
Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel Meeting Notes 

Hilton Garden Inn Boston Logan, 100 Boardman Street, Boston, Massachusetts 

June 1, 2016 

In attendance: Rick Robbins (Co-chair), Terry Stockwell (Co-chair), Chris Roebuck, Dave Goethal, Frank 
Mirarchi, Jeff Kaelin, Jim Gartland, Jon Knight, Mike Pol, Pingguo He, Robert Ruhle, Sally Sherman, Steve 
Eayrs, Terry Alexander, Tim Miller 

Not attending: Hank Lackner, Jeff Eutsler 

Meeting was called to order. 

Michael Martin presented an overview of re-stratification efforts to date (presentation available on 
MAFMC website). A proposed re-stratification map has been developed in consultation with key 
Population Dynamics staff. The new stratification addresses many of the problems with many small 
strata while also taking into account the desire of stock assessment staff to effectively deal with 
management ramifications of the Hague Line and stocks that extend into Canadian waters. Analysis of 
the effects of the proposed stratification is currently underway including the effects on the estimates of 
stratified mean abundance estimates (including bootstrapped variance estimates). The overall impacts 
of the proposed re-stratification shifts some effort from inshore Midatlantic shallow depths to new 
strata on Georges Bank (created to assist transboundary assessment) and to deeper depths. Overall 
effort does not change. 

Questions/Comments:  

• The overall survey effort (number of stations) is a function of vessel time and personnel 
availability. 

 
• New strata were not assessed for historical occupation/towable bottom. 

 
• Several questions were raised concerning the strata south of Hatteras. 

 
• Concern expressed regarding the impact of re-stratification on pelagic species assessments. 

 
• Could NEAMAP surveys "fill in" for inshore strata, or increase their overlap with NEFSC? 

 
• Sampling area could be increased with industry vessels without restructuring or restratifying. 

 
• Flatfish are key and current survey does not have enough tows to adequately sample the 

existing survey area. 
 

• Timing of the current survey may be inappropriate for flatfish. 
 



Michael Martin presented the results of the gear efficiency work completed in November 2015 aboard 
the Karen Elizabeth (presentation available on the MAFMC website). The relative efficiency of the 
rockhopper sweep used on the standard bottom trawl survey aboard the Bigelow was estimated 
compared to a chain-sweep designed to be as efficient as possible in the capture of flatfish species. The 
work was performed over 12 days in southern New England and on Georges Bank and used a twin trawl 
design. 

Questions/Comments: 

• Was the door spread the same? Door spread was fixed by a restrictor cable on both sides. 
• Although not considered to be 100% efficient, the chain sweep was constructed to be as 

efficient as possible. 

Lunch Break 

Bill Karp (Science and Research Director – Northeast Fisheries Science Center) addressed the AP and laid 
out a framework for consideration that is hoped would address the priorities of the AP while 
maintaining flexibility both in terms of the scope of the work and funding. He proposed using industry 
vessels to fill in gaps and augment survey efforts, while also serving as a backup to replace Bigelow 
during breakdown times so that the spring and fall surveys could be completed in a timely manner in 
this event. He recognized that there is widespread concern that the surveys performed on the Bigelow 
don’t catch flatfish adequately. There is currently a need to develop additional capacity to address the 
issues being discussed. The idea would be to contract with a number of vessels, perhaps guaranteeing a 
certain number of contracted days each year. The AP would then need to identify 2 or 3 areas to focus 
the efforts on. Although Bill doesn’t know exactly how well this will play out, there is support at national 
level for this type of effort. 

A general discussion of this proposal and other issues ensued.  

The flexibility allowed would allow the use of industry boats to supplement sampling, while allowing this 
effort to be redirected to completing the surveys if Bigelow were not available.  

Money is a real key to making this framework functional and the AP would like to ensure stable funding 
over the long-term. 

What is the minimum scientific information that needs to be collected to ensure adequate data for the 
assessments? Both Ecosystems Surveys and Populations Dynamics staff will be needed to answer these 
questions. 

