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M E M O R A N D U M  

Date:  May 23, 2017 

To:  Council 

From:  Chris Moore 

Subject:  Cooperative Research in the Mid-Atlantic 

The Council will address two cooperative research agenda items on Tuesday, June 6, from 3:30 
to 5:30 p.m. Briefing materials for these topics are listed below.  

Review of NEFSC Cooperative Research and response to MAFMC request – Jon Hare, 
NEFSC 

1. Northeast Cooperative Research Program Review: Northeast Fisheries Science Center 
Summary and Response 

2. 2016 Review Action Table 
3. Supplemental: The full report is available on the June 2017 Council Meeting page and at 

https://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/coopresearch/ncrp-program-review/2016-review-report-
ncrp.pdf  

Mid-Atlantic Council Approach to Collaborative Research 
1. Letter to Bill Karp Regarding Cooperative Research, August 2016 
2. Collaborative Research Committee Meeting Summary, February 2016 
3. Staff Memo: RSA Program Issues, August 2014 
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Phone: 302-674-2331 ǀ FAX: 302-674-5399 ǀ www.mafmc.org 
Michael P. Luisi, Chairman ǀ G. Warren Elliott, Vice Chairman 

Christopher M. Moore, Ph.D., Executive Director 
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ACRONYMS 
 
ACCSP:  Atlantic Coastal Cooperative Statistics Program 
ASMFC:  Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission 
COTR: Contracting Officer's Technical Representative 
CRB: Cooperative Research Branch 
DMS: Data Management Systems 
EM: Electronic Monitoring 
ER: Electronic Reporting 
eVTR: Electronic Vessel Trip Report 
FDDV: Fisheries Dependent Data Visioning Project 
FLDRS: Fisheries Logbook Data Recording System 
FMRD: Fishery Monitoring Research Division 
FSB: Fisheries Sampling Branch 
GARFO: Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office 
ICIC: IC Independent Consulting 
IT: Information Technology 
MAFMC: Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
MREP: Marine Resource Education Program 
NCRP: Northeast Cooperative Research Program 
NEFMC: New England Fishery Management Council 
NEFSC: Northeast Fisheries Science Center 
NOAA: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
NMFS: National Marine Fisheries Service 
RSA: Research Set-Aside 
SCemFIS: Science Center for Marine Fisheries 
VERS: Vessel Electronic Reporting System 
VTR: Vessel Trip Report 
 
  



 
 

3 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) under took an independent review of the Northeast 
Cooperative Research Program (NCRP) in July 2016 with the objective to assess its internal management 
and coordination.  The review was conducted by IC Independent Consulting (ICIC).  The reviewer was 
tasked to evaluate the effectiveness and success of the NCRP in three primary areas:  1) high quality 
science; 2) effective engagement; and 3) integration within NEFSC scientific programs; and provide 
recommendations to enhance the program.   
 
The review examined 150 documents and interviewed 98 people throughout the Northeast United States, 
including NCRP staff, fisheries managers, scientists, academia, and the fishing industry.  The program 
review was completed in September 2016, culminating in the delivery of a final report to the NEFSC.  
The review was complimentary of the work done by the NCRP, and in particular the success of the Study 
Fleet, development of electronic vessel trip reporting technology, enhanced biological sampling 
opportunities, and industry-based survey collaborations.   
 
The review report is available on the NEFSC webpage, providing details and recommendations for 
improving the NCRP in five themes:  1) increase the usage of NCRP data products and services; 2) 
consider separating out the Research Set Aside Program (RSA) from the NCRP; 3)improve 
communication about the roles and function of the NCRP both internally and externally; 4) develop 
organizational structure within the NCRP to better deal with the geographically dispersed nature of staff; 
and 5) explore synergies between the Cooperative Research Branch (CRB) and the Fisheries Sampling 
Branch (FSB, which manages the observer programs in the NE) within the newly created Fishery 
Monitoring and Research Division (FMRD).   
 
The NEFSC formed a cross-divisional working group from over a dozen different programs within the 
NEFSC to discuss the review results and compile a response on how we propose to move forward.  This 
response to the review contains their feedback, as well as some preliminary review of some parts of the 
report by the Greater Regional Atlantic Fisheries Office (GARFO), the New England Fishery 
Management Council (NEFMC) and the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council (MAFMC).   
 
The NEFSC has listed twenty four (24) action items as a result of the review (Appendix A).  Work in 
response to those action items has already begun and will continue through the upcoming years.  We are 
confident that the recommendations made in the report, as well as the feedback expected in the proposed 
working groups and regular engagement will even further improve and effectively convey the mission and 
objectives of the NCRP.   
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The National Marine Fisheries Service of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA 
Fisheries) has engaged in funding collaborative research with stakeholders in the Northeast and mid-
Atlantic since 1999, primarily through the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) Northeast 
Cooperative Research Program (NCRP). The NCRP has formalized and expanded cooperative research 
between commercial fishing industries, scientists and managers with the goals of enhancing the data upon 
which fishery management decisions are made, and improving communication and collaboration among 
partners. This program has provided significant opportunities for NOAA Fisheries to develop 
collaborative relationships with the fishing industry and to begin to foster trust and mutual learning 
among the various players in the fisheries communities and science and management agencies. 
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The NEFSC began an independent review of the NCRP in July, 2016 with the objective to assess internal 
management and coordination of the NCRP. By focusing on the progress, performance, achievements, 
and lessons learned since the NEFSC began managing the program in 2006, the intent was that the review 
would provide specific recommendations that would inform future program enhancements. The review 
was carried out by Steven Kennelly of IC Independent Consulting (ICIC), through a contract with the 
NEFSC. The contractor was asked to evaluate the effectiveness and success of the NCRP in the following 
areas and provide recommendations on how to improve performance as appropriate: 
    

1. High Quality Science: 
a. Evaluate the effectiveness of and barriers to delivering high quality, accessible, and 

timely data and research results to NEFSC scientists, research partners and stakeholders, 
which meet expectations and supports the NEFSC’s science mission. Particular emphasis 
should be placed on projects designed to improve the resolution, accuracy and efficiency 
of data collection in support of the stock assessment process, supporting essential 
ecosystem and climate observing programs, and improving integration with other 
regional and national programs. 

b. Evaluate the relative importance among the various research areas within the cooperative 
research program portfolio to meet NEFSC priorities and stakeholder needs. 
 

2. Effective engagement: 
a. Evaluate the effectiveness of engagement with stakeholders and partners, and responding 

to constructive comments and suggestions from these constituents. 
b. Evaluate the effectiveness of engagement with the New England and Mid-Atlantic 

Fishery Management Councils, Atlantic States Fisheries Management Council, the 
Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office, commercial and recreational fishing 
organizations, and other stakeholders in setting priorities, coordinating Council 
cooperative research projects, communicating results and tracking progress and 
performance relative to research projects. 

c. Evaluate program communications and outreach to internal and external constituents 
within the context of the NEFSC’s broader outreach and communication efforts. 
 

3. Integration within NEFSC scientific programs: 
a. Evaluate the ongoing coordination with all programs throughout the NEFSC to ensure 

responsiveness to science and outreach needs, and support and participation of NEFSC 
scientists in cooperative research program activities, in setting research priorities, 
reporting back research results, and public engagement. 

b. Evaluate the effectiveness of coordination with NEFSC leadership to ensure that program 
priorities are aligned with, and responsive to NEFSC priorities. 

c. Evaluate current program resources and capacities, including staffing levels and skillsets, 
to identify program strengths and limitations. Building off the recommendations in the 
Science Plan, provide guidance on staffing levels and resources to meet cooperative 
research needs. 

 
The review examined approximately 150 documents and interviewed 98 people throughout the Northeast 
United States, including NCRP staff, fisheries managers from the GARFO, scientists from the NEFSC 
and other universities and agencies, members of the fishing industry, staff and members of both the Mid-
Atlantic and New England Fishery Management Councils, and state fisheries staff. The program review 
was completed in September 2016, culminating in the delivery of a final report to NEFSC leadership. 
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Overall, the review was highly complimentary of the work that has been done to date by the NCRP, in 
particular highlighting the success of: 

• the Study Fleet,  
• development of electronic vessel reporting technology,  
• enhanced biological sampling opportunities, and  
• industry-based survey collaborations such as the ongoing Gulf of Maine Longline Survey.  

 
The report describes the exemplary services currently offered by the NCRP despite its’ small size and 
credits them with establishing good industry relationships.  In fact it commends the NCRP staff in that 
industry offered them glowing praise.     
 
The review report provides specific recommendations for improving the NCRP. These recommendations 
fell into five major themes: 
 

1. Increase the usage of NCRP data products and services; 
 

2. Examine the organizational structure and the administrative oversight provided by the NCRP for 
the Research Set-Aside Program; 
 

3. Improve communications about the roles and functions of the NCRP both internally and 
externally; 
 

4. Develop organizational structure within the NCRP to better deal with the geographically 
dispersed nature of program staff; and 
 

5. Explore synergies between the Cooperative Research Branch (CRB) and Fisheries Sampling 
Branch (FSB) within the newly created Fisheries Monitoring and Research Division (FMRD). 

 
In reviewing and responding to the final report, the NEFSC created a cross-divisional working group 
which included representation from 11 of the research branches within the NEFSC plus staff from the 
Research Communications Branch, the NEFSC Directorate and the Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries 
Office (GARFO). A diverse working group was necessary to properly address the integration and 
communication themes highlighted in the review. 
 
 
NEFSC RESPONSE TO THE REVIEW RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
While the review was specific to the NCRP, we note that the issues highlighted are not unique within the 
NEFSC. Improvements in communication, integration with internal and external partners, and data 
collection systems as well as the need for additional staffing resources and organizational structure are all 
areas that have been highlighted in other recently completed NEFSC Program Reviews and internal 
strategic planning exercises. To this end, many of the issues affecting the NCRP are shared across many 
programs and are areas that the NEFSC is working to address through a variety of initiatives, including: 
 

● Internal Communications: In 2015, the NEFSC convened a series of internal working groups that 
were charged with developing recommendations to improve overall organizational performance 
in several areas including internal communications. Four working groups were formed, with 
about 10 NEFSC staff each, and tasked with identifying the goals, challenges, and solutions for 
each area.  Among the areas examined by the Internal Communications Working Group were 
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communications across branches and divisions and the communication of scientific results.  Each 
working group presented their results to the Directorate and at an All Hands meeting at the 
NEFSC.   

 
● External Communications: The NEFSC has been working on an external research 

communications strategy with an outside consulting firm; the final report with a strategy and 
implementation plan was delivered in January 2017 XXXX. 

 
● Advancements in Fisheries-Dependent Data Collections: In 2013, the NEFSC and GARFO 

jointly began a formal effort to modernize and streamline fisheries-dependent data systems 
throughout the Greater Atlantic Region. Since that time, the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries 
Commission (ASMFC)/Atlantic Coastal Cooperative Statistics Program (ACCSP) has joined the 
effort, which identified ACCSP as the location for a data warehouse that would serve all data 
users. The goal of Fisheries Dependent Data Visioning (FDDV) Project is to adapt our data 
collection systems to meet the current and future needs of fisheries science and management. This 
work continues. 

 
● Long-term Labor Planning: The NEFSC is developing a 2021 Labor Plan that will help guide 

future workforce decisions to address the priorities outlined in the NEFSC’s 2016-2020 Strategic 
Science Plan and science program review implementation recommendations, such as this review. 
This workforce visioning process will be updated in each successive year to incorporate new 
information, new assumptions, and other annual guidance.  

 
In the summary below, we have highlighted the major recommendations of the NCRP Review, in each of 
the five themes. Many of the recommendations in the NCRP Review report were not explicit, but rather 
identified general areas of concerns and offered example solutions. Specific recommendations from the 
review report are presented with a response to each recommendation; where applicable, specific action 
items are identified to address the review recommendations. Appendix A provides a summary of the 
action items and highlights the responsible NEFSC divisions as well as target completion dates.   
 
