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Summer Flounder Amendment FMAT Webinar Summary 

May 4, 2017, 9:00 a.m.-11:30 a.m. 

The Summer Flounder Amendment Fishery Management Action Team (FMAT) met via webinar to 
discuss draft commercial alternatives for the Comprehensive Summer Flounder Amendment, as 
described in the Council and Board discussion document for the May 10, 2017 joint meeting.  
 
General Comments 

• Issue prioritization and direction: The overarching recommendation from the FMAT is that in 
order to make progress on the amendment by developing and evaluating relevant alternatives, it 
will be important that the Council and Board identify clear priorities and direction for 
alternative sets for each issue to be addressed. Currently, the broad goal of the amendment is 
to re-evaluate all aspects of summer flounder management given that many facets of the FMP 
have been in place for a long time. As the amendment progresses, the purpose of the action will 
need to be more narrowly defined. The FMAT suggests that the Council and Board narrow the 
scope of the action overall, and focus each alternative set on those options that truly have the 
potential to address the Council and Board’s objectives. Clarifying these objectives where 
possible would assist staff and the FMAT with developing appropriate and effective alternatives.  

o For example, commercial allocation was identified in the scoping process as an issue for 
modification through an amendment. However, there is a very wide range of specific 
options that could be pursued for reallocation. Within the many options described in the 
discussion document, there are many possibilities for sub-options. Though the Council 
and Board have given clear reasons why commercial allocation is a priority issue for 
reconsideration, it is less clear which approaches the Council and Board would like to 
explore for alternatives and why. The Council and Board should consider refining these 
alternatives to a set of approaches that may realistically address their priorities for this 
issue.  

• Timeline: the FMAT notes that the current draft timeline is probably feasible if staff have no 
other priorities during this time, but otherwise may be overly ambitious. The FMAT notes that 
the amendment timeline may need to be extended if the scope of issues is not narrowed and 
direction is not provided on which options to focus on and why.  

• Requirements for Draft EIS: The FMAT discussed the administrative requirements associated 
with the action, assuming an EIS will be required. A draft EIS (DEIS) must be completed and 
submitted to NMFS for preliminary review prior to approval by the Council, and the Council 
must approve a DEIS prior to public hearings. The DEIS needs to be fairly complete in terms of 
analysis, including analyzing the cumulative impacts of all alternatives, and the range of 
alternatives must be fairly well defined. This cannot be completed without additional specificity 
for each alternative.  
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Permits and Latent Effort  

• State permits: The FMAT has similar questions as the working group regarding how and 
whether to deal with state permits in this action. While it is possible to set minimum criteria for 
state permitting in the Commission’s FMP, this seems like an issue that may be more appropriate 
for the Commission to address separately.   

• Permits and latent effort objectives: The FMAT noted that the clearer the Council and Board 
can be about their aims and concerns with this issue, the better in terms of focused alternatives. 
For example, is there a desire to leave room for new or recent entrants, and over what time frame? 
It is difficult to evaluate how much to reduce permit access until the objective more clearly 
defined.  

• Gear-based permits: the FMAT notes that depending on the ultimate goals of the Council and 
Board, this alternative is unlikely to be relevant to addressing the perceived problems with latent 
effort (unless the goal is to manage different gear types very differently, i.e., under separate quota 
allocations).  

Commercial Allocation 

• Flexibility: The current draft alternatives appear to fall on a spectrum from more to less flexible, 
but where they fall depends on how flexibility is examined. Some systems lead to more flexibility 
for state management, some for coastwide management, and some for fishermen.  

• Quantifying recent distribution of summer flounder: the FMAT discussed how it might be 
possible to quantify recent distribution of summer flounder to translate this into alternatives for 
allocation based on current stock distribution. There is some precedent for dividing allocation 
between the U.S. and Canada based on fishery independent surveys; however, in that case the 
only line to be analyzed in demarcating surveys is the U.S.-Canada border. For summer flounder, 
the only reasonable way to address this would be to agree on a defined set of lines or areas, as 
well as a set of surveys, to stratify the survey data. Even with this approach, this will be difficult 
to analyze, and impacts are difficult to predict because resulting changes in behavior are difficult 
to predict.   

• Limited Access Privilege Programs: If the objectives of this alternative set are such that they 
don’t call for a LAPP-oriented solution, it is not advisable to add this to the list of alternatives 
given the potential complexity associated with analyzing multiple complex allocation systems 
representing a major departure from the current system. ITQs may provide the most flexibility to 
fishermen, but less flexibility to managers (as this system is likely harder to change once 
implemented). Additionally, the current federal moratorium permit and varying state-level 
permits that allow landings from federal and/or state waters will present challenges for 
developing an allocation system that radically differs from the current system. 

Safe Harbor & Landings Flexibility 
General 

• The FMAT agrees that some of the concerns regarding these issues would fall away under certain 
revised quota allocation options (such as coastwide seasonal systems or a scup quota model). The 
Council and Board should consider this when selecting both quota and landings flexibility/safe 
harbor alternatives. 
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• It is currently unclear what the federal role is in these alternatives and whether any changes would 
be needed to the Council FMP and/or the federal regulations. As such, this issue may be better 
addressed through state and/or Commission action. Though federal quota monitoring is involved, 
GARFO is more concerned with overall landings vs. where landings occur, although quota 
transfers do have administrative requirements that would increase under landings flexibility.  

