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MEETING SUMMARY 
 

Groundfish Committee 
Hilton Garden Inn, Freeport, ME 

January 19, 2017 
 
The Groundfish Committee (Committee) met on January 19, 2017 in Freeport, ME to discuss: 1) 
recommendations to the Council for FY 2017 – FY 2019 witch flounder specifications; 2) 
recommendations to the Council for FY 2017 recreational management measures for Gulf of 
Maine cod and haddock; 3) the Council’s groundfish management priorities for 2017; and 4) 
other business, as necessary. 
 
MEETING ATTENDANCE:  Terry Stockwell (Chairman), Terry Alexander (Vice Chair), Vincent 
Balzano, Rick Bellavance, Libby Etrie, Mark Godfroy, Sarah Heil (GARFO), Peter Kendall, 
Howard King (MAFMC), Matt McKenzie, John Pappalardo and Melanie Griffin (representing 
David Pierce); Mitch MacDonald (NOAA General Counsel); Ben Martens (GAP Chair); Frank 
Blount (RAP Chair); and Dr. Jamie Cournane and Robin Frede (NEFMC staff). In addition, 
approximately 6 members of the public attended, including several members of the Groundfish 
Advisory Panel.  
 
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; (4a) Preliminary 2016 recreational catch and effort summary (NEFMC; January 4, 
2017); (4b) FY 2017 measures simulations (NEFMC); (4c) Presentation of possible 2017 
measures (NEFMC); (5) Presentation of 2017 Council Priorities for Groundfish; (6) Groundfish 
Advisory Panel meeting motions (January 18, 2017); (7) Recreational Advisory Panel meeting 
motions (January 18, 2017); and (8) Correspondence. 
 
The meeting began at 9:02 a.m., and the Chairman introduced the agenda with one addition 
(large mesh gillnet exemption) under “Other Business.” 
 
KEY OUTCOMES: 

• The Committee recommends Option 2: Revised Status Determination Criteria for witch 
flounder as the preferred alternative. 
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• The Committee supports the PDT recommendation on Canadian catches (no adjustment 
at this time but continue to track catches) and the PDT recommendation on the state 
waters (35.2 mt) and other subcomponents (69.5 mt) for witch flounder.   

• The Committee 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 Committee requests further information on what elements of the empirical approach 
for witch flounder may be updated in the 2017 operational updates (such as but not 
limited to the exploitation rate of 0.060) in time for the Council meeting next week. 

• The Committee recommends Option 6 to the Council for consideration for FY 2017 
recreational measures: 

o Cod closed 
o Haddock – 12 fish bag limit, 17 in minimum size, separate measures for for-hire 

and private mode 
 For-hire: 10 fish, closed March 1- April 14 
 Private: 12 fish, closed March 1-April 14 and Sept 17-Oct 31 

• The Committee recommends that the Council initiate a sole-purpose framework 
adjustment to address Atlantic halibut accountability measures as the next Groundfish 
action following the submission of Framework Adjustment 56.  

• The Committee requests the Council ask the United States Coast Guard and under the 
Joint Law Enforcement Agreements between the states and NOAA Enforcement that 
enforcement of the 3 NM limit be a high priority especially during the Atlantic halibut 
season in Maine (May-June).  
 

PRESENTATION: GAP MEETING MOTIONS, MR. MARTENS 
Mr. Martens (GAP Chair) presented the GAP meeting motions (January 18, 2017; Document 
#6). 

 
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 Committee’s discussion were to discuss witch flounder specifications 
and a range of alternatives and potentially recommend specific alternatives to the Council for 
final action. 
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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 Jan.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 Committee reviewed preliminary commercial witch flounder sub-
ACLs for FY2017, which incorporated the PDT’s sub-component review. 
 
Questions and Comments on the Presentation: 
 
A Committee member asked for an overview of the SSC meeting discussion on exploitation 
rates. Staff explained that the SSC discussion focused on the SAW/SARC 62 decision to use the 
last nine year period (2007 – 2015) to determine the exploitation rate because during this time 
period witch flounder biomass was relatively stable. Some SSC members said they needed more 
information to make a better decision, but followed the SAW/SARC guidelines since they did 
not have enough guidance for a different approach. The PDT had also looked at whether there 
was a response of biomass to these exploitation rates, but this work was inconclusive and was 
not brought forward to the SSC meeting. Staff pointed out that it is unclear whether this analysis 
is within the role of the PDT or belongs within an assessment. The Committee member asked if 
the 0.060 exploitation rate would be locked in through FY 2019. Staff said they did not know 
with certainty, but based on the SSC’s recommendation this rate would be used in the upcoming 
Groundfish Operational Assessment in 2017 applying the rate to updated survey data. 
 
