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Figure 1. Eastern and Western Assessment Zones 
for shrimp fisheries in Arctic Region. Boundaries of 
the Nunavut, Nunavik and Nunatsiavut land claim 
areas are shown in red. 

Context: 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada’s Fishery Decision-Making Framework Incorporating the Precautionary 
Approach describes a framework where reference points and harvest decision rules are used to make 
fisheries management decisions. The limit reference point (LRP) represents the stock status below 
which serious harm is likely occurring to the stock. The LRP is established based on biological criteria 
by Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) Science. The Upper Stock Reference (USR) divides the 
Healthy Zone from the Cautious Zone and is established by DFO Resource Management in 
consultation with co-management partners, provincial and territorial governments, industry, and DFO 
Science, to enact harvest decision rules. 
Since the reorganization of the Northern Shrimp (Pandalus borealis) and Striped Shrimp (P. montagui) 
surveys conducted in the Arctic Region in 2014, the joint DFO-Northern Shrimp Research Foundation 
survey has covered the Western Assessment Zone (WAZ) and Eastern Assessment Zone (EAZ) survey 
areas annually with the same ship and gear (DFO 2020a). LRPs for the WAZ were developed in 2013, 
however, the restart of the time series in 2014 means they are no longer valid (DFO 2018a). Data 
points acquired since the new survey began will therefore be used to establish new reference points for 
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the WAZ. Reference points will also be updated for the EAZ since the original points were calculated 
from only three surveys (Siferd 2015), which no longer correspond to the assessment area boundaries 
(DFO 2019a). 
DFO Resource Management has requested that Science establish LRPs consistent with the 
Precautionary Approach (PA) framework for Northern Shrimp and Striped Shrimp in order to determine 
the point below which serious harm may be occurring to the stock (i.e., the Critical Zone), and propose 
an USR. This Science Advisory Report is from the May 12–13, 2020 Meeting on Science Advice on 
Limit Reference Points for Northern Shrimp, Pandalus borealis, and Striped Shrimp, Pandalus 
montagui, in the Eastern and Western Assessment Zones. Additional publications from this meeting will 
be posted on the Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) Science Advisory Schedule as they become 
available. 

SUMMARY 
• The Precautionary Approach (PA) Framework for the Eastern Assessment Zone (EAZ) was 

established in 2009 on the basis of 3 years of survey data and the results of the 
Precautionary Approach Workshop on Canadian Shrimp and Prawn Stocks and Fisheries 
(DFO 2009b). The Western Assessment Zone (WAZ) PA Framework was deferred because 
of changes to the survey design in 2014 that reset the survey time series. The goals of this 
meeting were to establish the Limit Reference Point (LRP) and propose an Upper Stock 
Reference point (USR) for the WAZ and update the existing reference points for the EAZ. 

• LRPs for Northern Shrimp (Pandalus borealis) and Striped Shrimp (P. montagui) in both the 
WAZ and EAZ are newly established as 40%, and the proposed USRs as 80%, of the 
geometric mean of the spawning stock biomass (SSB) index. These calculations are 
consistent with guidance in the DFO PA Policy. 

• In the WAZ, the newly established LRPs for Northern Shrimp (4,100 t) and Striped Shrimp 
(12,300 t) are based on a 6-year time series (2014–2019). Similarly, a newly proposed USR 
is provided for each species (8,200 and 24,600 t, respectively). 

• In the EAZ, the updated LRP for Northern Shrimp (increase to 15,800 from 6,800 t) and the 
proposed USR (increase to 31,600 from 18,200 t) are based on an 11-year time series 
(2009–2019). Re-calculation of the LRP and proposed USR for Striped Shrimp in the EAZ 
resulted in 3,100 t (increase from 2,300 t) and 6,100 t (no change), respectively. 

• The LRPs and proposed USRs are based on the best available scientific information, but do 
not incorporate environmental or ecosystem factors into their calculations. Information 
pertaining to these metrics are lacking. 

• The PA reference points for the WAZ and EAZ should be re-examined when a population 
model is developed or relationships between stock productivity and environmental or 
ecosystem factors are sufficiently developed to inform stock assessments. 

