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M E M O R A N D U M   

Date: July 30, 2014 

To: Chris Moore 

From: Rich Seagraves 

Subject: RSA Program Issues 

 
As per your request, I have reviewed the NMFS response (attachment 1) to the September 25, 2012 
Council letter (attachment 2) to John Bullard requesting changes to the way the RSA Program is 
conducted and administered. In the course of that review, I have outlined a number of outstanding issues 
that still need to be addressed relative to the RSA program that should be considered by the Council 
when making a determination on the level of RSA specification for 2015 and beyond.  
 
Costs/Benefits of the program 
 
The Mid-Atlantic Council created the Research Set-Aside Program through Framework Adjustment 1 to 
the Summer Flounder, Scup and Black Sea Bass FMP, Atlantic Mackerel, Squid and Butterfish FMP, 
Bluefish FMP and Tilefish FMP.  The first research projects funded under this program began in 2002 
and the program has continued annually since then. Over the course of its 13 year history, the RSA 
Program has funded 41 research projects at a total cost of $16,321,643 (Tables 1 - 3). While there were 
projects which produced tangible results that were subsequently incorporated into the Council’s 
management programs (four studies on black sea bass escape vent size/configuration and discard 
reduction, summer flounder mesh selectivity, and NEAMAP), there were also a number of projects 
which, after completion, failed to pass peer review and could not be used for science or management 
purposes.  
 
The fact that a number of RSA Projects failed scientific review after completion raised major concerns 
about the process by which RSA Proposals were vetted and the oversight of the projects as they were 
being conducted. Some of these concerns have been addressed through inclusion of our SSC in the 
scientific review of proposals prior to funding.  However, considering the costs associated with 
administration and enforcement, as well as the value of the RSA quota, it’s probable that the program 
costs have far outweighed the benefits to the Council and public.     
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RSA Program Originally Established to Regain the Public Trust 
 
One of the original objectives of the RSA Program was to foster collaboration between the scientific 
community (from both government and academia), the fishing community, and the general public.  The 
EA for the RSA program states:  
 
Commercial fishermen seek to maximize the revenue from their harvests, and will operate their vessels 
and deploy their gear in such a way as to best accomplish this end. Scientists, conversely, are bound by 
the "scientific method," and seek to gain information and verify its accuracy through rigorous 
experimental procedures. Management programs based on this information may then be questioned by 
the public, and lack credibility in their eyes. The Mid-Atlantic Council has developed the research set-
aside program to address these concerns.  Without the active cooperation of the fishing public, most 
management programs are destined to fail, as it is chiefly through the actions of commercial and 
recreational user groups that humans interact with and affect fisheries resources. 
 
Discussion 
 
One of the issues identified during the Council’s Visioning Project was the lack of public trust in the 
auction conducted by NFI. Under the current program, successful RSA applicants are given a grant in 
the form of fish and the vast majority of RSA awarded fish are then sold at auction through an 
agreement with NFI to fund the proposed research. The NFI charges a fee for their services (12.5 %) and 
numerous stakeholders raised concerns about this process including the requirement that bidders must 
join NFI to participate in the auction. It should be recognized by Council members and the public that 
the NFI auction operates outside of the control of the Council process and is a private business 
agreement between NFI and the grant recipients. 
 
The RSA program (as it has evolved into its current form) has tended to decouple the harvest of the RSA 
quota from the actual research as a result of the NFI auction process.  For example, although the two 
projects funded for 2014 (NEAMAP and BSB Trap Survey) are collaborative efforts using commercial 
fishing vessels as sampling platforms, the fact remains that the actual harvest of the RSA quota to 
generate the funds required to pay for the research is conducted independently from the actual research. 
Although the auction model tends to increase the value of any given amount of RSA quota, this 
development (separation of auction from researchers) contravenes the objective of collaboration 
between scientists and the public. Direct compensation fishing to fund the research has met with limited 
success because the RSA quota only has greater intrinsic value relative to the general fishery quotas 
when the fishery is closed or other fishery restrictions are in place (i.e., trip limits, seasonal closures, 
etc.).   
 
Reporting and Enforcement 
 
In its 2012 letter to the RA, the Council requested that NMFS include in the reporting call-in system a 
requirement for vessels to call-in to the IVR system at least one hour prior to landing RSA quota. In 
addition, the Council requested that NMFS implement a notification system via email or other real-time 
communication mechanism to alert law enforcement personnel about activities related to the RSA 
program.    



  

 

Page 3 of 5 

 

 
According to NMFS personnel, a better IVR system is being implemented this year.  However, in regard 
to the real-time notification of RSA activities to law enforcement, it is unclear to what degree this has 
been implemented beyond procedures that were already in place prior to 2012.  For example, the 2009 
programmatic review of the RSA Program indicated that real-time notification of law enforcement 
relative to RSA vessel activity was already in place. This calls into question the effectiveness of this 
measure since this practice was adopted in or around 2009 and serious non-reporting violations 
associated with the RSA Program occurred in the following years.    
 
Discussion 
 
The public perception that the RSA Program has created an easily exploited mechanism to allow for 
illegal harvest has done little to regain the public trust in the RSA program or any of the RSA research.  
In fact, tracking and enforcing the RSA quota has been difficult and a major source of controversy since 
inception of the RSA Program.  A 2009 Programmatic Review of the MAFMC Research Set-Aside 
Program noted the following concerning monitoring and enforcing the RSA quota:  
 
Allegations of misreporting landings have been made. All RSA users must declare into a trip by calling 
an interactive federal phone system and obtain a trip number. The VTR serial number must be faxed or 
emailed to the state before the trip is begun. When the trip is over, a vessel must call-out on the federal 
system. New York also requires charter/party boats harvesting RSA to fax to the state a sheet containing 
each angler's name, how many fish they caught, how many pounds they weighed, and showing the 
progression of every trip and the use of the poundage allowed by the vessel. However, the allegation is 
that fishermen are not reporting all the RSA quota of Summer Flounder (Fluke) and Scup in various 
locations in Long Island, when law enforcement presence is lacking when fishermen land their catch.  If 
the vessel is fishing during closed periods, and law enforcement is present, the fishermen can simply 
present their EFP and not receive a violation.  
 
These allegations have been numerous. To-date, little hard evidence exists and enforcement actions 
have been limited due to inadequate shore side monitoring, but various scenarios and situations have 
been reported to NMFS, New York State authorities, and explained to RSA staff during public meetings. 
Enforcement monitoring has begun and at least 2 cases are currently being investigated.  
 
The dispersed and diffuse nature of the large number of landing locations (commercial docks and 
recreational marinas) and characteristics of marine fisheries in New York makes shore side 
monitoring of RSA quota landings extremely difficult. In addition, the following factors contribute to 
scenarios where RSA landings are not fully accounted for. 
 

 Unintended financial incentives to not report all RSA quota landings exist under current RSA 
program policies.  

 Current policy for recreational landing reporting is not verifiable through dealer reporting 
requirements as in commercial fishing regulations.  

 Monitoring and enforcement capacity in both State and Federal agencies is inadequate to verify 
all RSA landings and ensure full accountability and transparency. 
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Obviously, hard evidence of abuse and non-reporting by vessels involved in the RSA Program now 
exists. Logan Gregory (NMFS OLE) presented a report to the Council at its June 2014 meeting on recent 
enforcement activities in New York which resulted in four convictions involving federally permitted 
vessels and dealers engaged in the unlawful landing of summer flounder related to the RSA Program 
(see below for more details).  Since then, two more guilty pleas have occurred for similar charges (see 
attachment 3) and Mr. Gregory noted that up to 70 additional subpoenas related to this investigation 
throughout the state of New York are pending. Clearly, non-reporting and abuse of the RSA has been 
and remains a major problem.   
 
Illegal/unreported landings associated with the RSA Program jeopardize FMP compliance with 
National Standard 1  
 
All FMPs, amendments and frameworks developed by the Council must contain analyses which 
demonstrate FMP compliance with the ten National Standards (NS) as outlined in Section 301(a) of the 
MSFCMA.  Foremost among the national standards is NS1 which requires that all FMPs prevent 
overfishing and rebuild overfished stocks. The EA for the Amendment that created the RSA program 
contained the following language with respect to compliance with NS1:  
 
In order to comply with the SFA requirements, the Mid-Atlantic Council specifies annual harvest quotas 
for each species that limit fishing to the required levels. This framework action works within the 
parameters of the annual quotas by specifying that research set-asides be subtracted from the quota for 
each species, and not taken in addition to annual quotas. Hence, this framework action is consistent 
with National Standard 1. 
 
