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Meeting Summary of Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel (NTAP) 

Working Group Meeting 

March 5, 2018 

Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC), Narragansett Laboratory, RI 

  

The Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel Working Group convened on March 5, 2018 at the 

Northeast Fisheries Science Center’s Narragansett Laboratory. The group worked 

through an agenda devised to examine performance of the survey trawl currently 

deployed with the NOAA Ship Henry B.  Bigelow and other agenda topics.  A description of 

the working group decisions and recommendations, summaries of working group 

discussions by topic, next steps, a list of attendees, and agenda are presented below. This 

summary does not capture every individual comment or discussion point. 

Section I. Draft Working Group Decisions & Recommendations Summary 

The working group evaluated materials presented by participants.  Based on the follow-

on discussions, they generated the following decisions and recommendations to be 

considered by the wider NTAP body. See Section II for a more detailed summary that goes 

into greater depth of each of the topical discussions that led to the development of the 

following decisions and recommendations. 

1. There was working group consensus that our goal is to achieve a consistent 

optimal wingspread, recognizing the challenges of survey work, across the depth 

range of the survey. 

2. Based on review and evaluation of Bigelow wingspread data that were presented, 

there was working group consensus that inconsistent wingspreads across the 

depth range of the survey is problematic, as made evident by under-spreading of 

the net in shoal water and overspreading of the net in the deep water. Based on 

the assumption that net efficiency varies with wingspread, two potential problems 

were identified.   

a. First, the chain sweep-to-rockhopper sweep gear comparison experiments 

on the F/V Karen Elizabeth (2015-2017) were done at an optimal 

wingspread.  If the survey gear is fishing suboptimally for some tows, the 

estimates of population scale (i.e. swept-area biomass) from the survey and 

these experiments may be biased low (See #6 below).   
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b. Second, shifts in the depth distribution of a species could lead to biased 

trends in abundance if the fish shifted from areas where the gear was 

performing optimally to areas where it was performing suboptimally. 

3. There was working group consensus on a two-step process to optimize 

wingspread: tighten wingspread acceptable tolerances for valid tows across the 

full depth range of the survey, and establishing a deliberative stepwise “gear 

performance improvement protocol” for implementing corrective solutions. This 

protocol would include agreed-upon performance criteria, including improved 

wingspread tolerances, to measure the efficacy of various gear adjustment 

solutions. 

a. Working group members suggested using the North East Area Monitoring 

and Assessment Program (NEAMAP) Inshore Survey wingspread 

tolerances (approximately 12.3 to 14.7 meters) and this information would 

be shared by VIMS. Consensus was not reached on the precise values to be 

used, as a variety of values were expressed by working group members. 

This can be addressed in future working group discussions. 

b. The working group suggested modifying the standard survey doors as a 

way to achieve optimal spreads across the full depth-range of the survey. 

Suggested modifications included altering the standard survey-door tow 

points to increase spreading force and investigating other door sizes and 

designs. 

c. There was no consensus on whether restrictor cables should be considered 

as a temporary solution if door changes prove to be unsuccessful in 

constraining wingspreads in deep water.  

4. There was working group consensus that the Center should act in a timely manner 

to address its recommendations once approved by NTAP.  Further, the group 

recommended that additional resources be secured to address next steps, such as 

additional Bigelow sea days and necessary survey costs.  

a. The working group agreed sea trials of possible gear improvements should 

occur on the Bigelow. These trials would occur after the 2018 spring 

bottom trawl survey is executed in order to develop and implement a gear 

performance improvement protocol.  

b. During the 2018 spring bottom-trawl survey operations the working group 

recommended testing various gear configurations opportunistically if 

possible in preparation for more structured sea trials. 

5. Between inception of the original contract for the F/V Nobska (2016) and the 

present, the NTAP has not developed an agreed-upon plan on the best use of the 

F/V Nobska sea days given recent changes in focus by NTAP.  The working group 

concurred that the NEFSC contract with the F/V Nobska should be extended if 
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possible to the contract limit of an additional 12 months (~April 30, 2019) in 

order to preserve this option for supporting NTAP research priorities. 

