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MEETING SUMMARY 
 

Groundfish Advisory Panel 
Hilton Garden Inn, Freeport, ME 

January 18, 2017 
 
The Groundfish Advisory Panel (GAP) met on January 18, 2017 in Freeport, ME to discuss 1) 
recommendations to the Groundfish Committee for FY 2017 – FY 2019 witch flounder 
specifications for Framework 56; 2) recommendations to the Groundfish Committee on the 
Council’s groundfish management priorities for 2017; and 3) other business, as necessary. 
 
MEETING ATTENDANCE:  Ben Martens (Chairman), Bert Jongerden, David Goethel, Jim Odlin, 
Maggie Raymond, Michael Russo, Geoffrey Smith, Hank Soule, and Josh Weirsma; Terry 
Stockwell (Groundfish Committee Chair); and Dr. Jamie Cournane and Robin Frede (NEFMC 
staff). In addition, approximately five members of the public attended, including Mark Grant 
(NMFS GARFO staff).   
 
SUPPORTING DOCUMENTATION: Discussions were aided by the following documents and 
presentations: (1) Meeting memorandum dated January 9, 2017; (2) Meeting agenda; (3a) PDT 
memo to the Groundfish Committee re witch flounder specifications (January 11, 2017); (3b) 
PDT memo to the SSC re witch flounder OFLs/ABCs (January 13, 2017); (3c) Presentation of 
PDT summary report of witch flounder specifications; (3d) Witch flounder assessment 
documents; (4) Presentation of 2017 Council Priorities for Groundfish; and (5) Correspondence. 
 
The meeting began at 9:35 a.m. due to a snow delay. 
 
KEY OUTCOMES: 

• The GAP supports the SSC recommendation to utilize an empirical approach to develop 
catch advice for witch flounder, including a resulting ABC of 878 mt, and no 
determination for OFL. The GAP also recommends that the exploitation rate of 0.060 
should be re-evaluated in the near future. 

• The GAP recommends to the Groundfish Committee that the Revised Annual Catch 
Limit Specifications for witch flounder should utilize the Framework 55 fixed poundage 
(i.e. status quo) for the state water and other subcomponents. 

• The GAP is concerned about increased landings in the State of Maine halibut fishery and 
threats to triggering AMs for the federal groundfish fishery, and requests that the Council 
consider the State of Maine’s refusal to change directed Atlantic halibut management in 
light of MSA Section 306b.  
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• The GAP identified enforcement of the state-directed halibut fishery as a major concern, 
and requests that the Committee requests the Council ask that enforcement of the 3 NM 
be a high priority especially during the Atlantic halibut season in Maine (May-June).  

• The GAP supports the statement in the letter from the State of Maine that there is a 
science problem with Atlantic halibut. 

 
 
PRESENTATION: FRAMEWORK ADJUSTMENT 56 (SPECIFICATIONS AND 
MANAGEMENT), DR. COURNANE 
Council staff provided a brief overview of Framework Adjustment 56 specifications and 
management. Framework 56 was initiated in June 2016, and the Council is expected to take final 
action on witch flounder specifications as the final component at its January 2017 meeting. Staff 
presented a range of alternatives for Framework 56 to be discussed for witch flounder, which 
included updates to status determination criteria, annual catch limits, and sub-component 
analysis. The goals of the Groundfish Advisory Panel’s (GAP) discussion were to discuss draft 
measures and draft impact analysis on witch flounder and potentially recommend specific 
alternatives to the Groundfish Committee. 

 

Staff reviewed a summary of the 2016 benchmark assessment update for witch flounder 
(SAW/SARC 62). The peer review panel did not accept the analytical assessment models due to 
a major retrospective pattern. Therefore, witch flounder stock status is currently considered 
unknown, both for overfished and overfishing status. The panel recommended that an empirical 
approach based on the NEFSC’s spring and autumn trawl surveys be used to generate catch 
advice, and a relative exploitation rate derived from average exploitation in the near term be used 
as an FMSY proxy. During review, the Groundfish PDT discovered an error in how this 
exploitation rate was calculated, and forwarded the corrected average exploitation rate from 2007 
to 2015 of 0.060 to the SSC for consideration. The PDT also recommended using a three year 
moving average of exploitable biomass estimates from the NEFSC trawl surveys, as this would 
provide greater inter-annual stability in catch advice. 

 

Staff provided an overview of discussion from the SSC meeting held on January 17, 2017, 
explaining that the final SSC report was still forthcoming but would be available for the January 
2017 Council meeting (Final Report). The SSC determined that OFL is unknown for the witch 
flounder stock and recommended an ABC for FY 2017-FY2019 at 878 mt. The ABC is based on 
applying the empirical approach and using a three year moving average of exploitable biomass 
estimates from the NEFSC trawl surveys and the mean exploitation rate of 0.060. Staff also 
reviewed the PDT’s subcomponent analysis for evaluation of sub-component and state waters 
catches of witch flounder. The GAP reviewed preliminary commercial witch flounder sub-ACLs 
for FY2017, which incorporated the PDT’s sub-component review. 
 
