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DISCLAIMER
This report was mainly prepared with information available from FishSource.com™, a program of
Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (SFP). The findings summarized in the report are based on
information that the authors accessed from FishSource in September 2014. SFP updates FishSource
regularly but the report may not capture the most recent data for all the stocks. Always check
FishSource.com for the most updated information SFP has for any given stock and fishery. Given the
large number of existing stocks for a given sector, this report evaluates the strategically most
important stocks worldwide (based on criteria such as volume of catch or interest for SFP partners,
for example). The scoring and ranking categories provided currently do not take into account the
environmental impacts of the fisheries (i.e., are based solely on the quality of management/fishers’
compliance and the status of the stock). However, the main environmental issues are considered at
a high resolution level, based on information already captured in the respective narrative
“Environment and Biodiversity” sections of FishSource.com, and also in other sources of
information.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This briefing represents the second edition of the SFP global sustainability overview of a selection of
whitefish fish stocks used for human consumption; the document covers the most recent
assessment period for which comparable data is available as of September 2014. The analysis covers
51 fish stocks from 13 species around the Atlantic and Pacific oceans (which account for 77% of the
global wild harvest of the whitefish sector1), rated according to the sustainability assessment
presented on FishSource (www.fishsource.com).
The stocks are ranked into three sustainability categories (A, B, and C) according to scores on
FishSource, the SFP public database of fisheries information. The categorization is based on the
quality of management (criteria 1 to 3) and status of the target stock (criteria 4 and 5). The
categories, defined within the context of FishSource’s 10-point scoring scale, are:
Category A – Very well managed fisheries that score 8 and above across all FishSource scores
Category B – Reasonably managed fisheries that score 6 or above across all FishSource scores
Category C – Poorly managed fisheries where at least one FishSource score is below 6
While information on environmental impacts of fishing activities is also captured in the narrative
sections of the FishSource fishery profiles, it is not currently captured by the scoring system used to
derive sustainability categories for this report. Yet, generic advice by SFP on issues of relevance to
whitefish fisheries, for instance Benthic Protection Areas network design, can be found in Spear and
Cannon (2012).
In summary, the 2014 briefing concludes that for the 51 whitefish fish stocks analyzed:
More than half (52%) of the catch came from very well managed stocks (Category A), representing a
11% increase from 41.5% last year (Table 1; Figure 1). The stocks with the largest contribution for
this category were the Eastern Bering Sea (EBS) pollock (21.5%), Barents Sea cod (16.4%), North
Pacific hake (whiting) (4.8%), and Icelandic cod (3.6%).
38.6% of the total catch volume of whitefish included in this analysis came from reasonably
managed stocks (Category B), also representing a slight increase (1.1%) compared to 2013 (Table 1;
Figure 1).
9.3% of the total catch volume of whitefish included in this analysis came from 24 poorly managed
stocks (Category C), representing a decrease of 11.8% (about 675 thousand tonnes) compared to the
2013 report. However, despite the low volume, almost half the stocks in this overview are in
Category C, suggesting that considerable improvements efforts are still required.
In terms of movement between sustainability categories from 2013, of the 51 stocks analyzed in this
overview, changes were observed in 12 stocks (details on the specific changes for each of the stocks
can be found in Table 2):
-

1

Seven stocks improved their status: North Pacific hake – West Coast USA and Canada; Saithe
– Icelandic; New Zealand Southern blue whiting – Campbell Island Rise; Alaska pollock – Gulf

Using data for latest catches and comparing to FAO global reported landings (2012) for ISSCAAP groups 32 (Cods, hakes, haddocks) (FAO,
2011–2014)
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of Alaska; New Zealand Southern blue whiting – Bounty platform; Haddock – Gulf of Maine;
Southern blue whiting – Chilean; Argentine hake – South of 41ºS; Alaska pollock – Japanese
Pacific.
-

Five stocks decreased in their sustainability category: Haddock – North Sea; Saithe – North
Sea; Haddock – S Scotian Shelf and Bay of Fundy; Atlantic cod – Baltic Sea eastern; Atlantic
cod – Baltic Sea western.

In terms of engagement with the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) program, the number of
whitefish fisheries in the MSC program continues to increase, with 57 fisheries from 27 different
stocks certified or in full assessment (FA) as of September 2014. For the 51 stocks analyzed in this
overview, 86% of the supply comes from stocks with fisheries in the MSC program. However, many
of these fisheries still have open conditions that need to be addressed for continued certification.
Despite good progress observed in some of the fishery improvement projects (FIPs), including
Marine Stewardship Council certification of some, all of the whitefish stocks featured in this
overview would benefit from improvements in management and quality of research. Table 3
indicates the current priority improvements required for the 15 stocks of whitefish in which a FIP is
underway.
Finally, it is important to note that despite the positive news that a large volume of whitefish comes
from fisheries in good condition, there are still 24 poorly managed stocks that supply little fish
because they cannot support significant catches. Most of the NW Atlantic cod stocks are still in this
situation, i.e., highly depleted stocks that show no signs of recovery. This suggests the management
measures already in place, such as the closure of most of the directed commercial fisheries, have not
been sufficient to assist stock rebuilding; further research is the needed to explore additional actions
to support stock recovery (e.g., addressing bycatch in other fisheries).
An analysis of the 51 stocks in this report shows that if healthy fisheries maintain their status while
poorly managed fisheries recover by 2020, we can expect a 25% increase in spawning stock biomass
(representing an increase of 5 million tonnes). One of the key findings in this overview is therefore
that the whitefish sector is doing well, but there is still enormous potential for increasing total
catches through more effective management.
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1

INTRODUCTION

Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (SFP) applies a sectoral approach to its mission of providing
retailers and the supply chain with actionable information in order to leverage market forces to
achieve improvements toward sustainability of fisheries. Seafood sectors are defined in terms of the
shared biological and market characteristics of harvested species and are designed to facilitate
standardized approaches to data gathering and analysis. They are also intended to group fisheries
that are of interest to members of the supply chain. SFP has created an online database,
FishSource.com, in which individual stocks and fisheries performance within each sector are tracked
against the FishSource sustainability criteria for management quality and stock status,
environmental impacts, and improvement needs of individual fisheries. Currently, FishSource covers
around 1,460 individual fisheries, from almost 500 stocks and 200 marine and freshwater wildcaptured species (SFP 2014).
Since 2008, analyses of FishSource data have been carried out for the most strategic seafood
sectors. The sector reports assess the sustainability performance of individual stocks and aggregate
data in order to reflect the status of the overall sector. This report focuses on the whitefish sector
and, in its current format, represents the second edition of the SFP sustainability overview of a
selection of whitefish fish stocks used for human consumption. This seafood sector group represents
one of the top seafood commodities globally, both in terms of quantities landed and value. With a
total of 7.7 million tonnes landed in 2012, the group of species of which the whitefish are included
(Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO’s) International Standard Statistical Classification of
Aquatic Animals and Plants (ISSCAAP) group 32: “cods, hakes and haddocks”) accounted for around
8% of the total wild catch supply (92.45 million tonnes) – the fifth most important that year. Alaska
pollock and Atlantic cod continue to represent the majority of the catch – 57% of the global ISSCAAP
32 catch in 2012 (FAO 2011–2014).
The purpose of the current report is to provide a global overview of the current sustainability status
and trends in the sector and a snapshot of the quality of management and stock condition of the
most important stocks of the whitefish2 sector at the time of the report’s preparation. The
document covers the most recent assessment period for which comparable data is available as of
September 2014. The analysis covers 51 fish stocks from 13 species around the Atlantic and Pacific
oceans (which account for 77% of the global wild harvest of the whitefish sector). A more detailed
overview of each of the stocks analyzed here, as well as all the original sources of information (e.g.,
stock assessments reports), can be found in the respective FishSource dedicated “profiles,”
accessible through FishSource.com. In addition, it is important to note that this sector report only
covers a subset of the species/stocks grouped as “cods, hakes, and haddock” by ISSCAAP, here
regarded as whitefish—Pacific cod, European hake, pollock, and silver hake, for example, have not
been considered. However, we believe the data presented here can provide genuine global trends in
the sector; additional stocks, e.g., from species still not covered in this edition, are expected to be
included in future editions of this report.

2

“Whitefish” is a commercial term used seafood business for “white-fleshed” species of the cod, haddock (Gadidae), and hake
(Merluccidae) families. Most of the species considered whitefish fall within FAO ISSCAAP group 32 (“cods, haddocks, and hakes”), but this is
not necessarily true to all species. This is the commercial term of a specific seafood market, in which species are included based on the
processing and end-product characteristics, rather than their taxonomic classification. “Whitefish” are also often called “groundfish” due to
the fact that, generally, species from this group live close to the sea bottom.

www.sustainablefish.org
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2

SOURCES OF INFORMATION AND ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

Our overview is mainly based on information from FishSource.com, SFP’s online information
resource about the status of fish stocks and fisheries. FishSource scores consist of a suite of criteria
to assess key aspects of management and stock status of fisheries and fish stocks. Below is a brief
explanation of the five FishSource scoring criteria (full details of the FishSource scoring methodology
can be found at: http://www.fishsource.com/faqs):
 Criterion 1 - Is management precautionary? How does the adopted limit and/or target reference
point for fishing mortality rate compare to the stock’s fishing mortality rate at low biomass, as an index of
whether the management strategy is precautionary?