BACKGROUND 

Canadian Precautionary Approach Framework and Limit Reference Points  
In 2009, Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) published the Sustainable Fisheries Framework 
that provides the basis for ensuring Canadian fisheries are conducted in a manner which 
supports conservation and sustainability. The framework is comprised of a number of policies 
for the conservation and sustainable use of fisheries resources including “A Fishery Decision-
Making Framework Incorporating the Precautionary Approach” (DFO 2009a). The Precautionary 

http://www.isdm-gdsi.gc.ca/csas-sccs/applications/events-evenements/index-eng.asp
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/reports-rapports/regs/sff-cpd/overview-cadre-eng.htm
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/reports-rapports/regs/sff-cpd/precaution-eng.htm
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/reports-rapports/regs/sff-cpd/precaution-eng.htm
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Approach (PA) Policy applies where decisions on harvest strategies or harvest rates for a stock 
are taken to determine Total Allowable Catch (TAC) or other measures to control harvests. This 
is the case for Northern Shrimp (Pandalus borealis) and Striped Shrimp (P. montagui) stocks.  
There are three components to the general decision framework for the PA:  
1. Reference points and stock status zones;  
2. Harvest strategy and harvest decision rules; and,  
3. The need to take into account uncertainty and risk when developing reference points and 

developing and implementing decision rules.  
The first component of the PA framework, reference points and status zones, is the subject of 
this advisory report. The PA is divided into three stock status zones: the Healthy, Cautious and 
Critical Zones (Figure 2). The Upper Stock Reference (USR) divides the Healthy Zone from the 
Cautious Zone and the Limit Reference Point (LRP) divides the Cautious Zone from the Critical 
Zone. 

 
Figure 2. Elements of DFO’s PA framework (from DFO 2009a). 

The LRP is defined as the stock status below which serious harm is being done to the stock. 
However, a challenge in setting an LRP is identifying the threshold of where and when ‘serious 
harm’ occurs to the stock. This threshold is approximated based on the best available 
information, below which validation is exactly the situation to be avoided. LRPs are based on 
biological criteria and are established by DFO Science. In the Critical Zone, 
conservation/biological considerations are meant to be the primary drivers for management 
decision-making (as opposed to socio-economic factors) and there is to be no tolerance for 
preventable declines as the primary goal is to rebuild the stock out of the critical zone. 
Management actions pertaining to this zone are to promote stock growth and removals are to be 
kept to the lowest possible level regardless of the stock trajectory.  
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When establishing an LRP, the guidelines advise choosing a stock metric that can account for 
changing productivity, generally the spawning stock biomass. An LRP should be determined by 
accounting for periods of high and low productivity over as long a time-series as possible, and 
based on the best information available on stock biology and fishery characteristics while 
acknowledging limitations of the data. However, in some cases there may be insufficient 
information on which to base choices of stock-specific precautionary reference points and 
harvest rules. In these instances, DFO has a guideline of 40% LRP and 80% USR. The PA 
Policy states:  

“In cases where insufficient stock-specific information is available, these reference points 
may be considered as the best available guidance for management and for assessing 
the stock in relation to sustainability. Actual reference points for a stock may use other 
metrics and be set lower or higher than these references but should be demonstrably 
appropriate for the stock and be consistent with the intent of the PA.” 

Furthermore, while reference points should be reviewed periodically, neither the timeframe nor 
the triggers for review are specified in the PA Policy. Given that reference points have not been 
previously proposed for Northern Shrimp and Striped Shrimp in the Western Assessment Zone 
(WAZ; Figure 1) and that the current reference points in the Eastern Assessment Zone (EAZ) 
have been in place since 2009 (DFO 2009b), Resource Management has requested a review of 
the LRPs, and their rationales, to be carried out for these stocks. 

