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Today, the Northeast Multispecies Fishery Management Plan (FMP) specifies management 
measures for thirteen groundfish species (cod, haddock, yellowtail flounder, pollock, plaice, 
witch flounder, white hake, windowpane flounder, Atlantic halibut, winter flounder, redfish, 
Atlantic wolffish, and ocean pout) off the New England and Mid-Atlantic coasts.  

Initially, however, only cod, haddock and yellowtail flounder stocks were managed in accord-
ance with the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSFCMA) be-
ginning with the adoption of the first Groundfish Plan in 1977. It relied on hard quotas (total 
allowable catches, or TACs), and proved unworkable. The quota system was rejected in 1982 
and replaced with the Interim Groundfish Plan, which relied on minimum fish sizes and 
codend mesh regulations for the Gulf of Maine and Georges Bank to control fishing mortality.  

The Interim Plan was replaced by the Northeast Multispecies FMP in 1986, which established 
biological targets in terms of maximum spawning potential and continued to rely on gear re-
strictions and minimum mesh size to control fishing mortality.  

Amendment 5 was a major revision to the FMP. Adopted in 1994, it implemented reductions in 
time allowed to engage in fishing (in the form of days-at-sea, or DAS) for some fleet sectors, 
and adopted year-round closures to control mortality. A more detailed discussion of the history 
of the management plan up to 1994 can be found in Amendment 5 (NEFMC 1994).  

Amendment 7 (NEFMC 1996), adopted in 1996, expanded the DAS program and accelerated 
the reduction in DAS that was first adopted in Amendment 5. After the implementation of 
Amendment 7, there were a series of amendments containing smaller changes (framework ad-
justments). These are detailed in Amendment 13 to the Northeast Multispecies (NEFMC 2003).  

Amendment 13 was developed over a four-year period to meet the MSFCMA requirement to 
adopt rebuilding programs for stocks that are overfished and to end overfishing. The action 
also brought the FMP into compliance with other provisions of the Act. Notably, it incorpo-
rated the U.S. Canada Resource Sharing Understanding into the groundfish regulations by 
mandating the coordinated management of transboundary stocks of Eastern Georges Bank cod 
and haddock, and Georges Bank yellowtail flounder. 

Subsequent to the implementation of Amendment 13, Framework Adjustment 40A provided 
opportunities for fishermen to target healthy stocks; Framework 40B improved the effective-
ness of the effort control program; and Framework 41 expanded the number of vessels eligible 
to participate in a Special Access Program (SAP) that targeted Georges Bank haddock.  
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Framework 42 included measures to implement the biennial adjustment to the FMP as well as a Georges 
Bank yellowtail flounder rebuilding strategy, several changes to the Category B (regular) DAS Program 
and two Special Access Programs, an extension of the DAS leasing program, and introduced the differen-
tial DAS system. Framework 43 adopted haddock catch caps for the herring fishery and was implement-
ed August 15, 2006. 

Amendment 16 made major changes to the FMP. For several groundfish stocks, the mortality targets 
adopted by Amendment 16, and the resulting specifications in Framework 44, represented substantial 
reductions from existing harvest levels. For other stocks, the mortality targets were at or higher than ex-
isting levels and mortality could remain the same or even increase. But because most fishing trips in this 
fishery catch a wide range of species, it was impossible to design effort control measures that would 
change mortality in a completely selective manner for individual species.  

The management measures implemented through Amendment 16 to reduce mortality where necessary 
were also expected to reduce fishing mortality unnecessarily on other, healthy stocks. As a result of these 
lower fishing mortality rates, the Council acknowledged that the yield from healthy stocks would poten-
tially be sacrificed and the management plan would not provide optimum yield - the amount of fish that 
will provide the greatest overall benefit to the nation.  

To address this situation, Amendment 16 created opportunities to target the healthy stocks. The FMP 
allowed vessels with groundfish permits to either fish under the days-at-sea (DAS) effort control system 
or to join sectors, which are small groups of self-selected members who receive an allocation of annual 
catch entitlement (ACE) based upon the catch history accorded to each sector member. The amendment 
also adopted a system of annual catch limits (ACLs) and accountability measures (AMs) that are de-
signed to ensure catches remain below desired target levels. 

Framework 45 was approved by the Council in 2010 and adopts further modifications to the sector pro-
gram and fishery specifications; it was implemented May 1, 2011. Framework 46 revised the allocation of 
haddock to be caught by the herring fishery and was implemented in August 2011.  

Amendment 17, which authorized the function of NOAA-sponsored state-operated permit bank, was 
implemented on April 23, 2012. Framework 47, implemented on May 1, 2012, revised common pool man-
agement measures, modified the Ruhle trawl definition and clarified regulations for charter/party and 
recreational groundfish vessels fishing in groundfish closed areas. 

Framework Adjustment 48 was partially implemented on May 1, 2014. The action revised the status de-
termination criteria for several stocks, modified the sub-annual catch limit system, adjusted monitoring 
measures for the groundfish fishery, and changed several accountability measures. Framework Adjust-
ment 50 was implemented on September 30, 2013 and set specifications for many groundfish stocks and 
modified the rebuilding program for Southern New England/Mid-Atlantic winter flounder.  
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Framework Adjustment 49 is a joint Northeast Multispecies/Atlantic Sea Scallop action that modified the 
dates for scallop vessel access to the year-round groundfish closed areas. The action was implemented on 
May 20, 2013. 

Framework Adjustment 51 was primarily intended to meet regulatory requirements by modifying the 
rebuilding programs and setting specifications for some of the groundfish stocks, and continue to im-
prove management of the fishery. It incorporates the results of new stock assessments into the specifica-
tion-setting process, including catch limits governed by the U.S./Canada Resource Sharing Understand-
ing and the distribution of ACLs to various components of the fishery. Framework 51 also established 
additional management measures related to U.S./Canada shared stocks and yellowtail flounder in the 
groundfish and scallop fisheries.  
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