 Criterion 2 - Do fishery managers follow scientific advice? How does the adopted total allowable
catch (TAC) level compare to the scientific advice on measures needed to meet stock management
objectives, as an index of whether fishery managers follow scientific advice?
 Criterion 3 - Do fishers comply? How did the catch level in the most current year for which data are
available compare to the adopted TAC level, as an index of whether harvest control rules were met?

 Criterion 4 - Is the stock biomass healthy? How does stock biomass in the most current year for which
data are available compare to the biomass level that is predicted to support maximum sustainable yields,
or similar biological reference point, as an index of whether the stock biomass is healthy?

 Criterion 5 - Will the stock be healthy in the future? How does the fishing mortality rate in the most
current year for which data are available compare to the rate that is predicted to support maximum
sustainable yields, or similar biological reference point, as an index of whether the stock will be healthy in
the future?

For profiles assessed using the FishSource quantitative criteria, FishSource scores each criterion on a
scale of 0 to 10, with 0 being the lowest and 10 the highest possible score. The respective outcome
for each of the criteria is calculated based on the rationale briefly explained above (e.g., the
underlying ratio to calculate criterion 2 is: Set TAC/Advised TAC). In cases where a given criterion
cannot be calculated quantitatively (e.g., either due to a lack of publicly available data, or if there
was evidence supporting overriding the quantitative evaluation finding, or even if the management
system when the management system employs harvest control rules other than a TAC), a qualitative
score was attributed based on the publicly available information. Preserving comparability with
quantitative scores, qualitative scores are obtained by using the cut-off points as used in applications
of the MSC fishery assessment method, where “< 6” indicates a high risk and a negative assessment
finding, “≥ 6” indicates a medium risk and that improvements are required, and “≥ 8” indicates a low
risk and that the fishery meets the criterion requirements.
The scores are based on the most recently available public data as of September 2014 and generally
represent a snapshot of the position in 2014 with regard to management quality and stock status
indicators and in 20133 for catch statistics. Thus, upon publication, the report may not capture the
most recent data for all the stocks.
FishSource scores are then used to place fisheries into one of three ranked sustainability categories
(A, B, and C). The categorization is based on the quality of management (scores 1 to 3) and status of
the target stock (scores 4 and 5). While information on environmental impacts of fishing activities is

3

Note that for some stocks there are still no catch estimates available for 2013. For detailed catch or other information of a
specific stock (e.g., year of latest catch), please consult the Data Annex attached to this report.
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also captured in the narrative sections of the FishSource fishery profiles, it is not currently captured
by the scoring system. The definitions of the categories are:
Category A – Very well managed stocks that score 8 or above in all FishSource scores
Category B – Reasonably managed stocks that score 6 or above in all FishSource scores
Category C – Poorly managed stocks where at least one FishSource score is below 6
For the 51 stocks in this overview, the number of stocks and percentage of catch supplied in each
sustainability category is analyzed, as well as any relevant changes in categories compared to
previous years. The analysis also includes data regarding MSC certification information (number of
certified (Cert.) and full assessment (FA) fisheries, patterns per main geographical region,
outstanding and closed MSC conditions for certified fisheries), and whether fishery improvement
projects (FIPs) are in place. Specifically, we look at the percentage of catch supply by type of
engagement in the MSC program and by fishery improvement projects. For the purpose of this
analysis, a stock is assumed to be in the MSC program or in a FIP if there is at least one MSC fishery
or a FIP in that stock unit. We recognize that this assumption may potentially overestimate the
“real” proportion of catch that comes from the specific segments of a given fishing fleet that are
involved in either the MSC program or a FIP (as in many cases it generally only represents a fraction
of the total fleet), and we’re currently working with other organizations to better track the amount
of catch supply coming from the specific fishery segments involved in a FIP/MSC. Finally, it is
important to note that, unless otherwise indicated, percentages are relative to the latest total
estimated catch for the 51 stocks in analysis as per FishSource.com data (approximately 5.9 million
tonnes).

www.sustainablefish.org

3

Whitefish: SFP Fisheries Sustainability Overview 2014

3

OVERVIEW OF THE WHITEFISH SECTOR FOR 2014

This report represents the second edition of the SFP global sustainability overview of the whitefish
sector. We have repeated the approach of the 2013 report and considered a total of 51 stocks,
representing 5.9 million tonnes or approximately 77% of the global wild harvest of the whitefish
sector (7.7 million tonnes4) (Figure 1). The remaining 1.8 million tonnes not covered in this report
correspond to smaller whitefish stocks, or species not yet included in the analysis (e.g., European
hake, Pacific cod, pollock, silver hake), some of which may be incorporated in future editions of this
report. Landings for the 51 stocks increased by almost 100 thousand tonnes for this report
compared to 2013; this was mainly due to the considerable increase in the catches of major stocks
such as the Barents Sea cod, Icelandic cod, and the North Pacific hake (whiting).

not covered in Whitefish report

A

B

C

52.1%

1,800.3 kt

5,898.5 kt

(23.4%)

(76.6%)
38.6%
9.3%

Figure 1. Catch volume (’000 t) and percentage relative to total global catch of “cods, hakes, and haddocks”
(ISSCAAP 32) (pie chart) of whitefish supply covered in this report, and percentage of total catch by SFP
FishSource sustainability category of total reported catch within the 51 stocks covered in this report (column
chart).

3.1

General Overview of Management Quality and Current Status of the Stocks

Overall, of the 51 whitefish stocks analyzed in this report, more than half (52%) of the catch came
from very well managed stocks (Category A), representing an 11% increase from 41.5% last year
(Table 1; Figure 1). The stocks with the largest contribution for this category were the Eastern Bering
Sea (EBS) pollock (21.5%), Barents Sea cod (16.4%), North Pacific hake (whiting) (4.8%), and Icelandic
cod (3.6%). This increase is mainly attributable to:

4

Using data for latest catches and comparing to FAO global reported landings (2012) for ISSCAAP group 32 (cods, hakes, haddocks) (FAO
2011–2014).
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a. Improvement in the sustainability performance of some stocks, such as the North Pacific hake
(whiting) and Gulf of Alaska (GOA) pollock (see Table 2 for further details). The North Pacific
hake stock remains in a very good condition. In terms of management strategy in place, recent
evaluations also noted that, despite hake’s dependence on occasional large recruiting classes,
the harvest control rules have “been demonstrated to be effective and precautionary.” The
GOA pollock spawning biomass has been increasing from relatively low levels in 2009, and is
currently above its target reference point. Fishing mortality remains at relatively low levels.
b. Increase in catches in some of the stocks already included in this category, particularly Eastern
Bering Sea (EBS) pollock and Barents Sea cod. Despite a slight drop in 2014, Barents Sea cod
spawning biomass has been increasing for more than a decade and achieved a record high of
2.1 million tonnes in 2013. Following a record high quota in 2013 of 1 million tonnes, catches
also peaked at 966 thousand tonnes, representing a 34% increase from 2012. Fishing mortality
levels remained below its target, however. EBS pollock stock is the largest contributor to the
global whitefish supply; in 2013, 1.27 million tonnes of EBS pollock were captured,
representing an increase of 6% compared to 2012, and slightly above the TAC of 1.25 million
tonnes. EBS pollock spawning biomass also has been increasing and above its target since
2012, currently estimated at 2.65 million tonnes.
38.6% of the total catch volume of whitefish included in this analysis came from reasonably
managed stocks (Category B), also representing a slight increase (1.1%) compared to 2013 (Table 1;
Figure 1).
9.3% of the total catch volume of whitefish included in this analysis came from poorly managed
stocks (Category C), representing a decrease of 11.8% (approximately 675 thousand tonnes)
compared to the 2013 report; this was mainly due to an upgrade of the stock for Argentine hake –
South of 41ºS, but also Alaska pollock – Japanese Pacific and Southern blue whiting – Chilean.
Despite the considerable decrease in contribution to the total catch by fisheries in Category C,
almost half of the stocks (24) analyzed in the report are included in this category. Most of these
fisheries are from the NW Atlantic and South American fisheries, but they also include the Namibian
cape hakes. These stocks have not been effectively managed or are currently in poor condition and
significant improvements are required. Appendix D describes the reasons for each of the scores
rated at below 6.
Table 1. Changes in percentage volumes of catch and number (n) of whitefish stocks among the three ranking
categories (A–C) between the 2013 and 2014 reporting periods

