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Waste Not, Want Not

Minimizing bycatch helps fish populations and fishermen

The unintended catch of nontarget fish and other wildlife—which are often discarded dead or dying—is known
as bycatch and is a persistent problem for fishery managers. Bycatch represents a massive waste of U.S. ocean
resources: Almost a fifth of the total commercial catch is discarded in the United States, totaling about 4.6
million pounds of fish per day.1
Many types of fishing gear catch and kill far more ocean wildlife than intended. Fishermen discard this bycatch for
multiple reasons: because they need room for higher-value species; because possession is illegal; or because of
regulatory restrictions on size or quantity. Besides damaging ocean ecosystems, bycatch compromises economic
opportunity. In 2013, NOAA Fisheries scientists estimated that fish discarded due to their size or species cost
fisheries $427 million in lost sales at port, $4.2 billion in seafood-related sales (e.g., seafood and its packaging),
and 64,000 jobs annually.2
The Magnuson-Stevens Act requires managers to minimize bycatch to the “extent practicable,” but a less
ambiguous standard is needed to create solutions and close loopholes.

The solution
As part of the reauthorization of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, Congress should strengthen the requirement to
reduce bycatch by directing managers to:
•• Minimize bycatch and reduce the mortality of unavoidable bycatch, rather than merely minimize these when
practicable.
•• Assess the effect of bycatch on efforts to restore depleted fish populations.
•• Apply a consistent definition of bycatch to include all incidental catch of fish and wildlife, such as seabirds,
marine mammals, and unobserved mortality from fishing gear.

Bycatch: A closer look
Managers can find innovative ways to reduce bycatch while allowing fishing to continue. One example is found
in the Gulf of Mexico, where a surface longline fishery for yellowfin tuna and swordfish has historically discarded
more than half of its catch, mostly dead, including depleted western Atlantic bluefin tuna, sharks, juvenile
swordfish, and endangered sea turtles.3 Fortunately, alternative gear is available and results in far less waste
of marine life while allowing fishermen to pursue their target catch. Recent data from the Gulf revealed that
alternative gear could economically catch yellowfin, with 94 percent of the catch of all species being retained or
released alive, compared with just 64 percent on longlines.4

Minimizing waste, restoring fish
Despite management designed to rebuild depleted species, some populations are still struggling to recover;
bycatch can place additional pressure on the species and hinder their progress. In the South Atlantic United
States, populations of popular species such as red snapper, speckled hind, and warsaw grouper remain extremely
vulnerable to bycatch mortality in other fisheries.5 These populations will recover more quickly with management
that reduces unintentional waste.
The benefits of minimizing ocean bycatch could also be felt upriver. Significant effort has been made to restore
the freshwater habitat of river herring and shad, which migrate upstream from the ocean to spawn. But without
protections in the ocean, an entire run of these fish can be wiped out by one pass of an industrial trawler seeking
sea herring. To make sure that investments in restoration yield the desired results, the law should require best
practices to minimize bycatch of these and other important species in the open ocean.
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