 
Theme 1: Increase the usage of NCRP data products and services 
 
The Review recommended that: 
More scientists in the NEFSC need to recognize the value of cooperative research and 
more fully consider techniques to incorporate industry-based data. More effort should be 
spent to increase the awareness of NCRP products and services across the NEFSC to 
improve the understanding of what the NCRP does and, could potentially do in an effort 
to increase the number of scientific collaborations. To address this, it is recommended 
that the NEFSC convene a series of workshops to provide an overview of current and 
potential NCRP’s industry-based data-gathering operations, and develop smaller working 
groups to guide the use of existing data and design future studies. This workshop will 
also include external speakers that present the value of cooperative research. 
 
NEFSC response: 
While the products generated by NCRP over the years are voluminous, the review found that there was a 
belief among many internal and external contacts that little of the NCRP products have been directly 
integrated into stock assessments, and by extension have had minimal impact on fisheries management 
decisions. This perception is contributing to the overall distrust of the regional stock assessment process 
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and compromising the future effectiveness of the NCRP. Several recommendations addressed these 
concerns. 
 
Convening a workshop to familiarize all NEFSC staff with the work conducted by the NCRP is an 
excellent starting point. The workshop will outline the history of the program, including funding patterns 
by research theme, list of projects completed, documentation of the uses of the resulting products, and 
metadata on the available data sets from these projects. Of most significance, the workshop will provide a 
definitive, and inclusive, process to guide future projects, including how to most effectively engage the 
fishing industry and cooperative research partners. The goal of the workshop will be to facilitate 
responsiveness to future scientific needs across all divisions and branches 
 
The workshop would lead to the creation of small working groups to maximize the use of NCRP products 
and propose future projects for the NCRP. Outreach to industry partners would occur early in the 
development of projects to ensure both an understanding of the project as well as allow inclusion of their 
perspective.  
 
Action Item 1a: The NEFSC will convene workshops to communicate the value of cooperative research 
and improve awareness and integration of NCRP products and services. 
 
The Review recommended that: 
The stock assessment working groups should explore uses of the existing Study Fleet 
data via advanced statistical techniques that might address concerns regarding the 
representativeness of the data and sampling design. 
 
NEFSC response: 
Future applications of the Study Fleet will require engagement from multiple branches in the NEFSC, 
through the working groups mentioned above, to match the intended use to the data and the sampling 
design. Involvement of NEFSC stock assessment staff and other relevant science branches will help to 
ensure and promote the utility and use of the data collected by the NCRP. 
 
Action Item 1b: The NEFSC will ensure that every science Division has cross-cutting activities with the 
NCRP and is detailed in the NEFSC 2021 Labor Planning. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Improve the quality and ease of access of NCRP products to stock assessment analysts 
as well as others within the NEFSC. 
 
NEFSC response: 
The NEFSC has already begun to make historical data easier to access by all NEFSC scientists by 
creating dedicated analytical datasets. These datasets have been documented to help scientists understand 
the database tables and fields. Existing data sets include both haul level data collected by NCRP Study 
Fleet partners, and sub-trip level vessel data submitted by non-Study Fleet industry members intending to 
report via Electronic Vessel Trip Report (eVTR) in lieu of paper Vessel Trip Report (VTR). 
 
The eVTR portal was intended to allow vessel owners and operators to view and edit the data they have 
submitted. The NEFSC is working to improve this application, in addition to developing tools to help 
industry visualize their data. Broader public access will by necessity have to be restricted to analytically 
derived trends and distribution displays that are at spatial and temporal scales that do not disclose 
confidential data. Ongoing internal collaborations across NEFSC branches are making progress on 
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increasing access and use, but additional resources, both computing and personnel, are needed to 
accelerate the process and will likely be the focus of workshop discussions, external collaborations, and 
inclusion of cross-cutting labor planning. 
 
Action Item 1c:  The NEFSC will ensure that the Data Management System Division has cross-cutting 
activities with the CRB and is detailed in the NEFSC 2021 Labor Planning. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Continue to improve and expand electronic reporting (ER) tools for the fishing industry. 
 
NEFSC response: 
The NEFSC recognizes the benefits of electronic reporting and is continuing to develop tools for the 
fishing industry. Specifically, the FDDV Project is working towards a system that will provide a single 
unique trip identifier for each fishing trip in the region and protocols for reporting, storage, and support of 
electronically reported data. This unique identifier will facilitate linking among the many databases where 
information is stored and allow improved quality assurance/quality control (QA/QC) measures. The 
increased speed of data availability and reduced QA/QC data issues will allow scientists to respond to 
inquiries more efficiently. Through the FDDV further adoption of ER tools by the fishing industry are 
being explored. Continued development of ER must include full collaboration with industry to ensure the 
practicality of use and to incorporate design elements and additional data that is useful for industry and 
will incentivize accurate reporting. 
 
The satellite-telemetry electronic data collection system currently transmits oceanographic data from 
Study Fleet vessels and provides an example of how automated electronic transmissions of fisheries-
dependent data could work. Oceanographic data has been reported in real-time from more than a dozen 
Study Fleet boats. Data from approximately 1500 hauls were reported to NEFSC servers within minutes 
of the gear landing on deck. While this system is currently independent of all other data transfer/upload 
operations, it could play an integral role in the process of ship-to-shore transfer of data in the future. 
These types of transmission mechanisms should be considered as part of the FDDV Project, though 
additional resources, both computer and personnel, would be required to implement this approach for 
eVTR. 
 
Action Item 1d: The NEFSC will continue to support and emphasize FDDV; continue to develop and 
support electronic data transfer from fishing vessels. 
 
 
Theme 2: Examine the organizational structure and administrative oversight 
provided by the NCRP for the Research Set-Aside Program.  
 
The review concluded that the research set-aside (RSA) programs are valuable and well-administered, but 
several areas of improvements were identified to improve the RSA programs as well as the overall 
efficiency of the NCRP. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Remove management of the research set aside (RSA) program from NCRP to free up time 
to focus on the core NCRP products: development of industry-based data collection 
systems. 
 
NEFSC response: 
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The NCRP Review was not a comprehensive review of the RSA programs - it was only evaluated with 
respect to the NCRP activities. For this reason, recommendations that arise from the NCRP Review will 
be used to further evaluate RSA improvement options, working closely with our regional partners at the 
Mid-Atlantic and New England Fishery Management Councils, GARFO, the fishing industry, and 
research communities. 
 
In January 2017, at a NEFMC Executive Committee meeting, the NEFMC, NEFSC, and GARFO agreed 
to conduct a comprehensive review of RSA programs.  The NEFSC will examine the results of that 
review before pursuing detailed recommendations presented in the NCRP review.   
 
Action Item 2a: The NEFSC will work with the Council(s) and GARFO to further evaluate improvements 
to the RSA programs.  The NEFSC will engage in this joint comprehensive review of RSA programs. 
 
The Review recommended that: 
Final decisions on funding and the tracking of RSA project performance should be 
overseen by a formal committee (or board) with appropriate industry and government 
representation and independently chaired. 
 
NEFSC response: 
The report concluded that project decision making authority and project tracking should be transferred 
from NOAA Fisheries to an external, independent committee. There are legal and practical limitations 
associated with this recommendation. Foremost, RSA programs are Federal grant programs and final 
funding decisions reside with the Federal government. Further, grant program requirements must be 
overseen by the Federal Program Officer and the Department of Commerce. Although this 
recommendation cannot be adopted, there may be ways to increase input on project funding and tracking 
from a formal committee. 
 
Action Item 2b: The NEFSC will develop a joint work plan with the Council(s) and GARFO to further 
evaluate how awards are made and tracked within the RSA programs.  
 
The Review recommended that: 
The detailed tracking of the performance of RSA projects requires greater scrutiny, 
transparency and accountability. 
 
NEFSC response: 
The NEFSC recognizes the importance of strong oversight to ensure RSA projects remain accountable for 
their proposed research and set aside award. There are several procedures in place to oversee research and 
compensation fishing to ensure accountability. Foremost, there are grant reporting requirements that 
award recipients must follow. They are required to submit progress reports every 6 months and a final 
report within 90 days of the conclusion of their grant. These reports provide updates on project activities 
such as, field research activities, compensation fishing, and any unforeseen issues that may have affected 
the project. Reports are reviewed by RSA program staff and NMFS staff with subject matter expertise to 
ensure the applicant is operating consistent with their research proposal. Final reports provide a detailed 
account of the research effort, and include results, analysis, and conclusions. RSA compensation fishing 
trip reports are audited for reporting compliance and data quality by NMFS.  
Information on RSA projects is available on the NCRP website 
(http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/coopresearch/projects_search_setup.html). This searchable database allows 
visitors to view final reports (or see when the report is due) and award information.  
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Action Item 2c:  The recommendation to improve tracking of the performance of the projects and 
increase transparency and accountability will be discussed as part of the joint RSA review.   
 
The Review recommended that: 
RSA projects should be funded more strategically by partitioning of money for 
several years for long-term survey-type work – instead of the current 1-2 year life 
cycle of most projects, as well as trying to synchronize the timing of various 
funding processes. 
 
NEFSC response: 
RSA programs have moved from single year to two (and three for herring) year awards in recent years. 
This helps to stabilize funding for projects that have long-term or ongoing objectives and increases the 
ability for managers and others that may benefit from research results to plan around these projects. 
Although there are clear benefits in making longer-term awards, there are some sacrifices; primarily, 
reductions in the amount of resources available to respond to emerging issues and to make near-term 
decisions. Extending awards beyond the quota specification cycle would need to be deliberated with the 
applicable Council, General Counsel Northeast Section, the Federal Acquisition Law Division, and 
GARFO. In addition, increasing the current grant duration may entail a change to fishery management 
plans and/or implementing regulations. Partitioning set asides to address specific program priorities 
would need to be supported by the Council and would likely require a change to the FMP and/or 
implementing regulations. Partitioning set-asides has been discussed in the past by the Council, but was 
not approved. Based on the NCRP review, we will revisit this discussion with the Council. Synchronizing 
the timing of RSA solicitations with other funding opportunities is difficult. The RSA competitions and 
awards are based on each respective fishing year. The goal is to have RSA awards made by the start of the 
fishing year so grant recipients can begin partnering with the fishing industry to harvest the award. 
Shifting this goal to focus on the timing of other funding opportunities could undermine compensation 
fishing opportunities, which are critical to the success of these programs.  
 
Action Item 2d:  The recommendation to adjust the funding life-cycle will be further discussed in the joint 
RSA Program review.   
 
 
Theme 3: Improve communications about the roles and functions of the NCRP 
both internally and externally 
 
The review found that both within the NEFSC and among external partners, there is a lack of awareness 
and understanding of the role of the NCRP, the products and services they can provide, and how the data 
collected are used by NEFSC scientists. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Better define and communicate what is meant by ‘cooperative research’ and the roles 
and functions of the NCRP and clarify that NCRP is part of the NEFSC and that the work 
done through the NCRP should be feeding directly into the NEFSC science products. 
 
NEFSC response: 
We agree there is a need to better define and communicate what ‘cooperative research’ means and the 
roles and functions of the NCRP. Within the scope of this NCRP Review, cooperative research is 
restricted to the following: 
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● NEFSC-led projects that collaborate with industry (Study Fleet, Gulf of Maine Longline Survey, 
survey catchability work, etc.); 

● NEFSC-funded activities coordinated by other groups (Marine Resource Education Program 
(MREP), Science Center for Marine Fisheries (SCemFis), etc.); and, 

● NEFSC coordinated activities where research is funded externally and conducted by other groups 
(RSA, etc.). 