Involvement of industry vessels within the proposed framework is important, but there is also a desire 
to integrate more efficient gear types, for flatfish particularly. 

Perhaps the NEAMAP survey could be extended to deeper depths. Areas of overlap with the Bigelow 
would be best solution for integration of survey efforts, allowing better direct comparison of these 
survey efforts. 



There is a need to move away from Albatross data. At least we should assess how assessments would be 
effected moving away from Albatross data. There is a belief that this change would allow the 
assessment to better reflect what fishermen actually see on the water.  

Here are two separate issues to consider around the idea of moving away from the use of Albatross 
data. One is not using the Albatross/Bigelow calibration and considering the surveys as two different 
time series – this might be possible. Age-based models will suffer, especially for longer-lived species. In 
order for models to work, there needs to be more data than parameters and this begins to become a 
problem with the separation of the time series. Another problem is the reduction in contrast in the data 
with the truncated time series. Model fitting become more accurate when there have been times of 
both high and low abundance. As time goes on, reliance on the calibration diminishes.  

The survey gear does an excellent job with pollock, haddock and redfish, but it is much less effective 
assessing flatfish and skate species. 

 The gear efficiency work is not complete, there is still a great need to examine other species and other 
areas. We currently have 15 additional days scheduled on the Karen Elizabeth and this time should be 
spent to further the gear efficiency effort. There is a need to ensure sufficient sample sizes to allow 
adequate comparison.  

Could one of our recommendations be that we collect data on additional species, such as grey sole? 

We need to make sure that the Population Dynamics Branch is involved in the planning of any projects 
that we propose, so that we ensure that the data are as relevant as possible to the assessments and the 
data will be useful and effective in informing the assessments. There is nothing more frustrating for all 
involved to do work such as this with the expectation that the data will affect the assessment and then 
the data are not used. This situation does not help foster the understanding and collaboration that this 
panel seeks. 

The focusing of this effort should not just be a Population Dynamics decision. A lot of people have put a 
lot of time and effort into improving relationship with the center. The question is how can we actually 
affect the assessment process? 

Perhaps we could form a smaller group that can study the proposals in detail before the panel makes 
final recommendations. This group would present findings to the panel and might allow more 
productive and detailed look at each species after consultation with individual stock assessment 
authors. 

Do individual stock assessment authors have full control over his/her stock assessment? No, survey goes 
through extensive peer-review process in public meetings. 

There is a need or desire to calibrate additional industry vessels to Bigelow. Why would we calibrate to 
Bigelow when we don’t believe the numbers that has been collected so far?  



We need to consider the tradeoffs between augmenting Bigelow surveys vs. starting a new survey that 
make take years to be used in assessment.  

It might be better to do summer/winter surveys rather than spring fall when fish are moving around a 
lot.  

It is almost imperative to start with calibrating efforts to the Bigelow so that we can see faster results. 
Ideally we would start a new flatfish survey, but the effective time to begin to pay dividends in the 
assessments is 5+ years away. There is a possibility that funds might be diminished before the results 
come to fruition. The makeup of the catch is most important and there is a need to catch all sizes of fish. 
We need to come up with something that will pay dividends now. It is important for everyone to have a 
voice, but the need is critical and we need to start seeing progress right away.  

Good calibration takes a large amount of effort. Alaska does not calibrate vessels at all. This is a major 
point of concern in these surveys. There are often major differences in net mensuration data between 
vessels. All vessels used in Alaska groundfish survey are required to have autotrawl which is very 
important in terms of standardization and this is not found on many (any?) trawlers on east coast.  The 
main concerns occur after haulback. Some vessels can get the net off the bottom immediately, others 
take a long time. This is a period when there are likely big changes in catchability and this is a big 
standardization concern. There are many other differences between the Bigelow and commercial 
vessels that could affect also catchability.  

The surveys should be conducting 30 minute tows because there is a need to tire fish and ensure that 
larger fish are captured consistently. Also, the changing catchability discussed effects during haulback 
are diminished with longer tows as this period becomes smaller relative to the overall tow length. The 
bridle angle shouldn’t change during this period. 

