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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The proposed action would implement management measures to achieve the
recreational harvest limits for the summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass fisheries,
published in the Federal Reqister as part of the 2003 annual quota specifications (68 FR
60, January 2, 2003). This Environmental Assessment analyzes the possession, size,
and/or seasonal limits that will most likely achieve the 2003 recreational harvest limits
for the three species.

For the summer flounder fishery, the proposed action would implement conservation
equivalency, as recommended by the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council
(Council) and the Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Management Board
(Board) of the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (Commission).
Conservation equivalency requires the states to develop state-specific management
measures (i.e., possession limits, fish size limits, and seasons) to achieve state-specific
harvest limits. Under this approach, each state may implement unique management
measures appropriate to that state, so long as they are determined by the Commission
to provide equivalent conservation. Also, as required under the conservation
equivalency guidelines, the Council recommended a precautionary default alternative of
an 18-inch minimum fish size, a 1-fish possession limit, and no closed season; these
measures would apply to Federal permit holders landing summer flounder in states that
do not develop and implement approved conservation equivalency measures.

To achieve the 2003 recreational harvest limits for scup, the proposed action would
implement a coastwide 50-fish possession limit, a 10-inch minimum fish size, and open
seasons of January 1 through February 28, and July 1 though October 31. The Board
adopted state-by-state conservation equivalency measures for 2003 and directed the
Commission staff to develop a draft addendum for conservation equivalency using the
same parameters that were approved in Addendum VIl to the Commission’s Interstate
Scup Fishery Management Plan (FMP). Because the Federal FMP does not contain
provisions for scup conservation equivalency and states will be adopting their own
unique measures, it is likely that Federal and state recreational scup measures will differ
for the 2003 season. As such, the Federal measures would only apply to party/charter
boats with Federal permits.

To achieve the 2003 recreational harvest limits for black sea bass, the proposed action
would implement a coastwide 25-fish possession limit, a 12-inch minimum fish size, and
open seasons of January 1 through September 1, and September 16 through
November 30.

These measures are expected to achieve the Council-recommended 2003 level of
recreational landings for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass. For each species,
the Council analyzed the biological, social, and economic impacts of the preferred
alternatives and two other alternatives. The proposed action is not expected to result in
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significant social or economic impacts, or significant natural or physical environmental
effects.
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Environmental Assessment (EA)
1.0 Annual Specification Process
1.1 Introduction

The purpose of this document is to analyze recreational management measures
designed to achieve the recreational harvest limits for summer flounder, scup, and black
sea bass in 2003. This document examines the impacts to the environment that could
result from implementation of a range of proposed alternatives recommended for these
fisheries. These measures include recreational size limits, recreational possession
limits, and seasonal closures.

Comprehensive measures enacted by Amendment 2 of the Summer Flounder Fishery
Management Plan (FMP) and modified in Amendments 3 through 7 were designed to
rebuild the severely depleted summer flounder stock. Amendments 8 and 9 to the
Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass FMP implemented recovery strategies to
rebuild the scup and black sea bass stocks, respectively. These amendments
established Monitoring Committees which meet annually to review the best available
scientific data and make recommendations regarding the total allowable landings (TAL)
and other management measures in the plan. The Committee's recommendations are
made to achieve the target mortality rates established in the amendments to reduce
overfishing. The Committee bases its recommendations on the following information:
(1) commercial and recreational catch data; (2) current estimates of fishing mortality; (3)
stock status; (4) recent estimates of recruitment; (5) virtual population analysis (VPA);
(6) target mortality levels; (7) levels of regulatory noncompliance by fishers or individual
states; (8) impact of fish size and net mesh regulations; (9) sea sampling data; (10)
impact of gear other than otter trawls on the mortality of each species; and (11) other
relevant information.

The Council met jointly with the Atlantic State Marine Fisheries Commission’s
(Commission) Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Board (Board) in August
2002, to consider the 2003 commercial quotas and recreational harvest limits for these
species. The Monitoring Committees made recommendations to the Council which, in
turn, made recommendations to the Regional Administrator. The Regional
Administrator reviewed the recommendations to ensure that the FMP objectives were
achieved. The “2003 Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Specifications,”
submitted to NMFS by the Council in October 2002, described the environmental,
economic and social impacts of the 2003 commercial quotas and recreational harvest
limits for these fisheries (summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass) and also
analyzed the impacts of commercial measures aimed at achieving the commercial
quotas. The 2003 commercial quotas and recreational harvest limits, and the specific
measures to attain the commercial quotas, were implemented by the National Marine
Fisheries Service (NMFS) on January 2, 2003 (68 FR 60).
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The Council and Board met again in December 2002 to recommend specific measures
to attain the recreational harvest limits that had been specified in August 2002. The
Council and Board considered the recommendations of the Summer Flounder, Scup,
and Black Sea Bass Monitoring Committees, and information provided by Council staff,
advisors, and the public in the development of their recommendations for these
recreational fisheries.

1.2 Purpose and Need

The purpose of this document is to analyze recreational management measures
designed to achieve the recreational harvest limits for summer flounder, scup, and black
sea bass in 2003. This document examines the impacts to the environment that could
result from implementation of a range of proposed alternatives recommended for these
fisheries. These measures include recreational size limits, recreational possession
limits, and seasonal closures.

The management programs for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass were
examined in detail in the Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) prepared for each of
the fisheries in Amendment 2 for summer flounder (1992), Amendment 8 for scup
(1996), and Amendment 9 for black sea bass (1996). Those analyses considered the
impacts of the overall management measures including rebuilding schedules and
annual exploitation rates on the environment (biological, socioeconomic, Essential Fish
Habitat, and protected resources). Those EIS were updated in Amendment 13
(submitted for Secretarial approval on August 20, 2002). Additionally, the impact of the
2003 recreational harvest limits for these species were analyzed in the 2003 Summer
Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Specification Package, submitted to NMFS on
October 15, 2002, and approved on January 2, 2003.

1.3 Management Objectives of the FMP
The management objectives of the FMP are as follows:

1) reduce fishing mortality in the summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass
fisheries to ensure that overfishing does not occur;

2) reduce fishing mortality on immature summer flounder, scup, and black sea
bass to increase spawning stock biomass;

3) improve the yield from the fishery;

4) promote compatible management regulations between state and Federal
jurisdictions;

5) promote uniform and effective enforcement of regulations;

6) minimize regulations to achieve the management objectives stated above.

To attain these management objectives the FMP specifies the following measures may
be specified annually:
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* commercial quotas;

* minimum sizes;

* gear regulations;

* recreational harvest limit;

* recreational possession limit, season, and no-sale provision.

2.0 Methods of Analysis

This EA analyzes the possession, size, and/or seasonal limits that will most likely
achieve the 2003 recreational harvest limits for summer flounder, scup, and black sea
bass. Itis an assessment of the impact of various alternatives on the environment
relative to the No Action Alternative, as required by National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA). A full description of each alternative, including a discussion of a no action
alternative, is given in section 3.0. The following discussion details the changes in
management measures, if any, that will most likely be required to achieve the 2003
recreational harvest limits for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass.