 
While beyond the scope of the NCRP review, it is also worth highlighting that other branches within the 
NEFSC conduct cooperative research activities using their program funds. Examples of this non-NCRP 
cooperative research include the 50 year shark tagging program, significant protected species research 
relating to fishery interactions and socio-economic studies used to evaluate the implications of regulatory 
options. Additionally, there is cooperative research that is conducted outside the NEFSC among various 
partners (e.g., collaborations between academic universities and the fishing industry), but similar to the 
non-NCRP NEFSC cooperative research, are beyond the scope of the NCRP Review. 
 
Within the NEFSC, there needs to be better communication about the type and availability of NCRP data. 
This is not just the responsibility of the NCRP; other branches within the NEFSC have used NCRP funds 
to conduct cooperative research and these groups have a shared responsibility to provide documentation 
of these projects. Additionally, users of the data would communicate back to the NCRP about how the 
data are being used (i.e. stock assessments and publications). Furthermore, it is important to clarify and 
communicate to external partners how the NCRP data are used, and where applicable, show how the data 
are incorporated into assessments. Several specific recommendations were made to improve the general 
familiarity of the NCRP. We have listed additional recommendations below in internal and external 
communications, realizing some recommendations relate to both.  
 
Opportunities to leverage existing resources (funding, staff, and equipment) within other branches of the 
NEFSC to support NCRP activities will be explored. This has been an effective model used to collect 
oceanographic data and conduct the Gulf of Maine Longline Survey. These cross-branch collaborations 
also assist with the integration of NCRP products and ensure that there is a demonstrated scientific use for 
the data collected. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Increase the awareness of NCRP products and services across the NEFSC to improve 
the understanding of what the NCRP does and, more importantly, could potentially do, in 
an effort to increase the number of scientific collaborations. Specifically, convene a 
NEFSC workshop to provide an overview of current and potential NCRP’s industry-based 
data-gathering operations. 

 
NEFSC Response: 
Within NEFSC, we agree there is a need to increase the awareness of NCRP products and services across 
the NEFSC. There also needs to be an increase in willingness to use data collected as part of cooperative 
research. As noted above, this lack of understanding is not limited to the NCRP. Recent NEFSC internal 
focus groups made a series of recommendations to address internal and external communications needs 
within the NEFSC, including those of NCRP: 
 

● Improve visibility and transparency of NEFSC research and products to better connect knowledge 
to action and inform internal and external audiences, including the media.    

● Identify and track NEFSC products (data, publications, reports, and advice) in order to 
strategically manage our human and physical resources. 
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To further foster increased awareness of scientific research and projects within NEFSC, the Executive 
Board is considering reinstating the internal NEFSC Science Symposium on a regular basis to provide 
scientists throughout NEFSC an opportunity to present their work and learn more about the research 
being conducted at the NEFSC. Additionally, the NEFSC Lunchtime Seminar Series 
(http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/nefsc/woodshole/seminar-public.html), NEFSC Science Spotlights 
(http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/news/spotlights.html), and/or other communication tools provide 
opportunities to highlight the work being done by the various branches could give the staff ample 
opportunities to learn about the NCRP activities. 

 
A specific suggestion from the review report is for NCRP to host a workshop. As highlighted under 
Theme 1, the workshop would help better communicate the roles of NCRP, the data available through 
NCRP, and to identify potential cross-division activities and projects. 
 
Action Item 3a:  The NEFSC should increase opportunities for cooperative research to be presented to 
staff of the NEFSC, by NCRP staff and other project collaborators, on at least a biennial basis. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Improve the understanding of the NCRP’s work by external stakeholders to ensure that 
those parts of the NCRP’s data sets that contribute to science and/or management are 
adequately communicated to all appropriate stakeholders. Specifically: improve MREP 
curriculum to promote NCRP success stories where cooperative research products have 
contributed to science and/or management; develop a better web presence including 
video interviews, regular email newsletters to constituent lists, etc.; and, expand the size 
and geographic range of the Study Fleet and NCRP activities and seek to broaden 
cooperative research activities to include more industry participants. 
 
NEFSC response: 
The review recommended that the NEFSC develop and implement an effective communication and 
outreach strategy and engage regularly with research partners to review ongoing collaborations and 
identify new opportunities. Much recent effort has been expended on improving our external 
communications for all areas of the NEFSC from a larger, more centralized perspective. All of these 
efforts have implications for NCRP. Progress to date includes: 
 

● The NEFSC hired a contract social media specialist to expand the visibility of our programs. 
Current efforts include use of Twitter and Facebook (via GARFO and NOAA Fisheries HQ 
Communications staff), media mailings, web articles, etc. 

● NEFSC is working on an External Communications Strategy with an outside consulting firm 
(Kearns & West); the final report with a strategy and implementation plan is expected in January 
2017. 

● Discussions are underway to make better utilization of GARFO port agents for external 
communications.  

 
The report notes that ‘cooperative research’ means different things to different people and is perceived by 
some as an income generator, while others consider it a means to influence management and science. 
Several steps will be taken to help clarify the role of NCRP and combat the notion that there's an "in" 
group that get to participate while everyone else is in the "out" group. External communications need to 
emphasize that NCRP is part of the NEFSC and the work done through the NCRP feeds directly into the 
NEFSC science products. Specifically, more can be done to show how the NCRP works with external 



 
 

13 

partners and how the products produced through these collaborations is incorporated into NEFSC 
research. Internal workshops and seminars (as noted above) as well as various for a such as port meetings, 
industry workshops, industry conferences/trade shows, regular presentations and discussions at Fishery 
Management Council meetings and with Council Staff, and collaborating with our cooperative research 
partners can help in this regard. These efforts will be coordinated between NCRP, Research 
Communications Branch and scientific staff. Lastly, clarifying and communicating what NCRP does and 
why it was established will help reduce the misperceptions concerning NCRP. Other suggestions include: 
 

● Routinely update the NCRP web site to include more timely information, video 
interviews/podcasts, increase visibility via regular email newsletters/outreach to constituent lists, 
etc. 

● Use various communication tools and strategies to reach external audiences, including web 
articles about the NCRP and its various programs and success stories, social media, 
communication with port agents, in-person meetings with fishermen on their turf or in a neutral 
setting.  

● Expand the Marine Resource Education Program (MREP). The MREP has done great work in 
reaching out to our stakeholders to help them understand the process and our science. NEFSC can 
do more to improve/expand the MREP curriculum, and to highlight successful use of NCRP 
products in science and management. 

● More widely publicize study fleet success stories. One example: Pilot Studies Test Bottom-
Mounted Temperature Loggers, Weather Stations on Fishing Boats. 

 
As noted in a previous program review, maintaining a productive working relationship with fishermen 
requires a substantial time commitment from scientists. Increasing interactions with intermediaries, such 
as state scientists, industry cooperative groups, local non-profit research organizations, and GARFO port 
agents, will help alleviate the time commitment of the NEFSC scientist while continuing to maintain 
connections with the fishing industry. Expansion of the Study Fleet program will be considered during the 
NEFSC NCRP workshops. Subsequent expansion efforts will be done in a planned manner and closely 
aligned with addressing identified research priorities. 
 
Action Item 3b: Expand the Cooperative research curriculum in the Marine Resource Education Program 
(MREP) to focus on the role of the NCRP, ongoing projects, and recent success stories. 
 
Action Item 3c: Using a variety of outreach tools (NCRP website, press releases, social media, email lists, 
tradeshows), NEFSC will provide more timely information about ongoing NCRP projects and success 
stories, video interviews/podcasts.  CRB will engage in regular meetings with Social Media specialist and 
GARFO port agents, and reference the results noted in the NEFSC External Communication Strategy.   
 
Action Item 3d: CRB will update the NCRP website to include a list of NCRP projects, with metadata 
summarizing how the information from these projects has been used in science and management 
applications, and listing project contacts. 
 
Action Item 3e:  The NEFSC will re-establish regular reports from the NCRP at the MAFMC and 
NEFMC meetings. 
 
 
 
Theme 4: Develop organizational structure within the NCRP to better deal with the 
geographically dispersed nature of program staff 
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This theme highlighted the geographic dispersion of the NCRP staff, flat organizational structure, large 
reliance on contract staff and lack of direct supervisions as contributors to a) a lack of research 
prioritization and alignment with the NEFSC’s Directorate, and b) difficulties with communication, team-
building and training opportunities. In the summer of 2016, the NEFSC underwent a reorganization which 
included moving the NCRP from a research program reporting directly to the NEFSC Directorate, to the 
more formal division/branch structure used elsewhere in the NEFSC. The NCRP is now operated out of 
the Cooperative Research Branch (CRB) which has been placed in the newly created FMRD. As both the 
FMRD and CRB mature, the organizational issues are expected to improve. 
 
The NEFSC has initiated a long-term (through 2021) labor planning process that seeks to align the labor 
force with the NEFSC Strategic Science Plan. This process is intended to highlight staffing shortfalls and 
plan for improvements/investments in this area.  
 
The Review recommended to: 
Develop a research prioritization process where cooperative research projects are 
properly prioritized, designed, mentored, or overseen in conjunction with NEFSC 
scientists. 
 
NEFSC response: 
A formal prioritization process aligned with the NEFSC Strategic Science Plan is a critical component of 
CRB function. Integrating advice from program staff and end users throughout the NEFSC, and engaging 
our external partners and industry collaborators, will improve cooperative research products. Developing 
a process for cooperative research prioritization and planning is highlighted in Theme 1. Development of 
a research prioritization process is likely to improve integration of cooperative research products in a 
broad array of NEFSC programs, enhancing program impacts. This will be a priority as both FMRD and 
CRB structure develop. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Improve the supervision of contract staff. 
 
NEFSC Response: 
Flat organizational structure and a lack of direct supervision have been identified as creating challenges 
related to communication, and staff engagement in the CRB. These issues are certainly exacerbated by the 
limited number of Federal employees in the CRB and existing workloads. Presently there is no 
supervisory structure within branch contractor ranks. Developing this structure in the contract staff is 
possible within the existing contract framework and would alleviate the supervisory burden on Federal 
employees and improve the coordination of contract staff. The GARFO has developed an approach in the 
port sampling program involving a Federal employee program manager overseeing several contractor 
leads that then supervise and coordinate activities of additional contract staff. A similar structure could be 
developed within the CRB contract staff by creating a supervising contractor who would provide 
oversight and prioritization of the work of all contract staff in CRB. The number of supervisory positions 
will depend on the final structure of the CRB which will be addressed through the NEFSC’s long-term 
labor planning exercise. 
 
Action Item 4a: Explore creating supervisory contract positions within the CRB, which can be further 
evaluated through standing up the new Division (FMRD) structure and NEFSC labor planning for 2021.  
 
The Review recommended to: 
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Provide training and career development opportunities to contract staff to include 
mentoring by senior NEFSC scientists and possible integration of research duties with 
part-time Masters or PhD program. 
 
NEFSC Response: 
Training and career development opportunities exist at the NEFSC and are available to contract staff, 
though NEFSC can do a better job of highlighting and encouraging these opportunities. The existing labor 
contractor provides annual funding for technical training for staff members (e.g., computer languages, 
statistical courses) that is directly related to the scope of their duties. These resources have allowed 
contractors to improve technical skills and enhance their contribution to program goals.  
 
Action Item 4b:  NEFSC Branch Chiefs and Division Chiefs will work with the contract staff COTR and 
Staff Advisory Council at the NEFSC to ensure that mentoring and training opportunities are understood, 
offered, and designed within the scope of acceptable contract activities.   
 
The Review recommended to: 
Centralize Cooperative Research Branch Federal employees to the extent practicable, 
even if on a rotating basis. 
 