Evaluation
category

Evaluation category
rationale

Percentage of catch in
2014 report /
number (n) of stocks

Percentage of catch
in 2013 report /
number (n) of stocks

Change,
2013–2014

A

All scores ≥ 8

52.1% / 11

41.5% / 11

+ 10.6% / no
change in
number of
stocks

B

All scores ≥ 6

38.6% / 16

37.5% / 13

+ 1.1% / + 3
stocks

C

One or more scores < 6

9.3% / 24

21.1% / 27

-11.8% / - 3
stocks
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An analysis per main whitefish commodity shows that for Atlantic cod, 91% of the total catch
volume of cod included in this analysis came from very well managed stocks (Category A) (Figure 2a).
However, this is due to the contribution of the only two Atlantic cod stocks in this category: Barents
Sea cod and Icelandic cod. Fourteen of the 17 Atlantic cod stocks in analysis are considered poorly
managed (Category C) (Figure 2b), and most remain in a depleted condition, most well below the
respective limit reference points (Figure 3; Figure 4), revealing the management measures already
adopted have not been enough to rebuild the stocks. The NW Atlantic cod stocks (FAO region 21),
which once made a considerable contribution to the global cod supply, represented in 2012 just a
little more than 3% of the global cod landings (Figure App.A-3), and even these fishing levels may be
considered high given the poor condition of the stocks. In addition, in some of the NE Atlantic cod
stocks, previously considered healthy, the perception of the stock condition has worsened and
current management plans are regarded as no longer adequate to protect the stocks from
overfishing; examples are the Eastern and Western Baltic cods (more details in section 3.1.2 and
Table 2).
For haddock, although only 1% of the total haddock catch supply comes from poorly managed stocks
(Category C) (one stock, Faroese haddock), there were no haddocks included in Category A in 2014.
Both Faroese and South Scotian Shelf and Bay of Fundy haddock stocks have dropped from Category
A to B (more details in section 3.1.2 and Table 2).
One third of the catch supply in the hakes and whitings group still comes from poorly managed
fisheries, mainly due to the Argentine hoki and Namibian hakes, which are two of the largest stocks
in this seafood commodity group. The Namibian hakes stock biomass continues to be well below the
limit levels, but no clear recovery targets or harvest control rules seem to have been defined.
Argentine hoki is still lacking a formal harvest control rule, with specific fishing mortality reference
points, and in recent years the total allowable catches (TACs) have moved from more precautionary
to less precautionary. Pollock and saithe stocks are in general being reasonably well managed, with
only 2% of the catch supply coming from poorly managed stocks (Category C): Faroese saithe and
Western Bering Sea pollock. For Faroese saithe, the current management system, based on
controlling fishing effort, seems not to protect the stock from overfishing, and is considered
inconsistent with both the precautionary and MSY approaches. For the West Bering Sea pollock, a
single TAC is still set for the two stocks, which has led to fishing beyond recommended levels
(Appendix D).

www.sustainablefish.org
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a)

1,293.8
100%
90%

% of total catch

80%

7%
2%
91%

291.3
1%
99%

1,323.0

2,990.4

31%

51%

2%

70%
33%

60%

C

50%

B
48%

40%
30%

A

36%

20%
10%

0%
Atlantic cod

Haddock

Hakes and
whitings

18
16

n = 51
14

b)

7

14
Whitefish stocks (n)

Pollock and saithe

12
10

2

8

3
1
6

6
4

2
0

C
B

6

1
2
Atlantic cod

6

A

3
Haddock

Hakes and
whitings

Pollock and saithe

Main commodity type
Figure 2. Percentage volumes of catch (a) and number of stocks (b) per main commodity type among the three
ranking categories (A–C) for the 51 whitefish stocks in analysis. Top chart: Percentage is relative to total catch
in each commodity (in thousand tonnes), included at the top of each column.

www.sustainablefish.org

7

Whitefish: SFP Fisheries Sustainability Overview 2014

Figure 3. Kobe plot – Stock and exploitation status-based assessment grid: biomass and fishing mortality relative to target levels (primary x and y axes) or proxies for stocks for
which information is publicly available, and the respective FishSource scores (secondary x and y axes) by main commodity. See Appendix B for acronym list for stocks. Acronym
font size is proportional to the catch volume. Given absence of reference points or estimates of biomass or fishing mortality, the following stocks could not be plotted: Faroese
haddock, W Bering Sea pollock, Eastern Baltic cod, Eastern Scotian Shelf cod, N Gulf of St. Lawrence cod, N Labrador cod, Newfoundland cod, S Grand Bank cod, St. Pierre cod,
Deepwater Cape hake, and shallow-water Cape hake.
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Figure 3. (cont.)
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Figure 4. Spawning stock biomass (SSB) series relative to the respective biomass reference points for the
Northwest Atlantic cod stocks from 1980 to the most recent year where SSB is available. Horizontal dashed
lines represent the target (Btrp – green) and limit reference points (Blim – red). See Appendix B for acronym list
for stocks.

3.1.1

Changes in sustainability categories from 2013

Of the 51 stocks analyzed in this overview, changes in sustainability categories from 2013 were
observed in 12 stocks (details on the specific changes for each of the stocks can be found in Table 2):
-

Seven stocks improved their status: North Pacific hake – West Coast USA and Canada; Saithe
– Icelandic; New Zealand Southern blue whiting – Campbell Island Rise; Alaska pollock – Gulf
of Alaska; New Zealand Southern blue whiting – Bounty platform; Haddock – Gulf of Maine;
Southern blue whiting – Chilean; Argentine hake – South of 41ºS; Alaska pollock – Japanese
Pacific.

-

Five stocks decreased in their sustainability category: Haddock – North Sea; Saithe – North
Sea; Haddock – S Scotian Shelf and Bay of Fundy; Atlantic cod – Baltic Sea eastern; Atlantic
cod – Baltic Sea western.

In some of the stocks, changes in the sustainability performance were not sufficient to result in a
change in ranking categories, but are worthy of comment:
With the exception of Barents Sea, Icelandic and Eastern Baltic cod stocks, in the NE Atlantic, and S.
Pierre Bank (3Ps) stock, in the NW, Atlantic cod stocks are either overfished or undergoing
overfishing. Most NW Atlantic stocks remain in a seriously depleted condition, without any visible
signs of recovery (Figure 4); although in most cases, the directed fishery is closed, specific recovery
plans are only formally adopted in a few stocks, and bycatch levels in other fisheries need to be
further minimized.
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Notable improvements were detected in the North Sea cod stock, with the only aspect preventing a
change from Category C to B being criteria 4 (stock status), which is now borderline with a score of 6.
SSB has been increasing from an historical low in 2006 and is currently just below the limit threshold
(Blim); fishing mortality mirrors SSB and, after considerable cuts in the TACs in the late 1990s, has
been steadily declining since 2000 and is currently at the management plan target levels. In the past
2 years, TACs have been set slightly above the scientific recommendations.
For the Peruvian hake there has been an improvement in the stock status (FishSource criterion 4), as
recent assessments point to considerable improvements in the stock condition in the past 3 years.
Total biomass in 2014 was estimated at around 400 thousand tonnes (IMARPE 2014a,b), 45% above
the 276 thousand tonnes estimated in 2013 (IMARPE 2013a). Although no clear estimate of SSB was
made available, the stock projections made for different catch scenarios suggested current SSB to be
around 200 thousand tonnes (IMARPE 2014b). Although no target reference points seems to have
been formally defined, the latest assessment makes mention of 200 thousand tonnes as one of the
planned targets, but is unclear if it is a specific reference point or just a just an interim objective
(IMARPE 2014b). On the downside, there is still limited disclosure of stock assessment results, and
recent fishing mortality levels are unknown. Consequently, there is uncertainty around the current
status of the fishery and the improvements that seem to have taken place. Illegal, unreported, and
unregulated (IUU) fishing activities are also reportedly still taking place in a small fraction of the
fishery.
For Gulf of Maine cod, a new assessment update has been recently published (late August), but it is
still under peer review (NEFSC 2014). It does not change the overall previous perception of the stock
status, i.e., that the stock is overfished and overfishing is occurring, but it is much more pessimistic
than the 2012 assessment, suggesting that the rebuilding program has been unsuccessful.
Depending on the model, SSB2013 is estimated from 3% to 4% of BMSY; equally, fishing mortality in
2013 (F2013) is estimated at 6.9–7.4 times above FMSY. Scientists note that to meet rebuilding targets
(of SSB at BMSY by 2024), 2015 catches would need to be considerably lower. According to unofficial
reports (e.g., Portland Press Herald 2014; Trufant 2014), additional measures, such as decreasing
further the quota, non-fishing areas, or imposing a complete moratorium, are under discussion.
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Table 2. Type of change in category, percentage of total catch volume for the stocks whose sustainability
category has changed from 2013, and current five scores. To read current scores (radar charts), start at 12
noon position for score 1 (“Is management precautionary?”) and move clockwise for score 2 (“Do fishery
managers follow scientific advice?”), score 3 (“Do fishers comply?”), score 4 (“Is the stock biomass healthy?”),
and score 5 (“Will the stock be healthy in the future?”).

Stock
(Change in category) |
% of total catch

Current scores
(category in bold)

Going up
categoryClimber
s
North Pacific hake –
West Coast USA and
Canada

Rationale

 Improvements in management quality

10
8
6
4
2
0

9,2

10

A
10

(B to A) | 4.8%
10

Alaska pollock – Gulf of
Alaska

10

10
8
6
4
2
0

9,6

10

A
10

(B to A) | 1.8%
8,7

Saithe – Icelandic

10

10
8
6
4
2
0

8,2

 Improvements in stock status
Stock condition has been improving and SSB is currently
above the target level (B40%). Management strategy is
considered precautionary, managers follow scientific
advice, and catchers comply with regulations.
 Improvements in management quality

≥8

A
10

(B to A) | 0.9%
9,4

10

Despite hake’s dependence on occasional large
recruiting classes, recent evaluations noted that, based
on past management responses, the management
strategy has “been demonstrated to be effective and
precautionary.” The 2014 assessment seems to
corroborate the previous year’s results regarding the
improvement in stock status: Spawning stock biomass
(SSB) is increasing and is above the target reference point
(B40%), and fishing intensity is declining and well below its
target.

