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MEMORANDUM 

 

Vision: Sustainably Managing Atlantic Coastal Fisheries 

January 18, 2018 

To:  South Atlantic State/Federal Fisheries Management Board 

From:    Atlantic Croaker Technical Committee and Spot Plan Review Team 

Subject:  Recommended Updates to the Annual Traffic Light Analyses for Atlantic 
Croaker and Spot  

 
 
In 2017, benchmark stock assessments were completed for Atlantic croaker and spot. Neither 
of these assessments were recommended for management use due in part to conflicting signals 
from abundance and harvest time series. To improve the annual Traffic Light Analyses (TLA) 
conducted for these species, which monitor these fisheries using abundance and harvest time 
series, the South Atlantic State/Federal Fisheries Management Board (Board) tasked the 
Atlantic Croaker Technical Committee (TC) and Spot Plan Review Team (PRT) with exploring 
potential updates to the TLAs for both species. 
 
The TC and PRT recommend the following changes to the annual Atlantic croaker TLA: 
 

1. Incorporation of indices from the Chesapeake Bay Multispecies Monitoring and 
Assessment Program (ChesMMAP) and the South Carolina Department of Natural 
Resources (SCDNR) Trammel Net Survey into the adult composite characteristic index, in 
addition to the currently used indices from the Northeast Fishery Science Center 
(NEFSC) Multispecies Bottom Trawl Survey and Southeast Area Monitoring and 
Assessment Program (SEAMAP). 

2. Use of revised adult abundance indices from the surveys mentioned above, in which 
age-length keys and length composition information are used to estimate the number of 
adult (age 2+) individuals caught by each survey. 

3. Use of regional metrics to characterize the fisheries north and south of the Virginia-
North Carolina state border. The ChesMMAP and NEFSC surveys would be used to 
characterize abundance north of the border, and the SCDNR Trammel Net and SEAMAP 
surveys would be used to characterize abundance south of the border. 

4. Change/establish the reference time period for all surveys to be 2002-2012. 
5. Change the triggering mechanism to the following: Management action will be triggered 

according to the current 30% red and 60% red thresholds if both the abundance and 
harvest thresholds are exceeded in any 3 of the 4 terminal years. 

 
 
 
 

http://www.asmfc.org/


The TC and PRT recommend the following changes to the annual spot TLA: 
 

1. Incorporation of indices from ChesMMAP and the North Carolina Division of Marine 
Fisheries (NCDMF) Pamlico Sound Survey, Program 195, into the adult composite 
characteristic index, in addition to the currently used NEFSC and SEAMAP indices. 

2. Use of revised adult abundance indices from the surveys mentioned above, in which 
age-length keys and length composition information are used to estimate the number of 
adult (age 1+) individuals caught by each survey. 

3. Use of regional metrics to characterize the fisheries north and south of the Virginia-
North Carolina state border. The ChesMMAP and NEFSC surveys would be used to 
characterize abundance north of the border, and the NCDMF Program 195 and SEAMAP 
surveys would be used to characterize abundance south of the border. 

4. Change/establish the reference time period for all surveys to be 2002-2012. 
5. Change the triggering mechanism to the following: Management action will be triggered 

according to the current 30% red and 60% red thresholds if both the abundance and 
harvest thresholds are exceeded in any 2 of the 3 terminal years. 

 
In addition to the above changes to the TLA triggering mechanisms, the TC/PRT recommend 
annual PRT review of juvenile abundance indices and shrimp trawl discards for both species. 
The TC/PRT recommend these data be used regularly only as supplemental information, but 
with the potential for PRT recommendation of management action if these or other data 
indicate action is warranted, even in years when management action is not required by the 
triggering mechanisms.  
 
A summary of the call on January 16, 2018, on which the TC and PRT discussed and decided 
upon these changes is attached for your reference. 
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Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission 

Atlantic Croaker Technical Committee and Spot Plan Review Team 

Call Summary 

January 16, 2018 
10:00 a.m.-12:00 p.m. 

 

Attendees 

Technical Committee/Plan Review Team: Tim Daniels (NJ), Michael Grego (DE), Harry 
Rickabaugh (MD), Ryan Jiorle (VA), Dan Zapf (NC), Chris McDonough (TC Chair, SC), Dawn 
Franco (GA), Joseph Munyandorero (FL) 

ASMFC Staff: Jeff Kipp, Michael Schmidtke 

Summary 

A conference call was held on January 16, 2018 to review potential changes to the Traffic Light 
Analysis (TLA) for both spot and Atlantic croaker.  Jeff Kipp gave an update of the work done by 
the sub-group analyzing the available data and exploring alternative configurations of the TLA 
to improve its utility in informing the board on current stock status.  The use of Relative 
Exploitation along with the TLA was also presented and discussed.  The TLA and indices used for 
both species are very similar.  Therefore spot was reviewed and discussed in detail first, 
including working through a decision tree to provide a recommended TLA configuration to the 
board.  Once this was completed croaker was reviewed with some discussion where there were 
differences compared to spot, and the same decision tree was used to develop a recommended 
Atlantic croaker TLA.  The discussion points below apply to both species unless otherwise 
noted. 

Jeff presented a background of the current TLAs and how the signals given by the Harvest 
metric (commercial and recreational landings) and the Adult Abundance metric (independent 
offshore trawl surveys) do not agree, particularly a continued decline in harvest in recent years, 
with generally increasing or stable index values.  Closer examination of the data indicated the 
indices were being influenced by age zero fish, particularly in years with strong recruitment.  
Indices were split into adult and juvenile components.  The SEAMAP spring index was 
determined to be a better indicator of adult abundance, and the fall index better indexes 
juveniles.  Inclusion of additional indices including ChesMMAP for spot and croaker, the South 
Carolina trammel net survey for croaker and the NC DMF program 195 for spot were also 
explored, since they have adequate time series and provide information on adult abundance in 
inshore waters. The SC trammel net survey also provides a wider range of adults. Unlike 
SEAMAP and NMFS, the NC DMF P195 and ChesMMAP are showing a steady decline in 
abundance in recent years. There was also evidence of differences in the Mid-Atlantic and 
South Atlantic trends, suggesting a regional split may be appropriate.   The working group also 
suggesting moving to a two out of three years trip mechanism for spot (as compared to the 
current 2 consecutive years) and 3 out of 4 years for croaker instead of the current 3 
consecutive years.   



A question was raised as to why juvenile indices are only used as informative and not as a 
trigger mechanism.  The reason for this is the lack of a significant stock recruit relationship for 
either species, leading to environmental factors having a stronger influence on recruitment 
than adult abundance.  

The use of relative exploitation in place of the TLA was discussed.  The effects of the shrimp 
trawl fishery would not be incorporated in the annual trigger exercise, potentially affecting 
results, but would be considered as an informative index in a similar manner to the juvenile 
indices.  The group felt the TLA was more familiar and easier to understand for the board and 
the general public.  The relative exploitation methods presented were also very conservative, 
and likely would need more work on determining the appropriate reference points.  For these 
reasons the consensus was to continue with the TLA. 

In discussing which indices to include, there was some concern raised that the offshore indices, 
particularly the NMFS trawl survey, may not be accurately tracking adult abundance of these 
species, even when split out by age.  This would be due to timing of the migration of fish 
offshore compared to the timing of the survey, in some years these two events may occur at 
the same time, but in others they may not.  Changes in habitat use from inshore to offshore 
may also be occurring, so the consensus was to continue using these surveys and to add in the 
inshore surveys as well (2 inshore and 2 offshore for each species).  The group also agreed to 
use the age 1+ indices for spot, and the age 2+ indices for croaker. 

Whether to split the TLAs regionally into Mid-Atlantic (VA north) and South Atlantic (NC south) 
was discussed in detail.  Clarification was made that the split would be due to fishery 
differences and not because the biology of the species suggested it was needed.  Recruitment 
indices tend to track across regions, but landings and index values show more continuity within 
region than across.  It was also pointed out that the shrimp trawl fishery occurs primarily in the 
south Atlantic, and the dynamics of Chesapeake Bay likely differ from southern estuaries.   
Including ChesMMAP in the Mid-Atlantic region requires changing the reference time period to 
begin in 2002 as this was the first year for the ChesMMAP survey.  By using regional TLAs the 
south Atlantic could keep a longer time series, although the same TLA reference time period 
would be used for both regions.  Consensus was reached that the TLAs should be split by region 
due to differences in the fishery trends and characteristics. 

Based on the decisions above the reference period for both species needed to be changed to 
accommodate the shorter time series of the ChesMMAP survey.  The group discussed whether 
to have different reference periods for each region, and whether the 2002-2012 time frame 
was appropriate for both species.  The consensus was to maintain consistency between regions, 
and that the 2012 cutoff was appropriate to avoid including several very low harvest years in 
the recent time frame, but still include variability within the data sets. 

Clarification was given as to how the current 30%/60% red thresholds were selected, and 
consensus was to continue using those values.  

The tripping mechanism was discussed for each species.  The current requirement of two (spot) 
or three (croaker) consecutive years of red above either of the thresholds to trigger 
management may be too stringent.  Since recruitment is not strongly tied to abundance, a 



single strong year-class from a low adult abundance could potentially provide a value of red 
below 30%, requiring two or three more very poor years before management would be 
considered.  If this occurred more than once, with a continued decline in long term adult 
abundance, this could lead to recruitment failure, particularly in spot.  Group consensus was for 
a two out of three years above a red threshold occurring for spot and three out of four years for 
croaker, and both metrics would need to trip in the same three (spot) or four (croaker) year 
time frame. 

There also was a discussion on the inclusion of effort data for either the recreational or 
commercial fishery.  Primarily revolving around the reliability of effort data that could be 
produced for these species.  It was generally agreed upon that including that information would 
be ideal, but developing a reliable effort data stream would be a very large undertaking, that 
may not prove successful.  

 


