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Abstract 

 
 

Consolidation of the New England groundfish fleet has been commonly cited as a 

potential consequence of the newly implemented catch share management system. However, 

the New England Fisheries Management Council has yet to implement policies to protect the 

interests of small-scale fishermen or to maintain geographic and fleet diversity. Smaller fishing 

operations are less competitive than larger fishing corporations and are typically the first to go 

when fisheries switch to catch share management. Inaction by the Council stems from 

disagreements amongst members as to the extent of consolidation resulting in the 

disenfranchisement of small-scale fishing interests, largely due to a lack of data of the subject. 

 
This masters project investigates the nature and avenues for consolidation over the 

major management shifts in this fishery, characterizing how the fleet has changed over time.  A 

combination of resources were used to conduct this assessment including primary and 

secondary sources of literature, informal interviews with key informants in the field, and data 

requested from the National Marine Fisheries Service.  Additionally, policy mechanisms used 

elsewhere to protect fleet diversity are explored, including accumulation limits and community 

quota entity programs. These mechanisms are then incorporated into several management 

approaches such as the existing sector program and Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs) 

which are compared to determine which would most effectively protect the continued 

participation of small-scale fishing interests, resulting in fleet diversity and a more disperse 

geographical distribution of participants. 

 
The results from this analysis show that the groundfish fleet in New England has 

consolidated considerably over the major management shifts both as a result of direct 

government attempts to reduce fleet size through vessel and permit buyouts and because of 

unintended consequences of regulations, marginalizing small-scale fishermen. This study finds 

that the Council should continue with the current catch share management approach via fishing 

sectors, but incorporate community quota entity programs in order to assist existing 

community efforts.  
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Introduction: What is the Policy Problem? 
 
 In May of 2010, the New England Fisheries Management Council (NEFMC) implemented 

a new catch share management scheme in the New England Groundfish fishery in which 

cooperatives of fishermen referred to as “sectors” are allocated exclusive fishing privileges. 

Each member of the sector was allocated a potential sector contribution (PSC), calculated as a 

percentage of their total catch by species between the years of 1996 – 2006. Each member’s 

PSC is combined with others in the sector to create the sector’s total allowable catch (TAC), 

which is then multiplied by the annual catch limits (ACLs) to determine the sector’s Annual 

Catch Entitlement (ACE). Sector ACE is essentially quota, and each sector is allowed to lease 

ACE freely to other sectors under certain conditions (i.e. upon approval of sector managers and 

NMFS). Thus, the current catch share management program currently underway in New 

England may essentially acts as a de facto Individual Transferable Quota (ITQ) system, because 

like ITQs, quota held by participants can be freely traded between permit holders. The 

difference between ITQs and sectors in this respect is that the sector has the right of first 

refusal whereas individuals in an ITQ system may trade without permission from other permit 

holders.  

 

ITQ systems are widely criticized for their potential to result in the consolidation of 

fishing access into the hands of fewer individuals or firms if the proper policy mechanisms are 

not put into place. There are currently no mechanisms in place to address consolidation under 

the new catch share management program for New England groundfish. Therefore, individual 

fishermen, in particular small-scale fishermen who traditionally fished inshore waters 

throughout New England and who struggled to survive under open access/quota and Days-at-

Sea (DAS) management, are at risk of encountering further losses of access [1].   

 

This potential consequence of catch shares has not gone unnoticed by the industry or by 

the Council. Debate between industry and the council and between council members have 

taken place over the first year of implementation as to whether consolidation is in fact an issue. 

Because of a lack of hard evidence, hindered by the proprietary nature of permit data and lack 
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of transparency, some industry representatives and council members question the extent of 

consolidation in the fishery. Meanwhile, other industry representatives and council members 

believe there is enough evidence to warrant action before the level of consolidation increases 

to the detriment of fishing communities. The result has been a slow process of circular 

arguments at council meetings, with no hard action as of this writing.  

 

This paper will explore the nature of consolidation in the New England Groundfish 

fishery in the context of two major management shifts, 1) open-access to DAS and 2) DAS to 

catch share management. Information gathered from primary and secondary sources of 

information as well as publicly available data from the NMFS are used to highlight examples of 

both direct efforts by NMFS and NEFMC to consolidate the fishing fleet and the unanticipated 

consequences of regulations which may have led to consolidation during these times. 

Additionally, insight into the current debate between industry and the council concerning 

consolidation is discussed. Drawing on this debate, multiple management scenarios are then 

evaluated in terms of their abilities to best address concerns of consolidation. 

 
Open Access 
 
1880’s  
 

Consolidation in the New England Groundfish fleet can be tracked as far back as the 

1800’s. One of the first recorded occurrences of consolidation was in the state of Maine. 

Portland is known today as having the largest groundfish fleet in the state, however, this was 

not always the case.  Fishing communities in Penobscot, Frenchman’s Bay, Waldoboro, and 

Wiscasset once outnumbered the tonnage landed in Portland during the 1860’s [2]. By the 

1880’s, Portland had substantially increased the numbers of large fishing vessels, as well as 

housed two-thirds of Maine’s fish dealers and three-quarters of its outfitting firms, effectively 

giving Portland a monopoly over important aspects of the fishery and bringing the city in direct 

completion with giants such as Gloucester and Boston [2]. This growth came at the expense of 

fishing communities in other areas in the state. While growth was seen in Portland, a decrease 

in vessel tonnage was occurring in other fishing communities and transfers of vessels to 
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Portland was a common occurrence [2]. Gradual overfishing of inshore stocks also attributed to 

the demise of coastal inshore fishing communities in Maine and remains that way today.  

 

During this time, there was no overarching piece of legislation such as the Magnuson 

Stevens Fisheries Conservation and Management Act (MFCMA) which called for the ongoing 

participation and protection of rural fishing community interests. The effects of consolidation 

seen during this time are direct effects of competition in the industry. Today, regulations 

implemented must take into account the negative impacts to fishing communities and attempt 

to minimize those impacts, so long as sustainability is achieved. These regulations take into 

account the importance of maintaining sustainable economies throughout the region rather 

than having centralized economies in a few dominant ports. For example, “An active 

commercial fishing fleet in a rural community employs residents, provides tax revenues, and 

spends income locally, which has a substantial multiplier effect in small communities [3].”   

 
Early Groundfish Management (1970s) 
 

 The Magnuson Fisheries Conservation and Management Act (MFCMA) was first 

enacted into legislation by Congress in 1976. Before the MFCMA was implemented, the fishery 

was managed through international agreements or through voluntary agreements amongst 

states [4]. For example, groundfish were managed by the International Commission for 

Northwestern Atlantic Fisheries (ICNAF) throughout the 1950’s, 1960’s, and the early 1970’s 

which created TACs for 54 species of fish in the northwest Atlantic. During that time, large 

factory trawlers from at least 13 different countries were fishing the productive waters of 

Georges Bank and the Gulf of Maine.  By 1975, total quota management began to show signs of 

success. Once the MFCMA was enacted in 1976, management authority was given to a newly 

formed NEFMC, a 200 mile U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone was created [5], and foreign factory 

trawler fleets were no longer allowed to fish U.S. waters [6]. As a result, U.S. fishermen in New 

England felt more confident about the maintenance of fish stocks because of the expulsion of 

foreign fleets and many fishermen began purchasing new boats [1], with the assistance of 
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government subsidies. Consequently, when examining U.S. landings only during this time, it is 

evident that stocks were declining (Figure 1)[7]. 

               
                           Figure 1. 

Shortly after, the first Fisheries Management Plan (FMP) for groundfish was created in 

collaboration between the NEFMC and the NMFS in 1977 [8].  Under this FMP, new input and 

output controls were established which included catch quotas on cod, haddock (as bycatch 

only), and yellowtail flounder, gear restrictions, trip limits, and several spawning area closures 

[8]. The quotas for cod, haddock, and yellowtail flounder were set up for failure from the 

beginning. The quotas were based upon old International Commission for Northwest Atlantic 

Fisheries (ICNAF) biological assessments, which were unreliable [9]. ICNAF had failed to 

sustainably manage fish stocks during the 1950’s and 1960’s, although the failure of their 

efforts may have been blurred by the effects of foreign fishing in the area rather than poor 

management. Ultimately, the plan required the fishery be closed once the quotas for the three 

species were reached. The council had not anticipated how quickly the fleet, having grown by at 

least 40% with the expulsion of foreign fleets [1], would reach the quotas. The council was 

faced with the very real reality that they would have to shut down the fishery by the end of the 
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summer because fishermen were continuously and unavoidably catching cod [1](Figure 2) [10]. 

Finally, NMFS made the final decisions to increase allowable trip limits of cod, haddock, and 

yellowtail flounder to avoid a complete close of the fishery.    

                 
                             Figure 2. 

