
Identification of Essential Fish Habitat for Atlantic wolffish 
 
Introduction 
 
The 1996 amendments to the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management 
Act, known as the Sustainable Fisheries Act (SFA), emphasized the importance of habitat 
protection to healthy fisheries and strengthened the ability of the National Marine 
Fisheries Service (NMFS) and the Councils to protect and conserve the habitat of marine, 
estuarine, and anadromous finfish, mollusks, and crustaceans. This habitat is termed 
"essential fish habitat" (EFH) and is broadly defined to include "those waters and 
substrate necessary to fish for spawning, breeding, feeding, or growth to maturity." 
 
The essential fish habitat (EFH) provisions of the Sustainable Fisheries Act of 1996 
require the Council to: 

(1) describe and identify the essential habitat for the species managed by the 
Council; 

(2) minimize to the extent practicable adverse effects on EFH caused by fishing; 
and, 

(3) identify other actions to encourage the conservation and enhancement of EFH. 
 
The regulatory text of the Final Rule on the essential fish habitat provisions in the SFA 
(67 FR 2343) directs the Council to describe EFH in text that provides information on the 
biological requirements for each life history stage of the species. Tables are provided in 
individual species reports and summarize all available information on environmental and 
habitat variables that control or limit distribution, abundance, reproduction, growth, 
survival, and productivity of the managed species.  The regulatory text of the Final Rule 
also directs the Council to present the general distribution and geographic limits of EFH 
for each life history stage in the form of maps. These maps are presented as fixed in space 
and time, but they encompass all appropriate known temporal and spatial variability in 
the distribution of EFH. The EFH maps are a means to visually present the EFH 
described in the amendment. There are two distinct but related components of the process 
to comply with the guidelines of the Final Rule:  

(1) developing the text description of essential fish habitat; and  
(2) identifying the geographic extent of essential fish habitat. Together, they 

provide a picture of the EFH for Council-managed species. 
 
NMFS develops individual species reports for most species managed by the Council. 
These reports consist of literature reviews documenting the life history and habitat 
requirements of the species, as well as food habits information and distribution and 
abundance information by life history stage. The species report for Atlantic wolffish was 
developed by NMFS and is provided in Appendix ???. The information presented in the 
species report was used to develop the EFH text description. The text descriptions of 
essential fish habitat define the environmental parameters within the areas represented by 
the map designations. NMFS regulations within the Final Rule require that the text 
description take precedence when the text and EFH maps differ. These text descriptions 
identify the habitat requirements for each species by life history stage. They include the 



general geographic area(s) preferred by the species, the preferred substrate (if demersal), 
and ideal ranges of water temperature, depth, and salinity (where known). The 
descriptions reflect the best available information on the species' habitat requirements 
collected from the scientific literature and observations made during research surveys. 
Because this species occurs only offshore in deep water, sources of information on 
inshore areas (e.g., NOAA’s Estuarine Living Marine Resources Program reports) were 
not considered. 
 
There are two parts to every EFH designation. The first part of the EFH designation for 
each species includes a text-based description of the habitat characteristics considered 
essential for that species at each major life history stage. The text descriptions include 
physical as well as oceanographic parameters. The second part of the EFH designation 
for each species includes a set of maps indicating the geographical extent of the EFH 
designation and the range of the species. A unique map is created for each major life 
history stage. The intent of the two-part EFH designation is for the map to indicate the 
geographical extent within which the text description applies. 
 
Thus, if the map indicates that eastern Georges Bank was EFH for a particular species 
and the text description indicates that sandy habitats within a depth range of 50 – 100 
meters was EFH, then only those portions of eastern Georges Bank that met the physical 
characteristics would actually be considered EFH. 
 
The Council has identified the essential fish habitat for the species it manages. 
Amendment 11 to the Multispecies FMP identified EFH for all species included in that 
fisheries’ management unit as of 1998, and Amendment 12 to the Multispecies FMP 
added EFH designations for Offshore Hake, which was added to the management unit in 
2000. 
 
EFH Designation Methodology 
 
Atlantic wolffish EFH text descriptions and maps were developed using methods broadly 
consistent with those used in Amendments 11 and 12 to the multispecies FMP, but with 
several important differences.  The NMFS bottom trawl survey (1968 - 2007) and the 
NMFS Marine Resources Monitoring, Assessment and Prediction (MARMAP) 
ichthyoplankton survey (1977 - 1987) provide the best available information on the 
distribution and relative abundance of Council-managed species in offshore waters, and 
were used for developing EFH for Atlantic wolffish. NMFS bottom trawl survey data 
from 1963-1998 was used for EFH designated in Amendments 11 and 12 to the 
multispecies FMP.  More recent data is now available (through 2007).  The initial date is 
changed from 1963 to 1968 because only fall surveys were conducted between 1963-
1967.  
 
