SETTING ANNUAL CATCH LIMITS

In 1976, Congress took the first steps to prevent overfishing—catching fish faster than they
can reproduce—by passing the law that is now known as the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery
Conservation and Management Act. The law called for conservation and management
measures that would prevent overfishing and were based on science. Over the following
decades, however, overfishing continued to deplete many important fish populations around
the country. This prompted Congress to strengthen the law in 2006 by mandating enforceable
annual catch limits (ACLs) that cannot exceed scientific recommendations and do not allow
overfishing. The ACL requirement is now a cornerstone of U.S. fisheries management and has
put our nation’s fish stocks on the path to sustainability.

ADDRESSING THE UNIQUE NEEDS OF EACH REGION
The regional fishery management councils, composed of local stakeholders that include fishermen,
make recommendations on annual catch limits for each of the fish species they manage. Each council
is guided by its Scientific and Statistical Committee, which provides guidance on appropriate catch
levels. Similar to a financial analyst making recommendations on a stock portfolio, science advisers use
a suite of information about the status of fish populations and a variety of tools to forecast the impact of
fishing on the health of stocks. These recommendations are tailored to the specific needs and challenges
of the region’s fisheries, and regional interests have a strong voice in final decisions on limits.
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Developing

All fish species managed by the federal government
have a range of information that scientists can use
to recommend catch limits, from basic biology and
catch data to more comprehensive information
available from government assessments. For
example:
Fisheries Data
> Age, size, sex and weight distributions
> Geographic distributions
> Catch and effort data/history
> Amount caught incidentally
> Catchability

Red snapper, Gulf of Mexico
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Biological Data
> Abundance
> Growth rates
> Where and what fish eat
> Age and size at maturity
> Life span
> When, where, and how fish reproduce
> Vulnerability to overfishing
Ecological Data
> Predator/prey relationships
> Habitat requirements
> Other species of fish that coexist within their
“neighborhood”
> Similarities to other, better studied species
Analysis
Scientists use a variety of information from various
sources, including independent research such as
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) surveys and academic reports; and “fishery
dependent” sources such as reported catch data
from fishermen’s logbooks, targeted and incidental
catch reports from on-board observers, and dealer
surveys. This information, combined with analytical
methods such as modeling, helps scientists
recommend limits unique to each fish and fishery.
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Regional fishery management
councils composed of recreational
and commercial fishermen,
managers, scientists, and other
local stakeholders, make final
recommendations on ACLs.

A conventional approach
Gulf of Mexico red snapper
Regional scientists recommend catch limits for
Gulf of Mexico red snapper based on conventional
stock assessments, which provide a comprehensive
evaluation of the health of the species based on
information collected by NOAA research vessels
and other sources. Recently, new evidence showed
red snapper increasing in average individual size,
abundance, and geographic range, based on data
obtained from academic and agency research,
updated catch, and fishing effort data. This led
scientists to recommend increasing catch levels.

By law, these recommendations
cannot exceed the upper bounds
of fishing levels determined by the
regional council’s Scientific and
Statistical Committee.
The secretary of commerce, who
oversees NOAA Fisheries, is then
responsible for final approval before
limits go into effect on the water.

Looking at catch history
South Atlantic dolphinfish
Scientists recommended sustainable catch
levels for South Atlantic dolphinfish (mahi
mahi) by analyzing biological information,
including growth rates and age at reproductive
maturity, and by looking at catch data from
the past 30 years to determine the health and
stability of the population under current fishing
conditions. Managers incorporated these
recommendations and set 2012 limits for the
species at 18 percent above average recent
(i.e., the past 10 years) catch.
Managing as a group
Pacific Groundfish
Nearshore species of rockfish off the West Coast are
popular among commercial fishermen and anglers,
but because they are slow-growing and long-lived,
they are vulnerable to overfishing. Less than a third
of these species have conventional assessments.
In such cases, fisheries scientists instead use catch
histories from the past 50 to 90 or more years and
life history information to inform catch limits, as well
as modeling to determine which species are most
vulnerable and need more attention. These species
are then managed as a group (“species complex”),
with a limit set for the full complex.