In addition, section 5.3.2 (Biological Impacts section) of the EA contained the following language 
relative to compliance with NS1: 
 
The biological impacts of harvesting the annual quotas for each species are analyzed in the 
specification packages submitted to NMFS each year. The set-asides enabled by this framework action 
will always be deducted from and not in addition to the Total Allowable Landings that are set for each 
species. Hence the biological impacts resulting from the harvest of set-aside quantities will always be 
fully accounted for. 
 
Discussion 
 
The EA completed for Framework 1 that created the RSA Program correctly states that specification of 
research set-aside quota is deducted from the TAL (and not added to it), and therefore harvest of RSA 
quota is consistent with National Standard 1. However, no serious consideration was given in the 
original analysis of the potential for abuse of the program resulting in significant quota harvest overages 
due to unreported harvest. Recent enforcement efforts in New York related to abuse of the RSA program 
revealed that significant quantities of summer flounder were being taken illegally under the “cover” of 
RSA quota amounts acquired through the RSA program (see attachment 3).  
 
One of the primary issues with the summer flounder stock assessment has been the persistent 
retrospective pattern in estimation of fishing mortality – that is, summer flounder stock assessments 
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have generally underestimated recent fishing mortality rates. This phenomenon could be largely 
explained by unreported fishing mortality (landings) of the type associated with the recently uncovered 
illegal landing of summer flounder in NY associated with the RSA Program. 
 
The exact total amount of summer flounder harvested illegally in NY is still unknown but the effect 
could be a substantial quota overage of the total ACL established for the summer flounder fishery.  In an 
enforcement briefing of the Council on ongoing enforcement activities in NY in June 2014, it was noted 
that the known illegal harvest of summer flounder exceeds 50% of the annual quota allocation for the 
State of New York, and the illegal harvest estimate is likely to increase substantially as the investigation 
in that state continues to unfold. Quota overages of this magnitude are not trivial and may approach or 
exceed levels that would be considered violations of National Standard 1.  As such, the real and 
potential quota overages resulting from illegal activities related to the RSA Program may place the 
Council’s FMPs in direct violation of National Standard 1 if the overages have resulted in overfishing.  
This situation has arisen as a direct result of the inability of NMFS to adequately track, monitor and 
enforce the quota landed under the RSA Program.  
 
Staff Recommendation: 
 
Given the controversial nature of the RSA Program and the uncertainty that exists with respect to 
adequately tracking RSA landings as well as the enforcement and science issues, staff recommend that 
the Council specify RSA amounts at zero for 2015 for all RSA species.  A hiatus in the RSA Program 
will allow adequate time for a thorough review of the RSA Program and determination of when and how 
it should be resumed.  
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NOAA special agents uncovered research
set-aside violations of unreported fluke
valued at nearly $625,000.

Research Set-Aside Program

The RSA program was established as
a mechanism to fund research and
compensate vessel owners through
the sale of fish harvested under a
research quota or research days at
sea. 

While using set-aside days or quota,
vessels are often allowed to do so in
more opportune ways than the
general fleet, for example, with
exemptions from trip limits, some
seasonal closures, or other
restrictions that would otherwise
apply.

RSA Violations Result in Arrest, Guilty Plea for New York Fisherman

In July 2010, agents for NOAA’s Office of Law Enforcement initiated an investigation
into Research Set-Aside (RSA) violations. On April 11, 2014, the investigation
culminated in a guilty plea by a Levittown, New York, fisherman to mail fraud, wire
fraud, and falsifying federal records.

Anthony Joseph pled guilty in federal district court to one count of mail fraud, two
counts of wire fraud, and one count of falsifying federal records. Though the final
sentence is up to the Court, the defendant has agreed to pay between $629,000 and
$692,000 in combined fines and forfeitures. He also agreed to multiple sentence
conditions, including relinquishment of his New York State summer flounder permit,
a ban on participation in the RSA program, and a lifetime ban from possessing a
NOAA operator’s permit.  At a future sentencing hearing, the Court will decide what
other penalties, if any, will be imposed.

In all, OLE agents determined that Joseph filed 158 false fishing logs and was
complicit in the submission of 167 false dealer reports. These violations led to
criminal charges, and he also violated provisions of the Magnuson-Stevens Act.

“Accurate reporting on submitted fishing logs and dealer reports is the foundation for sound and sustainable management of our
fisheries,” said Special Agent Todd Smith. “In this instance, the offending party committed more than 300 violations under the
Magnuson-Stevens Act. We are hopeful results like this will serve as a deterrent to future fraud and abuse in the fishing industry.”

Joseph capitalized by purchasing set-asides for summer flounder and underreporting the total catch. He used two cooperating
dealers to file false federal dealer reports that matched the reports filed from his fishing vessel.

“The ability to catch and sell fish from a limited set-aside quota of fish to help fund scientific
research should be considered a privilege that not all fishermen can participate in,” said
Logan Gregory, Special Agent in Charge of the Office of Law Enforcement’s Northeast
Division. “The unlawful non-reporting of this privileged opportunity not only undermines the
accurate management of the quota, but the introduction of these fish into commerce also
affects the profitability of these fish for those fishermen who comply with the regulations.”

OLE special agents spent nearly 2 years working to break down this illicit, highly organized
scheme to catch and land illegal fluke. Agents’ observations of the individual in a public
area over the course of several months provided solid evidence of the illegal activity.
Agents worked with the Department of Justice Environmental Crimes Section to obtain and
execute search warrants leading to the documentation of more than 290,000 pounds of
unreported catch worth nearly $625,000.

Special Agent Matt Gilmore noted that “[T]his is another successful example of the
systematic identification and exposure of individuals exploiting the RSA program and
jeopardizing a public marine resource.  This will benefit both commercial and recreational
users throughout Long Island.”

This marks the second RSA case since August 2013 that has resulted in a guilty plea by a
fisherman abusing the program. The work of OLE special agents has prompted NOAA to
revise program requirements for 2014 to ensure accurate reporting and a level the playing field for honest fishermen.

Story by John Thibodeau, communications specialist for NOAA’s Office of Law Enforcement. To contact him, please call 301-
427-8234 or email john.thibodeau@noaa.gov.

NOAA HOME  WEATHER  OCEANS  FISHERIES  CHARTING  SATELLITES  CLIMATE  RESEARCH  COASTS  CAREERS Search NMFS Site . . . 

Law Enforcement Home About Our Office Priorities Compliance Assistance Newsroom FAQ
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# of 

YEAR PROJECTS TOTAL

2002 3 $215,331

2003 5 $699,087

2004 3 $868,169

2005 3 $1,471,709

2006 4 $1,358,612

2007 4 $2,052,987

2008 3 $722,759

2009 3 $1,761,570

2010 3 $1,722,276

2011 3 $1,288,444

2012 3 $1,385,104

2013 2 $1,350,801
2014 2 $1,424,794

TOTAL 13 41 $16,321,643

Table 1.  Summary of Mid‐Atlantic RSA Funded Projects Since Inception in 2002.



  Projects Search Results 
New Search Add Criteria Home

Year Funding 
Source

Project Category Fishery Title Funding 
Level

State Organization Principal 
Investigator

2013 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data collection & analysis in 
support of single & multispecies 
stock assessments in the Mid-
Atlantic & Southern New 
England: Northeast Area 
Monitoring & Assessment 
Program Near Shore Trawl 
Survey, 2013

$1,120,000 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Chris 
Bonzek & 
Robert 
Latour

2013 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Black Sea 
Bass

Industry Based Survey on Black 
Sea Bass Utilizing Ventless 
Traps

$230,801 RI Cockeast Fisheries, 
Inc.

Laura 
Skrobe, 
Captain 
Charles 
Borden, 
Najih Lazar, 
& Steve 
Cadrin

2012 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data collection & analysis in 
support of single & multispecies 
stock assessments in the Mid-
Atlantic & Southern New 
England:Northeast Area 
Monitoring & Assessment 
Program Near Shore Trawl 
Survey, 2012

$922,759 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Chris 
Bonzek & 
Robert 
Latour

2012 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Black Sea 
Bass

Industry Based Survey on Black 
Sea Bass Utilizing Ventless 
Traps

$212,044 RI Cockeast Fisheries, 
Inc.

Laura 
Skrobe

2012 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England Waters

$250,301 RI Cockeast Fisheries, 
Inc.

Laura 
Skrobe

2011 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data Collection and Analysis in 
Support of Single and 
Multispecies Stock Assessments 
in the Mid-Atlantic: Northeast 
Area Monitoring and 
Assessment Program Nearshore 
Trawl Survey, 2011

$859,060 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

2011 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2011 Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England Waters

$207,600 RI Charles Borden

2011 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Resource 
Dynamics

Black Sea 
Bass

Understanding the effects of 
fishing on the size, age, and sex 
distribution of black sea bass 
(Centropristis striata) during the 
spawning season

$221,784 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

2010 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid - 
Butterfish

A Method to Reduce Butterfish 
Retention in The Offshore 
Loligo Squid Fishery Through 
The Use Of a Bycatch 
Reduction Device (BRD) 
Adapted to Pre-Existing Gear.

