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A Message from the Assistant Administrator for Fisheries, NOAA





Welcome to NOAA’s report on the status of the marine fisheries of the United States for 2001.  In 1996, Congress put America’s marine fisheries on a new path, one aimed at emphasizing the need to prevent overfishing and to rebuild depressed fish stocks.  Over the past five years, NOAA and the eight Regional Fishery Management Councils have worked hard, and at times struggled, to turn the conception of the Sustainable Fisheries Act (SFA) into a reality.  Slowly but ever surely, we are making progress toward achieving Congress’ far-reaching vision.





I believe that we in NOAA and the Regional Fishery Management Councils, along with our colleagues and partners in the states and fisheries constituencies, can point with pride to the many successes that our joint efforts have yielded.  The framework for the new standard for fisheries management under the SFA has been established; we have improved our knowledge of the stocks, partly through cooperative research efforts with industry; and we have instituted new management programs in nearly all of our fisheries that will achieve the higher standard of the SFA.





Our efforts have begun to bear fruit.  The size of many fish stocks around the country has begun to increase, while we have halted the decline of other stocks and have begun rebuilding them.  This includes many of our most important species.  The number of stocks with sustainable harvest rates rose by 45% between 1999 and 2001, and those with sustainable stock sizes increased by a third.  The Atlantic sea scallop resource has been rebuilt, as have some of the mackerel stocks in the Southeast.  Other stocks, such as New England groundfish, Atlantic summer flounder, red snapper in the Gulf of Mexico and Alaska tanner and snow crab have seen significant improvements in recent years, although in some cases significant additional growth is needed before the stocks can be considered healthy.





And yet the challenges that still await us are enormous.  I believe that it is essential that our fishery management planning and regulatory activities must become more transparent and more timely.  We in NOAA will need to work smarter and become more efficient in providing the policy oversight and regulatory implementation that reflect our responsibilities under the law.  And we will need to work even more closely with the Regional Fishery Management Councils to find better ways of meeting the requirements of the various laws that govern our processes.





Meeting our challenges will take more than improving our ability to serve our customers.  In too many fisheries we must do more to address the SFA’s goal of reducing bycatch, including revising many of our regulatory provisions that may actually be contributing to the problem.  We have to work harder to meet the requirements of rebuilding plans for overfished resources.  We have to do more to improve how we designate and conserve essential fish habitat.  And we will have to work to attain even better, more complete scientific information that serves as the basis for all our management activities.





We have initiated a 5-year review of the implementation of the Sustainable Fisheries Act.  We will be looking at how well we and the Councils do our jobs, and what improvements we can make.  We will be taking a comprehensive look at how well our fishery management plans conform to the policies of the Act and our guidelines.  Future reports on the status of stocks will benefit from this analysis.  Our goal is to fully meet the many challenges of the law for the conservation and management of this Nation’s marine fisheries.





In this report, which is based on current fishery management plans and stock assessments, you will find both evidence of our success, and the challenges that still await.  I know that the pace of our progress thus far has often been frustrating for all of us—in NOAA, the Councils, the states, the fishing industry, and the public.  Successful completion will require even more patience and determination from all of us.  NOAA is committed to fulfilling the goals of the Sustainable Fisheries Act, and to the ongoing conservation of fully sustainable U.S. fisheries.  We will be successful only with the assistance of our colleagues and partners.








William T. Hogarth, Ph.D.
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Executive Summary





The passage of the Sustainable Fisheries Act in 1996 (SFA), reauthorizing the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation Management Act (MSA) of 1976, marked a significant change in the Agency’s legislative authority to manage living marine resources.  The SFA provided the National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries) with strengthened management tools to better address human impacts in the marine environment.  These new tools included more stringent requirements to rebuild overfished fisheries and manage against overfishing, and a greater recognition of essential fish habitat.   Since 1987 NOAA Fisheries has required the eight Fishery Management Councils to establish definitions for overfishing.  However, under the SFA, Congress raised the overfishing standard by providing the mandate for the Councils to specify objective and measurable criteria and management measures to end overfishing and rebuild overfished stocks to levels consistent with producing the maximum sustainable yield from each fishery.  This report is in response to Congressional interest for an annual report on the progress of addressing overfishing and rebuilding overfished fisheries in the United States.  This is the fifth annual report and contains reporting data for the year 2001.