Species Biology 
Northern Shrimp is found in the Northwest Atlantic from Baffin Bay to the Gulf of Maine, while 
Striped Shrimp is found from Davis Strait south to the Bay of Fundy.  
Both species of shrimp are protandric hermaphrodites. They function as males early in their 
lives then change sex and reproduce as females for the remainder of their lives. Females 
usually produce eggs once a year in the late summer-fall and carry them, attached to their 
abdomen, through the winter until the spring, when they hatch. Newly hatched shrimp spend 
three to four months as pelagic larvae. At the end of this period they settle at the bottom and 
take up the life style of the adults. 
Recent research by Le Corre (2019, 2020) on the connectivity of management units via shrimp 
larval drift found that virtually the entire population of Northern Shrimp along the Canadian 
Atlantic coast (from Baffin Bay to the Scotian Shelf) is connected through larval drift processes 
with variable retention success in a given management zone. Also, larval drift was found to 
promote genetic homogeneity in areas with strong currents (Jorde et al. 2015). These findings 
improved our understanding of recruitment mechanisms and may in the future help to inform 
management of Canadian shrimp stocks. 
Shrimp lifespan is uncertain but shrimp in the north are thought to live five to eight years. 
Growth rates and maturation are likely slower in the northern populations. 

Fishery 
The fishery began in the late 1970s in what is known as shrimp fishing area (SFA) 1. 
Exploratory fishing expanded into what is now the Davis Strait-East management unit 
(previously known as SFA 2) and then to areas southeast of Resolution Island in Hudson Strait. 
Quotas in these areas were based on fishery performance and not scientific survey data. In the 
mid-1990s, the fishery moved southeast of Resolution Island in SFA 2, where the main fishery 
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remains to date. Implementation of the Nunavut Agreement in 1999 shifted the main fishery east 
of the Nunavut Settlement Area. 
Currently, the fishery in the EAZ and WAZ is managed by a TAC which is divided into individual 
quotas for 17 offshore licence holders and special allocations for Nunavut and Nunavik fishing 
interests. Changes to the management of the fishery in what were SFAs 2 and 3 created new 
SFAs and Management Units beginning with the 2013/14 fishing season (Figure 2). Nunavut 
Wildlife Management Board (NWMB) and Nunavik Marine Region Wildlife Board (NMRWB) 
advise on the allocation of quotas to Nunavut and Nunavik fishing interests, respectively. All 
fishing to date has been conducted by large vessels (> 100’ overall length) with 100% At-Sea-
Observer coverage.  
Fishing gear in the EAZ and WAZ consists of single and, more recently, twin shrimp trawls 
requiring a minimum codend mesh size of 40 mm and separator grate (maximum 28 mm bar 
spacing). Since 2003, the management year has been April 1 to March 31. The fishing season 
is limited by the extent of sea ice, and is conducted between May and December in most years. 
Northern Shrimp has been the main commercial species throughout the history of the shrimp 
fishery in this area. Historically, most of the harvest of Striped Shrimp occurred as by-catch in 
the directed Northern Shrimp fishery. Directed fishing for Striped Shrimp has become more 
important especially with quotas available in the Nunavut-West and Nunavik-West management 
units beginning with the 2013/14 fishing season. 
Fishery catch per unit effort (CPUE) data are not considered to reflect stock status. Commercial 
fishing locations are not broadly distributed; fishing vessels target areas of high density. A mix of 
two shrimp species are disproportionally caught in the fishery and the composition of the two 
species in the catch determines which species is designated as directed, which biases CPUE 
calculations. Throughout the history of the fishery, economic factors (e.g., fuel prices, market 
price of shrimp) have influenced when and where the species are caught. In the EAZ, 
commercial vessel performance has changed over the years to target each species to achieve 
cleaner catches of just one species. Renewed effort in the WAZ is relatively recent. In some 
years, cleaner catches can be similarly achieved in the WAZ, however that varies in relation to 
the distribution of the two species. 

