec, from March 5-7, 2019.1 In this role, 

we promote precautionary science-based decision making and transparency in fisheries 

management decisions. On May 23, 2019, Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO), announced a 

one-year total allowable catch (TAC) reduction of 20% from 10,000 to 8,000 metric tonnes. 

Because Atlantic mackerel are a shared stock between Canada and the United States, 

management decisions on both sides of the border influence the future abundance of this key 

species. It is with this knowledge and context that we submit this letter and recommendations 

to the Mid-Atlantic Council.  

 

                                                           
1 http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/csas-sccs/Schedule-Horraire/2019/03_05-07b-eng.html 

http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/csas-sccs/Schedule-Horraire/2019/03_05-07b-eng.html
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Canadian Atlantic Mackerel Stock Assessment 

Atlantic mackerel are an important forage fish in Atlantic Canada. Their role as a link in the food 
web is critically important to ecosystem health. These fish are an important bait source for 
lobster—Atlantic Canada’s most lucrative fishery—through both commercial and bait licenses. 
They also bring jobs in the processing sector and support a culturally important recreational 
fishery. But this stock has been in the “critical zone” since 20132, and is therefore not serving 
humans or the ecosystem to anywhere near its potential. The “critical zone” under Canada’s 
precautionary approach framework means that the stock status (abundance) has declined to a 
level where serious harm is occurring, below the limit reference point (LRP) that defines the 
boundary between the cautious and critical zones, and fishing must therefore be kept to the 
lowest possible levels.3 

 

The latest stock assessment from March 2019 indicates that mackerel remain in the critical 

zone at 77% of the LRP, in addition to other concerning indicators of stock health. According to 

this assessment, “the current age structure is truncated compared to the pre-2000 period and 

is now dominated by one year class. The 2015 year class represented 75% of declared landings 

by weight in 2018.”4 Furthermore, recruitment levels in 2017 and 2018 are at all-time lows.  

Current projections show that in order to rebuild the stock out of the critical zone by 2021, a 

quota of 0 (no fishing) would have a 68% probability of success, with the stock growing over the 

next two years. While we remain concerned that the 8,000 tonne TAC set by DFO for 2019 only 

has a 51% chance of growing the stock above the limit reference point by 2020, it is a step in 

the right direction. We are also pleased that DFO elected to set a one-year TAC, as it will allow 

scientists to conduct an update to the science assessment and inform DFO and the Advisory 

Committee if we are on the right track before setting additional TACs. Finally, we are hopeful 

that Canada will soon pass Bill-68, an amended and modernized national Fisheries Act which 

will legally require fisheries rebuilding, the precautionary approach and the ecosystem 

approach in Canada.5  

 

Concern for U.S. Atlantic Mackerel Fishery 

Preliminary analyses on otolith stable isotopes as well as a synthesis of tagging data suggest 

that the United States might be catching a larger proportion of Northern (Canadian) contingent 

mackerel than previously assessed.6 As a result, the Canadian stock assessment now explicitly 

estimates removals of the Northern contingent mackerel in U.S. waters. These preliminary 

findings have increased awareness and concern about the impact of the U.S. Atlantic mackerel 

                                                           
2 https://waves-vagues.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/Library/364148.pdf 
3 https://dfo-mpo.gc.ca/reports-rapports/regs/sff-cpd/precaution-eng.htm 
4 Science presentation. Atlantic Mackerel Advisory Committee Meeting, March 28, 2019 
5 https://www.parl.ca/LegisInfo/BillDetails.aspx?Language=E&billId=9630814 
6 Science presentation, Atlantic Mackerel Advisory Committee, March 27, 2019.  

https://waves-vagues.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/Library/364148.pdf
https://dfo-mpo.gc.ca/reports-rapports/regs/sff-cpd/precaution-eng.htm
https://www.parl.ca/LegisInfo/BillDetails.aspx?Language=E&billId=9630814
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fishery on the health of the Canadian stock among Atlantic Mackerel Advisory Committee 

members, who are worried about the future of the Atlantic mackerel fishery as a whole. 

 

Oceans North is concerned that the Mid-Atlantic Council’s proposed five-year rebuilding plan 

allows a step-wise catch increase, nearly doubling the commercial catch limit in the first year 

alone, and will jeopardize the health and growth of our shared Atlantic mackerel stock. The 

most recent U.S stock assessment was the first ever peer-reviewed and accepted stock 

assessment for Atlantic mackerel, and it found the U.S. stock to be overfished and subject to 

overfishing. This added to an already grim picture about the health of the U.S. stock.7 The more 

recent Canadian assessment of the same stock reaffirmed the low stock status, with 

discouraging projections about the future health of the stock under current fishing pressure. 

We recommend that the Council reconsider its five-year rebuilding plan in light of the recent 

science assessment from Canada, the further knowledge of the 2015 year-class and the poor 

recruitment in recent years. 

 

Canada has taken the first small step toward rebuilding this shared stock through a quota 

reduction. However, any increase in the U.S. catch—especially of the magnitude proposed in 

the rebuilding plan—would likely nullify any decrease in Canadian catch, to the detriment of 

stock health and fishermen in both countries. Canada will re-evaluate the stock status in an 

update next year; a new quota decision and a Canadian rebuilding plan is still under 

development. Oceans North will continue to advocate for fisheries management decisions that 

lead to stock rebuilding within Canada. For the shared benefit of Atlantic mackerel in Canada 

and the U.S., we recommend that the Council reconsider its rebuilding framework and ask its 

Scientific and Statistical Committee to develop a new rebuilding plan. This plan should rely on 

the most recent and best available scientific information collected this year to allow the stock 

to rebuild as quickly as possible. And while we feel that the Mid-Atlantic Council staff’s 

recommendation to generally maintain 2019 Atlantic mackerel quotas for 2020 is the least that 

can be done, a reduction would represent a wise investment in the future of the Atlantic 

mackerel stock. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit these additional materials for consideration at next 

week’s June 2019 Council Meeting. We hope that with management decisions based on the 

latest available science, we will start to see growth of the Atlantic mackerel population in the 

coming years. This will benefit fishermen, communities and our shared ecosystem on both sides 

of the border. 

                                                           
7 Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC). 2018. 64th Northeast Regional Stock Assessment Workshop (64th 
SAW) Assessment Summary Report. US Dept Commer, Northeast Fish Sci Cent Ref Doc. 18-03; 27 p. Available from: 
http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/.  

http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/
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Sincerely, 

 

Katie Schleit 

Senior Fisheries Advisor  

Oceans North 

 

 

CC:  

Michael Pentony, Regional Administrator 
Greater Atlantic Region Fisheries Office, National Marine Fisheries Service 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
 
Dr. Jonathan A. Hare 
Science & Research Director 
Northeast Fisheries Science Center 
 
Peter Christopher 
Supervisor, Sustainable Fisheries Division 
GARFO, NOAA NMFS 
 
Douglas Christel 
Squid, Mackerel, Butterfish, Sustainable Fisheries Division 
GARFO, NOAA NMFS 
 
Kiersten Curti 
Stock Assessment Scientists 
NOAA Fisheries 
 