NEFSC response: 
The CRB presently has three Federal employees directly involved in branch administration, though  
Federal staff in other branches are actively engaged in CRB activities. The three Federal employees are 
distributed throughout the region. Independent of distribution, this small staff may not provide critical 
mass in regards to program function. This is likely exacerbated by the distance between these individuals. 
As the NEFSC is exploring and planning for facility recapitalization efforts and implementing a long term 
work force vision we recognize the advantages of further developing an effective cohesive and integrated 
center for cooperative research. 
 
Action Item 4c: To the extent possible, as additional Federal employees are hired within CRB, they 
should be located in a facility common to either their supervisor or direct reports.    
 
Action Item 4d: In lieu of relocation, which is not favored, the two senior CRB Federal employees should 
host the other at their facility for a couple of days each month. This would encourage the exchange of 
ideas and help bridge gaps in communication.  
 
The Review recommended to: 
Develop a succession plan for the Cooperative Research Branch. 
 
NEFSC response: 
Institutional knowledge is critical to carrying programs forward during transitions. Succession planning 
would be beneficial. It is incumbent on existing staff to document information necessary to carry the CRB 
forward. Through the NEFSC’s long-term labor planning exercise, transitioning many of the contract 
positions into Federal positions would help stabilize the CRB labor force and facilitate the transfer of 
institutional knowledge. 
 
Action Item 4e: The FMRD and NEFSC will consider succession plan for CRB in the 2012 labor 
planning process. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
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Improve the structure of the Cooperative Research Branch by creating teams based 
either on geography (New England vs. Mid-Atlantic), field services (commercial vs. 
recreational), or functional responsibilities (outreach, field support). 
 
NEFSC response: 
We believe the CRB would benefit from improved organizational structure. As highlighted earlier, the 
NEFSC’s long-term labor planning exercise is currently underway. A primary component of this exercise 
will be to strategically plan the future of CRB labor force. This exercise will focus on the structure of the 
CRB, both with respect to products and services it will deliver and how best to staff the Branch (Federal 
positions, contract labor; number of junior, professional, and supervisory staff).  
 
Action Item 4f: The FMRD will consider organizational structure and strategic geographic placement of 
CRB staff in the 2021 labor planning process. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Develop a stronger presence in the Mid-Atlantic by locating at least one Federal 
employee in the region that could a) oversee regional cooperative research projects 
including continued collaborations within the recreational sector and b) improve the 
coordination of research priorities with the MAFMC. 
 
NEFSC response: 
Through the NEFSC’s long-term labor planning exercise, consideration will be given to expanding the 
scope of CRB engagement in the Mid-Atlantic region and the labor needed to support that will be 
evaluated. Coordination with fishery management councils will continue to be undertaken by senior staff 
(division and branch chiefs). Technical level staff (Federal employees and contractors) are positioned to 
engage at the PDT and FMAT levels and this will be encouraged and expanded.  
 
The Review recommended to: 
Develop the capacity for additional analytical support within the branch. 
 
NEFSC response: 
Currently the CRB includes two contract staff members dedicated to analysis and data auditing, as well as 
a third contract staff member who is a software programmer. The existing staff are insufficient to meet the 
current analytical and technical demands on the CRB. Additional analytical and technical staff would 
improve CRB capabilities in this area, though this also needs to be considered within the larger context of 
the FMRD structure, which is further explored in Theme 5.Through the NEFSC’s long-term labor 
planning exercise, consideration will be given to expanding the analytical and technical capacity of the 
CRB with consideration of the synergies that could be explored within the FMRD and with other 
Divisions. 
 
Action Item 4g: In the short term, CRB would explore opportunities and resource availability to bring on 
temporary analytical support through a post-doctoral position. 
 
 
Theme 5: Explore synergies between the CRB and FSB within the newly created 
FMRD 
 
In an effort to improve overall NEFSC organizational structure, a newly created FMRD was created in 
June 2016. The FMRD focuses on the collection and use of information from commercial and recreational 
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fisheries to inform fisheries science and management and fills data gaps to complement fishery 
independent surveys through the utilization of commercial and recreational fishing platforms. The FMRD 
includes both the CRB and Fisheries Sampling Branch (FSB), both of which work closely with fishing 
industries to collect, process, and manage fishery dependent data, and utilize industry platforms to obtain 
data in support of stock assessments and ecosystem based fishery management. Since the NEFSC began 
managing the NCRP in 2006, it has existed as a science program reporting directly to the NEFSC 
Directorate. With the NEFSC reorganization the NCRP has been moved within the CRB. The review 
report highlighted several ways in which synergies could be explored, some of which are mentioned 
below. 
 
The Review recommended the: 
Development of a vessel database containing the characteristics of fishing vessels that 
would be available for research. 
 
NEFSC response: 
There is considerable utility in developing a database, or at a minimum – a list, of vessels operating in the 
Northeast United States who are cooperative and supportive of furthering the science mission of the 
NMFS. Given the expansive reach of the FSB operations, both in terms of geography and the number of 
vessels, the FSB staff have intimate knowledge of which vessels might be good candidates for 
cooperative research opportunities. Leveraging this knowledge to support the CRB expansion efforts 
would be beneficial. 
 
Action Item 5a: The FMRD will explore the development of a database to contain information on 
commercial fishing vessels suited for cooperative research projects. 
 
The Review recommended the: 
Use of the Fisheries Logbook Data Recording System (FLDRS) information to assist in 
identifying key locations and times for observer deployment. 
 
NEFSC response: 
Although this is a creative idea, the NEFSC does not readily agree that FLDRS could help with observer 
placement.  The FSB has access to databases with similar information (e.g., Vessel Trip Report and 
Vessel Monitoring System), although the observer providers and observers do not have that direct access. 
Additionally, within the groundfish fishery, FSB uses the Pre-Trip Notification System (PTNS) to 
dynamically assign observer coverage proportional to fishing effort. Efforts are underway to expand the 
capability of the PTNS to support other fisheries.  
 
Action Item 5b:  A FMRD representative will engage with the FDDV, which is a project to modernize, 
integrate, standardize, adapt, and reduce redundancies with fisheries dependent data collections, keeping 
the utility and applications of FLDRS and PTNS in mind. 
 
The Review recommended to: 
Combine FLDRS electronic reporting (ER) and electronic monitoring (EM) technology 
into a next-generation audit-type fisheries-dependent data collection system. 
 
NEFSC response: 
Under the audit-type model EM video data are used to validate the self-reported data provided by vessel 
captains using electronic logbooks such as FLDRS. Several regional EM projects are currently utilizing 
FLDRS to collect haul-by-haul catch data, including audit-type applications in the Northeast groundfish 
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fishery. Efforts are currently underway at the GARFO to link EM and ER data, though linkages that are 
more direct should be explored under the FDDV Project. The NEFSC, in conjunction with its regional 
partners and through the FDDV, will continue to explore opportunities to advance ER and EM linkages. 
 
Action Item 5c:  FMRD will ensure that considerations of existing and evolving ER are included in EM 
developments.  
 
The Review recommended to: 
Explore opportunities to share support services to include administrative, information 
technology (IT), field and safety training and outreach support. 
 
NEFSC response: 
The FMRD is currently exploring ways to better distribute analytical, IT, administrative and 
communications support throughout the Division as part of the NEFSC’s long-term labor planning 
exercise. Steps have already been taken to utilize the existing safety training programs developed by FSB 
to provide regular training to CRB staff. Additionally, both FSB and CRB are in regular contact regarding 
regional fisheries issues that may affect each of the branches. Through the NEFSC’s long-term labor 
planning exercise the NEFSC will continue to explore a combined services approach in the new FMRD 
structure, especially in areas on which efficiencies can be capitalized. 
 
Action Item 5d:  The NEFSC will ensure that cross-cutting activities, including administrative, IT, safety, 
and outreach support with the CRB, is detailed in the NEFSC 2021 Labor Planning. 
 
 
CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
 
We greatly appreciate the willingness of our many regional partners to participate in the NCRP review 
process. The review report has provided the NEFSC with a solid foundation with which to begin to better 
align our cooperative research efforts with the NEFSC’s Strategic Science Plan for 2016-2021. We look 
forward to collectively working together to continue to strengthen our connections with the fishing 
industry and better integrating our cooperative research products and services into regional fisheries 
science and management efforts. 
 
The NCRP is a critical component of building pivotal relationships with the fishing industry, building 
trust, and offering opportunities for inclusion in managing our marine resources.  This review will be used 
to focus NCRP objectives and refine its mission.  It will be used as a reference, milestone marker, and a 
basis to expand discussions.  The NCRP staff has strong skills, character, passion, and dedication to the 
program and with added resources, direction, and NEFSC support, will improve not only their work 
environment, but also the benefits to industry, science, and fisheries management.   
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Appendix A. Summary of major NEFSC action items and schedule

Major theme Action 
number Action description NEFSC Divisions Deadline

1a The NEFSC will convene workshops to communicate the value of cooperative research and 
improve awareness and integration of NCRP products and services. FMRD Spring 2017

1b The NEFSC will ensure that every science Division has cross-cutting activities with the NCRP 
and is detailed in the NEFSC 2021 Labor Planning. FMRD, Directorate Spring/Summer 2017

1c The NEFSC will ensure that the Data Management System Division has cross-cutting activities 
with the CRB and is detailed in the NEFSC 2021 Labor Planning. FMRD, Directorate Spring/Summer 2017

1d The NEFSC will continue to support and emphasize FDDV; continue to develop and support 
electronic data transfer from fishing vessels. FMRD, Directorate Spring/Summer 2017

2a
The NEFSC will work with the Council(s) and GARFO to further evaluate improvements to 
the RSA programs.  The NEFSC will engage in this joint comprehensive review of RSA 
programs.

FMRD, Directorate, 
external partners Spring/Summer 2017

2b The NEFSC will develop a joint work plan with the Council(s) and GARFO to further evaluate 
how awards are made and tracked within the RSA programs. 

FMRD, Directorate, 
external partners Spring/Summer 2017

2c The recommendation to improve tracking of the performance of the projects and increase 
transparency and accountability will be discussed as part of the joint RSA review.  

FMRD, Directorate, 
external partners Spring/Summer 2017

2d The recommendation to adjust the funding life-cycle will be further discussed in the joint RSA 
Program review.  

FMRD, Directorate, 
external partners Spring/Summer 2017

3a The NEFSC should increase opportunities for cooperative research to be presented to staff of 
the NEFSC, by NCRP staff and other project collaborators, on at least a biennial basis. FMRD, Directorate 2018

3b Expand the Cooperative research curriculum in the Marine Resource Education Program 
(MREP) to focus on the role of the NCRP, ongoing projects, and recent success stories.

FMRD, external 
partners Fall 2017

3c

Using a variety of outreach tools (NCRP website, press releases, social media, email lists, 
tradeshows), NEFSC will provide more timely information about ongoing NCRP projects and 
success stories, video interviews/podcasts.  CRB will engage in regular meetings with Social 
Media specialist and GARFO port agents, and reference the results noted in the NEFSC 
External Communication Strategy.

FMRD, OMI, external 
partners Ongoing

3d
CRB will update the NCRP website to include a list of NCRP projects, with metadata 
summarizing how the information from these projects has been used in science and 
management applications, and listing project contacts.

FMRD, OMI Fall 2017

3e The NEFSC will re-establish regular reports from the NCRP at the MAFMC and NEFMC 
meetings. Directorate Fall 2017

4a
Explore creating supervisory contract positions within the CRB, which can be further 
evaluated through standing up the new Division (FMRD) structure and NEFSC labor planning 
for 2021. 

FMRD Spring 2017

4b
NEFSC Branch Chiefs and Division Chiefs will work with the contract staff COTR and Staff 
Advisory Council at the NEFSC to ensure that mentoring and training opportunities are 
understood, offered, and designed within the scope of acceptable contract activities.