Questions and Comments on the Presentation: 
 
One advisor asked whether there are currently other groundfish stocks with unknown OFL. Staff 
noted that Georges Bank (GB) Yellowtail Flounder and Cape Cod/Gulf of Maine Yellowtail 

http://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/1.9-SSC_response_witchflounder_Jan2016_FINAL.pdf
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Flounder are both in a similar state with unknown OFLs, and noted that in these instances where 
the assessment models do not work well the focus has been on the survey and catch data. There 
were concerns over whether the unknown status would impact the rebuilding timeline or 
management advice for witch flounder. Staff explained that without a model it is no longer 
possible to track the progress of the stock toward rebuilding, but witch flounder may still have a 
rebuilding plan in place, as is the case with GB Yellowtail Flounder. It is uncertain whether 
NMFS would officially list the stock status as unknown or keep the 2015 status determination of 
overfished/overfishing. Another advisor raised the question of whether there are expected 
implications of the misreporting allegations and whether these would be quantified. Staff 
indicated that at this time the impacts of these allegations are unknown, and it is unknown 
whether the management uncertainty buffer would cover this problem, but expected this will be 
examined in the near future when information is available. 
 
The GAP also highlighted concerns about the process for deciding when and how to use an 
empirical approach for catch advice in the absence of an assessment model. Staff emphasized 
that this is not just a problem for stocks the NEFMC manages, but is a concern for the MAFMC 
and ASMFC as well. The NRCC Plan B Working Group is expected to develop guidelines for 
this process in advance of the 2017 Groundfish Operational Assessments. Another advisor 
expressed concern that the 0.060 exploitation rate is too low and asked why this was accepted. 
Staff explained that the SAW/SARC 62 felt this rate was appropriate because it came from a 
time period when the stock was relatively stable, and that the PDT followed the SAW/SARC 
recommendation. Other advisors questioned how the appropriate lag time for exploitation rates is 
determined and whether life history is taken into account. This led the advisors to discuss the list 
of research needs for witch flounder that the SSC drafted at its meeting. 
 
 
AGENDA ITEM #1: FRAMEWORK ADJUSTMENT 56 (WITCH FLOUNDER SPECIFICATIONS) 
 
Motion #1: Raymond/Soule, as friendly amended 

 
The GAP supports the SSC recommendation to utilize an empirical approach to develop catch 
advice for witch flounder, including a resulting ABC of 878 mt for FY 2017- FY 2019, and no 
determination for OFL. The GAP also recommends that the exploitation rate of 0.060 used to 
determine catch advice should be re-evaluated in the near future. 
 
Rationale: Given the catch advice options offered by the PDT, and biological uncertainty for this 
stock, this recommendation represents a conservative approach to setting catch advice. 
 
Motion #1a to substitute: Goethel/  
 
The GAP supports the SSC recommendation to utilize an empirical approach to develop catch 
advice for witch flounder. However, the GAP recommends that the exploitation rate of 0.076 be 
used to determine catch advice for FY 2017 – FY 2019. 
 
Motion #1a failed due to lack of a second. 
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Motion #1 as friendly amended 
 
The GAP reluctantly supports the SSC recommendation to utilize an empirical approach to 
develop catch advice for witch flounder, including a resulting ABC of 878 mt, and no 
determination for OFL. The GAP also recommends that the exploitation rate of 0.060 should be 
re-evaluated in the near future. 
 
Discussion on the Motion: The GAP recommended re-evaluating the exploitation rate in the near 
future, as several advisors felt the rate of 0.060 is too low. One advisor acknowledged that while 
this rate is conservative, the SSC was not in a position to select an alternative, and they chose the 
rate in the middle. Another advisor asked whether there are concerns with constraining stocks on 
catching witch flounder. Staff explained that cod and yellowtail flounder in the western Gulf of 
Maine are both constraining stocks on witch flounder catches. The GAP also pointed out that 
unreported catch as part of the misreporting allegations may result in a higher exploitation rate 
for this time period. 
 
Motion #1 carried on a show of hands (8/0/0). 
 
 
Motion #2 as friendly amended: Goethel/Odlin,  

 
The GAP supports that any underage in the gray sole catch be added to the following fishing 
year, consistent with the current approach for carryover. 
 
Discussion on the Motion: Mr. Grant (GARFO) clarified that there cannot be a carryover in stock 
that exceeds 10% of the ACL when added to the following year. The GAP also clarified that this 
is the current approach and the intent of this motion is to demonstrate support. 
 
Motion #2 carried on a show of hands (7/1/0). 
 
 
Presentation continued: 
Staff presented an overview of the PDT’s process of determining sub-components for witch 
flounder. The PDT used the most recent three year average (FY 2013-FY 2015) catches to 
determine the other and state sub-components for FY 2017. 
 