A precautionary management plan was implemented in
2013. Total allowable catches (TACs) in 2013 and 2014
followed scientific advice. The TAC for the 2013/14
fishing year was set at 57,000 tons (ICES 2014a), higher
than last year (50,000 tonnes) but following the
recommended values by MRI/ICES.
 Improvements in both stock status and
management quality

Argentine hake – South
of 41°S
(C to B) | 5.1%

8,5

10
8
6
4
2
0

6,6

B

6

10

≥6

Managers appear to be setting TACs increasingly in line
with scientists’ advice. Under-reporting of catch is still an
issue, but positive progress has been reported in
strengthening traceability to fight IUU fishing. Most
recent assessment results are more optimistic: SSB is
currently perceived to be above its limit reference point
since 2010; fishing mortality has been dropping and is
currently below target.
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Stock
(Change in category) |
% of total catch

Alaska pollock –
Japanese Pacific

Current scores
(category in bold)

10
8
6
4
2
0

8,8

(C to B) | 2.6%

Rationale

B

≥6

8,6

Fishing mortality dropped in 2012. In 2014 the initial TAC
was set just 9% above the allowable biological catch
(ABC). The TAC generally changes within the fishing year
in light of new scientific advice, although there is still
some lack of transparency in the whole process.

≥6
10

Haddock – Gulf of
Maine

10
8
6
4
2
0

8,6

B

7

10

(C to B) | 0.01%

≥6

8,0

 Improvements in both stock status and
management quality

 Improvements in stock status
A new benchmark peer reviewed assessment was
released in 2014, with very optimistic results and
showing an overall improvement in the stock condition;
SSB is currently at target levels, and F levels are lower
than previously estimated, with F2013 estimated at 15%
below the F target (F40%).
 Improvements in both stock status and
management quality

Southern blue whiting –
Chilean

10
8
6
4
2
0

10

(C to B) | 0.20%

B

≥6

7,2

10

10

F in 2012 at very low levels compared to target (F40),
historically as well. For 2014, TACs have been reduced
considerably, in line with scientific advice in 2014. Given
uncertainties in the F estimates, Fsq was also considered a
more precautionary strategy than FMSY. Efforts are
currently being made by both Argentine and Chilean
researchers and managers to discuss the possibility of
joint management.
Note: Biomass decreasing since mid-90s, from about 1.8
B40% in 1997 to 1.0 B40% in 2006 and further down to about
0.8 B40% in 2012. Maintaining F at very low levels is thus
clearly insufficient to prevent biomass decline. Some
other factors may be in place and thus further research is
needed.

Going down
8,7

Saithe – North Sea

B

10
8
6
4
2
0

8

10

(A to B) | 1.4%
7,8

10

 Drop in stock status
ICES’ 2014 stock assessment more pessimistic than the
previous year (retrospective pattern with SSB being
generally overestimated); although SSB is estimated to be
increasing, it is currently perceived as still below BMSY (ICES
2014b).
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Stock
(Change in category) |
% of total catch

Current scores
(category in bold)

Rationale
 Drop in both management quality and stock status

Atlantic cod – Baltic Sea
Eastern

≥6

(A to B) | 0.5%

B

10
8 ≥6
6
4
2
0

9,3

≥6
10

In 2014, ICES has considered that assumptions of the
management plan are no longer valid, and has not used
the EU-agreed multi-annual plan as the basis for advice
due to the current uncertainty (ICES 2014c). ICES’
working group has also not accepted the latest analytical
assessment, thus previously defined reference points are
no longer valid and the stock status is unknown; the
harvest rate has declined and remained stable since 2009,
below the series average. SSB proxy in the last two years
(2013–2014) is 46% lower than the SSB index in the three
previous years.
 Drop in management quality

Haddock – North Sea

10
8
6
4
2
0

9,6

B

≥6

10

(A to B) | 0.7 %
10

10

Fishers have been compliant with the TACs set according
to the current EU-Norway management plan, in place
since 2008. The management plan is no longer
applicable, however, due to the current combination of
previously considered distinct stocks. According to the
latest ICES advice, a plan for the whole area needs to be
developed (ICES 2014a).
 Drop in both management quality and stock status

10
8
6
4
2
0

Atlantic cod – Baltic Sea
Western

10

0

(A to C) | 0.2 %

Haddock – S Scotian
Shelf and Bay of Fundy

C

≥6

6,7

10
8
6
4
2
0

9,4

10

B

≥8

10

(A to B) | 0.1 %
7,5

10

In 2014, ICES noted that the management plan
previously considered precautionary (10% reduction in F
each year with a target F = 0.6) could no longer be
regarded as such, thus catch recommendations are now
made based on the MSY approach (FMSY = 0.26); F2013
(0.86) was 3.3 times above the FMSY, explaining the drop
in criterion 5 from 9.2 to zero. However, estimates of F
and SSB are highly uncertain, and the 2014 assessment
suggests a persisting overestimation of SSB and
underestimation of F (ICES 2014).
 Drop in stock status
Recent stock assessments suggest the stock condition is
worse than perceived previously. Stock is currently likely
to be in the “cautious zone,” i.e., between the upper
and lower reference points. But there is still high
uncertainty in the assessment estimates and projections.
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3.1.2

Future trends in biomass and catch for the whitefish sector

Globally, whitefish stocks continue on an increasing trend in terms of biomass, as illustrated in
Figure 5, below. Overall, the total whitefish biomass worldwide has increased by 33.4% in 13 years. A
greater part of this global positive trend in SSB is attributable to major stocks such as the Barents
Sea cod and Eastern Bering Sea pollock, which have experienced remarkable increases in SSB in the
past few years and continue on an increasing trend.

Figure 5. Comparative analysis of the global wild-caught whitefish spawning stock biomass and 2020
projection if all stocks are at or above the respective target reference points for the 51 whitefish stocks
included in this report.

To project an overall target by 2020, we have summed current biomass levels for all stocks currently
at or above the target reference point to the sum of target reference points for those other stocks
currently below target. The latter component addresses a scenario on which those stocks would
recover in the specified timeframe. The 2020 overall rebuilding target changed considerably from
last year’s estimate (Figure 5). This is mostly due to the fact that only recently an upper target for
Namibian hakes was made publicly available, which has been added to this year’s estimate (while
absent from 2013 analyses); this target is in the order of 2.6 million tonnes and thus exerts
considerable influence in the calculations. According to this year’s estimate, if all whitefish stocks
analyzed here either maintain current biomass levels or recover to target, biomass in the water
would increase by 4.9 million tonnes, adding about 25% to current levels (Figure 5).
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3.2

MSC and Fishery Improvement Projects (FIPs) Information

This section of the report analyzes the global whitefish catch supply that comes from stocks with
some type of involvement in the MSC certification program and/or in a fishery improvement project.
Overall, almost ninety percent of the whitefish catch (86%) analyzed in this report comes from stocks
engaged in the MSC program, 42% of the catch comes from stocks that are (or have been) involved
in fishery improvement projects (e.g., Barents Sea cod and Barents Sea haddock) and have been
engaged with the MSC (Figure 6).
Eleven percent of the catch comes from seven stocks that at some stage had an SFP-recognized
fishery improvement project (FIP), but are yet to engage in the MSC program – these concern mostly
South American FIPs that, despite some past progress, still have much room for improvement
toward sustainability (more details on progress of specific FIPs in section 3.2.2, Table 3).
Three percent of the catch comes from 16 whitefish stocks that are still not in a FIP, a 2% decrease
from 2013 that is related to 2 stocks having fisheries entering the MSC program: the Iceland saithe
stock had the first MSC-certified fishery in September 2014, and for the St. Pierre Bank cod stock, a
part of the fishery entered in full assessment in May 2014 (Figure App.E-1; Figure App.E-2). It is
important to note that 13 of these 16 stocks with no MSC or FIP engagement are considered poorly
managed (Category C), and most of them are overfished and undergoing excessive fishing mortality,
as well as lacking effective recovery plans (Appendix D). In this latter group are included all the NW
Atlantic cod stocks.

3.2.1

Engagement with the MSC

Regarding the MSC certification program specifically, 86% (27 stocks) of the total catch of the
whitefish supply analyzed in this overview (51 stocks) comes from stocks that include fisheries
already engaged in the MSC program. Twenty-four stocks include MSC units certified or recertified,
three have fisheries that have initiated the full assessment process, one (South Pacific hake –
Chilean) initiated but was withdrawn from the full assessment process, and 23 have not yet started
the MSC certification process. The Chilean South Pacific hake client (SONAPESCA) has decided to
suspend the process of certification since a new Fisheries Law was introduced in Chile and it is
expected that the fishery will be substantially improved with the consolidation of the new fishery
management process (MSC 2014).
In terms of specific whitefish fisheries engaging in the MSC program, the number continues to
increase, with a total of 57 fishing units certified or in the process of full assessment as of September
2014, compared to 53 in 2013, and 42 in 2012 (Figure App.E-1). In 2014, the 24 stocks with certified
fisheries included 49 MSC Units of Certification (39 units certified and 10 recertified). In comparison
to the SFP 2013 Whitefish Overview (early 2013), there are 9 more fisheries (units) certified and 6
new fisheries starting the full assessment process. Some fisheries were withdrawn from the MSC
process or merged the units of certification.
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20%
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Figure 6. Percentage of catch volume (a) and number of stocks (b) per engagement in the MSC program and
fishery improvement projects (FIPs) for 2013 and 2014 reports and for the 51 stocks analyzed. Note: In Figure
2(a), percentage is relative to the total estimated catch (value on bold on top of each column) for the 51 stocks
in analysis, as per FishSource data (SFP 2014).
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Despite the continued increase in the number of certified fisheries in this sector, many still have
open conditions that need to be met in order to ensure continued certification. Details on the
conditions by specific fishery can be consulted in the Data Annex of this report. Among these, only
six fisheries, all located in the NE Atlantic, have conditions considered “behind target” (the
conditions have not been completed as scheduled by MSC). The conditions regard MSC Principle 2 Maintenance of Ecosystem, and are related to the following indicators: Retained species (Barents
Sea and Norwegian coastal fisheries), Endangered, Threatened and Protected species (Barents Sea
and North Sea fisheries), and impact on Habitats (Eastern Baltic Sea). All the other certification units
are considered “on target” (the milestones defined for the annual surveillance audit have been met).
The Units of Certification from New Zealand and NE Pacific (4 units each) have no conditions
associated with those certifications or all conditions are already “closed” (all requirements were met
and fulfilled during the surveillance audits).