FMRD, Directorate Summer 2017

4c To the extent possible, as additional Federal employees are hired within CRB, they should be 
located in a facility common to either their supervisor or direct reports. FMRD Ongoing

4d
In lieu of relocation, which is not favored, the two senior CRB Federal employees should host 
the other at their facility for a couple of days each month. This would encourage the exchange 
of ideas and help bridge gaps in communication. 

FMRD Ongoing

4e The FMRD and NEFSC will consider succession plan for CRB in the 2012 labor planning 
process. FMRD Spring 2017

4f The FMRD will consider organizational structure and strategic geographic placement of CRB 
staff in the 2021 labor planning process. FMRD Spring 2017

4g In the short term, CRB would explore opportunities and resource availability to bring on 
temporary analytical support through a post-doctoral position. FMRD Spring/Summer 2017

5a The FMRD will explore the development of a database to contain information on commercial 
fishing vessels suited for cooperative research projects. FMRD, DMS Fall 2017

5b A FMRD representative will engage with the FDDV, which is a project to modernize, 
integrate, standardize, adapt, and reduce redundancies with fisheries dependent data 
collections, keeping the utility and applications of FLDRS and PTNS in mind.

FMRD, DMS, 
Directorate Ongoing

5c FMRD will ensure that considerations of existing and evolving ER are included in EM 
developments. 

FMRD, DMS, external 
partners Ongoing

5d The NEFSC will ensure that cross-cutting activities, including administrative, IT, safety, and 
outreach support with the CRB, is detailed in the NEFSC 2021 Labor Planning.

FMRD, DMS, OMI, 
Directorate Ongoing

5. Explore synergies 
between the 
Cooperative Research 
Branch (CRB) and 
Fisheries Sampling 
Branch (FSB) within 
the newly created 
Fisheries Monitoring 
and Research Division 
(FMRD)

3. Improve 
communications about 
the roles and functions 
of the NCRP both 
internally and 
externally

4. Develop 
organizational 
structure within the 
NCRP to better deal 
with the 
geographically 
dispersed nature of 
program staff

2. Examine the 
organizational 
structure and the 
administrative 
oversight provided by 
the NCRP for the 
Research Set-Aside 
Program

1. Increase the usage 
of NCRP data 
products and services



 

August 5, 2016 
 
 
Dr. William A. Karp 
Science and Research Director 
NOAA Fisheries, Northeast Fisheries Science Center 
166 Water Street  
Woods Hole, MA 02543 

Dear Bill:  

Over the past two years the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council has been evaluating its 
role in cooperative research. As you know, the Research Set-Aside (RSA) Program was the 
Council’s primary mechanism for generating funds to support cooperative research in the Mid-
Atlantic from 2001 until 2014. In 2014, the Council voted to suspend the RSA program in response 
to a range of issues, including enforcement violations, administrative issues, limitations on Council 
involvement in selection of projects, and dissatisfaction with some project outcomes. These 
concerns are outlined in detail in the briefing materials from the August 2014 Council meeting 
(http://www.mafmc.org/s/Tab-06_RSA.pdf).    

We recognize that changes have been made to remedy some of these issues, but the Council 
remains undecided as to the continuation of the RSA program. For this reason, the Council 
initiated a thorough investigation of alternative options for supporting cooperative research in the 
Mid-Atlantic, including revising RSA or replacing it with an entirely new Council-managed 
program. To guide this review process, the Council established the following objectives: 

1) Facilitate scientific research that addresses the Council’s research priorities; 
2) Provide opportunities primarily for fishing industry involvement in research projects and 

ensure that opportunities for participation are appropriately communicated; 
3) Establish a thorough and uniform process for the scientific review of research results; 
4) Promote the use of cooperative research products in management decisions;  
5) Communicate research results to the public and to appropriate management partners; and 
6) Promote effective administration and enforcement. 

The Council is concerned that the Magnuson-Stevens Act’s requirements pertaining to research 
programs are not being met in the Mid-Atlantic. The Magnuson-Stevens Reauthorization Act 
created Section 318 (16 U.S.C. § 1867), which requires the Secretary of Commerce, in 
consultation with the Regional Fishery Management Councils, to establish a program to address 
needs identified under the Act. Section 318 specifies that this program should be implemented on 
a regional basis and that it should be developed and conducted through partnerships among 
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federal and state managers, scientists, educational institutions, and fishing industry participants 

(including commercial charter or recreational vessels for gathering data).  

At the February 2016 meeting, the Council agreed that the first step in the development of a long-
term cooperative research program in the Mid-Atlantic should be collaboration with 
NMFS/NEFSC to expand and enhance existing cooperative research initiatives carried out 
under the umbrella of the NEFSC’s Northeast Cooperative Research Program (NCRP). 
During this meeting, you expressed strong support for the proposed approach and agreed that 
there is a need for improved coordination between the NEFSC and regional fishery management 
councils concerning cooperative research activities. 

We understand that the NEFSC is currently reviewing its Cooperative Research Program.  In the 
revision to that program we ask that you (1) consider our cooperative research objectives, (2) help 
us improve communication and coordination between the Council and NEFSC regarding 
cooperative research priorities and activities, and (3) expand NCRP cooperative research in the 
Mid-Atlantic region. 

Thank you for your consideration of these requests and recommendations and for your willingness 
to help us improve cooperative research in the Mid-Atlantic. We look forward to working with you 
and your staff to address these important issues. 

Sincerely, 

 

Christopher M. Moore, PhD. 
Executive Director, Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 

 
cc: Rick Robins 
 Lee Anderson 
 Mike Luisi 
 John Bullard 



Collaborative Research Committee Meeting Summary 

February 9, 2016 

The Collaborative Research Committee met to discuss preliminary alternatives for the Council’s long-
term involvement in collaborative research. The Council suspended the RSA program in 2014 and is 
considering whether to reactivate the program and/or pursue an alternative form of involvement in 
collaborative research.  

Discussion 
Staff presented four broad approaches for consideration by the Committee. These approaches include 
(1) coordinating with NOAA/NEFSC to improve existing initiatives under the Northeast Cooperative 
Research Program; (2) managing independent, Council-funded CR projects on a permanent basis; (3) 
exploring the potential development of a Mid-Atlantic collaborative research consortium; and (4) 
reactivation of the Research Set-Aside program.  

Two approaches were considered but rejected -  

• Approach 2 - The Assistant Regional Administrator indicated that continuation of a Council-
funded research program is not a viable long-term option for the Council. While GARFO has 
allowed both the Mid-Atlantic and New England Councils to fund short-term CR programs, there 
are a number of issues that would lead them to oppose a proposal to continue on a long-term 
basis. 

• Approach 3 - Development of a collaborative research consortium was not extensively discussed 
by the Committee. The general consensus was that the existence of a research consortium 
would be beneficial to the region and the Council’s managed fisheries but that funding 
constraints make this option impractical and the Council is not in a position to initiate 
development of such an organization.  

The two remaining approaches both involve coordinating collaborative research efforts through 
NMFS/NEFSC (as opposed to funding independent research initiatives.) 

Approach 1 – This option would involve coordinating with NMFS/NEFSC to improve and expand the 
scope of existing research activities carried out in the Mid-Atlantic region as part of the NEFSC’s 
Northeast Cooperative Research Program. The Committee was generally supportive of the actions laid 
out under this approach. Dr. Karp agreed that there is a need for improved coordination between the 
NEFSC and regional fishery management councils concerning cooperative/collaborative research 
activities. Because Approach 1 is not linked with a specific source of funding, some Committee members 
expressed concern that without the fund-generating capacity of the RSA program, the Council will be 
limited in its ability to influence new research projects in the region. 

Approach 4 - Committee members had mixed opinions regarding renewal of the RSA program.  

• A number of Committee members and members of the public noted that RSA enables the 
Council to conduct valuable research that would not otherwise be possible, as well as offering 
social benefits and economic opportunities. There were concerns that the Council would not be 
able to find an alternative funding source that could replace RSA. Some felt that the RSA 
concept was worth keeping but that the Council should consider a range of alternative program 
designs to replace the current auction-based program. 



• Other Committee members expressed concern that the structure of the RSA program makes it 
inherently vulnerable to abuse. It was noted that a number of programmatic and enforcement 
changes were implemented to address these concerns in 2014, but because these changes were 
only in place for a short time before the Council suspended the program, it is unclear whether 
they would address the Council’s concerns.  

• Another concern is that the program has not historically produced consistently high-quality 
scientific data. While some projects, such as NEAMAP, have been very valuable to the Council, 
others have been of little use to the Council. It was noted that this has little to do with the 
design of the RSA program and that it could be addressed by improving the Council’s priority 
setting process and revising administrative procedures.  

• Some Committee members felt that the RSA program is inherently unfair (creating haves and 
have nots) and should not continue.  

Committee Recommendation 
The Committee recommended a hybrid approach which would combine elements of Approaches 1 and 
4. This would involve retaining RSA as an option for future consideration but moving forward with steps 
to improve coordination with NEFSC and identify opportunities for more NCRP research in the Mid-
Atlantic. While Approach 1 is not linked to a specific source of funding, improving coordination with 
NEFSC would be beneficial if the Council decides to renew the RSA program in the future. The 
Committee recommended establishing a technical working group with participants from MAFMC, 
NEFSC, and GARFO to develop an action plan and craft options for Council consideration at a meeting 
later in 2016. The working group will explore options for addressing MAFMC collaborative research 
needs more effectively through NCRP research activities as well as options for reconfiguring RSA. 
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M E M O R A N D U M   

Date: July 30, 2014 

To: Chris Moore 

From: Rich Seagraves 

Subject: RSA Program Issues 

 
As per your request, I have reviewed the NMFS response (attachment 1) to the September 25, 2012 
Council letter (attachment 2) to John Bullard requesting changes to the way the RSA Program is 
conducted and administered. In the course of that review, I have outlined a number of outstanding issues 
that still need to be addressed relative to the RSA program that should be considered by the Council 
when making a determination on the level of RSA specification for 2015 and beyond.  
 
Costs/Benefits of the program 
 
The Mid-Atlantic Council created the Research Set-Aside Program through Framework Adjustment 1 to 
the Summer Flounder, Scup and Black Sea Bass FMP, Atlantic Mackerel, Squid and Butterfish FMP, 
Bluefish FMP and Tilefish FMP.  The first research projects funded under this program began in 2002 
and the program has continued annually since then. Over the course of its 13 year history, the RSA 
Program has funded 41 research projects at a total cost of $16,321,643 (Tables 1 - 3). While there were 
projects which produced tangible results that were subsequently incorporated into the Council’s 
management programs (four studies on black sea bass escape vent size/configuration and discard 
reduction, summer flounder mesh selectivity, and NEAMAP), there were also a number of projects 
which, after completion, failed to pass peer review and could not be used for science or management 
purposes.  
 
The fact that a number of RSA Projects failed scientific review after completion raised major concerns 
about the process by which RSA Proposals were vetted and the oversight of the projects as they were 
being conducted. Some of these concerns have been addressed through inclusion of our SSC in the 
scientific review of proposals prior to funding.  However, considering the costs associated with 
administration and enforcement, as well as the value of the RSA quota, it’s probable that the program 
costs have far outweighed the benefits to the Council and public.     
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RSA Program Originally Established to Regain the Public Trust 
 
One of the original objectives of the RSA Program was to foster collaboration between the scientific 
community (from both government and academia), the fishing community, and the general public.  The 
EA for the RSA program states:  
 
Commercial fishermen seek to maximize the revenue from their harvests, and will operate their vessels 
and deploy their gear in such a way as to best accomplish this end. Scientists, conversely, are bound by 
the "scientific method," and seek to gain information and verify its accuracy through rigorous 
experimental procedures. Management programs based on this information may then be questioned by 
the public, and lack credibility in their eyes. The Mid-Atlantic Council has developed the research set-
aside program to address these concerns.  Without the active cooperation of the fishing public, most 
management programs are destined to fail, as it is chiefly through the actions of commercial and 
recreational user groups that humans interact with and affect fisheries resources. 
 
