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Graphically speaking 

Extended Fisheries Jurisdiction: A Cure for Overfishing? 
by Ivar Strand 

In 1976, Congress extended the U.S. 
exclusive fishing zone seaward from 
3 to 200 miles in an attempt to halt 
the destruction of coastal fish stocks 
by foreign fishing fleets. Nearly twenty 
years later the foreign fleets are virtu
ally gone, but the problems of fisher
ies management remain. Our Living 
Oceans (U.S. Department of Com
merce) documents that about 40 per
cent of U.S. commercial fish stocks 
are still overharvested. Last year, over
fishing contributed to the endanger
ment of numerous Northern Pacific 
salmon stocks, and to the closure of 
much of New England's Georges Bank 
to fishing. In addition to fish stock 
destruction, most all commercial U.S. 
fisheries suffer from overcapitaliza
tion-excessive input llse encouraged 
by unrestrained access to fishing 
grounds and stocks. 

The 1976 Magnuson Fisheries 
Conservation and Management Act 
created regional fishery management 
councils to protect coastal stocks by 
managing harvesters. The act empow
ered councils to exclude foreign fleets 
and to reduce overfishing/overcapital-
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ization. Two East Coast fisheries, the 
New England (NE) trawl fishery and 
the Atlantic surf clam fishery, offer ex
amples of extremes in management 
with decidedly different levels of suc
cess. 

To the NE trawl fishermen, the ex
tension of jurisdiction provided a brief 
interlude during which foreign fishing 
was essentially eliminated, allowing NE 
fish stocks to rebound in the late 1970s 
(figure 1). Landings increased sharply, 
but so did the U.S. trawler fleet, which 
grew from around 650 vessels in 1976 
to more than 1,000 vessels in 1985. 
In an attempt to conserve falling 
stocks, the New England Fishery Man
agement Council (NEFMC) instituted 
a series of gear restrictions, fishing sea
sons, and quotas on individual spe
cies. Because many species are har
vested together, fishermen were re
quired to throw overboard (discard) 
fish of those species whose quotas were 
already met. The complexity of the 
regulations and the inherent waste em
broiled the industry in a bitter fight 
with the NEFMC and scientists. As a 
consequence, the NEFMC abandoned 

most regulations in favor of a mini
mum mesh size for nets. Harvests re
mained high for a short time but re
turned to their long-term decline. 
There are now about 30 percent more 
vessels than in 1978 and they land 
about 50 percent less product. 

Since 1977, the Mid-Atlantic Fish
ery Management Council (MAFMC) 
has managed the Atlantic surf clam re
source differently and with different 
results. The trends in vessels and stocks 
(figure 2) contrast with New England. 
Because foreign vessels never landed 
surf clams, stocks could not be rebuilt 
by eliminating foreign fishing. Rather, 
the council instituted a minimum size, 
an overall quota on harvests, and a 
moratorium on new vessels. Surf clam 
stocks initially rose dramatically but 
have been gradually decreasing as the 
industry mines the exceptional (and 
allegedly random) 1976-77 age-class. 
In 1990, MAFMC created a system of 
property rights in the overall quota by 
allocating shares to members of the 
industry and allowing the shares to be 
traded. Today, the number of surf 
clam vessels is approximately one-third 
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Figure 1. The NE trawl fishery Figure 2. The surf clam fishery 
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of the number in 1977 and the land
ings are about the same. Hope persists 
that another dominant age-class will 
appear soon. 

The two fisheries illustrate how suc
cessful extended jurisdiction has been 
in protecting stocks and reducing ex
cess capacity. The management of NE 
groundfish, on the other hand, has ac
complished neither of these goals. 
There are now more vessels producing 
less output than in 1976. The com
plexity of the ecological and economic 
system contributes to NE's problems, 
but the lack of commitment to pro
tect the resource and eliminate excess 
capacity is evident. Surf clam manage
ment has been more successful, al-

though the industry appears to be min
ing existing stocks. However, me ini
tiative to create transferable rights ap
pears to be a success, and may be ap
plicable to other U.S. fisheries. Ex
tended jurisdiction has offered an im
portant opportunity-one not fully 
exploited. 
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