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Northeast Groundfish Interim Findings: Economic Indicators 

Version: February 2014 

 

Financial Viability of Active Vessels – Groundfish Landings 

This indicator measures changes in groundfish landings that affect the financial viability of fishing 

operations participating in the catch share fishery (Financial Viability of the Fishery: Introduction). 

 
Additional charts provided below. The images in this downloadable fact sheet may not show all the components 

within each indicator. To work with an interactive display of the data underlying this indicator, go to:  

http://catchshareindicators.org/indicators/northeast/financial-viability-landings/ 

Overview 

Since the early 1980s there has been an almost steady decrease in groundfish landings due to increased 

fishing restrictions and poor stock recruitment, the latter of which resulted from overfishing and other 

factors. Under the Northeast Multispecies Sector Program, fishermen continue to harvest only a fraction of 

http://catchshareindicators.org/financial-viability-of-the-fishery/
http://catchshareindicators.org/indicators/northeast/financial-viability-landings/
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the annual allowable catches of many healthy stocks. The average annual landings of groundfish during 

the first three years of the Northeast Multispecies Sector Program were about 81 percent of the 2007–

2009 average. 

Baseline Period 

The graphics show the project baseline using data currently available along with an extended baseline, 

which provides additional context. 

Since the early 1980s there has been an almost steady decrease in groundfish landings. Total groundfish 

landings during the five-year period from 2005 to 2009 were about 20 percent of the landings from the 

period between 1980 and 1984. 

From 2005 to 2009, the average annual landings of Atlantic cod, a species of historical importance in the 

fishery (History of Fishery), were about 14 percent of the annual landings from 1980 through 1984. The 

collapse of the Atlantic cod stocks in the Gulf of Maine (GOM) and Georges Bank (GB) shifted the fishery’s 

reliance onto other groundfish species, such as haddock and pollock. The percentage of the total 

groundfish catch represented by cod fell from 35 percent during the period from 1980 through 1984 down 

to 25 percent from 2005 through 2009. 

Reasons for the decline in groundfish landings include generally poor stock recruitment and increased 

restrictions on fishing. For some stocks, the annual target total allowable catch (TAC) was routinely 

exceeded (Fleetwide Catch Versus Quota). GOM cod, for example, experienced overfishing every year from 

1998 to 2012, resulting in further declines in fish abundance and ever-more-restrictive regulations. 

Regulations designed to protect overfished species include a days-at-sea (DAS) program aimed at reducing 

fishing effort, increased mesh-size requirements, trip limits, and seasonal and year-round area 

closures (Management Framework). These regulations severely impeded the ability of fishermen to catch 

the TACs for healthy stocks. 

For example, haddock and cod are regularly caught together. Due to the rebuilding objectives for cod, 

there were constraints on the harvest of haddock as well. In the case of the Eastern U.S./Canada 

Management Area on Georges Bank, once the cod quota for the area was reached, the area was closed to 

groundfish vessels. This management measure, together with other factors, meant that the target TAC for 

GB haddock was often not reached. As a result, fishermen missed out on potential revenue. Between 2006 

and 2009, fishermen caught just 6 percent (19.3 thousand mt) of the roughly 322 thousand mt of GB 

haddock that NMFS determined could be safely harvested. 

The inability of fishermen to catch the target TACs for some healthy stocks was likely also due to other 

factors, including other management measures such as cod trip limits. The seasonal availability of species, 

weather conditions, low market demand for some species, and changing ocean conditions that disrupted 

fish distribution patterns may also have had impacts. 

During the project baseline period, groundfish landings generally decreased across all vessel size 

categories. But the percentage of the total groundfish landed by each size category showed no discernible 

http://catchshareindicators.org/catch-shares-and-fisheries-overview/northeast-groundfish/?t=history-of-fishery
http://catchshareindicators.org/glossary/#tac
http://catchshareindicators.org/?p=775
http://catchshareindicators.org/catch-shares-and-fisheries-overview/northeast-groundfish/?t=management-framework
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trend. Vessels 75-ft-and-over in length accounted for between 34 and 38 percent of total landings; vessels 

between 50-ft and 75-ft in length accounted for 34 to 42 percent; and vessels between 30-ft and 50-ft in 

length accounted for 21 to 29 percent. Groundfish landings by vessels in the smallest vessel size category 

(those less than 30 ft) were negligible. 