This report describes in a series of tables the status of marine fish stocks under federal management in the U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), an area of vast diversity and richness of living marine resources.  The EEZ extends to 200 miles offshore and covers more than 2 million square miles, equivalent to approximately two-thirds of the U.S. continental landmass.  Although the SFA passed into law less than six years ago, significant progress has been made and continues to be made in both the level of scientific knowledge and, more importantly, our ability to manage fisheries based on that knowledge.  Most of these fishery management successes share common characteristics—they represent species that mature quickly, have high reproductive rates and occur primarily in relatively healthy marine habitats.  On the other hand we would not expect certain species to rebuild in the short term, such as those that migrate through international waters or have different life histories that require long time frames to rebuild.  Some will take as long as 30 years or more.  As such, the information contained in this report should be considered under the international and biological constraints that influence the progress and timelines of our management regimes and their success.





A review of the determinations contained in this report finds that significant progress has been made in recent years.  Two stocks were declared to be fully rebuilt in 2001.  In addition, the number of stocks with sustainable harvest rates and stock sizes have risen sharply since 1999.  The stocks with sustainable harvest rates rose by 45 percent between 1999 and 2001, while those with sustainable stocks sizes increased by a third.  The number of stocks with harvest rates above the approved threshold level, i.e., stocks with overfishing occurring, have been reduced by 15 percent, and those whose stock size is below minimum acceptable levels, i.e., overfished stocks, have declined by 12 percent in the last year.  Rebuilding programs are in place or under development for virtually all overfished stocks, and have largely resulted in the gains just noted. 





In reviewing the information presented it is important to understand that this report has undergone an evolution since first being published in 1997.  The Status of Stocks Reports in 1997 and 1998 relied on pre-SFA definitions for overfishing.  Since implementing the SFA’s more stringent criteria in 1999, nearly all Fishery Management Plans (FMPs) have been amended, and the Secretary has approved most of the revised definitions for “overfishing,” and “overfished” criteria, as well as “rebuilding” programs for overfished stocks.  The change in overfishing definitions caused some additional stocks to be identified as overfished.  Thus, the reader will note a shift in the reported numbers between the years 1999 and 2000.  The years 2000 and 2001, however, are based on the same criteria.  Fisheries management regimes and the collection of data is a dynamic process.  As such, direct comparability from year to year is sometimes difficult.  Nonetheless, as SFA criteria nears full implementation, NOAA Fisheries anticipates that standardization of the data year-to-year will become easier.





The number of stocks in this report has gradually risen since 1997 to a high of 959 stocks listed in 2001 (Figure 1).  The number of stocks whose status is known has also risen over the years and now stands at 304, compared to 279 stocks in 1997.  A large number, however,  have a relatively small maximum stock size and little is known about them.  We are collecting more  information on some of these stocks, and the number of stocks whose status is unknown has begun to decline, falling from 716 in 1999 to 655 in 2001.





The reader should also note the difference between “major” and “minor” stocks and its relevance to “known” or “unknown” status (Figure 2).  Of the 304 stocks whose status is known, 175 are major stocks with over 200,000 pounds in landings.  Of the remaining 655 whose status is unknown, only 120, or 18 percent, are major.  While minor stocks may be important in an ecosystem context, they are not the primary target species of directed fisheries.  Therefore, due to funding constraints and other management concerns, these stocks cannot be given the same level of priority that targeted fisheries must be given to stop or prevent overfishing and to rebuild overfished stocks. 





The report examines stocks according to their individual status and attempts to answer several questions in an effort to meet the requirements of the MSA.