The bottom trawl survey was used for designating EFH for juvenile and adult life stages, 
while the MARMAP survey was used for eggs and larvae. The Council used other 
sources of information to map EFH in inshore areas, notably NOAA’s Estuarine Living 
Marine Resources (ELMR) program. Data on the distribution and relative abundance of 



fish in other inshore areas, especially estuaries and embayments, were not available in a 
timely manner in some cases.  
 
Appendix ??? (EFH Source Document for Altantic wolffish) summarizes information on 
the geographic distribution and habitat requirements for this species.  This includes 
descriptions of the types of habitat preferred and general information regarding preferred 
substrates, depth ranges, temperatures, and salinities where EFH for each life stage of this 
species is found. 
 
Detailed descriptions of the surveys and databases used by the Council in the EFH 
designation process, including the sampling protocols and methods, are provided in 
Appendix C of the 1998 EFH Omnibus Amendment. A detailed discussion of the 
limitations associated with using these data and information sources as the basis for 
designating EFH is provided in Appendix D of the 1998 EFH Omnibus Amendment. 
 
EFH for Atlantic wolffish 
 
This amendment to the Northeast Multispecies FMP includes the essential fish habitat 
description and identification for Atlantic wolffish, Anarhichas lupus. Other elements 
required by the EFH provisions of the Sustainable Fisheries Act are addressed in the EFH 
amendment, Amendments 11 and 13 to the Northeast Multispecies FMP, and Section ??? 
of this document. 
 
All available information on environmental and habitat variables that control or limit the 
distribution, abundance, reproduction, growth, survival, and productivity of Atlantic 
wolffish are summarized in text and in tables in Appendix ???, EFH Source Document 
for Atlantic wolffish, Anarhichas lupus. Because these fish are typically found in complex 
habitats with large stones and rocks that provide shelter and nesting sites (Pavlov and 
Novikov 1993), and are believed to be relatively sedentary with localized populations, 
relatively few Atlantic wolffish have been sampled by either the NMFS bottom trawl 
survey or the NMFS MARMAP ichthyoplankton survey. The modern scientific literature 
is limited. The Council considered the relatively small population of Atlantic wolffish, 
the lack of a directed U.S. fishery for this species, and other relevant information in 
developing its designation.  
 
This section includes a one-page text description of the essential fish habitat for each life 
history stage of offshore hake and a series of maps representing the Council's EFH 
designations for each life history stage. The EFH maps reflect all information included in 
the Council's designations, including the historic range of the species and areas identified 
by the fishing industry. The captions accompanying maps for the EFH designations 
describe the information reflected in those designations and provide the Council's 
rationale for selecting the preferred alternatives. The sets of maps representing the 
alternative designations from which the Council chose are provided in Section E.5.2.2.3. 
 

Essential Fish Habitat Description 
Atlantic wolffish (Anarhichas lupus) 



 
In its Report to Congress: Status of the Fisheries of the United States (January 2001), 
NMFS did not consider the status of Atlantic wolffish; however, based on more recent 
analysis (SITE), this species is/is not thought to be overfished and overfishing is/is not 
thought to be occurring.  EFH for Atlantic wolffish includes those areas of the offshore 
waters (out to the offshore U.S. boundary of the exclusive economic zone) that are 
identified on the following figures and described by the following conditions. The text 
description refers to the maps of the preferred options for EFH designation for each life 
history stage. If the Council’s preferred options change, the EFH text description will be 
modified to reflect these changes. 
 
Eggs: To be completed once final designations are recommended by the Council’s 
Habitat Committee. 
 
Larvae: To be completed once final designations are recommended by the Council’s 
Habitat Committee. 
 
Juveniles: To be completed once final designations are recommended by the Council’s 
Habitat Committee. 
 
Adults: To be completed once final designations are recommended by the Council’s 
Habitat Committee.. 
 
Maps of EFH Designation Options 
 
The following set of maps (???) represents the mapping components of the EFH 
designations for each major life history stage (eggs, larvae, juveniles, and adults) of 
Atlantic wolffish. The EFH regulations require that EFH be designated only in U.S. 
waters, so while there may be important Atlantic wolffish habitat on the Canadian side of 
the Hague Line, this area will not be considered for EFH designation.  
 
The following four maps identify EFH for the four major life stages considered by the 
Council. 
 
Maps to be completed once final designations are recommended by the Council’s Habitat 
Committee. 


