Climate May Have Fluke (Fish Like Flounder) on the Move
by John Oswald
Feb. 11, 2015 – Water that is not too hot, not too cold, but just right.  Like every other living organism, fish just want to be comfortable.
That's why, in the face of warming ocean water, they may be on the move.  Dr. Malin Pinsky of Rutgers University, who studies the effects of climate change in fisheries, said many species are shifting to the north, at a time when the climate has been warming.  "We're seeing a climate fingerprint in many of these shifts in species distribution," Dr. Pinsky said.
There's been unprecedented warming in the northeast, he added, with 2012 being the warmest year on record for ocean water in the region.  "It was a real heat wave," he said.
Dr. Pinsky and Rutgers have just begun a joint research project with Stony Brook University, George Mason University, and the University of North Carolina to understand whether a changing climate played a role in the shift, and what the economic and regulatory impacts will be.  Sea Grant is funding the study and the Save the Summer Flounder Fishery Fund is part of the advisory board.  The joint study is expected to be completed in February of 2016.
Fluke used to be much more abundant further south, off North Carolina, Pinsky said.  Now they are most abundant off New Jersey and New York.  That's led to plenty of complications in management.  The regulations don't reflect where summer flounder are now found.
"Most marine fish have a narrow range of temperatures that they can tolerate, so even small increases in temperature can mean a lot," said Pinsky.  "Fluke probably aren't much different.  So as the climate continues to warm, we expect fluke to shift north."
The group has already been doing some work on historical patterns of summer flounder.  They noticed that as temperatures go up, abundance in North Carolina goes down, but abundance in New York and New Jersey increases.
But, he said, climate may not be the only factor at play in what's going on with summer flounder.  Recovery of the stock is also part of the equation.  Fluke were badly overfished in the 90s, Pinsky said, but through one of fishery management's real success stories, the stock was rebuilt.  A study done by the Northeast Fisheries Science Center showed that the recovery produced large individual fish, that for reasons not fully understood, preferred to be further north.
Dr. Pinsky said it’s important going forward in the study to "tease apart" the data, to determine what role recovery and climate change played in the stock's northerly move.  One thing that is clear to Dr. Pinsky is that climate change is not considered in a lot of management plans.  "Within fishery management, most people realize it's a big concern," said Pinsky.  "Step one is recognizing the problem, the next is getting something done.
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