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Figure 1. Map of the Gulf of St. Lawrence and 
neighboring regions showing NAFO divisions 4RST 
(shaded area). 

Context 
The stock assessment of Atlantic Halibut (Hippoglossus hippoglossus) in the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence (NAFO Divisions 4RST) is conducted every two years, with the most recent 
assessment completed in February 2013. In interim year, a summary review of the resource's 
main indicators is made in order to determine whether major changes in the stock status would 
warrant more in-depth study prior to the planned assessment in the winter of 2015. This update 
was prepared to provide Fisheries Management with an overview of the most recent stock 
status. In 2013, this stock has undergone a commercial fishery whose total allowable catch 
(TAC) was set at 864 t, the fishing season ending May 14, 2014. 

This Science Response Report results from the Science Response Process of December 6, 
2013 on Update of Stock Status Indicators for Cod (3Pn4RS) and Atlantic Halibut in the Gulf of 
St. Lawrence (4RST) in 2013. 

Analysis 
The stock status update of Atlantic Halibut in the Gulf of St. Lawrence is based on 2013 data 
from: 1) commercial landings (fixed and mobile gears); 2) summer scientific trawling surveys, 
carried out by Fisheries and Oceans Canada, in the northern (1990-2013) and the southern Gulf 
(1985-2013) (indices of distribution, abundance and biomass, population structure); and 3) 
mobile trawl survey conducted in the northern Gulf by the Sentinel program (1995-2013) 
(indices of distribution, abundance and biomass, population structure). 
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Landings 
For the management cycle comprised between May 15 of the current year and May 14 of the 
following year, reported landings from commercial fisheries (fixed and mobile gear) for Atlantic 
Halibut in the Gulf of St. Lawrence reached 737 t for 2011 season and 722.5 t for 2012 season 
(Figure 2). Due to the quota conciliation, a management measure coming into force from the 
2011 fishing season, the initial TAC of 720 t provided for each of these two seasons was 
respectively reduced to 636 t and 653 t. Therefore, landings during these two years have 
exceeded 10-15% authorized allowances. 

For the 2013-14 fishing season, landings in early December 2013 totaled 763.7 t, or 94% of the 
authorized allocation of 811.9 t following the quota conciliation measure. Landings of the last 
three years are the highest recorded in the past 60 years. 

 
Figure 2. Atlantic Halibut annual landings (t) and total allowable catch (TAC) for NAFO Divisions 4RST. 
2012 and 2013 data are preliminary. 

Stock Status Indicators  
DFO Bottom trawl research surveys 

The distribution of Atlantic Halibut in the northern and the southern Gulf in August and 
September 2013 respectively was similar to that observed in 2012, catches concentrating along 
and in Esquiman, Anticosti and Laurentian channels, and on the periphery of the Magdalen 
basin. The values of distribution index (area of occupancy DWAO and geographic concentration 
D95) in the northern Gulf are still among the highest in the 1990-2013 survey series. They have 
risen sharply in the southern Gulf in 2013, reaching the second highest in the 1985-2013 survey 
series. 

Indices of abundance and biomass of trawl surveys in the northern and southern Gulf in 2013 
remained relatively stable compared to the values observed in 2012 (Figures 3 and 4). The 
indices for the two surveys were maintained well above the average of each survey series. 
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A) B) 

 

Figure 3. Estimated abundance (A) and biomass (B) indices for Atlantic Halibut based on the DFO 
research trawl survey in the northern Gulf. The error bars indicate the confidence interval of 95%. The 
solid line represents the series mean for all years except 2013 and the dashed lines ± 0.5 standard 
deviation. 

A)  

 
B)  

 
Figure 4. Estimated abundance (A) and biomass (B) indices for Atlantic Halibut based on the DFO 
research trawl survey in the southern Gulf. The error bars indicate the confidence interval of 95%. The 
solid line represents the series mean for all years except 2013 and the dashed lines ± 0.5 standard 
deviation. 
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The range of sizes of halibut caught during surveys in 2013 remained extensive, ranging 
between 20 and 130 cm in the northern Gulf and up to 170 cm in the southern Gulf. As for 
previous years, catches were mostly (~ 80 %) composed of pre-recruits (< 85 cm). The median 
size for the survey in the northern Gulf has declined below the 1990-2012 average median 
(Figure 5A) whereas for the southern Gulf survey, it remained stable at a higher level than the 
long-term period average median (Figure 5B). 

A)  

 
B) 

 
Figure 5. Median sizes of Atlantic Halibut captured in the DFO scientific trawl surveys in the northern Gulf 
(A) and the southern Gulf (B). The solid line represents the average median of the series for all years 
except 2013 and the dashed lines ± 0.5 standard deviation. 

Mobile trawl survey by Sentinel program in the northern Gulf  
The distribution of Atlantic Halibut in the mobile trawl survey by Sentinel program in 2013 was 
similar to that observed in the DFO survey in the northern Gulf, excluding the Estuary that is not 
covered by the Sentinel survey. The distribution indices (D95 and DWAO) decreased in 2013 
but still remain high relative to all the values observed for the 1995-2013 series. 