As published in the 2003 quota specifications (68 FR 60, January 2, 2003), the
recreational harvest limit for summer flounder in 2003 is 9.28 million Ib (4.21 million kg),
4.5% less than the 2002 recreational harvest limit. However, 2002 recreational summer
flounder landings are projected to be 8.13 million Ib (3.69 million kg), 12% less than the
2002 recreational harvest limit. Assuming the same level of fishing effort in 2003, no
coastwide reductions in landings would be required for summer flounder. Under
conservation equivalency, the only state that would be required to reduce landings
would be Virginia (by 11%).

The 2003 specifications for scup implemented a recreational harvest limit of 4.01 million
Ib (1.82 million kg), 48% higher than the recreational harvest limit for 2002. The 2002
recreational scup landings are projected to be 3.76 million Ib (1.71 million kg). As a
result of the increase in the harvest limit, recreational scup landings can increase by 7%
in 2003 relative to the projected landings for 2002. Although it appears that constraints
on the fishery could be relaxed, any relaxation should be balanced with the
consideration of stock status. The most recent assessment indicates that the scup
biomass increased in 2002 and is likely to increase again in 2003. Survey information
indicates that regulations may have protected a large 1997 year class and also indicate
that strong year classes were produced in 1999-2001. If the 1999, 2000, and 2001 year
classes are large and mortality of undersized fish is reduced, substantial biomass could
be added to the stock by 2003 and availability of legal-sized fish could increase.
Because less fish were landed in the recreational fishery in 2002 than in 2001,
possession and size limits should be based on 2001 landings (i.e., 4.26 million Ib) to
constrain landings in 2003. Additionally, the 2001 landings were expanded to account
for seasonal effects. Specifically, Marine Recreational Fisheries Statistical Survey
(MRFSS) data for 1996-2000, indicate that the combined effect of the 2001 closed
seasons implemented by the states was to reduce landings by 22%. As such, if the
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seasons had not been in place, landings could have been 5.46 million Ib (4.26/(1-0.22))
in 2001. Compared to the 2003 harvest limit of 4.01 million Ib, 2001 landings would
have to be reduced by 27%.

The black sea bass recreational harvest limit for 2003 is 3.43 million Ib (1.56 million kg),
the same as the 2002 recreational harvest limit. However, the 2002 recreational black
sea bass landings are projected to be 4.40 million Ib (2.00 million kg). To determine the
reduction necessary to achieve the 2003 recreational harvest limit, the 2002 landings
must be expanded to account for the seasonal effect. The combined effect of the 2002
closed season (i.e., the 2001 season that rolled over into 2002) was about 6%. If the
closed season had not been in place, landings could have been 4.68 million Ib ((4.40/(1-
0.06)) in 2002. As such, the 2002 expanded landings would have to be reduced by
27% to achieve the 2003 harvest limit of 3.43 million Ib.

3.0 Alternatives Being Considered

This section provides a description of all considered management alternatives. Further
discussion and evaluation of these alternatives is found in section 6.0 of the EA.

3.1 Alternative 1 (Preferred)
3.1.1 Summer Flounder (No Action)

Based on a Monitoring Committee recommendation, the Council and Board voted to
recommend conservation equivalency to achieve the 2003 summer flounder
recreational harvest limit. Additionally, the Board agreed to allow states who landed
less than their 2002 target to liberalize regulations in 2003.

The Council and Board's preferred alternative (Alternative 1- Conservation Equivalency)
would allow the states to implement conservation equivalent management measures.
State-specific reductions associated with the 2003 coastwide recreational harvest limit
of 9.28 million Ib (4.21 million kg) are based on the number of fish landed in 1998, and
the number of fish projected to have been landed in 2002 (Table 1). State-specific
landings from 1998 are used as a base because 1998 is the last year that recreational
summer flounder regulations were consistent along the coast. Recreational landings in
1998 were 6.978 million fish coastwide. As such, the 2003 recreational harvest limit in
number of fish (the 2003 recreational harvest limit divided by the mean weight of
summer flounder from 2000-2002) would have to be reduced by 40.9% to achieve this
limit. State-specific 1998 landings were reduced by 40.9% to derive state-specific
targets for 2003. These targets were then compared to 2002 landings to determine if
state-specific reductions were necessary. Landings projections for 2002 indicate that
Virginia will be the only state required to reduce recreational summer flounder landings
by 11% in 2003 (Table 1).
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In order to constrain recreational landings to the overall recreational harvest limit, the
Commission established conservation equivalency guidelines that require each state,
using state-specific tables, to determine and implement an appropriate possession limit,
size limit, and closed season to achieve the landings target for each state. The state-
specific tables are adjusted to account for the past effectiveness of the regulations in
each state.

The Commission requires each state to submit its conservation equivalency proposal by
January 15, 2003 (Table 2). The Commission’s Summer Flounder Technical
Committee will evaluate the proposals and advise the Board of each proposal’'s
consistency with respect to achieving the coastwide recreational harvest limit. After the
Technical Committee evaluation, the Board will meet to approve or disapprove each
state’s proposal. During the comment period for the proposed rule, the Commission will
notify NMFS as to which state proposals have been approved or disapproved. If, at the
final rule stage, the Commission recommends and NMFS accepts conservation
equivalency, then NMFS would waive the Federal recreational measures that would
otherwise apply in the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). Federally permitted vessels as
well as vessels fishing in the EEZ, would be subject to the recreational fishing measures
implemented by the state in which they land. States that do not submit proposals or
whose proposals were disapproved by the Commission would be required by the
Commission to adopt the precautionary default measures. The Commission would
allow states that had been assigned the precautionary default measures to resubmit
revised management measures. In this case the Commission would notify NMFS of
any resubmitted proposals that were approved after publication of the final rule
implementing the recreational specifications. Afterwards, NMFS would publish a notice
in the Federal Register to notify the public of any changes in a state’s management
measures

3.1.2 Scup

The Council voted to recommend a 10-inch total length (TL) minimum fish size, a 50-
fish per person possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through February 28,
and July 1 through November 30, for 2003 scup recreational measures. It is estimated
that the Council’'s recommended scup measures would reduce recreational landings by
27%, assuming the measures are implemented by all states (Tables 3 and 4).

The Board adopted state-by-state conservation equivalency measures for 2003 and
directed the Commission staff to develop a draft addendum for conservation
equivalency using the same parameters that were approved in Addendum VIl (ASMFC
2002) to the Commission’s Interstate Scup FMP. Addendum VII (ASMFC 2002)
required states from Massachusetts through New Jersey to develop state-specific
management measures. Due to low scup landings in the southern states, the Board
approved the retention of existing recreational scup measures from Delaware through
North Carolina for 2003. Because the Federal FMP does not contain provisions for
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conservation equivalency and states will be adopting their own unique measures under
an addendum to the Commission’s Interstate FMP, it is likely that Federal and state
recreational scup measures will differ for the 2003 season. As such, the Federal
measures would only apply to party/charter boats with Federal permits.

