
1 

 

Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Monitoring Committee 

February 27, 2019 Webinar Summary 

Monitoring Committee Attendees: Alex Aspinwall (VMRC), Julia Beaty (MAFMC staff), Peter 

Clarke (NJ F&W), Karson Coutre (MAFMC staff), Kiley Dancy (MAFMC staff), Steve Doctor 

(MD DNR), Emily Gilbert (GARFO staff), John Maniscalco (NY DEC), Jason McNamee (RI 

F&W), Kirby Rootes-Murdy (ASMFC staff), Caitlin Starks (ASMFC staff), Mark Terceiro 

(NEFSC), T.D. VanMiddlesworth (NC DMF), Greg Wojcik (CT DEEP), Rich Wong (DE DFW) 

Additional Attendees: Michael Pirri, Tom Trageser, Cynthia Ferrio, Greg DiDomenico, Steve 

EC Newellman, Steve Witthuhn, Rob O'Reilly, Ashley Trudeau, Carolyn Iwicki, Mike Waine, 

Nichola Meserve, Tom Smith, Peter Hughes, Michelle Duval, Larry Hart, Thomas Dudek, Pat 

Augustine, "FishnFool", Emil Jaskot, Katie Almeida, Richard Melton, Ryan, George Burns 

Summer Flounder 2019-2021 Specifications 

The Monitoring Committee (MC) reviewed the highlights of the recent benchmark stock 

assessment for summer flounder and recent fishery performance. The MC recommended revised 

2019 catch and landings limits for summer flounder as well as specifications for 2020-2021, based 

on the two sets of Acceptable Biological Catch (ABC) limits recommended by the Scientific and 

Statistical Committee (SSC). The SSC and MC were asked to develop recommendations for both 

ABCs that vary over 2019-2021 as well as an averaged ABC approach where the catch limits are 

held constant each year from 2019-2021. The resulting Annual Catch Limit (ACL), Annual 

Catch Target (ACT), commercial quota, and recreational harvest limit (RHL) 

recommendations are shown in Table 1 (for the varying 2019-2021 catch limit approach) and 

Table 2 (for the averaged 2019-2021).  

The MC expressed support for the SSC's decision to use the projections associated with the recent 

7-year time series of below average recruitment ("R7" projections) in their ABC recommendations. 

The MC believes that this is more realistic given recent data, and results in projections that are less 

likely to be overly optimistic. Some members of the MC expressed some reservations with a 

substantial jump in catch limits given the continued trend of declining stock biomass and below-

average recruitment, but were ultimately supportive of the recommendations in Tables 1 and 2.  

In the projections provided by the NEFSC for the averaging approach, the projected ABC discards 

vs. landings split varies slightly in each year, resulting in differing projected discards by sector and 

slightly different landings limits in each year. Because this difference is very minor, for the sake 

of simplicity and stability, the MC recommended using an averaged discards/landings split of the 

ABC, which produces identical constant catch and landings limits for each sector in all three years 

(Table 2). As an alternative, the MC considered using the highest projected discard estimate for 

all three years (a small deviation from the averaged discard projection) but determined that this 

was not necessary given that recent high discards were largely driven by low quotas, and discards 

are expected to go down with increased quotas. The MC noted that in all years, when considering 

projected discards vs. landings, regulation changes likely to affect discarding rates should be 
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considered. As a final note in support of the averaged discard approach, the MC noted that the 

stability in information that this creates over the three year period could lead to decreased 

management uncertainty as this could increase the stability in management measures over the three 

year period. 

The MC recommends that both the commercial and recreational ACTs be set at their 

respective ACLs for 2019-2021. As noted in the staff memo, the commercial monitoring and 

closure system is timely and generally effective at constraining commercial harvest to the quota. 

Commercial discards caused the ACL to be exceeded in 2017, but observer data indicates that this 

was likely due in large part to the very low commercial quota that year. The MC suggests that 

commercial management measures be further evaluated to identify potential ways to reduce 

commercial discards, as discussed below. Staff noted that a commercial Accountability Measure 

(AM) triggered by a commercial ACL overage in 2017 will be applied as a deduction of 

approximately 547,000 pounds to the 2019 ACT. 

The recreational fishery performance is variable and many factors influence recreational catch and 

effort. The MC has increased efforts to incorporate management uncertainty into the recreational 

measures setting process, including approaches to respond to imprecision in the recreational data 

and development of additional tools to evaluate changes in measures, as discussed under 2019 

recreational measures recommendations below. As mentioned in past meeting summaries, the MC 

does not currently have an agreed-upon method or tools for quantifying and responding to 

management uncertainty.   

In terms of the choice between the averaged vs. varying ABC approach, the MC recommends 

the use of the averaged approach for 2019-2021. This provides additional stability in fishery 

and reduces the expected number of regulation changes from year to year over this time period. 

However, the MC did note that the averaging approach does slightly increase potential negative 

impacts that could occur in the event of exceeding limits in year one, since the removals in year 

one will have been higher than assumed in the risk policy calculations for the averaged approach.   

