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M E M O R A N D U M  

Date:  September 3, 2019 

To:  Scientific and Statistical Committee 
 

From:  Brandon Muffley, Staff 

Subject:  Comprehensive Five-Year (2020-2024) Research Plan Review 

Introduction: 

The 2006 reauthorization of the Magnuson-Stevens Act (MSA) required that each federal 
Council develop a five-year research plan. The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
(Council), in coordination with the Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC), completed its first 
research plan in 2008. That plan was primarily informed by reviewing research 
recommendations within the various stock assessment documents and the Council’s Research 
Set-Aside Program. The current version of the research plan was approved in 2015 and the 
Council’s Visioning Project and Strategic Plan played a critical role in developing and 
identifying key themes and elements contained in the plan. The current five-year research plan 
runs through 2020; however, the Council agreed to update the research plan early in order to 
align with and be informed by the development of the Council’s next Strategic Plan (2020-2024) 
and 5-Year Cooperative Agreement.  

Throughout 2019, Council staff solicited input on the existing research plan and potential 
priorities from the Advisory Panel, Monitoring Committee and SSC for each species/FMP as part 
of the fishery specification review process. The SSC will review and consider research priorities 
for summer flounder, scup, black sea bass, bluefish and spiny dogfish at their September 2019 
meeting. The staff lead and NEFSC assessment lead will then review the input received and 
provide recommendations for Council consideration. Going forward, this process of considering 
species/FMP specific research priorities will be conducted on an annual basis to help ensure the 
research plan is reflective of the current state of science and accurately reflects the Council’s 
science and management research priorities. This annual review would not apply to the broader 
research priority themes which would remain the same for the entire 5-year plan. 

At the September meeting, the SSC will review the utility and application of the current research 
plan and provide feedback on how to improve the plan’s effectiveness and approaches to 
integrate research priorities across the region. The SSC will also review and provide feedback on 
the existing and potential new research priority themes. SSC feedback and recommendations will 
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then be incorporated into a draft research plan for Council consideration. The Council will take 
final action and approve the five-year comprehensive research plan at their December 2019 
meeting.    

Review of Current Research Plan: 

At the March 2019 SSC meeting, committee members questioned how the plan is used by the 
Council and the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) to inform priorities for funding and 
requested information on what research priorities in the current plan were addressed and if any of 
the research was used within the management process. A review of Mid-Atlantic Council 
supported scientific and management projects from 2015-2018, not including any Research Set-
Aside projects, was conducted to try and evaluate the use and utility of the current research plan 
(Table 1). During this time period, the Council supported 21 different projects covering all six 
FMP’s and nine different species. These projects covered a wide range of topics including 
biological information, survey data, stock assessments, social and economic trade-offs and 
management strategies. Council staff reviewed each project to determine if the project was 
identified in the current five-year research plan and whether or not it was used to help inform a 
stock assessment or management. Based on the staff review, the results indicate relatively high 
use of the research plan to inform project priorities. Of the 21 total projects, 14 projects (67%) 
addressed specific research priorities (10) or addressed aspects of the priority themes (4) that are 
identified in the current research plan. When considering the utility of the projects, the results are 
even greater. Over 90% of the projects (19 of the 21) have been, or likely will be in the future, 
used to support or inform a stock assessment or management action.  

An evaluation of the utility and use of the research plan by the NEFSC would be difficult to 
conduct and is not included here. However, the NEFSC 2016-2021 Strategic Plan1, the FY2020 
Annual Guidance Memo2, and the 2020-2023 Greater Atlantic Region Strategic Plan3 include a 
number of research and science priorities that align with the broad research themes and needs 
identified in the Council’s current five-year plan. Common priorities between the Council, 
NEFSC, and NEFSC/GARFO plans include: improving fishery data collection through increased 
use of electronic technologies, incorporation of ecosystem level information into stock 
assessments, improving stock assessment information, modelling approaches and capacity, and 
increased utilization and incorporation of social and economic information into the management 
process. Consideration should be given for a more comprehensive review and evaluation of the 
various (Mid-Atlantic, New England, NEFSC) research plans and priorities to align similarities, 
highlight differences, and ensure continued communication and coordination to maximize 
limited resources. 

 

 
1 The 2016-2021 Northeast Fisheries Science Center Strategic Plan can be found at: 
https://nefsc.noaa.gov/rcb/stratplan/  
2 The FY2020 Annual Guidance memo can be found at: https://nefsc.noaa.gov/rcb/stratplan/agm-fy20-final.pdf  
3 A presentation outlining the strategic goals of the 2020-2023 Northeast Regional Plan can be found at: 
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/14a.-190531_Strat-Plan-Presentation.pdf  

https://nefsc.noaa.gov/rcb/stratplan/
https://nefsc.noaa.gov/rcb/stratplan/agm-fy20-final.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/14a.-190531_Strat-Plan-Presentation.pdf
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Table 1. Summary of Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council supported projects from 2015-
2018 used to support science and management needs.  

