
In Bringing Back the Fish: An Evaluation of U.S. Fisheries Rebuilding Under 
the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act, NRDC 
evaluated all U.S. ocean fish stocks put in rebuilding plans under Section 
304(e) of the Magnuson-Stevens Act with sufficient information to evaluate 
progress (44 stocks). For results from all regions and a national perspective 
on the rebuilding of all 44 evaluated stocks, please see the full report at 
www.nrdc.org/oceans/rebuilding-fisheries.asp.
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The mid-Atlantic region has some of the most sought after sport fish populations in the country. Yet for stretches 
during the 1990s, anglers who chartered boats, bought fishing supplies, and loaded up on gas and snacks had many 
fewer reasons to be out on the water. 
 Stocks were depleted and catches were weak. Popular fish, such as summer flounder and scup, dropped to just 
15 percent and 4 percent of healthy population levels, respectively. Half of the region’s managed fish stocks were 
overfished. The commercial fishing industry was hit as well. Communities lost hundreds of millions from recreational 
fishermen who lost interest and commercial fisherman who could not find fish. 
 Under the Magnuson-Stevens Act and the rebuilding requirement added to the law in 1996 the region’s once 
overfished stocks have achieved healthy population levels. The law has also allowed the mid-Atlantic to recapture 
the direct and indirect benefits that sustainable fisheries offer to the region—and grow the economic opportunities. 
Just four of the rebuilt fish populations (summer flounder, bluefish, butterfish, and black sea bass) have been 
estimated to be worth $570 million in direct economic benefits in the region with additional secondary job, sales, and 
income benefits.1
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Population trends (3-year moving average). For rebuilt stocks, time series is extended to date of last assessment. 
Source: nrDC, Bringing Back the Fish: An Evaluation of U.S. Fisheries Rebuilding Under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery 
Conservation and Management Act (February 2013). www.nrdc.org /oceans/rebuilding-fisheries.asp.

The mid-Atlantic region has led the nation in recovering 
healthy fish stocks under the Magnuson-Stevens Act. It is 
the only region that has successfully rebuilt or met recovery 
targets for all managed stocks. Five once-overfished 
species—summer flounder, scup, black sea bass, bluefish, 
and spiny dogfish—have been designated rebuilt.2 Tilefish 
has surpassed its rebuilding target but has not yet been 
officially designated as rebuilt. Catch of these species is up. 

For example, recreational catch of scup in the last decade has 
increased 163 percent from levels in the late 1990s. In 2011, 
revenues from dockside scup sales reached their highest 
level in 20 years. Of concern are the region’s species that are 
recognized to be significantly depleted but lack rebuilding 
plans under the Magnuson-Stevens Act because they have 
not been put under formal federal management. Such species 
include river herring, shad, menhaden, and Atlantic sturgeon. 

FIShERIES RECOVERY PROGRESS IN ThE MID-ATlANTIC REGION: ExCEllENT (with a caveat)



A FiSHerMAn’S PerSPeCTive: 
eleven years ago, when John McMurray started running 
charters out of lower new York Harbor, he didn’t bother 
targeting depleted bottom fish like black sea bass and 
summer flounder. The fish were far too scarce to excite 
his clients. Today, however, those species that have been 
successfully rebuilt under the Magnuson-Stevens Act 
account for around a third of McMurray’s business.

 “You weren’t going to put together good catches back 
then—the size and numbers just weren’t there,” said McMurray, a 42-year-old 
former Coast guard small boat coxswain. “i didn’t bother fishing for summer 
flounder or black sea bass until the fisheries rebuilt. The overall impact is that 
there are more fish around than ever.” 

The success in rebuilding depleted Mid-Atlantic stocks proves that careful 
management is capable of bringing back the fish, he says. And it’s the best 
argument for staying the course and avoiding mistakes of the past. “Some people 
still don’t understand why they can’t keep more and more,” he said. “if you do 
that, and open it back up, it’s just going to go back to the way it was.”
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1  John M. gates, Investing in Our Future & the Economic Case for Rebuilding Mid-Atlantic Fish Populations, published by the Pew 
environment group (2009).

2  Summer flounder was designated as rebuilt in 2011 but was subsequently determined to be slightly short of full recovery (95%).

Sources: nOAA Office of Science and Technology, Marine recreational Fisheries Statistics Survey, available at http://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/recreation-
al-fisheries/access-data/run-a-data-query/index; nOAA Fisheries, Annual Commercial Landing Statistics, available at http://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/st1/
commercial/landings/annual–landings.html.