6. NEFSC presented initial exploratory analyses on how changes in wingspread with 

depth could affect the scale and trend in selected stock specific survey indices.  Use 

of measured swept areas, versus an average swept area primarily affected the 

scale of swept area biomass estimates (+/- 10%),  with an underestimate of 

biomass for shallow species (e.g., windowpane),  an overestimate of biomass for 

deep species (e.g., witch flounder) and minimal impact for mid-shelf species (e.g., 

yellowtail flounder).  A second analysis defined effects of wingspread on efficiency 

for specific stocks based on the opinions of experts in the working group.  The 

degree to which swept area biomass was underestimated in this analysis varied by 

species and was based on the hypothesized change in efficiency for different 

wingspreads (and assumed bottom contact was maintained in deep strata). Using 

the hypothetical scenarios developed at the meeting for the decline in efficiency 

outside the optimal wingspread and using expert opinion on efficiency values, 

swept area biomass was underestimated by 5-50% for the selected species tested. 

Section II. Summaries of discussions by Agenda Topic 

The following sections describe working group discussions in greater depth.  Major 

decisions and recommendations have been highlighted in above Section I and in Next 

Steps in Section III below. 

Agenda Topic: Introductions, Opening Remarks, & Agenda Adoption 

●  Welcome from Wendy Gabriel, who delivered a pledge from Jon Hare and NEFSC 

to work together to find solutions, and reiterating that the addressing concerns 

communicated by NTAP are a Center priority. 

●  Welcome from Terry Stockwell, NTAP chair, who conveyed a similar message of 

working together for consensus and coming up with recommendations to move 

the effort forward. 

●  The Center shared its understanding of the process by which recommendations 

developed by the working group would be addressed.  In short, the working group 

would discuss agenda topics, develop recommendations to be considered to the 

wider NTAP Body, NTAP would communicate final recommendations to the 

Center, and the Center would endeavor to address these recommendations, 

recognizing that additional peer/technical review may be required and additional 

resources secured. 

●  The Center communicated that all options were on the table for open 

consideration. 
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●  Meeting chairs Terry Stockwell and Andy Lipsky walked through the agenda and 

the five items the working group set out to address, noting it would be difficult to 

address all topics in one meeting.  The working group concurred that agenda 

topics: Bigelow Survey Gear Performance, and a plan for use of contracted vessel 

time (F/V Nobska) would be priorities for the day’s discussion; and other topics, 

including a new proposed topic on separation of Albatross and Bigelow time series  

would be deferred to a future meeting of the working group.  

 

Agenda Topic 1:  Bigelow survey gear performance 

 Overview/Discussion of Spread Tolerance, Validation Process and Observed Spreads  

[A link to this presentation will be provided here] 

● Phil Politis led the discussion. It was clear everyone in the room wanted to 

work together in good faith to reach common ground on how NEFSC can get 

the Bigelow net to perform to its optimal design specifications, which it 

currently does not.   There was agreement that the gear is not performing 

consistently across depth ranges required in the survey.  

● A key question emerged: What does the group consider an optimal spread and 

what should the bounds be?   

● A presentation by Phil Politis with survey gear details provided information for 

discussion.   

● There were some concerns by industry participants that using the Bigelow’s 

autotrawl system is a “big problem” and “unacceptable.”   

o Phil Politis explained the autotrawl system on Bigelow is not designed 

to hold the net spread constant but to equalize tension, keep water flow 

directly into the mouth of the net, and minimize cross-flow. Phil 

explained the NEFSC seeks to keep equal warp tension to achieve equal 

pull on each door, and to keep the net flow straight and avoid cross-

flow. Validation is made off the block tension. Flow sensors on the net 

measure flow into and across the trawl.  The differences between 

performances of locked winches vs. equal tension approaches were 

discussed. 

o  Jim Ruhle said the ship needed to brake at different depth strata to see 

how the autotrawl is impacting net performance.   

o Results from a West Coast autotrawl study were also mentioned by Jim 

and Bob Ruhle and by Dave Goethel an example of what works: 

Kotwicki S, Weinberg KL, Somerton DA. 2006. The effect of autotrawl 

systems on the performance of a survey trawl. Fish.Bull. 104:35-45. 

