
W h a t  I s  T h i s  I n d i c a t o r ,  a n d  W h y  I s  
I t  I m p o r t a n t ?  This indicator tracks the percentage
of commercially important fish species, or “stocks,” that
are increasing or decreasing in size. Only stocks whose
population increased or decreased by at least 25% are
reported. Trends are based on the estimated weight, or
“biomass,” of the entire stock.

Americans take large amounts of fish from U.S.
waters (see Commercial Fish and Shellfish Landings,
p. 81). Landings of a given stock cannot be maintained
indefinitely if that stock’s population declines. If declines
persist, stocks can become too small to fish, with attendant
economic and social consequences; declines may also lead
to significant changes in the marine ecosystem.

W h a t  D o  t h e  D a t a  S h o w ?  The North/Mid-
Atlantic region stands out as having, over time, more fish
stocks with increasing populations and fewer stocks with
declining populations. However, we know trends for only
20% of the stocks in this region. In contrast, the number
of declining stocks went up in the Pacific Northwest,
where we know trends for more than 40% of the stocks;
by the 1990s, about 80% of Pacific Northwest stocks with
known trends were declining. There are no clear trends in
the other regions. However, when all five regions are
considered together, about 40% of stocks had decreasing
trends over the time period, while about 20% of stocks
had increasing population trends.

D i s c u s s i o n An increasing population trend may
signal an increased ability of a stock to support commercial
fishing, or it may reflect the recovery of an overfished
stock. This latter case is likely in the Northeast, where
strict catch restrictions have been imposed in response 
to severe stock declines. 

While the data presented here represent only about
25% of all commercial fish stocks, the stocks for which
population trends do exist, and which are reported here,
account for about 75% of the weight of fish caught each
year in the United States.

The technical note for this indicator is on page 227.
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SYSTEM DIMENSIONS CHEMICAL AND PHYSICAL BIOLOGICAL COMPONENTS HUMAN USES

Extent Nutrients, Carbon, Oxygen Plants and Animals Food, Fiber, and Water
Pattern Contaminants Communities Recreation and Other Services

Physical Ecological Productivity
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Data Source: NOAA National Marine Fisheries Service, analyzed by Natural 
Resources Consultants, Inc. Coverage: does not include Hawaii. Nearshore stocks 
(generally in state waters within 3 miles of shore) are excluded.

Note: “All 5 regions” includes some data from South Atlantic/Gulf of Mexico and 
Southern California, but these data are insufficient to provide regional trends.
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What Percent of Stocks Were Increasing?

0

20

40

60

80

100

1990-19991987-19961984-19931981-1990

Data Source: NOAA National Marine Fisheries Service, analyzed by Natural 
Resources Consultants, Inc. Coverage: does not include Hawaii. Nearshore stocks 
(generally in state waters within 3 miles of shore) are excluded.

Note: “All 5 regions” includes some data from South Atlantic/Gulf of Mexico and 
Southern California, but these data are insufficient to provide regional trends.
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Data Source: NOAA National Marine Fisheries Service, analyzed by Natural 
Resources Consultants, Inc. Coverage: does not include Hawaii. Nearshore stocks 
(generally in state waters within 3 miles of shore) are excluded.

Note: “All 5 regions” includes some data from South Atlantic/Gulf of Mexico and 
Southern California, but these data are insufficient to provide regional trends.
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