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Rachel O’Malley, Rapporteur 


  
The Bluefin Tuna Species Working Group met virtually on May 18, 2021 to develop 
recommendations regarding ICCAT’s conservation, management, research, and data collection 
efforts for Atlantic bluefin tuna. The Working Group reviewed its 2020 report and considered the 
results of ICCAT’s 2020 correspondence process and the recent work of ICCAT’s Standing 
Committee on Research and Statistics (SCRS). 
 
With very limited time for discussion, the Group did not reach consensus on a path forward for 
western bluefin following the 2021 assessment, especially recognizing that the measure will 
simply be a bridge toward adoption of a management procedure next year that will provide a 
basis for TAC-setting starting in 2023. Some individual members of the Group voiced support 
for one of the following approaches: 


• The United States should propose a 1-year TAC that will have at least a 60% chance of 
preventing overfishing of western Atlantic bluefin tuna in 2022. 


• The United States should advocate the short-term objective of maintaining the status quo 
until an MSE based MP is available.  Doing so would mean making the minimum TAC 
changes necessary to maintain fishing mortality rate and biomass within their recent 
range (e.g., 10 years as a starting point for a discussion) based on the results of the most 
recent assessment information.  


 
The Bluefin Tuna Species Working Group makes the following points and recommendations for 
the Advisory Committee’s consideration: 
 
Conservation and Management Recommendations  
 
1. The United States should ramp up stakeholder outreach in order to increase basic 


understanding of the management strategy evaluation (MSE) process (i.e., “MSE 101”), as 
well as the timeline and workplan for the bluefin MSE, in particular. The outreach should 
focus on: a) providing a better understanding of tradeoffs and b) seeking stakeholder input on 
operational management objectives (i.e., further developing Res. 18-03). Outreach webinars 
should be organized via multiple fora, including the IAC, SMAST, and the SEFSC. Ideally, 
the bluefin-specific webinars would be scheduled after the July SCRS bluefin meeting when 
preliminary MSE results will be available. However, consideration must be given to the fact 
that it will be very difficult for fishermen to attend these meetings during the height of the 
fishing season.  The objective should be to provide stakeholders with the needed background 
on MSE enabling them to effectively engage in advance of a stakeholder input meeting.  This 
meeting needs to be scheduled sufficiently far in advance of November 12 in order to allow 
enough time for the outcomes from this meeting to be conveyed to our fishery managers at 







NOAA. When discussing management objectives, associated candidate performance metrics 
should be chosen carefully in consultation with scientists, so they are robust in the face of 
decisions about the structure of operating models and weightings used in the MSE.  
 


2. Noting concern about the lack of time allocated to the Fall 2021 Panel 2 meetings and need 
for managers, with engagement from stakeholders, to be prepared to actively contribute to 
the meetings and provide feedback to the SCRS, the United States should advocate for 
ICCAT to schedule a series of pre-meeting virtual regional workshops (e.g., North America, 
North Africa, Asia) with interpretation to allow more informal interactions and dialogue 
among scientists and managers. The United States should support development of 
communication materials and a streamlined format for presenting preliminary MSE results.  
The United States should support inclusion in the Panel 2 meeting agenda of a session 
including interaction with an online tool to explore tradeoffs among management objective 
performance, if recommended by the SCRS.  
 


3. Taking into account mixing between the eastern and western stocks, the United States should 
fully support urgent adoption and implementation of those measures recommended by the 
Working Group on Bluefin Tuna Control and Traceability Measures that would strengthen 
monitoring, control, and surveillance of the eastern Atlantic and Mediterranean bluefin tuna 
fishery. 
 


4. The United States should prioritize the development of ICCAT standards for electronic 
monitoring that are consistent with current U.S. requirements, as well as a workplan and 
timeline for implementation of a comprehensive electronic monitoring program, as a 
supplement to human observer programs.  


 
Research and Data Collection Recommendations  
 


1. NMFS scientists should continue to be active in the SCRS work to develop MSE for both 
bluefin tuna stocks, as the SCRS’s present workplan envisions presenting MSE results to 
the Commission for consideration and adoption in 2022.  
 