NEFSC staff were aware of that study.   

https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/spo/FishBull/1041/kotwicki.pdf
https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/spo/FishBull/1041/kotwicki.pdf
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● The working group generally agreed that the goal is to optimize wingspread, 

much more than door spread.   The net has a designed wingspread at which 

hydrodynamics open the net properly.  The net, cables, and door systems were 

designed to minimize herding between the doors.  Phil agreed gear is not 

performing consistently across the depth ranges of the survey, as the net is 

generally underspread in shallow waters and generally overspread in deeper 

waters.  

● The group discussed alternatives to achieve more uniform performance over 

the entire depth range of the survey.  Alternatives included using a bigger set 

of doors or different doors by depth, use of a restrictor cable, or scaling the size  

up of the current net for deeper strata.   

● NEFSC staff expressed concern about using restrictor cable and its potential 

impact on catchability of pelagics and semi-pelagics, and would prefer to 

address the problem of overspreading at depth with doors.  Some in the 

industry believe restrictor cables have no effect on catch rates of pelagics and 

semi-pelagics, but raised the question of uncertainty that could be introduced 

during the stock assessment process if they were used.  

o There was general consensus in the group to test multiple doors to 

address efficiency concerns with pelagic and semi-pelagic species.  

o There was no agreement among industry about changing nets as 

suggested, or on using restrictor wire/cable. 

● Considerable discussion ensued about doors, bottom contact, and scope issues 

related to using one door for all depths.  

o Chris Roebuck suggested using three different doors for different 

depths (shallow, mid-water and deep) to get best net performance.  

● A suggestion from Jim Gartland was to split the survey into three surveys 

instead of one, based on depths. This would be based on the optimal 

configuration that can be held consistently, which may require different doors 

by depth strata to achieve designed optimal net spread. The point of using a 

different door is to achieve optimal spread so that catchability both can be 

improved (changed) and made more consistent.  Achieving optimal designed 

wingspread across the range of depths, catchability will have to change, and it 

is very likely that the changes in catchability due to door type are minor 

relative to the changes in catchability that occur because the new doors spread 

the net optimally.  It is likely that the survey data collected after the spread 

problem is fixed won't be comparable to the data before the fix, due to the shift 

in catchability. 

● The group discussed approaches to determine appropriate wingspread.  
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o In a discussion of bridle angle or “angle of attack”, Dave Goethel 

commented that to maximize capturing fish in the path of the net, 

industry strives for a constant bridle angle of 12 to 14 degrees, which 

equates to a wingspread of 12 to 14.7 meters. 

o In reference to Weinberg and Kotwocki (2015), David Goethel asserted 

that a constant bridle angle within this range keeps the wingspread 

relatively constant and maximizes , to the extent possible, the capture of 

fish in the path of the trawl. Door spread can vary, but as long as the 

angle remains within the desired parameters, the tow is successful. 

With this net that equates to a wing spread of 12.3-14.7 meters.  Higher 

wingspread causes the sweep to lift in the center and the headrope to 

flatten. Smaller wing spread causes the meshes of the trawl to bow 

changing selectivity and reduces area swept. Kotwicki S and Weinberg 

K.L. 2015. Reducing variability in bottom contact and net width of a 

survey trawl by restratining door movement and applying a constant 

ratio of warp length to depth. Fish.Bull. 113:180-190. 

o Bob and Jim Ruhle and others cited the NEAMAP survey as an example 

of what ranges work (12.3 to 14.7 m),  recognizing the federal survey 

covers a wider depth range.   Information on criteria for determination 

of NEAMAP wingspread specifications was requested, and these were 

made available soon after the meeting.    

● One possible next step highlighted by the group was to calibrate Bigelow to the 

NEAMAP survey. This could help in future calibrations and in understanding 

differences in efficiency attributable to net performance in the nearshore shoal 

waters. This idea was suggested for the fall survey. 