Discussion 
 
One of the issues identified during the Council’s Visioning Project was the lack of public trust in the 
auction conducted by NFI. Under the current program, successful RSA applicants are given a grant in 
the form of fish and the vast majority of RSA awarded fish are then sold at auction through an 
agreement with NFI to fund the proposed research. The NFI charges a fee for their services (12.5 %) and 
numerous stakeholders raised concerns about this process including the requirement that bidders must 
join NFI to participate in the auction. It should be recognized by Council members and the public that 
the NFI auction operates outside of the control of the Council process and is a private business 
agreement between NFI and the grant recipients. 
 
The RSA program (as it has evolved into its current form) has tended to decouple the harvest of the RSA 
quota from the actual research as a result of the NFI auction process.  For example, although the two 
projects funded for 2014 (NEAMAP and BSB Trap Survey) are collaborative efforts using commercial 
fishing vessels as sampling platforms, the fact remains that the actual harvest of the RSA quota to 
generate the funds required to pay for the research is conducted independently from the actual research. 
Although the auction model tends to increase the value of any given amount of RSA quota, this 
development (separation of auction from researchers) contravenes the objective of collaboration 
between scientists and the public. Direct compensation fishing to fund the research has met with limited 
success because the RSA quota only has greater intrinsic value relative to the general fishery quotas 
when the fishery is closed or other fishery restrictions are in place (i.e., trip limits, seasonal closures, 
etc.).   
 
Reporting and Enforcement 
 
In its 2012 letter to the RA, the Council requested that NMFS include in the reporting call-in system a 
requirement for vessels to call-in to the IVR system at least one hour prior to landing RSA quota. In 
addition, the Council requested that NMFS implement a notification system via email or other real-time 
communication mechanism to alert law enforcement personnel about activities related to the RSA 
program.    
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According to NMFS personnel, a better IVR system is being implemented this year.  However, in regard 
to the real-time notification of RSA activities to law enforcement, it is unclear to what degree this has 
been implemented beyond procedures that were already in place prior to 2012.  For example, the 2009 
programmatic review of the RSA Program indicated that real-time notification of law enforcement 
relative to RSA vessel activity was already in place. This calls into question the effectiveness of this 
measure since this practice was adopted in or around 2009 and serious non-reporting violations 
associated with the RSA Program occurred in the following years.    
 
Discussion 
 
The public perception that the RSA Program has created an easily exploited mechanism to allow for 
illegal harvest has done little to regain the public trust in the RSA program or any of the RSA research.  
In fact, tracking and enforcing the RSA quota has been difficult and a major source of controversy since 
inception of the RSA Program.  A 2009 Programmatic Review of the MAFMC Research Set-Aside 
Program noted the following concerning monitoring and enforcing the RSA quota:  
 
Allegations of misreporting landings have been made. All RSA users must declare into a trip by calling 
an interactive federal phone system and obtain a trip number. The VTR serial number must be faxed or 
emailed to the state before the trip is begun. When the trip is over, a vessel must call-out on the federal 
system. New York also requires charter/party boats harvesting RSA to fax to the state a sheet containing 
each angler's name, how many fish they caught, how many pounds they weighed, and showing the 
progression of every trip and the use of the poundage allowed by the vessel. However, the allegation is 
that fishermen are not reporting all the RSA quota of Summer Flounder (Fluke) and Scup in various 
locations in Long Island, when law enforcement presence is lacking when fishermen land their catch.  If 
the vessel is fishing during closed periods, and law enforcement is present, the fishermen can simply 
present their EFP and not receive a violation.  
 
These allegations have been numerous. To-date, little hard evidence exists and enforcement actions 
have been limited due to inadequate shore side monitoring, but various scenarios and situations have 
been reported to NMFS, New York State authorities, and explained to RSA staff during public meetings. 
Enforcement monitoring has begun and at least 2 cases are currently being investigated.  
 
The dispersed and diffuse nature of the large number of landing locations (commercial docks and 
recreational marinas) and characteristics of marine fisheries in New York makes shore side 
monitoring of RSA quota landings extremely difficult. In addition, the following factors contribute to 
scenarios where RSA landings are not fully accounted for. 
 

 Unintended financial incentives to not report all RSA quota landings exist under current RSA 
program policies.  

 Current policy for recreational landing reporting is not verifiable through dealer reporting 
requirements as in commercial fishing regulations.  

 Monitoring and enforcement capacity in both State and Federal agencies is inadequate to verify 
all RSA landings and ensure full accountability and transparency. 
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Obviously, hard evidence of abuse and non-reporting by vessels involved in the RSA Program now 
exists. Logan Gregory (NMFS OLE) presented a report to the Council at its June 2014 meeting on recent 
enforcement activities in New York which resulted in four convictions involving federally permitted 
vessels and dealers engaged in the unlawful landing of summer flounder related to the RSA Program 
(see below for more details).  Since then, two more guilty pleas have occurred for similar charges (see 
attachment 3) and Mr. Gregory noted that up to 70 additional subpoenas related to this investigation 
throughout the state of New York are pending. Clearly, non-reporting and abuse of the RSA has been 
and remains a major problem.   
 
Illegal/unreported landings associated with the RSA Program jeopardize FMP compliance with 
National Standard 1  
 
All FMPs, amendments and frameworks developed by the Council must contain analyses which 
demonstrate FMP compliance with the ten National Standards (NS) as outlined in Section 301(a) of the 
MSFCMA.  Foremost among the national standards is NS1 which requires that all FMPs prevent 
overfishing and rebuild overfished stocks. The EA for the Amendment that created the RSA program 
contained the following language with respect to compliance with NS1:  
 
In order to comply with the SFA requirements, the Mid-Atlantic Council specifies annual harvest quotas 
for each species that limit fishing to the required levels. This framework action works within the 
parameters of the annual quotas by specifying that research set-asides be subtracted from the quota for 
each species, and not taken in addition to annual quotas. Hence, this framework action is consistent 
with National Standard 1. 
 
In addition, section 5.3.2 (Biological Impacts section) of the EA contained the following language 
relative to compliance with NS1: 
 
The biological impacts of harvesting the annual quotas for each species are analyzed in the 
specification packages submitted to NMFS each year. The set-asides enabled by this framework action 
will always be deducted from and not in addition to the Total Allowable Landings that are set for each 
species. Hence the biological impacts resulting from the harvest of set-aside quantities will always be 
fully accounted for. 
 
Discussion 
 
The EA completed for Framework 1 that created the RSA Program correctly states that specification of 
research set-aside quota is deducted from the TAL (and not added to it), and therefore harvest of RSA 
quota is consistent with National Standard 1. However, no serious consideration was given in the 
original analysis of the potential for abuse of the program resulting in significant quota harvest overages 
due to unreported harvest. Recent enforcement efforts in New York related to abuse of the RSA program 
revealed that significant quantities of summer flounder were being taken illegally under the “cover” of 
RSA quota amounts acquired through the RSA program (see attachment 3).  
 
One of the primary issues with the summer flounder stock assessment has been the persistent 
retrospective pattern in estimation of fishing mortality – that is, summer flounder stock assessments 



  
 

Page 5 of 5 

 

have generally underestimated recent fishing mortality rates. This phenomenon could be largely 
explained by unreported fishing mortality (landings) of the type associated with the recently uncovered 
illegal landing of summer flounder in NY associated with the RSA Program. 
 
The exact total amount of summer flounder harvested illegally in NY is still unknown but the effect 
could be a substantial quota overage of the total ACL established for the summer flounder fishery.  In an 
enforcement briefing of the Council on ongoing enforcement activities in NY in June 2014, it was noted 
that the known illegal harvest of summer flounder exceeds 50% of the annual quota allocation for the 
State of New York, and the illegal harvest estimate is likely to increase substantially as the investigation 
in that state continues to unfold. Quota overages of this magnitude are not trivial and may approach or 
exceed levels that would be considered violations of National Standard 1.  As such, the real and 
potential quota overages resulting from illegal activities related to the RSA Program may place the 
Council’s FMPs in direct violation of National Standard 1 if the overages have resulted in overfishing.  
This situation has arisen as a direct result of the inability of NMFS to adequately track, monitor and 
enforce the quota landed under the RSA Program.  
 
Staff Recommendation: 
 
Given the controversial nature of the RSA Program and the uncertainty that exists with respect to 
adequately tracking RSA landings as well as the enforcement and science issues, staff recommend that 
the Council specify RSA amounts at zero for 2015 for all RSA species.  A hiatus in the RSA Program 
will allow adequate time for a thorough review of the RSA Program and determination of when and how 
it should be resumed.  
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NOAA special agents uncovered research
set-aside violations of unreported fluke
valued at nearly $625,000.

Research Set-Aside Program

The RSA program was established as
a mechanism to fund research and
compensate vessel owners through
the sale of fish harvested under a
research quota or research days at
sea. 

While using set-aside days or quota,
vessels are often allowed to do so in
more opportune ways than the
general fleet, for example, with
exemptions from trip limits, some
seasonal closures, or other
restrictions that would otherwise
apply.

RSA Violations Re sult in Arre st, Guilty  Plea for Ne w York Fishe rm an

In July 2010, agents for NOAA’s Office of Law Enforcement initiated an investigation
into Research Set-Aside (RSA) violations. On April 11, 2014, the investigation
culminated in a guilty plea by a Levittown, New York, fisherman to mail fraud, wire
fraud, and falsifying federal records.

Anthony Joseph pled guilty in federal district court to one count of mail fraud, two
counts of wire fraud, and one count of falsifying federal records. Though the final
sentence is up to the Court, the defendant has agreed to pay between $629,000 and
$692,000 in combined fines and forfeitures. He also agreed to multiple sentence
conditions, including relinquishment of his New York State summer flounder permit,
a ban on participation in the RSA program, and a lifetime ban from possessing a
NOAA operator’s permit.  At a future sentencing hearing, the Court will decide what
other penalties, if any, will be imposed.

In all, OLE agents determined that Joseph filed 158 false fishing logs and was
complicit in the submission of 167 false dealer reports. These violations led to
criminal charges, and he also violated provisions of the Magnuson-Stevens Act.

“Accurate reporting on submitted fishing logs and dealer reports is the foundation for sound and sustainable management of our
fisheries,” said Special Agent Todd Smith. “In this instance, the offending party committed more than 300 violations under the
Magnuson-Stevens Act. We are hopeful results like this will serve as a deterrent to future fraud and abuse in the fishing industry.”

Joseph capitalized by purchasing set-asides for summer flounder and underreporting the total catch. He used two cooperating
dealers to file false federal dealer reports that matched the reports filed from his fishing vessel.

“The ability to catch and sell fish from a limited set-aside quota of fish to help fund scientific
research should be considered a privilege that not all fishermen can participate in,” said
Logan Gregory, Special Agent in Charge of the Office of Law Enforcement’s Northeast
Division. “The unlawful non-reporting of this privileged opportunity not only undermines the
accurate management of the quota, but the introduction of these fish into commerce also
affects the profitability of these fish for those fishermen who comply with the regulations.”

OLE special agents spent nearly 2 years working to break down this illicit, highly organized
scheme to catch and land illegal fluke. Agents’ observations of the individual in a public
area over the course of several months provided solid evidence of the illegal activity.
Agents worked with the Department of Justice Environmental Crimes Section to obtain and
execute search warrants leading to the documentation of more than 290,000 pounds of
unreported catch worth nearly $625,000.

