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Chairman Robins welcomed everyone and briefly introduced the purpose of the panel. He then 
introduced Dr. Bill Karp who provided the rationale behind the formation of the Advisory Panel, 
expressed the NEFSC’s keen interest in working with stakeholders to improve our survey efforts and 
stock assessments. He highlighted the NEFSC’s commitment to openness and transparency in its 
dealings with the NTAP and the public in general. He also emphasized the NEFSC’s commitment to 
carefully consider the panel’s recommendations and implement all feasible changes recommended. 
Each member was given an opportunity to introduce themselves, describe their background and areas 
of expertise, as well as some background on their interest in participating in the panel. Members of the 
public and other representatives also introduced themselves in a similar manner. 
 
Michael Martin (NEFSC Ecosystems Surveys Branch and Cooperative Research) briefly outlined the 
agenda and the reviewed the NTAP charter. There was some discussion on potential changes to the 
charter. Concern was expressed that the charter did not specify whether changes to the current bottom 
trawl surveys were on the table and if so that the charter should specifically state this. Chairman Robins 
reiterated that the role of the panel was advisory in nature and that none of the recommendations will 
be binding on the center, but also stressed that how the center handled the recommendations was an 
important part of this collaborative process and accountability in the center’s decision-making process 
was important in order to avoid the negative perceptions that accompanied the demise of the previous 
Trawl Advisory Panel. Dr. Karp assured the panel that the center would take the panel’s 
recommendations seriously and assured the group that there would be accountability in the decision-
making process, that he would take personal responsibility for the decisions, and if any 



recommendations were not implemented for fiscal or other reasons that this would be explained 
directly to the group. Other suggested changes included adding an objective to explore ways to improve 
the ability of the surveys to produce estimates robust to changes in distribution due to environmental 
changes, exploring ways to better use Study Fleet information, and changing quorum requirements to a 
simple majority were all accepted. 
 
Michael Martin gave a presentation summarizing the history of the bottom trawl surveys at the NEFSC. 
The presentation included sections on survey design, stratification, spatial and seasonal coverage over 
time, vessels, gear, biological data collection, and previous calibration efforts. He also brought up 
potential problems. The purpose of this presentation was to ensure that all panel members shared a 
common understanding of the survey design and the history of the survey. Several participants 
expressed concern about the demise of the winter survey and the potential effects of this decision on 
information available for stock assessments of many species including flatfish species. Other issues 
raised concerning the present gear and methods included: 

 Rockhopper sweep efficiency for flatfish and skates 

 Shorter tow times than in previous surveys 

 Potential for inconsistent bottom contact 

 Influence of current on gear performance 

 Potential for sweep-induced variability in catches 

 Low station density and the heterogeneity of fish distribution 

 Stratification in relation to fish distribution 

 Survey timing and seasonal shifts over time due to climate change or other environmental 
changes 

 Problems sampling in areas with large amounts of fixed gear 

 Need to analyze the effectiveness of current closed areas in enhancing fish productivity 
 
Richard Raynes (NEFSC Net Loft) gave a presentation on the current standard survey gear and the 
history of the development of this gear during the first Trawl Advisory Panel. He discussed the 
introduction of the Bigelow, the changes to the trawl over time, the selection process for the doors 
including all doors that were tried, and flume tank results. 
 
Phil Politis (Ecosystems Surveys Branch, NEFSC) gave a presentation on survey standardization. Items 
that were covered during the presentation included: 

 The purpose of standardization 

 Operation data validation/TOGA (T=Type, O=Operational, G=Gear, A=Acquisition), including the 
limits beyond which tows are not considered to be representative, are not used in assessment 
and are redone when possible. 

 Net mensuration equipment used (including calibration methods if implemented)  

 Auto-trawl purpose, calibration and use 

 Documentation of survey standards 

 Sampling gear repair and maintenance 

 Gear certification processes 

 At-sea performance monitoring and the tow validation process 

 How tows are conducted during standard operations 
 

Questions that were raised during this presentation included: 
 



1. The need for better backstrap and door pivot point standardization 
2. The potential use of Acoustic Doppler Current Profiler (ADCP) data in determining tow direction 

in relation to current 
3. How the noise profile of the autotrawl affects the vessel’s acoustic signature 
4. Why the vertical opening does not match what was expected from flume tank observations. 

a. What was done during the design phase to try to achieve this opening and 
b. Possible explanations as to why this lowered opening was occurring 

5. Why the depth change standard was so restrictive as this may exclude sampling in some areas 
with high fish densities. 
 

 
Tim Miller (NEFSC, Population Dynamics Branch) gave a presentation on how bottom trawl survey 
results are used in stock assessment. He discussed all of the various data that are used in assessments 
and how trawl survey data are used in this context. He gave the panel an idea of the different ways that 
the survey data are used for different stocks and the range of complexity of the assessments. He 
reviewed the basic population model, including inputs and outputs. He emphasized that the trawl survey 
data are treated as relative abundance estimates and are typically scaled by commercial landings and 
discard data. He also discussed the limitations of stock assessments and problems that noisy or 
incomplete data can cause. 
 
To conclude the meeting, a list of issues that need to be addressed going forward was developed. The 
following items were identified: 
 

1. Stratification/station density 
2. Flatfish efficiency/catchability 
3. Fixed gear and assigned tow locations 
4. Tow length 
5. Effectiveness of Closed Areas including the possible addition of these areas as distinct strata to 

the survey 
6. Possibility of additional acoustic surveys 
7. Inclusion of Study Fleet data in assessments 
8. Lessons learned from previous calibration efforts 
9. Improving methods to include NEAMAP and any other relevant survey data in assessments 
10. A request for a comparison between the NEFSC trawl surveys and NMFS Alaska trawl surveys 
11. The role of climate change in affecting survey estimates 
12. When can Bigelow/Albatross calibration numbers be dropped/the need to sunset surveys 
13. The need to increase trust between NEFSC and fishing community 
14. The need for transparency and follow through to insure that any supplemental information 

collected is incorporated into stock assessments in a timely manner 
15. Need to evaluate potential effects of hyper-aggregation  

 
Before the next meeting, some consideration will need to be given as to the order in which these issues 
will be addressed and which issues should be addressed at the next meeting. 
 
The week of 12/14-12/18 was identified as potentially good week to hold the next meeting. Michael 
Martin will conduct a Doodle poll to try and determine the exact date during this week that the most 
members will be able to attend. 
 