In 2013, the indices of abundance and biomass were slightly higher than in 2012 (Figure 6). The 
value of the abundance index remained in the average for the 1995-2012 period while the value 
of the biomass index remained at a higher level than the average for the same period. 
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The survey catches in 2013 were still represented by a wide range of sizes (27-124 cm) with a 
majority (83%) of non-commercial fish size (<85 cm). The median size observed was 
maintained close to the average for the 1995-2012 period (Figure 7). 

A)

 

B)

 

Figure 6. Estimated abundance (A) and biomass (B) indices for Atlantic Halibut based on the Sentinel 
mobile survey in the northern Gulf. The error bars indicate the confidence interval of 95 %. The solid line 
represents the series mean for all years except 2013 and the dashed lines ± 0.5 standard deviation. 

 
Figure 7. Median sizes of Atlantic Halibut captured in the Sentinel mobile survey in the northern Gulf. The 
solid line represents the average median of the series for all years except 2013 and the dashed lines ± 
0.5 standard deviation. 
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Conclusions 
No information on the fishery performance and the effort distribution was considered for this 
update. The only information analyzed from the fishery is landings. Reported landings to date 
are higher than those for the previous two years, while they are the highest in the last 60 years. 

Indicators from DFO research trawl surveys in the northern and the southern Gulf, as well as 
those from the Sentinel mobile survey in the northern Gulf show in 2013: 

1) abundance and biomass indices still well above the average of their respective series, 
with the exception of sentinel survey for which the value of the abundance index is 
comparable to the average of the series; 

2) demographic structure always as extensive as previous years, and composition still has 
a strong majority (over 80 %) of pre-recruits (halibut <85 cm). 

The update of the main indicators of the stock status of Atlantic Halibut in the Gulf shows no 
major changes compared to the assessment in February 2013. The latest scientific advice 
therefore remains valid for the next fishing season. 

Contributors 
Name Affiliation  
Archambault, Diane DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Bourdages, Hugo DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Brassard, Claude DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Castonguay, Martin DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Chabot, Denis DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Cyr, Charley DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Desgagnés, Mathieu DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Duplisea, Daniel DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Gauthier, Johanne DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Goudreau, Patrice DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Grégoire, François DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Lambert, Jean DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Lambert, Yvan DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Légaré, Benoit DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Marquis, Marie-Claude DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
McQuinn, Ian DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Plourde, Stéphane DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Sainte-Marie, Bernard DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Savenkoff, Claude DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Scallon, Pierre-Marc DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Schwab, Philippe DFO, Science, Quebec Region 
Trottier, Steve DFO, Science, Quebec Region 

Approved by 
Serge Gosselin 
A. Regional Director of Science  
Quebec Region 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada 

Date: December 19, 2013  



Quebec Region Science Response: Atlantic Halibut (4RST) 

7 

Sources of information 
DFO. 2013. Proceedings of the Quebec Regional Peer Review on the Assessment of the Gulf of 

St. Lawrence (4RST) Atlantic Halibut Stock; February 27th ,2013. DFO Can. Sci. Advis. 
Sec. Proceed. Ser. 2013/010.   

DFO. 2013. Stock Assessment of Atlantic Halibut of the Gulf of St. Lawrence (NAFO Divisions 
4RST) for 2011 and 2012. DFO Can. Sci. Advis. Sec. Sci. Advis. Rep. 2013/033.  

This report is available from the: 
Centre for Science Advice (CSA)  

Quebec Region  
Fisheries and Oceans Canada  
Maurice Lamontagne Institute 

P.O. Box 1000, Mont-Joli 
Quebec, Canada  

G5H 3Z4 

Telephone: 418-775-0825 
Email: bras@dfo-mpo.gc.ca 

Internet address: www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/csas-sccs/ 

ISSN 1919-3769 
© Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, 2014 

 

Correct citation for this publication: 

DFO. 2014. Update of main indicators of the stock status of Atlantic halibut in the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence (4RST) in 2013. DFO Can. Sci. Advis. Sec. Sci. Resp. 2014/002. 

Aussi disponible en français :  

MPO. 2014. Mise à jour des principaux indicateurs de l’état du stock du flétan atlantique du  
golfe du Saint-Laurent (4RST) en 2013. Secr. can. de consult. sci. du MPO, Rép. des Sci. 
2014/002. 

mailto:bras@dfo-mpo.gc.ca
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/csas-sccs/
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/csas-sccs/

	Update of Main Indicators of the  Stock Status of Atlantic Halibut in the  Gulf of St. Lawrence (4RST) in 2013
	Context
	Analysis
	Landings
	Stock Status Indicators
	DFO Bottom trawl research surveys
	Mobile trawl survey by Sentinel program in the northern Gulf


	Conclusions
	Contributors
	Approved by
	Sources of information
	This report is available from the:


