
6/21/17 Draft Meeting Summary – Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel   

This document summarizes Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel meeting convened June 12, 2017 at the 

Marriot Courtyard, Providence, RI from 10 am to 5 pm.  This summary does describe the agenda topic 

presentation/materials, as necessary; major discussion points expressed by panel members, panel 

decisions, and follow-up actions that were identified.   

Agenda & Meeting Materials: 

Detailed Agenda & Meeting Materials Link 

Attendees: 

Name Affiliation Name Affiliation 

Richard Seagraves MAFMC Terry Stockwell Vice-Chairman NEFMC 

Jon Hare NEFSC Emily Keiley GARFO 

Michael Luisi Chairman MAFMC Greg DeCelles  MADMF 

Tim Miller NEFSC Paul Rago MAFMC SSC 

Robert Ruhle Comm. Fisherman Pingguo He Umass Dartmouth- SMAST 

Jim Gartland VIMS Chris Batsavage  NC DMF 

Frank Mirarchi  Comm. Fisherman- Sally Sherman  ME DMR 

Ryan Silva  GARFO Chris Roebuck  Comm. Fishermen-F/V Karen Elizabeth 

David Richardson NEFSC Wendy l. Gabriel NEFSC 

Philip Politis   NEFSC Andy Lipsky NEFSC 

John Hoey NEFSC David Goethel Comm. Fishermen- F/V Ellen Diane 

Jon Knight Superior Trawl   

 

Agenda Topic Summaries: 

I. Introductions 

Brief introductions by panel participants 

II. Identify Approaches to address or mitigate concerns about regional research survey 

performance and data 

Opening remarks were provided by Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC)’s Center Director Jon 

Hare. As NTAP proceeds with discussions, it is important to understand the range of questions that 

NTAP is focused on and keep these purposes in mind as the group focuses on specific research options: 

1. Replacement of Bigelow with an industry platform? 

2. Augmenting or supplementing the Bigelow survey with industry platforms? 

3. Improving the understanding of the Bigelow time series & improving the 

Bigelow time series? 

4. Using industry data in assessments to a greater degree 

 

Major Discussion Points: 

● That the variability in biomass estimate is treated as signal for species with a low catchability 

(FM) 

● That the results of previous work should be evaluated in the context of the upcoming 

http://www.mafmc.org/council-events/2017/ntap-meeting
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Groundfish Operational Assessments (DG) 

Decisions: 

● NTAP is primarily focused with items 2 (Augmenting) and 3 (Improved understanding and 

improvements in time series), above. 

● Item 2 will be addressed  by  evaluating the ability to replicate Bigelow trawl gear on an industry 

vessel followed by studies to evaluate augmenting and supplementing the Bigelow time series   

● Item 3 & 4 will be advanced through continued detectability/gear efficiency studies and 

application of these studies in stock assessments.  

● Future work could evaluate availability within and outside of the Bigelow strata and the use of 

acoustics for estimating detectability, availability, and biomass 

 

Follow Up Actions: 

● Discuss Groundfish Operational Assessments at upcoming NRCC meeting and report back to 

NTAP (Hare, Alexander, and Seagraves) 

 

 III. Review notes from last meeting 

Panel reviewed list of suggested next steps & suggestions from the September 29, 2016 NTAP meeting.  

Based on review of suggested next steps, the panel was charged with the task of refining the working 

group alternatives during today’s meeting- What do we want to accomplish in the next 2-3 years and the 

upcoming research this year? 

Major Discussion Points: 

Panel members emphasized the following needs/questions: 

● To focus on catchability, e.g., dabs (American Plaice), yellowtail, summer flounder, red hake, and 

skates—feeding results into the assessment process 

● Improve understanding of the Bigelow time series—and improve information that we have 

already collected 

● Will the upcoming operational assessment for groundfish be improved with better 

understanding of species? 

● What can we do to look at and contribute to these upcoming assessments  

● The desire to see a clear path ahead, time frame, and commitment to address these issues 

● Addressing detectability and catchability of fish in footprint of survey, wherever they are & 

availability-fish off the footprint of the survey or within the footprint but in habitats not 

sampled during the survey; and explore use of acoustics in these questions  

● Explore the issue of re-stratification of the survey or increased sampling to help address industry 

knowledge and improved understanding of species shifts to more favorable habitats, e.g., 

cooler/deeper strata  

● Example of last butterfish assessment (and scup and bluefish) and generating information 

related to availability for future work. 