2. NMFS should continue its efforts to improve indices of abundance for western Atlantic 
bluefin tuna, considering environmental factors and input from fishermen. Efforts should 
include improved trip reporting, along with new aerial surveys targeting juveniles. 
Improvements would be beneficial to both the stock assessment and the MSE. 
 


3. NMFS should continue work in cooperation with Canada and Japan on the close-kin 
genetic mark-recapture study (CKMR) of the western population, aiming to finalize its 
initial population estimate by 2021. NMFS should encourage and support similar work 
for the eastern population, if deemed feasible given the much larger population size. 
NMFS and SCRS should view CKMR as an additional source of stock assessment 
information, not as a competing assessment.  This means that scientists should already be 
considering how results might be incorporated into the MSE process and management 
procedures, as was done with pioneering development of CKMR for Southern bluefin 
tuna.   







 
4. NMFS should continue to support studies that address oceanographic linkages between 


habitat (including forage fish) and bluefin tuna availability (including juveniles) and 
larval population dynamics to improve information from survey and fishery CPUE 
indices. This should include continuing and expanded studies in the Gulf of Mexico, the 
Slope Sea, and other potential critical habitat areas for bluefin tuna.  
 


5. The United States should examine the sampling structure, target sampling level, and 
associated sampling costs for otoliths and genetic data in the U.S., Canadian, and 
Japanese fisheries, advising on the geographic and temporal representativeness of 
collection to optimize sampling methods. The number of genetic samples necessary for 
CKMR (for varying degrees of population census accuracy) should be determined, taking 
into account the likely percentage of eastern origin fish that will be inadvertently 
sampled. Otolith sampling levels should be determined based on age structure and natal 
origin data needs. The United States should strive to develop a formal annual program 
funded by a direct budget line item (vs. the Bluefin Tuna Research Program, BTRP) for 
sampling U.S. bluefin tuna catch.  
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 Report of the Billfish Species Working Group 


Advisory Committee to the U.S. Section to ICCAT 


May 17, 2021 


Anna Beckwith, Convener 


Bryan Keller, Rapporteur 
 
The Billfish Species Working Group met on May 17, 2021 via Google Meets to develop 
recommendations regarding ICCAT’s conservation, management, research, and data collection 
efforts for white marlin, blue marlin and sailfish. The Working Group reviewed its 2020 report 
and considered the results of the 2020 ICCAT correspondence process and recent work of 
ICCAT’s Standing Committee on Research and Statistics (SCRS).  The Billfish Species Working 
Group (WG) agreed on the following recommendations: 
 
Management Recommendations:  
 


1. The United States should continue collaboration with partners to build further support for 
mandatory use of circle hooks, including by elevating the issue within CPC governments, 
as appropriate, and seek adoption of an ICCAT requirement for the use of large circle 
hooks in pelagic longline fisheries given the significant reductions in billfish bycatch 
mortality associated with their use, which will support rebuilding of overfished stocks. 


 
2. The United States should prioritize a thorough review of the billfish check sheet adopted 


as ICCAT Rec. 18-05. Specific compliance concerns include non-reporting of marlin 
discards, unacknowledged recreational fisheries, and lack of documented laws and 
regulations to implement Rec. 19-05. The WG notes that publicly available information 
could support this review. If a meaningful check sheet review process is not possible via 
correspondence in 2021, the United States should request inclusion of the issue on the 
2022 Compliance Committee agenda. 


 
3. The United States should support strengthened engagement with the Western Central 


Atlantic Fisheries Commission (WECAFC), including efforts to improve data collection 
and reporting throughout the Caribbean and to implement port State measures, which will 
help to support future stock assessments and address regional IUU fishing in coastal and 
high-seas fleets. 


 
4. Noting that the limit for eastern Atlantic sailfish of 1,030 t was significantly exceeded in 


2019 (with a reported 2,008 t), the 2020 reported catches should be reviewed when 
available. Any ongoing overharvests of serious magnitude should be highlighted as a 
concern needing future action by the Commission. 