 
By 1978, the council updated the plan by modifying the quotas based on the latest stock 

assessments from NMFS. The council intended upon attaining an Optimum Yield (OY), which 

was a simple quota, with hopes of leading towards stock restoration. Profits for fishermen in 

the industry were exceptionally high during this time, particularly for offshore vessels. This fact, 

combined with ever increasing new entrants into the fishery, caused the quotas to be reached 

quickly yet again.   

 

The next few years were marked by a complicated flood of regulations which included 

trip limits for different vessel class sizes, the specification of trip limits by the week, and by the 

numbers of men per trip. All these attempts by the council to achieve landings limits 

recommended by NMFS scientists resulted in many fishery closures. The United States Coast 
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Guard representative at the time frequently approached the council, stating that the 

regulations in place were unenforceable and that the quotas encouraged wide-spread 

misreporting, poaching, and high-grading [1]. By 1979, a new plan was recommended as a 

temporary relief from the seemingly endless troubles encountered by the council over the past 

two years. 

 

The 1980s 
 
The Interim Plan was implemented in March of 1982. It was intended to be a “short-

term, simple, easily enforced plan that would provide some protection to the stocks and that 

would eliminate the causes of the many problems that had plagued the council and the 

management process since the early summer of 1977” [1] (page 50). The plan used mesh 

regulations, minimum fish sizes, and two closed areas rather than catch quotas or trip limits, 

which were the basis of previous plans [8, 11]. The council acknowledged that the plan, relying 

solely on output controls, would likely not result in stock rebuilding nor would it prevent stock 

declines. The main goal of implementing the Interim Plan was to give the council a break from 

never ending difficulties associated with the previous plan. This would give the council an 

opportunity to re-think their objectives and strategies, and allow them to focus on a new plan 

which would rebuild and maintain stocks [1].  

 

Major groundfish stocks continued to decline well throughout the 1980s despite the 

creation of the Northeast Multispecies Fisheries Management Plan in 1986 and subsequent 

amendments to the groundfish FMP, including Amendments 1 - 4 [8, 11]. The new FMP 

expanded to include other species of groundfish including Pollock, white hake, redfish, winter 

flounder, American plaice, witch flounder, and windowpane flounder. However, it still relied 

solely on output controls including mesh size regulations, minimum size limits, and the use of 

one spawning area closure and a large-mesh regulated area. By 1989, the Secretary of 

Commerce approved revisions to the federal FMP guidelines, also known as the “602 

Guidelines”. The revisions required the council develop recovery plans for stocks meeting the 

newly defined overfishing definition [12]. The definition resulted in the recognition that 
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virtually all groundfish managed under the FMP were experiencing overfishing [12]. 

Unfortunately, Amendments 3 and 4 failed to adequately address the poor status of fish stocks 

and the council faced litigation from concerned environmental organizations by the early 

1990’s.  

 

Days-at-Sea (DAS) 
 

Amendments 5 & 7 (1994 - 1996)  

Because the NMFS continued to support ineffective rules and regulations to sustain fish 

populations, the agency was sued by the Conservation Law Foundation (CFL) in 1991 [13]. Once 

the suit was settled, the NMFS was required to develop a FMP with a strict rebuilding plan for 

depleted stocks to end overfishing [13]. The result of this was Amendment 5 to the groundfish 

FMP in 1994, which called for a 50% reduction in groundfish effort over the following 5-7 years, 

increased mesh size requirements, expanded closure areas, a moratorium on new entrants 

(with an exception for smaller vessels), and mandatory reporting in the form of logbooks [13].  

 

In addition, Amendment 5 required an effort reduction program, which allocated and 

limited individual vessel DAS [13]. The amendment also called for a reduction program to 

reduce the initial allocation of DAS by 10% each year, down to 50% of the initial allocation by 

the end of five years [8, 13]. DAS would persist as the major management tool to control fishing 

effort for the next 15 years.   

 

While Amendment 5 was in the process of implementation, the latest stock assessments 

from NMFS reported all time lows for haddock and stock collapses for yellowtail flounder in 

Southern New England and Georges Bank [8]. Subsequently, a Special Advisory Report was 

issued by the NMFS Northeast Fisheries Science Center stating that the 5-year rebuilding 

schedule created under Amendment 5 would not prevent stock declines. It advised that fishing 

mortality be brought down to as close to zero as possible to avoid stock collapse of cod and to 

assist in the rebuilding of yellowtail flounder. 
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Thus, Amendment 7 was initiated by the Council in 1996 where an objective was 

identified to reduce the fishing mortality for the aforementioned stocks down to as close to 

zero as possible and to rebuild spawning stock biomass of cod in the Gulf of Maine [14]. Under 

Amendment 7, many of the existing measures of Amendment 5 were transferred over, 

however, the moratorium on new entrants was expanded to include smaller otter trawl and 

gillnet vessels. The DAS reduction program was also accelerated from a 5-year schedule to a 3-

year schedule. Additionally, TACs were created for specific cod, haddock, and yellowtail 

flounder stocks and an aggregate TAC for the combined stocks of all other regulated groundfish 

species. Action would have to be taken by the Council in the next fishing period if TACs were 

reached. Finally, a newly formed Groundfish Advisory Committee under Amendment 7 would 

be charged with making sure the TACs are followed and to monitor DAS utilization.  

 
Vessel Permit Buyout (1995 - 1998) 
 

 In 1995, a Fishing Capacity Reduction Initiative was initiated by NMFS in the New 

England groundfish fishery [15]. The goals of the program were to (1) reduce excess capacity in 

the fishery to help the stocks recover, and (2) to provide financial assistance to affected 

communities [16]. The program was implemented in two phases. First, a pilot program was 

initiated in June of 1995, with $2 million in funds from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration Office of Sustainable Development (OSD). The purpose of this pilot program was 

to gage the level of interest and to test a variety of implementation protocols. Eligibility of the 

program was limited to vessel owners who could prove that at least 65% of their income was 

received from the sale of regulated groundfish species between 1991 and 1994 [15]. The pilot 

program was able to purchase and dispose of 11 vessels by February 1996 [16]. Because of the 

perceived success of the pilot program, the OSD provided an additional $23 million to fund a 

large-scale vessel buyout in 1996. A total of 68 additional vessels had been bought out from the 

groundfish fishery by 1998 [15], with no consideration given for characteristics which would 

allow NMFS to target specific groups [16]. Considering the fact that the fishery was 

overcapitalized during this time, with likely well over 1500 vessel permit holders, 68 vessels 

could not be considered a large success at reducing capacity.  
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The Sustainable Fisheries Act (1996) 
 

The Sustainable Fisheries Act (SFA) was implemented in 1996, which were a set of 

amendments to the MFCMA (renamed Magnuson-Stevens Fisheries Conservation and 

Management Act (FCMA)). The SFA focused on rebuilding stocks, protecting essential fish 

habitat, and reducing bycatch [17]. The Secretary of Commerce was required under these 

revisions to report to Congress and the Councils the status of fisheries, identifying those 

fisheries which are overfished. Once Congress and the Councils are notified of overfished 

stocks, the Council is responsible for submitting plans to stop overfishing and include rebuilding 

plans, which must not exceed 10 years [17, 18].  New National Standards 8, 9, and 10 were also 

created, requiring Councils to consider the importance of fisheries resources to communities, 

consistent with the conservation requirements of the Act [18].  

 
Increasingly Strict Regulations (Amendments 9 & 13) 
 

 The years following the SFA were met with increasingly strict regulations meant to help 

rebuild stocks and bring the groundfish FMP into compliance with the SFA.  Amendments and 

framework adjustments to the Northeast Multispecies FMP included a variety of mechanisms 

including reductions in trip limits for haddock and cod, rolling area closures, year round inshore 

closed areas, increased mesh size requirements, gear restrictions, and reductions to allowable 

trip overages [19].  

 

 Amendment 9 to the groundfish FMP required the Council develop new or revised 

overfishing definitions for 12 species in the Northeast Fishery Management Unit (excluding 

silver and red hake), revised specification of optimum yield from the fishery, include Atlantic 

halibut in the Multispecies FMP, and increase the minimum mesh size for winter flounder [20]. 

Because the Council failed to create rebuilding plans consistent with the new overfishing 

definitions created in Amendment 9, the Conservation Law Foundation and four other 

organizations filed suit against NFMS [21] in 2001. A settlement agreement was reached in 

2002, which required Amendment 13 to eliminate overfishing [21]. 
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 Amendment 13 was implemented in April 2004 with the main purpose of ending 

overfishing and rebuilding groundfish stocks. Additionally, changes to DAS were made including 

reductions from the baseline, the development of new categories and criteria for their 

allocation, and a DAS leasing program [22]. By 2005, 259 lease transfers had been approved by 

NMFS resulting in a total of 6,280 transferred DAS [23].  