● From an assessment perspective, more consistent wingspread would reduce 

variability in assessment inputs, provided new doors (or other configurations) 

would not change catch rates (catchability). 

● For future work, there was general agreement that any changes considered 

should be tried on the Bigelow and not another vessel, since that is where the 

survey is conducted.  NEFSC agreed that it will be easier to fix some of the 

shallow-water issues than the deeper-water issues.  

● Different types of doors (Thyboron 66” Type IV, Poly-Ice, Bison, Thyboron 

adjustable louver doors) were discussed and how they could be adjusted 

(added weights, adjustments available in door designs, etc.). NEFSC will talk to 

manufacturers and check on latest development in door designs to see what is 

available.  Alternate doors may be available for testing, on loan or through 

acquisition.   

● For consideration of alternate doors, it would be important to know if the 

Bigelow winches could free-spool to help get doors to the bottom fast.  It may 

https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/spo/FishBull/1132/weinberg.pdf
https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/spo/FishBull/1132/weinberg.pdf
https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/spo/FishBull/1132/weinberg.pdf
https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/spo/FishBull/1132/weinberg.pdf
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be possible to operate winches at a high rate of speed close to free-spooling, if 

free-spooling itself is not possible. Working group members suggested that this 

should be tried on the Bigelow. 

● Robert Ruhle suggested use of restrictor cables in the deeper strata as a 

temporary solution for the 2018 Spring survey, until a more complete door 

experiment is conducted. This was based on the logic that data exists from the 

NEAMAP inshore survey time series to supplement the federal survey shallow 

water sampling (with underspread problems), but no corroborative survey 

data exists in deeper waters. 

Overview/discussion of potential impacts of wingspread on efficiency and impacts to 

calculated abundance indices 

[A link to the presentation will be provided here] 

Dave Richardson presented analyses on how changes in wingspread with depth could 

affect the scale and trend in survey indices. The analysis defined effects of wingspread on 

efficiency for specific stocks based on the opinions of experts in the working group. 

o The first analysis addressed only the variation in area swept.  In deep tows 

wider wingspreads sweep more area, and in shallow tows narrower 

wingspreads sweep less area.  In most analyses an average wingspread is 

used in calculating indices and swept-area biomass.  In general the analyses 

pointed to an underestimate of biomass for shallow species (e.g., 

windowpane) and an overestimate of biomass for deep species (e.g., witch 

flounder) and minimal impact for mid-shelf species (e.g., yellowtail 

flounder).  The results for deep strata assume that bottom contact is 

maintained in the overspread condition-which is an unlikely condition. The 

scale of the issue was about +/- 10%.  Survey trends were minimally 

impacted. 

o The second analysis evaluated different scenarios of how efficiency might 

change with variations in wingspread.  In general, changes in scale would 

be most pronounced for species on the deepest and shallowest ends of the 

survey.   No consistent pattern across species was observed for changes in 

trend.   Dave Goethel proposed using angle of attack as a metric for optimal 

tows, to see what effect that had for a variety of species.   

o The third analysis kicked out tows with net widths deemed to be 

suboptimal (outside the 11 to 14 range). Eliminating tows meant that in 

some seasons and years there would be strata with 0 remaining tows; the 

resulting indices would thus cover a lower proportion of the stock (i.e. any 

availability issues would be increased).  Consistent changes in either the 
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scale or trend of the modified survey indices were not evident when tows 

with too narrow or too wide a wingspread were removed.  

 

● During this topic, the group worked through the analytical tool developed by Dave 

and the NEFSC team to evaluate stock specific scenarios and these discussions are 

not fully captured in this summary.  From Jim Ruhle’s perspective, using actual 

tow swept area vs vs. an average area swepts ot is critical when net spread affects 

efficiency.  Considering the variability of wingspreads and the fact that the Bigelow 

collects this data, the utilization of actual area swept for each tow should be used 

as opposed to the current method of using one averaged tow swept area.  Small 

changes in scaling are important to the industry, not just in a directed fishery but 

in accountability measure triggers.   How does this affect indices and stock 

assessments?   