Safe Harbor 

• The FMAT notes that the issue of safe harbor is applicable to more species than just summer 
flounder (though summer flounder may be a focus of concerns). Given that the Commission is 
currently looking at this issue, as noted above, this may be more appropriate for Commission 
action (if necessary depending on future quota allocation strategies).  

Landings Flexibility 

• The group notes that the questions of landings flexibility are likely to represent a tradeoff of 
increased difficulty of enforcement and monitoring vs. more flexibility for fishermen.   

• On the subject of trucking (draft alternative 4B-2), there may be existing policies against this 
given that it essentially complicates the definition of where fish were “landed.” Enforcement 
entities have a specific definition of landings, corresponding to when fish are offloaded. The 
FMAT agreed that there are enforcement and monitoring concerns with this alternative. 

Commercial Data Collection 

• Cross-cutting concerns: Most commercial data collection and monitoring issues cut across 
multiple species. While the FMAT is aware of concerns about unaccounted for catch and 
mortality as a possible explanation for the retrospective pattern in the assessment, it is unclear 
whether there are specific data collection problems or solutions that can or should be identified 
solely for summer flounder through this action.  

• Fisheries Dependent Data Visioning Project: The FMAT notes GARFO’s ongoing Fisheries 
Dependent Data Visioning Project, which is evaluating all NEFSC/GARFO data collection 
programs and identifying recommendations to streamline and modernize fishery dependent data 
collection. This project may lead to changes that address some of the Council and Board’s 
concerns regarding data collection and monitoring. A project update will be presented to the 
Council in the coming months (possibly June). A recent presentation on this project is available 
at: http://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/FDDVP-Presentation_NEMFC_Jan-2017-final.pdf.   

• VTRs: Summer flounder VTRs are required to be submitted monthly. For the Northeast 
multispecies fishery (groundfish), VTRs must be submitted weekly. Any groundfish permit 
holder must submit weekly VTRs regardless of what they are targeting and what they catch, so 
this requirement has affected many vessels. The FMAT discussed whether weekly VTR 
submission would benefit summer flounder monitoring and concluded that it is not clear that this 
would have notable monitoring benefits for this fishery (dealer data is used for quota monitoring).  

• VMS: The FMAT also noted that it is not entirely clear whether a VMS requirement would 
benefit management of the fishery, and it is not clear whether it addresses the Council and 
Board’s specific concerns about monitoring and data collection. VMS generally would not be 
expected to improve catch accounting; however, VMS may be helpful for a) enforcement 
investigating tips of illegal activity and b) for fine-scale fishing effort information, that could be 
used to evaluate where fishing activity occurs on a finer spatial scale.  

http://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/FDDVP-Presentation_NEMFC_Jan-2017-final.pdf
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Summer Flounder Discards 

• Extra Large Mesh Trawl Discards: In recent years, GARFO data has indicated that summer 
flounder discards in the extra large mesh trawl fishery (mostly monkfish trawls) have increased 
in recent years. It is unclear if this represents an actual increase in the discard rate or is the result 
of increased sampling of this fishery. This will be explored in more detail in the next benchmark 
assessment, and will possibly impact the time series of discards. While some of this information 
could be examined now, there is a need for peer review of changes in discard estimation 
methodology in the assessment.   

• Observer coverage: Observer coverage levels are variable and set by the Standardized Bycatch 
Reporting Methodology (SBRM) requirements for mid-Atlantic trawl gear by mesh size 
category. A ballpark estimate is that coverage likely ranges from a low of about 1% to a high of 
about 10% in some years, perhaps averaging around 5%. The FMAT can confirm and provide 
additional information on this coverage if needed.  

• Discard reasons: After reviewing Table 7 in the discussion document, the FMAT notes that 
landings in pounds are not provided because of the use of raw observer data, which is a sample 
of the overall fisheries, meaning that without expansion calculations, discarded weight would be 
skewed toward fisheries and gear types that are more heavily sampled. The current overall 
estimated proportion of discards between the trawl fishery and the scallop dredge fishery is 
approximately 50/50. The discard reason category of “no market” is high for scallop dredges 
because scallops are so high value that captains prefer to take up hold space with scallops instead 
of relatively lower value summer flounder.  

• Full retention: The FMAT discussed the possibility of requiring full retention (prohibiting 
commercial discards). This strategy would need to be tested or implemented to see how it 
performs and to see if there were changes in fishery selectivity. Some of this can be done through 
simulation, but real world observation is needed to determine the possible impacts to the fishery.  

o Because of changes in selectivity and the impacts on the assessment, it is possible that 
this strategy might mean needing to fish at a lower overall fishing mortality rate (meaning 
lower quotas).  

o The FMAT also emphasizes that full retention is fundamentally incompatible with 
current management by trip limits. A prohibition on all discards is inconsistent with a 
simultaneous requirement to limit retention to a certain amount on a given trip. It would 
be difficult to impossible for vessels to hit an exact amount in each trip without 
discarding. If minimizing discards is the Council and Board’s priority objective, then full 
retention makes sense to analyze, but additional thought would need to be given to 
methods of constraining landings to the commercial quota.  

o Reducing or eliminating the commercial size limit also presents tradeoffs with selectivity. 
Increasing mortality of fish at age 1 means that quotas would likely ultimately be lower 
than if mortality is focused on older fish. If the fishery had perfect monitoring, a strong 
argument could be made in favor of removing minimum mesh and fish sizes, as this would 
likely lead to higher profits, despite likely lower quotas due to changes in selectivity. 
However, the lack of perfect monitoring, data, and compliance means that changes in 
selectivity may not be accurately captured. 

 