$524,024 NY Cornell 
Cooperative 
Extension
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Year Funding 
Source

Project Category Fishery Title Funding 
Level

State Organization Principal 
Investigator

2010 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data Collection and analysis in 
support of single and multi-
species stock assessments in the 
Mid-Atlantic: Northeast Area 
Monitoring and Assessment 
Program Nearshore Trawl 
Program, 2010 to 
2012.   FINAL REPORT

$991,952 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Christopher 
F. Bonzek, 
James 
Gartland, J. 
David 
Lange, 
Robert J. 
Latour, 
Ph.D.

2010 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2010 Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$206,300 RI Charles Borden

2009 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discard Mortality Summer 
Flounder

Evaluation of Summer Flounder 
Discard Mortality in the Bottom 
Trawl Fishery Part II: A Study 
of the Offshore Winter Fishery

$376,650 NY Cornell 
Cooperative 
Extension

2009 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data Collection and Analysis in 
Support of Single and 
Multispecies Stock Assessments 
in the Northeast Area 
Monitoring and Assessment 
Program Near Shore Trawl 
Program   FINAL REPORT

$1,264,582 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Christopher 
F. Bonzek, 
James 
Gartland, J. 
David 
Lange, 
Robert J. 
Latour, 
Ph.D.

2009 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2009 Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$120,338 RI Charles Borden

2008 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discard Mortality Summer 
Flounder

Discard Mortality in the 
Summer Flounder Fishery: A 
New Approach to 
Evaluation   FINAL REPORT

$148,719 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Kenneth 
Able, 
Thomas 
Grothues, 
and Eleanor 
Bochenek

2008 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data collection and analysis in 
support of single and 
multispecies stock assessments 
in the Mid-Atlantic: Northeast 
Area Monitoring and 
Assessment Program Near 
Shore Trawl Program   FINAL 
REPORT

$481,500 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Christopher 
Bonzek

2008 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2008 Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$92,540 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe

2007 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid 
Fishery

Bycatch Reduction and Gear 
Development in the Mid-
Atlantic: Evaluation of Optimal 
Codend Mesh Size in the Loligo 
Fishery   FINAL REPORT

$522,749 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2007 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discard Mortality Summer 
Flounder

Evaluation of Summer Flounder 
Discard Mortality in the Bottom 
Trawl Fishery   FINAL 
REPORT

$284,800 NY Cornell 
Cooperative 
Extension

Emerson 
Hasbrouck

2007 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$1,165,676 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2007 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2007 Fishery Independent 
Survey of Selected Hard 

$79,762 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe
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Year Funding 
Source

Project Category Fishery Title Funding 
Level

State Organization Principal 
Investigator

Bottom areas in Southern New 
England   FINAL REPORT

2006 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Other

Black Sea 
Bass

An Evaluation of Size 
Selectivity and Relative 
Efficiency of Black Sea Bass, 
Centropristis strata Habitat Pots 
Equipped with large Mesh 
Panels.   FINAL REPORT

$76,540 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

David 
Rudders and 
Robert 
Fishers

2006 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$874,017 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2006 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2006 Fishery Independent 
Survey of Selected Hard 
Bottom areas in Southern New 
England   FINAL REPORT

$86,364 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe

2006 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Recreational Summer 
Flounder

Evaluating Size and Bag Limits 
in the Summer Flounder 
Recreational Fishery   FINAL 
REPORT

$321,691 NJ Fisheries Cons. 
Trust

Eleanor 
Bochenek

2005 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid 
Fishery

Loligo Squid Mesh Selectivity 
Study to Reduce Bycatch of 
Juvenile Loligo Squid and other 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$563,367 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Sarah King

2005 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$822,563 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2005 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2005 Fishery Independent 
Survey of Selected Hard 
Bottom areas in Southern New 
England   FINAL REPORT

$85,779 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe

2004 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Other

Black Sea 
Bass

Evaluation of the Effect of Vent 
Size and Shape on Black Sea 
Bass Behavior and Escapement 
from Pot Gear    FINAL 
REPORT

$110,825 NY Cornell 
Cooperative 
Extension

Emerson 
Hasbrouck

2004 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$704,692 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2004 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Selected Areas in 
Southern New England 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$52,652 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid - 
Scup

Loligo Squid: Extension of 
Gear Modification Study 
Through Scup Migratory 
Season   FINAL REPORT

$174,541 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Daniel 
Cohen

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Summer 
Flounder

Effects of Increasing Mesh Size 
in the Summer Flounder Fishery 
in Southern New England 
Inshore Rhode Island 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$40,320 RI University of 
Rhode Island

David 
Beutel

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discontinued Black Sea 
Bass

Effect of Vent Size on Sex 
Ratios of Black Sea Bass 
Retained in the Coastal Pot 
Fishery

$0 Wizard Enterprises

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discontinued Scup Bycatch Characterization and 
Reduction from Codend Mesh 
Size Increases in the Directed 

$0 RI University of 
Rhode Island
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Year Funding 
Source

Project Category Fishery Title Funding 
Level

State Organization Principal 
Investigator

Bottom Trawl Northern - 
Inshore Scup Fishery

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$484,226 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2002 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Other

Black Sea 
Bass

The Effect of Circle and Square 
Escape Vents on Discard 
Reduction in the Black Sea Bass 
Trap Fishery   FINAL REPORT

$57,069 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Robert 
Fisher

2002 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Other

Black Sea 
Bass - Scup

Evaluation of Catch Efficiency 
and Size Selectivity of Inshore 
New England Fish Pots for 
Black Sea Bass and Scup as a 
Function of Escape Vent 
Size   FINAL REPORT

$43,079 RI W. Gell Laura 
Skrobe

2002 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid 
Fishery

Loligo Squid Gear Modification 
Study   FINAL REPORT

$115,183 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell
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Mid-Atlantic Research Set-Aside Program  - Frequently Asked Questions 

Vessel Participation and Eligibility 

1. How does the Mid-Atlantic Research Set Aside (RSA) Program generate funds to support 
research? 
 
Recipients of RSA grants partner with fishing vessel owners who harvest RSA quota, and 
they either agree to share the proceeds from the sale of the RSA quota after it has been 
landed or the vessel owner may purchase the opportunity to harvest RSA quota outright from 
the grant recipient before it has been harvested.  Most of the RSA quota under the Mid-
Atlantic RSA program is obtained outright by the vessel owner through the National 
Fisheries Institute (NFI) RSA auction, although both arrangements occur.  
 

2. What is the NFI RSA auction and why does NOAA Fisheries allow RSA quota to be auctioned 
off to the highest bidder?  
 
The NFI RSA auction was created as a way to connect grant recipients with vessel owners 
interested in participating in the RSA program, and has become an established service used 
by Mid-Atlantic RSA grant recipients to secure the funds needed to support their research.  
The terms and conditions of the NFI RSA auction are determined by NFI and the RSA grant 
recipient, and is not a process authorized or directed by NOAA Fisheries.  The exchange of 
RSA quota for money is not unique to the NFI RSA auction; all of the RSA programs depend 
on this exchange between the grant recipient and the industry partners.  The NFI RSA 
auction is simply a more structured service to facilitate this exchange.  Each RSA grant 
recipient is free to determine the most efficient approach for his/her project, and none are 
bound to use the NFI RSA auction.  
 

3. Why does NOAA Fisheries allow vessels harvesting Mid-Atlantic RSA quota to catch more 
than other vessels, and to fish during closures when other vessels can’t?  
 
These effort control exemptions provide additional fishing opportunities to participating 
vessels, which adds value to RSA quota.  Without the added value generated by these 
additional fishing opportunities, there is little incentive to vessels to participate in the 
program.  If the RSA quota is not harvested, funds cannot be generated to support the 
research projects.  
 

4. Why does compensation fishing happen independently from the research? Isn’t the RSA 
program supposed to be a cooperative research program that brings the science and fishing 
communities together? Doesn’t this decoupling undermine the intent of the program? 
 
The harvest of RSA quota may or may not occur in conjunction with research activities, 
although typically these activities occur separately.  This decoupling of the compensation 
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fishing from the research is not new, and was anticipated when the Mid-Atlantic RSA 
Program was created under Framework 1 in 2001.  Decoupling these activities allows greater 
flexibility for the types of research projects that may be supported, particularly for projects 
that are conducted in a manner that is not conducive to harvesting commercial quantities of 
fish, such as surveys and tagging studies, or projects targeting species with relatively low 
value.  In keeping with the intent of the program, the selected projects are cooperative 
research studies that closely involve the fishing industry, research community, and other 
stakeholders.     
 

