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April 22, 2015 
 
To: Atlantic Menhaden Management Board 
From:  Atlantic Menhaden Advisory Panel 
RE:   Advisory Panel Recommendations on Setting Fishery Specifications 
 
The Advisory Panel met via conference call on April 10, 2015 to review the results of the 2015 
benchmark stock assessment and peer review as well as formulate recommendations for the 
fishery specifications setting process. Panel members in attendance represented the commercial 
harvesters (for bait and reduction) and bait dealers. The following is a summary of the 
conference call.  
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2015 Atlantic Menhaden Benchmark Assessment 
AP members reviewed results of the 2015 Atlantic menhaden benchmark stock assessment and 
the independent peer review.  They applauded the stock assessment subcommittee for its hard 
work in completing a stock assessment that is more comprehensive and passed favorably with 
the peer review.  Generally, the AP commented that the results of the assessment match what 
they are seeing on the water. 
 
An AP member asked what reference points are used to manage other small pelagic fisheries 
around the world  and stated that it appears that the single species reference points, as 
recommended by the peer review, appear very conservative.  Additionally, it was mentioned that 
stock (recruitment) conditions seem to be driven by environmental conditions as indicated on the 
fecundity plots so there was concern expressed that managing to the reference points may not 
yield the expected results.  If, however, environmental conditions are right, the menhaden 
spawning stock biomass should aid in recruitment.   
 
It was also discussed by the AP that the new, peer reviewed reference points of F26%MSP 

(threshold) and F57%MSP (target) already equate to “Ecosystem Reference Points” since 
projections are conservative and should ensure that adequate forage remains in the water, as 
estimated by the new assessment, through two natural mortality estimates that produce “age-
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varying, time constant values; scaled to estimates from the tagging data”. (See 2015 Benchmark 
Stock Assessment) 
 
Some AP members stated that the implementation of Amendment 2 and the quota is likely not 
the cause for the increase in the improved stock status.  The change in the assessment data inputs 
and the models were larger drivers of change in stock status than the management. 
 
An AP member that submitted comments indicated that although the stock is not overfished and 
overfishing is not occurring the role of menhaden as prey is vitally important and the abundance 
of younger fish is currently low from recent years of poor recruitment.  Further, the need for 
ecosystem reference points still exists. 
 
Development of Ecosystem Reference Points 
AP members agree that stakeholders, managers and scientist need to agree upon the multi-
species management and there was concern that the management process is not currently setup to 
handle that type of ecosystem approach. 
 
An AP member referenced the Mid-Atlantic Council’s ecosystem management guidance 
document and commented that it suggests keeping it simple by making sure the single species 
approaches are robust before adding ecosystem complexity. 
 
An AP member that submitted comments highlighted the need for an addendum to institute 
ERPs. 
 
Generally, the AP concluded it is interested in being involved in the continued development of 
ecosystem reference points. 
 
Fishery Specification Recommendations 
 
Attending AP members were in favor of multi-year fishery specifications to avoid large swings 
in the TAC.  The AP recommended a three year specification, so choosing a TAC that would 
remain in place through 2017.  The AP commented that it is easier to make business plans with a 
stable TAC for a three year time period.  The 2015 fishing year is almost underway and the 
industry is awaiting the fishery specifications.  AP members commented that this poses 
significant business challenges when they don’t find out about specifications until May within 
the fishing year. 
 
AP members commented that the industry would be under-fishing relative to the new single 
species target reference point of Ftarget = 0.38.  Also, based on projection results, there is a less 
than a 5% chance of overfishing with all of the TAC levels that range from 170,800 to 213,500 
metric tons (mt).  As a result, AP members on the call recommended at least a 213,500 mt TAC, 
but would prefer a TAC level that maintains fishing mortality at the new Ftarget, or approaching it, 
which is preliminary estimated to result in a higher TAC than 213,500 mt.   AP members 
commented that they wanted to see the projections at F=0.38 and they were disappointed that the 
projections from the new assessment had not yet been made available to the public yet, making it 



 

M15-039 3

difficult for the industry to coalesce around a scientifically-derived yield from the fishery during 
the next three fishing years. 
 
An AP member that submitted comments recommended keeping the existing catch limits in 
place and, instead of adjusting the quota, focus on long-term ecosystem goals. 
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MARKING TIME 
 
NEW MENHADEN STOCK ASSESSMENT HIGHLIGHTS,  
YET AGAIN, THE NEED FOR ECOSYSTEM GOALS  
 
By Ken Hinman, President 
 
 

 We have all been here before.  
- David Crosby, Déjà Vu  

 
 The just-published 2015 Atlantic menhaden stock assessment says the 
species is not overfished and overfishing is not occurring.i  Okay, we’ve heard 
that before.  But what does it mean, really?   
 
 Well, some in the menhaden industryii would have you believe it means 
there are plenty of fish out there; that there’s no need for catch limits now, 
including those put in place two years ago, and never has been.  But anyone 
who believes that just doesn’t get it.  Never has, probably never will.   
 
 The concern of anglers and environmentalists about the status of 
menhaden has always been about its vital role as a prey species for predators 
up and down the east coast.  So it’s important to understand that this latest 
evaluation of the menhaden stock addresses only its ability to sustain harvest 
and avoid depletioniii, not its capacity to provide adequate forage for other 
species in the ecosystem.  In this way it’s no different than every other 
assessment performed by the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission 
since 1999, when an expert review panel recommended future assessments use 
a reference point “responsive to menhaden as a forage species…which 
maximizes population abundance.”iv  Unfortunately, that change in the way we 
judge the status of Atlantic menhaden is still on the ASMFC’s “to-do” list 15 
years later.   
 