 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/511cdc7fe4b00307a2628ac6/t/593562f4725e25b450ae1c7e/1496670965710/NTAP_REPORT_29_Sept_2016.pdf
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Decisions: 

● Panel concurred that primary objective would be to address catchability, gear efficiency, and 

removing obstacles to use industry data in assessments; 

● Secondary objective to address availability 

 

IV. Review of NEFSC Working Group Meeting and Identify Next Steps 

Wendy Gabriel presented the progress of the NEFSC internal working group on industry-platforms and 

the panel was charged with how to use this information to inform NTAP’s work in the next 2-3 years. 

Wendy presented progress in qualitatively reviewing four of the six working group alternatives-

presented here (NEFSC Working Group Terms of Reference):   

1. Catchability—relatively inexpensive- before we go ahead we id all gaps and what’s been done to 

date and timing how this works into assessment schedule.   Need to update twin trawl study 

from 2015;   Red Hake--benchmark;  thorny skate A. Plaice-- approach would be transferable to 

windowpane and GOM winter flounder. Very applicable 

2. New flatfish survey--Using gear with higher catchability capabilities would be helpful. Design 

would be relatively easy & straightforward process to include in future assessments.  

Implementation of full series would be very expensive.  NEFSC would need to find additional 

funds to support.  Would need about 5-8 years to incorporate data into assessment, depending 

on the age structure of the stock and assessment model type.   Permit issues in Canada with 

industry vessels.  Need long-term contract to limit bias on survey but current contract vehicles 

do not extend beyond two or so years 

3. Augmentation—to obtain more samples and precision & to address clumping/clustering of 

species. A few issues: Adding second vessel without calibration could increase error, effectively 

wiping out the gains from higher sample sizes; determining precision of measurements, effects 

of autotrawl/calibration; would require limiting review to specific species vs. full review of all 

data of all species; figure out oceanographic monitoring; need for longer term contract vehicle 

as previous. Makes sense to focus on low catchability and high variance species. 

4. Use of industry when Bigelow is not available---need complete set of criteria, capacity, logistics, 

timing trigger analysis, calibration issues--not clear how sea days costs would be covered. 

 

Major Discussion Points: 

Panel member wanted to better understand why it would be relatively easy to incorporate a new flatfish 

survey?  

● NEFSC response:   It would serve as an index of relative abundance, similar to current spring and 

autumn trawl surveys, but with improved catchability of flatfish and skates.  , It could provide 

absolute abundance estimates if catchability and efficiency studies were completed. Would 

generally require 5-8 years of survey before data is used as an assessment, depending on the 

age structure of the stock and the assessment model type.   

● Time frame would generally work out to fit into benchmark assessment schedules 

Panel members provided a range of input related to moving forward with any of the 1-4 options, 

https://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/news/features/ntap/Working%20Group%20to%20Evaluate%20Integration%20of%20Industry%20Platforms%20Final.pdf
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including the following: 

● Don’t reach for perfection when good is adequate to deal with high priority high stake issues, 

e.g., calibration of the net to the boat not to the Bigelow,  

● Ensure future flatfish work in Gulf of Maine is not hampered by lack of geographic coverage 

● Net mensuration issues that need to be addressed for points 3 and 4 above and the required 

time/resources to do this effectively 

● Contract vehicle length of term issues to address the need for consistency in survey 

vessels/captains 

● For points 3 & 4, above,-specific discussions related to the type of door configurations, restrictor 

wire interactions with flatfish vs groundfish, warp diameter, bollard width differences, and angle 

of attack criteria differences for groundfish vs flatfish, in addition to other issues such as 

herding. 

Industry members reiterated concerns with upcoming operational assessments and mismatches in 

fishing observations vs stock assessment results and to keep our focus on helping to address problems 

today. The concept of addressing narrowly defined terms of reference, and assessment type protocols 

(benchmark, operational, data updates and increasing flexibility) that the NRCC process could take up 

was reaffirmed. 

Panel members communicated the need for cooperative research that is designed and executed 

through NTAP, or otherwise, to be considered in the assessment process. Industry panelists expressed 

that “the goal should be to include industry collected data in the assessment.” Other members 

explained that decisions made on data, models, and SAW/SARC decisions are not in full control by 

NEFSC scientists—review panels/working groups-composed of diversity of members- reach consensus 

on how things proceed.  Given this reality, current and future research can be scheduled to sync better 

with assessment schedules and their data needs and can be designed to enhance their potential for 

consideration, use, and potential uptake.  

The federal members of the Panel clarified that assessments are subject to external peer-review. The 

NEFSC can work with industry to make the information available to the assessment process and can 

work to include the information in assessment models, but can not guarantee that the information will 

be used.  

Decisions: 

NTAP would consider and through these meeting discussions the development of 6-12 month work plan 

and coordinate NEFSC and NTAP working groups to focus on 1. Catchability and efficiency studies and 2. 