The Committee discussed the need for better guidelines for determining catch advice when the 
models and assessments are not accepted. Discussion centered around cases such as witch 
flounder in which no OFL is determined, and whether this then makes the determination of 
exploitation rate more of a policy decision, and whether going forward there should be a process 
for this. Mr. MacDonald cautioned that drawing the line between policy and science can be 
difficult, explaining that while policy is involved, it needs to be based on best available science 
and should be consistent with the assessment and within the guidelines of the PDT. One 
Committee member stressed the importance of understanding that even if a model is rejected the 

http://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/1.9-SSC_response_witchflounder_Jan2016_FINAL.pdf
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underlying data can still be accepted and used to guide catch advice determination. Committee 
members also discussed potential issues with the surveys used in the witch flounder assessment 
in pointing to why large fish have not been detected in recent years. Staff noted that in addition 
to not showing up in survey data, these large fish are also not appearing in commercial landings. 
 
Public Comment: Vito Giacalone (Northeast Seafood Coalition) commented on the lack of older 
fish appearing in the data, stating that fishermen are encountering a high proportion of very small 
witch flounder and are catching these quickly, and thus are using up their quota and missing out 
on the opportunity for older, larger fish. 
 
 
AGENDA ITEM #1: FRAMEWORK ADJUSTMENT 56 (WITCH FLOUNDER SPECIFICATIONS) 
 
Motion #1: Alexander/Etrie 

To recommend to the Council that in Section 4.1.1. (Status Determination Criteria) Option 2: 
Revised Status Determination Criteria (4.1.1.2) for witch flounder as the preferred alternative. 

Discussion on the Motion: One Committee member asked for clarification on whether adopting 
the revised status determination criteria for witch flounder would change its rebuilding plan 
timeline. Ms. Heil explained that this would likely be handled similarly to Georges Bank (GB) 
yellowtail founder, also currently unknown for both overfished and overfishing status, for which 
GARFO has stayed on course for rebuilding given that the data points to the stock still being in 
poor condition. 
 
Public Comment: Vito Giacalone (Northeast Seafood Coalition) stated that industry feels the 
Albatross survey data should not be used in assessments, and emphasized that witch flounder 
stock level as far as rebuilding status is unknown at this point. 
 
Motion #1 carried on a show of hands (11/0/0). 
 
 
Motion #2: Etrie/Alexander 

The Groundfish Committee supports the PDT recommendation on Canadian catches and 
recommends that the Revised Annual Catch Limit Specifications for witch flounder should 
utilize the Framework 55 fixed poundage (i.e. status quo) for the state waters (12 mt) and other 
subcomponents (59 mt).   

   
Motion #2a to substitute: Alexander/Etrie 
 
The Groundfish Committee supports the PDT recommendation on Canadian catches (no 
adjustment at this time but continue to track catches) and the PDT recommendation on the state 
waters (35.2 mt) and other subcomponents (69.5 mt) for witch flounder.   
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Discussion on the Motion: The Committee agreed with the PDT’s recommendation that 
Canadian catches should be monitored but are not large enough to require a sub-ACL. One 
Committee member asked that if the witch flounder ACL is essentially doubling, should the sub-
component ACLs also increase to accommodate this increase. Staff reviewed the GAP’s 
recommendation to hold numerical values constant (use the FW55 sub-component numerical 
values) and not the percentages. Several other Committee members stated that the PDT 
recommendation of using the most recent three year average (FY 2013-FY 2015) is the most 
appropriate as it will maintain consistency in using the most recent information. 
 
Motion to substitute carried on a show of hands (10/0/0). 

Motion #2a as the main motion carried (10/0/0.) 
 

Motion #3 as friendly amended: Alexander/Kendall 

The Groundfish Committee 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 Groundfish Committee also recommends that the 
exploitation rate of 0.060 should be re-evaluated in the near future in time for the operational 
updates in 2017. 

Motion #3a to split: Etrie/Alexander 

Motion to split Motion 3. 

