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Draft Minutes 
  

Remarks reflect points raised during discussions, but may not represent panel consensus.  

Northeast Fisheries Science Center Engagement on Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel (NTAP) 

• Communication within NTAP needs to be improved.   List serve has had problems, and so using 

an email list of members at this point will enable more direct communication within the Panel.   

  

• Communication related to the fall trawl survey, Bigelow and Pisces activities needed to be 

better; and could have been undertaken by conference calls, for example.  

 

• There was consensus on the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) proposal for adding 2 

seats, enabling representation in four areas:  leadership, survey, cooperative research,  and 

stock assessment.  NEFSC will send draft changes to NTAP Chairs. The charter will be expiring so 

it needs to be updated.  The question was raised as to whether ecosystem perspective should be 

added (adding 3 seats).   NEFSC will consider and report back to the body. 

 

• The proposed changes in the charter would include membership, but not purpose or objective 

of the Advisory Panel.   

 

• There was interest in re-establishing the Working Group, and this topic was developed further 

later in the meeting.  

 

• The Panel needs to convey a sense of urgency for NTAP activities, develop a work plan, and then 

execute and communicate results on short firm time lines with explicit milestones.   

 

• The missed Fall Trawl Survey in the Mid-Atlantic is hurting industry.  NTAP was created to 

develop industry back-ups for the Bigelow, but has not done any of that.  Industry is taking the 

financial hits as a consequence of missing survey coverage.  NMFS should calibrate NEAMAP to 

Bigelow as soon as possible, for southern coverage.     

 

NOAA Fisheries Budget Outlook  

• Funds for operating NTAP are available from NEFSC permanent funds.  The MAFMC currently 

has enough funding to cover four more NTAP meetings at 10K per meeting, or a combination of 

NTAP and Working Group meetings. 

 

• Funds for NTAP to perform field work are not likely to be available from NEFSC permanent 

funds.  We will need to work creatively to find other funding sources.  



• An RSA-like program could be an option, but requires Council approval.  The MAFMC 

Collaborative Research Committee is exploring options.  However, we need to recognize that 

some fisheries can’t afford to participate in an RSA-like program.  

 

• NEFSC will develop list of potential funding sources. 

 

2017 Fall Trawl Survey Discussion  

• NEFSC Director apologized for lack of communication with NTAP. 

 

• A timeline of breakdown, repairs, and decisions was provided.  

 

• The list of what was required for interoperability of Pisces and Bigelow initially was large; but 

OMAO, NMFS HQ, SEFSC, and NEFSC supported the effort.  These efforts ultimately 

demonstrated that Pisces could be used as a replacement for the Bigelow.   

 

• NEFSC needs to have a plan if the Bigelow cannot perform the survey in the future.  Current 

options or options to develop include Pisces, FV Darana R, or another industry vessel.    

 

• The survey generated complete coverage for 17 of the 20 stocks in the northern area surveyed 

by Pisces.   

 

• Pisces and Bigelow are very similar vessels (“sister ships”).  Trawl performance on Pisces was 

comparable to Bigelow, and operating protocols were met.   Acoustic signatures may be 

different between the two vessels, however, and would require comparison.  

 

• Variability in Bigelow trawl performance was discussed at length. The tolerances for classifying a 

tow as acceptable are large.  Tolerances shift with depth:  spreads are larger in deeper water 

and more variable in shallower water.  There was concern that with overly large or small 

spreads, the net may not be hard on the bottom, thereby decreasing efficiency. 

 

• Should focus be on changing survey protocols to optimize gear or understanding catchability of 

the gear as it is currently fishing? This is an important question, which requires careful 

deliberation. 

 

• There was discussion about which is the larger concern: overspreading, underspreading, or 

variability in spreading.  

 

• NEFSC should provide NTAP with the documents that define how trawl performance is graded,  

how the decision is made to include the tow or not, and how the scope tables are used.   

 

• Existing or new flume tank data would provide a better understanding of the consequences of 

over spreading and under spreading.  



 

• NEFSC should document what happened in fall 2017, as part of a broader documentation of 

changes and events over the history of the survey. 

 

• As discussed in the meeting, simulation studies could be done to evaluate potential changes in 

abundance indices and stock assessments resulting from differences in net efficiency owing to 

over- and underspreading.  

 

Review of application of net efficiency work in TRAC, Operational and Benchmark Assessment 

• The use of experimentally- derived catchability in recent assessments described.  

 

• Use of catchability in the Red Hake assessment was raised. There is data, but would likely 

require a benchmark assessment to bring the information into the assessment. 

 

• Difference between assessment results and status determination of witch flounder was raised. 

Because status determination cannot be made using empirical assessments, the previous status 

determination did not change.   NMFS headquarters staff are working with Councils to develop 

alternative status determination criteria.  

 

• Next benchmark upcoming is the summer flounder benchmark, and a working paper using the 

catchability information in 2017 will be presented.  

 

• Northeast Regional Coordinating Council (NRCC) is going to consider a 5-year assessment 

schedule at next meeting so research can be planned and conducted. Previous attempts to 

include catchability in assessments have been limited because of the timing of the research 

relative to the timing of the assessment.  More lead time will allow for better research planning, 

implementation, and integration into assessments.   

 

• NEFSC should continue to share assessment information with the public (including NTAP) in 

advance. 

