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2+3KLMNO Northern Cod Management Recommendations for 2026 

 

April 13th, 2026  

 

Attn: Robyn Morris, Senior Resource Manager – Groundfish, Domestic Fisheries 

Dear 2+3KLMNO Cod Groundfish Advisory Committee Members,  

 

Introduction 

Oceans North is a charitable organization dedicated to advancing science- and community-

based conservation across Atlantic Canada and the Arctic. We participate in fisheries 

advisory processes to support the rebuilding of depleted stocks, long-term sustainability, 

and the maintenance of healthy marine ecosystems. We are writing to provide 

recommendations for the 2026 management of Northern cod following our participation in 

the stock assessment and Groundfish Advisory Committee (GAC) meeting. 

Given the positive stock growth evident in the 2026 recent stock assessment, and the 

interest from the fishing industry in attaining Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) 

certification, a precautionary approach to management presents a clear opportunity to 

ensure that Northern cod once again supports the coastal economy of Newfoundland and 

Labrador over the long term. We are encouraged by the stock growth trajectory which 

indicates that biomass is reaching levels not seen since the 1980s, marking just the second 

opportunity in 40 years to actually rebuild this iconic stock. There is a singular opportunity 

to make much needed improvements in fisheries management and obtain access to 

markets that reward modern fisheries management practices.  

 

Management Considerations and Recommendations for 2026 Fishing Year  

Oceans North recommends a TAC in line with catch multiplier 1 (42,867 t), essentially a roll 

over based on the 2026 stock assessment, while also taking into consideration the current 

realities of how the fishery is prosecuted. We have also considered the outputs of the 

interim HCR, and recognize that the misalignment between the timing of the HCR in 

advance of the stock assessment will need to be addressed in future iterations.  

Our recommendation is based on the following considerations, that are underpinned by 

the management principles of the precautionary and ecosystem approaches:  

• The TAC level should maintain a high likelihood of continued stock growth. Current 

projections indicate that probability of growth at or above 70% is achieved only at 
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the catch multiplier of 1. Status quo levels of removals offer the best chance for 

continued stock growth.  

• The need to observe sustained stock growth over a longer time period before 

increasing removals, of particular importance given that the stock has declined in 

the past following a period of growth.  

• Outputs of the interim HCR, which indicate lower catch levels than those reflected in 

the catch multipliers currently under consideration, highlighting a disconnect 

between the HCR results and proposed management advice. We recognize that F 

levels remain low as compared to historical levels.  

• Ongoing uncertainty in total removals, particularly the likely underestimation of 

recreational fishing mortality (estimated in the range of 3,000–6,000 t), combined 

with limited monitoring and incomplete catch reporting in the recreational fishery. 

• Exclusion of fishery dependent tagging data from 2020–2025, which limits insight 

into stock dynamics and movement. 

• Concerns around enforcement, including gaps in dock side monitoring, logbook 

submission, and adherence to Conditions of Licence, all of which can impact 

estimates of fishing mortality.  

• The importance of precautionary management of the capelin fishery, including 

setting a TAC at 2025 catch levels for 2026.  

• The requirements for Marine Stewardship Council Certification, particularly with 

respect to robust monitoring and control of total removals.  

Should these concerns be meaningfully addressed—particularly through improved 

monitoring across all fisheries including recreational and inshore commercial, 

incorporation of more realistic estimates of recreational fishing mortality, and 

strengthened enforcement—Oceans North would consider supporting a marginal increase 

in TAC in line with options evaluated in the HCR.  

Further, management decisions should prioritize stability, including consideration of 

constraints on interannual changes in catch, in order to reduce volatility and provide 

predictability while buffering against uncertainty in the assessment. This approach is 

consistent with the Government of Canada’s stated commitment to science-based decision 

making and the precautionary approach, which have guided rebuilding efforts in Atlantic 

groundfish fisheries.  

We elaborate on the basis for our recommendation below.  

 

Stock Status 

The 2026 assessment indicates that Northern cod is in the Healthy Zone, with 

approximately a 70% probability of being above the Upper Stock Reference (USR) and a 

spawning stock biomass estimated at approximately 542 kt. The stock is estimated to be 

more than twice the Limit Reference Point (LRP), with a very low probability of being in the 

Critical Zone. 

While this represents improvement relative to the post-collapse period, current biomass 

levels remain comparable to those observed just prior to the collapse in the 1980s. We 
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have been in a similar position before, and this underscores the need to avoid repeating 

past management decisions that contributed to the stock’s decline and eventual 

moratorium, which was only lifted two years ago.  

In addition, stock status remains sensitive to assumptions regarding natural mortality, 

growth, and selectivity, and retrospective patterns in Bmsy continue to introduce 

uncertainty in the interpretation of trends and reference points. Therefore, it is anticipated 

that the LRP and subsequently, the USR, will decrease year after year and present the stock 

as being healthier than it is. DFO has not been able to determine the cause of this 

retrospective pattern, nor do they have a long-term fix. 

Continued attention to these uncertainties is critical. Without resolving them, there is a risk 

of overestimating stock health and setting management measures that are not aligned with 

the stock’s true productivity. 

Projections from the assessment highlight the risks associated with increasing removals. 

Across scenarios ranging from no fishing to approximately double recent removals, the 

probability of stock decline increases substantially over the next several years, while the 

likelihood of remaining in the Healthy Zone declines. These results reinforce the need for a 

precautionary and stability-focused approach to management that avoids overreacting to 

short-term signals and reduces the risk of managing the stock back into a state requiring 

severe restrictions or another moratorium. 

