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ASMFC Approves Jonah Crab Interstate Fishery Management Plan

Alexandria, VA — The Atlantic States Marine
Fisheries Commission has approved the Interstate
Fishery Management Plan (FMP) for Jonah Crab.
The FMP implements a suite of measures to
manage and monitor the Jonah crab resource for
the first time along the U.S. Atlantic coast. The
Plan limits participation in the trap fishery to only
those vessels and permit holders that already hold
an American lobster permit or can prove prior
participation in the crab fishery. All others
harvesters using non-trap gear must obtain an
incidental permit. It also establishes a 4.75”
coastwide minimum size and requires the landing
of whole crabs except for individuals from New
Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia who can
prove a history of claw landings before the control
date of June 2, 2015.
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The FMP seeks to cap effort and protect spawning stock biomass in the absence of a range-wide stock
assessment. The Plan was initiated in response to concern about increasing targeted fishing pressure for
Jonah crab, which has long been considered a bycatch in the American lobster fishery. Since the early
2000s, growing market demand has increased reported landings by more than six-fold. The vast majority
of Jonah crab are harvested by lobstermen using lobster traps. With the increase in demand for crab, a
mixed crustacean fishery has emerged that can target both lobster or crab or both at different times of
year based on modifications to the gear and small shifts in the areas in which traps are fished. The mixed
nature of the fishery makes it difficult to manage a Jonah crab fishery completely separate from the
American lobster fishery without impacting the number of vertical lines and traps in state and federal
waters. Furthermore, a lack of universal permitting and reporting requirements makes it difficult to
characterize catch and effort to the full extent in order to manage the fishery. In federal waters, the crab
resource is not directly regulated but rather is regulated incidentally by the American lobster regulations.

The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission was formed by the 15 Atlantic coastal states in 1942 for the promotion and
protection of coastal fishery resources. The Commission serves as a deliberative body of the Atlantic coastal states, coordinating
the conservation and management of nearshore fishery resources, including marine, shell and anadromous species.
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Therefore, in the absence of a comprehensive management plan and range-wide stock assessment,
increased harvest of Jonah crab may compromise the sustainability of the resource.

The FMP establishes commercial, recreational, and fishery-dependent monitoring measures for the Jonah
crab fishery. In addition to the issues of minimum size, permitting, and crab part retention addressed
above, the Plan also establishes a non-trap incidental bycatch limit of 200 crabs per calendar day, 500
crabs per trip extending longer than one calendar day and prohibits the retention of egg-bearing females.
For fishery-dependent sampling, the plan requires 100% harvester reporting and 100% dealer reporting
with port and sea sampling. Jurisdictions that currently require less than 100% harvester reporter are

required to, at a minimum, maintain their current programs and extend them to Jonah crab. In the
recreational sector, the FMP establishes a possession limit of 50 whole crabs per person per day. Finally,
the FMP specifies that states whose commercial landings are less than 1% of the three-year coastwide
average may qualify for de minimis status. De minimis states are not required to implement fishery-
independent or port/sea sampling.

Since the fishery primarily occurs within federal waters, the Board has recommended that NOAA Fisheries
implement the provisions of the Jonah Crab FMP in federal waters, pursuant to the NOAA’s authority
under the Atlantic Coastal Fisheries Cooperative Management Act. The New England Fishery Management
Council, which will meet in the fall to set its management planning activities for 2016, will consider
whether the development of a Council Jonah Crab FMP will be one of its priorities. Regardless of its
decision, the Commission and its federal partners will continue to work closely on Jonah crab
management.

The FMP, which will be implemented by June 1, 2016, will be available by the end of August via the
Commission’s website, www.asmfc.org, on the American Lobster page under Fishery Management Plans.
Upon recommending the FMP’s final approval by the Interstate Fisheries Management Program Policy
Board, the American Lobster Management Board agreed to move forward on the development an
addendum to identify management measures for crab-only trap fishermen (e.g., trap and landing limits).
The Board will discuss the specific measures to be included in the addendum at its next meeting. For more
information, please contact Megan Ware, FMP Coordinator, at mware@asmfc.org or 703.842.0740.
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