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Information on the Canadian and USA commercial cod fisheries, research survey indices of abundance and population status were presented. Reported landings in 2003 were 3,365 t, an increase of about 600 t over 2002. No changes in the spatial and temporal distribution of the fishery were noted. The 1998 year-classes accounted for the bulk of the catch at age. Estimates of cod discards in 1996-2003 in the Canadian scallop fishery, based on scallop fishery effort, were included in the Canadian landings.

Results for the NMFS fall 2003 and spring 2004 and for the DFO spring 2004 surveys were presented. The NMFS fall 2003 survey shows a return to values seen in the recent past from the very high  2002 value. The DFO spring 2004 survey was low and similar to the 2003 value. The NMFS spring 2004 survey had a substantial increase from 2003. Both of the 2004 surveys caught substantial numbers of  small (<20cm) cod.

Overall, the adult population biomass has declined from the recent high in 2001 (18,000t) to about 13,900t at the beginning of 2005 and the exploitation rate has been above the Fref of 0.18 in the last few years. Assuming a catch in 2004 of about 1,300t (equal to the 2004 TAC) will result in projected yield at the Fref  in 2005 of about 1,000t with a stable adult biomass.  

Rapporteur: D. Clark

Landings and commercial fishery:

· Discards in Table 1 from scallop fleet are not included in catch at age.  Prior to 1995, scallop gear landings were included.  

· The estimate of discards for 2003 is higher than was in the industry presentation presented in Yarmouth because effort for the scallop fishery is now in hours not days, and the hours fished/day went up in 2003.

· Observer coverage is required for the Scallop fleet if reliable bycatch estimates are to be derived.

· Weights at age have improved in the survey in the last 2 years – this is not reflected in the figure.

· Industry impression is that catch rates which are fairly stable should be indicative of improved biomass since they are trying harder each year to avoid cod.  This comment was made by both fixed and mobile gear. 

· Weight at age 1 in 2004 is VERY low.  This would seem to reflect fall spawned cod.  Bimodality is not common for ages 1 and 2; fall spawning is not generally a significant contribution.  These values will be confirmed.

· Weights at age have been lower since ~ 1990 for the survey.  Reasons are not clear – aging does not appear to be a problem.

· The trend in mean maturity stage does not appear to have influenced condition factor.

Indices of Abundance:

· Distribution of cod in DFO survey: There were no sets made in the area which has highest catch rates for the survey.  The large catches seem to be farther east and south than the ‘average’ distribution.  No standard metric of distribution is included.  Subjectively the distribution does not seem inconsistent with past years.  It is not clear if the highest density circle is heavily influenced by a single point.  A suggestion was made that 10 years would be a minimum for averaging as a background distribution.

· The NMFS spring survey is much higher than recent years.  This appears to be spread across a couple of strata and several tows.  No sensitivity analysis would be needed (unlike what was done when a single large tow was seen in fall 2003 survey).  It may still be a year effect, since catch of a cohort appears to be increasing for many cohorts.

· It was recommended that area of the circle rather than diameter be made indicative of abundance.  Currently it is diameter that is used, and this may be misleading to the eye.

· The 2003yc at age 1 appears quite large for both spring surveys.  It is similar to 1985 and 1990 cohorts at this age.

· Catch rates appear quite stable.  It was suggested that catch rates be presented on figures relative to the fishable biomass for the fleets.  This would help in assessing whether they should be considered indicative of abundance.

· Longline survey (catch/1500 hooks) seems to have dropped back to 2001 levels from a high in 2002.  The index does not include all boxes fished, only some standard set of boxes, consistent with the protocol determined in the benchmark.  The impression of industry was that there was little decline from 2002-2003.  Some boxes fished in 2003 (with good catches of cod) are not included in the standard set.  Some follow-up with survey participants is warranted.

Formulation:

· The residuals are primarily positive in recent years for ages 3-5, and negative in earlier years.  This does not seem to result in any clear retrospective pattern, except in the age 1 recruitment, which tends to be initially underestimated.  

· The 2 recruitment retrospective plots appear inconsistent and need to be checked.

· Exploitation has generally been in excess of F0.1 as indicated from this assessment for the past decade.  Past views of F trends showed it intersecting the F target, but this was using a different model.  

· Bias adjustments were queried: the bias adjustment is consistent with the benchmark formulation.  The bias adjustment is made in the terminal year, and the VPA run back using catch and m from this.

· The prognosis for biomass decline from 2005-2006 is based on the assumption that the 2003yc is small.  This assumption should be noted, given that the 2003 yearclass initial indices are positive.

· The probability of 10% and 20% increase in 2006 need to be included in the probability plot.  With the current analyses, the probabilities are nil.  Remove 17.7 000t biomass line.

· Median-term projections – It is proposed that an average from the last decade be used for projections. This is consistent with the period of low recruitment at low biomass.  1.5 million seems extremely low.  There appears to be a downward trend through the last decade, but 2003yc looks very high.  The trend suggests a decadal average may be over-optimistic, but he terminal value suggests it may be under-optimistic.  The decadal average seems perhaps still the best resolution.

· Discards should not be counted against quota, since discards are not included in the landings?

· The age 2 estimate in terminal year has very high error and is poorly resolved.  This has a large impact on the projections.  It is clearly a small year-class, as reflected in the surveys, but how low is perhaps not well determined.

· Produce a plot which includes q-adjusted time series for catch rates and LL survey along with the time series from surveys to show whether they are reflecting a consistent trend.

