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Working Group to Evaluate Integration of Industry Platforms with NEFSC Bottom Trawl Surveys 
Friday, 20 January 2016 
9:30 – 11:30 a.m. 
Clark Conference Room, Woods Hole Lab 
 
 
Input on alternative objectives for FY 17 field work 

The Working Group identified six alternative objectives for FY17 fieldwork based on NTAP discussions: 

1. Conduct catchability studies to better apply Bigelow survey data in assessments 
2. Evaluate feasibility of a new flatfish survey  
3. Evaluate feasibility of augmenting/blending survey data collected on industry vessels 

with current survey activity, e.g., strata or habitat specific coverage. 
4. Evaluate feasibility of using an industry vessel to substitute if the Bigelow is unavailable 
5. Develop augmented or new coverage outside the current survey area (inshore or offshore)  
6. Implement a re-stratified survey with industry vessels 

The Group discussed some pros and cons of first three alternatives during the meeting, discussed the 
fourth briefly via correspondence, and has not discussed the fifth and sixth in depth,   although some of 
the pros and cons in alternatives two through four may also be applicable.  

Under two fieldwork contracts, we are gathering information about potentially available commercial 
fishing vessel platforms: 

1.  Capacity for gear/catchability research 

2.  Capacity for survey evaluation research 

The survey capacity contract has a period of performance that could be extended to April, 2018, if 
necessary.  

Discussion 

Objective 1: Conduct catchability studies to better apply Bigelow survey data in assessments 

Pros: 

• The infrastructure for these types of studies is fairly well developed, in terms of gear 
requirements and study design.  The only requirement would be the identification of target 
species and experimental area. 

• These studies are relatively inexpensive. 

Cons:  

• A comprehensive synopsis of work on catchability to date is currently being developed by the 
Ecosystems Surveys and Population Dynamics Branches.  There is a potential for missing key 
gaps or continuing work that is already fairly complete.  

• The timing for input to assessments is currently dictated by the benchmark assessment schedule.    
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Potential target species: 

• Georges Bank yellowtail flounder:  This assessment already incorporates estimates of survey q.    
The 2015 twin trawl study on the catch efficiency of the NEFSC rockhopper for flatfish should be 
updated in a working paper. That paper can be used to help determine if additional work is 
necessary to estimate the catch efficiency of the NEFSC survey gear for yellowtail flounder.  The 
Center has formed a Working Group to review previous analyses and available data, and to 
generate a working paper for consideration at the upcoming TRAC, based on the process used for 
witch flounder.  

• Summer flounder:  A 2018 benchmark is possible.    
• Red hake:  Two separate catchability estimates would be required (north, south), given the 

terrain.   This would enable adoption of an empirical approach to the assessment.  
• Thorny skate, American plaice:  Data collected to date should be analyzed to determine the 

relationship between sample size (number of tows) and associated precision.  
• Windowpane flounder, Gulf of Maine winter flounder:  Approach may be transferable to these 

target species as well.  

Evaluate feasibility of new flatfish survey  

Pros: 

• Using a gear with higher flatfish catchability may increase confidence in results.  
• Designing a dedicated survey would be relatively easy.   
• Incorporating an independent survey series into an assessment would be statistically 

straightforward once a time series was established.  
 

Cons: 

• Implementation of a full survey would be relatively expensive, and is currently unfunded.  Given 
likely available NEFSC funds, other sources of support are needed.  

• Untrawlable bottom must be delineated in stratum structures. 
• Time series of approximately 5 years must be developed before data can be incorporated into 

assessments.  
• Considering that the previous winter survey was highly correlated with the adjacent spring 

survey, analyses are required to determine the optimal season to conduct a discrete survey. 
• Historically, Canada has declined to issue permits to survey with an industry vessel in their 

waters.   However, this problem may not be insurmountable.  
• Depending on the scope of work and potential impacts, the current Environmental Assessment 

may require modification.   
• To minimize vessel effects on survey results, longer-term charter contracts (5-10 years) with 

overlapping vessels committed to the work are required.  
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Evaluate feasibility of augmenting/blending survey data collected on industry vessels with current 
survey activity, e.g., strata or habitat specific coverage  

Pros:   

• Increasing sample size (more stations) would increase precision and reduce variability.  This 
would be especially helpful when species are highly clumped.  

Cons: 

• Adding a second vessel (without calibration) would decrease precision.  It is unclear whether 
increased precision due to increased sample size is offset by decreased precision due to un- or 
undercalibrated vessels.  Analysis is necessary.   

• Operational issues:  
o Potential for comparable net geometry, mensuration precision, real-time QA/QC, and 

effects of autotrawl will require investigation.   Calibration may be required.  
o Limited sampling opportunities do not allow full comparison of data.  Target species 

must be identified for catch comparisons.  Small fish catch rates may not be comparable. 
o CTD and zooplankton operations (CTD at a minimum) will require additional 

investment, or may not be conducted.  
• To minimize vessel effects on survey results, longer term charter contracts (5-10 years) with 

overlapping vessels committed to the work are required. 

For this alternative some vessel time will be needed to shake down and develop target gear performance. 
Data to evaluate augmentation scenarios could be obtained by having both Bigelow and industry vessel 
sample the same strata with different stations, or sample multiple (up to 8-10) strata.   However, it is 
unclear how much comparative data can be expected in the remaining vessel days after establishing gear 
performance.  Target species would be those with low catchability and high variance.   

Evaluation of feasibility of using an industry vessel to substitute if the Bigelow is unavailable  

Pros:  

• If it is possible, then the risk of large one-off shifts in survey timing or spatial coverage rates 
would be reduced.  

Cons:   

• A comprehensive set of criteria must be developed to select an appropriate substitute industry 
vessel, including vessel fishing capacity, the timing trigger for use of an industry substitute, 
vessel location and transit time, de/re-staging options when Bigelow becomes available, and 
tradeoffs in station production rates. 

• Timing trigger for use of industry substitute vs. Bigelow needs analysis (vessel transit time, 
staging time, de/re-staging options when Bigelow becomes available, tradeoffs in station 
production rates).  

• Vessel fishing capacity needs to be known in advance, including calibration.  
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• It is unclear how industry vessel sea-day costs would be covered, what they would be, or how 
they would compare with Bigelow sea-day costs.   Bottom-trawl sea days currently are based 
funded by OMAO allocation directly from NOAA.  There is no path to convert allocated days at 
sea to charter funding.   

• Cons related to augmenting/blending survey data also apply here.  

 

Next steps 

The working group priority is to development a comprehensive accessible inventory of research on trawl 
survey performance to date.   This would document what work has been completed, what work is relevant 
to the terms of reference, what pieces are missing, and what work should be prioritized going forward.      

• R. Brown:  Provide to NTAP representatives the current NRCC schedule of benchmark 
assessments that could incorporate information from industry vessel studies.  

• NEFSC Directorate’s Working Group (READ, PEMAD, EAD):  Develop working paper for 
upcoming TRAC on yellowtail flounder research to date. 

• P. Politis:  Update brief synopsis of gear research to date.  
• N. Keith:  Attempt to locate historical documentation comparing industry vessels vs. dedicated 

research vessels. 
• N. Keith:  Investigate potential for Canadian permitting to allow chartered industry vessels to 

conduct survey work on the Canadian side of the Hague Line.  
• P.  Politis:  Share analysis to date on sweep comparisons.  
• All:  Develop estimates of resource requirements in respective units to meet longer-term terms of 

reference 
• Gabriel:  Investigate potential resources to complete synopsis of all trawl gear research to date.   

 

  

  

 