 

 Amendment 13 also articulated the formal process by which sectors could be formed 

and authorized the formation of the first fishing sector, the George’s Bank Cod Hook Sector. 

The development of Framework 42 in 2006 allowed for the formation of a second sector, the 

George’s Bank Fixed Gear Sector. Both programs can be considered to be a form of a 

community development program, whereby the identified communities are granted quota 

through the Council process which is theirs to manage and distribute how they see fit. Both 

sectors require that participating fishermen use hook gear or bottom long-lines, which are less 

destructive to bottom habitats as compared to bottom-trawls, the predominant gear-type in 

the fishery. Additionally, both sectors require that fishing data be shared with NMFS in order to 

track the performance of the program. The success of these sectors to effectively manage 

themselves and stay within the TAC of cod allocated to them likely influenced the promotion 

and design of the catch share management system via fishing sectors under Amendment 16. 

 

Congress Moves to Address Latent Effort (2001-2002) 
 
 Because the number of active fishermen remained relatively constant, even increasing 

in 2000, it is likely many inactive permits were able to reenter the fishery [24]. Thus, a permit 

buyback program was initiated in order to reduce latent effort. Unlike the vessel buyback 

program of 1995, which had dual objectives of community assistance under economic hardship 

and the reduction of overcapacity, the intent of this program was solely to reduce excess 

capacity. Under the Military Construction Appropriations Act in 2001, $10 million was 

appropriated for the permit buyout. By 2002, 245 limited access groundfish permits had been 
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permanently revoked [16]. The number of active groundfishermen decreased from 1314 in 

2001, to 1138 in 2002 [24].    

 
The Magnuson-Stevens Fisheries Conservation and Management Reauthorization Act (MSRA) 
of 2006 
 

The FCMA was reauthorized yet again in 2006 (MSRA), assigning Councils a new set of 

priorities including the adoption of annual catch limits (ACL) and accountability measures (AM) 

and the promotion of market-based management approaches such as Limited Access Privilege 

Programs (LAPPs) [25]. ACLs are the amount of fish that can be taken by fishermen per year and 

can be calculated for single stocks, species, or a group of species. The MSRA requires that the 

Councils establish ACLs and AMs for all species listed in FMPs [25]. All species undergoing 

overfishing must have ACLs and AMs set in the 2010 fishing year. All other species must have 

ACLs and AMs set by the 2011 fishing year.  LAPPs are essentially privatization programs 

whereby individual fishermen or corporations are given privileges to fish a certain amount of 

government allocated quota. The idea being that the “Tragedy of the Commons” can be 

avoided by essentially turning access to the fishery into individually held privileges. The 

response to the MSRA by the NEFMC was reflected in Amendment 16 to the groundfish FMP, 

by the adoption of a catch share management system in 2010. 

 

 

Catch Share Management  
 
Amendment 16 

 
 Amendment 13 included a plan for rebuilding overfished stocks and stipulated that in 

the fishing year 2009, measures would be implemented as necessary to continue rebuilding 

[26]. Amendment 16 is the result of that decision in which ACLs, AMs, and a catch share 

management system via the formation of fishing sectors were implemented 
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Sectors 
 

A total of 17 sectors are approved for the 2010 fishing year, encompassing 

approximately 85% of the fleet. Fishermen who chose not to join sectors must remain in the 

common pool, where they are subject to effort controls under the DAS management system. 

Fishermen within sectors are exempt from effort control measures in the common pool 

including time-area closures and DAS restrictions in exchange for a TAC for each species in the 

management plan. Sector TACs are called Annual Catch Entitlements (ACE) and a new system of 

at-sea and dockside monitoring is used to make sure sectors stay within their ACE. Each sector 

may also carry up to 10 percent of unused TAC to be used during the next fishing year. In 

addition, sector ACE can be traded with other sectors.  

 

A Potential Sector Contribution (PSC) is calculated for each permit eligible to join a 

sector. The sum of PSCs for every member in a single sector is accumulated to determine the 

sector ACE. The Council considered five different options for determining how the PSC would be 

calculated. Two separate methods were adopted. For permits already committed to one of the 

two existing sectors approved in Amendment 13, their individual PSC for George’s Bank cod 

was based on landings history between 1996-2001. For permits within sectors, individual PSC 

was based on landings history between 1996-2006.  

 
Annual Catch Limits and Accountability Measures 
 
 Consistent with requirements set forth in the MSRA, Amendment 16 also implemented 

a process whereby ACLs and AMs for all groundfish stocks could be calculated by the Planning 

and Development Team (PDT), with final approval given by the Council [26]. ACL levels must be 

adhered to; otherwise, AMs will be triggered to penalize fishermen for overages. For fishing 

sectors, any overages will be deducted from the next year’s total and the sector may be 

charged a fine. For commercial vessels not in sectors, two AM measures have been adopted. 

For fishing years 2010 and 2011, any overages will result in more strict differential DAS counting 

the following year. Beginning in 2012, a “hard TAC” will be adopted whereby any overages will 

result in a fishing suspension for the remainder of the year.      
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Are Individual Transferable Quotas on the Horizon? 
 
 Many people in New England, both industry and Council representatives, believe that 

the allocation process designed under catch shares is really the basis for a rationalization 

program in the future, namely Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs) [27]. Macinko and 

Whitmore (2009), stated in their work on sectors that there is disagreement between Council 

members regarding whether or not the allocations created for sectors are really the first step 

towards a rationalization program beyond sectors [27]. They included a quote from an industry 

representative concerned about this link [27](Text Box 1). A Council document summarizing a 

Groundfish Advisory Committee meeting in September 2010, also included statements from 

Council members promoting ITQs. In the document, “Some members of the Committee also 

supported a move to an ITQ”.  

 
 Unlike sectors, an ITQ system would allocate fishing privileges or rights to all individuals 

with permits in the fishery. The fishermen with these allocations are not beholden to a sector, 

as in the current catch share program, and would be free to trade quota with others in the 

fishery. Subsequently, many are concerned that this type of management system favors 

consolidation, which has been shown to occur in many fisheries worldwide managed under 

ITQs [28]. However, like sectors, ITQ systems can potentially avoid consolidation if the 

appropriate policy mechanisms are put into place. The mechanisms described later can be 

implemented in both sector and ITQ systems. 

 

Text Box 1. “I think we’re talking about allocation and there is not a person in this room that 
doesn’t believe that what allocation we do for a sector is not eventually going to carry 
forward into an ITQ system. The points that I have written down apply to sector allocation 
and they also apply to the ITQ, which are basically developing right now….we are in a 
backdoor way getting into ITQs by allocating to the sectors in a given manner, and the Council 
is not going to revisit this thing and fight the battle twice…”. 
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The resistance to ITQs in New England, which may be deteriorating, is likely rooted in 

the fear that ITQs will unravel small, rural fishing communities historically active in the fishery.  

In general, the importance of “community” historically present in New England may largely be 

the reason for opposition against the individualistic nature of ITQs in the past and may be why 

the Council decided to implement fishing sectors rather than ITQs, since many view sectors as a 

type of community-based management [27]. However, as you will see in a later section, not all 

of the existing sectors under Amendment 16 are necessarily tied to a community, whether it is 

place-based or a community of shared interests. 

 
 

An Analysis of Consolidation over the Two Major Management Shifts  
 
Open Access and Consolidation 
 
 Mentioned previously, the composition of the New England Groundfish Fleet has 

changed dramatically since the 1800’s when Maine ports used to be some of the primary 

players in the fishery, supporting coastal communities up and down the coast [2]. Because of a 

change in the composition of the resource itself, likely due to overutilization, Maine ports are 

no longer supporting flourishing groundfishing communities. Rather, the largest communities 

housing the majority of groundfish communities can be found in Massachusetts and Rhode 

Island in cities such as Gloucester, New Bedford, Chatham, and Point Judith where ports are 

closer to the resource. Even these cities, which house a mixture of vessel size classes, gear 

types, and rural fishing communities have seen substantial decreases in the amount of active 

fishermen over the 1900’s and into the early 2000s.  

  

 The nature of consolidation during the 1970’s and 80’s in the New England groundfish 

fishery is unclear. Clearly the fleet became wholly overcapitalized during the late 1970’s and 

well into the 1980’s. The U.S. federal government thought capitalization and efficiency of the 

New England groundfish fleet could be increased, so investments were made to subsidize 

growth in the late 70’s and early 1980’s. In 1997, the President of the Massachusetts 

Draggermen’s Association had estimated that there had been a 50% increase in vessel tonnage 
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[1]. Not only was the increase comprised of new entrants, but of former fishermen who 

upgraded to larger vessels [1]. Growth was also indicated following council discussions of 

implementing a limited entry program, whereby an increase of license applications of 

approximately 50% was observed from 1977-1978 in response [1]. Once issued, the licenses are 

not easily revoked.   