Catch Share Program 

The average annual landings of groundfish from 2010 to 2012 were about 81 percent of the average from 

2007 to 2009. One reason for the decrease was that a number of stocks had lower annual catch 

limits (ACLs) during the period from 2010 to 2012. In 2008, for example, stock assessments suggested that 

the GOM cod stock appeared poised for recovery, but subsequent stock assessments using a new model 

and data found that the stock was still overfished. Between 2011 and 2012, the sub-ACL for GOM was cut 

by 23 percent. All together, ten stocks received lower allocations in 2012. 

In addition, some healthy stocks, such as GB haddock, continued to be under-harvested. Sector 

management has the potential to increase the ability of fishermen to catch the allowable catches for 

groundfish stocks. For vessels operating in sectors, the elimination of the DAS program and cod trip limit 

gives fishermen more flexibility to target previously underexploited healthy stocks. In addition, sharing 

best practices and information about avoiding bycatch hotspots, as well as pooling annual catch 

entitlement (ACE), are techniques that could be used by sector members to access abundant stocks while 

avoiding overfished stocks. 

During the first year of sector management, some sectors harvested 100 percent of a few of their 

allocations. But the sector fleet, as a whole, caught only 34 percent of its total allocation (Northeast Ratio 

of Catch to Quota). Sector fishermen caught less than half their allotments of 5 of 16 stocks, and less than 

80 percent of 12 stocks. Eleven stocks received higher allocations in 2011. However, only 40 percent of the 

total allocated ACE was caught, and less than 80 percent of the allocations were caught for half of the 16 

allocated stocks. GB haddock continue to be fished at a level far below the ACL, with 13 percent of the 

stock’s ACL being caught. In 2012, 10 stocks received lower allocations; sectors caught only 32 percent of 

their allocated ACE, and less than half of these allocations were caught for 9 stocks. Just 4 percent of the 

GB haddock ACL was caught. 

The continued inability of groundfish fishermen to catch the ACL for most stocks is likely due to similar 

contributing factors to under-fishing prior to sector management, such as area closures and changes in fish 

distribution patterns. In addition, landings under sector management are constrained by so-called “choke” 

species, i.e., fish stocks for which a sector has a small amount of ACE, either because of a low catch history 

for those stocks or due to small ACLs for the stocks. For example, the allocations of stocks such as Eastern 

GB cod, yellowtail flounder and GOM winter flounder are so small that they impede fishermen’s ability to 

harvest co-occurring species for which they have substantial allocations. 

Landings and allocation data by vessel size category suggest a broad shift of ACE and potential sector 

contribution (PSC) from smaller to larger vessels. Although vessels 75-ft-and-over were allocated 29 

percent of all ACE in 2010, they caught 53 percent of the groundfish catch. In 2011, they were allocated 37 

http://catchshareindicators.org/glossary/#acl
http://catchshareindicators.org/glossary/#acl
http://catchshareindicators.org/glossary/#ace
http://catchshareindicators.org/glossary/#ace
http://catchshareindicators.org/indicators/northeast/ratio-of-catch-to-quota/
http://catchshareindicators.org/indicators/northeast/ratio-of-catch-to-quota/
http://catchshareindicators.org/glossary/#psc
http://catchshareindicators.org/glossary/#psc
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percent of all ACE and caught 49 percent of the total catch. In 2010, the largest vessels were the primary 

net lessees of ACE for four of the 16 allocated stocks (western GB cod, white hake, GB yellowtail flounder 

and witch flounder), while in 2011, they were the major net lessees of ACE for seven of the stocks (western 

GB cod, eastern GB cod, white hake, GB yellowtail flounder, GB yellowtail flounder, Cape Cod/GOM 

yellowtail flounder and witch flounder). 

Data Gaps and Limitations 

Baseline annual landings data by fishing year are currently unavailable through public resources prior to 

2007. Baseline data for monthly landings by groundfish stock are currently unavailable, and data for 

monthly total groundfish landings are currently unavailable for years prior to 2009. Baseline data for 

groundfish landings by vessel size category are currently unavailable for years prior to 2001 and for 2008 

and 2009. 
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Charts 

Groundfish Landings – Extended Baseline 
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