1. Is a stock found to have overfishing occurring (the harvest rate was above a prescribed threshold as established within a FMP)?





2. Is a stock determined to be overfished (the stock size was below a prescribed biological threshold)?





3. How do this year’s determinations compare to previous year’s report to gauge changes in the status of the stocks?





4.  How many rebuilding programs have been approved, and what is the status of those not yet approved?





Significant improvements have been realized for stocks whose status was determined to be overfished (Figure 3).  As noted earlier, it is difficult to compare the first two years after passage of the SFA in 1996 with subsequent years since revised management programs to rebuild overfished stocks were not required until the end of 1998.  Therefore, it is most appropriate to evaluate changes from 1999.  The number of stocks that were found to be healthy has steadily risen from 122 in 1999 to 163 in 2001, a gain of 34 percent.  As for stocks that are overfished, the number declined in the past year to 81, compared to 92 in 2000. 





While there has been significant progress overall regarding overfished stocks, there have been notable gains in the stock size for specific stocks or stock complexes, including those that remain overfished.  For example, the Georges Bank yellowtail flounder stock has risen from about 5 thousand metric tons in 1994 to  56 thousand metric tons in 2000.  Georges Bank haddock has experienced a similar increase rising from 11 thousand metric tons in 1993 to over 64 thousand metric tons in 2000 (Figure 4).  Similar gains have been seen in the summer flounder stock.  The total stock size of summer flounder almost doubled between 1992 and 1999, increasing to about 80 million pounds.  This stock has continued to grow since 1999, and was declared to be no longer overfished in 2001.  Likewise, the abundance of the Bering Sea tanner crab stocks has nearly tripled since 1998.   Even though some stocks remain overfished, similar improvements in the size of the stock have occurred across the country, such as Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico king mackerel, Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico spanish mackerel, Gulf of Mexico red snapper and Bering Sea/Aleutian Islands snow crab.





The situation concerning the status of stocks is constantly changing.  For example, since the material for this report was compiled, new assessments for many New England groundfish stocks and Pacific whiting have been completed and reviewed.  These assessments may change the overfished status of some of these stocks.  These changes will be reviewed in the next status of stocks report.  NOAA Fisheries will be directly notifying the relevant Council of the change in status for any of their stocks.





The report also finds that stocks not experiencing overfishing have steadily risen in recent years (Figure 5).  Whereas, 159 stocks in 1999 had no overfishing, by 2001 the number had risen to 230, almost a 45 percent gain.  At the same time, the number of stocks with overfishing occurring has declined.  In 1999, 77 stocks had overfishing, but by 2001 the number had declined to 65, a 15 percent decrease.





NOAA Fisheries has approved rebuilding programs for the vast majority of overfished stocks.  In 2001, an additional rebuilding program was approved, and the total number of approved programs stands at 74, including 67 rebuilding programs for currently overfished stocks, and an additional 7 rebuilding programs for stocks whose stock size is now above overfished thresholds but must continue to be rebuilt to levels consistent with producing maximum sustainable yield.  In some cases, particularly for highly migratory species, rebuilding programs have been approved but not yet implemented pending approval of an international rebuilding regime or additional court-ordered stock surveys.   Of the 81 total stocks that are overfished, most either have a rebuilding program approved or are under development.  As noted in (Figure 6), 67 rebuilding programs are in place for currently overfished stocks, and an additional 9 programs are under development.  In addition, many Councils have been refining a number of previously approved rebuilding programs to better achieve the intent of the SFA.
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Figure 1.  Known and unknown stock status, 1997-2001.





Figure 2.  Number of major and minor stocks of unknown status in 2001.





Figure 3.  Number of stocks by ‘overfished’ criteria, 1997-2001.





Figure 4.  Improvement in spawning stock biomass for Georges Bank haddock and yellowtail flounder, 1984-2000.





Figure 5.  Number of stocks by ‘overfishing’ criteria, 1999-2001.





Figure 6.  Status of rebuilding plans for overfished stocks, 2000-2001.


