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Flexibility of Rebuilding Plans


Issue Statement

MSA Section 301 currently requires overfished stocks to be rebuilt in as short a time possible, not to exceed10 years, with exceptions for species’ biological differences, international agreements, and environmental conditions.  Draft legislation and a coalition of fishing groups have called for the flexibility to establish longer rebuilding times, which would require changes in the MSA. 

Those supporting flexible rebuilding times are primarily concerned with the short-term socio-economic effects of the 10-year rebuilding times. Reduced harvest levels are disruptive to individual fishermen, related businesses, and fishing communities and supporters believe that flexible rebuilding times will mitigate adverse short-term socioeconomic impacts to certain user groups. 

However, there is evidence of successful rebuilding under the existing MSA rebuilding time frames.  A 2013 National Academy of Sciences report[footnoteRef:1] found that three quarters of 35 stocks were either rebuilt or making progress toward rebuilding.  Additionally, a 2010 review of rebuilding plans worldwide[footnoteRef:2] found that large harvest reductions at the beginning of a rebuilding period are key to successful rebuilding in most cases.  To rebuild biomass, a fish stock needs to have good recruitment at the same time that fishing mortality is reduced. The smaller reductions in fishing mortality implied by longer flexible rebuilding times may ease socioeconomic effects in the short term, but short stop the potential long term maximum sustainable yield and require much longer periods of restricted harvests. [1:  National Research Council. Evaluating the Effectiveness of Fish Stock Rebuilding Plans in the United States. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2014. http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=18488
]  [2:  Murawski, S. A. 2010. Rebuilding depleted fish stocks: the good, the bad, and, mostly, the ugly. – ICES Journal of Marine Science, 67: 1830–1840. http://www8.nationalacademies.org/onpinews/newsitem.aspx?RecordID=18488
] 


MAFAC recommendation

MAFAC recommends maintaining the existing language.  Longer rebuilding times will slow down rates of recovery and delay economic and social benefits of rebuilt stocks.  The current MSA language allows longer rebuilding times when the biology of a stock dictates.  Emergency regulations should remain limited to 180 days, since they are based on limited analysis by science and advisory panels and limited public input. 
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