ASSESSMENT 
This is an assessment of LRPs for both Northern Shrimp and Striped Shrimp in the EAZ and 
WAZ (Figure 1). These two species have overlapping distributions, particularly in the Resolution 
Island area, resulting in an overlap of their fisheries. The total removal, both directed catch and 
by-catch, of each species is considered in the assessment. 
DFO plans and the Northern Shrimp Research Foundation (NSRF) conducts annual surveys of 
the EAZ (Resolution Island Study Area; RISA-W, RISA-E and SFA 2EX) and WAZ (SFA 3) 
survey areas (Figure 3). Both species in the EAZ and WAZ were last assessed in 2019 (DFO 
2019a) and updated in 2020 (DFO 2020a). Survey data in the EAZ are available for the period 
of 2006–2019, however, the first three years are not considered comparable with the rest of the 
series because of poor trawl performance, incomplete sampling coverage, and inconsistent 
timing, vessels, and gear (DFO 2018a). Therefore the first three years of data are excluded, and 
only 2009–2019 data are evaluated for the EAZ.  
The WAZ (Figure 1) was surveyed biennially by DFO from 2007–2013. However, results could 
not be combined with the EAZ survey results because the surveys used different gear and 
occurred at different times of year. This prevented a comprehensive evaluation of the 
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distributions of shrimp and a more practical look at broader stock assessment over a larger 
spatial scale. In 2014, the NSRF was commissioned to take over the survey of the WAZ so that 
it is sampled in conjunction with the EAZ as a means to maintain consistent methods among 
management units. This action started a new time series for the WAZ. In 2019, the WAZ was 
surveyed for the sixth year in the new time series. The advice contained herein marks the first 
occasion that LRPs have been developed in the WAZ. 
Fishable and female spawning stock biomass (SSB) indices from scientific surveys form the 
basis of this assessment. Fishable biomass is based on male and female shrimp from the 
surveys with a carapace length greater than 17 mm; this represents shrimp that are large 
enough to be retained in commercial trawls. SSB is based on all female shrimp from the surveys 
regardless of size. Fishery data are used to determine the observed exploitation rate index, 
calculated as catch from the reporting records (Canadian Atlantic Quota Report; CAQR) divided 
by the fishable biomass index from the same year. The potential exploitation rate index is 
calculated to represent the exploitation rate if the entire TAC is taken. Bootstrapped 95% 
confidence intervals are included for each of the indices. 

 
Figure 3. Locations of NSRF survey areas (left panel) within the Eastern (blue) and Western (green) 
Assessment Zones and the management units (right panel) referred to in this report. Shrimp Fishing Area 
(SFA), Exploratory (EX), Resolution Island Study Area (RISA), East (E), West (W), Nunavut (NU), 
Nunavik (NK) and Davis Strait (DS). Red lines show the borders of the Nunavut, Nunatsiavut and Nunavik 
Land Claims Areas. 

For each assessment zone and shrimp fishery an LRP based on 30% and 40% of the SSB 
index was explored (Walkusz and Atchison 2020). Currently, a 30% LRP is being applied as a 
reference point by the Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization (NAFO) for the Northern 
Shrimp stock in SFA 1, which is adjacent to the EAZ. This was noted but not considered in-
depth during a two-day workshop in 2008 among DFO-Science, DFO-Resource Management, 
co-management partners and stakeholders in an attempt to establish LRPs in these shrimp 
fisheries (2009b). Additionally, LRPs and the USRs were adopted at 30% and 80%, 
respectively, of the geometric mean of female SSB for both Northern and Striped Shrimp in 
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other southern SFAs. The SSB was deemed to be a suitable proxy for BMSY. The contributing 
factors leading to the use of 30 and 80% were three years of survey data (2006–2008) in 
Shrimp Fishing Area 2, and that it was consistent with the approach taken by NAFO. LRPs have 
since gone unchanged in the EAZ (Siferd 2015). 
Adopting a 30% LRP as part of the 2020 process would be consistent with NAFO approach and 
how shrimp fisheries are managed in the Newfoundland and Labrador Region. However, the 
use of a 30% LRP is unsubstantiated for the WAZ and EAZ based on the best available 
scientific information for these particular fisheries (Walkusz and Atchison 2020). Furthermore, 
an LRP of 40% is suggested in the DFO PA Policy (DFO 2009a) for instances of data deficiency 
and uncertainty. Establishing LRPs based on 40% average SSB for the WAZ and the EAZ was 
determined to be the best way forward based on the information available and recent decreases 
in stock productivity in southern SFAs (e.g., SFAs 4–6, DFO 2019b; SFAs 13–15, DFO 2019c). 
Uncertainty remains with respect to biomass variability as it relates to environmental conditions 
(e.g., temperature). Patchy shrimp population distributions have led to occasional large catches 
and fluctuations and increased variance in biomass estimates for each of the assessment zones 
in different years. Other SFAs have longer data sets and can justify using 30% LRPs, while the 
WAZ and EAZ have shorter data sets, large fluctuations in biomass indices and a lack of stock 
trends. Furthermore, Striped Shrimp in the EAZ appear to have recovered from biomass levels 
equivalent to an SSB level near the 40% LRP; below this point the ability of the stocks to 
recover is unknown (DFO 2020b). Similarly, it is not known to what extent Northern Shrimp can 
recover from below their lowest recorded biomass levels (comparatively higher than Striped 
Shrimp in the EAZ). When the PA framework for the EAZ was initially established using 30% 
LRPs, the reference points were based on three years of data, the geographic area of SFA 2 
and a different survey range. It was recommended that the initial EAZ PA framework be revised 
as soon as possible (DFO 2020b). One of the potential options would be to move to a dynamic 
LRP, which follows the pattern of the stock. Since information on shrimp stocks is limited in the 
WAZ and EAZ, a fixed LRP is recommended. The PA framework may be revised in the future 
when more data on variables affecting shrimp stocks in the WAZ and EAZ become available. 
The recommended reference points follow DFO’s PA Policy (2009a) and include new data to 
update existing LRPs in the EAZ and establish new LRPs in the WAZ. The geometric mean of 
SSB was used as a proxy for BMSY. Furthermore, this framework suggests a starting point for 
calculating USRs. Accordingly, the LRPs and proposed USRs were calculated at 40% and 80%, 
respectively, of the geometric mean of SSB for both Northern and Striped Shrimp (Figures 4 
and 5). 
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Figure 4. Newly established LRPs for Northern Shrimp (left) and Striped Shrimp (right) in the WAZ. The 
LRP (red line) is calculated as 40% of the geometric mean of the SSB index and the proposed USR 
(dashed green line) calculated as 80% of the geometric mean of the SSB index. Blue symbols are annual 
stock status values, numbers indicate the fishing season. 

