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Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Advisory Panel  

Webinar Summary - March 1, 2019 

The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council's (Council) Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black 

Sea Bass Advisory Panel (AP) met jointly with the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission’s 

(Commission) Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass AP via webinar on March 1, 2019. 

Advisors reviewed recent stock assessment and fishery performance information for summer 

flounder and were asked to provide recommendations on 2019-2021 catch and landings limits as 

well as on 2019 commercial and recreational measures for summer flounder. Please note: Advisor 

comments described below are not necessarily consensus or majority statements.  

Council Advisory Panel members present: Jeff Gutman (NJ), Greg Hueth (NJ), Michael Plaia* 

(CT/RI), Arnold Leo (NY), Bonnie Brady (NY), Chris Spies (NY), Steve Witthuhn (NY), Katie 

Almeida (MA), Jeff Deem (VA), Carl Forsberg (NY), Howard King (MD), Lisa Poyer (NY), Bob 

Pride (VA), Robin Scott (NJ), Doug Zemeckis (NJ), Robert Ruhle (NC), Monty Hawkins (MD) 

Commission Advisory Panel members present:  Frank Blount (RI), Michael Plaia* (RI), James 

Tietje (MA), Brent Fulcher (NC), Art Smith (NC), Bill Shillingford (NJ), Buddy Seigel (MD), 

Jack Conway (CT), Joseph Huckemeyer (MA), Greg DiDomenico (NJ), Jay Little (DE), Jimmy 

Ruhle (NC) 

Others present: Kiley Dancy (MAFMC Staff), Karson Coutre (MAFMC Staff), Kirby Rootes-

Murdy (ASMFC Staff), Caitlin Starks (ASMFC Staff), Michael Luisi (MAFMC Chair), Rob 

O'Reilly (MAFMC Demersal Committee Chair), Wes Townsend, Rick Bellavance, Dave Daly, 

Steve EC Newellmann, Tom Smith, Mike Waine, Ashley Trudeau, Carolyn Iwicki  

*Serves on both Council and Commission Advisory Panels.  

Comments on the Stock Assessment 

One advisor noted that stock biomass was much higher in the early 2000s when the recreational 

size limits were lower (~15-17 inches). The fishery is now taking a lot of large females, and it 

seems impossible to rebuild to 2003 peak levels. 

Regarding the assessment information indicating that the stock center of biomass has shifted north 

and east, one advisor stated he believes that the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) 

survey does not capture the abundance well and does not cover the appropriate spatial extent in 

northern areas where the fish are supposedly moving. If the fish are moving north and east, he 

noted that there should be additional or expanded surveys inshore in the northern areas to more 

accurately capture their changing distribution.   

Three advisors commented on the timing of the NEFSC trawl surveys, noting that survey sampling 

should be conducted at the right times of year to appropriately reflect the seasonal distribution of 

summer flounder. One questioned how the timing of the surveys has affected the current 

assessment results and stock projections.  
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2019-2021 Catch and Landings Limits 

One commercial industry advisor noted that he is concerned about increases in catch limits 

occurring "too much, too fast," similar to changes that occurred in the early 2000s. He stated that 

while increases in catch limits may provide good fishing in the short term, in the long term there 

are likely to be negative consequences. This advisor suggests that there are still too many 

unknowns about summer flounder, and that commercial study fleet data should be used to fill in 

gaps in knowledge in order to reduce uncertainties. He also noted that the commercial industry has 

not observed declines in the stock status or had any issues catching fish, so were not supportive of 

catch limit decreases that occurred over the last few years, but caution is still needed with the 

proposed large increases. He questioned why, if recruitment has been down for so many years, 

how we are now in position where the quotas are proposed to almost double. If quotas are increased 

too rapidly, the market will not be able to withstand the change, with potential drops in price and 

not enough remaining fish houses to process the increased volume. He believes there is a "sweet 

spot" for appropriate catch limits around 22-24 million pounds, and would strongly oppose an 

increase occurring too fast and/or going to an Acceptable Biological Catch (ABC) over 23 million 

pounds at this stage. At least one other advisor expressed support for these comments regarding 

not making adjustments too fast.  

An advisor speaking to the commercial industry in Rhode Island indicated that they acknowledge 

that quota increases could cause price dips in the winter, but in the summer they always run out of 

fish. This will not be a concern in the summer months, and overall they would welcome more fish 

and would deal with the market consequences.  

An advisor for New York was supportive of any increase in quota given that New York has little 

commercial quota to begin with. However, this individual agreed with the comments regarding a 

"sweet spot" for quota and indicated that there should be more work to find out what the 

appropriate level should be. Currently the winter trawl fishery in New York typically receives a 

better price than other times of the year given that the fish are farther offshore and fewer people 

are catching them. Later in the meeting, this advisor noted that the current state-by-state quota 

system leads to unnecessary discards in the commercial sector under the current allocations and 

should be revised.   