 

 Although there have not been any published reports or records of consolidation 

occurring during this time, it does not necessarily mean it was not occurring as a result of 

regulations. The primary management mechanisms in place during this time were catch quotas. 

Catch quotas automatically favor larger vessels which can fish in almost any weather and 

location, both inshore and offshore. Thus, larger vessels at the time likely had the ability to out-

compete smaller vessels by catching a larger share of the quota first.  It may be argued that trip 

limits were enacted per vessel size during this time to counter this problem, however, 

widespread reporting of poaching, miscounting, and disregard for mesh size limitations likely 

made this regulation erroneous. The lack in proper data collection (i.e. trip ticket systems, on-

board, and/or dockside monitoring) also made the ability to document landings and thus, 

consolidation, more complicated. Additionally, the ability of catch quotas to favor construction 

of large all-weather vessels likely exacerbated the problem of overcapitalization at the time. 

Future effort reduction programs enacted by the council over the following decade to address 

overcapitalization resulted in a complete modification of management structure, which 

included input controls such as trip limits and Days-at-Sea.  

 
Days-at-Sea and Consolidation 
 
 Since 1994, the primary mechanisms used to manage the New England Groundfish 

fishery has been a combination of input controls1 including trip limits, year-round and seasonal  

 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
1

Input controls are restrictions on fishing effort such as the intensity of gear used to catch fish, the number and size of fishing vessels, or the 

amount of time a vessel in allowed to fish. Output controls, by contrast, restrict the amount of fish coming out of a fishery through mechanisms 

such as total allowable catch limits, bag limits, and even bycatch limits. 
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closures, and most notably limits on the number of days a vessel is permitted to fish, known as 

Days-at-Sea. DAS regulations have not met biological nor economic goals and have put many 

fishermen out of business [29]. They are also notoriously referenced as causing a “race to fish”  

whereby boats race to catch their limits on the days they have available to fish. It may be 

argued that, as under open access, larger businesses with multiple, large vessels were more 

adequately prepared to take advantage of this system and weather stricter regulations 

throughout the years. Unfortunately, the lack in transparency of NMFS and the Council in the 

leasing and sale of permits and quota has made published data concerning consolidation almost 

nonexistent. Consequently, the level of consolidation of fishing access into the hands of fewer 

and fewer business entities is unclear during this time. The following analysis attempts to 

explore the nature of consolidation using data requested from the National Marine Fisheries 

Service, Northeast Fisheries Science Center from 1997-2009.   

 

NMFS Data used to Examine Consolidation (1997-2009) 
 
  Data requested from the Northeast Fisheries Science Center were used to gauge the 

extent of consolidation over the time span of DAS. Since it is difficult to distinguish the causes 

of consolidation observed here between government vessel and permit buyout programs 

aimed to reduce overcapacity, or as a consequence of unintended consolidation through 

regulations (i.e. the ability to trade DAS and the ability of larger businesses to outcompete 

smaller businesses), it is assumed here that decreases in active participants is a product of both. 

  

The dataset used in this analysis included the number of vessels which reported using at 

least one DAS fishing day during the fishing years 1997, 2000, 2003, 2006, and 2009 (excluding 

Open Access Permit Categories (HB, I, J, K), Handgear (HB), Charter Party (I), Scallop 

Multispecies (J)) by homeport. A confidential category was included which encompassed all 

homeports which reported less than 3 vessels or no vessels for all years (107 ports). 

 

 The number of homeports with active fishermen in the fishery decreased from 78 in 

1997 to 55 in 2009, a total decrease of 23 ports (Figure 3). Most of the ports which lost all of 
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their active groundfish fishermen were small, rural ports (Table 1).  It is likely the number of 

homeports with active fishermen in 2009 is actually lower than 55 due to the inability to tease 

out individual ports in the confidential category included in the NMFS dataset. 

 

            

 
 

 

 

Larger ports experienced high losses as well. Boston, Gloucester, New Bedford, 

Portland, New York City, and Point Judith all experienced substantial decreases in active 

fishermen from 1997-2009 (Figure 4). Both Boston and New York City saw at least 90% 

decreases in active vessels (Table 2). New Bedford experienced an 81% decrease over this time 

period. It is well known that New Bedford is known to have a few individuals who own larger 

businesses comprised of several vessels [30]. However, it is difficult to say what the driving 

factors towards consolidation in New Bedford have been over the past 15 years under DAS. 

Figure 3. Number of Homeports with Active Vessels Over Time (Data requested from 
National Marine Fisheries Service October 2010) 
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Clearly, these data show that consolidation has been 

felt by ports large and small. As mentioned previously, the 

inability of smaller fishing businesses to compete with larger 

entities, likely resulted in the disenfranchisement of small 

fishing communities over the past 15 years under DAS. 

Because of this, many struggling communities attempted to 

take matters into their own hands through the creation of 

community run permit banks and community supported 

fisheries. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table of Homeports where Zero 
Vessels Reported Using at least 1 

DAS in 2009 

NEW LONDON, CT 

FAIRHAVEN, MA 

NANTUCKET, MA 

NAUSET, MA 

NEWBURY, MA 

WESTPORT, MA 

BAR HARBOR, ME 

BREMEN, ME 

FRIENDSHIP, ME 

MEDOMAK, ME 

NEW HARBOR, ME 

OWLS HEAD, ME 

SOUTHWEST HARBOR, ME 

STONINGTON, ME 

WINTER HARBOR, ME 

WANCHESE, NC 

CAPE MAY, NJ 

EAST HAMPTON, NY 

FREEPORT, NY 

PHILADELPHIA, PA 

LITTLE COMPTON, RI 

PROVIDENCE, RI 

WESTERLEY, RI 

NEWPORT NEWS, VA 

NORFOLK, VA 

Table 1. List of Homeports 
reporting zero vessels using at least 
1 DAS during the fishing year (Data 
requested from the National 
Marine Fisheries Service October 
2010) 
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Port % Decrease 

Boston, MA 90 

Gloucester, MA 38 

New Bedford, MA 81 

Portland, ME 67 

New York City, NY 93 

Point Judith, RI 58 

Figure 4. Change in number of vessels which reported using at least one DAS by homeport 
(1997-2009) (Data requested from National Marine Fisheries Service October 2010). 

Table 2. Percent decrease in number of vessels reported to 
have used at least one DAS between by homeport (1997-
2009) in current and previously large fishing ports (Data 
requested from the National Marine Fisheries Service 
October 2010). 
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Community Permit Banks 
 
 Community permit banks are cooperatives which purchase vessel permits with the 

intent to lease quota to fishermen at an affordable price within their communities. Most are 

developed to make sure permits stay within their respective communities, create opportunities 

for entry-level fishermen to enter the fishery, to provide opportunities for current fishermen to 

access quota who need it to survive, and for fishermen who simply want to catch more fish. 

There are currently at least 6 community permit banks operating in New England which have 

been formed outside of a formal Council process, unlike the two Cape Cod sectors which were 

allocated a percentage of the cod TAC through legislation. Several in New England were created 

in collaboration between non-profit organizations and fishermen’s associations, which use 

profits from quota leasing to keep the program running.  

 

Several community permit banks sprang up in fishing communities throughout New 

England during the tail end of the DAS era to help counter the effects of consolidation, or more 

accurately, the redistribution of fishing access away from small, rural fishing communities. For 

example, at least three community permit banks came into existence between 2008 and 2009. 

The first was created by the Gloucester Community Preservation Fund, a non-profit 

organization based out of Gloucester, Massachusetts and spearheaded by a local fisherman. 

Two more were created in 2009. One was a partnership between the Nature Conservancy, a 

nation-wide non-profit and two Maine based non-profits who work with coastal fishing 

communities, the Island Institute of Rockland, Maine and Penobscot East Resource Center of 

Stonington, Maine. The other was created by the Cape Cod Commercial Hook Fishermen’s 

Association, a non-profit started by a local, small-boat fishing fleet in 1991 based out of Cape 

Cod, Massachusetts.  

 

The Gloucester Community Preservation Fund created their community permit bank in 

response to the loss of permits they witnessed over the years due to such regulations as 

differential DAS counting and the likelihood of losing traditional inland fishing grounds to liquid 

natural gas terminals [31]. The main goal behind the program was to “strengthen and preserve 
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the fishing community” [31]. The community referred to being those fishermen who primarily 

landed their catch in Gloucester with no restrictions on vessel sizes. The money used to start 

the permit bank came from mitigation funds from liquid natural gas companies, causing 

fishermen in the area to lose access to traditional fishing grounds. The bank bought 21 permits 

as of 2008 and leased 1,000 days to 65 local and out-of-town fishermen who have a history of 

landing their catches in Gloucester [31]. Each day leased charged a $50-$100 administration fee 

which helped keep the program running. Several fishermen were quoted as saying the bank 

helped their businesses [31].      

 

In contrast to the Gloucester Community Preservation Fund, which only requires leasers 

to land primarily in Gloucester, the following community permit banks require that 

participating fishermen enter into agreements to use more habitat friendly gear-types or 

participate in collaborative research exploring ways to make their gear more sustainable.  

 

The community permit bank initiated by the Nature Conservancy started in 2009 and is 

collaboration between the Island Institute, who works closely with small fishing communities in 

Port Clyde, Maine and Penobscot East Resource Center (PERC), an organization which now 

manages a small boat hook sector with members ranging from Downeast Maine to Martha’s 

Vineyard. The community permit bank leases out quota to fishermen at a discount price. In 

exchange, fishermen must agree to test more sustainable fishing gears [32].  Collaborations 

with the Gulf of Maine Research Institute have focused on using larger mesh sizes which have 

resulted in less fish caught but results in a better market price for fish [32]. A local fishermen 

from Port Clyde Maine was quoted giving good remarks regarding the program [32](Text Box 2). 

PERC also started a second community permit bank, the eastern Maine permit bank [33] in 

Text Box 2. “Guys like me rely on The Nature Conservancy to help us out by doing this, 
buying those permits, having those fish available, trying to keep us afloat until we get fish 
stocks rebuilt. It’s keeping the little guy in the game”. ~Gary Libby, Port Clyde, Maine 
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2009. This permit bank leases quota to small-scale fishermen from rural communities 

throughout New England who use hook gear, which is less destructive to bottom habitats. It is 

their hope that the use of more sustainable fishing gear will give groundfish a chance to return 

to nearshore waters in the Gulf of Maine, particularly Downeast Maine [33]. 

 
 Lastly, the Cape Cod Commercial Hook Fishermen’s Association (CCCHFA), a non-profit 

started the local fishing fleet based out of Cape Cod, MA created the Cape Cod Fisheries Trust, a 

permit bank. So far the trust has raised at least $2 million in funds to support the trust through 

a blend of loans, individual contributions, and foundation grants [34]. The organization leases 

quota at an affordable rate to self-employed Cape Cod fishermen who agree to use small-boats 

and traditional gear, namely longline and hook gear [30, 34]. The performance of each 

individual fisherman is tracked to help the organization understand how best to prepare small-

scale, traditional fishermen in Cape Cod to be competitive with larger businesses and changing 

economies [30].  

 
Community Supported Fisheries 
 
 Several of these organizations including PERC, the Island Institute in collaboration with 

the Midcoast Fishermen’s Association of Port Clyde, Maine, CCCHFA, and even a fishermen’s 

wives organization in Gloucester have all formed Community Supported Fisheries (CSFs) during 

the last years under DAS. CSFs are a variation on the Community Supported Agriculture model 

where the public are sold shares of fresh fish produced by local fishermen which are picked up 

by consumers weekly or biweekly. The result is a higher quality product sold to consumers at a 

higher cost than what is typically sold in local grocery stores. Organizations like these are using 

this new model to help create their own niche in the marketplace. Rather than be a slave to the 

economic forces of an ever changing market, where fishermen never know what price they are 

going to get for their catch, CSFs offer an opportunity for small-scale fishermen in fishing 

communities to get fair market value for their catch.  

  

 While the extent of the economic benefits remain uncertain, it is clear in some cases 

that CSFs do offer some extra revenue during hard times. In addition, there may be added value 
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in certain aspects of CSFs such as branding of products as local and supporting local 

communities, and even the interplay between the larger communities and the fishing 

community itself. Clearly, between CSFs and permit banks, fishing communities suffering under 

DAS have had to develop ways in which to survive under ever increasing restrictions.  

The recent move to catch share management has now given many of these communities the 

opportunity to form fishing sectors under which they share an Annual Catch Entitlement (ACE). 

However, the allocation process decided on by the Council has added more hurdles to 

overcome.   

 
Consolidation and Catch Share Management  
 
The Allocation Process 
 
 The decision by the Council to allocate quota to permits joining sectors using landings 

history between the years of 1996-2006 has benefited those vessels which were more 

competitive under input controls such as DAS. Thus, vessels which caught the most fish during 

the qualification period were awarded the most quota and those vessels which struggled to 

survive under DAS were awarded substantially less. Essentially, the level of pseudo-

monopolization occurring under DAS, particularly under Amendment 13, was made permanent 

when quota was awarded to permits under catch share management. Since quota cannot be 

broken up and sold off from individual permits, any attempts to even out the distribution of 

quota in the future will be difficult and controversial. For example, if accumulation limits are set 

and fishermen are forced to divest quota. This is in contrast to ITQs, where quota on a permit 

can be broken up and sold off. Further, the current distributions of quota have left many 

fishermen unable to make a profit unless they lease from other fishermen. 

 

 In Massachusetts for example, of 385 vessels which joined sectors, 56% are not active 

this year compared to 46% last year demonstrating the disability of many fishermen with 

enough quota to fish for profit [35]. So while the transition to catch shares and the allocation 

process has benefitted some businesses in Massachusetts, a significant portion of fishing 
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communities are in a state of economic emergency [35]. Many of the fishermen also carry debt 

from the past DAS system, making it increasingly difficult to cope with low allocations [35].  

 

 Because of the allocation process, some claim the fishery is now left with a quota-

leasing market where there are many potential “buyers”, but not enough “sellers” who can 

lease at an affordable rate to “buyers” for “sellers” to business sense [35]. New entrants into 

the fishery may buy a permit, but that permit may not have enough quota to make for a 

profitable business. That buyer is then in a dilemma because there are not enough people 

leasing quota at affordable rates. Unfortunately, the new sector system has attached quota to 

permits which cannot be broken up and sold off. This makes is increasingly difficult to even out 

the distribution of quota and the fishery is left in a state where some permits have a lot of 

quota and many do not have to enough to be profitable. Under a full blown ITQ system, 

individuals are allocated quota as opposed to individual permits which have to be attached to 

vessels as in the current sector program. Because so many fishermen do not have enough 

quota attached to their vessel permits, Washington has attempted to address this through 

federal appropriations to states to form state permit banks. 

 

State Permit Banks 
 
 During winter 2010, NOAA announced it would be allocating $5 million to New England 

states to help fund permit banks with the goal of supporting small-scale fishermen transition to 

catch shares and sector-based management [36]. The state of Maine received $2 million, with 

an additional $1 million appropriated to the state in 2009. Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and 

New Hampshire each received $1 million to start permit banks. State-run permit banks can only 

be transferred to fishermen within sectors whose vessels are 45 feet or less and who either 

reside in or operate from communities with 30,000 or fewer residents. Sectors would also have 

to prove that at least 65% of their members meet these criteria.  

 

Some complain that these criteria leave out many active fishermen in Maine, including 

many fishermen in Port Clyde who have vessels ranging in length from 50-70ft and who are 
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working towards developing more sustainable harvesting methods [37]. There is also the 

possibility that fishermen who lease this quota and become active may impede the missions of 

community organizations such as PERC, who want to see Downeast groundfish stocks rebuild. 

Thus, newly active fishermen in the area using gear types detrimental to fragile inshore habitats 

may jeopardize any opportunity for groundfish to repopulate these once productive fishing 

grounds [38]. Consequently, the scale of permit banks at the state level may actually hinder 

fishing community efforts at the smaller scale. 

  
The Council and Consolidation: An Ongoing Debate 
 

The National Standards for fishery management and conservation set forth in the MSA 

require that “if it becomes necessary to allocate or assign fishing privileges among various 

United States fishermen, such allocation shall be (A) fair and equitable to all such fishermen and 

(C) carried out in such a manner that no individual, corporation, or other entity acquires an 

excessive share of such privilege” [39]. Hence, the potential for further consolidation has been 

a topic of conversation between the Groundfish Advisory Committee and the New England 

Fisheries Management Council (NEFMC) over the ensuing months following the initial 

implementation of the new catch share management system in May 2010.   

 

Summer 2010 
 

The issue was discussed and a motion proposed during a Groundfish Advisory 

Committee meeting on June 16th, 2010 [40]. Sally McGee (NE Policy Director for the 

Environmental Defense Fund Oceans Program), who is also a member of the NEFMC proposed a 

motion to establish accumulation limits and retain fleet diversity for the multispecies fishery for 

implementation May 1, 2011 [40]). The motion was voted down after a lengthy discussion 

between all members, who ultimately decided that a White Paper developed by the Groundfish 

Plan and Development Team (PDT) would need to be prepared before any decisions on exact 

mechanisms are put into place ([40].  
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This decision was upheld at the full Council meeting during late June 2010, which after 

another lengthy discussion and after hearing public testimonies requesting action to avoid 

further consolidation, ultimately decided that they needed more information before moving 

forward ([41].  Specifically, the Council directed the Groundfish PDT to consider the following 

goals: 1) maintain inshore and offshore fleets; 2) to the extent possible, maintain a diverse 

groundfish fishery, including different gear types, vessel sizes, geographic locations, and levels 

of participation; 3) maintain a balance in the geographic distribution of permits to protect 

fishing communities and infrastructure they provide and 4) prohibit any person or government 

entity from acquiring or controlling excessive access to the resource, through in order to 

prevent extraction of disproportionate economic rents from other permit holders [41].      