 
Figure 5. Updated LRPs for Northern Shrimp (left) and Striped Shrimp (right) in the EAZ. The LRP (red 
line) is calculated as 40% of the geometric mean of the SSB index and the proposed USR (dashed green 
line) calculated as 80% of the geometric mean of the SSB index. Blue symbols are annual stock status 
values, numbers indicate the fishing season. 

Sources of Uncertainty 
The sources of uncertainty that were not quantitatively incorporated into the establishment of 
LRPs for Northern and Striped Shrimp stocks in the WAZ and EAZ, include: 

• Despite having data on temperature preferences of the two shrimp species, the distribution, 
availability and dynamics of preferred habitats is lacking. Future efforts should focus on 
moving towards an Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management to address knowledge 
gaps and drivers of stock variability, such as: larval drift related to the connectivity between 
management zones (stocks), habitat spatiotemporal variability, and ecosystem linkages 
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(e.g., predator-prey interactions, oceanographic drivers). The lack of environmental 
information contributes to uncertainty. 

• Given the short time series and the lack of observed trends, it is not feasible to identify 
periods of high productivity upon which to base reference points (as suggested in the DFO 
PA Policy). 

• Trawls used in the survey are known to have a catchability less than one but the exact value 
is unknown. Therefore, the survey is an index of biomass and not an absolute estimate of 
the total biomass. 

• Catch data are known; however, the total fishery-induced mortality is unknown (landed catch 
plus incidental mortality from trawling). Exploitation rates are a relative index rather than 
absolute. 

• Survey of all stocks is completed in the middle of the fishing season. It is uncertain how 
much of the TAC has already been taken while the survey is ongoing. Results may be 
confounded by the timing of the survey and the concurrent level of harvest. 

• It is uncertain to what extent these stocks have the capacity to recover from low levels of 
biomass. High biomass variability exhibited in these stocks can lead to their positioning 
within the proposed Cautious Zone of this PA framework. A longer time series and a better 
understanding of the drivers of stock variability may inform recovery potential. 

• The stocks’ natural mortality, including multi-species linkages, is currently unknown. 

• Factors that may cause shrimp productivity to change are poorly understood within the WAZ 
and EAZ. For example, it is uncertain to what extent larval drift exists between these 
assessment zones, and to what extent shrimp productivity is impacted by their movements. 

• Stocks of both species in both assessment zones exhibit relatively large inter-annual 
variability in biomass and no trends have been observed. The drivers leading to this 
variability are poorly understood. 