Few advisors stated opinions on the question of using the averaged vs. 3-year varying catch limit 

approach, although one advisor noted a preference for the averaged ABCs.  

2019 Commercial Management Measures 

No comments were offered specific to the 2019 commercial management measures (commercial 

minimum size, mesh size restrictions, mesh size exemptions, and other gear restrictions).  

2019 Recreational Management Measures 

One advisor argued that the stock was rebuilt under smaller size limits and higher bag limits than 

are currently in place. This advisor questions how the stock was rebuilt to such a high point in the 

early 2000s under reasonable size limits, but the stock status does not seem to be able to be 

maintained under those size limits. He noted that people lose faith in the system when stocks are 

rebuilt to high levels and suddenly regulations need to be restricted. 
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Another advisor agreed with these points and noted that there are less registered boats today than 

in the past, in every state, and he believes that there have not been increases in effort that would 

lead to higher catch rates or a need for more restrictive management measures. The Marine 

Recreational Information Program (MRIP) data shows unrealistic estimates of fish being caught 

from shore in New Jersey when in reality shore effort contributes to a small portion of landings, 

primarily of smaller males. The current management restrictions seem to allow for few options for 

improvement, and the management approach used in the early 2000s seemed to work better than 

the current approach.  

Another advisor agreed with these comments regarding recreational measures. At a recent meeting 

in Manahawkin, New Jersey there was discussion about "mortality fish" caught in July, when water 

temperatures are very high leading to an increase in the fishing mortality rate for summer flounder. 

Individuals at this meeting discussed an estimated fishing mortality rate for discarded summer 

flounder of about 60% during these warm water periods. The water temperatures increase the 

mortality rate on top of people throwing back tons of fish under 18". People are looking for a 

‘dinner’ sized fish, and in Delaware Bay it seems that people will fish until they get enough for 

dinner and then stop.   

One advisor asked whether there had been any meaningful advances in Council and Board policies 

regarding reducing recreational discard mortalities. Looking at the proposed catch limits, a third 

of the recreational Annual Catch Limit (ACL) is removed as projected discards. This advisor 

questioned what was being done to address high discards, as the concerns have been repeatedly 

raised by advisors but he has not seen anything come of it. The current discard rates represent a 

waste of a valuable commodity and there should be more creative measures considered to reduce 

discards.   

One advisor asked about the status of potential use of slot limits. Staff responded that states are 

free to propose slot limit measures under conservation equivalency, and that in December 2018 

the Council and Board approved a modification to the Fishery Management Plan that will allow 

slot limits for federal waters if applicable in the future. This action has not yet been implemented 

but is expected to finalized later year.  

An advisor for North Carolina noted that North Carolina manages two species of flounder, 

southern and summer, and the management of southern flounder appears to need some more drastic 

measures. Given the joint management of summer flounder, North Carolina is limited in the ability 

to target a smaller size fish, resulting in targeting large female fish in both fisheries. He believes 

that the size limit should be reduced for both species, and was supportive of exploring an adaptive 

management approach considering the use of slot limits or other alternative recreational measures 

such as total length limits. He noted that summer flounder should be managed as a food resource 

and recreational anglers should have the opportunity to keep fish. 

One advisor offered support for status quo recreational measures. Another noted that the Council's 

ongoing contract for a recreational Management Strategy Evaluation (MSE) should be presented 

to stakeholders to clearly explain how the results of this study might yield different recreational 

management approaches.  

An advisor expressed frustration with the changing MRIP numbers, and the constantly changing 

percent changes and adjustments proposed for the fishery. An increase in the recreational harvest 

limit was proposed back in December, but now any increase has been wiped out by the new MRIP 
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numbers. It is difficult for stakeholders to believe in the management process when managers 

previously accepted the MRIP numbers as gospel and now are using the revisions to justify not 

making any changes.  

Public Comments 

• One member of the public commented on the trends over time in the stock assessment for 

recruitment and spawning stock biomass, specifically trends in recruitment (R) relative to 

Spawning Stock Biomass (SSB). He noted that he would assume that when spawning stock 

biomass increases, relative R should increase with it. From 1982 through the early 2000s, 

R was reasonably high compared to SSB. Since 2003 when SSB started decline, R as a 

percentage of SSB has declined at a greater rate. He believes this is the biggest issue 

underlying this fishery. In addition, he commented that size regulations appeared to work 

up through 2003 until reaching a point where the larger size limits and started taking more 

larger females out of the population. SSB appeared to have drastically increased during a 

period of time when catch levels relative to SSB were higher and when more of the fish 

harvested were immature. Now, the fisheries are taking larger females with larger egg 

capacity and recruitment relative to SSB has been sliding. Managers need to adjust size 

limits and get back to regulations that were in place between 1989 and 2003. Size limits 

play a major role in the fishery's current recruitment problem.   

• Another member of the public expressed concern about the high recreational discard rates 

and questioned what he is supposed to tell the children on his boats when they have to 

throw back most summer flounder they catch.  


