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SCOPING MEETING SUMMARY 
 

Northeast Multispecies Fishery Management Plan 
Amendment 23 
March 23, 2017 
Hilton Garden Inn 

224 Gold Star Highway 
Groton, CT 06340 

 
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 Robin Frede 
(Council Staff). In addition, 18 members of the public attended. 
 
The meeting began at 6:02 pm. 
 
Hearing Chairman Terry Stockwell began the meeting with a brief introduction, explaining the 
procedure for public scoping. Ms. Robin Frede 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: 
 
Some comments were in favor of Amendment 23 while others were not. Comments generally 
reflected an acknowledgment that the current monitoring system is expensive and inefficient. 
There were also concerns raised about the costs of monitoring, particularly for electronic 
monitoring, as well as a mix of comments in favor of or against electronic monitoring. 
 
Mr. Gary Yermen, New London Seafood, stated that he has no confidence in National Marine 
Fisheries Service (NMFS), and said NMFS should be defunded since fishermen are facing 
further cutbacks and monetary hardships. He said after 30 years of NMFS putting observers on 
fishermen’s boats, collecting data, and mismanaging fisheries, why should the commercial 
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fishing industry accept electronic monitoring, or have to pay for a system that is inefficient at 
best, and said he has no confidence that NMFS will be able to get anything right now. He stated 
he was 100% against anything and everything (monitors, electronic monitoring) in the [scoping] 
document and said it is a mistake that it is being accepted.  
 
Mr. Joel Hovanesian, Point Judith commercial fisherman, said that while he does not currently 
have a groundfish permit, he knows how this process works and knows that other fisheries, 
including scup, fluke, squid, and sea bass, will be affected next. He commented on some of the 
example ideas of potential changes to monitoring, beginning by stating that the observer program 
is a waste of time, and that he feels bad for the observers and the animosity they face, and the 
fact that their data isn’t being used properly. He did not support electronic monitoring in place of 
at-sea monitors, and said this is un-American. Commenting on the idea of tracking sector 
discards, he said that no one wanted sectors, except for NMFS. He thought that setting total 
allowable landings limits might work if done properly, and that the system they used to have 
before with trip limits worked, but said there is not enough fish given as quota to divvy up 
amongst those left in the business. He did not support a dockside monitoring program, and said 
this would create more government jobs while the industry goes out of business. Mr. Hovanesian 
said that the current monitoring system is fraught with problems, and said he agrees with Mr. 
Yerman that he has no confidence in any of the programs and thinks the funding should be 
pulled. He said these problems started a long time ago when the former Regional Administrator, 
who now runs one of the observer companies, pushed for increased monitoring, and described 
this action as crony capitalism and said it’s despicable that these companies are now making 
money off fishermen. He said people should know about these conflicts of interest. 
 
Mr. Mike Gambardella, Gambardella Wholesale Fish in Stonington, first said he supports the 
comments of both Mr. Yerman and Mr. Hovanesian, and said his family-run business that has 
been around for 100 years is now at risk of going out of business because of all the regulations, 
and said it is a shame what the government has done to the industry. He pointed to the 60% 
reduction in fluke in two years, and asked if anyone in the Council and NMFS would accept a 
60% pay reduction, and if so he will accept this reduction. He also said the consumer is suffering 
with these restrictions. 
 
Mr. Rob Simmons, Stonington First Selectman, began by pointing out that Stonington has one 
of the last fishing fleets in Connecticut, and spoke of the fleet’s important contributions to the 
culture, history, and economy of the region, and noted these fishing families are business men 
and women, paying taxes and contributing to the town. He also spoke of the importance of 
Stonington and Groton (Mystic is a village included within these) as the tourist capitals of 
Connecticut, and said that many tourists come for fresh local seafood, and said that if the fleet is 
driven out of business then this will drive out the local seafood. He said he has been personally 
involved with the industry for 70 years, and professionally for 30 years, and that it has been an 
uphill fight against state and federal regulation every step of the way. He stated that monitoring 
costs, which are mandatory costs, are putting fishermen out of business. He spoke of 
“compliance monitoring” mentioned in the [scoping] document, and while he thought monitoring 
the location of boats, discards, and gear type is okay, he said he was bothered by the idea of 
compliance monitoring as it suggests non-compliance, that fishing families are breaking the law. 
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He thought this expectation of non-compliance is unfair, and that if someone has a record of 
violations then these monitoring measures, which he considers punitive and discriminatory, 
might make sense, but said they should not be a mandate for the fleet.  
 