Changing tow length is a change in survey protocols and we would need to account for this. 

There are many advantages to limiting the number of boats participating in any new survey effort. This 
will limit the concerns about calibration. There are advantages to using the same vessels over as long a 
time as possible. The supplemental survey efforts should also be conducted as close to the same place 
and the same time as the Bigelow survey so that any differences noted are not due to seasonal or area 
effects. 

The idea of calibration is a non-starter. The amount of tows required to do a calibration makes the cost 
prohibitive.  

Maybe we should consider using a beam trawl. This would reduce much of the variability between 
vessels. 

It is important that we use the same net. We are talking about two different things here – having a 
vessel available to do the survey when the Bigelow is not available and doing an industry-based flatfish 
survey or perhaps other species-specific surveys in the future. We need to agree what exactly we are 
talking about. 



We want to supplement current survey efforts and have vessel availability when the Bigelow is 
unavailable and also do a better job with flatfish. The boats we’re discussing could do both tasks. We 
need to reach a general agreement that we are all in favor of increasing the capacity first. 

We may want to use different gears in different strata. There is a definite need to better sample the 
currently undersampled strata.  

The capabilities of the vessels are the same. We may only need 2 or 3 boats. We do need to have 
redundancy to ensure that we can stay operational in case of mechanical breakdowns. 

Do we need to have autotrawl? Is this a requirement? If so, where does the money come from? Very 
few if any boats on east coast have this capability, so this seems like a non-issue. 

The bottom line is we need to have a flatfish survey. But it will take time before we will have enough 
data before this will help. This is not ideal, especially given the uncertain funding. We need to increase 
sampling that will help right away. 

We have talked about wanting to increase sampling through both directly augmenting the survey and 
re-stratification. During the current re-stratification work being done, can we estimate the effects of 
increasing sampling on variance estimates for the species under consideration?  

We might consider a longer-term type calibration where a fraction of the vessel time each year might be 
dedicated to calibration. Over time we would build up enough information for actual calibration. We 
might also consider some overlap between the vessels where we could do some comparison tows. This 
would minimize the cost each year, but might help give us calibration information over time. 

Does increasing area give valuable information? This is a different question because the domain of the 
survey area changes over time. This is something we had to deal with during the change to the Bigelow 
with the elimination of the inshore areas. This can cause problems for assessment, but really depends 
on the spatial distribution of fish. 

We may be focusing too much attention on a single breakdown. Are there reasons to believe that the 
incidence of vessel failure will increase in the future? The survey was also late in the spring of 2014 as 
well. 

We are talking about more than vessel failure, this is both about insurance in case this happens as well 
as filling in the spatial and temporal gaps or interstices of the survey. We currently get two small 
snapshots during periods of high mobility. 

It seems the discussion is focusing on two areas at a high level: 

1. Increase use of industry-based survey 
2. Creating better capacity for better sampling flatfish 

One added benefit of the use of an industry vessel is that you will get more information about where 
you can/cannot tow – areas of bad bottom. 



What is the time frame for a sub-group and securing the funds from the NEFSC to make this happen so 
that when we report back to the councils we have a more detailed plan of action? The plan is to get 
moving on this soon and there are no impediments to get this process started as soon as possible. 

Break 

We need to figure out who will be on this working group and we need to make sure we consider who 
exactly can represent different interest groups. 

We need to decide what to do with 15 days on Karen Elizabeth. The history of is that these days were 
essentially banked last year with the anticipation that we would use them in support of the activities of 
the AP this year. We would like to get started on the priorities of this group. One option is to do 
additional work similar to the catch efficiency work that was presented this morning and get more 
species or areas covered. We also need to ensure that the data collected will be useful to the 
assessments. Another option is to get started on some of the survey augmentation or additional survey 
possibilities that we have discussed. We need to keep in mind that this is money allocated for this fiscal 
year and will need to be spent soon. 

