
 

 2-359 

M.   Georges Bank/Gulf of Maine Pollock by  R.K. Mayo, L. Col and M. Traver 

1.0 Background 
 
Pollock, Pollachius virens (L.) have traditionally been assessed as a unit stock from the Scotian 
Shelf (NAFO Divisions 4VWX) to Georges Bank, the Gulf of Maine and portions of the Mid-
Atlantic region (Subareas 5 and 6).  This stock was last assessed over its range via VPA at SAW 
16 in 1993 (Mayo and Figuerido 1993, NEFSC 1993a, 1993b).  At that time, spawning stock 
biomass had been declining since the mid-1980s, and was expected to reach its long-term 
average (144,000 mt).  Fishing mortality was estimated to be 0.72 in 1992, above F20% (0.65) 
and well above Fmed (0.47).  The stock was then considered to be fully exploited and at a 
medium biomass level.    
 
The state of this stock was first evaluated via index assessment in 2000 (Mayo 2001).  At that 
time, it was noted that biomass indices for the Gulf of Maine-Georges Bank portion of the stock, 
derived from NEFSC autumn bottom trawl surveys, had increased during the mid-1970s, 
declined sharply during the 1980s, but have been generally increasing since the mid-1990s.  
Indices derived from Canadian bottom trawl surveys, conducted on the Scotian Shelf, increased 
during the 1980s, but declined sharply during the early 1990s.  The index assessment provided 
no basis with which to evaluate the state of the stock relative to the control rule as determined by 
the Overfishing Definition Review Panel (Anon. 1998). 
 
An assessment of this stock over the major portion of its range (NAFO Divisions 4VWX and 
Subdivision 5Zc) has been conducted by Canada since 1989.  The most recent full stock 
assessment was conducted in 1999 (Neilson et al. 1999) and the most recent update was 
performed in 2001.  In 1999, it was noted that age 5+ population biomass reached a maximum in 
1985 and then declined steadily to a minimum in 1995.  Biomass had increased slightly after 
1995 due to recruitment from the 1992 year class.  Recent recruitment has been declining, and it 
was concluded that most indicators of stock status suggest that the resource remains depleted.  
The 2001 update indicated a further decline in the relative biomass indices and a reduction in the 
size structure of the population. 
 
A Canadian Framework Assessment process was initiated in 2003 and continued through 2004 to 
develop a revised framework for assessing the state of the resource in Divs. 4VWX and 
Subdivision 5Zc.  Based on these reviews it was concluded that pollock inhabiting the 
easternmost portions of the Scotian Shelf are sufficiently spatially isolated from those found in 
the most of Division 4X to warrant separate management units (Anon 2004, Neilson et al. 
2004a).  Given the low biomass currently found in the eastern management unit, the most recent 
evaluation of stock status (Neilson et al. 2004b) provides F and biomass estimates only for the 
western component inhabiting portions of Div. 4X and Subdivision 5Zc.  This assessment 
indicated that fishing mortality (ages 4-9) declined to 0.28 in 2003, but remains high (1.0 or 
higher) on older fish (ages 6-9).  Biomass (ages 2+) continues to rebuild, doubling since 1999, 
but remains low compared to the 1984 maximum. 
 
In 2002, index-based biological reference points were developed for a portion of the pollock 
stock primarily under US management jurisdiction (Subareas 5 and 6), including a portion of 
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eastern Georges Bank (Subdivision 5Zc) that is under Canadian management jurisdiction 
(NEFSC 2002).  The most recent assessment of the resource inhabiting the area comprising this 
management unit was conducted in October, 2002 at the first Groundfish Assessment Update 
Meeting (GARM I).  At that time it was determined that the index of current biomass was greater 
than ½ of the Bmsy proxy reference point and that the index of current F was below the Fmsy 
proxy reference point (Mayo and Col 2002). 
 
2.0 The Fishery 
 
2.1 Divisions 4VWX and Subareas 5&6 
 
Nominal commercial catches from the Scotian Shelf, Gulf of Maine, and Georges Bank region 
increased from an annual average of 38,200 mt during 1972-76 to 68,800 mt in 1986 (Table M1, 
Figure M1).  Canadian landings increased steadily from 24,700 mt in 1977 to an annual average 
of 43,900 mt during 1985-87, while U.S. landings increased from an average of 9,700 mt during 
1973-77 to more than 19,000 mt annually from 1985-1987, peaking at 24,500 mt in 1986.  
Landings by distant-water fleets declined from an annual average of 9,800 mt during 1970-73 to 
less than 1,100 mt per year during 1981-88.  Distant-water fleet landings increased to 3,300 mt in 
1991, but have since declined to negligible levels.  Over time, most of the distant water fleet 
catch has been taken by the USSR/Russian fleet on the Scotian Shelf (Table M1).   
 
