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Amendment 2: A successful first year
Atlantic menhaden play a vital role in marine ecosystems from Maine to Florida, serving as a critical food source 
for birds, mammals, and valuable fish species. The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission, or ASMFC, 
manages the Atlantic menhaden fishery, which is the largest by weight on the Atlantic coast. In December 2012, 
the commission approved Amendment 2 to the Atlantic Menhaden Interstate Fishery Management Plan to end 
overfishing and reduce fishing mortality to a target level set by managers.  



Goals and performance of Amendment 2

1. Coastwide quota
Goal: Amendment 2 created the first coastwide total allowable catch, or TAC, for Atlantic menhaden, 
establishing a maximum annual catch of 170,800 metric tons (about 377 million pounds). This represents a 25 
percent reduction from the catch in 2011 and is in effect until the completion of a benchmark stock assessment 
in early 2015. The amendment also set a subcap on the reduction fishery harvest in the Chesapeake Bay to guard 
against localized depletion in this sensitive ecosystem. 

Achieved: The coastwide menhaden catch did not exceed the target level in 2013. Because of Amendment 2, 
approximately 300 million more menhaden* were left in the Atlantic Ocean to fulfill their ecological role.  

Because of Amendment 2, approximately 300 million more 
menhaden were left in the Atlantic Ocean in 2013 to fulfill their 
critical ecological role.

2. Allocation and reporting
Goal: In addition to the coastwide total allowable catch, Amendment 2 established a state-by-state allocation 
system based on the average reported landings from 2009 to 2011. States that reach their quota are required 
to close their menhaden fishery until the next year. Amendment 2 provides flexibility through a method by 
which states can transfer quota to other states, roll over their unused quota to the next year, and pay back a 
quota overage the next year. To facilitate management, the amendment requires timely reporting and improved 
sampling among the various state fisheries.  

Achieved: The new management structure, including enforceable limits and reporting, is now in place in 
all 15 ASMFC states. The coastwide target TAC was not exceeded, and only Florida, New York, and Rhode 
Island exceeded their allocations. The amendment’s flexibility was demonstrated when North Carolina and 
Massachusetts transferred uncaught quota to allow states that had gone over their limit to comply with the 
regulations.  (See Figure 1.)

3. Biological reference points 
Goal: Amendment 2 adopted new biological reference points that managers use to determine the health of the 
menhaden population. Managers monitor both the fishery-induced mortality rate and spawning stock biomass 
of menhaden; they also track the availability of the species as a forage fish because of its critical importance in 
supporting the ocean ecosystem. 

Achieved:  The new biological reference points were adopted and will inform management decisions as the new 
stock assessment is implemented in early 2015.

* Pew estimate derived by subtracting total menhaden landings for 2011 from 2013, based upon total abundance and weight-at-age 
calculations from the 2010 ASMFC stock assessment.



Challenges
Although the Amendment 2 goals were achieved in 2013, some states underestimated the extent of bait  
fisheries when allocations were determined, in large part due to a lack of reporting and incomplete historical 
records. As a result, several states were forced to close their bait fisheries early or risk exceeding their 
allocations.  The commission discussed a possible reallocation, but such a process has not been initiated.

Amendment 2 also included a 6,000-pound bycatch allowance for fishing trips not targeting menhaden, to 
exempt smaller-scale incidental catch. States interpreted this allowance differently, and Maryland, for example, 
allowed 12,000 pounds on a trip with two permit holders. This catch is not counted toward each state’s quota. In 
2013 the bycatch amounted to 4.3 million pounds, or a little more than 1 percent of the total allowable catch for 
the year.  

Next steps
The 2014 benchmark stock assessment for Atlantic menhaden is underway and will evaluate the health of the 
stock and inform future management. A special stock assessment committee has already begun to evaluate 
commercial landings and discards data, catch per unit effort, biological samples, and the life history information 
of the species. The fisheries commission will use the results of this stock assessment to update the 2015 
coastwide catch limit established by Amendment 2. 

At the same time, commission staff and scientists are developing ecosystem reference points. Though not a part 
of Amendment 2, this approach would expand on the multispecies model of major predators, including striped 
bass, weakfish, and bluefish, to account for the broader importance of menhaden to the entire ecosystem. A 
special work group is collecting new data to achieve this goal. 

Figure 1

State-by-State Allocation Under Amendment 2 of the Menhaden 
Fishery Management Plan (in Thousands of Pounds)

*The Potomac River Fisheries Commission, or PRFC, is the Maryland-Virginia bistate regulatory authority for fishery matters in the main-stem 
tidal Potomac River from Washington, DC, to the Chesapeake Bay.

Source: Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (December 2012), Amendment 2 to the Interstate Fishery Management Plan for 
Atlantic Menhaden,  http://www.asmfc.org/uploads/file/atlanticMenhadenAmendment2_Dec2012.pdf
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For further information, please visit: 
pewenvironment.org/menhaden

Contact: Joseph Gordon, manager, U.S. oceans, Northeast 
Project website: pewenvironment.org/menhaden

Email: jgordon@pewtrusts.org
Phone: 202-887-1347

The Pew Charitable Trusts is driven by the power of knowledge to solve today’s most challenging problems. Pew applies a rigorous, analytical 
approach to improve public policy, inform the public, and stimulate civic life.
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