Project Title (Year Started) Primary 
Species/FMP 

From 5-year 
research plan 

(Y/N) 

Used in 
Assessment 

and/or 
Management 

(Y/N) 
Acceptable Biological Catch (ABC) Control Rule and Risk 
Policy Management Strategy Evaluation (2017-2018) Omnibus Y Y - Management 

Surf clam species diagnostics and population connectivity 
estimates to inform management (2018) SCOQ N Possibly Yes in 

future 

Summer Flounder Recreational Management Strategy 
Evaluation (2018) 

Summer 
Flounder 

Not specific 
research item but 
related to issues 

addressed in 
introduction 

Likely Yes in 
future 

Summer Flounder Commercial/Recreational Allocation 
Model (2016)  

Summer 
Flounder Y Y - Management 

Summer Flounder Commercial/Recreational Allocation 
Model Update (2018) 

Summer 
Flounder Y Likely Yes in 

future 

Summer Flounder Recreational Measures Model (2015) Summer 
Flounder N N 

Estimating and mitigating the discard mortality rate of black 
sea bass in offshore recreational rod-and-reel fisheries 
(2016) 

Black Sea 
Bass 

Not specific 
research item but 
related to issues 

addressed in 
introduction 

Not yet 

Determining Selectivity and Optimum Mesh Size to Harvest 
Three Commercially Important Mid-Atlantic Species (2016) SF/S/BSB 

Not specific 
research item but 
related to issues 

addressed in 
introduction 

Y - Management 

Collaborative development of a winter habitat model for 
Atlantic Mackerel, version 2.0, for the identification of 
"cryptic" habitats and estimation of population availability 
to assessment surveys and the fishery (2016) 

Atlantic 
Mackerel  Y Y - Management 

Changes in availability of Mid-Atlantic fish stocks to 
fisheries-independent surveys (2016) 

SF/BSB/Spiny 
Dogfish  N Not yet 

Fisheries-independent pilot survey for golden (Lopholatilus 
chamaelonticeps) and blueline (Caulolatilus microps) 
tilefish throughout the range from Georges Bank to Cape 
Hatteras (2017) 

Golden 
Tilefish and 

Blueline 
Tilefish 

Y  Y - Management 

Developing and Testing Stock Assessment Models for 
Black Sea Bass Using Stock Synthesis (2016) 

Black Sea 
Bass Y 

Not directly, 
support for 

primary 
assessment model 
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Black Sea Bass Habitat Research Needs in the Mid-Atlantic 
(2017) 

Black Sea 
Bass/Habitat N N? 

Evaluating the Importance of Chub Mackerel in HMS Diets 
(2018) 

Chub 
Mackerel N Not yet 

A Genetic-based Investigation of Blueline Tilefish: 
Development of molecular markers and an assessment of 
stock structure and connectivity (2015) 

Blueline 
Tilefish Y Y - Both 

Blueline tilefish biological sample collection (2016) Blueline 
Tilefish Y Y - Assessment 

Atlantic mackerel stable isotope analyses (2017) Atlantic 
Mackerel Y Y - Assessment 

Blueline Tilefish DLM Toolkit - ABC Recommendations 
(2017-2018) 

Blueline 
Tilefish N Y 

Delphi Process - Blueline Recreational Catch (2016) Blueline 
Tilefish N Y 

Mackerel Quota DLM/MSE (2017) Atlantic 
Mackerel Y Y 

Implementing Electronic Logbook Reporting for Mid-
Atlantic For-Hire Fisheries (2016 - 2017) 

Omnibus / 
Recreational 

Fisheries 

Not specific 
research item but 

one of major 
themes 

Y - Management 

 

Priority Science and Research Themes: 

As mentioned earlier, the current research plan was developed following the Council’s Visioning 
Project and implementation of the initial Strategic Plan. During the Visioning Project, the 
Council received stakeholder feedback questioning the data and science used in the management 
process. Given this feedback, the Strategic Plan included a Science goal which specified that 
Council management decisions are based on timely and accurate scientific data that are 
analyzed and modeled in a manner that improves management performance and build 
stakeholder confidence. The research plan included a number of key science and research themes 
to address the Science goal to improve the timeliness and accuracy of the information used by 
the Council. 