• Northern and Striped Shrimp have populations spanning both assessment zones and their 
relative distributions are likely to change inter-annually. The stock structure of each species 
within and between assessment zones is unresolved. For example, it is possible there are 
multiple populations of the same species within a single assessment zone.  

• DFO has recently discovered that a portion of what was previously identified as P. 
montagui from the Gulf and Scotian Shelf (Division 3PS) are in fact Dichelopandalus 
leptocerus. There remains uncertainty about whether this species has recently migrated to 
this area or may have been misidentified for several years. The same may be true in more 
northern areas including the WAZ and EAZ. 

CONCLUSIONS AND ADVICE 
The work described here represents new and updated science advice on reference points for 
the Northern and Striped Shrimp fisheries in the WAZ and EAZ. The advice is based on a 
traditional approach of calculating SSB from shrimp trawl surveys, and explores a time series of 
fishery-independent data. Data used to assess these fisheries are limited and highly variable, 
and currently no trends in stock status have been observed. Striped Shrimp in the EAZ have 
demonstrated an ability to recover from 40% of the SSB, the LRP, below which the ability of 
these stocks to recover is uncertain. Therefore, we recommend a PA consistent with DFO 
(2009a) that reflects insufficient stock-specific information: 40% LRP and 80% USR, with 
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respect to the geometric mean SSB index. These reference points represent the best available 
scientific information and constitute advice to management for assessing the stock in relation to 
sustainability.  
In the WAZ, the newly established LRP and the proposed USR for Northern Shrimp and Striped 
Shrimp are based on a 6-year time series (2014–2019; Table 1). In the EAZ, the updated LRP 
and the proposed USR for Northern Shrimp and Striped Shrimp are based on an 11-year time 
series (2009–2019; Table 1). 

Table 1. Established Limit Reference Points (LRPs) and proposed Upper Stock Reference points (USRs) 
for Northern Shrimp and Striped Shrimp in the Western Assessment Zone and Eastern Assessment 
Zone. Spawning stock biomass is reported in tonnes. Previous reference points are provided in 
parentheses. 

Species 
Western Assessment Zone Eastern Assessment Zone 

LRP USR LRP USR 

Northern Shrimp 
(Pandalus borealis) 4,100 8,200 15,800 

(from 6,800) 
31,600 

(from 18,200) 

Striped Shrimp 
(Pandalus montagui) 12,300 24,600 3,100 

(from 2,300) 
6,100 

(no change) 

The PA reference points for the WAZ and EAZ should be re-examined when a population model 
is developed or relationships between stock productivity and environmental or ecosystem 
factors are sufficiently developed to inform stock assessments. 

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
In general, management of key forage species, such as shrimp, under an ecosystem approach, 
requires the adoption of a conservative approach with lower fishing mortality reference points 
and higher biomass reference points than would be considered under a single species 
management approach. 
In cases where insufficient stock-specific information is available, DFO’s PA Policy (2009a) 
suggests reference points that may be considered as the best available guidance for 
management and for assessing the stock in relation to sustainability. The 40% LRP and 80% 
USR provided as guidance are the results of reviews and meta-analyses across a wide variety 
of fish stocks. However, it is uncertain to what extent this standard can be applied to shrimp 
fisheries. Here, 40% LRP and 80% USR of the geometric mean SSB index have been used to 
inform reference points for shrimp fisheries in the WAZ and EAZ without demonstrable 
validation of stock productivity. Indeed, most larvae released in any management area end up 
as functioning adults in another management area (in other words, most adults in any 
management area originated elsewhere; Le Corre et al. 2020). This in and of itself is evidence 
that the SSB index within an individual management area does not provide a defensible 
measure of the future health within any individual management area.  
The PA reference points in both the WAZ and EAZ are based on the best available scientific 
information and need to be re-evaluated with new and/or alternative methodologies when data 
are available to corroborate the advice contained herein. Actual reference points for a stock may 
use other metrics and be set lower or higher than these references but should be justified for the 
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stock and consistent with the intent of the PA. Ideally, more robust LRPs and associated PA 
frameworks should be considered by Science and Resource Management when additional data 
are available. 
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