3.2.2

Fishery Improvement Projects (FIPs) Information

The following list of FIPs represents the fisheries that are (or have been) in a fishery improvement
project. Despite the good progress observed in some of the fishery improvement projects, including
Marine Stewardship Council certification of some, all of the whitefish stocks featured in this
overview would benefit from improvements in management and quality of research. Table 3
indicates the current priority improvements required for the 15 stocks of whitefish in which a FIP is
(or was) underway.
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Table 3. Year that fishery improvement project (FIP) started, FIP progress rating, and current SFP public improvement recommendations for the 15 whitefish stocks where a FIP is
or was once underway. FIP progress rating categories: (A), Exceptional progress; (B), Good progress; (C), Recent progress; (D), Past progress; (E), Negligible progress.
Stock
Year FIP started |
(FIP progress rating)

Alaska pollock – Japanese Pacific
2008 | (E) | FIP stalled due to lack of
industry participation

SFP public recommendations
to catchers & regulators
1. Management needs to incorporate precautionary harvest
control rules to ensure long-term sustainability.

1. The fishery has made some improvements in recent years, and
some buyers are engaged, however there is no publicly
announced FIP. Contact your supplier and encourage them to
Stock is currently healthy, but forecasted to decline in a few years
engage in improvement efforts, and report progress publicly.
if fishing mortality continues to be at the same level.

2. TAC (Total Allowable Catch) needs to be set at or less than
scientific advice (Allowable Biological Catch, ABC) to meet
international sustainable management standards.
3. To evaluate impacts on environment and biodiversity, bottom
trawl fishery management and compliance information (such as
Illegal, Unregulated or Unreported fishing; monitoring impacts
to benthic habitats and bycatch) need to be collected.

Alaska pollock – Navarinsky
2008 | (D) | FIP transitioned to
industry leadership

to retailers and supply chain

1. The fishery would benefit from regular publication in opensources of standard summaries of stock assessments and
fisheries statistics separately by Navarinsky and West Bering
Sea (WBS) stocks.
2. Implement separate Total Allowable Catchs for WBS and
Navarinsky stocks.
3. Further study of fishery environmental impacts and publication
of its findings is required.

www.sustainablefish.org

1.

2. Demand that the fishery meets the internationally
competitive level of sustainable and ecosystem based
management, with a target referent point set for
management and aligned ABC (Allowable Biological
Catch, or scientific advice) and TAC (Total Allowable
Catch).

1. Encourage Pollock Catcher Association (PCA) and RPSA [Russian
Pollock Sustainability Alliance] to keep industry and others up to
date on the certification process for West Bering Sea (WBS) and
Navarinsky certification units, through PCA website and other
channels.
2. Encourage PCA to complete the "Sustainability" page on its
website by including, in particular, information and data on
annual stock assessment and fisheries management, separately
for WBS and Navarinsky certification units; and to apply fisheries
improvements planned for the Sea Of Okhotsk pollock fishery
also for Navarinsky and WBS fisheries with special reference to
enhancing sustainability of the WBS stock.
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Stock
Year FIP started |
(FIP progress rating)

Alaska pollock – Sea of Okhotsk
2008 | (D) | FIP transitioned to
industry leadership, MSC certification
obtained

SFP public recommendations
to catchers & regulators
1. Regulators and, in particular, their affiliated fishery research
institutes, should be requested to provide Pollock Catchers
Association (PCA) with practical support required in order to
implement effectively the action plan on closing Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC) imposed certification conditions.
2. Information on the progress with the observer system
development and implementation should be made public on
the PCA website, in particular, in view of the fact that the data
to be collected by observers are required for closing five out of
eight MSC-imposed certification conditions.
3. The Sea of Okhotsk stock assessment page on the PCA website
should be updated to include summaries of stock assessment
time series and fisheries statistics, in particular, with a provision
for inclusion of data to be collected by observers on all types of
by-catches and discards.

Alaska pollock – W Bering Sea
2008 | (D) | FIP transitioned to
industry leadership

1. The fishery would benefit from regular publication in opensources of standard summaries of stock assessments and
fisheries statistics separately by Navarinsky and West Bering
Sea (WBS) stocks.
2. Implement separate Total Allowable Catches for WBS and
Navarinsky stocks.
3. Further study of fishery environmental impacts and publication
of its findings is required.

www.sustainablefish.org

to retailers and supply chain
1. Request Pollock Catchers Association (PCA) to publicize its
current work plan on fisheries improvements required to close
certification conditions when meeting surveillance audit
milestones starting from 2014 onwards that include, in
particular, development and implementation of a system of
observation on board fishing vessels.
2. Encourage PCA and RPSA (Russian Pollock Sustainability Alliance)
to keep industry and others up-to-date on all aspects of their
work on fisheries improvements required to close the
certification conditions, through PCA website and other
channels.

1. Encourage Pollock Catcher Association (PCA) and RPSA [Russian
Pollock Sustainability Alliance] to keep industry and others up to
date on the certification process for West Bering Sea (WBS) and
Navarinsky certification units, through PCA website and other
channels.
1. 2. Encourage PCA to complete the ’Sustainability" page on its
website by including, in particular, information and data on
annual stock assessment and fisheries management, separately
for WBS and Navarinsky certification units; and to apply fisheries
improvements planned for the Sea Of Okhotsk pollock fishery
also for Navarinsky and WBS fisheries with special reference to

20

Whitefish: SFP Fisheries Sustainability Overview 2014

Stock
Year FIP started |
(FIP progress rating)

SFP public recommendations
to catchers & regulators

to retailers and supply chain
enhancing sustainability of the WBS stock.

Argentine hake – North of 41°S

1. Set annual TACs following scientific recommendations.

2011 | (C) | FIP transitioned to thirdparty leadership

2. Implement and make public the fishery management plan as
recommended by the Joint Technical Commission of the Maritime
Front.

1. Request that your supply chain participates in SFP’s South
American Whitefish Supplier Roundtable
(http://www.sustainablefish.org/fisheriesimprovement/whitefish/south-american-whitefishroundtable/south-american-whitefish-supplier-roundtable).
2. Contact Joint Technical Commission of the Maritime Front
(CTMFM) and request that they set total allowable catches in line
with scientific advice and implement a joint fishery management
plan.
3. Request that producers/suppliers review the relevant FishSource
profiles and provide updates regarding any necessary
improvement plans.

Argentine hake – South of 41°S
2007 | (C) | FIP transitioned to thirdparty leadership

1. Improve monitoring, control, and surveillance at sea and at
port.
2. Utilize the onboard observers to improve collection of
information on bycatch, especially interactions with protected
species.
3. Collect data on the impact of hake trawlers on sea floor
habitats.

1. Request that your supply chain participates in SFP’s South
American Whitefish Supplier Roundtable
(http://www.sustainablefish.org/fisheriesimprovement/whitefish/south-american-whitefishroundtable/south-american-whitefish-supplier-roundtable).
2. Ask the Argentina Sub-secretary of Fisheries and Argentine
exporters to develop an effective strategy to fight all sources of
under-reporting and non-compliance.
3. Request that producers/suppliers review the relevant FishSource
profiles and provide updates regarding any improvements.

www.sustainablefish.org
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Stock
Year FIP started |
(FIP progress rating)

Atlantic cod – Baltic Sea Eastern

SFP public recommendations
to catchers & regulators
1. Support the process of reviewing stock assessment to address
data inconsistencies identified by ICES.

2002 | (A) | MSC certification
2. Set Total Allowable Catch according to scientific advice.
obtained for some units, FIP complete

to retailers and supply chain
1. Support the process of reviewing stock assessment that
addresses identified data inconsistencies.
2. Encourage managers to set Total Allowable Catch according to
scientific advice.
3. Encourage suppliers to launch a Fishery Improvements Project on
non-MSC fisheries, and to close conditions for MSC-certified
fisheries.

Atlantic cod – Barents Sea

1. All known cold-water coral areas should be closed to bottom
trawling.

2006 | (A) | MSC certification
2. Adopt a specific benthic management strategy.
obtained for some units, FIP complete

3. Catchers should make vessel monitoring system and catch data
publicly available to show that vulnerable marine ecosystems
have been avoided.
4. Bycatch of coastal cod and redfish should be kept low.
5. All vessels should adopt detailed logbooks that require retained
and bycatch species information.