3.1.3 Black Sea Bass

In order to constrain recreational black sea bass landings to the 2003 recreational
harvest limit the Council and Board recommended a 12-inch TL minimum fish size, a
25-fish possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through September 1, and
September 16 through November 30. It is estimated that these measures would reduce
recreational landings by 27% (Tables 5 and 6).

3.2 Alternative 2
3.2.1 Summer Flounder (Non-Preferred: Coastwide)

Based on a Monitoring Committee recommendation, the Council and Board adopted a
non-preferred coastwide alternative to be implemented in the EEZ if conservation
equivalency is not implemented. These measures include a 17-inch TL minimum fish
size, a 4 -fish possession limit, and no closed season. It is estimated that the non-
preferred coastwide alternative would reduce recreational landings by 32% coastwide
based on 2001 data, assuming the measures are implemented by all states (Table 7).
State-specific reductions associated with these management measures would range
from 0% in Delaware to 63% in North Carolina (Table 8).

3.2.2 Scup (Non-Preferred: No Action)

The No Action (non-preferred) alternative for scup includes a 10-inch TL minimum fish
size, 20-fish possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through February 28, and
July 1 through October 2. It is estimated that this alternative would reduce recreational
landings by 57%, assuming the measures are implemented by all states (Tables 3 and
4).

3.2.3 Black Sea Bass (Non-Preferred: No Action)
The No Action (non-preferred) alternative for black sea bass includes an 11.5-inch TL
minimum fish size, 25-fish possession limit, and an open season of January 1 through

December 31. This alternative is not expected to reduce recreational landings in 2003
(Table 5).
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3.3 Alternative 3
3.3.1 Summer Flounder (Non-Preferred: Precautionary Default)

The FMP requires that the Council and Board specify precautionary default measures
when conservation equivalency is recommended as the preferred alternative. These
would be the measures required to be implemented by a state that either does not
submit a summer flounder management proposal or for states whose measures do not
achieve the required reduction. For 2003, the precautionary default measures include
an 18-inch TL minimum fish size, a 1-fish possession limit, and no closed season. ltis
estimated that the precautionary default alternative would reduce landings by 67%,
assuming the regulations are implemented by all states (Table 7). State-specific
reductions would range from 41% in Delaware to an 88% in North Carolina (Table 8).

3.3.2 Scup (Non-Preferred)

A non-preferred alternative recommended to the Council by the monitoring committee
includes a 10-inch TL minimum fish size, a 50-fish possession limit, and open seasons
of January 1 through February 28, and July 14 through December 31 for the 2003
recreational scup fishery. It is estimated that this alternative would reduce recreational
landings by 27%, assuming the coastwide regulations are implemented by all states
(Tables 3 and 4).

3.3.3 Black Sea Bass (Non-Preferred)

A non-preferred alternative recommended to the Council by the monitoring committee
includes a 12.5-inch TL minimum fish size, a 25-fish possession limit, and an open
season of January 1 through December 31. It is estimated that this alternative would
reduce recreational landings by 30% (Tables 5 and 6).

3.4 No Action Alternative

Section 5.03(b) of NOAA Administrative Order (AO) 216-6, “Environmental review
procedures for implementing the National Environmental Policy Act,” states that “an
Environmental Assessment (EA) must consider all reasonable alternatives, including the
preferred action and the no action alternative.” Consideration of the “no action”
alternative is important because it shows what would happen if the proposed action is
not taken. Defining exactly what is meant by the “no action” alternative is often difficult.
The President’s Council on Environment Quality (CEQ) has explained that there are two
distinct interpretations of the “no action”. One interpretation is that the no action
alternative is essentially the status quo, i.e., no change from the current management.
The other interpretation is the situation that would exist if the proposed action, such as
building a railroad facility, did not take place.
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The status quo management for these fisheries involves a set of indefinite (i.e., in force
until otherwise changed) management measures. These measures would continue as
is, even if the proposed specifications are not implemented. However, the current
management program includes specifications of possession limits, minimum fish sizes,
and fishing seasons that are specific to the 2002 fishing year, and based on the 2002
TALs. Roll-over of the recreational measures specified for the 2002 fishing year would
be inappropriate because the existing measures would not be likely to effect the 2003
Council-recommended harvest limit for scup and black sea bass.

For the purposes of this EA, the no action alternative is defined as implementation of
the following: (1) For summer flounder, conservation equivalency with precautionary
default measures of an 18-inch TL minimum fish size, a 1-fish possession limit, and no
closed season; (2) for scup, a 10-inch TL minimum fish size, a 20-fish possession limit,
a 10-inch TL minimum fish size, and open seasons of January 1 through February 28,
and July 1 through October 2; and (3) for black sea bass, an 11.5-inch TL minimum
size, a 25-fish per person possession limit, and an open season of January 1 through
December 31.

The implications of the no action alternative are substantial. For scup, the status quo
would be overly restrictive, given the 7% increase in landings allowed relative to 2002
(as described in Section 2.0). For black sea bass, the status quo would not be
restrictive enough to effect the recommended 27% reduction in landings relative to
2002.

In consideration of the Council-recommended recreational harvest limits established for
the 2003 fishing year, implementation of the same recreational measures established
for the 2002 fishing year would be inconsistent with the goals and objectives of the FMP
and its implementing regulations, and, because it could result in overfishing of the black
sea bass fishery, also would be inconsistent with National Standard 1 of the Magnuson-
Stevens Act. Therefore, the no action alternative is not considered to be a reasonable
alternative to the preferred action and its collective impacts are not analyzed in this
EA/RIR/IRFA. The no action measure for summer flounder is analyzed in Alternative 1,
in combination with preferred measures for scup and black sea bass. The no action
measures for scup and black sea bass are considered as part of Alternative 2, in
combination with the non-preferred coastwide measure for summer flounder.

3.5 Research Set-aside Program

As part of the research set-aside program, a number of research projects were
submitted to NMFS that would require an exemption from some of the current or
proposed regulations for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass. Under the
research set-aside program, the Council, in consultation with the National Marine
Fisheries Service Northeast Regional Administrator, and the Commission have
recommended five of these research projects (August 5, 2002 letter from Mears to
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Furlong). In order to expedite the approval and implementation of these research
projects, Council staff agreed to analyze the impacts of these exemptions on the
environment for inclusion in the specification package for these species.

In the annual specification process for 2003, the Council approved research set-asides
equal to the amounts requested in the five projects that were conditionally accepted by
NMFS (August 5, 2002 letter from Mears to Furlong). These set-aside amounts would
be 91,163 Ib, 66,650 Ib, and 67,676 Ib, for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass,
respectively. These research set-aside amounts will be deducted from the TALs for
each species. The commercial quotas will also be adjusted according to the quota
counting procedures outlined in section 1.1 (Table 1).

4.0 Affected Environment
4.1 Physical Environment (Habitat)

For summer flounder, the general geographic range encompasses the shallow
estuarine waters and outer continental shelf from Nova Scotia to Florida. Scup is a
warm temperate species that occurs from Canada to the Georgia Bight. The population
of scup north of Cape Hatteras makes extensive seasonal migrations from inshore
summering areas to offshore wintering areas. Black sea bass is basically a warm-
temperate species, usually strongly associated with structured, sheltering habitats, such
as reefs and wrecks. The population of black sea bass north of Cape Hatteras migrates
south and offshore (to off New Jersey and North Carolina) in the winter but returns to
coastal structured habitats for the summer.

