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SCOPING MEETING SUMMARY 
 

Northeast Multispecies Fishery Management Plan 
Amendment 23 
March 3, 2017 
Samoset Resort 

220 Warrenton Street 
Rockport, ME 04856 

 
The Council held a scoping hearing to accept public comments on the intended scope of 
Amendment 23 to the Northeast Multispecies (Groundfish) Fishery Management Plan. The 
purpose of Amendment 23 is “to adjust the groundfish monitoring program to improve reliability 
and accountability.” Copies of the scoping document were available at the meeting and the 
Council website. 
 
MEETING ATTENDANCE:  Terry Stockwell (Groundfish Committee Chair); and Jamie Cournane 
and Robin Frede (Council Staff). In addition, approximately 50 members of the public attended, 
including Ben Martens (Groundfish Advisory Panel Chair) and several GARFO and NEFSC 
staff. 
 
The meeting began promptly at 9:00 am. 
 
Hearing Chairman Terry Stockwell began the meeting with a brief introduction, explaining the 
procedure for public scoping. Dr. Jamie Cournane gave a brief presentation, detailing the public 
scoping process, explaining the purpose and need of Amendment 23, and highlighting some 
relevant questions from the public scoping document. After addressing clarifying questions, Mr. 
Stockwell opened the hearing for public comments. 
 
Comments: 
 
Those who commented were generally in favor of the development of this amendment. Most 
gave initial comments and said to expect further comments, likely in written format. 
 
Ms. Libby Etrie, with the Northeast Sector Service Network, commented that as it relates to this 
monitoring amendment, it will be critical that the Council look at ways to improve the shoreside 
data reconciliation process and to streamline the weekly reporting process for sectors to make it 
more effective. She stated that currently managers are taking the majority of NMFS data, 
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repackaging it, and turning it over to them, and there have been some discussions on ways to 
make this more efficient, but this has been stalled based on language in Amendment 16. Ms. 
Etrie again emphasized the need to look at shoreside reporting in addition to seaside data and 
ways that it can be improved. 
 
Mr. Geoffrey Smith, Marine Program Director for The Nature Conservancy in Maine and 
member of the Groundfish Advisory Panel, said The Conservancy is strongly in support of the 
Council’s development of this monitoring amendment. He agreed with the amendment’s 
fundamental goal of improving the groundfish monitoring program, and stated that timely and 
accurate reporting is critical to the success of the groundfish management program. He thought 
that better reporting can help ensure compliance with annual catch limits, ensure the best 
information is available to inform stock assessments, and will hopefully lead to more efficient 
utilization of fishing quotas. Mr. Smith expressed concern that the current monitoring program at 
the 14% observer coverage rate is failing to provide the Council and the agency (NMFS) the 
information they need to manage the fishery well, and also recognized that there are strong 
economic incentives for fishermen to fish differently with an observer on board (observer bias). 
He recognized serious problems with retrospective patterns in stock assessments, which is 
resulting more and more in the rejection of assessments in the peer review process, and noted 
that improvements in the monitoring program will help to solve some of those problems.  
 
Mr. Smith urged the Council to develop a range of alternatives through this amendment that will 
improve the monitoring program, in particular, to evaluate significantly increasing the coverage 
rates, and to consider electronic monitoring (EM) as an addition to human observers. He 
recognized that any alternatives that increase coverage rates will likely result in economic 
impacts to the industry, and urged the Council to carefully look at what these impacts will be, but 
said he also thinks it’s equally important to consider the potential benefits from increasing 
coverage rates, such as removing wild swings in assessments with better data and ensuring the 
fishery is being managed better, which will hopefully result in quicker recovery of stocks and 
lead to better performance of the fishery. Mr. Smith also recommended the Council consider the 
broader use of EM systems, pointing to the Conservancy’s ongoing EM projects, and said he 
hopes the Council will consider EM as both an audit and maximum retention-based approach. He 
also thought this amendment provides the opportunity to take the steps to formally approve EM 
as an alternative tool and not just use through an exempted fishing permit. 
 
