A Report by Stripers Forever on the ASMFC striped bass stock assessment 

for the fishing year of 2004, as reported at the 10/31/05 meeting in NJ

The formula for estimating fishing mortality via the Virtual Population Analysis “VPA” model has changed since last fall.  This caused quite a flap since the changes were made by picking different indices or items of statistical input to put into the model.   This recasts the mortality estimates of both last year and this year in a much more favorable light for the status of the stock. 
The fishing mortality on stripers aged 8+ is now said to be .40 for the year of 2004, when by prior VPA calculations it would have been .60 to .70.  This is a critical difference since .42 is overfishing, and .30 is the target mortality.  For those of you not familiar with this terminology, .40 means essentially that 40% of the fish in this age bracket are removed by fishing on an annual basis.  Fishing mortality for the whole population is now calculated to be .29 instead of last year’s estimate of .62.  The statement was made and written into the stock assessment that there was some disagreement reported among technical committee members over these estimates.  No additional detail was provided regarding the nature of the disagreement. 

These new indices also greatly effect calculations of how many fish are actually in the striped bass population.  Age 8+ fish are thought to number about 7,000,000 individuals when the estimate using last year’s formula is about 4,000,000.  That is quite a change! 

Even with the new numbers, we are on the brink of overfishing large coastal striped bass.  And even accepting the reduced mortality of .40, we are still far above the target mortality of .30.   Mark Gibson from RI, who was once chair of the ASMFC striped bass scientific committee, expressed concern about being too close to the overfishing level to allow for a reasonable margin of error. 

The recreational harvest is now believed to be 2.4 million fish, and release mortality is pegged at 1.4 million.  This gives the recreational anglers 72.5% of total fishing mortality, while the commercial statistics are .91 million harvest and/ .52 million release mortality for 27.5 %.  In total, these estimates are up about 30% since the start of the current amendment #6 to the striped bass management plan.  

Gordon Colvin from NY said that if we were still looking at mortality numbers of .60 to .70 we would be looking at serious and immediate changes to striped bass management, and he was not convinced that we shouldn’t be talking about them right now.  At this time it was pointed out that all of these changes in the VPA input had not been peer reviewed, and were not scheduled to be for almost two years.  Peer review is a process whereby an independent group of scientists would review the changes to the VPA made by the ASMFC striped bass scientific board.
Maine asked to have the peer review timing moved up to 2006, but in a close vote the motion failed.  I think the logic is that the peer reviews are on a time table, and if we move one up, then another species gets displaced. 

Paul Diodati of MA suggested that since the stocks appeared to be healthy, that maybe the stocks could be fished harder than originally thought, and that the overfishing threshold could therefore be raised.  No one made any follow up comments or voiced any opinion, though it seemed that there was little agreement.  We believe that this is some more posturing on Mr. Diodati’s part for his efforts to reopen the EEZ.  With the overfishing level and current mortality estimates essentially the same, as they are now, we are hopefull that NMFS would not allow the reopening of the EEZ. 

There was an interesting discussion about the large number of fish caught in the NC recreational fishery.  The effect of these numbers may well have been to raise, not lower, the population estimates, since the fish had to first be there in order to be caught.  The addition of new statistics regarding the hefty winter catch of large striped bass off the North Carolina coast is one of the items that apparently reduced the overall fishing mortality figures – since the rest of coastwide catch was now estimated to be taken from a larger population than originally thought.  There was concern expressed about how accurate or inaccurate this thinking is.  One ASMFC commissioner pointed out that the concentrations of these overwintering fish might mean that the efficiency of the fishing was much greater than normal.  This would mean that there wouldn’t really have to be as many fish there as might be indicated if you used more average catch rates.
There was a discussion about the official recreational fishing catch and release mortality estimate of 8% being outdated now, and perhaps being too high in light of changing fishing techniques, circle hooks etc.  It was pointed out, though, that no new studies were available to work with.  It seems to us that there have been a number of more recent studies – such as the one from the Susquehanna Flats from just a couple of year back - that probably represent modern fishing techniques very well.  Mortality in this study was just a tiny fraction of the 8% that the ASMFC is still using.  

MD asked for an increase in their spring trophy fishery since they were over quota by about 50% in 2005.  It was voted down.  We found it very interesting that mortality on smaller stripers in Chesapeake Bay is thought to be quite low, yet the MD representative said that their summer fishery on fish with an 18 inch minimum was hardly viable any longer, because there were so few fish larger than 18 inches available to catch.  That was really a stunning statement, and I saw that several people were taken aback by it.  

The Marine Recreational Fishing Survey ( “MRFS”) data shows that catch per unit effort (“CPU” ) for recreational fishermen is about 60% of what it was at its peak in 1999.  This is a very critical piece of information.  The catch of striped bass per amount of fishing effort has been trending continuously and strongly down since 1999. 

The overall population striped bass is just a little lower than last year – if one accepts the accuracy of the new VPA - and is near record levels, though these numbers are buoyed up a string of relatively strong year classes being recruited into the population.  The spawning stock biomass, which would, under last year’s formulas, be slumping dangerously close to the level of alarm, or threshold, is now calculated to have decreased only slightly since last year, and is at more or less the same level it has maintained since 1997.  

 

In summary, many people including me are not completely convinced that the new stock assessment and fishing mortality estimates are any more accurate than the old ones.  I do not suspect anything diabolical, nor do I think these men are incompetent.  Stock assessment work is very difficult stuff.  Under the best scenario being offered, though, the stock of adult striped bass “8+ years of age” is being fished at 30% above the target fishing mortality, and is on the brink of the overfishing level.  If, though, last years methods were used we would be in a very serious overfishing situation with a rapidly declining spawning stock biomass.   Which scenario is accurate?  Who knows? Time will tell.  There is nothing in the numbers that will mandate a change in striped bass management for 2006.  
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