A complete description of the physical environment (i.e., habitat) for summer flounder,
scup, and black sea bass; the impact of fishing on summer flounder, scup, and black
sea bass EFH; and the impact of the summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass
fisheries on other species’ EFH can be found in Amendment 13 to the Summer
Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass FMP (section 3.2).

4.2 Human Environment
4.2.1 Port and Community Description

The recreational summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass fisheries are important to
many communities along the East Coast. A brief description of the relative importance
of summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass recreational landings at the state level
follows. The ports and communities that are dependent on summer flounder, scup, and
black sea bass are fully described in Amendment 13 (section 3.4).

Data are not available to identify to what extent communities are dependent upon these
recreational fisheries. The MRFSS program does not identify port and community level

March 26, 2003



data. Vessel Trip Report (VTR or “logbook”) data can be analyzed on the port-level for
party/charter boat landings. However, MRFSS data indicate that party charter landings
represented 14%, 15%, and 64%, of the total number (A+B1) of summer flounder, scup,
and black sea bass recreational landings, respectively, from Maine through North
Carolina, on average from 1981-2001 (Tables 9-11). As such, VTR data may not be
representative of the importance of the entire summer flounder, scup, and black sea
bass recreational fisheries to ports. However, for party/charter vessels, the largest
number of permit holders for these species are located in Massachusetts, followed by
New Jersey, and New York (section 4.2 of the 2002 Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black
Sea Bass Specifications).

According to MRFSS estimates the top five states from Maine through North Carolina in
2001 that landed summer flounder were New Jersey, Virginia, New York, North
Carolina, and Rhode Island (Table 12). Massachusetts, Connecticut, Delaware, and
Maryland each accounted for less than 3% of the total summer flounder landings. VTR
data indicate that summer flounder accounted for 27%, 12%, 7%, and 5% of the total
catch by party charter vessels in the states of New York, New Jersey, Delaware, and
Rhode Island, respectively, from 1996 to 2001 (Table 13).

The top five states that landed scup in 2001 were New York, Rhode Island, Connecticut,
Massachusetts, and New Jersey (Table 12). These states accounted for nearly 100%
of the total recreational scup landings in 2001. VTR data indicate that scup accounted
for 25%, 20%, 9%, 7%, and 6% of the total catch by party charter vessels in the states
of New York, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, New Jersey, and Connecticut respectively,
from 1996 to 2001 (Table 14).

The top five states that landed black sea bass in 2001 were New Jersey, Virginia,
Delaware, North Carolina, and New York (Table 12). New Jersey alone accounted for
64% of the landings. The states of New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Massachusetts,
Connecticut, and Maryland each accounted for less than 5% of the total black sea bass
recreational landings. VTR data indicate that black sea bass accounted for 61%, 38%,
34%, and 32% of the total catch by party charter vessels in the states of Maryland,
North Carolina, Virginia, and New Jersey, respectively, from 1996 to 2001 (Table 15).
Black sea bass also accounted for at least 8% of the total catch of party/charter vessels
in New York, Delaware, and Rhode Island from 1996-2001 (Table 15).

4.2.2 Analysis of Permit Data

A full description and analysis of the vessels permitted to participate in the commercial
and recreational fisheries for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass is presented in
section 4.2 of the “2003 Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Specifications.”
An additional analysis of permit data is in section 5.5 of the RIR/IRFA. This analysis
indicates that 760 vessels held some combination of summer flounder, scup, an black
sea bass permits in 2001. However, VTR data indicate that less than half of these
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vessels reported landings of summer flounder, scup, or black sea bass in 2001.
5.0 Description of Fisheries
5.1 Summer Flounder

Recreational catch and landings have fluctuated since Amendment 2 regulations were
implemented in 1993. Landings increased to 8.83 million Ib in 1993 from the 1992 level
of 7.15 million Ib. From 1994 through 1999, recreational landings ranged from 5.42
million Ib (1995) to 12.48 million Ib (1998). Recreational landings in 2000 were
estimated to be 16.47 million Ib, the highest in the time series since 1986. Recreational
landings dropped to 11.64 million Ib in 2001. Based on 2002 MRFSS data for waves 1-
5 (January through October), summer flounder recreational landings for 2002 are
projected to be 8.13 million Ib (3.69 million kg).

5.1.1 Harvest Limits and Management Measures - A Review

As a review, recreational harvest limits have been established since 1993. In both 1993
and 1994, recreational landings were close to the harvest limits. The harvest limit
established for 1993 was 8.38 million Ib (3.80 million kg; Table 16) In 1993, recreational
fishermen landed 8.83 million Ib (4.01 million kg), exceeding the target by approximately
0.45 million Ib (0.2 million kg).

Most states implemented the coastwide recreational management measures of a 14" TL
minimum fish size, a 6-fish possession limit, and a May 15 through September 30 open
season (or equivalent) in 1993. However, several states were out of compliance with
the plan including Connecticut (no possession limit or season), Maryland (10-fish
possession limit), Virginia (10-fish possession limit and no season), and North Carolina
(13-inch TL minimum size, no possession limit or season). However, even with the
implementation of some management measures in the states, recreational landings
increased in 1993 relative to the 1992 landings of 7.15 million Ib (3.24 million kg).

The harvest limit established for 1994 was 10.67 million Ib (4.84 million kg). Estimated
landings in 1994 were 9.33 million Ib (4.23 million kg) or 1.34 million Ib (0.61 million kg)
less than the harvest limit. Most states implemented the coastwide recreational
management measures of a 14-inch TL minimum fish size, an 8-fish possession limit,
and an April 15 through October 15 season (or equivalent) in 1994. However, two
states did not fully implement the season in 1994; Virginia had no opening date but
closed October 31 and North Carolina had no closed season at all. In addition, several
states maintained the 1993 possession limit and season for their 1994 season (New
Hampshire, Connecticut, and New York).

The Council and Board approved a recreational harvest limit of 7.76 million Ib (3.52
million kg) for 1995. The landings estimate of 5.42 million Ib (2.46 million kg) for 1995
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was approximately 2.34 million Ib (1.06 million kg) lower than the harvest limit. The
limits implemented in 1995 were a 6-fish possession limit in the EEZ and an 8-fish
possession limit in state waters, a 14-inch TL minimum fish size, and no closed season.
All states had a 14-inch TL minimum fish size in 1995 and most states implemented the
8-fish possession limit although several states (New Hampshire, Connecticut, and New
York) had a 6-fish possession limit.

The landings estimate for 1996 was about 2.41 million Ib (1.09 million kg) greater than

the limit approved by the Council and Board for that year (7.41 million Ib or 3.36 million
kg). The management measures implemented in 1996 were a 10-fish possession limit,
a 14-inch TL minimum fish size, and no closed season.