Mr. Vito Giacalone, with the Gloucester Fishing Community Preservation Fund and the 
Northeast Seafood Coalition, was in support of moving forward with the amendment. He said 
that improvements to the groundfish monitoring program are needed, and specifically there 
needs to be a focus on getting the most important data for the least amount of cost possible. For 
these same reasons, he had supported the stop-gap measures in Framework 55, but emphasized 
the need for more comprehensive changes that will be lasting for the fishery. Mr. Giacalone 
commented that the fleet is fishing at 10% capacity of the past (10-15 years ago), and to consider 
the fact that the monitoring system is causing fishing behavior to change. He stated that it’s 
important to question whether the fleet is fishing in different areas than before and changing their 
fishing behavior slightly, or whether there is a disconnect in the allowable quota from what it 
should be. He commented that when the quotas do not reflect reality, you will get the response of 
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changes in fishing behavior. He recommended that the Council conduct a sensitivity analysis to 
determine how much the quota would have to move for this fishing behavior concern to be 
removed.  
 
Ms. Allison Lorenc, with the Conservation Law Foundation (CLF), was in full support of the 
amendment. She said CLF has been observing overfishing of Atlantic cod since the 1990s and 
would like to get to the bottom of this, and that begins with more accurate and reliable data 
collection at sea. She stated CLF would be in full support of considering an alternative for 100% 
monitoring with maximum retention, and moving towards better utilizing EM. 
 
Mr. Hank Soule, with the Sustainable Harvest Sector, thought this amendment should look at 
the quality of landings data since landings make up 95% of catch. He recommended the Council 
ask NMFS how they confirm landings. He emphasized cost consideration, in particular, the 
potential of prioritizing the monitoring of a “high risk stock” like Gulf of Maine cod over “low 
risk stocks” such as Georges Bank haddock. Mr. Soule also asked that if the Council proceeds 
with a dockside monitoring program (such as the one that existed in 2010), that they analyze how 
a dockside monitoring program might add value to dealers, NMFS, and fishermen. Speaking 
about the use of increased VMS polling to track catch data, he pointed out that there might be 
less expensive ways of gathering position information for catch attribution by using different 
technologies that allow the data to be stored and offloaded at the end of the trip, as opposed to 
using real-time polling, which is expensive and serves the main purpose of monitoring boats to 
make sure they are not going into closed areas.  
 
Ms. Etrie also commented on the issue of VMS polling, and recommended that the Council 
should start by working with the agency (NMFS) to determine what type of system they can 
automate to review VMS activity and match it to VTR data, especially since NMFS is already 
looking at this with the scallop fishery and this could be rolled over to the groundfish fishery. 
Ms. Etrie suggested that it may be that NFMS can adopt an additional review process when 
entering VTR data, rather than using more VMS polling. 
 
Mr. Ben Martens, with the Maine Coast Fishermen’s Association, spoke of the question of 
fairness, in making sure that fishermen are all working off of the same set of standards. He 
emphasized that the idea of accountability in this fishery is something that is discussed a lot 
amongst fishermen and at Council meetings and this needs to be a major part of the amendment. 
Mr. Martens stated that it’s important that we know what is going on out on the water, and 
fishermen should be able to have trust in what is happening on other boats that are fishing in the 
same areas. He commented that the monitoring system has been operating under a “one-size-fits-
all” approach - which is not effective, and pointed to analysis that the Gulf of Maine Research 
Institute (GMRI) has done to look at how to potentially do cost-effective monitoring by 
prioritizing trips that are catching the most fish. He said that it’s time to address the fact that the 
current monitoring program doesn’t work for everybody in the fleet, and this amendment 
provides the opportunity to reimagine a better monitoring program.  
 
Mr. Martens spoke of the use of cameras as an opportunity to not only replace human observers 
but to provide a better data stream into the management process, and noted that this agrees with 
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Mr. Giacalone on the need for cost-effective data. Mr. Martens pointed to the problem of 
retrospective patterns in stock assessments resulting in these assessments being thrown out, the 
most recent example being witch flounder, and to mistrust in the assessment process, and 
suggested that having additional verifiable sources of fisheries data should help reduce these 
problems. He stated that the use of EM will allow fishermen’s data to be a piece of the scientific 
process, as it will provide a way to verify this data source and add value to it. Mr. Martens added 
that anything that can be done to streamline landings reporting is very important to the fleet. He 
also brought up the point that monitoring should not be confused with enforcement, explaining 
that monitors are often put in a position of enforcement, when instead there should be better 
enforcement and actual consequences.  
 
 
The scoping hearing adjourned at approximately 9:35 am. 
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