  
September 2010 
 
 In a September meeting 2010, the Council discussed consolidation after having read and 

been briefed on the White Paper produced by the PDT. Several members remarked that from 

the paper, it seemed as though no one part of the fishery had decreased disproportionally to 

others [42]. However, concern was also raised over ports which had lost vessels altogether 

(Table 1) and the threat of reaching a threshold over which rapid losses in diversity may occur 

[42]. Many wanted to see more information once the sector system has had time to adjust. 

Public comments also included public testimony from a Northwest Atlantic Marine Alliance 

representative who expressed concern over irreversible consolidation and proposed the use of 

leasing restrictions, similar to those used under DAS in the new framework adjustment 

(Framework 45). In opposition to this was public testimony given by Mike Rousseau, a 

fisherman from Chatham, MA. He asserted that that during the 2010 fishing year, he was 

leasing quota from both small and large vessels in order to fish [42]. Had there been restrictions 

on leasing, he would not have been able to fish this season. This has also been the case with 

many fishermen belonging to the CCCHFA in Cape Cod this fishing season [30].  

 

 Following this conversation, a motion was proposed by Committee members to 

establish individual accumulation caps for this fishery in the next appropriate action. One 
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member stressed the importance of using language in National Standard 4 to determine what 

constitutes an “excessive share” [42]. Others wanted more information on ownership before 

moving forward. Public testimony from two individuals stressed that accumulation caps only 

make sense under an ITQ system since ACE is shared by a sector. The Committee carried the 

motion, with the clarification that in the future, a discussion would need to occur over whether 

the caps would be on the sector as a whole or on the individual permit level [42]. 

 

 Additionally, a motion was passed to allow state run permit banks sponsored by NOAA 

to be a considered a Sector for the exclusive purpose of transferring ACE to qualifying Sectors 

[42]. Just as in sectors, all the PSCs from every permit owned by a state run permit bank will be 

compiled to comprise the ACE for that fishing year. All of the ACE, for any groundfish stock may 

be transferred to a qualifying Sector and the permit bank may only act as a transferor [42].  

 

January 2011 
 
 At a January 2011 Groundfish Oversight Committee Meeting, a motion was proposed 

which authorized Amendment 17 to the Groundfish FMP. “The purpose and need for this 

document was identified as to define and recognize state permit banks as entities and to 

streamline specific administrative procedures to which the permit banks are subject in order to 

operate” [43].  The motion carried on a show of hands (11-0-1) [43].  

 

 Regarding accumulation limits and fleet diversity, a lengthy discussion between Council 

members and many public testimonies were given. Many Committee members felt that more 

information was needed regarding the current status of accumulation (an assessment is 

currently being carried out by the Northeast Regional Office) and discussed how to maneuver 

around confidentiality issues. Because of the potentially large impacts of implementing an 

accumulation limit, the lack of information in the previous PDT White Paper, and because 

brokers had identified that there was a lack in buying and selling of permits in the 2010 fishing 

year, several Committee members felt that the timeline in which to make a move on this 

decisions should be extended [43]. Consequently, a motion was passed and carried which 
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stated “That the Council determines the degree to which the groundfish fleet has consolidated 

and fishing privileges have accumulated for individual permit holders under Amendment 16. 

The analysis would commence after one year of Amendment 16 implementation. Continued 

scoping on accumulation limits will occur after the Council receives the requested report” [43].  

 

 Public testimony was mixed. While some argued for action now, others promoted the 

motion. A NAMA representative pushed for measures to address consolidation now and urged 

the Committee to consider other mechanisms besides accumulation limits to address the fleet 

diversity issue such as owner-operator incentives and quota set-asides. Others could not see 

consolidation as a problem in the future and one individual asserted that input controls 

proposed by NAMA and others to control consolidation were a threat to his business. 

 

 A meeting on January 27, 2011 also resulted in a motion, which carried, to ask NMFS to 

set a control date on accumulation limits [44].  After listening to a presentation by a NMFS 

fisheries analyst, Councilor David Goethel proposed a motion for a control date. A control date 

is essentially a warning to permit holders that any transfers made after the control date may be 

treated differently. This motion was influenced by news that three permit holders had gained 

access to 41% of Georges Bank winter flounder, a choke species, which once caught, would shut 

down the fishery [44]. It was also discovered that three entities owned 25% of an unnamed 

stock and 10-20% of 11 stocks [44].  

 
Where the Council Stands Now  
 
 Several decisions were made by the Groundfish Oversight Committee during their latest 

meeting on March 17, 2011. Committee members discussed an upcoming sector review 

workshop which will be held this coming summer to update members of the Committee and 

the Council on Sector activities over 2011 including underages, overages, and leasing of fish in 

and out of sectors. A motion was carried to ask the Executive Committee and/or Council to 

have reports from sector managers by July [45].  
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 Additionally, the issue of fleet diversity was discussed by members. This discussion was 

not intended to lead to decisions made on goals and objectives at that time. Rather, the intent 

of the discussion was to keep members informed on progress and feedback. One member felt 

the Committee may be getting ahead of themselves on the issue, while another thought it 

would be helpful to look a similar groundfish fishery in BC for guidance [45]. Some felt the 

discussion cannot wait and that people in the industry are suffering under consolidation. It was 

also pointed out that the Regional Administrator was on public record at a Council meeting 

pushing the Council to work on this issue and that a publication for a control date on 

accumulation limits would be coming soon [45].   

 

Individual Transferable Quotas and Consolidation 
 

 As described previously, the primary difference between Sectors and a full-fledged ITQ 

system is that allocations are currently “assigned” to individuals who choose to join sectors and 

not “granted”.  The allocations assigned to Sector members are also held by the Sector as 

whole and not by the individual.  Thus, Sectors have the right of first refusal if a member 

decides to lease quota to an outside sector, whereas, under an ITQ system, an individual is free 

to trade with whom he/she pleases. 

 

 Many believe that the perceived fluidity of transfers under an ITQ system will inevitably 

lead to consolidation. However, the right of first refusal process has not seemed to hamper the 

ability of some Sectors to lease out quota [30], which again may act as a de-facto ITQ system. 

Therefore, the difference in the threat of consolidation between the Sector system and ITQs 

may be marginal at best. Both management systems, with the appropriate policy mechanisms 

in place, may be capable for providing for the ongoing participation of small, rural fishing 

communities.    
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Exploring Policy Mechanisms to Address Consolidation and Protect Small Fishing 
Communities 
 
 

Accumulation Limits 

 

 Accumulation limits, also known as consolidation caps are an upper limit on the amount 

of quota any one individual permit holder, sector, or entity may possess.  They seem to be the 

go to mechanism for many fisheries wanting to address consolidation, fleet diversity, and 

adverse impacts to fishing communities. They have been implemented in at least 10 catch share 

fisheries in the U.S. including the Gulf of Mexico Red Snapper IFQ fishery, the Mid-Atlantic 

Golden Tilefish IFQ fishery, and the Alaska Halibut and Sablefish IFQ fishery [46, 47]. Limits have 

been set to as high as 45% in the Mid-Atlantic Golden Tilefish IFQ fishery and as low as .5% in 

the Alaska Halibut and Sablefish IFQ fishery. Some fisheries have set the limit to be the highest 

share granted in the initial allocation as in the Red Snapper fishery and others have opted to 

grandfather vessels in who are exempt from the cap. Low caps, as in the Alaska Halibut and 

Sablefish IFQ fishery were meant to help maintain a diverse fleet. 

 

 Implementing accumulation limits, depending on the upper limit set, can be extremely 

controversial. This is particularly the case if permit holders are forced to divest quota. Under 

the current management system, quota cannot be broken up and sold off from a single permit, 

they are one entity. The Council would have to create a mechanism by which to even out the 

current distribution of quota. Since it is likely there are several permits in the market which 

would be over a future cap, the Council may have to allow for quota to be divested so an 

individual does not lose their permit. The divested quota would then have to be redistributed 

somehow, or put up for auction on the open-market. 