5. Who decides which vessels get to catch Mid-Atlantic RSA quota? 
 
Vessel participation is largely determined by the grant recipient.  RSA grant recipients are 
responsible for working with the fishing industry to harvest their RSA quota award.  In 
practice, they partner directly with the vessel owner, and/or they use the servide provided by 
the NFI RSA auction.  Although the grant recipient identifies the vessels, NOAA Fisheries 
reviews vessel histories to ensure they do not conflict with the Greater Atlantic Regional 
Fisheries Office (GARFO) exempted fishing permit (EFP) sanction policy.  If the vessel has 
previous violations that conflict with this policy, they are not authorized to participate in the 
program.  In addition, state authorities have discretion when considering whether to grant 
waivers from state regulation.  
  

6. Can a private angler harvest RSA quota? 

Theoretically, it is possible that a private angler could catch RSA quota.  However, without 
regulation waivers, there is no incentive for a private angler to do so.  NOAA Fisheries 
supports the Council’s position that authorizing private anglers would be extremely difficult 
to monitor and enforce and, therefore, has no intention of providing any exemptions to 
private anglers for the purpose of harvesting RSA quota.     

7. How many vessels are involved in harvesting Mid-Atlantic RSA quota? 

In recent years, 100-150 vessels annually engage in Mid-Atlantic RSA compensation fishing.  
This relatively high number of vessels is due to the large volume of fish awarded under this 
program, the diversity of awarded species, and the diversity of the fleet harvesting the RSA 
quota.  The number of vessels is constrained by the NOAA Fisheries regional vessel cap 
policy, which restricts the number of vessels that can participate in compensation fishing at 
any given time.  

8. Why does NOAA Fisheries limit the number of vessels that can harvest Mid-Atlantic RSA 
quota? 

NOAA Fisheries limits the number of vessels that can participate in the RSA program to 
improve program oversight and enforcibility.  Currently, the number of vessels that can 
participate in a project is limited to 50 vessels per project.  However, flexibility to exceed this 
cap has been provided at the request of grant recipients, given sufficient justification.  
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Exempted Fishing Permits and Reporting Requirements 

9. What is an exempted fishing permit (EFP)? 
 
An EFP waives Federal fishing regulations.  To facilitate RSA compensation fishing, 
federally permitted vessels harvesting RSA quota are issued EFPs to exceed possession limits 
and to fish during quota closures.  EFPs contain explicit terms and conditions that must be 
followed.  EFPs must be signed by both the vessel owner or operator and the principal 
investigator to ensure that they agree to the terms and conditions of the EFP.  They are 
subject to fines and/or sanctions if the terms and conditions are not followed.  
 

10. Do EFPs affect state fishing regulations? 
 
No; EFPs only waive Federal fishing regulations.  State waivers must be obtained directly 
through the state.  NOAA Fisheries coordinates with the applicable states to ensure they are 
aware of the EFPs that are issued.  
 

11. What are the requirements that must be followed when a vessel is on a Mid-Atlantic RSA 
compensation fishing trip? 
 
All vessels harvesting RSA quota have additional reporting requirements.  The vessel 
operator must notify NOAA Fisheries prior to departing on an RSA compensation fishing 
trip to establish his intent to harvest RSA quota, and to identify when and where the vessel 
will land.  Prior to landing, the vessel operator must report the amount of RSA quota on 
board, and when and where it is going to be landed.  After landing, a final report must be 
submitted, which includes the exact amount of RSA quota landed, the state where the fish 
were landed, and the vessel trip report serial number.  
 

12. What does NOAA Fisheries do to make sure a vessel adheres to the RSA reporting 
requirements? 
 
NOAA Fisheries has recently adopted a set of quality assurance procedures to audit and 
validate RSA reported data to identify potential reporting errors or cases of non-compliance.  
All RSA trip reports are processed through these audits.  If an aspect of the report conflicts 
with an audit, it will be flagged and then investigated to determine the appropriate course of 
action, including vessel outreach, referral to the Office of Law Enforcement, or potential 
revocation of compensation fishing privileges.   
 
The Office of Law Enforcement also has near-real time access to RSA data, including 
information on when and where a vessel is landing, and how much RSA quota the vessel has 
on board.  Using this information, they will be able to determine if a vessel has met the 
reporting requirements.  
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13. What happens if a vessel does not follow the program reporting requirements? 
 
If a vessel operator does not follow the RSA reporting requirements, the vessel will be 
removed from the RSA program.  We are currently revising the RSA compliance policy to 
better articulate when compensation fishing privileges will be revoked for failing to follow 
program requirements, which includes outreach procedures to the vessel operator, owner, and 
grant recipient notifying them of program compliance problems.   
 

14. Does NOAA Fisheries conduct a background check on vessel compliance history prior to 
allowing them to harvest RSA quota?  
 
Yes.  NOAA Fisheries has an EFP sanction check policy that is used to vet vessels that are 
put forward by the grant recipient to harvest RSA quota.  If a vessel conflicts with the criteria 
outlined in this policy, the vessel will not be authorized to harvest RSA quota.  

Enforcement 

15. What is NOAA Fisheries doing to improve RSA program oversight and compliance in light of 
the recent Mid-Atlantic RSA enforcement actions? 
 
NOAA Fisheries has overhauled RSA program monitoring and oversight procedures in 
response to these enforcement actions and in response to requests from the Council.  This 
includes more robust trip audit and matching procedures, development of a more explicit 
policy for revoking compensation fishing privileges, and more advanced data sharing and 
data analysis capabilities with the Office of Law Enforcement.  In addition to more effective 
vessel oversight, these new procedures will enable more detailed and comprehensive analysis 
to evaluate program performance and to identify program areas of concern.      
 

16. Would these violations have happened if the new oversight procedures had been in place? 

The new reporting requirements, in conjunction with the new oversight procedures, would 
have made it much more difficult and risky for these violations to be carried out.  
Specifically, we are now requiring that vessels provide more detailed trip information (e.g., 
vessel landing time and location, the amount of RSA quota onboard prior to landing) and 
there are new procedures in place that will enable us to more effectively audit and reconcile 
vessel trip and dealer reports.  All of this information will be available to the Office of Law 
Enforcement and their state partners to monitor vessel activity, and to intercept vessels to 
confirm compliance and validate reported data.   

17. How does enforcement keep track of RSA vessel activity? 
 
NOAA’s Office of Law Enforcement has near-real time access of all RSA trip data via a 
web-based application.  This system allows enforcement to monitor vessel activity.  In the 
near future, audits and reports can also be generated through this new system.  In addition, 
regional office staff will notify the Office of Law Enforcement of vessel reporting 
compliance issues that are identified through quality assurance procedures.   
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18. What if a vessel decides to take an RSA compensation fishing trip but does not report at all?  

If a vessel does not submit any RSA trip report, they are not considered to be on an RSA 
compensation fishing trip, and would be subject to all applicable regulation, including the 
regular possession limit and season closures.   

19. What else could be done to increase RSA program oversight and compliance?  
 

The recent program adjustments in response to the RSA enforcement actions and requests 
from the Council will significantly bolster oversight of RSA compensation fishing activity. 
There were additional measures considered during the development of these procedures that 
were not adopted for various reasons, including dealer specific authorizations and reporting 
requirements, and controls on landing time and location.  NOAA Fisheries expects that these 
adjustments that were made to improve oversight and compliance will be effective.   
However,  NOAA Fisheries will continue to examine all of the RSA programs to improve 
program performance and oversight, which includes working closely with the Councils, state 
partners, fishing industry, and the cooperative research community.    

RSA Quota Monitoring 

20. How does NOAA Fisheries track Mid-Atlantic RSA quota? 
 
Vessel reports, in conjunction with dealer reports, are used to monitor and track RSA quota.  
Commercial RSA quota landings reported by the vessel are deducted from the commercial 
landings, by state, to ensure RSA landings are not applied against state commercial quotas.  
If an RSA or dealer report is flagged through the audit process, the issue will be investigated 
in accordance with quality assurance procedures to ensure accurate monitoring reports.   

 
21. What does NOAA Fisheries do to make sure a vessel does not catch more than the amount of 

fish they purchased at the NFI RSA auction? 
 
NOAA Fisheries provides weekly reports to grant recipients and state partners to ensure they 
are apprised of reported RSA compensation fishing activity.  However, NOAA Fisheries 
does not dictate the specific arrangements between the grant recipient and partnering vessel, 
and how much RSA quota each vessel is allowed to catch.  Consequently, NOAA Fisheries 
monitors all trips to ensure vessels operate in accordance with the program requirements, and 
that the overall project award is not exceeded, but not how much fish each vessel is allowed 
to catch.    
 