A harvest limit of 7.41 million Ib (3.36 million kg) was adopted for 1997. Recreational
landings exceeded this limit by about 4.46 million Ib (2.02 million kg). The management
measures implemented in 1997 were an 8-fish possession limit and a 14.5-inch
minimum size limit.

The recreational harvest limit was unchanged for 1998 at 7.41 million Ib (3.36 million
kg). The management measures that were proposed by the Council and Board to
control landings in 1998 were an 8-fish possession limit and a 15-inch TL minimum fish
size. However, some states did not implement these management measures until late
in the season. Recreational landings exceeded the harvest limit by 5.07 million Ib (2.30
million kg) in 1998.

The recreational harvest limit implemented in 1999 was 7.41 million Ib (3.36 million kg).
Although the harvest limit was the same as previous years, the Council and Board
opted to modify the management system to allow states the flexibility to implement
state-specific management measures. Specifically, the Council and Board adopted
coastwide management measures of 8 fish, 15-inch TL, and an open season from May
29 to September 11. In addition, they gave the states the option of choosing the
coastwide management measures or other combinations of management measures that
would reduce their 1998 state-specific landings by 40%. As a result, states in New
England opted for the coastwide measures and the other states chose other alternatives
including higher size limits and longer seasons.

The states used a form of conservation equivalency again in 2000 to achieve the
coastwide harvest limit of 7.41 million Ib (3.36 million kg). Specifically, the states were
given the option of adopting state specific management measures or the coastwide
measures of an 8-fish possession limit, a 15.5 minimum fish size, and an open season
from May 10 through October 2 (Table 16). Coastwide management measures were
based on number of fish landed and equated to a 41% reduction in landings relative to
1998 estimates. State specific measures also had to reduce landings by 41%.
However, as in 1999, states from Massachusetts to New York opted for the coastwide
management measures with other states choosing longer seasons and/or smaller size
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limits.

The 2001 season was complicated by the different TALs that were initially adopted by
the Council and Board. Based on an emergency rule to comply with a court order, the
Council recommended that the recreational harvest limit for 2001 be set at 7.16 million
Ib. However, the Board initially set the overall TAL higher and adopted a recreational
harvest limit of 8.2 million Ib for 2001. The Commission later revised their TAL to the
same level adopted by the Council. The Commission also adopted an addendum that
required the states to develop recreational management measures to reduce landings
by state-specific percentages based on average landings for 1998-2000, a 43%
coastwide reduction, a base year of 1998, and a harvest limit of 7.16 million Ib (Table
17). Most states, with the exception of Massachusetts and New York, exceeded their
targets in 2001. Coastwide landings exceeded the coastwide recreational harvest limit
by 63% in 2001.

In 2001, the Council and Commission adopted, and NMFS approved, Framework 2 to
the Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass FMP. This framework, which was
first applied in 2002, implemented conservation equivalency as a management tool for
the summer flounder recreational fishery and established a procedure to guide the
Council and Board in developing recreational management measures for the upcoming
year.

The framework established two possible ways that the Council and Commission could
manage summer flounder in 2002. The first alternative was to develop coastwide
management measures as was done from 1993 through 1998. Regulations would then
be consistent from state to state and states would not have the flexibility to develop their
own regulations. The other alternative was to implement regulations based on
conservation equivalency for 2002. If conservation equivalency was adopted, the
framework required that the Council and Board also adopt both a coastwide
management measure as a non-preferred alternative and a precautionary default
measure. Precautionary default measures are defined as measures that would achieve
at least the overall required reduction in landings for each state.

The Council and Board adopted conservation equivalency for 2002. As a result, each
state developed regulations to achieve a state-specific target (Table 18). In addition,
the Council and Board adopted an 8-fish possession limit and 17-inch TL minimum fish
size as a non-preferred, coastwide alternative and a 1-fish possession limit and 18-inch
TL minimum fish size as a precautionary default measure. The state management
measures implemented in 2002 constrained recreational landings of summer flounder
such that landings were 12% below the coastwide recreational harvest limit (Table 16).
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5.1.2 Status of the Stock

The summer flounder stock assessment was completed by the Northeast Fisheries
Science Center (NEFSC) Southern Demersal Working Group in May and reviewed by
the Stock Assessment Review Committee (SARC) in June. The latest assessment
indicates that the stock is overfished and overfishing is still occurring relative to the
Amendment 12 overfishing definitions. However, the fishing mortality rate estimated for
2001 is 0.27, a significant decline from the 1.32 estimated for 1994 and close to the
threshold F of 0.26. In addition, total stock biomass has increased substantially since
1991 to 95 million Ib in 2001. Spawning stock biomass has increased each year since
1993 to 84.2 million Ib in 2001, the highest value in the time series. Projections indicate
that if the TAL in 2002 was not exceeded, total stock biomass will exceed the biomass
threshold (117 million Ib). At this level, the stock will no longer be overfished.

Year-class estimates indicate that the 1995 through 1999 year classes ranged from 31
to 40 million fish; the average for 1982 to 2001 is about 40 million. The 2000 year class
was estimated to be about average and the 2001 year class below average at 27 million
fish. However, like last year, “the current assessment method tends to underestimate
the abundance of age 0 fish (e.g., by about 20% over the last three years)” in the most
recent year.

5.1.3 Stock Characteristics and Ecological Relationships

A full description of stock characteristics and ecological relationships of summer
flounder is presented in section 3.1.1 of Amendment 13. Additional information can be
found in the 35" Stock Assessment Workshop (SAW-35) documents. The following is
taken from the “SAW Southern Demersal Working Group 2002 Advisory Report:
Summer Flounder (Draft).”

“An analytical assessment (VPA) of commercial and recreational total catch at age
(landings plus discards) was conducted. The natural mortality rate (M) was assumed to
be 0.2. Indices of recruitment and stock abundance from NEFSC winter, spring, and
autumn, Massachusetts spring and autumn, Rhode Island, Connecticut spring and
autumn trawl, Delaware, and New Jersey trawl surveys were used in VPA tuning in an
ADAPT framework. Recruitment indices from surveys conducted by the states of North
Carolina, Virginia, and Maryland were also used in the VPA tuning. The current VPA
tuning configuration is very similar to those used in the 2000 SARC 31 VPA (NEFSC
2000) and in the 2001 SAW Southern Demersal Working Group VPA (MAFMC 2001).
The uncertainty associated with the estimates of fishing mortality and stock biomass in
2001 was evaluated with respect to research survey variability.”

“Fishing mortality calculated from the average of the currently fully recruited (ages 3-5)
summer flounder has been high, varying between 0.9 and 2.2 during 1982-1997 (55 -
83% exploitation), far in excess of the revised FMP Amendment 12 overfishing
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definition, Fy, eshon = Frarget =Fmax = 0.26 (21% exploitation). The fishing mortality rate has
declined substantially since 1997 and was estimated to be 0.27 (22% exploitation) in
2001, the lowest observed in the 20 year time series. There is an 80% probability that
the fishing mortality rate in 2001 was between 0.24 and 0.32. The annual partial
recruitment of age-1 fish decreased from near 0.50 during the first half of the VPA
series to 0.20 since 1994, the partial recruitment of age-2 fish has decreased from 1.00
in 1993 to 0.78 in 1998-2001. These decreases in partial recruitment at age are in line
with expectations given recent changes in commercial and recreational fishery
regulations. The estimate of F for 2001 may understate actual fishing mortality as
retrospective analysis shows that the current assessment method tends to
underestimate recent fishing mortality rates (e.g., by about 1/3 over the last three
years).”