There is definitely some need to get additional information for witch flounder and plaice because these 
are currently choke species and this is especially important with the benchmark assessments coming up. 
It would make sense to get this done ASAP. This work should consider thorny skate. 

It would be preferable to use a cookie sweep for this work rather than chain sweep and get a good 
comparison between rockhopper and cookie sweep. 

The rockhopper/cookie sweep comparison has already been done and we have a lot of data for this 
already. We may need consider more species, but many have already been covered. The data should be 
reanalyzed using the same techniques presented for the catch efficiency work this morning. This work is 
part of a larger overall effort on catch efficiency that the NEFSC has done and continues to do. The 
desire is to put all the catch efficiency work done to date in the context of sweeps analyzed and their 
relative efficiencies in a single document and better disseminate this information. 

Are there other species/areas that we should consider covering during this 15-day period? For the 
species considered in this morning’s presentation, there were not enough tows in different stock areas 
to allow analysis by stock area, so this might be something else to consider. We need to add more 
observations to the previous work as well to allow better coverage/stock differentiation. 

There is general support for the idea of idea of covering these three species, but we can also build 
additional information for the stocks that were covered in the presentation this morning. 

We need the Population Dynamics perspective to ensure that this information is useful for the 
benchmark assessment. We would need to consult with individual stock assessment authors to answer 
these questions. 



What is the timing for the benchmark assessment? The witch flounder benchmark will occur during the 
fall/winter SARC so December is when the review will occur. But the work has to be done well before 
this to allow review. The data working group meeting will be in August or September. So this is a very 
short time period and providing the data during this meeting this will be a big help in making sure the 
new data are adequately considered. If the data are made available right after the assessment, this will 
make people very unhappy and this is the worst-case scenario. A working group is appointed to make 
decisions about the assessment, but everyone is welcome to participate in the meetings. The working 
group will evaluate the data available including appropriateness and scientific rigor. Then consideration 
is given as to how the data can be used in the modelling efforts. At the next step, the information is 
considered by the review panel. At any point along the way, it can be decided that the information does 
not rise to the level of consideration for the assessment. Therefore, there is no guarantee of any 
information being used in the assessment. If it’s not available, obviously it can’t be considered. 

So we’d need to complete work and analysis by August. If this feasible. This timeline will be extremely 
challenging. Karen Elizabeth will be scalloping until late July/early August. Research time is 15 days, so 
an early September deadline would leave two weeks for data auditing and analysis.  

Will the catch efficiency work for yellowtail flounder be used in the new assessment? Yes, because this 
assessment is so dependent on the catchability value, this information will be very important. This 
information will be presented and considered at the July meeting. 

We will need to put together the working group and the Councils and the NEFSC will need to focus on 
getting this group assembled and working as soon as possible. 

There is a need to decouple the Albatross and Bigelow and do a sensitivity analysis. What would happen 
to the assessments if we did this? We can pick a couple of stocks to begin with. Many people believe 
that the disconnects that we see between what fishermen and the surveys observe began around the 
time of the switchover, and this also coincides with a great reduction in active fishing boats.  

This has only been done for the Georges Bank yellowtail stock which currently depends solely on 
Bigelow data due to recent changes. No other current flatfish stock assessments do this. For the bluefish 
assessment we did split the assessment and examine the differences in assessments using the full time 
series and only Bigelow data. We did not see much difference, so the decision was made to use only 
Bigelow data going forward because it was anticipated that we would not be returning to this 
assessment for a number of years. This is not a difficult thing to do, but where we run into problems is 
one of our model diagnostics is looking at retrospective patterns and when you only have a few years of 
data, you lose information and you don’t get a very good signal. So we lose power in doing this 
particular diagnostic. But in terms of simply running the assessment with split time series, we can do this 
and share the results.  

Did splitting the bluefish time series lead to more uncertainty? Yes, this is generally one of the side 
effects of splitting the time series and in this case did lead to more uncertainty. 

Meeting adjourned at 3:20 pm. 