 
 
Research Recommendations: 







 
1. Noting that many of the basic life-history parameters of billfish are still poorly 


understood, the WG recommends continued life history studies for white marlin, such as 
age and growth studies. 
 


2. The WG has identified the need for improving information on billfish mortality 
associated with purse seine fisheries throughout the Atlantic and with commercial surface 
FAD fisheries in the Caribbean. The United States should encourage the SCRS to 
consider the effect of increasing numbers of moored and drifting FADs in the Western 
Atlantic on billfish CPUE estimates, particularly in commercial fisheries. 


 
3. The United States should request an analysis by the ICCAT Secretariat comparing catch 


composition among fleets fishing in similar areas with similar gear types, as a means to 
identify potential unreported bycatch and incidental catches. 


 
4. U.S. scientists should evaluate the impact on billfish stock assessment results of including 


vs. not including early period Japanese longline abundance indices. 
 


5. Pursuant to Recommendation 19-05, the WG recommends that electronic tags continue to 
be deployed on billfish in order to collect important data, such as habitat utilization, 
movement ecology and post-release mortality, to be incorporated into habitat models. 
This work is pivotal for advancing and updating our understanding of how billfish may 
interact with various ICCAT fisheries.  


 
 
Working Group Members: 
 
Anna Beckwith (Convener) 
Peter Chaibongsai 
John Graves 
Robert Navarro (absent) 
Tim O’Brien 
Jan McDowell 
Raimundo Espinoza 
 
Other Attendees: 
Bryan Keller (Rapporteur) 
Rachel O’Malley 
Randy Blankinship 
Craig Brown 
Eric Orbesen  
Michael Schirripa  
Carrie Soltanoff 
Deirdre Warner-Kramer  
 
Commissioners: 







Alexa Cole 
Glenn Delaney 
Ray Bogan 
 








 


Report of the Swordfish/Shark Species Working Group 
  


Advisory Committee to the U.S. Section to ICCAT  
2021 Species Working Group Meeting 


  
Dave Kerstetter, Convener  
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The Swordfish/Shark Species Working Group met virtually on May 18, 2021, to develop 
recommendations regarding ICCAT’s conservation, management, research, and data collection efforts for 
swordfish and sharks. The Working Group reviewed its 2020 report and considered the results of the 2020 
ICCAT correspondence process and recent work of ICCAT’s Standing Committee on Research and 
Statistics (SCRS).  
 
Recommendations  
The Swordfish and Sharks Species Working Group makes the following recommendations for the 
Advisory Committee’s consideration:  


Swordfish – Conservation and Management Recommendations 


1. Beginning with the 2021 Panel 4 meeting, the United States should support further development 
of the conceptual management objectives for North Atlantic swordfish agreed to at the 2019 
annual meeting (Res. 19-14) by adding precautionary probabilities as well as timelines. An 
objective should be added to guide rebuilding should the SCRS determine that the stock is 
overfished and to manage juvenile mortality to ensure productivity. 


2. The United States should continue to support the development of a management procedure based 
on management strategy evaluation (MSE), aiming for adoption in 2022, to replace Rec. 17-02. 


3. If requested, the United States should only consider temporary quota transfers with conditions 
requiring other countries to use the same best fishing practices mandated in this country (e.g., 
bycatch mitigation measures). 


4. The United States should further investigate compliance with minimum size requirements for this 
stock. 


Swordfish – Research and Data Collection Recommendations 
 


1. NMFS scientists should continue to be active in the development of MSE for North Atlantic 
swordfish, with an aim to present results to the Commission in 2021. As part of this effort, the 
SEFSC should consider proposing candidate management procedures designed to achieve the 
initial operational management objectives. 


2. The United States should continue to promote improved data collection for swordfish by all 
CPCs, including from recreational fisheries. Particular focus should be given to catch at size, 
including live and dead discards, in addition to total catch, in support of management 
recommendation (4) above. 


3. The United States urges ICCAT to initiate studies that compare the effect of hook type and other 
terminal gear modifications on at-haulback and post-release mortality. 