 

• Use of Bigelow units and Albatross units can be confusing, and it is not always clear how 

catchability estimates interact with the Bigelow-Albatross calibration.   NEFSC should provide a 

briefing to clarify these issues, as well as to discuss when and under what conditions the Bigelow 

time series could be split.    

 

Review of chain-sweep studies and discussion of next steps 

• Chain sweep studies from 2015-2017 were reviewed.    

 

• Catchability depends on length and species, and length effects are being included in 

assessments.  



• A number of other factors can potentially affect catchability: time, bottom water temperature, 

day:night,  and depth.  NTAP needs to prioritize factors for investigation, if this type of work is 

going to be conducted. 

 

Review of rockhopper-cookie sweep studies and discussion of next steps.  

• Sweep studies from 2009-2010 were reviewed.  

 

• These data will be presented in a Center Reference Document, and data and methods will be 

available for anyone to analyze going forward.  

 

• There is potential for calibrating NEAMAP and Bigelow for upcoming summer flounder 

assessment.  Based on data comparing catchability of rockhopper vs. chain sweeps, and 

catchability of rockhopper vs. cookie sweeps, there could be an opportunity  to estimate 

catchability of the NEAMAP survey, e.g., with respect to summer flounder.  

 

Preview of work on Nobska 

• We have 12 sea days available on the FV Nobska, and have both NEAMAP and Bigelow survey 

doors to see what works best.   We need to circle back with the owners of the Nobska.    

 

• We need to determine the correct way to move forward.  Should time be used to get the net to 

fish? To match Bigelow geometry? To compare door performance in deep and shallow water? 

To complete paired tows with Bigelow? To sample strata in same time window as Bigelow? 

Should work be in spring, summer or fall? 

 

• Working depth may be limited by amount of wire. 

 

• We need to check whether Notus firmware has been updated and need to calibrate sensors 

beforehand. 

 

• Weather for standardization is better in summer than spring.   Variation and differences among 

boats will always be present, and will have to be accounted for, but perfect is enemy of good 

and a stopgap is needed.  

 

• An experiment could be added that would test overspread.  Concerns about overspread and 

underspread issues were re-iterated:  how would experiments deal with vessel effects vs. 

different angles of attack/ spreading on calibration, for example.   

 

• Working Group could develop plan similar to how plan for 2017 catchability work was designed. 

Draft Summary of Next Steps 



1.  Work on how MAFMC, NEFMC and ASMFC can change charter to allow 4-5 seats.  Wendy 

Gabriel would become the NEFSC lead, plus seats for representatives from Ecosystems Surveys, 

Population Dynamics, Cooperative Research and potentially Ecosystem Dynamics and 

Assessment (EDAB) Branches.   We would talk with EDAB to see if they have capacity from that 

branch.   

2. Summarize and evaluate alternatives to fund work (NEFSC) and inform NTAP about alternatives.  

3. Update NTAP on status of Bigelow for 2018. 

4. Resurrect smaller working group on NTAP to do specific planning and analyses discussed today: 

a. Planning for 12 days on FV Nobska 

b. Compare Bigelow and NEAMAP trawl mensuration in more detail 

5. Improve communication among Center, NTAP and greater stakeholder community, including 

communication on our assessments 

6. Bigelow & Albatross units: should we split the two surveys?  Continue discussion and report 

back .  

7. Generate documentation of changes in survey, especially with respect to Pisces information and 

coverage this year.  

8. Develop a more formal plan for options if Bigelow is not available, and how will we address 

future availability issues with together with NTAP.  

9. Net efficiency is a function of a number elements. What will be prioritized and what needs to be 

addressed first (e.g. day/night, temperature, area, species, length, habitat)? 

10.  Follow up with Jim Gartland/NEAMAP to investigate potential to calibrate or scale NEAMAP 

with Bigelow catchability for summer flounder assessment. 

11. Immediate subject for resolution is proposed work on FV Nobska, with Working Group to 

address and report back as soon as possible.  

12. Schedule next meetings.  

 

• Future work revolves around careful consideration of the importance of optimized gear or 

understanding catchability of gear as currently operating.   If gear could be modified to fish 

optimally under all conditions, performance would be within our current tolerance range, but it 

is not clear how to account for any changes in catchability.   Consequences need to be 

understood, including impacts on assessments.   These are good conversations to have in the 

Working Group.  Although we would not plan to make changes to the spring survey, we need to 

talk about what the issues are and what impacts would be on the survey and assessments.  

 

• It would be valuable and cost-effective to include analytic evaluations of how efficiency changes 

as a function of over- or underspread, and how important those changes are to detection of 

trends in a stock assessment.  Simulations could provide information on whether there is a 

meaningful impact.  Flume tank work would also be helpful.    

 

• Any changes in how data is collected needs to be simulated, to ensure that NTAP, NEFSC and all 

involved understand the purposed and the potential outcomes.       

 

• Focus continues on use of industry vessels to fill in “blank spots”, augmenting or supplementing 

the current baseline information collected by Bigelow.  



• The next day trip on the Bigleow is scheduled for May 2, 2018, and wide participation (e.g., plan 

coordinators) is welcome.  Contact Phil Politis.  

 

• Follow-up meetings will be scheduled in the next month 

 

 

 

 