1. Buyers to send letter to the Norwegian and Russian national
administrations requiring development and adoption of a specific
management strategy to protect benthic biodiversity including
the development of a representative benthic protected areas
network.
2. Retailers to incorporate in Procurement Policies the need for:
vessel monitoring systems and catch data to be public; all vessels
to use detailed logbooks.

6. All vessels should be covered by an observer programme.

Atlantic cod – North Sea
2010 | (E) | FIP stalled, SFP building
industry participation

1. Support the TAC (total allowable catch) setting according to the
management plan.

1. Support the initiation of an industry led North Sea cod fishery
improvement project.

2. Support the effort scheme specified in the management plan.

2. Engage with the Seafish Discard Action Group (DAG) and the
North Sea Advisory Council (NS AC) by participating in meetings.
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Stock
Year FIP started |
(FIP progress rating)

Haddock – Barents Sea

SFP public recommendations
to catchers & regulators
1. All known cold-water coral areas should be closed to bottom
trawling.

2006 | (A) | MSC certification
2. Adopt a specific benthic management strategy.
obtained for some units, FIP complete

3. Catchers should make vessel monitoring system and catch data
publicly available to show that vulnerable marine ecosystems
have been avoided.
4. Bycatch of coastal cod and redfish should be kept low.
5. All vessels should adopt detailed logbooks that require retained
and bycatch species information.

to retailers and supply chain
1. Buyers to send letter to the Norwegian and Russian national
administrations requiring development and adoption of a specific
management strategy to protect benthic biodiversity including
the development of a representative benthic protected areas
network.
2. Retailers to incorporate in Procurement Policies the need for:
vessel monitoring systems and catch data to be public; all vessels
to use detailed logbooks.

6. All vessels should be covered by an observer programme.

Hoki – Argentine
2007 | (A) | MSC certification
obtained, FIP complete

1. Work actively to address and close out conditions placed upon
the certification of the fishery in the agreed timeframe.

1. Monitor the progress in closing out conditions placed upon the
certification of the fishery and if agreed timelines are met.

2. Report achievements publicly to share progress with buyers.

2. If timelines are not being met, contact the MSC client fishery
(details are available on the MSC website) and request timely
implementation of improvement action to address conditions.
3. Express your support to help meet conditions that may be at a
government/regulatory level (where applicable). Please contact
the relevant SFP Sector Group or Supplier Roundtable for more
specific information.

Hoki – Chilean
2007 | (C) | FIP stalled due to lack of
industry participation

1. Create a recovery plan to rebuild the stock to a healthy level,
1. Contact SUBPESCA and encourage them to develop a recovery
including actions to reduce fishing mortality, implement harvest
plan, improve the stock assessment, and reduce bycatch
control rules, revoke unutilized quota, and set the total
(especially of southern hake).
allowable catch in line with scientific advice.
2. Request that your suppliers join the SFP South American
2. Expand data collection efforts to improve the stock assessment
Whitefish Supplier Roundtable
(including the acoustic survey as well as landings and discard
(http://www.sustainablefish.org/fisheriesdata).
improvement/whitefish/south-american-whitefish-
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Stock
Year FIP started |
(FIP progress rating)

SFP public recommendations
to catchers & regulators
3. Improve bycatch data collection, especially for southern hake,
and reduce bycatch and discards. Increase participation in the
Discard Research Program.

Peruvian Hake
2009 | (A) | FIP transitioned to thirdparty leadership

to retailers and supply chain
roundtable/south-american-whitefish-supplier-roundtable).
3. Encourage vessels in your supply chain to participate in the
Discard Research Program.

1. Stock assessments should be made public to clarify stock status. 1. Request that your suppliers join the SFP South American
Whitefish Supplier Roundtable
2. Maintain the recovery plan to improve stock status.
(http://www.sustainablefish.org/fisheries3. Minimize illegal fishing.
improvement/whitefish/south-american-whitefishroundtable/south-american-whitefish-supplier-roundtable).
2. Contact IMARPE, the marine research institute of Peru, to
request that the stock assessment is made public.

South Pacific hake – Chilean
2007 | (A) | FIP transitioned to thirdparty leadership

1. Support FIP by contacting SUBPESCA to encourage the following
improvement recommendations:

1. Support FIP by contacting your suppliers to encourage the
implementation of the improvement recommendations before
SUBPESCA and endorsing SONAPESCA-CEDEPESCA efforts.
a. Consolidate stock assessment model after the international peer
review.
b. Develop a recovery management plan for the fishery with clear
goals, terms, and harvest rules.
c. Collect data on the impacts in the seabed and demersal/benthic
communities.
d. Tighten controls on “high-grading” — discarding unwanted (in
this case small) fish at sea.
e. Continue to reduce fishing mortality to consolidate the
spawning stock’s improvement.
f. Improve the quantification of the other sources of mortality,
reduce juveniles catches and improve the spawning fraction of
the population.
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Stock
Year FIP started |
(FIP progress rating)

Southern hake – Pacific
Patagonian
2009 | (B) | FIP transitioned to thirdparty leadership

SFP public recommendations
to catchers & regulators
1. Implement a fishery management plan with recovery goals and
strategies.
2. Ensure the industrial fishery does not continue to exceed their
harvest allocation.
3. Explore gear modifications that will reduce the harvest of
juveniles.
4. Collect information on the environmental impacts of this
fishery (sea floor impacts, bycatch, etc.), especially in the
industrial trawl sector.

www.sustainablefish.org

to retailers and supply chain
1. Request that your suppliers join the SFP South American
Whitefish Supplier Roundtable
(http://www.sustainablefish.org/fisheriesimprovement/whitefish/south-american-whitefishroundtable/south-american-whitefish-supplier-roundtable).
2. Contact the National Fisheries Council (NFC) and express your
support for the recent reduction in the TAC to the level
recommended by scientists, and ask them to implement a fishery
management plan with explicit recovery goals and strategies.
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4

MAIN CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The main conclusions of the 2014 edition of SFP’s whitefish sector sustainability overview are the
following:
The Good News
More than half (52%) of the whitefish catch included in this analysis comes from very well managed
stocks (Category A), representing an 11% increase from 41.5% last year (Table 1; Figure 1). The
stocks with the largest contribution for this category were the Eastern Bering Sea (EBS) pollock
(21.5%), Barents Sea cod (16.4%), North Pacific hake (whiting) (4.8%), and Icelandic cod (3.6%). And
38.6% of the total catch volume of whitefish included in this analysis came from reasonably
managed stocks (Category B), also representing a slight increase (1.1%) compared to 2013 (Table 1;
Figure 1). The volume of fish from poorly managed fisheries (Category C) decreased by 11.8% from
2013.
This means that more than 90% of the volume of whitefish analyzed in this report is from fisheries
that are either “very well managed” or “reasonably managed” and this proportion is increasing
over time.
There has been an increase in the overall catch of the 51 selected fisheries (almost 100,000 tonnes)
but there is still a great potential for further increases. If well managed fisheries maintain their
status and poorly managed fisheries can become well managed by 2020, we can expect a 25%
increase in spawning stock biomass (about 5 million tonnes).
This means that we can still substantially boost the volume of whitefish available globally through
effective management of those fisheries that are currently failing. The seafood industry has a huge
opportunity to significantly increase volumes of a high-value product in the medium term.
Whitefish fisheries are heavily engaged with improvement processes and there is an upward trend.
Less than 5% of the volume of catch analyzed in this report comes from fisheries that are not yet
engaged in either the MSC program or a fishery improvement project.
This means that sustained improvement efforts will continue to yield benefits and we can expect
fisheries to increase their engagement in the future.

The Bad News
9.3% of the total catch volume of whitefish included in this analysis still comes from 24 poorly
managed stocks (Category C). Most of the NW Atlantic cod stocks are in this situation and are highly
depleted with little prospect of recovery.
This suggests that current management measures for poorly managed fisheries are inadequate
and that additional actions are required.
Some fisheries are still not engaged in improvement efforts and there are also fishery improvement
projects that are making little progress at present.
This strongly suggests that the supply chain should increase its engagement in fishery
improvement and ensure that all fisheries join FIPs and that such projects are rapidly progressed.

www.sustainablefish.org
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Environmental issues remain to be addressed
While the environmental impacts of the whitefish fisheries are not covered in this report, it is
important to remember that the majority of these fisheries use trawls that have impacts on benthic
habitats. Despite the recognized improvements in some areas to adopt best practices in mitigating
trawling impacts, there is still a need to expand these approaches to ensure impacts in the
ecosystem are minimized and controlled. Examples of mitigation measures are the creation of
representative networks of Benthic Protected Areas (BPAs), freezing the trawl footprint, or the
adoption of less impacting fishing gears. More information on Best Practices and Recommendations
regarding Benthic Protected Areas can be found in Spear and Cannon (2012).

