Area Management Coalition

Local ecology, local people, local decisions.

A solution to New England’s fisheries management crisis demands greater cooperation between government agencies, scientists, and the fishing community.

We already have area management: While “area management” may sound novel it is actually a fisheries governance approach that New England adapted to long ago: in the sharing agreement for U.S. and Canadian waters; in the lines that divide fish stocks in the Gulf of Maine, Georges Bank, and southern New England; in the areas of the ocean that have been designated for special access permits, gear types, marine protected areas, and seasonal closures.

Put simply, the strategy is designed to create economic incentives that lead to an optimum sustainable harvest of fish and a fair distribution of the resource to fishing communities. A fundamental strength of the strategy is that it allows local communities to design fishing controls (within the bounds of legal and biological limits set by the government.) The strategy is based the commonsense idea that fishermen are experts in regards to their business and need to be included in the decision-making process that determines their livelihoods—and the health of the ocean upon which they depend.

The Council asked the fishery for innovative ideas. The fishery has spoken: Last year, the New England Fishery Management Council (NEFMC) asked the industry to think outside the box for solutions to the social, economic, and ecological problems that have long plagued the region’s groundfishery. On Feb. 8, the Council voted to have its groundfish committee to further investigate the merits of three strategies for possible implementation in Amendment 16. One of the proposals selected is known as area management, in reference to its adaptability for particular ecological needs in the ocean and particular social needs on land. The recent revision to the Magnuson-Stevens Act, which prohibits exceeding a fishery’s maximum sustainable yield (MSY), underscores the need for fishermen to collaborate with managers in designing regulations that set an effective pace for fishing effort and assurances that we live within limits. In short, if we don’t create rules that achieve the plan goals, the government (or some court) is likely to do the job for us. We believe area management gives fishermen maximum flexibility to protect their resource—and their communities—within the boundaries set by nature and statutory law. 

Area Management FAQS

What are the areas? Management areas would be set based on real ecological boundaries, the abundance and distribution of fish, and economic and the social and economic differences between fishing communities rather than political convenience. Initially, we propose a split between the inshore and offshore Gulf of Maine.  We believe that this split borders on and around the 25600 loran bearing and incorporates the 100 fathom curve. Such a division is needed for two reasons.  First, it recognizes that fishing businesses are tightly woven into the social fabric of their communities.  Second, it acknowledges the substantial social and economic goals and thus management needs which exist between the inshore and offshore fleets. It is important to emphasize again, however, that the area management model does not impose one set rules on the entire region.  Rather, it establishes a framework for communities to adapt rules within constraints to the fine-scale social and biological characteristics of their area. Since our understanding of these characteristics tends to improve through on-going industry, government, university, and institutional research, the need for new management areas may become obvious.  In such a case, the plan encourages these localities to create fishing practices and controls that work best for them.
To which area will I belong? Initially, area boundaries would be permeable, with fishermen making declarations into their primary fishing area for three years. These declarations would include information on vessel size, horsepower, and days-at-sea allocations so that fishing power and investments by area fishermen can be appropriately considered. This information will help quantify the potential total amount of fishing effort in each area and inform the advisory panel's development of appropriate management measures for the area. Such a declaration is important so that the number of participants can be determined.  Once that’s determined, measures such as weekly trip limits, for example, can be established and monitored. Fishermen would be allowed to fish in both inshore and offshore areas during the course of the year.  However, catch by vessels fishing outside their primary area would be limited by a set-aside based on a percentage of the overall area TAC. Fishing in multiple areas on the same trip may complicate efforts to monitor area-specific TACs and should not be permitted unless monitoring and enforcement concerns can be addressed. The goal of this provision is to allow fishermen to have a stake in how the management works in his chosen area and accept stewardship responsibility for it.  The more tightly connected operations are to one area, the greater the likelihood that the rules will be effective.  Allowing vessels to waffle between areas adds a level of complication that we feel should not be encouraged.

Who sets the TACs, and what about the derby? Managers at the NEFMC and National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) will determine annual catch limits as hard total allowable catch (TAC) levels for each stock of all regulated groundfish species in the existing management areas stock -- the Gulf of Maine, Georges Bank, and Southern New England -- based on the best scientific information available. Once this is done, the council and NMFS would allocate TAC to the inshore area and a TAC to the offshore area based on information from vessel trip reports, trawl surveys, tagging studies, and other relevant data. We recognize that many fishermen, understandably, oppose strict catch limits because they have so often led to derby fishing and waste.  However, the Magnuson-Stevens Act now demands that management plans prevent overfishing. Under area management, fishermen and community stakeholders will develop controls to pace the harvest, improve market prices, and ensure that TACs are not exceeded. 

What would local government look like? Initially, fishermen will participate in area advisory panels under the council’s existing advisory panel structure to develop operating rules, such as gear modifications, closures, fishing time, and so on. 

The advisory panels would then submit their proposals to the council and NMFS for approval and implementation. We also suggest that the council consider mechanisms that encourage binding contracts, similar to those used in sector management approaches, to increase accountability and stewardship by area fishermen. Once the baseline operating procedures are established, local governance groups may form and further refine rules for their area. 

What about monitoring the catch? Area management approaches will include provisions for real-time catch reporting to promote a more responsive and adaptive management system. We anticipate that vessel monitoring system units will be enhanced to accommodate daily reporting.  Private contracts, similar to those used in sector management, also can be used to efficiently manage data. NMFS and the states would retain the authority to ensure area TACs are not exceeded.  Under area management, the need for real-time monitoring will drive innovation.  We believe that the private sector has the knowledge and capacity to help build technology that will accommodate such imperatives.

Discards? We recommend that area management approaches require full retention of all legal-size groundfish and full accountability for all landings. Accurate accounting of all catch -- landings and discards -- is an important part of any hard TAC management system and will lead to innovation and gear modifications to eliminate waste. Once the rules are defined and full retention becomes a requirement, fishermen will build better gear and share local knowledge in order to harvest a high-quality product. Everyone agrees that discards should be unacceptable.  Area management rewards fishermen for innovation and eliminates regulatory discards.

What happens when the TAC for a particular species is reached?  First and foremost, this will be driven by the pacing of the catch.  When an agreed upon % of the TAC is caught, pre-determined, adaptive measures will kick in.  Examples include closing down areas where a majority of the species has been caught, changing the trip limits or even gear modifications.  It is the intention of Area Management to keep fishing on more abundant stocks while addressing the issues of stocks of concern. 
Questions still remain. These are the basic elements of our proposal.  Of course, there are still issues that need to be determined and questions that need to be answered. For example, how do we solve the initial allocation debate?  How do we deal with stocks of concern with very low TACs? We have several ideas and will be answering these questions in the coming weeks and months.  Like any new idea, great thought and debate will produce a superior product.  We need to ask ourselves:  Can we manage the fisheries better? Can we forego short-term profit to achieve long-term goals, like a sustainable fishery for our grandchildren?  This group of dedicated people has said yes.  We ask that you join us and give us your input.  Everyone is welcome and encouraged to participate.
For more information contact:

Craig Pendleton, fisherman and coordinating director, Northwest Atlantic Marine Alliance, 207-284-5374

Robin Alden, director, Penobscot East Resource Center and former Commissioner of Maine

Department of Marine Resources, 207-367-2708

Glen Libby, fisherman from Port Clyde, ME, Mid-Coast Fishermen’s Association, 207-372-0628
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