
May 14, 2013 

To: NEFMC Scientific and Statistical Committee 

Re: Comments/questions for the Committee meeting on monkfish on May 16 

Behind menhaden, cod and fluke, the monkfish fishery is the fourth most valuable finfish fishery on the 
East Coast. However, ever since the species came under rigorous management, landings have very 
possibly been restricted because of the level of uncertainty that accompanies the characterization of the 
fishery as “data poor.” 

It’s our feeling that the extra level of precaution that the “data poor” characterization demands might well 
be costing the commercial industry from North Carolina to Maine millions of dollars each year in 
landings (with an accompanying loss of perhaps tens of millions of dollars in revenues for our hard 
pressed fishing communities).  Accordingly we have been attempting to determine what would be 
necessary to move the fishery into the “data adequate” category alongside the other major commercial 
species, and how we could help to accomplish this.  

Below is a brief outline of a system of in-plant data collection that we think we could implement at 
minimal cost. We would greatly appreciate the Committee’s comments concerning how relevant the 
proposed work would be in moving monkfish out of the “data poor” category and, if you think it 
appropriate, your ideas for potential funding sources. 

Thank you very much for your consideration. 

Nils Stolpe (for the Monkfish Defense Fund)  

 

……………………………………………………………… 

Improving data quality and reducing uncertainty in monkfish abundance estimates. 

 “The assessment results for monkfish continue to be uncertain due to likely under-reported 

landings and unknown discards during the 1980s and incomplete understanding of key biological 

parameters such as age and growth, longevity, natural mortality and stock structure. The 

population models for both areas exhibit retrospective patterns which are stronger in the north 

than the south (Figures 26, 33). The BRPs {biological reference points} are based on output from 

the SCALE model, therefore the BRPs are also highly uncertain.”  

This condition has continued through at least 3 assessment cycles and the likelihood for 

improving the data for monkfish appears to be low at the current rate of data collection and 

analysis.  A major factor in the existing uncertainty in yield determination is a lack of data to 

determine age and growth of monkfish and associated longevity. It is unlikely that any 



improvements can be made to historic catch data, but there are opportunities to improve future 

collection of some critical biological data on a greater scale than that presently done.   

One area that should be considered for better data collection is to obtain increased coverage of 

landings to collect length, weight, aging structures, maturity, fecundity, and stomachs for food 

habit studies.   One such avenue is to use processing plant Quality Control personnel to collect 

this data. Some of this data is already collected by trained Quality Control personnel in many 

plants to monitor attributes important in determining yields and fish quality.  These people are 

sampling catch as it is delivered and processed and it would not be difficult for them to take a 

random sample of fish for determination of length, weight and relative maturity and develop an 

age structure from 20-30 fish per delivery.  Data collected can be recorded on spreadsheets and 

transmitted daily to the appropriate NMFS offices.  Methods exist to minimize observation error 

and recording and to allow post sampling validation.  In this way the data pertaining to landed 

catch can be greatly increased and additional information such as spatially specific biological 

information can be generated.    

Some companies engaged in monkfish processing have expressed an interested in participating 

in a pilot project to demonstrate a proof of concept.  Establishing such a program can provide a 

great deal of data on monkfish biology as well as better data on the ratios of product form to 

whole fish that is important for catch reconstruction, and if collected along with fishermen 

information could lead to a better understanding of spatial patterns in growth parameters.  

  

 