As mentioned above, SFP has identified a set of improvement actions specific for each individual
stock/fishery, which is included in the Data Annex of this report. SFP encourages both buyers and
other stakeholders of the whitefish sector to look at the improvement recommendations for each
fishery they source from and communicate these across the supply chain. In addition to fisheryspecific recommendations, there are also some overarching issues across the sector for which SFP
recommends the following actions:
-

Benthic Habitats Protection (BHP):
o

Continued research and monitoring of vulnerable habitats

o

Adoption of benthic management strategy/freezing the trawl footprint

o

Creation of representative networks of BPAs

-

Adoption of other elements of ecosystem-based fisheries management (EBFM)

-

Implement effective and realistic rebuilding plans for poorly managed stocks

And how should buyers specifically respond?
Given the wide variations in performance between fisheries, buyers will inevitably wish to promote
further improvements and ensure that supplies come from either sustainable fisheries or those that
are actively working toward sustainability. SFP recommends the following actions to buyers of
whitefish:
 Encourage those whitefish fisheries that already have FIPs to ensure that the momentum of
improvement continues and that progress toward sustainability does not stall. This remains a
particular priority for South American whitefish fisheries.
 Actively encourage all whitefish fisheries with recognized sustainability issues to engage in
improvement efforts. This is a particular priority for the NW Atlantic cod fisheries.
 Encourage those fisheries that have MSC certifications with outstanding conditions to fulfill
those conditions as soon as possible.
 Exercise extreme caution when buying from a fishery in a clearly bad condition (i.e., current
spawning stock biomass is below the lower limit reference point) without a FIP. It will be
necessary to have a clear, logical public position to explain such actions. Companies that are
currently buying from these fisheries should continue to do so but review such arrangements
if improvements are not delivered in a timely fashion.

www.sustainablefish.org
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APPENDICES
Appendix A. Trends in global catch per main ISSCAAP group and region
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Figure App.A-1. FAO reported landings per major ISSCAAP group, between 1950 and 2012. Source: FishStatJ
(FAO 2011–2014). Note: Despite a incomplete overlap, the whitefish sector is mostly included in the ISSCAAP
group 32 (‘cods, haddocks and hakes’).
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Figure App.A-2. FAO reported landings by major ISSCAAP group and major FAO fishing area, for 2012. Source:
FishStatJ (FAO 2011–2014). Legend: 34, Atlantic, Eastern Central; 27, Atlantic, Northeast; 57, Indian Ocean,
Eastern; 51, Indian Ocean, Western; 67, Pacific, Northeast; 61, Pacific, Northwest; 87, Pacific, Southeast; 71,
Pacific, Western Central.
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Appendix B. Acronym, latest catch, scores for FishSource criteria 4 and 5, and fishing
spawning stock biomass (SSB) and mortality (F) in relation to the respective target reference
point (trp) (or proxy), for each of the stocks included in this sustainability overview
Stock
Alaska pollock - Aleutian Islands
Alaska pollock - E Bering Sea
Alaska pollock - Gulf of Alaska
Alaska pollock - Japanese Pacific
Alaska pollock - Navarinsky
Alaska pollock - Sea of Okhotsk
Alaska pollock - W Bering Sea
Argentine hake - North of 41°S
Argentine hake - South of 41°S
Atlantic cod - Baltic Sea eastern
Atlantic cod - Baltic Sea western
Atlantic cod - Barents Sea
Atlantic cod - Eastern Scotian shelf
Atlantic cod - Georges Bank
Atlantic cod - Gulf of Maine
Atlantic cod - Icelandic
Atlantic cod - N Gulf of St. Lawrence
Atlantic cod - N Labrador
Atlantic cod - Newfoundland
Atlantic cod - North Sea
Atlantic cod - Norwegian coastal
Atlantic cod - S Grand Bank
Atlantic cod - S Gulf of St. Lawrence
Atlantic cod - S Scotian Shelf and Bay of Fundy
Atlantic cod - St. Pierre Bank
Atlantic cod - W of Scotland
Cape hakes - Namibian
Deep-water Cape hake - South African stock
Haddock - Barents Sea
Haddock - Faroese
Haddock - Georges Bank
Haddock - Gulf of Maine
Haddock - Icelandic
Haddock - North Sea
Haddock - S Scotian Shelf and Bay of Fundy
Hoki - Argentine
Hoki - Chilean
Hoki - New Zealand Eastern
Hoki - New Zealand Western
New Zealand Southern blue whiting - Bounty
platform
New
Zealand Southern blue whiting - Campbell
Island Pacific
Rise hake - West coast USA and Canada
North
Peruvian hake
Saithe - Barents Sea
Saithe - Faroese
Saithe - Icelandic
Saithe - North Sea
Shallow-water Cape hake - South African stock
South Pacific hake - Chilean
Southern blue whiting - Chilean
Southern hake - Pacific Patagonian

Acronym
ai_pol
ebs_pol
goa_pol
jap_pol
Navsk_pol
soo_pol
wbs_pol
arg_hkeN
arg_hkeS
Ebal_cod
Wbal_cod
Bar_cod
ESS_cod
GB_cod
GoM_cod
Ice_cod
cod_NGStL
NLab_cod
Newf_cod
cod_Nsea
cod_Norcoast
cod_SGBank
cod_SGStL
SSSBoF_cod
BSAI_pcod
cod_Wscot
Nam_Caphakes
paradoxus
had_Bar
had_Faroe
GB_haddock
GoM_haddock
had_Ice
had_Nsea
SSSBoF_haddock
Arg_hoki
Chil_hoki
hoki_NZE
hoki_NZW
Sbw_NZbtplat
Sbw_NZcampis
Npac_hake
Peruv_hke
sai_bar
sai_faroe
sai_ice
sai_Nsea
capensis
Spac_hke_Chil
Sbw_Chil
S_hake_patag

Latest catch
('000 t)
3.0
1265.8
104
156
310.4
831.7
29.8
51.3
298.5
31.0
13.0
966
0.1
2.2
3.9
212
1.4
0.0
4.0
32.6
22.5
0.3
0.1
1.2
3.4
0.4
154
130.6
193.7
3.1
6.6
0.53
40.6
43.4
3.3
83.8
48
60.3
71.3
4.3
28.6
283.5
15.0
131.8
26.3
52.0
79.7
25.5
34.3
13.7
20.3
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Score
4

Score
5

SSB /
SSBtrp

F/
Ftrp

7.6
9
8.7
≥6
8.9
7.5
7.5
2.3
6.6
≥6
6.7
10
<6
0.8
2.2
10
0.8
<6
1.7
5.9
3
2.5
3
<6
≥6
0.9
3.7
7.9
10
4.5
9.4
8
≥6
10
7.5
≥6
4.4
10
10
8.5
10
10
≥6
8.6
8.4
10
7.8
10
5.1
7.2
6.4

10
10
9.6
8.8
≥6
9.4
<6
3.6
8.5
≥6
0
8.6
<6
2.4
0.0
8.1
<6
NA
<6
8
≥6
<6
<6
<6
≥6
2.4
6.4
≥6
8.7
7.6
10
8.6
7.2
9.8
9.4
≥6
6.9
10
9.2
10
9.5
9.2
<6
7.2
6
8.2
8
≥8
10
10
5.8

0.9
1.2
1.2
1
1.2
0.9
0.6
0.3
0.8
1.3
0.7
4.7
0.1
0.2
2
0.1
0.1
0.4
0.3
0.1
0.2
1
0.1
0.3
1
4.3
0.5
1.3
1.0
1
2.7
0.9
0.5
0.4
1.6
1.6
1.1
1.5
1.8
0.2
1.2
1.1
2.2
0.9
2
0.5
0.8
0.5

0.6
0.8
0.7
2.1
0.9
3.3
0.9
2.4
4.8
1
1
1.1
1.5
2.4
1.4
0.8
0.5
0.9
1.2
0.6
0.6
1.3
0.4
0.7
0.3
0.6
0.7
3.4
1.2
1.6
1
1
0.4
0.2
1.5
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Appendix C. Percentage of whitefish supply by category rating for the seven major areas and the 51 whitefish stocks included in this report. Pie
chart sizes are presented in a four-size scale depending on the catch class: <100 kt (NW Atlantic); 100–500 kt (SE Atlantic, New Zealand); 500–1,000
kt (S America); > 1,000 kt (NE Atlantic, NE Pacific, NW Pacific).
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Appendix D. Percentage of total catch (relative to the 51 stocks in this report), scores for each of the FishSource criteria, and justification for
scores below 6 for the Category C stocks analyzed in this report
Stock (% of total catch)

Saithe – Faroese
(0.4%)

FishSource scores
C1

C2

C3

C4

<6

≥6

≥6

8.4

6.0

ICES considers the management system inconsistent with both the precautionary and MSY
approaches. The effort management system seems not to protect the stock from overfishing.
The fishery has been effort managed since 1996 (no TACs are set). The fishing mortality
resulting from the management system has generally exceeded the recently revised F MSY of 0.3.

9.6

<6

≥6

7.5

<6

A single TAC is still set for the two stocks in the West Bering Sea, which has led to fishing in
excess of the scientific recommendation. Although still above its limit threshold, SSB decreased
sharply over the past decade. Future recruitments may be impaired at this stock size.

Alaska pollock – W Bering Sea
(0.5%)

Rationale

C5

F2013 (0.86) was 3.3 times above the FMSY, which explains the drop in criterion 5 from 9.2 to
zero. However, estimates of F and SSB are highly uncertain, and 2014 assessment suggests a
persisting overestimation of SSB and underestimation of F (ICES 2014).

Atlantic cod – Baltic Sea western
(0.2%)

≥6

10

10

6.7

0

Southern hake – Pacific Patagonian
(0.3%)

≥6

10

≥6

6.4

5.8

Fishing mortality has been above the recommended F MSY levels since the mid-80s.

