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Introduction

In 2023, a new benchmark stock assessment was initiated for the Chesapeake Bay blue crab in response to concerns about declining population abundance. The benchmark, completed in June 2026 and updated with the most recent data in July 2026, provided new insights into stock status and recommended new reference points for management. While the last benchmark, completed in 2011 and updated in 2017, developed female-specific abundance and exploitation reference points based on maximum sustainable yield (MSY), the 2026 assessment derived sex-specific reference points for both males and females based on spawning potential ratio (SPR). The new benchmark also developed a threshold reference point for recruitment to identify periods of low productivity.

The 2026 stock assessment results represent the best available science by which the blue crab fishery should be managed to ensure a sustainable population for future generations. The Chesapeake Bay Stock Assessment Committee (CBSAC) was charged by the Executive Committee for the Chesapeake Bay Program’s Sustainable Fisheries Goal Implementation Team (now the Thriving Habitat, Fisheries, and Wildlife Goal Team) with three tasks upon reviewing the 2026 stock assessment model and results:
1) Provide actionable management advice to the jurisdictions;
2) Develop a new management framework with annual performance metrics for the Chesapeake Bay blue crab fishery; and 
3) Identify future science and monitoring priorities. 

It is the intention of the CBSAC for the Chesapeake Bay jurisdictions – the Maryland Department of Natural Resources (MDNR), the Virginia Marine Resources Commission (VMRC), and the Potomac River Fisheries Commission (PRFC) – to use the new benchmark stock assessment and the management recommendations located herein for use in blue crab fishery management. 

Management Recommendations

Adoption of New Reference Points
The CBSAC recommends adoption of the new sex-specific, SPR-based abundance and fishing mortality reference points for both mature females and males derived from the 2026 benchmark stock assessment into the new blue crab management framework. These reference points were developed using a threshold SPR of 40% which provides a sufficient buffer from uncertainty to maintain a sustainable population and is commonly used in fisheries management around the world. The CBSAC recommends using these reference points to formally evaluate stock status and determine the appropriate management response. The CBSAC also recommends considering recruitment estimates relative to the estimated recruitment threshold when determining management action.  

Note: After updating the benchmark stock assessment in July 2026, the CBSAC realized that the male reference points originally developed do not accurately represent the subpopulation of interest because the estimates included juveniles, which are more numerous than adults by an order of magnitude. The resulting male reference point was essentially redundant as it mimicked the recruitment reference point. Starting in 2027, the CBSAC recommends calculating the male reference point estimates for mature males only. This modification in the stock assessment should result in new reference points that more accurately represent the availability of reproductive and harvestable males in the Chesapeake Bay, which is of significant interest for fishery management.	Comment by Mandy Bromilow -DNR-: Question for Mike W: Is "mature" the right term here? Harvestable? Just want to make sure we get the language right.

Assessing Stock Status
Since 2011, the stock status of Chesapeake Bay blue crabs was evaluated solely based on estimates of adult female abundance from the Bay-wide Blue Crab Winter Dredge Survey (WDS) and estimated female exploitation rates calculated from harvest reports. These estimates were compared to target and threshold reference points for adult female abundance and female exploitation identified in the 2011 benchmark stock assessment and 2017 update. If adult female abundance fell below the threshold reference point, the stock was considered overfished (or depleted). If the female exploitation rate exceeded the threshold reference point, overfishing was occurring.

Starting in 2027, the CBSAC recommends conducting annual stock assessment updates by running the 2026 benchmark stock assessment model using new data from the previous year, including the most recently completed WDS data. The model updates will be run by stock assessment scientists from the Chesapeake Bay jurisdictions, with assistance from other CBSAC members, and aim to be completed in May of each year. The CBSAC will use these results to provide management recommendations to the jurisdictions for the current and/or following crabbing season. The abundance and harvest estimates, stock status, and resulting management advice will be published in the CBSAC’s annual Blue Crab Advisory Report.	Comment by Galvan, Alexa (MRC): Does this reflect what we’ve discussed about the updates? I think it’s important to include for management timing.	Comment by Mandy Bromilow -DNR-: I changed this to May - we really should try to have the model run done by May and have a CBSAC meeting by end of May/early June. I need to have a crab committee meeting by mid-June so I can have public notices published at least a week before 7/1 - there might be a learning curve next year but hopefully we'll get it all down quickly.	Comment by Ingrid Braun-Ricks: May is best for PRFC as well. Our advisory committee will have to meet late May/early June before our Commission meets 2nd Friday of June.