Mr. Simmons thought the at-sea monitoring program should be voluntary, and not mandatory as 
it currently is, and should be available at no cost to fishermen. He stated that the current at-sea 
monitoring program is an unreasonable search and violates the Fourth Amendment in the 
Constitution, and that this prejudicial view of fishing families is unconstitutional. He also said he 
is in touch with Senator Richard Blumenthal, former AG of the state of Connecticut, and the law 
offices of Attorney Jason Crance, who operates out of New Hampshire and has written legal 
papers about the Fourth Amendment concerns he has with at-sea monitoring, regarding the 
constitutionality of at-sea monitoring. Mr. Simmons spoke of his 10 years of experience with the 
CIA during which he was involved in what he thought was important work to protect Americans 
from those who were engaged in activities that threatened national security, and pointed to how 
the monitoring program that is being considered has measures that would constitute spying on 
the fishing citizens who have been working hard, placing their lives at risk, and contributing 
positively to the country, and said that asking them to pay for the costs of monitoring is wrong.  
 
Mr. Brian Loftes, F/V Evan Christine, Point Judith, Rhode Island, said that he has fished his 
whole life but now he is at the point that his boat is for sale. He referenced a line from the 
scoping document that described “successful management,” and said that the National Marine 
Fisheries Service has never had successful management and said that starting with Amendment 5 
it has only taken away from fishermen and never given anything back, and now there is nothing 
left to take. He thought there was no accountability in government, pointing to regulatory 
discards that fishermen are forced to throw over, and said this has turned fishermen into killing 
machines particularly since they are no longer allowed to use gear with different mesh sizes on 
the same trip to be selective in what they catch. He said he hates fishing now, and can’t even get 
out because no one will buy his boat. 
 
Mr. Brian Loftes talked about the problems he sees with observers, that boats are charged $600-
800 per day for someone to watch them work and that this is not creating anything useful. He 
said that these businesses work off the backs of the fishermen, who now can’t make a living, and 
said academia is funded to do research, and that if all this money from the universities and 
environmental groups was all taken away in one year it would save money, but said instead these 
people produce nothing but hardships for those who do produce. He said he is not taking 
observers, and said he was already fined a couple of years ago for not taking one when his life 
raft had expired and he was unable to have it inspected since it was the weekend, but he needed 
to fish then to catch his quota. He said he doesn’t want observers on his boat, that they don’t 
belong there and that it is dangerous, and said most observers become disillusioned when they 
see all the discards and wonder how this can be allowed. He also pointed out that the highest 
groundfish total annual catch (TAC) in the last 10 or 15 years is 40% of the quotas, because they 
can’t catch more because of all the regulations, which leaves a lot of fish unharvested. He said 
the industry has nothing left and that the big boats from the west coast are going to buy up all the 
permits. Mr. Loftes said that if the government keeps doing what it’s doing, the fishing industry 
will be out of business, and thought that this comes down to ideology, not science, of the 
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environmental groups who don’t want any commercial boats on the water. He said that we 
should look at all the groups making a living on the backs of the fishing industry, which is 
shrinking while these groups keep getting bigger, and to consider that we are upside down. 
 
Mr. Brent Loftes, business owner in Galilee, Point Judith, Rhode Island, said he agrees with 
what everyone else has said, and said he is strongly opposed to cameras, saying they are 
expensive to maintain, and asking how anyone has the audacity to make people put a $60,000 
piece of equipment on their boats that no one can afford. He said he would need to know the 
costs of electronic monitoring but is strongly opposed to it, and is strongly opposed to the 
government strong-arming people into paying for observers. He emphasized that 94% of seafood 
in this country is imported (another member of the public clarified that it’s closer to 96% now) 
and that this is because of regulation, and said this number will rise if regulations are not 
changed. 
 
Mr. Dick Grachek, F/V Anne Kathryn, first stated that is was absurd not to have a scoping 
meeting in New Bedford since it is the groundfish capital of the world and said this was 
cowardly. He was opposed to the process by which the Council and the Agency (National 
Marine Fisheries Service) conducts its public scoping, and more generally thought that the 15 
minute public comment period at Council meetings is not adequate enough for what he said are 
the people affected, not just the public. Speaking about observers, he said the idea of discards 
and bycatch is false, that fishermen spend more time avoiding fish than actually catching them 
and it is too expensive to work on fish they cannot keep. He said that bycatch is a fabrication by 
the environmental groups who accuse fishermen of throwing fish over because they aren’t worth 
as much, but said it is actually a product of restrictions on abundant stocks, and is a result of not 
being allowed to keep fish that are found together. Mr. Grachek said 20 years of negative 
campaigns by Oceania, Environmental Defense Fund, and Pew have portrayed fishermen as 
villainous and untrustworthy. He said the idea that fishermen are guilty until proven innocent is 
getting old, because fishermen are doing everything they can to comply with regulations. 
 