By 1996, USA and Canadian landings had declined to 2,963 mt and 9,145 mt, respectively, the 
lowest landings by either country in over 3 decades.  Landings by distant water fleets fishing on 
the Scotian Shelf remained almost negligible.  Since 1996, USA and Canadian landings have 
increased slightly but remain low relative to past levels.  From 1999 to 2004, USA landings 
fluctuated between 4,111 and 4,600 mt, and Canadian landings ranged from 5,700 to 7,700 mt 
(Table M1). 
 
Since 1984, the USA fishery has been restricted to areas of the Gulf of Maine and Georges Bank 
west of the line delimiting the USA and Canadian fishery zones. The Canadian fishery occurs 
primarily on the Scotian Shelf and additional landings are obtained from Georges Bank east of 
the line delimiting the USA and Canadian fishery zones.  This fishery on the Scotian Shelf has 
shifted westward over time, and the contribution to the total catch from larger, mobile gear 
vessels has steadily diminished since 1981. 
 
2.2 Subareas 5&6 
The commercial fishery in Subareas 5&6 is dominated by United States vessels; additional 
catches are taken by Canada and, for a period primarily during the 1970s, by some distant water 
fleets.  The total landings increased steadily from less than 10,000 mt during the 1960s to a 
maximum of over 26,000 mt in 1986 (Figure M2).  Landings declined sharply during the late 
1980s and have remained below 10,000 mt throughout most of the 1990s.  Landings since 1999 
have fluctuated between 5,000 and 7,000 mt. 
 
3.0 Research Survey Indices 
 
Indices of relative biomass (ln re-transformed), derived from NEFSC autumn research vessel 
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bottom trawl surveys covering Georges Bank and the Gulf of Maine have varied considerably 
since 1963 (Table M2, Figure M2).   Indices generally fluctuated between 2 and 5 kg per tow 
throughout most of the 1960s and 1970s, peaking at over 8 kg per tow during the mid-to-late 
1970s, reflecting recruitment of several moderate-to strong year classes from the early 1970s.   
Strong year classes were also produced in 1979 and 1980, after which recruitment began to 
diminish during the 1980s.   
 
Biomass indices declined rapidly during the early 1980s, and continued to decline steadily 
through the early 1990s, remaining below 1 kg per tow and reaching a minimum during the mid-
1990s.  Since then, biomass indices from the Gulf of Maine-Georges Bank region have generally 
increased, reaching 1.5 kg per tow in 1999 and have recently been fluctuating between 2 and 2.5 
kg/tow (Table M2, Figure M2).  On the Scotian Shelf, Canadian biomass indices, derived from 
commercial fishery catch rates, declined rapidly after 1985, following the recruitment of the 
1979 year class.  Apart from a sharp spike in 1996, Canadian survey indices continued to decline 
through 2000 but have increased slightly thereafter (Neilson et al. 2004b).   
 
 4.0 Assessment Results 
 
4.1 Subareas 5&6 
 
As evident from recent trends in total landings from Subareas 5 and 6 and NEFSC autumn 
biomass indices calculated for the Gulf of Maine-Georges Bank region, exploitation ratios 
(Subarea 5&6 landings/NEFSC autumn biomass index) peaked in the mid-to-late 1980s after 
which they steadily declined (Table M3, Figure M3).  Biomass indices from the Gulf of Maine-
Georges Bank region have been increasing throughout the late 1990s and now indicate that 
biomass may have returned to levels evident during the early 1980s. 
 