Good News, Bad News 
 
  There is some good news in the new status report, which suggests that 
reduced fishing pressure is having positive effects on growth in the menhaden 
population.  The assessment reveals an increase among fish in the oldest age 
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ABUNDANCE OVER TIME FOR ATLANTIC 
MENHADEN FROM 1959 ‐ 2013. 

Source:  SEDAR 40.  2015.  Figure 7.2.3.4. 

classes, with more large adults than in previous estimates, an increase that 
coincides with lower fishing mortality rates over the past decade.  We would 
expect this trend to continue with the conservation measures implemented in 
2013.v   
 
 But the assessment also confirms that abundance of menhaden – that is, 
total numbers of fish - remains near historic lows.  It is overall abundance that 
is most relevant to menhaden’s ecological role, not adult biomass, since many 
predators, striped bass and osprey for 
instance, depend on large numbers of small, 
juvenile menhaden.  Because of poor 
recruitment, especially in Chesapeake Bay 
nursery grounds, the total numbers of 
menhaden actually declined since the last 
benchmark assessment in 2010.   
 

Stay the Course and Set  
Ecosystem Goals Now 

 
 The bottom line is this:  Without 
ecosystem goals, the new menhaden 
single-species stock assessment leaves 
key questions unanswered and the 
industry arguing against conservation 
measures already on the books, measures 
adopted to increase menhaden abundance 
and availability as forage.vi   
 
 In our view, the 2015 assessment 
argues not for changing course, but for moving ahead more quickly with 
development of ecological reference points for Atlantic menhaden.   
 
 Here’s what the ASMFC Menhaden Management Board should do:   
 

1. Keep the existing catch limits in place.   
 
It would be folly to reverse course at the first sign of improvement, 
especially given lingering concerns about low abundance and 
recruitment.  On the contrary, now is the time to hold the line and focus 
our full attention on long-term ecosystem goals.  Making this even more 
imperative is the commission’s recent action to rebuild striped bass, 
whose health and numbers are strongly linked to availability of its 
preferred prey, menhaden.vii  
 

2. Begin an addendum to institute interim ERPs. 
 
The 2015 assessment review panel agreed with previous panels that 
“development of Ecological Reference Points should be a priority for 
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Atlantic menhaden management” and agreed with the Atlantic Menhaden 
Technical Committee that the Menhaden Management Board needs to 
provide more explicit ecosystem goals and objectives in order to 
determine which ERPs should be adopted.  The approaches for 
developing ERPs identified by the TC range from using highly complex 
and data-intensive multi-species models and empirical analyses to the 
use of ad hoc reference points based on well-known trophic principles as 
recommended by recent forage fish studies.viii   
 
The TC advises that these “forage services” reference points (i.e., 
F=o.75M, F=M, B

75% 
and B

40%
)1 “could be adopted at any time using the 

most recent peer reviewed Atlantic menhaden model”ix (emphasis added).  
The 2015 peer review panel, while favoring a multispecies approach to 
modeling the dynamics among menhaden and its predators, suggests this 
work could be done “in parallel to simpler approaches that may provide 
interim solutions until the multi-species model is ready.”x (emphasis 
added) 

 
A Simpler, Interim Approach to Protecting  

the Ecological Role of Menhaden 
 
  As the peer review panel’s report states, a broader ecosystems approach 
to conserving Atlantic menhaden demands recognition of the trade-offs 
associated with managing menhaden to serve directed fisheries vs. maintaining 
adequate forage to serve ecosystem needs (as well as the needs of other 
fisheries that target predator species).  Indeed, considering both sides of the 
equation is paramount in making sound policy decisions.  But the fact is, these 
trade-offs are already occurring under our current regime, and until the ASMFC 
adopts ecosystem goals for menhaden and begins using them to inform and 
guide its management decisions, we are ignoring one side of the equation - that 
is, the impact on predators, on other fisheries and on the ecosystem. 
 
 Even if it were possible to create an accurate mathematical model of a 
complex marine ecosystem for fishery management purposes, and that is 
highly questionable,xi the demands on fishery managers, let alone their 
scientific advisors tasked with creating and feeding such a model (no pun 
intended), would be unbearable.  It would require making innumerable 
decisions throughout the system about desirable targets and thresholds for 
interconnected species, monitoring them simultaneously, assessing cause-and-
effect, and taking multiple complementary actions through numerous 
individual fishery management plans governed by separate management 
bodies.  It is a black hole from which we would likely never emerge. 
 

                                                       
1 Since the Lenfest report is cited as a source for these reference points, it should be pointed out that, for 
species considered “intermediate tier” in terms of available information and understanding (such as 
menhaden), the F-based reference point should be less than or equal to 0.5M or 0.5FMSY, whichever is 
less. 
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 The sensible thing to do is take interim action now to adopt ecological 
reference points based on sound trophic principles, such as those suggested in 
Section 2.4.1 of Appendix E of the 2015 stock assessment report.  If a more 
empirical method should become viable sometime in the future, make the 
change then.  But continuing to mark time with menhaden is not an option.   
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Endnotes    
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Commission. Atlantic Menhaden Stock Assessment Report for Peer Review.  February 1999. p. X. 
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Plagányi, É., Sainsbury, K., and Steneck, R.S. 2012. Little Fish, Big Impact: Managing a Crucial Link in Ocean Food 
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