22. Does RSA catch count against state quotas? 
 
No.  RSA catch is in addition to the state quota, and does not reduce the amount of fish that 
may be harvested in that state.  The RSA quotas are “taken off the top” during the quota 
setting process so that overall catch is within scientifically sound catch limits.  NOAA 
Fisheries works very closely with the states to ensure RSA catch is accounted for properly, 
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including sending weekly reports and posting RSA catch data on our regional office website.  
The recently adopted monitoring procedures will further enhance the ability to properly 
account for RSA quota landings to ensure they are applied properly.  
 

23. Does NOAA Fisheries allocate Mid-Atlantic RSA quota to vessels? 
 
No.  NOAA Fisheries awards RSA quota to successful applicants to carry out a research 
project.  Grant recipients are responsible for arranging which vessels will harvest their grant 
award and how much quota each vessel gets.  NOAA Fisheries does not dictate the 
agreements between the grant recipient and industry partner.   
 
However, NOAA Fisheries monitors every RSA trip to ensure compliance with program 
requirements and to ensure that the overall quota award is not exceeded.  If the overall RSA 
quota award is exceeded, it could result in fines and/or sanctions for the vessel and the grant 
recipient, and could affect future funding decisions.  
 

24. What is the responsibility of the researcher when it comes to the harvest of Mid-Atlantic RSA 
quota? 
 
The grant recipient is responsible for managing vessels harvesting RSA quota, and to ensure 
vessels do not exceed the RSA quota award.  The RSA Federal Funding Opportunity that 
solicits research proposals clearly states that the principal investigator must have effective 
safeguards in place to ensure an RSA quota award is not exceeded.   
 

25. What are the specific requirements for researchers? 
 
The grant recipient must submit a formal request to NOAA Fisheries requesting authorization 
for the vessels they’ve partnered with to conduct compensation fishing.  The grant recipient 
must sign all EFPs to acknowledge the terms and conditions of the permit.  The grant 
recipient must also ensure all program requirements are distributed to their partner vessels. 
Failure to meet these requirements could impact future funding decisions.  
 

26. Why doesn’t NOAA Fisheries require dealers to report Mid-Atlantic RSA quota separate 
from non-RSA catch? Wouldn’t this help track RSA quota, and improve program oversight? 

NOAA Fisheries considered implementing a regulation that would require a dealer to 
explicitly identify RSA quota purchases.  However, it was decided that this requirement 
would have marginal benefit, and that there are more effective ways to match RSA vessel 
reports with dealer reports using RSA trip audit procedures.  The primary concern with an 
RSA dealer regulation is that data quality would likely be poor, and that enforceability would 
be difficult given the dependency between the vessel and the dealer.   
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M E M O R A N D U M   

Date: December 1, 2014 

To: Council 

From: Jason Didden  

Subject: Cooperative Research Approach 

 

At the August 2014 Council meeting, the Council voted to suspend the Research Set-Aside (RSA) 

program for 2015.  The Council’s decision was based on ongoing concerns about operational issues that 

may have contributed to making the program vulnerable to abuse (non-reporting of RSA catch) as well 

as concerns regarding the science being generated by the program.  

Given these issues, staff recommends that the Council consider its involvement in cooperative research 

from a big-picture perspective, and not limit its consideration to whether or not to restart the RSA in its 

current or a modified form.  Staff recommends that the Council determine the best path forward for 

Council-led collaborative research by August 2015.  Since a decision regarding 2016 RSA would need 

to be made in early 2015, this would mean the RSA program would remain in suspension for 2016. 

Council staff recommends executing a standard “policy analysis” methodology regarding Council 

involvement in cooperative research, using the following steps to evaluate the pros and cons of several 

cooperative research approaches: 

1. Detail the problems and identify the interested parties 

2. Establish criteria for evaluating success 

3. Generate alternatives 

4. Evaluate alternatives relative to criteria 

5. Pick an alternative 

Council staff recommends holding an initial RSA Committee meeting to address steps one and two to 

begin the process. As part of this meeting, the Committee would evaluate if additional committee 

members were needed.  The Committee may also decide to request additional expertise in the form of a 

Fishery Management Action Team (FMAT – Council staff, NMFS staff, other technical staff) and/or an 

advisory panel (or subset of the current panels).   

Based on the Committee’s input, staff will generate draft alternatives for Council engagement in 

cooperative research.  The Regional Fishery Management Councils and/or other management entities 

will be surveyed for models. In addition, in March of 2015, the Council could hold a workshop on 
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cooperative research that includes past participants in the RSA program and other relevant entities 

including: RSA Committee, fishermen (both those using auctioned fish and those participating in 

research projects), researchers, Council staff, NMFS staff (regional office and science center), SSC 

members, etc.  The workshop participants would evaluate the preliminary alternatives, and suggest 

changes/additions to the alternatives. 

After the workshop, Council staff and/or an FMAT would define the possible alternatives, evaluate the 

alternatives relative to established criteria, and present the analysis to the RSA Committee in May of 

2015 (including a recommended course of action).  Each alternative would detail a full research 

approach, including funding mechanisms, proposal processes, program oversight and review, etc.  

Alternatives might range from terminating direct Council funding of research, to reinstituting an RSA 

program, to developing regional collaborative efforts.  The pros and cons of the alternatives would be 

examined and compared. 

The RSA Committee would then make a recommendation to the full Council at the August meeting.  At 

that meeting, the Council would pick an alternative, i.e. an approach for Council involvement in 

cooperative research. Staff would then complete any necessary NEPA analyses and/or other actions for 

implementation as appropriate. 
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M E M O R A N D U M   

Date: January 28, 2015 

To: Council/RSA Committee 

From: Jason Didden  

Subject: Council Cooperative Research Approach Committee Meeting 

 

The objectives for this Committee meeting include: 

 A. Review proposed timeline 

 B. Identify goals for MAFMC cooperative research 

 C. Determine how to evaluate success 

D. Discuss plan of action 

 E. Discuss workshop 

 

A. Proposed timeline 

February 2015 Committee Meeting 

March/April 2015: Workshop with Committee 

May/June 2015: Committee meeting 

August/October 2015: Council review and possible action on alternatives 

 

B. Problem identification and goals for Council cooperative research efforts 

From staff’s perspective, the key problems to be addressed are that 1) NMFS and other 

agencies/institutions have insufficient resources and/or focus on Council research needs, and 2) the 

knowledge from fishermen is too often overlooked when addressing fishery management problems.  

These problems impede successful management, so an additional effective mechanism to further 

cooperative research would be useful.  The Research Set-Aside (RSA) Program has served in this role in 

the past, but well-documented issues led to a suspension of that program.  The Council is now 

evaluating its role in addressing the key problem of how to get more cooperative research done on 

Council-managed species.    



  

 

Page 2 of 3 

 

Past goals, as communicated through and paraphrased from the Research Set Aside (RSA) Mission 

statement include: 

-improve the conservation and management of fishery resources by addressing information 

deficiencies 

-implement topic-specific projects and develop/test prototype data collection/monitoring 

programs 

 -conduct cooperative research with the scientific community and the fishing industry 

-produce results that are of sufficient scientific merit to be usable, i.e. meet National Standard 2 

requirements 

 -complete projects in a cost effective and timely manner   

 -conduct projects in cooperation with other management partners 

 

Staff examined a variety of programs that provide funding for fishery research and incorporate some 

degree of cooperative research.  The table below illustrates examples of some of these programs with 

links for the Committee to investigate.   

Primary Organization Type Organization Website

Academic UMass-SMAST http://www.umassd.edu/smast/

GMRI http://www.gmri.org/

North Pacific Research Board http://www.nprb.org/ 

Commercial Fisheries Research Found. http://cfrfoundation.org/ 

Fishermen and Scientists Research Society http://www.fsrs.ns.ca/ 

Pollock Conservation Cooperative https://www.sfos.uaf.edu/pcc/ 

Norwegian Reference Fleet http://www.imr.no/temasider/referanseflaten/en 

Falklands Squid Fisheries

NE Cooperative Research Program (CRP) http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/coopresearch/ 

MARFIN http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov/...marfin/index.html

Independent

Fishermen Focused

Government & Industry

Government Led   

 

Each program has strengths and weaknesses but several reviews/overviews1 do a good job of 

summarizing the elements of what is important for successful cooperative research.  In general, stable 

funding, iterative work with fishermen, and shared benefits (fishermen, scientists, and mangers) appear 

central to successful programs.  Different programs take different approaches to address these, with 

varying levels of success.  Additional evaluation of these and other programs would likely yield 

additional insights, and could be considered at the proposed workshop. 