● There was positive feedback that this type of analyses was very helpful for the 

working group to understand effects and impacts; and additional ideas for further 

analyses and testing would be pursued. 

NTAP Working Group suggestions for approaches to address gear performance 

Several recommendations recurred here that are included in the individual 

overview/discussion points above.  

● In the short term, it could be possible to test (outside official survey tows) non-

standard protocols (e.g., door configurations, modified warp-deployment rates, 

restrictor cable, or other changes) during the 2018 spring survey, time permitting. 

Any testing of non-standard protocols would not imply that the NEFSC would 

adopt these practices in future operations.  

● Development of a thoughtful experimental design is required first, after acceptable 

ranges are defined. The next step is to determine how to get there.  

Agenda Topic 2: Develop plan for use of contracted vessel time (F/V Nobska) 

 

A very short discussion on the status of the vessel contract was led by Andy Lipsky. The 

current NEFSC contract expires at the end of April 2018. Various options to repurpose the 

objectives of the vessel contract to support potential efforts to address gear performance 

were discussed; including use of Nobska to evaluate effects of restrictor cables should 

that option be pursued. Andy reported that the funds will expire on April 30, 2018 if no 

extension is granted.   

● Andy described the difficulty of continuing to extend the contract given the 

uncertainty that research objectives would still fit NTAP priorities and because the 
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contract is close to two years old without any action.  De-obligating the funds 

could be considered and the funds requested back to support high-priority NTAP 

research.   

● Other suggestions for priority research included: studies about availability issues 

of priority species shifting to deeper colder waters (e.g., supplemental survey 

stations in the Gulf of Maine), and pursuing study-fleet research opportunities to 

explore availability issues. Process should include using the WG to help develop 

hypotheses. In addition, possible solutions to gear performance could be 

addressed through calibration to the current nearshore NEAMAP survey. 

● Consensus was reached to request that the Nobska contract be extended 12 

months while group determines best use of funding. There was concern that 

funding not be lost. 

Section III. Next Steps 

The following next steps were agreed upon during the meeting: 

1. Working group recommendations to be transmitted to full NTAP for approval.  

2. Schedule full NTAP in the spring; consider remote NTAP meeting, if necessary, to 

consider WG recommendations before May 

3. NEFSC and NTAP to work together to identify/secure resources to carry out 

recommendations, e.g., sea trials/studies on Bigelow; necessary equipment  

4. NEFSC and NTAP working group to meet in the spring to collaboratively design 

gear improvement protocol, including gear options; and other recommendations. 

5. Working group will meet to address agenda topics not covered during this 

meeting, including: Nobska study ideas, future priorities, and proposed agenda 

topic to discuss time-series discontinuity between Albatross and Bigelow survey 

data.  
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List of NTAP Working Group Meeting Attendees 
 

Participant Affiliation 

Terry Alexander fishing industry, NTAP 

Jessica Blaylock NEFSC (via phone) 

Chris Brown Seafood fishing  industry 

Shelley Dawicki NEFSC 

Wendy Gabriel NEFSC 

Jim Gartland VIMS (via phone) 

Dave Goethel fishing industry, NTAP 

Pingguo He SMAST, NTAP 

Meghan Lapp Seafreeze, Ltd. 

Chris Legault NEFSC 

Andy Lipsky NEFSC 

John Manderson NEFSC 

Tim Miller NEFSC (via phone) 

Mary O’Rourke Trawlworks 

Chris Parkins RI DEM 

Phil Politis NEFSC, NTAP 

Paul Rago MAFMC SSC 

Dave  Richardson NEFSC 

Chris Roebuck fishing industry, NTAP 

Bob Ruhle fishing industry 

Jim Ruhle fishing industry 

Chris Sarro NEFSC 

Matt Seeley MAFMC 

Terry Stockwell NEFMC, NTAP 

Bob Taber Trawlworks 

 

Meeting Agenda [Insert Link Here] 