FINAL Decision
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Adaptive
Management
After catch limits are set,
managers monitor landings and
population abundance, collect new
information, and make adjustments
over time. As fish populations
recover, this adaptive management
process can provide more fishing
opportunities while guarding
against overfishing.

For additional resources, visit us at
www.PewEnvironment.org/USFish

An evolving process
Fisheries management is not a static process. New
scientific data are constantly becoming available, and
scientists and managers are developing innovative ways
to analyze, collect, and apply this information to catch
limits and other important management decisions.
Fisheries scientists are also developing different modeling techniques to better understand and predict fish
population patterns and outcomes of varying fishing
levels. Ecologists are working to improve our understanding of the environment that fish inhabit, providing
critical information about a multitude of factors such
as predator-prey relationships that influence fish populations. Thanks to this innovative science and strong
management tools, the United States has one of the
most advanced fisheries management systems in the
world. The annual catch limit is a cornerstone of this
management regime.
Vermilion rock fish

Credit: JAMES Lyle

Sources
Cooper, A.B. 2006. A Guide to Fisheries Stock Assessment: From Data to Recommendations. New Hampshire Sea Grant and the Department of Natural
Resources, University of New Hampshire. www.seagrant.unh.edu/stockassessmentguide.pdf.
Cope, J.M. 2012. “Implementing a statistical catch-at-age model (Stock Synthesis) as a tool for deriving overfishing limits in data-limited situations.”
Fisheries Research. doi:10.1016/j.fishres.2012.03.006.
Cope, J.M., J. DeVore, E.J. Dick et al. 2011. “An approach to defining stock complexes for U.S. West Coast groundfishes using vulnerabilities and ecological
distributions.” North American Journal of Fisheries Management 31(4):589-604.
Cope, J.M. 2012. NOAA, Northwest Fisheries Science Center. Personal communication.
Marine Resources Assessment Group (MRAG) Americas Inc. 2009. “Use of Productivity-Susceptibility Analysis (PSA) in Setting Annual Catch Limits for
U.S. Fisheries: An Overview.” http://www.lenfestocean.org/sites/default/files/psa_methodology4-09_final_0.pdf.
NOAA. 2010. “Annual Catch Limits and Accountability Measures.” www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/reg_svcs/Councils/Training2010/Tab%20M%20%20
ACLs%20and%20Other%20Requirements/TAB%20M%20ACLs.pdf.
NOAA, Southeast Regional Office. April 28, 2011. “Gulf of Mexico Red Snapper Quota Increases and Recreational Red Snapper Season.” Southeast Fishery
Bulletin. http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov/bulletins/pdfs/2011/FB11-039%20FR%20for%20Gulf%20Red%20Snapper%20reg%20amend.pdf.
Rosenberg, A., D. Agnew, E. Babcock et al. 2007. Setting annual catch limits for U.S. fisheries. Lenfest Ocean Program [funded by the Lenfest Foundation and
managed by the Pew Environment Group]. http://www.lenfestocean.org/sites/default/files/ewgcatchlimits.loprs_.9-2007.pdf.
South Atlantic Fishery Management Council. “Comprehensive Annual Catch Limit (ACL) Amendment for the South Atlantic Region.” 2011. www.safmc.
net/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=OlK4OjG54Vs%3d&tabid=415.

For more information, please contact:

Lee Crockett
Director of Federal Fisheries Policy
Pew Environment Group
202-552-2065
lcrockett@pewtrusts.org

Regan Nelson
Senior Oceans Advocate
Natural Resources Defense Council
212-289-2437
rnelson@nrdc.org

Chris Dorsett
Director, Fish Conservation
and Gulf Restoration Program
Ocean Conservancy
512-524-7431
cdorsett@oceanconservancy.org

Cover photo CrediTS: (left to right) NOAA West Coast Groundfish Observer Program, NOAA; Sea Scallop, NOAA; Flounder, Michael Eversmier

Beth Lowell
Federal Policy Director
Oceana
202-833-3900
blowell@oceana.org