C. Success Criteria 

Success criteria should be simple and related to the identified problem.  Accordingly, achieving a high 

percentage of completed projects that do actually have a substantial impact on management could be a 

good measure of success.  Avoiding collateral issues (e.g. enforcement problems) could also be a 

relevant success criteria. 

                                                
1 Johnson and Densen 2007, Commercial Fisheries Research Foundation 2013 Summit Summary, and North 
Pacific Research Board Elements of Success (excerpts attached) 

http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov/operations_management_information_services/state_federal_liaison_branch/marfin/index.html
http://www.nprb.org/nprb/about-us/mission-research-principles/our-philosophy/cooperative-research/
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D. Set plan of action 

Staff recommends proceeding with developing plans for a workshop and then targeting either the August 

or October Council meeting for final determination of the role of the Council’s involvement in 

cooperative research.  The Committee could be expanded, but use of a technical working group and AP 

would also add expertise.  Staff recommends requesting the creation of a technical working group so 

that NMFS Regional Office and Science Center staff can more easily participate.  Staff also 

recommends creating an AP that can draw in knowledge from individuals with varying perspectives who 

have participated in cooperative research in the region.   

 

E. Workshop 

Staff suggests a workshop that includes the Committee plus 20-25 invited individuals.  Council staff will 

develop an invitee list with the Committee chair and circulate it to the Committee.  Invitees would be 

targeted to get a range of perspective and expertise including fishermen, scientific investigators, 

managers, and stock assessment scientists.  Staff would also try to secure some participation from 

individuals with substantial experience in cooperative research from outside the Northeast/Mid-Atlantic 

Region.  The goal of the workshop would be to further consider strengths and weaknesses of varying 

models of cooperative research programs so that the Committee and then Council can finalize plans for 

Council involvement in cooperative research in the future.     

 

 



Excerpts From: 

 

Available online in full at: http://icesjms.oxfordjournals.org/content/64/4/834.full   

Guidelines for organizing cooperative research 

Our observations suggest that improving the outcomes of cooperative research requires keeping several 

principles in mind throughout the research effort. These guidelines are discussed subsequently in 

relation to different stages of research (Table 1). 

 

http://icesjms.oxfordjournals.org/content/64/4/834.full


Problem identification and formulation of research objectives 

Fishers need to be involved in all stages of the research process, starting with problem 

identification. Development of the research question or hypothesis is one area where fishers' 

knowledge can contribute significantly to the scientific research process. It is also important to 

include the end-users of the research, such as scientists and managers. For example, stock 

assessment scientists, who will use real-time fishery-dependent data collected by fishers or 

data from industry-based surveys, need to be brought into the process early on to ensure that 

the data are collected effectively and in a manner that lends itself to their subsequent analytical 

use. 

The research objective should follow clearly from the problem description. All assumptions 

should be stated clearly, and participants need to understand what questions the research 

seeks to answer as well as how the data will be used. This is critical to ensuring that 

expectations remain realistic and that surprises are avoided. Participants will be discouraged if 

they expect the research to translate into a specific management outcome, and the research 

subsequently does not support that outcome. This was seen in the F-project where the decision 

to lower the TAC from its level the previous year caused skippers to leave the research fleet. By 

guarding the neutral position of science, these expectations can be avoided. 

 

Research approach/design specification and data collection 

Fishers should contribute significantly to project planning and design. Their knowledge of 

appropriate timing and location is critical to cooperative research efforts. For example, in gear 

studies, fishers know best when and where to test a specific gear that will be used by the 

industry. Fishers are critical to assessing the technical feasibility of research (e.g. how many 

tows can be completed in XX days), and calculating the cost to the project in vessel expenses 

(e.g. crew, fuel, supplies). The importance of planning should not be underestimated, and 

ample time needs to be appropriated to this phase. 

When planning, it is also critical to be clear about the roles of scientists and fishers in the 

project (who is going to do what, when?). Ideally, fishers should be given roles that go beyond 

using them merely to provide research platforms. Fishers, particularly in the northeastern USA, 

consider cooperative research to be “more than just chartering vessels” and view themselves as 

“equal partners” in the research effort. When fishers are not treated as equals, the project 

outcome is viewed with distrust. In some cases, projects are viewed as successful or 

unsuccessful depending on the level of cooperation, regardless of the research findings. 

Scientists need to assess the statistical power of the observation scheme to ensure that the 

results will be valid statistically for use in science and management. It is disheartening to 

research participants to learn that an insufficient number of tows render their research results 

invalid for use in management or stock assessments. 



Depending on the budget, scientists and fishers may have to sit down together to write a 

research grant proposal to pay for the research. The budget must be crafted carefully. One item 

often missing from early cooperative research budgets in the northeastern USA was funds for 

data analysis. Although the scientist partner typically drafts a proposal, the industry partner 

should review the grant to ensure that it meets its expectations and is logistically and financially 

feasible. 

Fishers should also be involved in the collection and recording of data at sea. In cooperative 

research, fishers are trained in some cases to collect the data themselves. For example, fishers 

have learned how to record catch and effort data in real time using electronic logbooks, and 

fishers have been taught also how to tag fish for capture-release studies. This is part of the 

capacity-building associated with cooperative research. Scientists must ensure that the fishers 

collect the data consistently and according to specified protocols and that they understand the 

significance of standardization. Sometimes it is necessary to separate the scientific and fishing 

activities: fishers preparing their catch for market and completing legally required logbook 

information and the scientists “scientifically” processing the catch (measuring, weighing, etc.). 

Fishers should not be hindered from doing their job by scientific activities (e.g. such that might 

make the trip unsafe or reduce the value of the catch). 

Before, during, and after a research project, the findings need to be communicated to the 

fishing industry at large. Such transparency contributes to the building of trust and confidence 

in the research. For example, tagging studies rely on fishers to report tagged fish, but if they do 

not value the project, they may not report these critical data. Many projects in the 

northeastern USA have benefited from public outreach efforts, such as posters, brochures, and 

internet sites. 

 

Data processing/analysis and communication of results 

Data quality controls are necessary before data can be made available for use in management. 

For example, US federal scientists are legally obliged to ensure data quality standards through 

the Data Quality Act of 2000. Data or final reports need to be peer-reviewed before their use in 

science and management. This can be a barrier to success, however, when cooperative 

research results are time-sensitive. This issue is similar to permitting; activities that go beyond 

normal fishing activities (such as in closed areas or with smaller mesh sizes) have to be 

reviewed for a permit before they can proceed. 

As noted, data sharing and interpretation are often the sore spots of cooperative research. 

Fishers want to see the raw data, at least the data collected on board their vessels. Including 

their knowledge of the picture into the analysis sometimes offers insights not considered by 

scientists. Still, the industry partners should understand that preliminary results must be 

treated as such and not jump to conclusions before the final analysis. For example, premature 

release of data to the media following a cooperative industry-based survey in the mid-Atlantic 



USA eroded the trust between the partners and temporarily ended the cooperative effort (NRC, 

2004, p. 28). 

The scientists should discuss with their industry partners how best to format data for sharing 

and how best to present the analysis to them and the rest of the industry. Moreover, scientists 

should make sure that data are provided to managers and other scientists in a way that 

facilitate their use. 

The research partners should be clear about what the results mean and how they should be 

communicated to industry. Fishers need to understand results and share them with other 

fishers to generate buy-in. Scientists, therefore, need to communicate effectively so that the 

statistical treatments and uncertainty in the estimates are understood. Such understanding is 

aided by distribution of leaflets, presentations at industry fora and management meetings, and 

publications in fishing trade papers. Again, project results must be communicated to managers 

and stock assessment scientists, with a clear demarcation between results (neutral) and their 

management implications (value-lade 

Finally, it is necessary to give credit to all partners when the results are published or presented. 

Ideally, reports should be “co-authored” efforts, fishers being treated as equals. Although 

fishers may not care about the prestige of publishing in peer-reviewed journals, it is appropriate 

to offer them due recognition. 

 

Participation and distribution of cooperative research funds 

As noted, cooperative research is also, at least in the northeastern USA, a form of government 

assistance to the fishing industry. In such cases, it is important that the distribution of available 

funds is as fair as possible, providing opportunities for as many as possible to participate. This is 

also part of the trust-building needed in industry; if only a select group of fishers participate, 

broad buy-in of science may not come to pass. 
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involvement in data collection, timely data incorporation and analysis, and 
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Cover image: Lobstermen collecting biological data about their catch as part of the CFRF Lobster Research Fleet. 