Model-estimated abundances and fishing mortalities for both females and males will be compared to the corresponding management reference points identified in the stock assessment update. If the fishing mortality on crabs of either sex is above its respective threshold, overfishing is occurring on that subpopulation. If the abundance of mature crabs of either sex is below its respective abundance threshold, that subpopulation will be considered depleted. This stock status is also sometimes referred to as overfished, but considering that fishing mortality has rarely exceeded the threshold (once for female crabs in 1994 and twice for male crabs in 2010 and 2011) and has been below the target for most of the last decade, the CBSAC decided that “depleted” is a more representative term under these conditions. 

Criteria for Management Action
The CBSAC recognizes that simulation modeling is necessary for a thorough management strategy evaluation and development of harvest control rules. While the lack of a simulation model currently remains a data gap, the CBSAC recommends the following general guidelines for management response to the blue crab stock status:
· Restrictive management measures should be implemented to reduce harvest if:
· Abundance estimates are below the threshold for two years; OR
· Fishing mortality estimates are above the threshold for two years; AND
· Recruitment estimates are below the threshold.
· Management measures may be liberalized if:
· Abundance estimates are above the target for at least three of the last five years; AND
· Fishing mortality estimates are below the target.

Simulation Modeling for Management Strategy Evaluation
As previously mentioned, simulation models should be developed to determine how the blue crab population and fishery respond under different management scenarios. The CBSAC recommends the jurisdictions start on this effort as soon as possible, as it may take up to two years for model development and simulation testing. The results of this effort will inform a more refined management framework that may identify specific management strategies to take in response to stock status. The CBSAC may recommend a schedule for simulation model updates once the models are developed. 

Future Benchmark Stock Assessments
How will we know when another stock assessment is needed?	Comment by Mandy Bromilow -DNR-: Question for CBSAC: Is there a specific trigger we should use to initiate a new benchmark? Maybe just saying something like if the updated model fit is terrible or doesn't converge or we have new info that drastically changes the way we think about the fishery/population/biology/ecology of crabs, we'll want to consider a new benchmark?
Standard timeline? Trigger?

Next Steps

Development of the Blue Crab Data Hub
To simplify the process of annual stock assessment updates, the CBSAC is pursing the development of a central blue crab data hub. This data hub, which would be updated with each year’s new data, would provide access to all the blue crab data required to run the stock assessment model and facilitate new research into established blue crab data needs. A data sharing agreement is being developed to identify all data sources, custodians, users, and the stipulations of data access and usage. 

Development of a New Bay-Wide Fishery Management Plan
The last amendment to the 1997 Chesapeake Bay Blue Crab Fishery Management Plan (FMP) was published in 2012 and provided updated information about the fishery and its management framework with the results of the 2011 benchmark stock assessment. With the completion of the 2026 benchmark, the CBSAC recommends the jurisdictions develop a new Bay-wide FMP that outlines a coordinated, interjurisdictional management framework that will be used to ensure a sustainable blue crab fishery in the Chesapeake Bay.

Improving the Winter Dredge Survey
The 2026 benchmark stock assessment identified potential areas of improvement for the Chesapeake Bay Blue Crab Winter Dredge Survey (WDS). The CBSAC recommends that MDNR, VMRC, and the Virginia Institute of Marine Science (VIMS) collaborate to improve catchability estimates through additional site swaps, paired tow sampling, and cross-training efforts. The survey teams may also reconsider the distribution of sampling sites to maximize survey efficiency and coverage to potentially include sites in the Upper Bay and/or shallower tributaries. With VIMS’ recent grant to conduct a shallow water survey, MDNR should consider the feasibility of conducting a similar effort in their jurisdiction.
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