Relative Exploitation Rate and Replacement Ratio Analyses 
 
An index of relative exploitation (catch/survey biomass index) corresponding to a replacement 
ratio of 1.0 was developed by the Working Group on Re-Evaluation of Biological Reference 
Points for New England Groundfish (NEFSC 2002) for the portion of the unit stock of pollock 
primarily within the USA EEZ (NAFO Subareas 5&6) including a portion of eastern Georges 
Bank (Subdivision 5Zc) that is under Canadian management jurisdiction.   Autumn NEFSC 
survey biomass indices from the Gulf of Maine and Georges Bank region from 1963 through 
2001 were used to calculate the replacement ratios, defined as the biomass index in the current 
year divided by the average biomass indices from the previous 5 years.  The biomass indices and 
total landings from the same region were used to compute the relative exploitation rates, defined 
as the catch in the current year divided by the 3 year average survey biomass index for the 
current year and the previous 2 years.  These relative exploitation rates (or relative F) may be 
considered a proxy for F on that portion of the pollock stock considered in this analysis. 
The relationship between replacement ratios and relative F was evaluated by a linear regression 
of the Loge replacement ratio on Loge relative F (NEFSC 2002) and the results were used to 
derive an estimate of relative F corresponding to a replacement ratio of 1.0.  Results for pollock 
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were highly significant (NEFSC 2002), and the estimate of the relative replacement F (F rel rep) 
has a low standard error compared to the point estimate (5.88).  The regression indicates that, on 
average, when the relative F is greater than 5.88, the stock is not likely to replace itself in the 
long-term. 
 
Trends in 3 year average relative F (exploitation ratio) and replacement ratios are given in 
Figures M3 and M4, respectively and the values are listed in Table M3.  Prior to the 1980s, a 
high proportion of the replacement ratios equaled or exceeded 1.0 (Figure M4).  During the 
1980s and early 1990s, most of the replacement ratios were less than 1.0, with ratios greater than 
1.0 appearing again by the late 1990s as the biomass indices began to gradually increase from the 
very low levels of the mid-1990s. 
 
The information displayed in Figure M5 also provide a means to derive a biomass index which 
relates to the replacement ratios.  In this case, it is evident that most of the replacement ratios 
below 1.0 occurred during the 1980s when the biomass index was less than about 3.0 (Figure 
M5).  During this period the relative F was also well above relative replacement F (Figure M6). 
This biomass index may be considered as the biomass proxy for Bmsy that corresponds to the 
relative F proxy for Fmsy. 
 
5.0 Biological Reference Points 
 
Since the relative F relates the catch directly to survey biomass, the catch corresponding to the 
Bmsy proxy can be estimated from the relative F and the biomass index of Bmsy.  For pollock, 
this computes to 3.0 * 5.88 = 17.64, or 17,640 mt as a proxy for MSY.  The following biological 
reference point proxies were obtained from an index-based model of replacement ratios (NEFSC 
2002) derived from indices of relative exploitation (Table M3): 
 
MSY  17,640 mt 
BMSY  3.00 kg/tow 
FMSY  5.88 (Relative F) 
 
Since the mid-1990s, the NEFSC autumn survey biomass has been increasing towards the 3.0 
kg/tow Bmsy proxy and and the replacement ratio has remained at or above 1.0.  More recently, 
since 1999, the relative F has remained below the 5.88 Fmsy proxy. 

6.0 Summary 
 
In 2004, the 3-year average biomass index for pollock was 1.99, approximately 66% of the 3.00 
Bmsy proxy an increase from the 2001 value of 1.601.  Thus, current biomass is estimated to be 
between ½ Bmsy and Bmsy.  In 2004, the 3-year average relative F was 3.51, approximately 
60% of the 5.88 Fmsy proxy, a slight decrease from the 2001 value of 3.55.  Thus, current F is 
estimated to be below Fmsy.  Accordingly, in 2004 the stock was not overfished and overfishing 
was not occurring.  Total landings in 2004 were 7,000 mt, a 23% increase from the 2001 value of 
5,680 mt. 
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7.0 GARM Panel Comments 

The Panel sought clarification on the use of the multi-year averages applied to the survey 
biomass indices in both replacement ratios and relative exploitation rates. It was explained that 
the 5 and 3-year average survey biomass index used for the replacement ratios and relative 
exploitation rates respectively were applied to smooth annual noise in the autumn survey 
biomass indices.  
 
8.0 Sources of Uncertainty 
 
� Survey indices for pollock exhibit considerable inter-annual variability 
 
� Movement of pollock among the NAFO Divisions comprising the stock unit is likely to 

vary over time, contributing to the year effects noted in the surveys 
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                                           Figure M6 
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