       Visit http://cfrfoundation.org/lobster-research-fleet  for more information. 

(EXCERPTS)

The full report and related materials are available at 
http://cfrfoundation.org/summit  

http://cfrfoundation.org/lobster-research-fleet
http://cfrfoundation.org/summit
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Major Discussion Points: Background Presentations 

The following list summarizes the major discussion points made in connection with the 
background presentations: 

 There is a pressing need to directly link cooperative research results with the stock 
assessment process.  

 It is important to include fishermen in all aspects of the assessment process, from 
setting research priorities to on-the-water research and engagement in the stock 
assessment itself. 

 Developing a foundation for building trust among all parties should be a priority in the 
Northeast.  

 It is essential to create/support appropriate incentives for engagement in cooperative 
research in the Northeast.  

 The Northeast should look towards other examples of collaborative research efforts, 
such as in the Gulf of Mexico, for guidance in how to complete the process of 
integrating research results into the stock assessment process. 

 A key step towards improved stock assessments is for assessment scientists to more 
actively advocate for finer resolution data. 

 The science that guides the management of short-lived species in the Northeast (squid 
and butterfish) is deficient and lacks timeliness – industry involvement is crucial for 
addressing these issues. 

 Scientists and managers need finer scale information (which fishermen can deliver) on 
the migration of species into new areas where they have not been traditionally fished.  
The MAFMC is starting to evaluate how to address shifts in species distribution and will 
convene a governance workshop around this issue. 

 The study fleet could and should be a key fishery-dependent data collection program in 
the Northeast, but the application of study fleet data to stock assessments is lacking. 

 Finding a way to “close the loop” to report back on how cooperative research data is 
used will be key to the continued participation by the fishing industry. 
Bottom temperature data is very valuable to fishermen and could be used as an 
incentive to increase industry participation. 
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VI. Discussion Sessions – Small Group and Plenary

During the last afternoon of the 1.5 day summit, small group and plenary discussion sessions 
were organized to provide an opportunity for summit participants to collectively reflect on the 
material presented over the course of the summit and begin to discuss how to apply it to the 
challenges being faced in the Northeast. This portion of the agenda was aimed at identifying 
the means for advancing collaborative research and its application to stock assessments in the 
Northeast.  Discussion sessions were structured around four major questions.  These questions 
and the major points made in response are summarized below.  

What is your reaction to the information presented during the summit? 

 There is a lot more trust between fishermen and scientists in the case study countries
than the Northeast U.S. This trust is the first step towards successful collaborative
research and improved stock assessments.

 Industry buy-in was, and continues to be, key to the success of each case study.

 The impetuses for collaborative research programs tend to be either a fishery crisis or a
stock assessment or management action that contradicts what industry believes to be
true.

 Fishermen greatly appreciated the openness of case study scientists to identify mistakes

made in past assessments and work with fishermen to make improvements to model

assumptions.
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 Industry access to collaborative research data is necessary - it gives the fishing industry 
leverage. 

 The case studies show that industry vessels can and should be involved in data 
collection for stock assessments, including landings, discards, and independent surveys. 
This approach has resulted in more accurate and reliable science in all three cases 
studies. 

 

Given the situation in the Northeast, how do we benefit/learn from these case studies? 

 Encourage honest and open communication by establishing forums to talk to (not at) 
one another about current issues in the fishery and ideas for improvement.  

 Acknowledge that industry needs to take more of a leadership role. Collaboration with 
managers and government scientists is necessary, but industry may be relying too much 
on others to drive collaborative projects.  

 Consider that there are two broad types of collaborative research: 1) annual surveys to 
create a time series (for an index of relative abundance), and 2) projects that address 
specific research questions (i.e. migration patterns, life history parameters). Different 
strategies are needed for each. It may be more effective to focus on the latter. 

 Expand the use of collaborative research to develop mechanistic understandings of fish 
stocks/communities, rather than relying on retrospective analyses for stock 
assessments.  

 Address a core problem with the current stock assessment approach in the Northeast 
which is that long-term surveys and retrospective landings do not keep pace with rapid 
changes occurring beyond fish extraction - most of which may be caused by 
environmental factors and changing ecosystem dynamics.  

 Invest in industry research fleets which have been shown to be cost effective and 
produce good quality data. 

 Direct industry data collection efforts to build on current data sets, not replace 
traditional data streams or traditional data gatherers. 
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What are the key lessons from the case studies that are applicable in the Northeast? 

 The focus should be on willing industry participants; others will not collect good data. 
Collaborative research is not for everyone.  

 Non-participants may not approve of collaborative work, but this is inevitable. 

 There is a need for cohesive regional programs - part of the New England problem is 
that the programs are fragmented and funding levels fluctuate. This is one reason why 
collected data does not get used.  

 Industry members will be motivated to be involved if they feel that the research will 
lead to better science and management that will reduce uncertainty and allow them to 
make informed business decisions. 

 Both scientists and fishing industry members should be involved from the start, 
specifically the data end users (stock assessment scientists).  

 All parties (i.e. members of the fishing industry, agency and outside scientists, and 
managers) must be considered equal partners.  

 Government support is needed to ensure that projects can have consistency and 
permanence to develop time series, etc. and that collected data is valuable and will be 
used for stock assessments.  

 Participants in collaborative research need to stay focused on addressing research 
questions, not controversies about management strategies or allocation decisions.  

 

 
 

What are the next steps to enhance collaborative research in the Northeast? 

Conceptual Next Steps: 

  “Close the loop”- Create a best practice to always include participating fishermen, like 
any other research partners, in data review, analysis and conclusions. 

 Bring together the many pieces already in place in the Northeast, in a comprehensive 
way. There is a core set of industry participants, private and academic institutes, 
foundations, and programs that do collaborative research, but the missing pieces are: 1) 
guaranteed funding sources; 2) involvement of the data end users; 3) broad 
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strategic/experiment design planning; 4) true collaboration in setting research priorities; 
and 5) input of these data into the stock assessment and management processes.  

 Consider simpler assessment tools when data is lacking, while also working to obtain 
more data, including environmental parameters, to help evolve the models. 

 Engage open-minded scientists who accept industry data as a reliable source for stock 
assessments to verify the value/applicability of collaborative research results.  

 Work to build trust and reduce conflict between the fishing industry and fisheries 
scientists and managers via the following: 

- Fully involve industry in research, from experimental design through management     
application. 

- Achieve buy-in from all participants from the beginning - communication is key.  
- Make data collection and statistical analysis practices more transparent. 
- Acknowledge that trust and respect is a 2-way street and is needed to be successful.  

 Make sure the lessons of this conference continue to be refined and shared with others.  
 
 

 
 

 

Actionable Next Steps: 

 Create a ‘Best Practices’ document that characterizes successful collaborative research. 

 Establish forums that bring together fisheries scientists, managers, and industry 
representatives to discuss current issues in particular fisheries and ideas for 
improvement. Private research institutions may provide the best platforms for these 
discussions.  

 Create an online listing of completed and ongoing cooperative research projects in the 
Northeast and elsewhere throughout the U.S.  

 Establish an assessment Advisory Panel from which participants in Stock Assessment 
Workshops and Stock Assessment Review Committees could be drawn, as done in the 
Gulf of Mexico region. 

 Improve the speed of data analysis and usage; do not rely on old data to manage 
modern fisheries. Leverage the Science and Statistical Committees to achieve this.  
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 Reinvigorate the Council’s Research Steering Committee.  Include stock assessment
scientists and industry leaders , and use as a forum for high level research goals
discussions.

 Involve fishermen in collecting environmental data to better understand climate change
and fisheries ecology in the Northeast.

 Leverage the changes in leadership at regional NOAA offices to make progress towards a
more collaborative approach to fisheries science and management in the Northeast.



 

 

http://www.nprb.org/nprb/about-us/mission-research-principles/our-

philosophy/cooperative-research/   

Cooperative research 

The board signed a Memorandum of Agreement with the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee 

Council and the University of Alaska, as well as other signatory marine research and monitoring 

entities, to accomplish research that will provide for the long term health and sustainability of 

Alaska's oceans and related watersheds. 

Cooperative Research with Industry  

Commercial fishermen offer a significant opportunity to collect scientific information on the 

fisheries and marine ecosystem. They provide field experience, practical knowledge, and 

platforms for collection of data. They are expert at deploying their gear and have the knowledge 

to increase their efficiencies and lessen their impact on non-target fish stocks. Their expertise can 

be important in making sure that survey fishing gear is operated as efficiently as designed or that 

the geographic range of the survey is consistent with the geographic range of the fish. Use of 

fishing gear in research helps scientists better understand the impacts of that gear, not only on the 

fished population, but also on the surrounding habitat. It also allows intercalibration of gears 

used by scientists and fishermen. Other commercial enterprises, such as oil and gas-related 

activities, also provide opportunities for cooperative research. 