The MC agreed with the staff recommendation that no changes be made to the commercial 

minimum fish size (14-inch total length), gear requirements, and exemption programs for 

2019. The MC reiterated comments made during their July 2018 meeting that further examination 

of the recent mesh size study for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass is warranted. For 

summer flounder, the MC plans to further evaluate and seek Advisory Panel feedback on the 

current mesh size regulations, particularly the impacts of the 6.0" square mesh size vs. the 5.5" 

diamond mesh size on catch and discards of undersized fish. In addition, the MC has noted that 

observed discards from vessels participating in the small mesh exemption program have increased 

slightly in the last two years and should be closely monitored. The MC will revisit this exemption 

later this year with more recent data from November 2018-April 2019. The MC will also revisit 

the flynet exemption. While the flynet exemption does not appear to be causing issues in the 

summer flounder fishery, a similar exemption may need to be adopted for black sea bass and scup, 

which have been landed in North Carolina flynets in recent years in apparent violation of joint 

FMP mesh size restrictions. The MC noted that in general, additional modifications to measures 

to reduce commercial summer flounder discards may be warranted. The MC will further evaluate 

this later in 2019 when revisiting the commercial measures described above.   
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Summer Flounder 2019 Recreational Measures 

The MC agreed with the staff recommendation for status quo recreational management in 

2019, including the use of regional conservation equivalency with the current regions, as well 

as the current non-preferred coastwide and precautionary default measures.  

The preliminary 2018 recreational harvest (7.17 million pounds) is nearly equivalent to the 2019 

RHL under the varying ABC approach (7.19 million pounds) and less than 7% under the 2019 

RHL under the averaged ABC approach (7.69 million pounds). These harvest limits are within the 

coastwide percent standard error (PSE) for the 2018 harvest estimates (~8.7%). The MC has 

adopted a policy of considering the uncertainty surrounding the recreational estimates and 

generally recommending status quo measures when the following year's harvest limit falls within 

the PSE of the harvest projection (in either direction). This approach accounts for uncertainty in 

the recreational data and allows for increased stability in the recreational measures from year to 

year.  

The MC recommended that state measures remain status quo, or if states wish to make very 

minor modifications, that the modified measures should be designed to achieve the same level 

of harvest as 2018. This is a transition year for adopting the use of the revised Marine Recreational 

Information Program (MRIP) data, and the MC advises increased precaution when using the new 

data to consider modifications this year.  

Given this year's timing of catch limit revisions and expected implementation of the preferred 

recreational management strategy, and considering additional delays caused by the recent 

government shutdown, the recreational season is likely to have started in many states by the time 

final recreational measures are fully implemented (including final National Marine Fisheries 

Service approval of conservation equivalency if appropriate). Mid-year changes to measures 

would be difficult for some states and may lead to increased enforcement and compliance issues 

if multiple sets of measures are in place throughout the year. The timing of finalizing recreational 

measures in 2019 is uncertain and depends on the complexity of any changes. Implementation 

timing for conservation equivalency (if adopted by the Council and Board) and waiving of federal 

regulations is highly dependent on when NMFS receives a letter from the Atlantic States Marine 

Fisheries Commission certifying that the combination of state measures is conservationally 

equivalent to the coastwide measures. More complex modifications to measures will likely require 

more time to develop and approve, delaying the final implementation of conservation equivalency.  

The MC recommended the status quo non-preferred coastwide measures and precautionary 

default measures associated with conservation equivalency. Given recent fishery performance, 

the MC did not see any justification for changing the current non-preferred coastwide measures, 

which consist of a 19-inch minimum size, 4 fish possession limit, and an open season from May 

15-September 15. The MC also noted that the precautionary default measures are sufficiently 

conservative to deter states from not following the conservation equivalency guidelines. These 

measures consist of a 20-inch minimum size, a 2 fish possession limit, and an open season from 

July 1-August 31.  
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The MC received an update from Dr. Jason McNamee on contract work for the Council that he is 

completing with Dr. Gavin Fay on a recreational Management Strategy Evaluation (MSE) for 

summer flounder, which will include evaluation of whether an F-based harvest strategy may be 

appropriate. This work also includes the development of additional tools to evaluate expected 

harvest response to changes in the recreational management measures. The MC expects to 

consider these tools, and possibly the use of other new tools and methods, for development 

of 2020 recreational measures. Additionally, the MC suggested running any new procedures in 

parallel with existing procedures for setting recreational specifications so that managers have a 

good understanding of the differences between the two approaches. 

Public Comment on Summer Flounder Issues 

Several members of the public were present on the call and gave comments regarding summer 

flounder stock status, catch limits, and recreational measures. A record of written comments 

provided during the meeting via the chat log on the webinar will be provided as supplemental 

public comments on the Council and Board meeting materials page.  

In summary, points addressed by members of the public included:  

• Some of the public expressed concern regarding the recent low recruitment levels for 

summer flounder and asked questions regarding how this relates to spawning stock biomass 

(SSB) trends and management regulations over the time series. One public speaker felt that 

despite regulations that now set harvest levels at a lower percentage of SSB than seen in 

the past, biomass is still declining and recruitment is still low. He went on to offer his 

feeling that the increased size limits and the corresponding increased harvest of larger 

females has harmed recruitment, and needs to be addressed.   