Mr. Grachek stated that fishermen having to be watched by monitors and having to pay for them 
is an insult. He also said the costs of observers are ridiculous and the data is not accurate and is 
useless, and said observers get seasick and do not take data or extrapolate data. He explained 
how he bought his fishing permit in 2005 worth $475,000 and now it is only worth $180,000, 
and that the Federal government has taken away his scallop incidental permit and Connecticut 
took away his lobster permit. Mr. Grachek said he has fished before and after Magnuson Stevens, 
and remembers fishing with foreign fleets offshore in the 70s, but said that now the fishermen 
who remain are getting choked out by regulation. He said if he has to pay another $700-800 a 
day then he will go out of business. He explained that he fishes for squid now, because 
groundfish has been taken away because of catch shares and fluke has also been reduced, but 
said if there is a year when the squid don’t come in then he will be done. 
 
Mr. Josh Wiersma, Environmental Defense Fund (EDF), began by describing a project EDF 
has been working on for the past year working with four high volume draggers, using a full-
retention model in which the participating vessels are allowed to keep all groundfish landed and 
may discard some other species (skates, monkfish, dogfish). He explained there is a dockside 
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monitoring program associated with it for catch accounting and reporting as well as cameras for 
discard compliance that are on the vessels designed so they are monitoring specific discard 
chutes and are running only some of the time. He also said EDF has been reaching out to the 
service providers to get information on costs, including one of the service providers they are 
hoping to work with who offers a package system for $10,000 that includes the cameras and 
equipment as well as an updated broadband VMS system that allows the vessel to receive 
wireless internet at-sea along with other benefits to the crew including cellphone, text, and email, 
and wireless transmittal of data, which cuts down on costs of data storage.  
 
Mr. Wiersma stated that EDF acknowledges the importance of the Council’s monitoring 
amendment, and agrees that the current monitoring system is broken and extremely expensive 
and the data is not accurate, and so why not try something new. He pointed out some of the 
problems with the current monitoring system: that it is contributing to significant management 
uncertainty, is not providing the level of accurate and reliable catch accounting necessary to  
ensure that catch limits are adhered to and overfishing is not occurring, has issues with observer 
effects (identified in analysis by both the Groundfish Plan Development Team (PDT), the 
Northeast Fisheries Science Center, and external reports), has serial misreporting and 
underreporting in Vessel Trip Reports (VTRs) in broad stock areas (described in a paper released 
by Mike Palmer recently), has issues with significant observer selection bias from the Pre-Trip 
Notification System (PTNS) (vessels on the “Do not deploy” list never taking observers because 
they are considered too dangerous, or “Keep active” lists where vessels are monitored every 
single time for compliance issues), and has issues with internal trip accounts and pre-trip 
cancellations, to the point where keeping accurate observer information is highly uncertain. He 
said that Amendment 16 and Framework 48 introduced the goal of a cost-effective program, but 
instead the current monitoring system has proven extremely expensive (Chad Demarest's work 
has demonstrated this) and inequitable, particularly because smaller vessels have to pay a lot 
more for the same coverage than larger high-volume vessels. He stated that while EDF 
recognizes that there may not be universal agreement in all these analyses and conclusions, they 
do highlight a critical need to think about monitoring in a better way to meet the needs of 
successful management and science in the groundfish fishery.  
 
Mr. Wiersma said the new alternatives that the Council considers should not be a one-size-fits-all 
solution, and as an example, said there could be full retention with dockside monitoring for a 
portion of the fleet, especially for high-volume, high-discard fisheries, and should be mandated 
for those vessels that want to fish in more than one stock area on the same trip. He thought the 
costs should be subsidized through this monitoring alternative so that the possession and sale of 
small fish allowed to be kept under a full retention model could help pay for the cost of 
monitoring, and said the upfront costs of the equipment should all be subsidized so fishermen do 
not have to bear that cost, and they should look to advance new equipment with new broadband 
VMS systems to eliminate the costs of old narrowband VMS and give additional crew benefits. 
He stated that electronic monitoring (EM) should be required for vessels fishing in multiple 
broad stock areas in one trip but voluntary for those fishing in only one stock area and could use 
either the maximum retention or audit method, and said there could be incentives for those who 
adopt EM, including additional quota through set-aside programs that gives back management 
uncertainty to vessels who adopt these methods, additional quota banks, exempted use of certain 
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gear (for example, this has been looked at on the west coast), exemption from PTNS call-in, 
potential access to special closed areas, and subsidized EM review rates.  
 