Evaluate options for Bigelow/industry ship compatibilities for augmentation and to stand in during 

emergency situations.  

Actions: 

As in previous agenda topic, NTAP to provide input into NRCC process related to existing data, flexibility, 

and outlining options for “Plan B” assessment outcomes. (NTAP Chairs, NEFSC SRD) 
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V. Review previous work and discuss analyses and outputs 

i. Overview of Studies-  

Phil Politis (NEFSC) Presentation on studies [NTAP Website]  

Tim Miller (NEFSC)  Presentation on Study analyses [NTAP Website]   

Dave Richardson (NEFSC) Discussed catch efficiencies across multiple species based on twin trawl 

studies  

 

Major Discussion Points/Questions: 

Panel members had the following questions: 

Can all these studies be incorporated together? Response: No. Different gear types were used in 

experiments based on study protocols. 

 

How will these studies feed into assessments? Response: What the TRAC does with this for Georges Bank 

yellowtail flounder or the Groundfish Operational Assessment review panel does with the information 

and data for other species is not in control of NEFSC scientists. The plan for the Operational Assessments 

is still being finalized and the NTAP Chairs will bring these discussions to the NRCC.  Twin trawl studies in 

2015 and 2016 will be analyzed for possible inclusion in the Groundfish Operational Assessment; The 

earlier 2009/2010 data is useful to gauge expected performance of cookie gear to rockhopper and chain 

sweep gears. 

 

How important is catchability for biomass estimates? Response: It depends on whether swept area 

biomass estimates are used—there it is important; in models usually not, but depends on the particular 

model formulation In cases where a model is rejected and a Plan B empirical approach is moved 

forward—this is where they can use them. 

  

Currently, the TRAC applies an efficiency of 37% to the swept area at the doors of the net based on a 

previous study in Alaska (Somerton et al., 2007; Harden & Jones, 1977). The twin trawl study found 

efficiency of roughly 30-34% at the wings of the net and the bridle efficiency study implies little herding 

of the Bigelow bridles. Thus, there is a recommendation to use the efficiency at the wings estimated 

from the twin trawl study. NEFSC survey trawl gear was originally designed to minimize herding by the 

bridles.    

 

There was discussion on how these studies either account for behavior differences related to differences 

in time of year, geographic location, and differences in habitat-and that these questions should be 

further explored by working groups. 

 

Decisions: 

Wing spread rather than door spread may be more appropriate for flatfish captured in Bigelow time 

series.  
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Actions: 

Working groups to determine what aspects of catchability to focus on—day/night, season, spatial 

differences, habitat differences, and species (NEFSC/NTAP) 

 

NEFSC is developing multiple working papers to be presented at the Yellowtail Flounder TRAC on 

catchability and bridle efficiency. (NEFSC) 

 

ii. NTAP Funding Updates 

● Funding is secured for the two vessel contracts that will be discussed later in agenda.  

● FY18 and beyond-budget is uncertain and it will be difficult to make commitments now. 

● We could commit to working up existing data or leveraging scheduled work for FY18, e.g., study 

fleet, NEMAP, other surveys. 

● FY 17 we have funding for 2 working group meetings and one full panel meeting 

● For NEFSC, NTAP is central to the Center’s independent survey science 

 

iii. Discuss plans for specific application in yellowtail flounder TRAC assessment 

Actions: 

3 working papers being presented at TRAC, similar to witch flounder assessment (NEFSC) 

    
VI. Discuss use of time during 2017/2018 on two NEFSC-funded industry surveys 

 

A. F/V Karen Elizabeth Research 

Panel discussed species priorities and to optimize work to address immediate priorities and assessment 

schedules. This resulted in discussion of expanded catchability studies in GOM to better understanding 

summer flounder in Mid-Atlantic/Southern New England.  A number of options and considerations were 

offered in these discussions, including: 

● Address problems with red hake, dabs, yellowtail, and skates 

● Examine existing yellowtail data on Georges/S. New England 

● If focus on summer flounder, consider collection of young summer flounder to south, e.g. VA 

● Studies should have multiple areas/try to account for seasonal differences 

● Two leg survey—one in GOM and one in Southern New England 

● If we focus on flatfish in GOM in FY17—would there be funding in FY18 for summer flounder 

work? Other summer flounder funding options to explore for future-MidA RSA, MidA grant 

unexpended funds? 

● Address timing of data collection and analysis to get in front of September start date for 20 

groundfish operational assessment  

● Ensure study design foresees potential critique of assessment review panel, recognizing the 

greatest opportunity for data to be incorporated into groundfish operational assessment is if 

review panel selects a “Plan B” option.  