≥6

No harvest strategy in known to be in place and no fishing mortality reference points are
defined for the stock. During the last decade, total allowable catches (TACs) have moved from
more precautionary to less precautionary, being generally close to or above the upper limit of
the advised catches.

Hoki – Argentine
(1.4%)

<6

≥6

10

≥6

Peruvian hake
(0.3%)

<6

10

≥6

≥6

<6

Despite the recent improvement in stock condition, current fishing mortality levels are
unknown; latest available estimates of F (2007) were well above the potential target. Some
management measures are in place but still no recovery plan or harvest control rule known to
have been formally implemented.

Atlantic cod – St. Pierre Bank
(0.1%)

<6

≥6

10

≥6

≥6

A recovery and management plan is in place but reference points and decision rules are
lacking. In the IFMP summary, it also unclear whether the proposed conservation measures
have been formally adopted.

Atlantic cod – S Scotian Shelf and Bay

<6

≥6

10

<6

<6

The stock is deemed to have declined by 59–64% in the past three generations, and was
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Stock (% of total catch)

FishSource scores
C1

C2

C3

C4

of Fundy
(0.02%)

Atlantic cod – Eastern Scotian shelf
(<0.01%)

Rationale

C5

designated as “Endangered” by COSEWIC in 2010. A full stock assessment has not been
conducted in recent years, but latest biomass survey indices are the lowest of the time-series
and suggest the stock remains in a decreasing trend. Although a harvest control strategy is
reportedly in place, stating that a rebuilding plan should be adopted for stocks in the critical
zone, the 2011 Recovery Potential Assessment is not explicit as to ongoing actions to ensure
recovery; also, no scientific advice is known to have been provided since then, and recovery
rates are not being determined, so it’s unclear if the target F=0.1 is being met.

<6

≥8

10

<6

<6

No formal assessment has been conducted since 2003; survey indices indicate cod biomass
close to historically lowest levels. Natural mortality and predation by grey seals (magnitude of
which is unknown) may be preventing the recovery of the unit, although past fishing levels are
considered to be the main cause of the current depleted stock status. A moratorium has been
in place since 1993, but no formal recovery plan (with reference points) has been defined.

Atlantic cod – N Labrador
(<0.001%)

<6

10

10

<6

N/A

Information on cod in NAFO 2GH is very limited. This stock has shown no sign of recovery since
a moratorium on directed fishing was imposed in 1993. No formal recovery plan (with
reference points) is known to have been defined.

Atlantic cod – North Sea
(0.6%)

≥6

7.5

9.6

5.9

8.0

Spawning stock biomass has been increasing since an historical low in 2006, but is still slightly
below the limit threshold.

10

The stock is considered to be in an over-exploited situation and in risk of collapse and has not
shown signs of recovery since 2009. The exploitable population is mainly characterized by
juveniles with low number of adults. SSB is below the limit and MSY biological reference points
are at 17–18% of the virgin spawning biomass. Besides fishing, predation by jumbo flying squid
is still considered an important factor hindering the recovery of the stock.

7.6

The Faroese management system (not TAC-regulated) is considered by ICES to be inconsistent
with the Precautionary (PA) and MSY approaches. Total haddock catches remain well above
the level recommended by ICES. Despite ICES advice for Faroese haddock (Division Vb only) of
“no direct fishery” and that haddock bycatch levels should be kept as low as possible, the
current management strategy has resulted in catches well above the scientific advice. ICES has
also recommended a new recovery plan as a prerequisite to reopening the directed fishery, but

South Pacific hake – Chilean
(0.6%)

Haddock – Faroese
(0.1%)

≥6

5.6

10

<6

10

10

5.1

4.5
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Stock (% of total catch)

FishSource scores
C1

C2

C3

C4

Rationale

C5

it is yet to be implemented (ICES 2014a,b). The stock remains in a bad condition, and only a
zero catch is expected to drive a recovery to slightly above Blim by 2016.

Hoki – Chilean
(0.8%)

Cape hakes (multispecies) – Namibian
(2.6%)

Atlantic cod – Norwegian coastal
(0.4%)

<6

<6

≥6

0.4

<6

<6

10

10

8.9

4.4

3.7

3.0

6.9

The stock is considered to remain in a depleted condition; SSB was last estimated at 15% of
virgin levels and below the candidate limit threshold. However, no harvest control rule or
recovery measures have yet been formally adopted. Managers have generally not followed
scientific advice in setting the quotas. The final agreed TAC for 2014 (40,000 t) was above the
recommendations of both IFOP and Scientific and Technical Committee.

6.4

Assessment and management still not taking into account stocks’ differentiation. A second
management plan (MP) has been established for the period 2014–2018, with objectives for a
stock recovery to MSY levels (MFMR 2014a); however, no harvest control rule is known to be
in place. In recent years, TACs have been set above that recommended by scientists. Overcapacity and lack of transparency in the quota allocation scheme are also regarded as
problems in this fishery. Stock remains in a poor condition. Spawning biomass in 2012 was
estimated at around one third of MSY levels.

7.5

Fishing mortality has decreased, but the stock biomass remains at historically low levels.
Despite the rebuilding plan adopted in 2011, and the numerous technical regulations and
restrictions that have been introduced in recent years, a single TAC is still issued for both
Norwegian coastal and Barents Sea cod, undermining effective catch control – consequently,
the expected share of this TAC for Norwegian coastal cod have been routinely exceeded.

Atlantic cod – S Gulf of St. Lawrence
(0.001%)

<6

10

10

3.0

<6

Directed fishing has been closed since 2009 to assist rebuilding, but the stock remains
depleted. Projections indicate further decline even in the absence of a directed fishery.
Current decreased stock productivity is likely the result of increased natural mortality.

Atlantic cod – S Grand Bank
(<0.01%)

≥6

≥8

≥8

2.5

<6

Spawning stock biomass (SSB) has been increasing since 2007, but it remains well below the
limit reference point (Blim). Despite the low exploitation rates, SSB is expected to remain below
Blim by 2016.

Argentine hake – North of 41°S
(0.9%)

1.6

0.8

≥6

2.3

3.6

Spawning biomass remains below Blim and recruitment strength is thus highly unpredictable.
Continuously high fishing mortality has contributed to this state and is impeding recovery. For
2014, the total quota established in both areas (inside and outside the Common Fishing Zone),
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Stock (% of total catch)

FishSource scores
C1

C2

C3

C4

Rationale

C5

82,000 tonnes, was well above both catch scenarios recommended by the scientists. Progress
in developing a joint management plan has been noted, but it has yet to be made publicly
available or formally implemented.
Atlantic cod – Gulf of Maine
(0.1%)

Atlantic cod – Newfoundland
(0.1%)

Atlantic cod – W of Scotland
(0.01%)

0

<6

0.4

10

<6

10

10

<6

<6

2.2

1.7

0.9

0

The stock remains severely depleted. A rebuilding program is in place, but not making
adequate progress; however, fishing levels are still too high, given the poor condition of the
stock and stock biomass is unlikely to achieve rebuilding targets in the near future.

<6

Despite the increase in SSB observed in recent years, the stock remains severely depleted; 5year projections suggest the stock will not achieve the biomass limit threshold even at very low
exploitation rates. A moratorium has been in place for the offshore stock since 1992, but no
management goals with rebuilding targets have yet been adopted; the individual quotas for
the Stewardship fishery have increased, despite DFO’s advice to maintain removals at lower
levels.

2.4

SSB remains at historically low levels, and management measures have not been successful in
reducing fishing mortality and recovering the stock. Although no reports on lack of compliance
with bycatch limits (directed fishery is closed) are publicly available, landings are much higher
than ICES’s advised limits under a MSY or precautionary approach.

Atlantic cod – Georges Bank
(0.04%)

0.4

10

10

0.8

2.4

Stock remains well below BMSY levels (latest estimates indicated SSB at 10% of its B MSY levels),
and fishing mortality is too high. Short-term projections indicate that stock is unlikely to rebuild
in the foreseeable future; in 2011 (latest estimate available), F was well above what is needed
to rebuild the stock.

Atlantic cod – N Gulf of St. Lawrence
(0.02%)

<6

<6

10

0.8

<6

Stock remains at extremely low levels and even in absence of fishing, the probabilities of
stock growth close to the limit reference point are very low. No formal rebuilding plan is
known to have been adopted, despite work that is assumed to be underway.
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Appendix E. MSC-related information

Cods

Haddocks

Hakes and Whiting

Pollock and Saithe

MSC Cert of FA fishing units (n)
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Figure App.E-1. Number of fisheries engaged in the MSC program (certified or in full assessment) between
2008 and 2014, by main commodity and for the 51 whitefish stocks in analysis.

Stocks (n)

Certified/Rec.
18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
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Full Assessment

8

12

1
4

Cods

No Certification

1
2
8

3

8

4

Haddocks

Hakes and Whiting Pollock and Saithe

Figure App.E-2. Number of whitefish stocks by main commodity with fisheries engaged in the MSC program, as
of September 2014, for the 51 whitefish stocks in analysis.
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Figure App.E-3. Percentage of whitefish supply by engagement in the MSC or in a fishery improvement project for the seven major areas and the 51 whitefish stocks included in this report.
Pie chart sizes are presented in a four-size scale depending on the catch class: <100 kt (NW Atlantic); 100–500 kt (SE Atlantic, New Zealand); 500–1,000 kt (S America); > 1,000 kt (NE Atlantic,
NE Pacific, NW Pacific).
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