No objection to splitting.  

Motion #3b (part 1 Motion #3) 

The Groundfish Committee 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.  

Motion #3b carried on a show of hands (11/0/0). 
 
Motion #3c (part 2 Motion #3) 

The Groundfish Committee also recommends that the exploitation rate of 0.060 should be re-
evaluated in the near future in time for the operational updates in 2017. 

Motion #3d: Etrie/Alexander 

Motion to amend Motion 3c 
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The Groundfish Committee requests further information on what elements of the empirical 
approach for witch flounder may be updated in the 2017 operational updates (such as but not 
limited to the exploitation rate of 0.060) in time for the Council meeting next week. 

Discussion on the Motion: Staff emphasized that it would be unlikely that more information 
would be available next week in time for the Council meeting, but would try to obtain this. 

Public Comment: Maggie Raymond (Associated Fisheries of Maine) shared the concern of 
several at the SSC meeting that this exploitation rate is too low, but stated that industry supports 
it. Vito Giacalone (Northeast Seafood Coalition) also stated that industry supports this 
exploitation rate, but thinks that the Council should have an opportunity to review it so they are 
not stuck with this rate through the next assessment. 

Motion #3d carried on a show of hands (10/0/1). 

 
PRESENTATION: RAP MEETING MOTIONS, MR. BLOUNT 
 
Mr. Blount (RAP Chair) presented the RAP meeting motions (January 18, 2017; Document #7). 

 
PRESENTATION: 2017 CATCH SIMULATION PROJECTIONS, DR. COURNANE 
 
Council staff gave an overview of the 2017 recreational catch projections from the bioeconomic 
model presented by Mr. Scott Steinback (NEFSC) at the RAP meeting (Jan. 18, 2017). Mr. 
Steinback presented six options for management measures that are projected to keep cod and 
haddock catches under the recreational sub-ACLs. Options for measures were limited given the 
difficulty for anglers to avoid cod bycatch while catching haddock. All of the options have no 
cod possession and reductions to haddock access, as these were the only measures projected to 
keep recreational cod catches from exceeding the sub- ACL. Recreational cod catch is at almost 
double the sub-ACL for FY 2016 (192%) while haddock is also above the sub-ACL (115%). 
Staff explained the features of the bioeconomic model, which incorporated 2017 biological 
assessment projections and for the first time monthly 2016 MRIP data. Results from the model 
indicate how both status quo measures and alternative measures would affect mortality for cod 
and haddock in FY 2017. Staff also explained that the RAP had concerns with uncertainty in 
both the data and model. 

 
AGENDA ITEM #2: FY 2017 RECREATIONAL MEASURES FOR GULF OF MAINE COD AND HADDOCK 
 
Motion #4: Godfroy/Alexander 

 
Motion to forward Option 6 to the Council for consideration for FY 2017 recreational measures: 

• Cod closed 
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• Haddock – 12 fish bag limit, 17 in minimum size, separate measures for for-hire and 
private mode 

o For-hire: 10 fish, closed March 1- April 14 
o Private: 12 fish, closed March 1-April 14 and Sept 17-Oct 31 

 
Discussion on the Motion: Mr. Blount explained that there was not much discussion on this 
option at the RAP meeting (January 18, 2017), except that one advisor was adamant against 
separate measures for private anglers and the for-hire sector. Another advisor had been adamant 
on having a 15 fish limit for haddock. One Committee member expressed some confusion over 
the RAP member who opposed separate measures, citing other information that has shown a 
“one size fits all” measure is not the best approach. Another Committee member raised the point 
that the Council may be concerned about having a motion with separate measures if the data is 
not separated by mode; staff confirmed that Mr. Steinback can separate the data by mode, and 
that the model is intended to look at catch and not allocations.  
 
Motion #4 carried on a show of hands (10/0/1). 

 
PRESENTATION: 2017 COUNCIL GROUNDFISH PRIORITIES, DR. COURNANE 
 
Staff presented an overview of the Council’s 2017 priorities for groundfish (Document #5). 
 
Questions and Comments on the Presentation: 
 
One Committee member asked whether the 2017 groundfish priorities were listed in order of 
importance; the Chairman clarified they had not been ranked yet. 
 