• A question was asked regarding whether studies have been done on the impact of 

commercial fishing on spawning fish aggregations especially given that they appear to be 

increasingly concentrated in the northern region. The speaker felt that measures to protect 

fall/winter spawning aggregations of summer flounder should be considered.  

• One individual asked what happened to the liberalization in the recreational fishery that 

was expected as the result of the interim 2019 RHLs increasing over the 2018 RHL. Staff 

noted that while the 2019 RHL is proposed to increase, revisions to the MRIP data 

increased the recreational catch estimates in a way that used up all of the increase in the 

RHL, which is why the MC is recommending status quo measures for 2019.   

Black Sea Bass, Scup, and Bluefish Interim 2020 Specifications  

The Monitoring Committee was updated on the plans to implement interim specifications for black 

sea bass, scup, and bluefish for approximately the first two months of 2020 given the timing of the 

upcoming operational assessments, expected in August 2019. The MC was supportive of the staff 

recommendation for status quo measures rolling over into the beginning of 2020 until revised 

specifications based on the assessment results are implemented.  
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Table 1: 2019-2021 summer flounder catch and landings limit Monitoring Committee recommendations, under variable (non-

averaged) ABCs for 2019-2021. This table includes limits before any deductions for Accountability Measures or state overages.   

Management 

Measure 

2019 (revised) 2020 2021 
Basis 

mil lb mt mil lb mt mil lb mt 

OFL 30.00 13,609 31.36 14,226 31.96 14,496 
Stock assessment projections, using the R7 recruitment scenario 

and varying ABCs 2019-2021 

ABC 23.52 10,667 25.48 11,559 26.10 11,837 SSC Recommendation for varying approach 

ABC Landings 

Portion 
17.97 8,153 19.51 8,850 20.20 9,163 Stock projections 

ABC Discards 

Portion 
5.54 2,514 5.97 2,709 5.90 2,674 Stock projections 

Expected 

Commercial 

Discards 

1.90 864 2.05 931 2.03 919 

34% of ABC discards portion, based on 2015-2017 average % 

discards by sector (proportion by sector calculated with new 

MRIP data for the recreational discards) 

Expected 

Recreational 

Discards 

3.64 1,650 3.92 1,778 3.87 1,755 

66% of ABC discards portion, based on 2015-2017 average % 

discards by sector (proportion by sector calculated with new 

MRIP data for the recreational discards) 

Commercial ACL  12.69 5,755 13.76 6,241 14.15 6,416 
60% of ABC landings portion (FMP allocation) + expected 

commercial discards 

Commercial ACT 12.69 5,755 13.76 6,241 14.15 6,416 
Staff recommendation: no deduction from ACL for 

management uncertainty 

Commercial Quota  10.79 4,892 11.71 5,310 12.12 5,498 Commercial ACT, less expected commercial discards 

Recreational ACL  10.83 4,912 11.73 5,318 11.95 5,421 
40% of ABC landings portion (FMP allocation) + expected 

recreational discards 

Recreational ACT 10.83 4,912 11.73 5,318 11.95 5,421 
Staff recommendation: no deduction from ACL for 

management uncertainty 

RHL  7.19 3,261 7.80 3,540 8.08 3,665 Recreational ACT, less expected recreational discards 
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Table 2: 2019-2021 summer flounder catch and landings limit Monitoring Committee recommendations, under constant 

(averaged) ABCs for 2019-2021, including an averaged projected discards:landings ratio of the ABC. This table includes limits 

before any deductions for Accountability Measures or state overages.   

Management Measure 
2019-2021 

Basis 
mil lb mt 

OFL -- -- 

The SSC indicated that the methods for calculating the year-specific OFLs 

associated with this averaging approach need to be re-examined, and an OFL for 

this approach could not be specified during the meeting.   

ABC 25.03 11,354 SSC Recommendation for averaged approach (R7) 

ABC Landings Portion 19.21 8,715 Stock projections 

ABC Discards Portion 5.82 2,639 Stock projections 

Expected Commercial 

Discards 
2.00 907 

34% of ABC discards portion, based on 2015-2017 average % discards by sector 

(using new MRIP data) 

Expected Recreational 

Discards 
3.82 1,732 

66% of ABC discards portion, based on 2015-2017 average % discards by sector 

(using new MRIP data) 

Commercial ACL  13.53 6,136 60% of ABC landings portion (FMP allocation) + expected commercial discards 

Commercial ACT 13.53 6,136 Staff recommendation: no deduction from ACL for management uncertainty 

Commercial Quota  11.53 5,229 Commercial ACT, less expected commercial discards 

Recreational ACL  11.51 5,218 40% of ABC landings portion (FMP allocation) + expected recreational discards 

Recreational ACT 11.51 5,218 Staff recommendation: no deduction from ACL for management uncertainty 

RHL  7.69 3,486 Recreational ACT, less expected recreational discards 

 