Motion #3: Raymond/Goethal 

 
Move that the Groundfish Committee recommend that the Revised Annual Catch Limit 
Specifications for witch flounder should utilize the Framework 55 fixed poundage (i.e. status 
quo) for the state water and other subcomponents.   
 
Rationale: This is consistent with action taken by the NEFMC at November 2016 plenary session 
for all other groundfish stocks (except northern windowpane flounder). 
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Discussion on the Motion: One advisor asked how catch components are determined, and staff 
explained these come from GARFO estimates at the end of each fishing year. The GAP also 
discussed looking into some of these sub-component categories (e.g. Gulf of Maine shrimp) that 
may need to be updated. One advisor asked for clarification that this motion supports status quo 
even through the PDT recommends a different approach; staff confirmed this was the case. 
 
Motion #3 carried on a show of hands (7/0/1). 
 
 
PRESENTATION: 2017 COUNCIL GROUNDFISH PRIORITIES, DR. COURNANE 
 
Staff presented an overview of the Council’s 2017 priorities for groundfish (Document #4). 
 
Questions and Comments on the Presentation: 
 
Several advisors raised questions about the role of electronic monitoring (EM) and whether 
NMFS has a process for approving use of EM for monitoring. Staff and Mr. Grant (GARFO) 
confirmed that Amendment 16 and Framework 48 outline the process for sectors interested in 
using EM as a replacement for at-sea monitors. GARFO is expecting the result of the current EM 
projects to also inform the process for approved use of EM. One advisor asked about the process 
for determining groundfish catch in other fisheries. Staff explained that currently the PDT uses 
the FMP defined criteria (catches greater than 5% of the total catch by stock) to identify fisheries 
and then evaluates the potential risk to the stock. 
 
The GAP discussed at length concerns over the State of Maine’s directed Atlantic halibut fishery 
which creates risk to triggering accountability measures (AMs) in the federal groundfish fishery. 
The advisors asked Mr. Stockwell to summarize the State of Maine’s response letter to a letter 
from the Council asking the State to consider changes to State’s halibut fishery. Mr. Stockwell 
clarified that the State of Maine has stated it is not willing to make changes to management until 
an updated peer review of the halibut assessment has been conducted, and feels this is a science 
problem and not a management one. Further, Mr. Stockwell explained that the State is willing to 
work with the Council in taking action to develop better science for halibut. Several advisors felt 
this response was disappointing and that even if it is thought there are more Atlantic halibut than 
the science indicates, the ACLs cannot be ignored. The GAP is concerned that overages of 
Atlantic halibut catch limit could trigger AMs for the federal groundfish fishery, as the AMs 
have come very close to being triggered the past few years and halibut catches are expected to 
continue to increase. One advisor asked whether it is possible to get NMFS involved to force the 
State of Maine to take action on halibut management; staff explained that this would likely have 
to come from the Secretary of Commerce. Several advisors expressed frustration that participants 
who only fish in federal waters will pay the price for overage in state waters. There was also 
discussion of reports of state-only permitted vessels targeting halibut in federal waters. This led 
to discussion on what the GAP sees as an enforcement problem within this fishery, with 
emphasis that this is a priority concern. 
 
AGENDA ITEM #2: 2017 COUNCIL GROUNDFISH PRIORITIES  
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Motion #4: Soule/Raymond 
 
The GAP requests that the Committee requests that the Council consider the State of Maine’s 
refusal to change directed Atlantic halibut management in light of MSA Section 306b. In 
addition, the GAP requests that the Committee requests the Council ask that enforcement of the 3 
NM be a high priority especially during the Atlantic halibut season in Maine (May-June).  
 
Discussion on the Motion: The GAP stressed the importance of this issue with halibut 
management, especially given what they interpret as the State of Maine’s refusal to take any 
action in the near term. Several advisors highlighted the pressure the State of Maine faces to 
increase the halibut fishery, which adds to the urgent need for action. Mr. Stockwell explained 
that it is unlikely any changes will occur in 2017 though, as both any action through the 
Secretary of Commerce and the peer review of the science on halibut will take time to consider. 
 
Motion #4 carried on a show of hands (7/0/0). 
 
 
Motion #5: Goethel/Odlin 
 
The GAP supports the State of Maine’s view that we have a science problem on Atlantic halibut. 
 
Discussion on the motion: The GAP agreed with the State of Maine that there is a science 
problem with Atlantic halibut. Several advisors felt this way because of what they see on the 
water, and also pointed to halibut catch data increasing despite lower effort in the federal 
commercial fishery. 
 
Motion #5 carried on a show of hands (7/0/0). 
 
 
Motion #6: Raymond/Smith 
 
The GAP supports the Council’s 2017 priorities for Groundfish. 
 
Motion #6 carried on a show of hands (6/1/0). 
 
 
The Groundfish Advisory Panel meeting adjourned at approximately 11:53 a.m. 
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