The Council is currently developing an updated Strategic Plan that will guide Council priorities 
and activities for the next five years (2020-2024). The Council recently agreed to update the 
Science goal that seeks to ensure that the Council's management decisions are based on timely 
and accurate scientific information. The Science goal was modified to address public comments 
that “focused on data accuracy and credibility, followed by inclusion of on-the-water 
observations and use of collaborative research in the scientific and decision-making processes.” 
This simplified Science goal focuses on the core of the Council’s mandated science-based 
decision-making process. In addition, the updated Strategic Plan will include an Ecosystem goal 
that specifies the Council support the ecologically sustainable utilization of living marine 
resources in a manner that maintains ecosystem productivity, structure, and function. This goal 
seeks to address a wide range of Council issues related to climate change, forage, habitat, species 
interactions, and other factors that impact the health of the marine ecosystem. 
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Similar to approach taken with the current research plan, the Council is looking to align the new 
research plan with the updated strategic plan to ensure consistency, appropriately prioritize 
Council resources, and improve coordination of science and management efforts throughout the 
region.  

Provided below are the broad priority themes/elements, along with a short narrative, included in 
the current research plan and potential new/additional themes for the updated research plan. 
These are provided to solicit SSC feedback on the appropriateness of the existing themes and 
recommendations for new/additional themes that will align with the new strategic plan. 

Existing Themes 

• Stock Assessment Improvement – improvements to the data and analysis supporting the 
stock assessment process was identified as the Council’s top priority. At the March 2019 
meeting, the SSC commented the next research plan should continue to focus on stock 
assessment improvements. Significant stock assessment improvements have been made 
for a number of Council managed species including black sea bass, ocean quahog, 
Atlantic surfclam, and summer flounder. A major focus of the current plan was for all 
Council-managed species to have a quantitative assessment. While not all species have a 
quantitative framework, Atlantic mackerel now has an approved benchmark assessment 
with fishing and biomass proxy reference points, and Illex squid is scheduled for a 
benchmark assessment in the fall of 2021. However, since implementation of the current 
research plan, the Council has added two more species (blueline tilefish and chub 
mackerel) to its list of managed species responsibilities, neither of which has acceptable 
quantitative stock assessments. The Northeast Region Coordinating Council (NRCC) 
recently approved a new stock assessment process that makes assessments more flexible, 
increases research opportunities and establishes a long-term assessment schedule. This 
process will provide more timely stock assessment information and should provide for 
significant advancements in the regions stock assessment capabilities and capacity. 
 
While advancements have been made and new information obtained (see Table 1 for 
examples), continued focus and advancement of data collection programs that improve 
size/age composition of the catch, discard estimates and associated mortality rates, and 
fishery independent abundance information remains a priority. Feedback obtained during 
the development of the new strategic plan also highlight the need for continued science-
based industry collaboration and increased utilization of fishing fleet information and on-
water observations. In addition, building off the efforts in the recent summer flounder 
benchmark that included the development of the Ecosystem Context for Stock 
Assessment report, continued development and inclusion of ecosystem factors and 
environmental covariates in stock assessments should remain a priority. 
 

• Research to support measures which reduce/eliminate discards – obtaining accurate 
discard information and the management challenges to reduce regulatory discards remain, 
particularly within the recreational sector. Stakeholder feedback during the development 
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of both strategic plans and during many Advisor Panel meetings focus on the need 
significantly reduce discards and in developing new management strategies to convert 
regulatory discards into harvest to provide both economic and biological benefits. The 
Council has supported a variety of discard related projects (see Table 1), primarily in the 
summer flounder, scup and black sea bass fisheries. Findings from those projects have 
yet to directly change management approaches and additional research, data collection 
and management strategies are needed.  
 

• Collect and incorporate social and economic data into fishery management decision 
process and stabilize yields (develop management strategy evaluations) – the 
continued collection, analysis, and increased utilization of social and economic 
information in the Council’s decision process remains a high priority. Over the last 
several years, the Council initiated or implemented a number of socioeconomic related 
policy and management actions. One policy within the Council’s EAFM guidance 
document is to evaluate ecosystem-level trade-offs, including social and economic 
considerations. As part of the structured framework approach outlined in the EAFM 
guidance document, the Council conducted a risk assessment which identified 12 
different social and economic risk elements that may threaten achieving the social and 
economic objectives the Council may have for its fisheries. Building off the results of the 
risk assessment, the Council is currently piloting the development a summer flounder 
conceptual model that will consider the biological, socioeconomic, and management high 
priority risk elements affecting summer flounder and its fisheries. Once complete, the 
Council will consider conducting a comprehensive management strategy evaluation 
(MSE) to answer management questions and objectives identified from the conceptual 
model which may focus on social and economic targets, thresholds, and trade-offs. 
   