4. The United States should further research the effects of the implementation of minimum size 
requirements, especially for the North Atlantic stock. 







 


5. Pursuant to Recommendation 19-05, the WG recommends that electronic tags continue to be 
deployed on swordfish in order to collect important data (e.g., habitat utilization, movement 
ecology and post-release mortality) to be incorporated into habitat and assessment models.   


Sharks – Conservation and Management Recommendations 


1. The United States should prioritize in 2021 science-based safeguards for North Atlantic shortfin 
mako sharks that reduce mortality below levels recommended by the SCRS. 


2. The United States should support a proposal to establish a science-based ICCAT limit for South 
Atlantic shortfin mako sharks, if offered. 


3. The United States should prioritize Compliance Committee deliberations with regard to sharks, 
taking into consideration the reports submitted by Contracting Parties under Recommendation 18-
06, with a view to: 


a. improve clarity and eliminate ambiguity in CPCs’ annual reports; 
b. evaluate compliance with data reporting obligations for sharks and seek appropriate 


action, such as application of Rec. 11-15, Recommendation by ICCAT on Penalties 
Applicable in the Case of non-Fulfillment of Reporting Obligations, Rec.06-13, 
Recommendation by ICCAT Concerning Trade Measures, or other ICCAT instruments to 
address issues of non-compliance; 


c. collaborate with other CPCs to take action to address broader concerns with the 
inaccurate reporting of dead discards of sharks and other species, including by pursuing 
definitions of dead discard and clearly defining ICCAT TAC to include dead discards for 
all CPCs; 


d. work to ensure full implementation of existing recommendations by all CPCs, 
particularly with respect to Rec. 19-06, Recommendation by ICCAT on the conservation 
of North Atlantic shortfin mako, and the catch data needed to evaluate its effect; this 
should be pursued via bilateral negotiations with the primary shortfin mako fishing CPCs 
(the European Union, Japan, Morocco, and Canada). 


4. The United States should continue to pursue an ICCAT recommendation to require that all 
retained sharks be landed with their fins naturally attached. These efforts should occur well in 
advance of the Commission annual meeting and specifically appeal to the EU and Canada for 
assistance in adding co-sponsors to the proposal.  


Sharks – Research and Data Collection Recommendations 


1. For those shark species lacking an assessment, the SCRS should continue efforts to explore data-
limited methods to assess stock status, including indicators in trends of relative abundance.  


2. NOAA should continue supporting research on bycatch avoidance and post-release mortality with 
a focus on species for which retention is prohibited by ICCAT (to help evaluate the efficacy of 
existing management measures). Particularly, the United States should examine the effects of the 
use of J hooks and circle hooks (e.g. internal hooking), terminal gear configuration (e.g. nylon vs. 
wire), and fishing practices (e.g. soak time) on post-release mortality in both commercial and 
recreational fisheries. NOAA should also support research into the effect of spatiotemporal 
variables on the habitat use of species captured in ICCAT fisheries to inform management 
measures and advance bycatch mitigation efforts. 


3. The United States should support research towards the development and adoption of a 
management procedure, with the associated limit, target, and threshold reference points, for North 
and South Atlantic blue sharks. 







 


4. The United States should continue to promote improved data collection for sharks by all CPCs, 
including from recreational fisheries. Particular focus should be given to data-deficient pelagic 
species (e.g., common thresher sharks) which are frequently taken in ICCAT fisheries. 


5. The WG recommends that electronic tags continue to be deployed on sharks in order to collect 
important data (e.g., habitat utilization, movement ecology and post-release mortality) to be 
incorporated into habitat and assessment models.  
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The BAYS Species Working Group met virtually on May 17, 2021, to develop recommendations 
regarding ICCAT’s conservation, management, research, and data collection efforts for bigeye, 
albacore, yellowfin, and skipjack (BAYS) tuna stocks. The Working Group considered the 
results of ICCAT’s 2020 correspondence process and recent work of ICCAT’s Standing 
Committee on Research and Statistics (SCRS). The BAYS Species Working Group makes the 
following points and recommendations for the Advisory Committee’s consideration: 
 