“Total stock biomass index has increased since substantially since 1989, and in 2001
total stock biomass was estimated to be 42,900 mt (94.58 million Ib), near the level of
the 1980's, although still 19% below the current biomass threshold. There is an 80%
chance that total stock biomass in 2001 was between 39,300 and 46,900 mt (86.61 to
103.40 million Ib). The current biomass target (B,,sy) required to produce maximum
sustainable yield (MSY=20,900 mt; 46.08 million Ib) is estimated to be B,,s, = 106,400
mt (234.57 million Ib), and the current biomass threshold of one-half B,,5, =53,200 mt
(117.28 million Ib).”

“The arithmetic average recruitment from 1982 through 2001 is 40 million fish at age 0,
with a median of 36 million fish. The 1982 and 1983 year classes are the largest in the
VPA time series, at 74 and 80 million fish. Recruitment declined from 1983 through
1988, with the 1988 year class the weakest at only 13 million fish. Recruitment since
1988 has generally improved. The 2000 year class is estimated at 39 million fish, above
the 1982-2001 median. The 2001 year class is currently estimated to be below
average, at 27 million fish. It should be noted that retrospective analysis shows that the
current VPA tends to underestimate the abundance of age 0 fish for recent year
classes. Recent recruitment per unit of SSB has been lower than that observed during
the early 1980s.”

“Spawning stock biomass (SSB; Age 0+) declined 72% from 1983 through 1989 (18,800
mt to 5,200 mt; 41.45 to 11.46 million Ib), but has increased seven-fold, with improved
recruitment and decreased fishing mortality, to 38,200 mt (84.22 million Ib) in 2001.
Comparison with previous assessments shows a tendency to slightly overestimate the
SSB in recent years. The age structure of the spawning stock has expanded, with 72%
at ages 2 and older, and 14% at ages 5 and older. Under equilibrium conditions at F_,,
about 85% of the spawning stock biomass would be expected to be ages 2 and older,
with 50% at ages 5 and older.”
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5.1.4 Economic Environment

Summer flounder continues to be an important component of the recreational fishery.
Estimation of primary species sought as reported by anglers in recent intercept surveys
from Maine through North Carolina, indicates that summer flounder has increased in
importance from 1991 to 2001, from a low of 3.8 million trips in 1992 to a high of 6.1
million trips in 2001. A detailed description of the economic aspects of the commercial
and recreational fisheries for summer flounder was presented in section 3.3.1 of
Amendment 13.

5.2 Scup

Recreational catch and landings of scup have fluctuated since 1981. Recreational
catch peaked in 1986 at 30.87 million fish and then declined to 2.67 million fish in 1998,
the lowest value in the times series. Recreational landings peaked at 11.61 million Ib in
1986 and then trended downward to a low of 0.88 million Ib in 1998. In 2000, catch and
landings increased significantly to 11.28 million fish and 5.44 million Ib, respectively.
Catch and landings dropped in 2001 to 9.93 million fish and 4.26 million Ib, respectively.
Based on 2001 landings by wave and 2002 data for waves 1-5, scup recreational
landings for 2002 are projected to be 3.76 million Ib (1.71 million kg).

5.2.1 Harvest Limits and Management Measures - A Review

The Council and Commission approved a recovery strategy that reduces overfishing on
scup over a 7 year time frame. That recovery strategy called for minimum fish sizes
and commercial gear regulations in 1996, year 1 of the plan. In 1996, the minimum size
for the recreational fishery was 7-inch TL (Table 19). The minimum fish size was also
7-inch TL for each year from 1997 to 2000. Several states had larger minimum sizes
(Massachusetts - 9-inch, Rhode Island - 9-inch, Connecticut - 8-inch) and maintained
them for 1996-2000.

Beginning in 1997, recreational harvest limits were established to achieve the target
exploitation rates. The harvest limit in 1997 was 1.947 million Ib (0.88 million kg).
Estimated landings in 1997 were 1.2 million Ib (0.54 million kg) or about 0.74 million Ib
(0.34 million kg) less than the limit. Similarly, landings in 1998 were 0.875 million Ib
(0.40 million kg) or about 0.68 million Ib (0.31 million kg) less than the limit of 1.553
million Ib (0.70 million kg). In 1999, landings exceeded the harvest limit of 1.238 million
Ib (0.56 million kg) by 52% or about 650,000 Ib (295,000 kg).

In 2000, the harvest limit was 1.238 million Ib (0.56 million kg), the same limit adopted
by the Council and Board for 1999. The Council and Board were presented with
projected landings for 1999 that indicated landings would exceed this limit by 32%. In
response, they recommended a 50-fish possession limit with a coastwide minimum size
of 7-inch TL and no closed season for 2000. Those management measures were
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rejected by NMFS as ineffective. In fact, MRFSS data indicated that such a limit would

reduce landings by approximately 1% on a coastwide basis, based on 1999 recreational
data. Although a coastwide possession limit was never implemented in the EEZ, some

states did have a 50-fish possession limit in effect in 2000.

The harvest limit for 2001 was 1.76 million Ib (0.80 million kg). At their meeting in
December, 2000, the Council adopted coastwide management measures of a 50-fish
possession limit, a 9-inch TL minimum size limit, and an open season from August 15
through October 31. The Board postponed their decision until early 2001 and decided
to implement a system of conservation equivalency to reduce landings by 33% and
allow for different regulations in each of the states (Table 20).

The various size, possession and seasonal limits did not constrain landings to the
harvest limit in 2001. Projected landings for 2001 are 4.58 million Ib (2.08 million kg) or
almost 3 million Ib (1.36 million kg) more than the limit of 1.76 million Ib (0.80 million kg).
In fact, projected landings would have to be reduced by 39% to achieve the harvest limit
in 2002 assuming no change in stock status or angler effort.

The Council and Board met in December 2001 to recommend management measures
to achieve the harvest limit of 2.71 million Ib. The Council recommended that NMFS
implement a 10-inch TL minimum fish size, a 50-fish possession limit and open seasons
of January 1 through February 28, and July 1 through October 31. However, the
Council’'s recommendation was rejected by NMFS and instead a 20-fish possession
limit, a 10-inch TL minimum fish size, and open seasons of January 1 through February
28, and July 1 through October 2 was implemented. The regulations became effective
on August 2, 2002.

In addition, the Board postponed action and prepared an addendum to allow states from
Massachusetts through New York to develop state-specific management measures for
2002 (Table 21). The Board approved a 50-fish possession limit , a 10-inch TL
minimum fish size, and an open season from July 1 through October 31. States from
Delaware to North Carolina were allowed to retain their existing measures.

The combination of the 2001 Federal management measures that rolled over into 2002,
the Federal management measures that went into place on August 2, and the unique
management measures implemented by the states, did not constrain landings to the
recreational harvest limit in 2002. The projected landings for 2002 exceed the
recreational harvest limit by 28%.