 

Monitoring and Data Gaps 

Accurate accounting of total removals remains a critical gap in Northern cod management. 

In particular, removals from the recreational fishery are not well quantified, which limits 

the ability to fully understand total fishing pressure on the stock. Addressing this gap is 

essential to ensuring that management decisions remain science-based and consistent 

with a precautionary approach. 

Oceans North recommends that DFO implement improved monitoring tools, such as a 

recreational licensing system or a simple mobile reporting application, to better track catch 

and effort. We recognize the importance of working collaboratively with harvesters, 

Indigenous rights holders, and stakeholders to design approaches that are practical, 

accessible, and reflective of regional realities. Improved monitoring should support, not 

burden, coastal communities, while ensuring the long-term sustainability of the resource. 

At the same time, barriers to participation in existing monitoring programs, particularly the 

tagging program, must be addressed. Low tag return rates in recent years have contributed 

to uncertainty in the assessment and have required the exclusion of recent tagging data to 

2020. Improving accessibility is essential and could include installing tag return drop boxes 

at wharves and commonly used fishing access points, as well as providing pre-addressed, 

postage-paid envelopes through Canada Post locations and local vendors. Reducing friction 

in the reporting process will increase participation and improve the quality of data 

available for science and management. 
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Harvest Control Rule: Interim Frel Approach and Stability Considerations 

In the absence of a fully specified and simulation-tested harvest control rule, Oceans North 

supports the use of an interim fishing mortality-based approach, provided it is 

implemented with appropriate safeguards. 

Specifically, we recommend that Frel be applied using a three-year average of spawning 

stock biomass. Averaging SSB over multiple years would reduce sensitivity to short-term 

fluctuations and retrospective revisions in the assessment, improving both stability and 

robustness in management outcomes. Basing a HCR on a three-year mean of biomass is 

standard in other groundfish fisheries—3NOPS4VWX5ZC Atlantic halibut TACs are 

generated by applying the F from the HCR to the survey biomass which is calculated via the 

three-year mean of the index. 

This interim approach should be paired with clear constraints, including limits on 

interannual changes in catch and consideration of ecosystem indicators such as capelin 

availability, and should not replace the need to develop a fully specified, simulation-tested 

harvest control rule in the near term. This is particularly important given that recent HCR 

outputs indicate lower catch levels than those reflected in current catch multiplier options, 

reinforcing the need for cautious implementation. 

 

Ecosystem Considerations 

Ecosystem conditions are an important driver of Northern cod productivity and must be 

considered in management decisions. Recent improvements in capelin biomass and 

broader oceanographic conditions appear to be contributing to reduced natural mortality 

and improved stock status. 

However, capelin remains well below historical levels and is characterized by post-collapse 

dynamics, and the long-term impacts of climate change on productivity remain uncertain. 

The current trajectory of the stock is therefore contingent on environmental conditions 

that may not persist, reinforcing the need for caution in setting removals. We have made a 

recommendation to limit the capelin fishery to 2025 removal levels, resulting in a small 

decrease but reflective of the fishing capacity and ultimately somewhat precautionary 

given the importance of capelin to Northern cod.  

 

Requirements for Marine Stewardship Council Certification  

With the intent from the fishing industry to pursue MSC certification for Northern cod, 

significant gaps remain that would need to be addressed before the fishery could credibly 

meet MSC standards. We recognize that while there have been Fishery Improvement 

Projects (FIPs) underway both on the inshore and the offshore over the last decade, there 

remain gaps in the fishery that will need to be addressed either in advance of or as part of 

MSC certification.  

Certification will require clear evidence of sustained growth over time and a high degree of 

confidence that the stock size is not being overestimated due to unresolved uncertainties 
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in the assessment, such as the current issue with retrospectives in Bmsy, and subsequently 

the LRP and USR.  

Another central requirement for MSC is a well-defined and effective HCR, and the current 

interim HCR has not been fully developed nor has it been tested through simulation. 

Without a robust, simulated-tested HCR that performs well under uncertainties, it would be 

difficult to show that the management approaches are precautionary. Given that an interim 

HCR exists and TAC recommendations have been made based on simulations, adherence 

to this HCR at least for a 1-2 year period while a more robust one is developed should be 

part of the consideration for certification.  

Monitoring is also required as part of certification and while the offshore fishery is well 

monitored, there is little to no monitoring of the recreational fishery and extremely low 

levels on the inshore fishery. Both of these will have to be addressed and while a condition 

of certification will ensure progress, getting ahead of this requirement will serve to 

demonstrate that safeguards are also part of Canadian fisheries management practices.  

Finally, protection of habitat is also an important aspect of MSC certification, and any roll 

back of existing closed or protected areas or failure to advance new areas that have been 

identified as important for biodiversity protection may also result in further conditions of 

certification. As the fishery advances and catch levels increase, putting in place closed areas 

offers further insurance against unreported fishing mortality.  

 

Conclusion 

While the current status of Northern cod reflects cautious progress under relatively 

favourable ecosystem conditions, the stock has not yet demonstrated consistent long-term 

growth and remains subject to important sources of uncertainty. A precautionary, stability-

focused approach to management in 2026 will help safeguard recent gains while 

supporting continued rebuilding. 

Oceans North appreciates the opportunity to contribute to this process and looks forward 

to continued engagement with science, management and the fishing industry.  

Sincerely, 

Gemma Rayner 

Fisheries and Special Projects Advisor 

Oceans North 

 

 

 

 