Conservation and Management Recommendations 
 


1. As part of its long-term strategy, the United States should seek to advance quota 
allocation negotiations for both bigeye and yellowfin that includes all major harvesters, 
sufficiently limits CPCs with purse seine interests, and suspends new entrants into 
fisheries for overfished stocks until such time as the stock recovers. For yellowfin 
allocation discussions, any small harvester exception considered should be de minimis. In 
developing such allocation schemes, U.S. fishing possibilities must be protected to ensure 
no additional limits to U.S. fishermen. In this context, the United States should continue 
to take every opportunity to reaffirm its longstanding position that the small harvester 
bigeye catch limit of 1,575 mt set forth in Rec. 16-01 remains applicable to the United 
States. One Member of the group suggested that the United States demonstrate flexibility 
in future allocation discussions to facilitate agreement on a longer-term allocation 
arrangement. 
 


2. The United States should provide leadership, and potentially submit a proposal to Panel 
1, in an effort to revise Rec. 19-02 to implement a new management system for tropical 
tunas. The measure should include enforceable TACs coupled with enhanced 
management of purse seine fisheries to provide a high likelihood (not less than 60%) of 
recovering bigeye within ten years and maintaining yellowfin in the green zone. It should 
also include an eastern Atlantic skipjack TAC based on recent catches. The measure 
should state support for the ongoing management strategy evaluation process toward 
adoption of a multi-stock management procedure for these stocks in 2024. 
 


3. The United States should provide leadership, including by potentially submitting a 
proposal to Panel 2, to implement a fully specified management procedure for North 
Atlantic albacore, including an exceptional circumstances protocol. 
 


4. The United States should support development of strong management objectives for 
tropical tunas that promote sustainable fishing (i.e., stocks in the green quadrant of the 
Kobe plot), with high probability (e.g., 70% likelihood), while maximizing long-term 







annual catch so as to move forward with development of management procedures for 
tropical tunas in the Atlantic. 
 


5. The United States should  continue to pursue measures that limit bigeye and yellowfin 
catch on FADs, including by adjusting FAD deployment limits, as necessary, in 
conjunction with unique FAD identifiers, and in particular, by adjusting the Convention 
area-wide FAD closure to reflect the best available science and meaningfully reduce 
juvenile catches. 


 
6. The United States should support the development of electronic monitoring as an 


appropriate means for achieving some level of increased observer coverage, particularly 
in the pelagic longline and purse seine fleets.  In particular, the United States should 
support ongoing efforts by IMM and the SCRS to develop minimum EM standards for 
use in ICCAT fisheries that align with U.S. domestic requirements.  
 


 
Research and Data Collection Recommendations 
 


1. NMFS scientists should maintain their active leadership role throughout the completion 
of the bigeye assessment this year. 


 
2. The United States should continue to promote a timely completion of MSE for 


consideration in managing the tropical tunas in the Atlantic, including by advocating that 
the ICCAT Commission provide full funding to the MSE effort. 
 
 


3. NMFS Scientists should promote the ongoing development and thorough review of a 
tropical tuna index of juvenile abundance using FAD echo-sounder data, catch, and other 
available sources of data as well as a joint longline index of abundance. If additional 
information is required to achieve this, NMFS scientists should work within SCRS to 
advise the Commission on the data needs. 
 


4. NMFS Scientists should encourage the SCRS to support  scientific programs to  improve 
population parameters (ageing, growth, and mortality) for the tropical tuna species, 
through  long-term  biological sampling, and deployment of conventional and electronic 
tags on these species.  
 


5. NMFS Scientists should collaborate in ongoing efforts, led by other SCRS scientists, to 
develop an MSE for the western Atlantic skipjack, including by providing relevant data 
and fisheries indices that were previously developed for skipjack stock assessments. 
 


6. United States should request that  the SCRS include in its annual reports tables that show 
catches of bigeye by numbers of fish caught, broken down by CPC and gear type. If 
resources are available the same should be provided for yellowfin. 
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