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New commercial fishing regulations de-
signed to enhance the long-term viability 
and profitability of New England fishing 
will create benefits and costs for fishermen. 
Support from policymakers, nonprofits, 
and banks can help keep small-scale fish-
ermen and their communities viable while 
benefiting the region overall. 

Fish and Fisheries
Fish that live near the bottom of the body 
of water they inhabit, such as cod, had-
dock, flounder, halibut, and hake, are called 
groundfish, and have long been important 
to New England’s economy. The North-
east Multispecies Fishery Management 
Plan controls the New England and Mid-
Atlantic groundfish harvest. Since 1994, it 
has done so primarily by limiting the num-
ber of vessels, allowable days of fishing, and 

the number of certain species that can be 
caught, or landed, per trip. 

Regulations scheduled for implemen-
tation in 2010 represent a radical change. 
Designed to protect  groundfish stocks and 
promote profitability, they are expected 
to lead to widespread adoption of sectors.
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Sectors are self-organized groups of fisher-
men permitted to harvest a specific quan-
tity and type of fish annually. So instead of 

having regulations that specify the number 
of vessels, days of fishing, and species land-
ed, the focus is on the ultimate goal of lim-
iting the harvest to sustainable numbers, 
and it is the group of fishermen who de-
cide how to get there. Each sector can de-
termine its own rules for managing fishing, 
provided they keep the catch within their 
limits. The increased efficiency should lead 
to greater profit. 

by Robert J. Johnston, 
Daniel S. Holland, and Seth Tuler

Northeast Groundfish Landings and Revenues, 2004 – 2007
2004 2005 2006 2007

Total groundfish 
landings 

79,619,512 65,497,279 49,956,475 60,584,026

Constant (1999) 
revenues

84,489,706 85,074,085 76,800,650 84,241,285

Source: New England Fishery Management Council, “Draft Amendment 16 to the Northeast Multispecies Fishery Management Plan,” 
April 15, 2009.
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In New England, there are two cur-
rently operating sectors, Georges Bank Cod 
Hook Sector and Georges Bank Cod Fixed 
Gear Sector, which have proposed merging. 
Sixteen new sectors have submitted opera-
tion plans.
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  Together these sectors could be 

allocated more than 90 percent of the allow-
able commercial catch of most groundfish.

Until now, most observers agree, North-
east groundfish regulations have fallen short 
of both biological and economic goals. In-
creasingly restrictive controls have stabilized 
some fish stocks and have increased oth-
ers, with Georges Bank haddock one suc-
cess. However, as of 2007, stocks were still 
overharvested for 15 of 19 New England 
groundfish. From 2004 to 2007, ground-
fish landings declined, and inflation-adjust-
ed gross revenues remained flat, while ex-
penses for fuel and other inputs increased.
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(See “Northeast Groundfish Landings and 
Revenues, 2004 – 2007.”) In New Eng-
land communities experiencing the harsh-
est effects from regulation, fishermen have 
consolidated, switched to other fisheries, or 
abandoned fishing. The number of vessels 
landing groundfish declined each year be-
tween 2004 and 2007. (See “Vessels Land-
ing Groundfish in Primary Ports, 2004 – 
2007.”)

Fishery declines often cause fishermen 
and other members of their communities to 
undergo family stress, heavier workloads, 
reduced income, social tensions, and in-
creased need for social services.
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  Fishermen 

may delay boat repairs, skimp on safety, fish 
with fewer or less experienced crew, or forgo 
boat insurance.
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  Some qualify for disaster 

relief funds. Others retire or shift to an ac-
tivity like charter fishing. Shore businesses 
often reduce staff. 

Can the Sector 
Approach Help?
The sector approach is not a panacea. Many 
problems facing fisheries result from an ex-
cess of boats and fishermen relative to what 
current fish stocks can support. For some 
species to recover, catches must be further 
reduced. Although that will likely have neg-
ative economic implications in the short 
run, there is a broad expectation that sec-
tors will improve the industry’s overall per-
formance and reduce the impetus to discard 
harvested fish to meet regulations (a waste-
ful process known as regulatory discarding). 
Sectors also could foster cooperation to de-
liver more consistent product year-round, 
reduce costs, and diminish negative envi-
ronmental impacts. 

Similar harvest cooperatives in fisher-
ies worldwide show positive results—longer 
seasons, increased profits, reduced waste, 
higher-quality products, and safer fishing.
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A National Research Council study of re-
lated programs concludes that allocation of 
permits to take a portion of the allowable 
harvest is a “tool with high potential for ef-
ficiency and stewardship” that can help “to 
prevent a race for fish and overharvesting.”
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Moreover, models of prospective communi-
ty-based sectors in Portland and Port Clyde, 
Maine, suggest possible revenue gains of 16 
percent to 79 percent.
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Concerns do remain. Sectors will cre-
ate new administrative costs (estimated at 
$60,000 to $150,000 per sector) and ad-
ditional monitoring costs that the industry 
will have to fund. And although sectors can 
promote community-based fishing, consol-
idation could potentially lead to inequity 
and social tension.

9
  Income may be greater 

and more stable for some, while consolida-
tion reduces employment overall.

The Role of the 
Banking Community
Whether the industry can be maintained 
and strengthened depends on many fac-
tors, including banking support. Access to 
financing with reasonable terms is critical to 
enable smaller fishermen to purchase per-
mits to expand their businesses and to let 
young fishermen enter the industry. 

Permit banks, cooperatives that pur-
chase vessel permits, are one option. Permit 
banks could be set up with voting shares 
owned by sector members, perhaps in co-
ordination with community organizations 
or municipalities. Some organizations have 
already started permit banks, including The 
Cape Cod Commercial Hook Fishermen’s 
Association, the Mid Coast Fishermen’s 
Association, the Penobscot East Resource 
Center in Maine, and the Gloucester (Mas-
sachusetts) Fishing Community Preserva-
tion Fund. 

The permit banks have relied on fi-
nancing from foundations, charitable giv-
ing—or, in the case of Gloucester, mitiga-
tion money received for accepting a liquid 
natural gas terminal. However, bank financ-
ing might provide a larger, more secure 
source. The share of a sector’s annual catch 
allocation contributed by permit-bank ves-
sels could be leased to sector vessels at rates 
sufficient to repay loans. Federal loans or 
guarantees might also finance permit banks. 
Regardless of the financing mechanism, a 
transition to sectors is bound to heighten 

Vessels Landing Groundfish in Primary Ports, 2004 – 2007

Community 2004 2005 2006 2007 2004-2007

Portland, ME 111 109 94 75 -32.43%

Portsmouth, NH 41 25 27 19 -53.66%

Gloucester, MA 202 203 168 166 -17.82%

Boston, MA 24 29 24 32 33.33%

Chatham/Harwichport, MA 116 96 71 59 -49.14%

New Bedford/Fairhaven, MA 182 158 153 165 -9.34%

Point Judith, RI 78 75 74 76 -2.56%

Eastern Long Island, NY 69 62 79 74 7.25%

Total 823 757 690 666 -19.08%

Source: New England Fishery Management Council, “Draft Amendment 16 to the Northeast Multispecies Fishery 
Management Plan,” April 15, 2009.
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the importance of capital access. 
The next 12 months will likely wit-

ness a major change in New England fishery 
management. Sectors, with appropriate reg-
ulation and access to capital, could offer the 
best hope of renewed prosperity for New 
England fishermen and their communities.
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The fishing fleet at rest in the harbor, Point Judith, Rhode Island. Photographs: Sandra M. Kelly
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