5.2.2 Status of the Stock
The most recent assessment on scup was completed in June, 2002 (SARC 35). That
assessment indicated that scup are no longer overfished “but stock status with respect

to overfishing cannot currently be evaluated.” The SARC also concluded that although
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“the relative exploitation rates have declined in recent years the absolute value of F
cannot be determined.” However, they did indicate that “survey data indicate strong
recruitment and some rebuilding of age structure” in recent years. SARC 35
commented that “the stock can likely sustain modest increases in catches, but
managers should do so with consideration of high uncertainty in stock status
determination.”

State and Federal survey indices for scup indicate an increase in stock abundance in
recent years. The NEFSC spring survey results indicate that spawning stock biomass
has increased each year since 1998; the estimate for 2001 (3 yr average) is 3.2 kg/tow
or about 15% above the biomass threshold of 2.77 kg/tow. Given that the index is
above the threshold, the stock is no longer considered overfished.

Similarly, the 2002 winter survey was at an all time high; the estimate for 2002 is a
374% increase relative to the 2001 value. In addition, the NEFSC autumn trawl survey
indicates that strong year classes were produced from 1999-2001. The predominance
of the 2000 year class also is evident in several of the state surveys.

Estimates of fishing mortality rates for scup are uncertain. SARC 31 conducted several
analyses that indicated that F was at least 1.0 for ages 0-3 scup for the 1984 to 2000
time series. SARC 31 could not estimate F’s on older fish because they are not well
represented in the surveys. Although the magnitude of the current mortality rates is
unknown, relative exploitation rates have changed over the period. Relative exploitation
rates based on total landings and the spring survey suggest a general increase in
exploitation from 1981 through 1995. Since then, relative exploitation rates have
declined; the 2001 value is about 5% of the 1997 value.

5.2.3 Stock Characteristics and Ecological Relationships

The stock characteristics and ecological relationships of scup are fully described in
section 3.1.2 of Amendment 13. Scup was last fully assessed at SAW-35 in 2002. As
in previous assessment reviews, the SARC concluded that estimates of commercial
fishery discards are not reliable due to limited sample size and uncertainty as to their
representative nature of the sea sampling data for scup. The uncertainties associated
with the catch data led the SARC to conclude that an analytical assessment would be
inappropriate as the basis for management decisions for scup at this time. An analytical
formulation for scup will not be feasible until the quality and quantity of the input data
(biological sampling and estimates of all components of catches) are significantly
improved and an adequate time series developed.

Although SARC 31 concluded that the F on age 0-3 scup was at least 1.0, the 35"
SARC determined that “absolute estimates of fishing mortality for scup could not be
calculated.” However, the relative exploitation index may offer some clue as to current
levels of mortality for older fish. Because the index is based predominantly on landings
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of scup larger than 9-inch TL (the commercial minimum fish size) and SSB, the index
may indicate fishing mortality rates on the larger fish has declined in recent years.

The SARC-35 draft Advisory Report stated that, “Indices of recruitment from the NEFSC
fall survey suggest improved recruitment in 1999-2001, with estimated age-0
abundance exceeding the 1984-2001 average of 69.03 fish/tow. NEFSC spring and
winter indices of stock biomass and abundance for 2002 were the highest within each
respective time series. Other survey indices have increased since the mid-1990s.”

The spring survey estimate for 2002 is highly uncertain. SARC 35 noted the “high
degree of inter-annual variation in individual survey indices.” They noted that the
“abundance of all age groups in the survey increased substantially as compared with
the 2001 results” suggesting that increased availability of scup to the survey gear was
an important determinant in the 2002 survey results. Additional, detailed information is
available in the SAW-35 documents.

5.2.4 Economic Environment

A detailed description of the economic aspects of the commercial and recreational
fisheries for scup was presented in sections 3.3.2 of Amendment 13.

5.3 Black Sea Bass

Recreational catch and landings of black sea bass have fluctuated since 1981.
Recreational catches peaked in 1986 at 28.95 million fish and then fluctuated between
5.05 and 14.06 million fish from 1987 through 1999. Catches increased significantly in
2000 to 16.93 million fish and then dropped to 13.89 million fish in 2001. Recreational
landings peaked at 12.39 million Ib in 1986 and then fluctuated between 1.15 and 6.21
million Ib from 1987 through 1999. Landings were estimated at 3.99 million Ib in 2000
and dropped to 3.42 million Ib in 2001. Based on 2001 landings by wave and 2002 data
for waves 1-5, black sea bass recreational landings for 2002 are projected to be 4.40
million Ib (2.00 million kg).

5.3.1 Harvest Limits and Management Measures - A Review

The Council and the Commission approved a recovery strategy that reduces overfishing
on black sea bass over an 8-year time frame. That recovery strategy called for
minimum fish sizes and commercial gear regulations in 1996 and 1997, years 1 and 2 of
the plan. In 1996, the minimum size for the recreational fishery was 9-inch TL (Table
22). However, the minimum fish size was only in place for the last couple of weeks of
1996. The minimum fish size remained at 9-inch TL in 1997.

The Council and Board approved a harvest limit of 3.148 million Ib (1.43 million kg) for
1998. The management measures that were proposed to control landings were a 10-
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inch TL minimum size limit and a closure from August 1 through August 15. Some
states implemented these regulations late or not at all in 1998. In addition, although the
plan requires a coastwide possession, size, and/or seasonal limit, some states
implemented alternative regulations in 1998. Landings in 1998 were 1.15 million Ib
(0.52 million kg).

The 1999 harvest limit was also 3.148 million Ib (1.43 million kg). For 1999, the Council
and Board adopted a 10-inch TL minimum size limit. The landings for 1999 were 1.67
million Ib (0.76 million kg) or about 1.5 million Ib (0.68 million kg) less than the limit.

The harvest limit remained at 3.148 million (1.43 million kg) for 2000 and the minimum
size limit was 10-inch TL. Management measures differed by state with some states
implementing a 20-fish possession limit (Massachusetts, Connecticut, and North
Carolina) or a 50-fish possession limit (Virginia). The landings for 2000 exceeded the
limit by approximately 700,000 Ib (317,515 kg).

The harvest limit remained at 3.148 million Ib (1.43 million kg) in 2001. The Council and
Board adopted a 11-inch TL minimum size, a 25-fish possession limit and a closed
season from March 1 through May 9 to control landings in 2001. In addition, Virginia
adopted an alternative closed season, North Carolina had a lower size limit, and
Massachusetts had 12-inch TL size limit and 20-fish possession limit (Table 23).
However, the combination of size, possession and seasonal limits failed to constrain
landings to the harvest limit in 2001. Projected landings exceed the limit by about 0.5
million Ib (0.23 million kg).

In contrast, the management measures implemented in 2002 did not constrain landings
to the harvest limit. In most states, the possession limit was 25 fish combined with a
size limit of 11.5-inch TL and an open season all year (Table 24). However, a closed
season was in effect in the EEZ, i.e., management measures were complicated by the
August implementation of the 2002 regulations by NMFS. Specifically, the 2001
regulations remained in effect until August 2, 2002. As a result, the fishery was closed
in the EEZ until May 10, 2002.