Mr. Wiersma also recommended that the Council consider modifications to the reporting of 
landings data to make it less redundant and more streamlined and to provide higher utility of 
fisheries independent data for science, to sectors, and for fishermen. He said that catch reporting 
should start at the vessel level where all fishing effort should be required to be reported 
electronically, consistent with the data modernization efforts happening at NOAA, and noted that 
while currently only vessels using EM are required by NOAA to do haul-by-haul reporting, this 
requirement should be extended to all of the fleet, as this is the only way to get the type of 
spatially specific information needed to effectively manage fisheries and give fishermen the 
option to be able to develop catch per unit effort models based on their own fishery landings 
information. He thought that for some EM models new broadband VMS units are capable and 
should be used for official reporting direct from the fishing grounds from the vessel, and this 
should be a goal to amend the NOAA fishery dependent data modernization work to promote 
this. He emphasized the importance of having electronic reporting that starts at the vessel level 
and flows directly to NMFS, the dealers, and the sector managers so that it is simultaneously 
integrated in real time and ready to be disseminated back to sectors for weekly reports and real 
time updates for annual catch entitlement (ACE) accounts for members, and said reconciliation 
should be automatic. He also said if dockside monitoring is used for a portion of the fleet this 
data should be reported electronically and available in real time, and should be acceptable for 
management and science reporting, and said that data confidentiality restrictions should be 
modified to allow for third party verification for full system traceability so that data can be used 
through the supply chain for value added purposes. 
 
Mr. Gib Brogan, Oceania, began by saying it is good to see a full amendment for monitoring 
and not just having it included in a framework as has been done before. He said Oceania is 
grateful for the strong purpose and needs statement outlined in the [scoping] document, 
particularly the inclusion of the importance of accuracy in the current monitoring program, and 
said this should guide this process. He recommended the first step is for the Council to review 
the performance of the current monitoring program, because the current monitoring program is 
not working, and said this could build off of some of the work the Groundfish Plan Development 
Team (PDT) has done looking at issues of accuracy and bias, and should look at problems with 
catch information and stock assessments and the disconnect that has happened there, including 
the retrospective patterns that are causing many of the assessments to fall apart, as well as 
ultimately look at the biological outcomes of the Fishery Management Plan (FMP) and ask 
questions such as whether the FMP is delivering on its goals and what the role of catch 
monitoring is within the FMP. 
 
Mr. Brogan recommended a range of alternatives to consider in the amendment, including 
modifications to the at-sea monitoring (ASM) program to provide accurate and precise 
information to support management, whether this is for in-season management, ongoing 
assessments, or Council management actions, as these all depend on robust information collected 
by the ASM program, and said all of these alternatives should lead to that and demonstrate that 
they will achieve that goal. He said the Council should look at other catch share fisheries around 
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the country and the world to see what worked for them and what could be adopted here. 
Speaking on coverage rates, he said Oceania encourages the Council to look at sector specific 
monitoring, not a one-size-fits-all approach, and said sectors should be allowed to tailor their 
operations and monitoring to their needs, and said the Council should also look at gear-specific 
monitoring, since currently all gear types are treated as having the same level of bycatch. He said 
coverage rates should be tied to management buffers to allow for tradeoff and flexibility, so that 
if a boat agrees to take a higher level of observer coverage they should have less uncertainty in 
their information and their buffers should be less, and pointed to work done by Tom Nies in 
Framework 48 that investigated this but was not fully developed. Mr. Brogan said this work 
should be picked back up and that this approach will give the industry flexibility and a clear 
selection tradeoff. He thought that electronic monitoring (EM) should be an option and not be 
mandatory, and that Amendment 23 should include performance standards for EM sampling 
design, data quality and accuracy, and that there should be consideration for compliance 
monitoring, especially with a full-retention approach. He emphasized the importance of spatial 
monitoring, and pointed to work from the Northeast Fisheries Science Center that is showing that 
self-reporting of catches in multiple stock areas is not working and that catches are being mis-
assigned to stock areas and this is having effects on the management of these stocks. He said that 
Amendment 23 should look at new options for reporting in stock areas, including looking at new 
technologies that provide low cost, high resolution information about spatial activities, such as 
an application called Pelagic Data Systems that uses a cellphone based system, and one that uses 
technology for AIS (the technology for collision avoidance) that looks at spatial information, and 
said the Council should explore all of these alternatives to improve the catch allocation and 
assignment so that each stock’s specific annual catch limit (ACL) is respected.  
 
