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Fisheries Management: The 10-Year MFCMA Experience

SUSAN M. CAPALBO and MORTON M. MILLER, Editors

Preface

This Special Section of the Marine
Fisheries Review contains the edited pro-
ceedings of a symposium held 18 Sep-
tember 1986 at the annual meetings of the
American Fisheries Society, in Provi-
dence, R.I. The symposium was spon-
sored by the National Marine Fisheries
Service (NMFS) of the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA). The aims were twofold: To
provide a partial economic assessment of
the effectiveness of the Magnuson Fish-
ery Conservation and Management Act
(MFCMA), enacted in 1976, and to high-
light economic issues related to imple-
mentation of the Act.!

The MFCMA extended U.S. jurisdic-
tion over marine fisheries out to 200
miles and gave the domestic industry
preferential access to stocks of fish tradi-
tionally shared with foreign fishermen.
Since the Act’s implementation in early
1977, U.S. activity in the 200-mile
“Exclusive Economic Zone” (EEZ) has
accelerated, while direct foreign fishing
has declined. Foreign fishing interests,
however, have maintained a presence in
the EEZ through joint ventures (JV’s)
with U.S. operators. Under the JV’s,
U.S. fishermen contract to off-load their

IProceedings were dedicated to Frederick J.
Prochaska, distinguished scholar and author of
many works in food and resource economics and
related fields. Dr. Prochaska was known espe-
cially for his contributions to knowledge and un-
derstanding of the complexities of fisheries man-
agement. His untimely death, prior to the
meetings, has left a void in the fisheries and
academic communities
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catches at sea onto foreign processing
vessels. From modest beginnings in
1979-80, JV catches grew to nearly 1
million metric tons (t) in 1985, which
amounted to approximately one-fourth of
total U.S. catches in the EEZ. More re-
cently, new U.S. factory ships have been
placed in service on both coasts and this
can lead to a further reduction in foreign
fishing operations in the EEZ.

Ten years is not an overly long period
upon which to base rigorous empirical
assessments of the MFCMA. The reduc-
tion in foreign fishing and other trends
(e.g. increases in U.S. catches and in the
number of U.S. vessels) indicate that this
legislation may be having a lasting im-
pact on resource stocks and the economic
viability of the U.S. fishing industry.
However, analysis of the trends and as-
sessments of the Act’s effectiveness have
been limited by a lack of monitoring pro-
cedures and incomplete data. These diffi-
culties are compounded by the stochastic
nature of the processes that need to be
modeled, and by the more conventional
measurement and aggregation problems
that hinder policy analysis. The follow-
ing papers and accompanying comments
recognize (and to some degree reflect)
these analytical hazards. Nonetheless,
we, the editors, believe the papers and
comments are an insightful contribution
to the literature on fisheries management,
and a useful starting point for more ad-
vanced evaluations of the effectiveness
of MFCMA.

In the first paper, Jon Conrad observes
that there were significant increases in
landings and net revenues in the 7-year

period following enactment of the
MFCMA (1977-83). However, net rev-
enues have begun to decline, and “. . .the
industry and resources on which it is
based appear headed toward a second
(but now purely domestic) equilibrium.”
Under these conditions, “. . .revenues
equal cost and the imputed value of the
resource is driven to zero (rent dissipa-
tion).” Conrad is wary of current man-
agement policies which he believes are
“ineffective in limiting catch to a target
yield and controlling the entry of vessels
or the level of fishing effort.” New poli-
cies are required with . . .the potential to
encourage efficient (least cost) harvests
and maintain stocks of fish and shellfish
at levels producing net benefits to the in-
dustry at large.” The paper goes on to
discuss the merits of introducing
incentive-based policies such as transfer-
able quotas or landings taxes.

The search for a better approach to
fishery management, however, can be
difficult. The discussant for Conrad’s
paper, Ivar Strand, calls attention to
some of the weakness in the NMFS data
bases for testing alternative hypotheses
concerning the net benefits of the
MFCMA. He also cautions against draw-
ing conclusions based on weak lines of
causality. Simple “before-after” com-
parisons should be avoided. Measures of
the difference between the value and the
distribution of the gains or losses that
would have occurred with the policy and
without the policy are required to make
more useful policy evaluations. Com-
parisons need to be adjusted for factors
other than the exogenous policy which