5.3.2 Status of the Stock

The most recent assessment on black sea bass, completed in June 1998, indicates that
black sea bass are over-exploited and at a low biomass level (SAW 27). Fishing
mortality for 1997, based on length based methods, was 0.73. The complete
assessment is detailed in the “Report of the 27" Northeast Regional Stock Assessment
Workshop.”

The NEFSC has provided spring survey results for 2002. Amendment 12 to the
Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass FMP, which was partially approved by
NMFS in 1999, established a biomass threshold based on this survey. Specifically, the
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biomass threshold is defined as the maximum value of a three-year moving average of
the NEFSC spring survey catch-per-tow (1977-1979 average of 0.9 kg/tow). The 2001
biomass index is 0.594 kg/tow (the three-year average for 2000-2002) or about 2/3 of
the threshold.

Because of the potential influence of extremely small or large number for a single tow,
Gary Shepherd, NEFSC (pers. comm.) has suggested that the survey indices be log
transformed to give a better indication of stock status. The transformed series indicates
a general increase in the exploitable biomass since 1993. The preliminary index for
2002 of 0.626 kg/tow is the highest value in the time series (1968-2002) substantiating
fishermen’s observations that black sea bass have become more abundant in recent
years.

The spring survey can also be used as an index of recruitment. The survey indicates
good year classes were produced in 1988, and 1990 through 1992, with a moderate
year class in 1995, and poor year classes in 1993, 1994, and 1996 through 1998. The
1999 index was about three times the average for the period and the fourth largest
value since 1968. Results for 2000 indicate a strong year class; the index is 2.782
no./tow, the highest in the time series. Preliminary results indicate another good year
class (above average) was produced in 2002.

Fishery dependent data can also be used as an indicator of stock status. For example,
increased abundance is evident in the recreational data; landing-per-hour fished
increased 48% from 1999 to 2001.

Relative exploitation based on the total commercial and recreational landings and the
moving average of the transformed spring survey index indicates a significant reduction
in mortality from 1998 to 2001 relative to 1996 and 1997 levels. Based on length
frequencies from the spring survey, and assuming length of full recruitment at 25 cm,
the average F based on two length based methods was 0.75 (48% exploitation rate) in
1998 (G. Shepherd pers. comm.). Length-based estimates are very sensitive to
changes in the length used for full recruitment; average F’s were 0.51 (37% exploitation)
or 1.25 (66% exploitation) if a length of 23 or 27 cm was used in the calculations.
Based on the relative index, exploitation rates in 2001 decreased relative to the 1998
values; assuming a 48% rate for 1998, the exploitation rate in 2001 was 33%. The
target exploitation rate in 2001 was 37%.

5.3.3 Stock Characteristics and Ecological Relationships

The stock characteristics and ecological relationships are fully described in section 3.1.3
of Amendment 13. In addition, the advisory report on black sea bass from SAW-27
states that “recent catches are well below the historical average, age and size structure
is truncated, and survey biomass indices since the late 1980s have been one-tenth of
those observed in the late 1970s. Average annual fishing mortality, estimated from
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length-based analyses, ranged from 0.56 to 0.79 during 1984-1997 and was 0.73 (48%
exploitation) in 1997. Recruitment in 1997, as indicated by survey indices, was well
below the 1972-1996 average.” Additional, detailed information is available in the SAW-
27 documents.

5.3.4 Economic Environment

A detailed description of the economic aspects of the commercial and recreational
fisheries for black sea bass is presented in sections 3.3.3 of Amendment 13.

5.4 Marine Recreational Descriptive Statistics

In 1994, sportfishing surveys were conducted by NMFS in the Northeast Region (Maine
to Virginia) to obtain demographic and economic information on marine recreational
fishing participants from Maine to Virginia. Data from the surveys were then used to
access socioeconomic characteristics of these participants, as well as to identify their
marine recreational fishing preferences and their perceptions of current and prospective
fishery management regulations. This information will be used in future stages of the
research to estimate statistical models of the demand for marine recreational fishing for
eight important recreational species. The information that follows is excerpted and
paraphrased from a preliminary report by Steinback et al. (1999).

"Marine recreational fishing is one of the most popular outdoor recreational activities in
America. In 1992, the lowest level of participation during the last ten years,
approximately 2.57 million residents of coastal states in the Northeast Region
participated in marine recreational fishing in their own state. Participation increased
approximately 5% in 1993 (2.7 million) and increased another 14% in 1994 (3.1 million),
exceeding the ten-year average of 2.9 million. Although the total number of finfish
caught in the Northeast Region has declined over the past ten years effort (trips) has
remained relatively stable. An estimated 22.4 million fishing trips were taken in 1994,
up from 19.3 million in 1993."

The following discussion contains demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of
anglers, as well as their preferences, attitudes, and opinions, toward recreational fishing
activities and regulations. There was little or no difference in mean age across
subregions. "The largest proportion of anglers in both subregions were 36-45 years old
(NE=28%, MA=25%). However, New England (NE) anglers were younger than Mid-
Atlantic (MA) anglers. Results show that participation in marine recreational fishing
increased with age, peaked between ages of 36 to 45, and subsequently declined
thereafter. The resultant age distribution is similar to the findings of other marine
recreational studies. However, the distribution is not reflective of the general population
in these subregions. Bureau of the Census estimates indicate population peaks
between the ages of 25 to 34 in both subregions, declines until the age of 64 and then
increases substantially." The complete distribution of recreational anglers by age for
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both subregions is as follows: less than 18, 25.2% in NE and 25.6% in MA; between the
ages of 18-24, 9.8% in NE and 9.7% in MA; between 25-34, 16.4% in NE and 17.0% in
MA; between 35-44, 16.3% in NE and 16.2% in MA; between 45-54, 11.5% in NE and
11.8% in MA; between 55-64, 8.2% in NE and 8.4% in MA; and 65 and over, 12.6% in
NE and 11.3% in MA. In this survey, anglers under the age of 16 were not interviewed
and are not included in the analysis.

In both subregions, at least 88% of the anglers (age 25 and over) had obtained at least
a high school degree (NE=91%, MA=88%). "While the educational background is
similar across subregions, a greater portion of the anglers in New England earned
college or post graduate/professional degrees (NE=29%, MA=23%). The shape of the
educational distribution essentially mirrored the general population in both subregions.
However, the average number of anglers without a high school degree was
considerably lower than Bureau of the Census estimates (age 25 and over) for the
general population. On the other hand, it appears that anglers in New England and the
Mid-Atlantic earned less post graduate/professional degrees than Bureau of Census
estimates."

When anglers were asked to describe their racial or ethnic origin, almost all of the
anglers interviewed in both subregions considered themselves to be white (NE=95%,
MA=90%). "In the Mid-Atlantic, most of the remaining individuals were black (7%),
leaving 3% to be of other ethnic origins. In New England, the remaining anglers were
evenly distributed across other ethnic origins. The high occurrence of white fishermen is
representative of the genera