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Rip Cunningham, Chair 

New England Fishery Management Council 

50 Water Street, Mill 2 

Newburyport, MA 01950 

 

November 8, 2012 

 

 

 

Dear Rip and members of the council,  

 

I want to thank the council’s executive committee for drafting a 

priority list that places groundfish Amendment 18 “above the line.” 

The New England groundfish industry has overwhelmingly 

demonstrated their support for this action at recent scoping 

hearings, yet it has languished for nearly a year while the council 

developed and finalized Framework 48. With this latter action 

nearly complete, now is the time to restart the Amendment 18 

development with a focus on setting accumulation limits on 

individual quota ownership, and developing the best ideas from the 

mix to address fleet diversity – potentially including greater 

protections for inshore fishing grounds, and quota-set asides for 

new entrant fishermen as stocks rebuild.  

 

Accumulation caps and fleet diversity 

Catch share programs around this country and around the world 

have put in place fleet diversity protections, including accumulation 

caps. In 2011, National Marine Fisheries Service held the Catch 

Shares and Commercial Fishing Communities Workshop, 

identifying the problem that catch shares accumulate catch 

privileges on the most efficient vessels; in the hands of the most 

profitable owners; and move them to those ports or regions where 

the most efficient operators run their fishing businesses. 

 

The unanswered question that we’ve faced in New England is – is 

this a problem or not? Right now, the success of our sector system 

is mixed. Boats in the 30 to 50 foot category have seen a 39% 

percent, fleet-wide revenue increase over the past 3 years. During 

the same time, boats over 75 feet have seen an 82 percent increase 

in revenue. The big boats achieved this increase with nearly the 
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same number of trips in 2009, ‘10, and ‘11, adding roughly a day to their trips overall. During 

that time, the number of active groundfish boats across all vessel sizes in the fleet dropped by 

over 1 quarter. So, in one sense sectors have achieved a stated goal by enabling consolidation 

within vessel size categories. However, the consolidation has been disproportionate. Small boats 

have cannibalized other small boats, but big boats have also cannibalized small boats. The big 

boats have benefited the best under this system by far.  

 

We could evaluate the system by asking how the fleet is faring today. But, it may be even more 

important to look to next year, the year after, or five years down the road. Knowing that the most 

efficient operations are cleaning up now, it’s fairly easy to predict who will come out on top in 

five years, and who may not still be around after a year or two of very low catch limits. Once 

we’ve lost this diversity, it won’t come back. 

 

We’re told that sectors are not a LAPP, so we don’t need accumulation caps. However, while we 

may be freed from some of the regulatory steps necessary for other catch share programs, we’re 

still talking about catch shares, and we know that consolidation will still happen, regardless of 

the acronym attached to our system.  

 

Supporting accumulation caps means supporting sectors – strengthening our sector system so 

that it can survive until long after our beleaguered stocks recover. The council needs to prioritize 

Amendment 18 this year, and develop strong proposals that enable fleet diversity across vessel 

size classes, geographic ports, and gear types.  

 

Closed areas 

Fishermen will need any assistance that they can get in the next year or years of low catch limits. 

However, council members need to ensure that any action taken in the short term will not hinder 

long term progress – and ideally improve stock health so that this fishery becomes more 

profitable.  

 

Recent work by Graham Sherwood at the Gulf of Maine Research Institute showed a greater 

abundance of large resident cod in all of the year round closed areas except the Jeffreys Ledge 

Closure. If this finding is in fact true, then closed areas do offer value in that they harbor some of 

most fecund fish in the region – the most successful breeders that are essential for producing 

large year classes of fish needed to recover our stocks.  

 

Fishermen’s access to fish in any of the closed areas should be considered only if fishermen can 

add value to our scientific understanding of the role of these closed areas in protecting large fish. 

This may be best achieved through an experimental fishing permit through the Regional Office, 

or in direct partnership between a sector and a valid research institution. However, simply 

opening closed areas to status quo fishing at a time when our stocks are in poor shape would 

miss an important opportunity for industry-based research – a win-win for fishermen and 

fisheries science.  

 

Sincerely, 

 
Aaron Dority 

Sector Manager, Northeast Coastal Communities Sector 

Downeast Groundfish Initiative Director, Penobscot East Resource Center 
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