 

 Accumulation limits are commonly cited as not being a stand-alone mechanism for 

protecting fleet diversity and fishing communities from the threats of consolidation. Councils 

creating caps may be overestimating the ability of large businesses to work around the caps and 

not fully understanding how the market performs [30]. Even setting a cap to as low at 1%, 
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assuming that no other mechanisms are in place to avoid businesses from working around the 

caps, would mean that you could have 100 fishermen owning 1% each of the total quota. The 

Council has decided that they want to create avenues for fleet diversity and maintain disperse 

geographic participation and infrastructure. In order to accomplish this, attaching quota to 

communities may be a more feasible solution than accumulation limits alone. 

 
Community Quota Programs 
 
Community Development Quota Programs    
 
 The most well known and effective Community Development Quota Program (CDQs) is 

found in the Bering Sea Pollock fishery off Alaska. When Bering Sea coastal communities 

realized that the North Pacific Fisheries Management Council was considering allocating the 

Pollock TAC amongst inshore and offshore components of the fishery, they developed the idea 

for the program. The program was implemented in 1992 as a joint venture by the state of 

Alaska and NMFS [48].  In this program, communities were distinguished from business firms or 

individuals and those communities which were extremely remote and had very limited 

economic opportunities were chosen to participate in the program. In the end, 7.5% of the 

Pollock TAC was established in a CDQ reserve. Allocations were then distributed to 

communities who developed a Community Development Plan (CDP) and were based on 

economic needs. The program was highly successful, creating millions of dollars in revenue to 

support local infrastructure, wages, education, and training [46, 48]. Although this program 

worked well in this part of the country, community landscapes in New England are quite 

different and not nearly as remote as those in the Aleutian Islands. It is likely a large majority of 

fishery participants do not belong to closely tied fishing communities like those found in Port 

Clyde, Maine and Cape Cod, Massachusetts. 

 

In order to examine geographic distribution and structures existing sectors under 

Amendment 16, I cross-referenced permit numbers from sector members in sector operations 

plans with permit numbers from the NOAA Fisheries Northeast Region Permit Database 

available online (http://www.nero.noaa.gov/permits/permit.html). By doing this, I was able to 

http://www.nero.noaa.gov/permits/permit.html
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map the distribution of Sector members by homeport using ArcGIS software . This exercise was 

intended to investigate the geographic spread of Sector members and make inferences on what 

communities they represent. Homeport was chosen rather than Principal Port because a recent 

survey of sector members by the Gulf of Maine Research Institute indicated that 67% of 

respondents defined fishing community as where they tied their boat up, which by definition is 

homeport [49]. 

 

 As you can see from the maps, there is a lot of geographic variation in Sector 

membership (See Appendix). Some Sectors have a limited geographic range, implying a more 

close knit-community, while others span several states with no clear indication of community, 

since even landings ports for some are likely different.  Forty-six percent of respondents to the 

GMRI survey indicated that they were not involved at all in the formation of the sector in which 

they were a part [49], supporting the geographic inconsistencies seen in some of the Sectors. 

Thirty-six percent indicated that they were somewhat involved [49].  

 

If a CDQ type of program were to be tailored to the New England groundfish fishery, 

communities of place or common interest need to be identified and/or given a chance to 

rebuild through the ability to purchase quota or be granted quota. However, this CDQ program 

was implemented when the switch to catch shares was made in the Pollock fishery.  In New 

England, the switch has already been made without incorporating such a program. 

Implementing a CDQ program now would be difficult considering that the TAC has already been 

divided. Other fisheries dealing with similar issues have used a variation of a community 

development program called community quota entities.  

 

Community Quota Entity Programs 

 

Community Quota Entity (CQEs) programs on the west coast, for example, the Pacific 

sablefish and halibut ITQ program, allow fishing communities to form non-profits on their 

behalf under laws of the State, which may purchase or transfer Quota Shares (QS) [50]. These 
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programs give fishing communities the opportunity to buy quota once it becomes available on 

the open market, rather than granting quota to communities under a CDQ program.  The QS 

may then be leased to fishermen within these communities, typically charging a fee to lease in 

order to finance the labor of running the non-profit. Multiple communities may be represented 

by one CQE, but one community may not be represented by more than one CQE and are 

subject to regulatory requirements applied to QS holders such as accumulation limits [50].   

 

Additionally, eligible communities had to apply to NMFS in order to be recognized as a 

CQE. Eligibility requirements included the requirement of a community to consist of fewer than 

1500 people, be located on the Gulf of Alaska, and have a history of fishing in the fishery [50]. A 

revolving loan program was also initiated in the halibut and black cod longline fisheries to help 

finance QS for CQEs [3]. The potential problem with this type of program is that if it is 

implemented too late, quota may become too expensive [30].  Community permit banks 

currently developed in New England, outside of the Council process, are effectively acting as a 

variation of a CQE program. 

 

Current Efforts by Struggling Fishing Communities 
 

Permit Banks and Alternative Marketing Strategies (CSFs) 

 

Many of the rural fishing communities once supported by this fishery are long gone, 

ravaged by the effects of overfishing and ever increasing regulations. This is particularly the 

case in Maine, where the coastline was once dotted with many small fishing communities. 

However, there are still some small fishing communities in New England holding on and even 

some which are forging together through the use of community permit banks, with a focus on 

resource sustainability through low impact gear, and the employment of alternative marketing 

strategies to support local fishermen such as CSFs. It is these types of communities which may 

be the most logical place to start a community development program in New England, 

considering that the community landscape is much different and not as easy to define 
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compared to the west coast. This may also be an avenue for the Council and NMFS to support 

the ongoing participation of rural fishing communities and reward sustainable fishing practices. 

 

Port Clyde is the only remaining rural fishing community in Maine, housing 20 active 

commercial fishermen who are working together to modify their impacts to the seafloor in 

hopes of rebuilding stocks in the GOM.  They have also developed a permit bank and CSF to 

help maintain their place in the fishery. Organizations like PERC in Stonington, Maine are 

working with a community of hook fishermen scattered up and down the coast, with the long-

term hopes of reinvigorating Downeast coastal fishing communities and habitats by using more 

sustainable fishing gear. They too have a permit bank and a CSF. In Cape Cod, fishing 

communities which are part of the CCCHFA are defined by small boats and historical, more 

sustainable gear types (hook and line or bottom-longlines). They too have a permit bank and a 

CSF.  

 

Incorporating Community Quota Programs into Management 
 

CQEs under the Sector Program 

 

 Community developed permit banks already established in New England are a variation 

of a CQE, developed by fishing communities, outside of the Council process [30]. They are 

essentially an avenue for keeping permits and fishing access in fishing communities, just as 

CQEs do for communities on the west coast. For example, permit banks can provide 

opportunities for young fishermen to enter the fishery once older fishermen retire. Permit 

banks also give fishermen avenues for diversification. A Lobsterman, for example, who has 

extra capital could buy a groundfish permit and diversify his fishing options. Communities 

consisting of fishermen who target many different species at different times of year are likely to 

contribute more to community resiliency than communities consisting of fishermen who only 

target one species. Many communities in Maine for example, rely solely or primarily on lobster.  
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An option for NOAA and the Council to protect the interests of fishermen in rural fishing 

ports in New England would be to allow the formation of CQEs, essentially formalizing the 

community permit bank process, and even provide these entities with funding or loan programs 

in which to buy permits. Eligibility requirements could include limits on the number of people 

living in that community (e.g. 35,000 people or less) and have a history of fishing in the fishery. 

Like the CQEs on the west coast, several communities can form a CQE together which would 

more appropriately encompass the current distribution of sector membership. 

 

Each community wanting to be considered as a CQE would have to submit a plan similar 

to the Community Development Plans (CDP) developed by Alaskan communities under the CDQ 

program in order to access funding or loans in which to buy permits with quota on them. This 

will put the communities in a position to buy permits on the open market should they become 

available. Conversely, NOAA and the Council could choose to set strict accumulation limits on 

the individual permit level, distributing the divested quota to approved CQEs rather than award 

funding or loans. The ACE may then be leased to individuals within the associated sector of the 

community or to outside sectors, upon approval of the sector. The CDP should outline what the 

long-term visions for their communities are and outlining what they would plan to do if 

appropriated funds by the federal government such as building a municipal pier, building a fish 

processing facility, developing a CSF, and other marketing tools with the revenues made from 

leasing quota. Community organizations with a history of doing community supported activities 

such as these will have to outline how they have increased the economic resiliency of their 

communities in the past (e.g. creating jobs, diversity, etc) and describe how the funds will 

further assist them in this venture.  

 

Creating Incentives for Sustainability 

 

Additionally, fishing communities wanting to become CQEs will have to show a 

commitment to the use of more sustainable gear-types or a commitment to conducting 

collaborative research to develop more sustainable gear types such as those efforts currently 
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underway in Port Clyde and Stonington, Maine and Cape Cod, Massachusetts.  Rather than just 

give out free handouts, the Council and NMFS can use this opportunity to both support 

fishermen in rural fishing communities and reward sustainable fishing practices. Finally, a 

commitment will have to be made to share underlying economic data with the NMFS so the 

performance of the program can be monitored and lessons learned.  