Special Agent Matt Gilmore noted that “[T]his is another successful example of the
systematic identification and exposure of individuals exploiting the RSA program and
jeopardizing a public marine resource.  This will benefit both commercial and recreational
users throughout Long Island.”

This marks the second RSA case since August 2013 that has resulted in a guilty plea by a
fisherman abusing the program. The work of OLE special agents has prompted NOAA to
revise program requirements for 2014 to ensure accurate reporting and a level the playing field for honest fishermen.

Story by John Thibodeau, communications specialist for NOAA’s Office of Law Enforcement. To contact him, please call 301-
427-8234 or email john.thibodeau@noaa.gov.
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# of 

YEAR PROJECTS TOTAL

2002 3 $215,331

2003 5 $699,087

2004 3 $868,169

2005 3 $1,471,709

2006 4 $1,358,612

2007 4 $2,052,987

2008 3 $722,759

2009 3 $1,761,570

2010 3 $1,722,276

2011 3 $1,288,444

2012 3 $1,385,104

2013 2 $1,350,801
2014 2 $1,424,794

TOTAL 13 41 $16,321,643

Table 1.  Summary of Mid‐Atlantic RSA Funded Projects Since Inception in 2002.
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Year Funding 
Source

Project Category Fishery Title Funding 
Level

State Organization Principal 
Investigator

2013 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data collection & analysis in 
support of single & multispecies 
stock assessments in the Mid-
Atlantic & Southern New 
England: Northeast Area 
Monitoring & Assessment 
Program Near Shore Trawl 
Survey, 2013

$1,120,000 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Chris 
Bonzek & 
Robert 
Latour

2013 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Black Sea 
Bass

Industry Based Survey on Black 
Sea Bass Utilizing Ventless 
Traps

$230,801 RI Cockeast Fisheries, 
Inc.

Laura 
Skrobe, 
Captain 
Charles 
Borden, 
Najih Lazar, 
& Steve 
Cadrin

2012 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data collection & analysis in 
support of single & multispecies 
stock assessments in the Mid-
Atlantic & Southern New 
England:Northeast Area 
Monitoring & Assessment 
Program Near Shore Trawl 
Survey, 2012

$922,759 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Chris 
Bonzek & 
Robert 
Latour

2012 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Black Sea 
Bass

Industry Based Survey on Black 
Sea Bass Utilizing Ventless 
Traps

$212,044 RI Cockeast Fisheries, 
Inc.

Laura 
Skrobe

2012 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England Waters

$250,301 RI Cockeast Fisheries, 
Inc.

Laura 
Skrobe

2011 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data Collection and Analysis in 
Support of Single and 
Multispecies Stock Assessments 
in the Mid-Atlantic: Northeast 
Area Monitoring and 
Assessment Program Nearshore 
Trawl Survey, 2011

$859,060 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

2011 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2011 Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England Waters

$207,600 RI Charles Borden

2011 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Resource 
Dynamics

Black Sea 
Bass

Understanding the effects of 
fishing on the size, age, and sex 
distribution of black sea bass 
(Centropristis striata) during the 
spawning season

$221,784 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

2010 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid - 
Butterfish

A Method to Reduce Butterfish 
Retention in The Offshore 
Loligo Squid Fishery Through 
The Use Of a Bycatch 
Reduction Device (BRD) 
Adapted to Pre-Existing Gear.

$524,024 NY Cornell 
Cooperative 
Extension
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Year Funding 
Source

Project Category Fishery Title Funding 
Level

State Organization Principal 
Investigator

2010 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data Collection and analysis in 
support of single and multi-
species stock assessments in the 
Mid-Atlantic: Northeast Area 
Monitoring and Assessment 
Program Nearshore Trawl 
Program, 2010 to 
2012.   FINAL REPORT

$991,952 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Christopher 
F. Bonzek, 
James 
Gartland, J. 
David 
Lange, 
Robert J. 
Latour, 
Ph.D.

2010 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2010 Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$206,300 RI Charles Borden

2009 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discard Mortality Summer 
Flounder

Evaluation of Summer Flounder 
Discard Mortality in the Bottom 
Trawl Fishery Part II: A Study 
of the Offshore Winter Fishery

$376,650 NY Cornell 
Cooperative 
Extension

2009 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data Collection and Analysis in 
Support of Single and 
Multispecies Stock Assessments 
in the Northeast Area 
Monitoring and Assessment 
Program Near Shore Trawl 
Program   FINAL REPORT

$1,264,582 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Christopher 
F. Bonzek, 
James 
Gartland, J. 
David 
Lange, 
Robert J. 
Latour, 
Ph.D.

2009 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2009 Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$120,338 RI Charles Borden

2008 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discard Mortality Summer 
Flounder

Discard Mortality in the 
Summer Flounder Fishery: A 
New Approach to 
Evaluation   FINAL REPORT

$148,719 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Kenneth 
Able, 
Thomas 
Grothues, 
and Eleanor 
Bochenek

2008 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Inshore Data collection and analysis in 
support of single and 
multispecies stock assessments 
in the Mid-Atlantic: Northeast 
Area Monitoring and 
Assessment Program Near 
Shore Trawl Program   FINAL 
REPORT

$481,500 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Christopher 
Bonzek

2008 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2008 Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Hard Bottom Areas in 
Southern New England 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$92,540 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe

2007 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid 
Fishery

Bycatch Reduction and Gear 
Development in the Mid-
Atlantic: Evaluation of Optimal 
Codend Mesh Size in the Loligo 
Fishery   FINAL REPORT

$522,749 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2007 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discard Mortality Summer 
Flounder

Evaluation of Summer Flounder 
Discard Mortality in the Bottom 
Trawl Fishery   FINAL 
REPORT

$284,800 NY Cornell 
Cooperative 
Extension

Emerson 
Hasbrouck

2007 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$1,165,676 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2007 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2007 Fishery Independent 
Survey of Selected Hard 

$79,762 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe
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Year Funding 
Source

Project Category Fishery Title Funding 
Level

State Organization Principal 
Investigator

Bottom areas in Southern New 
England   FINAL REPORT

2006 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Other

Black Sea 
Bass

An Evaluation of Size 
Selectivity and Relative 
Efficiency of Black Sea Bass, 
Centropristis strata Habitat Pots 
Equipped with large Mesh 
Panels.   FINAL REPORT

$76,540 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

David 
Rudders and 
Robert 
Fishers

2006 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$874,017 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2006 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2006 Fishery Independent 
Survey of Selected Hard 
Bottom areas in Southern New 
England   FINAL REPORT

$86,364 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe

2006 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Recreational Summer 
Flounder

Evaluating Size and Bag Limits 
in the Summer Flounder 
Recreational Fishery   FINAL 
REPORT

$321,691 NJ Fisheries Cons. 
Trust

Eleanor 
Bochenek

2005 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid 
Fishery

Loligo Squid Mesh Selectivity 
Study to Reduce Bycatch of 
Juvenile Loligo Squid and other 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$563,367 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Sarah King

2005 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$822,563 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2005 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup 2005 Fishery Independent 
Survey of Selected Hard 
Bottom areas in Southern New 
England   FINAL REPORT

$85,779 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe

2004 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Other

Black Sea 
Bass

Evaluation of the Effect of Vent 
Size and Shape on Black Sea 
Bass Behavior and Escapement 
from Pot Gear    FINAL 
REPORT

$110,825 NY Cornell 
Cooperative 
Extension

Emerson 
Hasbrouck

2004 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$704,692 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2004 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Scup Fishery Independent Scup 
Survey of Selected Areas in 
Southern New England 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$52,652 RI Charles Borden Laura 
Skrobe

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid - 
Scup

Loligo Squid: Extension of 
Gear Modification Study 
Through Scup Migratory 
Season   FINAL REPORT

$174,541 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Daniel 
Cohen

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Summer 
Flounder

Effects of Increasing Mesh Size 
in the Summer Flounder Fishery 
in Southern New England 
Inshore Rhode Island 
Waters   FINAL REPORT

$40,320 RI University of 
Rhode Island

David 
Beutel

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discontinued Black Sea 
Bass

Effect of Vent Size on Sex 
Ratios of Black Sea Bass 
Retained in the Coastal Pot 
Fishery

$0 Wizard Enterprises

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Discontinued Scup Bycatch Characterization and 
Reduction from Codend Mesh 
Size Increases in the Directed 

$0 RI University of 
Rhode Island
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Source

Project Category Fishery Title Funding 
Level

State Organization Principal 
Investigator

Bottom Trawl Northern - 
Inshore Scup Fishery

2003 M. Atlantic-
RSA

IBS-Pilot Development of a Supplemental 
Finfish Survey Targeting Mid-
Atlantic Migratory 
Species   FINAL REPORT

$484,226 VA National Fisheries 
Institute

Eric Powell

2002 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Other

Black Sea 
Bass

The Effect of Circle and Square 
Escape Vents on Discard 
Reduction in the Black Sea Bass 
Trap Fishery   FINAL REPORT

$57,069 VA Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science

Robert 
Fisher

2002 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Other

Black Sea 
Bass - Scup

Evaluation of Catch Efficiency 
and Size Selectivity of Inshore 
New England Fish Pots for 
Black Sea Bass and Scup as a 
Function of Escape Vent 
Size   FINAL REPORT

$43,079 RI W. Gell Laura 
Skrobe

2002 M. Atlantic-
RSA

Conservation 
Engineering-Trawl

Squid 
Fishery

Loligo Squid Gear Modification 
Study   FINAL REPORT

$115,183 VA National Fisheries 
Institute
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Mid-Atlantic Research Set-Aside Program  - Frequently Asked Questions 

Vessel Participation and Eligibility 

1. How does the Mid-Atlantic Research Set Aside (RSA) Program generate funds to support 
research? 
 
Recipients of RSA grants partner with fishing vessel owners who harvest RSA quota, and 
they either agree to share the proceeds from the sale of the RSA quota after it has been 
landed or the vessel owner may purchase the opportunity to harvest RSA quota outright from 
the grant recipient before it has been harvested.  Most of the RSA quota under the Mid-
Atlantic RSA program is obtained outright by the vessel owner through the National 
Fisheries Institute (NFI) RSA auction, although both arrangements occur.  
 

2. What is the NFI RSA auction and why does NOAA Fisheries allow RSA quota to be auctioned 
off to the highest bidder?  
 
The NFI RSA auction was created as a way to connect grant recipients with vessel owners 
interested in participating in the RSA program, and has become an established service used 
by Mid-Atlantic RSA grant recipients to secure the funds needed to support their research.  
The terms and conditions of the NFI RSA auction are determined by NFI and the RSA grant 
recipient, and is not a process authorized or directed by NOAA Fisheries.  The exchange of 
RSA quota for money is not unique to the NFI RSA auction; all of the RSA programs depend 
on this exchange between the grant recipient and the industry partners.  The NFI RSA 
auction is simply a more structured service to facilitate this exchange.  Each RSA grant 
recipient is free to determine the most efficient approach for his/her project, and none are 
bound to use the NFI RSA auction.  
 

3. Why does NOAA Fisheries allow vessels harvesting Mid-Atlantic RSA quota to catch more 
than other vessels, and to fish during closures when other vessels can’t?  
 
These effort control exemptions provide additional fishing opportunities to participating 
vessels, which adds value to RSA quota.  Without the added value generated by these 
additional fishing opportunities, there is little incentive to vessels to participate in the 
program.  If the RSA quota is not harvested, funds cannot be generated to support the 
research projects.  
 

4. Why does compensation fishing happen independently from the research? Isn’t the RSA 
program supposed to be a cooperative research program that brings the science and fishing 
communities together? Doesn’t this decoupling undermine the intent of the program? 
 