 

Panel discussed the need to finalize methodologies and protocols so we are ready to go in August when 

vessel service is completed, e.g., NEFSC to conduct necessary power analysis for sample sizes; locations, 
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and analyzing existing data from previous studies to inform design of future planned study(ies). 

 

Decisions: 

● Concurrence that we focus on red hake, dabs (plaice), and other flatfish in the GOM and 

summer flounder in SNE. 

● NTAP full group should be decision-body for prioritizing research 

● Develop a robust study focused on regional differences in catchability with a focus on flatfish 

and increasing understanding of skates and red hake. This year’s study to start in North GOM 

with a focus on flatfish, red hake and other species, depending on existing research analysis 

results; develop “move-on” rules based on this analysis (attaining adequate sample size by 

species) and shift survey sampling into southern New England, including collection of summer 

flounder. 

● Ensure adequate scientific/industry staffing to maximize catch processing and data collection 

 

Actions: 

● NEFSC-working in collaboration with NTAP working group-to conduct necessary pre-survey 

design analysis; develop, share, & review protocols; finalize protocol, including sharing survey 

schedule and field logistics. 

 

B. F/V Nobska Research 

 

Discussions built on previous agenda topic to fine tune what the purpose of this research would be 

focused upon, affirming the priority of augmenting Fisheries Independent Surveys, e.g., NEFSC 

Bigelow bottom-trawl survey and a secondary priority of using an industry calibrated vessel to 

stand-in in the case of an extreme event that the Bigelow would be unavailable. 

 

Major Discussion Points: 

Panel members discussed the following aspects/concerns of this future research endeavor: 

● Adequate trawl mensuration package is essential for project success and ensuring the 

Nobska is equipped with a package that will meet study design requirements  

● How to duplicate Bigelow net geometry with a number of constraints, e.g., Bigelow 

bollards width and unique ship conditions, including possible effects of autotrawl 

● Advancing the purpose by worrying less about replicating the Bigelow gear 

configuration vs. just fishing the Bigelow net in its optimal design configuration-the 

swept area from wing to wing should be primary concern 

● Achieving consistent performance via an industry vessel will be most challenging in the 

very deep strata—we should be realistic about this.  F/V Nobska is limited by the current 

winch capacity, so the deeper depths are not an option of these sea days.  Actual depth 

limits are to be determined.   

● Nobska survey should be about testing whether we can fish the Bigelow’s net and 

achieve  spread mensuration targets across a range of depth strata 

● If this is achieved, augmentation could be to focus on the less sampled depth strata, 
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e.g., flatfish areas on Georges, but primary purpose of this research would be to invest 

in testing performance on an industry vessel 

Decisions: 

Plan research efforts to inshore in southern New England, testing the capabilities of the Nobska 

configuration to achieve targeted similar trawl metrics as used on the Bigelow. Once achieved, the 

work will shift offshore to deeper strata to continue to develop protocols for maintaining these 

trawl metrics.  If time allows, the Nobska will shadow the Bigelow on inshore trawls.  Survey would 

be scheduled for fairer weather conditions in Fall 2017 (contract is good through April 2018) 

 

Actions 

Follow up with Nobska and NTAP members related to evaluation and securing necessary 

mensuration package/gear adjustments, e.g., Darana R spare otter doors  (NEFSC) 

 

NEFSC-working in collaboration with NTAP working group-to conduct necessary pre-survey design 

analysis, develop & review protocols, finalize protocol, including sharing survey schedule and field 

logistics. 

 

VII. Review NTAP Participation on One-Day Bigelow Field Trips 

Two trips were planned (October 31, 2016 & April XX, 2017).  Trip two tour did not fish due to short-

term mechanical delay.   Panel members expressed positive feedback on these trips.   

 

Decisions: 

NEFSC will continue to plan future trips and will request NTAP members to help recruit industry 

attendees who may be interested in seeing the NEFSC operations.   NEFSC is budgeting for these sea 

days and NTAP support for necessary attendee travel. 

 

Actions: 

● NEFSC and NTAP to announce and recruit attendees for next Bigelow NTAP/Industry One-

Day Trip, scheduled for October 31. 

● Email Phil Politis if members have recommendations for improving this event. 

 

VIII. Discuss Timing of Next Meeting and Review Actions Identified 

Decision & Actions 

● Next Meeting to be scheduled in Fall after groundfish operational assessment-to be 

scheduled within next few weeks (NTAP Chairs) 

● Actions were affirmed and these are described in above agenda topics, with following 

additional action item: 

 

➢ NTAP and NEFSC to compose working group(s) to address 1. Catchability research 

Augmentation/Bigelow net configured industry vessel research  (NTAP Chair, NEFSC 

Director) 

➢ Panel Members email NTAP Chairs and Jon Hare regarding NTAP member interest  