Mr. Brogan said that with the current budget Amendment 23 should anticipate no government 
subsidy for monitoring costs and should explore options to offset the costs, and said the fishery 
under the catch share model cannot operate without robust monitoring. He offered potential ideas 
for funding alternatives, including exploring quota set-aside and quota auctions (similar to what 
is done in the Mid-Atlantic with their RSA program), analyzing value of quota, or annual catch 
entitlement (ACE), leasing (currently assumed to have no value, but it could have value that 
would offset monitoring costs), and exploring alternatives to increase the value of catch, 
including traceability in the market. He explained that programs around the country have 
demonstrated that well-documented and traceable catch have increased value in the market, in 
some cases up to 20%, and this is something the Council can develop and help New England 
catch get into the market to add value that could offset monitoring costs. Mr. Brogan also noted 
that the Standardized Bycatch Reporting Methodology (SBRM) national guidance requires a 
five-year review for every FMP, and suggested using this amendment to serve as that review. 
 
Mr. Chris Brown, Point Judith commercial fisherman for 40 years, said he can’t stand having to 
take observers, and said that he doesn’t make enough money to pay the daily rate associated with 
groundfishing if it goes up any further, adding to the fact that the fluke fishery is a third of what 
it should be. He stated there is no bigger waste of money than sending an at-sea monitor onto a 
groundfish boat and that the program should not be a part of the fishery, but that the fishery does 
not operate in the absence of sound data, and he added that he cannot afford to pay for something 
with no value. He also said that everybody in the industry is frustrated by the fact that the fishery 
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is screwed up and the science that governs the fishery is misinformed and does not listen to 
fishermen, and that he would like to try to bridge the gap so that fishermen’s input can be seen 
not just as anecdotal and could be used in assessments.  
 
Mr. Brown explained that he has been participating in a pilot program to investigate the 
plausibility of using cameras on vessels, and said he sees cameras as a tool, not a destination, to 
help fishermen better themselves and get out of a lot of problems. He said there is an enormous 
gap between the scientific perception of a number of stocks and what fishermen see on the water, 
and said they should be able to substitute old inaccurate data with better data to change the 
outcome of the assessments. As an example, he said he has seen juvenile fluke where they 
shouldn’t normally be, when the stock assessment has said there is a failed recruitment event, 
and said that instead these fish are moving to new areas north and east. He said these small fish 
are recorded on his cameras and they have lengths recorded, and said this will do more to modify 
the fluke assessment in the last two weeks of fishing than the entire ASM program in the last two 
years. Mr. Brown also said that he recorded a juvenile blackback flounder recruitment event on 
his cameras and that this should inform the assessment. He emphasized that cameras will allow 
fishermen’s observations to be viewed as more than anecdotal. He explained how the Vessel Trip 
Report (VTR) data is not used in assessments, when many fishermen think that it is included, and 
acknowledged that people do report poorly because they don’t believe in the value of the 
program. He said for the pilot EM study, there is an agreement that their data will go directly into 
the assessment, and that for the first time fishermen’s data will be included.  
 
Mr. Brown said that fishermen need flexibility in fishing, particularly, he said being able to use 
multiple gear types on the same trip to target different fish, as they were able to do in the past, is 
important for efficiency and is what makes money, and also helps reduce discards. He stated that 
cameras will allow fishermen to get this flexibility, and should not be seen as punitive, but 
instead as a way to disprove the misconception that everything fishermen do is a bad thing. He 
recommended fishermen be given the opportunity to explore cameras as an option, and said he 
was told his system costs $15,000. He thought that the data collected from cameras and verified 
on VTRs should go into assessments and not data from the Bigelow [survey], as he said Bigelow 
data is misused and is intended to be used as a comparison of abundance from one stock to 
another rather than to determine absolute abundance, and said instead assessments should use 
fishermen’s vessels as scientific gathering platforms while they are fishing. Mr. Brown said that 
fishermen should be given the opportunity to get away from the costs of a useless human 
monitoring system in the groundfishery, and given the opportunity at the government’s expense 
to put cameras on their boats, for the purpose of allowing some flexibility and helping them to 
the abundance of stocks that are abundant in the ocean but not on paper. He said fishermen 
cannot keep throwing fish overboard and that he would rather fish less days and save every fish 
than throw them overboard, and is hoping cameras will allow fishermen the chance to do that. He 
stated there should be no more cuts in allocation based on holes in the science, and there should 
be an effort to plug the holes in the science using fishermen’s information. He recommended the 
Council support making cameras available as an option, and said that if a fisherman does not 
take a monitor voluntarily than they shouldn’t have to because it alters their fishing behavior and 
it is waste of both their day and the program. 
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The scoping hearing adjourned at approximately 7:26 pm. 
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