 
AGENDA ITEM #3: 2017 COUNCIL GROUNDFISH PRIORITIES 
 
Motion #5: Alexander/Kendall 
 
The Groundfish Committee recommends that the Council initiate a sole-purpose framework 
adjustment to address Atlantic halibut accountability measures as the next Groundfish action 
following the submission of Framework Adjustment 56.  

Discussion on the Motion: The maker of the motion explained that he wants halibut management 
to be a top priority, given that it will affect all of the groundfish fleet in New Hampshire and 
Maine, and believes introducing halibut as a separate framework will expedite the needed 
changes. Mr. Martens representing the small boat fleet in Maine expressed support of a separate 
framework for halibut measures. Staff emphasized that introducing a sole-purpose framework 
will take away from other groundfish activities given the time that will be needed to work on this 
additional document, and asked the Committee to consider what that would mean for the 
groundfish monitoring amendment and its upcoming planned scoping hearings and whether these 
would need to be pushed back. Several Committee members stated they were not comfortable 
with introducing a separate framework for halibut, stressing that monitoring is also a high 
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priority given it affects the entire groundfish fleet, and recognizing that this increased workload 
for the Groundfish PDT will mean more delays for monitoring changes. They appreciate that 
halibut action is a priority, but argued it can be included in the next framework in time for 
implementation in 2018. Additionally, several Committee members felt this would send the 
wrong message to the State of Maine and felt that changing federal AMs would not change the 
issue with the state fishery. Mr. Blount asked whether halibut AMs would affect the recreational 
fishery, namely the for-hire sector; staff said they would have to look into this further. 
 
Motion #5 carried on a show of hands (6/4/1). 

 
Motion #6: Etrie/Pappalardo 
 
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. The Committee requests the Council 
ask the United States Coast Guard and under the Joint Law Enforcement Agreements between 
the states and NOAA Enforcement that enforcement of the 3 NM limit be a high priority 
especially during the Atlantic halibut season in Maine (May-June).  

Motion #6a: Kendall/Balzano 

Motion to split Motion# 6 

Motion #6a to split carried without objection. 
 
Motion #6b (part 1 of Motion #6) 
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.  

Discussion on the Motion: Mr. MacDonald clarified that MSA Section 306b addresses 
differences between federal and state management and outlines the Secretary of Commerce’s 
role in these. Mr. Stockwell spoke against this motion, clarifying that Maine’s letter did not say it 
refused to change state management measures but rather deferred any action until after the 
upcoming assessment update. He also explained that the commissioner’s authority for emergency 
action to close down the fishery is limited to imminent stock depletion and or gear conflicts, and 
cautioned that this action will instead result in a headlock between the State of Maine and the 
Council. Mr. Stockwell also commented that any changes to Maine’s licensing program is the 
responsibility of Maine state legislature and not the Department of Marine Resources. 
One Committee member felt this part of the motion was not needed since there is no action. 
 
Motion #6b failed (2/6/3). 
 
Motion #6b (part 2 of Motion #6) 
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The Committee requests the Council ask the United States Coast Guard and under the Joint Law 
Enforcement Agreements between the states and NOAA Enforcement that enforcement of the 3 
NM limit be a high priority especially during the Atlantic halibut season in Maine (May-June).  

Discussion on the Motion: Ms. Heil stated that NMFS has been made aware of the issue of state-
only permitted vessels targeting halibut in federal waters.  
 
Motion #6b carried on a show of hands (10/0/1). 

 
AGENDA ITEM #4: OTHER BUSINESS 
 
Mr. Alexander brought up a request for a sector exemption for large mesh gillnet to be able to 
leave their gear out in between trips. Ms. Heil explained that this was received as a sector 
exemption request, and that NMFS thinks it has merit but may not be appropriate for sector 
exemption. The exemption would overlap with monkfish effort controls and so should most 
likely go through the Council since it is not exclusively a groundfish issue. A letter from the 
agency to the Council addressing these issues is expected to be received the following week in 
time for the Council meeting, and the Committee agreed to discuss the issue further at that time. 
 
The Committee again highlighted their concerns with many stocks having rejected models, and 
asked for better guidance with this process moving forward. They clarified that they did not think 
the SSC did anything wrong. A member of the public agreed that the Council missed an 
opportunity to implement policy given a rejected model, but felt the PDT did a good job working 
with what was available. 
 
 
The Groundfish Committee meeting adjourned at approximately 12:31 p.m. 
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