The harvest of RSA quota may or may not occur in conjunction with research activities, 
although typically these activities occur separately.  This decoupling of the compensation 
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fishing from the research is not new, and was anticipated when the Mid-Atlantic RSA 
Program was created under Framework 1 in 2001.  Decoupling these activities allows greater 
flexibility for the types of research projects that may be supported, particularly for projects 
that are conducted in a manner that is not conducive to harvesting commercial quantities of 
fish, such as surveys and tagging studies, or projects targeting species with relatively low 
value.  In keeping with the intent of the program, the selected projects are cooperative 
research studies that closely involve the fishing industry, research community, and other 
stakeholders.     
 

5. Who decides which vessels get to catch Mid-Atlantic RSA quota? 
 
Vessel participation is largely determined by the grant recipient.  RSA grant recipients are 
responsible for working with the fishing industry to harvest their RSA quota award.  In 
practice, they partner directly with the vessel owner, and/or they use the servide provided by 
the NFI RSA auction.  Although the grant recipient identifies the vessels, NOAA Fisheries 
reviews vessel histories to ensure they do not conflict with the Greater Atlantic Regional 
Fisheries Office (GARFO) exempted fishing permit (EFP) sanction policy.  If the vessel has 
previous violations that conflict with this policy, they are not authorized to participate in the 
program.  In addition, state authorities have discretion when considering whether to grant 
waivers from state regulation.  
  

6. Can a private angler harvest RSA quota? 

Theoretically, it is possible that a private angler could catch RSA quota.  However, without 
regulation waivers, there is no incentive for a private angler to do so.  NOAA Fisheries 
supports the Council’s position that authorizing private anglers would be extremely difficult 
to monitor and enforce and, therefore, has no intention of providing any exemptions to 
private anglers for the purpose of harvesting RSA quota.     

7. How many vessels are involved in harvesting Mid-Atlantic RSA quota? 

In recent years, 100-150 vessels annually engage in Mid-Atlantic RSA compensation fishing.  
This relatively high number of vessels is due to the large volume of fish awarded under this 
program, the diversity of awarded species, and the diversity of the fleet harvesting the RSA 
quota.  The number of vessels is constrained by the NOAA Fisheries regional vessel cap 
policy, which restricts the number of vessels that can participate in compensation fishing at 
any given time.  

8. Why does NOAA Fisheries limit the number of vessels that can harvest Mid-Atlantic RSA 
quota? 

NOAA Fisheries limits the number of vessels that can participate in the RSA program to 
improve program oversight and enforcibility.  Currently, the number of vessels that can 
participate in a project is limited to 50 vessels per project.  However, flexibility to exceed this 
cap has been provided at the request of grant recipients, given sufficient justification.  
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Exempted Fishing Permits and Reporting Requirements 

9. What is an exempted fishing permit (EFP)? 
 
An EFP waives Federal fishing regulations.  To facilitate RSA compensation fishing, 
federally permitted vessels harvesting RSA quota are issued EFPs to exceed possession limits 
and to fish during quota closures.  EFPs contain explicit terms and conditions that must be 
followed.  EFPs must be signed by both the vessel owner or operator and the principal 
investigator to ensure that they agree to the terms and conditions of the EFP.  They are 
subject to fines and/or sanctions if the terms and conditions are not followed.  
 

10. Do EFPs affect state fishing regulations? 
 
No; EFPs only waive Federal fishing regulations.  State waivers must be obtained directly 
through the state.  NOAA Fisheries coordinates with the applicable states to ensure they are 
aware of the EFPs that are issued.  
 

11. What are the requirements that must be followed when a vessel is on a Mid-Atlantic RSA 
compensation fishing trip? 
 
All vessels harvesting RSA quota have additional reporting requirements.  The vessel 
operator must notify NOAA Fisheries prior to departing on an RSA compensation fishing 
trip to establish his intent to harvest RSA quota, and to identify when and where the vessel 
will land.  Prior to landing, the vessel operator must report the amount of RSA quota on 
board, and when and where it is going to be landed.  After landing, a final report must be 
submitted, which includes the exact amount of RSA quota landed, the state where the fish 
were landed, and the vessel trip report serial number.  
 

12. What does NOAA Fisheries do to make sure a vessel adheres to the RSA reporting 
requirements? 
 
NOAA Fisheries has recently adopted a set of quality assurance procedures to audit and 
validate RSA reported data to identify potential reporting errors or cases of non-compliance.  
All RSA trip reports are processed through these audits.  If an aspect of the report conflicts 
with an audit, it will be flagged and then investigated to determine the appropriate course of 
action, including vessel outreach, referral to the Office of Law Enforcement, or potential 
revocation of compensation fishing privileges.   
 
The Office of Law Enforcement also has near-real time access to RSA data, including 
information on when and where a vessel is landing, and how much RSA quota the vessel has 
on board.  Using this information, they will be able to determine if a vessel has met the 
reporting requirements.  
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13. What happens if a vessel does not follow the program reporting requirements? 
 
If a vessel operator does not follow the RSA reporting requirements, the vessel will be 
removed from the RSA program.  We are currently revising the RSA compliance policy to 
better articulate when compensation fishing privileges will be revoked for failing to follow 
program requirements, which includes outreach procedures to the vessel operator, owner, and 
grant recipient notifying them of program compliance problems.   
 

14. Does NOAA Fisheries conduct a background check on vessel compliance history prior to 
allowing them to harvest RSA quota?  
 
Yes.  NOAA Fisheries has an EFP sanction check policy that is used to vet vessels that are 
put forward by the grant recipient to harvest RSA quota.  If a vessel conflicts with the criteria 
outlined in this policy, the vessel will not be authorized to harvest RSA quota.  

Enforcement 

15. What is NOAA Fisheries doing to improve RSA program oversight and compliance in light of 
the recent Mid-Atlantic RSA enforcement actions? 
 
NOAA Fisheries has overhauled RSA program monitoring and oversight procedures in 
response to these enforcement actions and in response to requests from the Council.  This 
includes more robust trip audit and matching procedures, development of a more explicit 
policy for revoking compensation fishing privileges, and more advanced data sharing and 
data analysis capabilities with the Office of Law Enforcement.  In addition to more effective 
vessel oversight, these new procedures will enable more detailed and comprehensive analysis 
to evaluate program performance and to identify program areas of concern.      
 

16. Would these violations have happened if the new oversight procedures had been in place? 

The new reporting requirements, in conjunction with the new oversight procedures, would 
have made it much more difficult and risky for these violations to be carried out.  
Specifically, we are now requiring that vessels provide more detailed trip information (e.g., 
vessel landing time and location, the amount of RSA quota onboard prior to landing) and 
there are new procedures in place that will enable us to more effectively audit and reconcile 
vessel trip and dealer reports.  All of this information will be available to the Office of Law 
Enforcement and their state partners to monitor vessel activity, and to intercept vessels to 
confirm compliance and validate reported data.   

17. How does enforcement keep track of RSA vessel activity? 
 
NOAA’s Office of Law Enforcement has near-real time access of all RSA trip data via a 
web-based application.  This system allows enforcement to monitor vessel activity.  In the 
near future, audits and reports can also be generated through this new system.  In addition, 
regional office staff will notify the Office of Law Enforcement of vessel reporting 
compliance issues that are identified through quality assurance procedures.   
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18. What if a vessel decides to take an RSA compensation fishing trip but does not report at all?  

If a vessel does not submit any RSA trip report, they are not considered to be on an RSA 
compensation fishing trip, and would be subject to all applicable regulation, including the 
regular possession limit and season closures.   

19. What else could be done to increase RSA program oversight and compliance?  
 

The recent program adjustments in response to the RSA enforcement actions and requests 
from the Council will significantly bolster oversight of RSA compensation fishing activity. 
There were additional measures considered during the development of these procedures that 
were not adopted for various reasons, including dealer specific authorizations and reporting 
requirements, and controls on landing time and location.  NOAA Fisheries expects that these 
adjustments that were made to improve oversight and compliance will be effective.   
However,  NOAA Fisheries will continue to examine all of the RSA programs to improve 
program performance and oversight, which includes working closely with the Councils, state 
partners, fishing industry, and the cooperative research community.    

RSA Quota Monitoring 

20. How does NOAA Fisheries track Mid-Atlantic RSA quota? 
 
Vessel reports, in conjunction with dealer reports, are used to monitor and track RSA quota.  
Commercial RSA quota landings reported by the vessel are deducted from the commercial 
landings, by state, to ensure RSA landings are not applied against state commercial quotas.  
If an RSA or dealer report is flagged through the audit process, the issue will be investigated 
in accordance with quality assurance procedures to ensure accurate monitoring reports.   

 
21. What does NOAA Fisheries do to make sure a vessel does not catch more than the amount of 

fish they purchased at the NFI RSA auction? 
 
NOAA Fisheries provides weekly reports to grant recipients and state partners to ensure they 
are apprised of reported RSA compensation fishing activity.  However, NOAA Fisheries 
does not dictate the specific arrangements between the grant recipient and partnering vessel, 
and how much RSA quota each vessel is allowed to catch.  Consequently, NOAA Fisheries 
monitors all trips to ensure vessels operate in accordance with the program requirements, and 
that the overall project award is not exceeded, but not how much fish each vessel is allowed 
to catch.    
 

22. Does RSA catch count against state quotas? 
 
No.  RSA catch is in addition to the state quota, and does not reduce the amount of fish that 
may be harvested in that state.  The RSA quotas are “taken off the top” during the quota 
setting process so that overall catch is within scientifically sound catch limits.  NOAA 
Fisheries works very closely with the states to ensure RSA catch is accounted for properly, 
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including sending weekly reports and posting RSA catch data on our regional office website.  
The recently adopted monitoring procedures will further enhance the ability to properly 
account for RSA quota landings to ensure they are applied properly.  
 

23. Does NOAA Fisheries allocate Mid-Atlantic RSA quota to vessels? 
 
No.  NOAA Fisheries awards RSA quota to successful applicants to carry out a research 
project.  Grant recipients are responsible for arranging which vessels will harvest their grant 
award and how much quota each vessel gets.  NOAA Fisheries does not dictate the 
agreements between the grant recipient and industry partner.   
 
However, NOAA Fisheries monitors every RSA trip to ensure compliance with program 
requirements and to ensure that the overall quota award is not exceeded.  If the overall RSA 
quota award is exceeded, it could result in fines and/or sanctions for the vessel and the grant 
recipient, and could affect future funding decisions.  
 

24. What is the responsibility of the researcher when it comes to the harvest of Mid-Atlantic RSA 
quota? 
 
The grant recipient is responsible for managing vessels harvesting RSA quota, and to ensure 
vessels do not exceed the RSA quota award.  The RSA Federal Funding Opportunity that 
solicits research proposals clearly states that the principal investigator must have effective 
safeguards in place to ensure an RSA quota award is not exceeded.   
 

25. What are the specific requirements for researchers? 
 
The grant recipient must submit a formal request to NOAA Fisheries requesting authorization 
for the vessels they’ve partnered with to conduct compensation fishing.  The grant recipient 
must sign all EFPs to acknowledge the terms and conditions of the permit.  The grant 
recipient must also ensure all program requirements are distributed to their partner vessels. 
Failure to meet these requirements could impact future funding decisions.  
 

26. Why doesn’t NOAA Fisheries require dealers to report Mid-Atlantic RSA quota separate 
from non-RSA catch? Wouldn’t this help track RSA quota, and improve program oversight? 

NOAA Fisheries considered implementing a regulation that would require a dealer to 
explicitly identify RSA quota purchases.  However, it was decided that this requirement 
would have marginal benefit, and that there are more effective ways to match RSA vessel 
reports with dealer reports using RSA trip audit procedures.  The primary concern with an 
RSA dealer regulation is that data quality would likely be poor, and that enforceability would 
be difficult given the dependency between the vessel and the dealer.   
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