
Catch limits are protective caps on the number of 
fish that can be caught in a fishing year. They are a fun-
damental measure to prevent overfishing and ensure the 
long-term sustainability of fish stocks. These measures are 
set based on scientific assessments of the health of fish 
stocks.1 

In 2012, the United States successfully implemented an-
nual catch limits in all 46 of its major fisheries.2 These 
limits are paired with accountability measures that aim 
to prevent the total catch of that year from exceeding 
the annual catch limit, or to mitigate the negative conse-
quences if it does.3

Catch limits are an important part of managing a sustain-
able fishery. But setting catch limits that balance the long-
term health of both the fishery and the needs of fishermen 
depends on the accuracy of stock assessments. 

The National Marine Fisheries Service faces chronic un-
derfunding, which hinders its ability to produce frequent, 
cutting-edge stock assessments.4 As a result, catch limits, 
which must be based on the best available science, err 
on the side of caution when faced with uncertainties 
about the health of a fishery. Collaborative research ef-
forts with fishermen can help fill in some of these gaps, 
but sufficient funding is imperative.

Catch limits and accountability measures provide the first 
line of defense against overfishing. Combined with care-
ful management that accounts for ecosystem particulars 
and fishing community welfare, catch limits are an essen-
tial part of ensuring the sustainability of fisheries.

Catch shares are a way of managing a fishery that 
has catch limits. Under catch shares, the annual catch is 
divided into portions that are granted, in perpetuity and 
for free, to individuals in the fishery. These shares of the 
fishery can be bought, sold and leased in private markets 
with little accountability.5 

Catch shares drive fisheries to consolidate in the hands 
of fewer, larger fishing operations, putting many smaller-
scale fishermen out of work and hurting the fishing com-

munities that depend on them. Meanwhile, a privileged 
few benefit from exclusive access to a public resource. 

Catch shares are not inherently a sustainable way to man-
age a fishery — they've been shown to increase discards, 
incentivize more damaging gear and prevent adaptive, 
ecosystem-based fishing management. Often, catch 
shares are claimed to be sustainable because they have 
catch limits, but catch limits can and have been estab-
lished without catch shares. Implementing catch shares 
typically removes other measures to protect vulnerable 
spawning areas and other critical fish populations, and 
their rigidity fails to respond to both natural and dramatic 
stock fluctuations. 

Instead of privatizing our fisheries, we should be working 
more closely with fishing communities and sustainable, 
small-scale fishermen to create adaptive management 
strategies that protect our fish and our fishermen. Smart 
fishery management can be fair and equitable, maintain 
public control of the resource, minimize damage to the 
environment and promote a better life for our nation's 
fishermen and their communities.
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