Beyond EAFM related activities, the Council is currently considering potential changes 
to its risk policy to more fully account for economic objectives. Utilizing the results of 
two different MSE projects, the Council is evaluating nine different risk policy 
alternatives that consider both biological and economic impacts and trade-offs associated 
with the alternatives.  In addition, in 2018 the Council approved changes to the 
acceptable biological catch (ABC) control rule to allow for constant, multi-year ABCs 
using the average ABCs (or average risk of overfishing) to provide for management and 
fishery stability (a goal identified in the current research plan). However, the social and 
economic implications and trade-offs of this approach have not been conducted. Lastly, a 
recent joint Council-SSC meeting primarily focused on increased capacity and utilization 
of the SSC to provide needed social and economic science information to the Council, 
highlighting the continued importance and prioritization of this theme. 
 

• Improving timeliness and accuracy of fishery data collection through electronic 
reporting – over the last several years, the Council has initiated or completed a number 
of actions to improve fishery dependent data collections programs and increase the use of 
electronic reporting. Effective March 2018, vessels that hold Federal party or charter 
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permits for species managed by the Council are required to submit electronic vessel trip 
reports (eVTRs) for all trips carrying passengers for hire within 48 hours following the 
end of a fishing trip. Building off the success of the for-hire eVTR program, the Council 
is currently working on a framework action that would require all commercial fishing 
vessels with permits for Council managed species to also submit an eVTR. Changes to 
the eVTR submission deadline, currently monthly, is also being considered in this action. 
The New England Fishery Management Council recently agreed to initiate a joint 
framework action with the Mid-Atlantic that would require all vessels with permits for 
New England managed species to submit eVTRs. If approved by both Councils, 
mandatory electronic submission of VTRs would be required for all GARGO permitted 
commercial vessels. In addition, GARFO, at the request of the Council, recently added 21 
species from the Snapper-Grouper FMP managed by the South Atlantic Fishery 
Management Council to the list of species available on the VTR report. This allows 
vessels with permits for Mid-Atlantic and New England managed species to accurately 
identify and report landings of South Atlantic Council managed species on the VTR 
report. Lastly, the Council is also very engaged with GARFO and the NEFSC in the 
development of the Fishery Dependent Data Initiative, which is meant to modernize 
fisheries dependent data systems and simplify industry’s reporting requirements.  
   

• Evaluation of Existing Allocations to Fishery Sectors – a number of Council managed 
species allocate the ABC by fishery sector and, in some cases, by state. The fairness, 
equity and overall management structure of many of the current allocation scenarios have 
been questioned by stakeholders and fishery managers. Changing species distributions, 
stock productivity and the recently updated MRIP recreational catch timeseries have only 
added to the desire to reconsider current allocation scenarios. The EAFM risk assessment 
results indicated “allocation” was a high risk element for 12 of the Council’s fisheries 
and/or sector, the most of any risk element considered. Recent Council actions (e.g., 
Summer Flounder Commercial Issues Amendment) have tried to address allocation 
issues, but not all stakeholders have been supportive of the efforts to date and many more 
allocation decisions remain. Therefore, there remains a strong need to identify methods 
and analyses (i.e., management strategy evaluation, scenario planning) that determine 
optional allocation options that incorporate biological, social and economic 
considerations.    

Potential New/Additional Themes 

• Recreational Data Collection – during the March 2019 meeting, SSC members noted 
that recreational data collection may be a priority theme the Council may want to 
consider in the updated research plan. The incorporation of new MRIP recreational catch 
timeseries into stock assessments and the management system as well as the recent 
passing of the Modernizing Recreational Fisheries Management Act of 2018 add to the 
uncertainty of recreational fisheries management. However, these situations also provide 
for opportunities to collect new/additional information and dedicate resources to 
improving management approaches for recreational fisheries.  
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• Continue collection of ecosystem data and development of ecosystem tools and 

management strategies to support the priorities in the Council’s EAFM guidance 
document – the Council’s new strategic plan, the 2016-2021 NEFSC Strategic Plan and 
the 2020-2023 Greater Atlantic Region Strategic Plan all include a focus on ecosystem 
science as a major goal, theme or strategy. There is broad support for the continued 
collection of ecosystem-level climate, habitat, fleet dynamics, and species interaction 
information to help improve our understanding on the current and anticipated impacts of 
climate change on the region’s fisheries and the broader marine ecosystem. These 
advances in scientific information and understanding will lead to the continued 
improvement, development, and utilization of ecosystem tools and products such as the 
Integrated Ecosystem Assessment, State of the Ecosystem reports, and the Climate-
Ready Fisheries Management. The future success of the Council’s EAFM process relies 
on the continued support of these activities and requires the investment in ecosystem 
science and data collection. 