 

CQEs under Individual Transferable Quotas 

 

The scenario just described could also work under an ITQ system (albeit a little 

differently), should the fishery head in that direction in the future. Quota held by CQEs could be 

leased to any individual rather than individuals in sectors as in the current catch share 

management system. Communities wishing to be considered a CQE would also have to form a 

non-profit showing there is community support for the program, develop a CDP outlining the 

criteria described previously, and make the same sustainability commitments.  

 

Comparing Multiple Management Approaches 
 
 

 Multiple management approaches are compared here in order to determine which is 

the most suitable for addressing consolidation as it pertains to the continued participation and 

reinvigoration of small, rural fishing communities in the New England Groundfish Fishery. Five 

options are compared, (1) Days-at-Sea, (2) the current catch share system via sectors with only 

accumulation limits set, which is what the Council is currently considering, (3) catch share 

management via sectors with a CQE program as described previously, (4) an ITQ system with 

accumulation limits, and (5) and ITQ system with a CQE program as described previously. 

 

 Several criteria are used to determine the suitability of each. Since both a catch share 

system and an ITQ system may avoid consolidation and ensure the continued participation of 

small fishing communities with the appropriate mechanisms in place, additional criteria besides 

the ability to achieve these goals are used to determine which management system is the most 

appropriate. The criteria used include, (1) potential for consolidation, (2) create competitive 
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small businesses, (3) increase economic gains for fishermen and fishing communities, (4) 

providing adequate, long-term monitoring, (5) and potential for improvements to the resource. 

Each management approach is given a score of low, moderate, or high for each of the 

categories (Figure 5). From this comparison, a final recommendation is made.  

 

Days-at-Sea 
 

After comparing the five management schemes using this set of criteria, it is 

immediately evident that DAS management is not well suited for this particular fishery. Over 

the past 15 years, biological, economic, and social welfare goals have not been met. The sheer 

number of fishermen who chose to join fishing sectors in 2010 (over half of the vessels in the 

fishery have joined, and of those they account for roughly 98% of the total landings) [51] is 

testament to the overall feelings of DAS management by fishermen in the industry.   Further, 

this system, which has no TAC, causes a race to fish where fishermen catch what they can in the 

limited amount of time they have to fish.  Although clear evidence for consolidation under DAS 

is not clear, it is likely the tradability of DAS and the ability of larger, more efficient vessels to 

outcompete small day-boat fishermen has already caused considerate levels of consolidation in 

the fishery. Therefore, DAS received a low score for the first three criteria. Potential for 

improvements to the resource and potential for long-term monitoring are also ranked as low 

because monitoring is not nearly as thorough as in the CSM system currently in place. I strongly 

recommend that the NEMFC and NMFS do not revert back to DAS. 

 

Sectors without Accumulation Limits  
 

 The Council has showed interest over the past year in creating a diverse fleet, which is 

geographically dispersed, effectively making a place for small-scale operations from rural 

communities. However, accumulation limits are the only policy mechanism currently being 

considered by the Council and are not a stand-alone option for achieving these objectives.  

Potential for consolidation is ranked high for this option because accumulation limits alone are 

not enough to counter the effects of consolidation as can be seen in other fisheries. Because 

the economic data are not yet in and the system has only been in place for one year, the ability 
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of this management approach to increase economic gains for fishermen in small communities 

was given a moderate score. Potential for improvement to the resource and the ability of the 

approach to maintain adequate, long-term monitoring were given high scores given the 

systems requirement of 100% dockside and at-sea monitoring. Right now the federal 

government is funding the monitoring system, but in the future the costs will be the 

responsibility of the private sector.  

 
Sectors with CQEs 
 

 A sector system with CQE programs as described earlier incorporated would be a viable 

option for maintaining the ongoing participation and reinvigoration of historically active rural 

fishing communities. These types of programs would empower fishing communities with the 

funds available to purchase quota or being directly granted quota by NOAA and the Council, 

effectively countering consolidation and giving fishermen the competitive edge they need to 

compete with larger businesses. Therefore, the potential for consolidation for this management 

approach is given a low ranking and the ability to create competitive small businesses and 

create increased economic gains in rural fishing communities is given a high ranking. Again, the 

potential for improvement to the resource and the ability of the approach to maintain 

adequate, long-term monitoring were given high scores given the systems requirement of 100% 

dockside and at-sea monitoring. 

 

ITQs with Accumulation Limits 
 
 This is the same scenario as sectors with accumulation limits only, but under an ITQ 

system. ITQ systems worldwide are known for causing excessive consolidation when the 

appropriate mechanisms are not in place. As discussed previously, it is likely fishermen 

participating in a fishery with accumulation caps alone will find ways to get around the system. 

Therefore, the potential of this management alternative to cause consolidation is given a high 

ranking. Additionally, assuming fishing operations will find ways to get around the caps, the 

ability to create competitive small businesses in rural communities in order to maintain a 

diverse fleet which is geographically distributed was given a low ranking. The likelihood of this 
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approach to cause increased economic gains was given a moderate ranking. Since individuals 

are given a share of the quota, economic gains may increase since fishermen have the freedom 

to run their business more efficiently. However, the potential hardships of competing with 

larger businesses may make this increase marginal, which is why a moderate score was given. 

Potential for improvements to the resource and the ability of the system to provide for 

adequate, long-term monitoring was given a moderate score because in general, ITQ systems 

tend to have a lower level of monitoring. This is likely because monitoring is funded by the 

government who has limited funding.  

 

ITQs with CQEs 
 
 Lastly, an ITQ system with a CQE program as described previously would also be a viable 

option to protect and even reinvigorate the ongoing participation of small, rural fishing 

communities. Just as in the sector management option with a CQE program, fishing 

communities would have the capital available to purchase quota. If granted quota by NOAA and 

the Council, both types of programs would effectively counter against consolidation, giving 

fishermen the competitive edge they need to compete with larger businesses. Therefore, the 

potential for consolidation for this management approach is given a low ranking and the ability 

to create competitive small businesses and create increased economic gains in small fishing 

communities is given a high ranking. Like the previous ITQ option, however, the potential for 

improvements to the resource and the ability of the system to provide for adequate, long-term 

monitoring was given a moderate score. This is because, in general, ITQ systems tend to have a 

lower level of monitoring. 

 
Final Recommendation 
 

Both the sector and ITQ management approaches with CQE programs in place are viable 

options for protecting the interests of small fishing communities in New England who are 

involved in the groundfish fishery. However, because the ability of the resource to be improved 

and the potential for more adequate, long-term monitoring are higher under a sector 

management system, I recommend the Council continue the current catch share management 
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program via sectors with the incorporation of a CQE program. Either of the two options 

described earlier in this report, (1) NOAA and the Council appropriate funds or develop a 

revolving loan program so CQEs have to ability to purchase permits once they become available 

on the open market, or (2) the Council set strict accumulation limits (.5% or lower) and 

distribute the divested quota to qualifying CQEs which would help maintain for the ongoing 

participation of fishermen in rural fishing communities and promote the use of more 

sustainable fishing practices. 
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  DAS 

Sectors with 
Accumulation 

Limits Only 

Sectors 
with 
CQEs 

ITQs with 
Accumulation 

Limits Only 
ITQs with 

CQEs Comments 

Potential for 
Consolidation high high low high low 

Any system with only accumulation limits built in to avoid 
consolidation still poses the risk of individuals or firms 

gaining excessive access to the resource. 

Creates Competitive 
Small Businesses low low high low high 

By giving small, rural fishing communities the capacity to 
access quota through CQE programs, they stand a much 
better chance of creating small competitive businesses 

than under a system with accumulation limits alone   

Increased economic 
gains for fishermen in 

small fishing 
communities low moderate high moderate high 

Any catch share program is likely to allow fishermen to 
make their business more economically efficient since they 

no longer "racing to fish" like under a DAS system. 
However, the potential for consolidation in catch share 

systems without appropriate policy mechanisms makes the 
ability of increased economic gains in small fishing 

communities questionable. 

Potential for 
improvements to the 

resource low high high moderate/high moderate/high 

CSM via sectors in New England require 100% mandatory 
at-sea and dockside monitoring. ITQ systems generally do 
not require this level of monitoring since the government 

would be the source of funding. 

Provides for 
adequate, long-term 

monitoring low high high moderate moderate  

Sectors are more likely sustain 100% at-sea and dockside 
monitoring rather than the federal government who would 

provide for lower monitoring levels under an ITQ. 

Figure 4. Matrix comparing multiple management approaches. 
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