Scientists bring experimental design, the scientific method, and data synthesis. By bringing 

together the knowledge and skills of these two groups, the quality, quantity, and relevance of 

research may be improved. Working together may help to build a better understanding between 

science and industry, and greater confidence in the products of research and in the regulatory 

process. Cooperative research efforts must ensure the scientific integrity, practicality, and cost 

effectiveness of the experimental design and facilitate the ready application of the results to alter 

fishery management if the results suggest that such alteration is beneficial or required. Cost 

effectiveness, practicality, acceptability, and utility must be key design criteria.  

  

http://www.nprb.org/nprb/about-us/mission-research-principles/our-philosophy/cooperative-research/
http://www.nprb.org/nprb/about-us/mission-research-principles/our-philosophy/cooperative-research/
http://www.nprb.org/assets/images/uploads/moa_evos.pdf
http://www.evostc.state.ak.us/
http://www.evostc.state.ak.us/
http://www.alaska.edu/alaska/


Forms of Cooperative Research  

Cooperative research may take a variety of forms: 

 Industry may assess a tax on their landings and directly fund research, possibly in 

partnership with other entities. 

 Industry may provide vessels and crew for charter by research scientists, which may 

reduce costs of research and augment ship time available on federal research vessels. The 

vessel crew adds their expertise including seamanship, fish finding and gear handling. 

IPHC and NMFS charter vessels to survey halibut and sablefish, respectively. 

 Industry may participate in experiments to modify gear to reduce bycatch. Participation 

of the North Pacific Longline Association and the Fishing Vessel Owners Association in 

seabird deterrent research, Groundfish Forum work on bycatch reduction gear through 

exempted fishing permits, and NPRB-funded research on salmon bycatch reduction, all 

are good examples of this cooperative approach. The direct cooperation between industry 

and government or university scientists provides a realistic setting for testing gear modi- 

fications, reducing costs, and making the results more believable to industry. Parties work 

together to formulate, secure funding, execute and analyze a project. Either the industry 

or the scientists may initiate the project. 

 A group of fishermen may get together to do a study or survey, consulting a scientist as 

needed to ensure scientific validity. 

 Fishermen can maintain logbooks to provide information on catch, bycatch, and other 

aspects of the fishery. They also can retrieve tags from tagging studies. 

 Vessels can and do take observers that provide a variety of catch and other information. 

For example, all vessels over 60’ fishing groundfish off Alaska are required to have one 

or more observers on board. 

 Fishing (and other commercial ships of opportunity) vessels can take scientific data 

collection instrumentation packages such as continuous plankton recorders, ferry box 

systems, or other oceanographic data packages to collect information over a wide region. 

 Fishermen can contract with outside scientists with no affil- iation to the management 

agency that governs their fishery. One purpose for this can be to improve on methods or 

assumptions affecting stock assessments or other scientific reports relevant to fishery 

management decisions.  

 

Elements of Success  

Successful and popular cooperative research tends to cluster around projects where fishermen’s 

vessels, gear, and expertise can be readily employed, and research results may substantially 

change assessments and regulations to provide short- and long- term economic benefits to 

fishermen. Other substantial objectives include improving stakeholder trust in the fishery science 

and management system, improving research methods and administration, and co-educating 

scientists, industry, and managers. Cooperative research tends to work best when scientists and 

fishermen acknowledge early on that a problem needs to be addressed and that working together 

cooperatively will be the most effective way of proceeding. They must realize that each bring 



valuable tools and experience to the objectives of a research project, and that they should use 

each other’s expertise in science and on the fishing grounds to design the most appropriate and 

practical research protocol. Participants must understand that they are involved in scientific 

research and must meet scientific standards for the results to be credible and useful for 

management decisions. Finally, they must properly interpret and timely distribute the results of 

their project to affected parties and management agencies. 

Generally, elements of successful cooperative research projects include: 

 Substantial incentives and benefits to research partners. 

 Rigorous co-engagement in most elements of the scientific process. 

 Complementary skills and abilities. 

 Honesty, trust, and mutual respect. 

 Adequate financial, administrative and scientific support. 

 Ongoing funding sources and in some cases, an institutional framework dedicated to 

cooperative research that helps in setting long-term objectives, structuring partnerships, 

developing efficiencies in proposal development and evaluation, and coordinating and 

developing long-term partnerships where appropriate and desirable. 

NPRB cooperative research funds are allocated through a competitive review process. The 

resulting data, analyses, and reports must undergo peer review. Commercial fishing vessels used 

for cooperative research should meet all U.S. Coast Guard requirements for operation and 

manning to ensure safe operations, and should have all required federal permits. There should be 

appropriate liability insurance to protect the financial interests of all participants involved in 

cooperative research. 

Agreements and contracts should include project design, project implementation, contingency 

plans, data collection analysis and communication responsibilities and decision-making 

authority. And last, there should be a communications plan for outreach, progress reports, and 

dissemination of final results, while respecting the confidentiality and ownership of some forms 

of data and information. Rules governing vessel charter arrangements and exempted fishing 

permits often affect confidentiality of data, the degree to which gear innovations and 

technologies developed in the research can remain proprietary, and the disposition (including 

sale if allowed) of fish harvested during field work. Recognizing these limitations, care should be 

taken from the outset to select a cooperative research vehicle that meets the short- and long-term 

expectations for all parties in the research.  

  



Strategies  

As part of our commitment to cooperative research, NPRB employs various strategies including:  

 Seek opportunities to partner with industry-funded research entities. 

 Identify ships of opportunity to collect oceanographic and other data over a wide region. 

 Establish a registry of commercial vessels potentially avail- able for research charters. 

 Support development and deployment of cost-effective instrumentation packages. 

 Use commercial vessels as a cost-effective way to do ecosystem monitoring. 

 Convene workshops with industry and scientists to identify research needs, develop 

hypotheses, and establish ways to partner. 

 Encourage conservation engineering projects (e.g., bycatch reduction research) in RFP. 

 Sponsor training in fisheries science and collection of scientific data to enable fishermen 

to participate in all facets of fisheries research, from identifying research questions, to 

developing project procedures and protocols, collecting data, and peer review of results. 

 Help establish for Alaska a central cooperative fisheries website such as 

http://www.fishresearch.org. 

 Establish a formal cooperative research program to develop long-term funding sources, 

develop cooperative partnerships and relevant expertise, and foster development of 

cooperative research where appropriate. 

*Note that these strategies extend beyond the fishing industry to other users such as the oil and 

gas industry.  
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M E M O R A N D U M   

Date: April 2, 2015 

To: Council 

From: Mary Clark  

Subject: Cooperative Research – Staff Update and Revised Approach 

At the August 2014 Council meeting, the Council voted to suspend the Research Set-Aside (RSA) program 

for 2015. Although the discussions leading up to this decision were prompted by recent abuses of the 

program through under-reporting and non-reporting of catch, the Council’s suspension of RSA was also 

driven by concerns about the quality and usefulness of RSA-funded research. The Council has expressed 

its commitment to supporting cooperative research that achieves the dual goals of addressing information 

deficiencies and facilitating collaboration among scientists and stakeholders. During this period of 

suspension, staff is working with the RSA Committee and Council to identify potential cooperative 

research approaches that will enable the Council to achieve these goals more effectively.  

Staff Update 

A number of new additions to the Council’s slate of activities (i.e. blueline tilefish, unmanaged forage, 

deep sea corals workshop) have resulted in the reassignment of several projects/actions among staff. I will 

be taking over Jason Didden’s responsibilities related to the Council’s involvement cooperative research 

program review and restructuring. I look forward to working on this project with the Council and RSA 

Committee on this endeavor.  

Cooperative Research Approach 

Given these recent developments, staff recommends that the Council and RSA Committee reconsider the 

cooperative research approach that was proposed at the February 2015 meeting. Staff offers the following 

recommendations for Council consideration (Items 1-3 address committee recommendations from the 

February 2015 meeting): 

1. Postpone the RSA workshop (and associated pre-workshop webinar) indefinitely, and revisit the 

timing and objectives of the workshop at the June 2015 meeting after a complete action plan has 

been developed; 

2. Establish a technical working group composed of subject-matter experts; 

3. Establish an advisory body composed of individuals with experience with and/or knowledge of 

cooperative research in the region; 

4. Change the name of the RSA Committee to Cooperative Research Committee;  

5. Schedule a committee meeting via webinar in mid- May to discuss a revised action plan and 

specific next steps; and 

6. Establish an online comment form for stakeholders to provide comments on cooperative 

approaches.  
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