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The Habitat Plan Development Team met to discuss data and information available to support 
the recently initiated framework adjustment to consider clam dredge access to two habitat 
management areas approved by the Council for inclusion in Omnibus Habitat Amendment 2 
(OHA2). 
 
Plan Development Team members present: Michelle Bachman (Chair), Maria Jacob, Jessica 
Coakley, David Stevenson, Doug Potts, Katherine Richardson, Dr. Peter Auster, Dr. Kathryn 
Ford, Carl Wilson, and Dr. Geret DePiper. 
 
Audience: Dr. John Quinn (Habitat Committee Chair), Dave Wallace, Alison Verkade, Joe 
Myers, Tom Alspach, Tom Slaughter, Roger Mann, Eric Powell, Jud Crawford, David Borden 
 
Main outcomes: The PDT (1) reviewed available data, and (2) identified a need to develop a 
better understanding of the distribution of benthic habitats at a fine spatial scale 
 
Agenda Item 1: Status of Omnibus Habitat Amendment 2 and Clam Exemption 
Framework 
 
The Council took final action on OHA2 in June, 2015, and initiated the clam framework in 
October. The first draft of the OHA2 FEIS will be submitted to GARFO shortly (i.e. December 
2015). The implementation of OHA2 is expected to occur during summer 2016, and the clam 
dredge exemption will expire one year after the implementation date. The OHA2 timeline 
including an estimated implementation will be updated once the FEIS has been submitted. Ms. 
Bachman will continue to work on an action plan for the clam framework, to provide roles and 
responsibilities for the PDT members, and will share the plan for review once the timeline is 
better understood. There is a year or more of work time available before the Council needs to 
take action on the clam exemption framework, given the likely OHA2 implementation date and 
review/implementation time on the framework itself. 
 
Clam fishing activity would be impacted within the Great South Channel HMA (GSC/Southern 
New England Alternative 4), overlapping Nantucket Shoals, and the Georges Shoal 2 HMA 
(Georges Bank Alternative 10). It probably makes sense to structure alternatives for the 
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framework so that considerations for clam exemption in each HMA (Georges Bank and Great 
South Channel) would be deliberated separately. 
 
Agenda Item 2: Basic overview of clam fishery operations (Jessica Coakley) 
 
The surfclam/ocean quahog fishery has been an ITQ program since 1990, not including the 
Maine mahogany quahog fishery, which was responsible for 5% of the 2014 commercial 
landings. The species of interest in the Great South Channel and Georges Shoal HMAs is 
surfclam. The most recent stock assessment took place in 2009, and recent updates of that 
assessment through 2013 indicate that the surfclam stock is not overfished and overfishing is not 
occurring. There are assessment concerns based on the recruitment information and 
FMSY

 information. The stock assessment peer review (SAW/SARC 61) will take place during 
July 2016 for Atlantic surfclam. The surfclam/ocean quahog survey is updated every three years, 
and has utilized an industry vessel since 2012. Work is underway to improve survey gear 
performance to better sample the resource. Fishermen land 60-70% of total harvestable quota. 
Currently, minimum size regulations are suspended because less than 30% of landings are 
comprised of small clams. The calculated amount of small clams has usually been very low, 
around 6%. Although the percentages was higher this past year, it remains below the 30% 
threshold. 
 
The Georges Shoal HMA overlaps the Georges Bank Paralytic Shellfish Poisoning (PSP) closure 
area (which was closed in 1990 and re-opened in 2014). In the vicinity of the Georges Shoal 
HMA, fishing activity commenced in 2009 with exploratory tows and has expanded greatly in 
the last few years. 
 
The PDT briefly discussed the controversy over clam dredges operating near the coast of Cape 
Cod. 
 
Audience comments 
 
David Wallace provided clarifying information on the fishing operations for clam vessels. On 
Georges Bank, there are two hours of PSP testing activity and test tows that vessels perform 
prior to fishing operations, paid for by the fishermen. If localized depletion occurs in a particular 
fishing area, the area is avoided for about five years to allow surfclams to recover. Quahogs 
recruit to the fishery very slowly, such that areas depleted during the 30+ year history of the 
fishery have not been fished again. He also noted that surfclams and ocean quahogs cannot be 
landed on the same trip.  
 
Eric Powell stated that surfclams prefer sandy areas, and quahogs prefer muddy sand. However, 
they are both harvested in sandy habitat, not mud. Surfclams do not have the ability to bury deep 
within the sand, while ocean quahogs can bury deeper and are therefore less susceptible to 
warming ocean conditions. 
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Agenda Item 3: Fishing effort data (Michelle Bachman, Geret DePiper) 
 
The PDT reviewed revenue maps developed based on Dr. DePiper’s logbook confidence interval 
analysis. There is very little observer data for the clam fishery, so scallop observer data was used 
to parameterize the revenue model. Confidence intervals for surfclam trips are probably even 
smaller than the scallop parameters would indicate, because fishing activity tends to be highly 
localized during a given trip. (Note that due to the Standardized Bycatch Reporting Methodology 
Amendment, there should be increased observer coverage on surfclam/ocean quahog vessels to 
equal an estimate of three trips per vessel.) On the maps, lower revenue grids were filtered out to 
better show where the majority of revenue comes from. Fishing activity has been documented in 
the GSC HMA since 2003 (first year of data in the analysis), and has shifted spatially within the 
area since that time. Over time, the amount of revenue encompassed within the area has 
increased. Revenues have also increased in the Georges Shoal HMA during the most recent 2-3 
years since the PSP area was reopened. 
 
Comparing the Great South Channel revenue maps with substrate data, it appears that fishing 
does not typically occur in boulder habitats, but does occur on cobble. Fishing is taking place in 
sand and gravel habitats between the sand shoals on Georges Bank.  
 
Although the Nantucket Lightship Closed Area is proposed for re-opening under OHA2, and 
would increase access for the clam fishery, the OHA2 FEIS assumes that it is not an equal 
tradeoff compared to the Great South Channel and Georges Shoal HMAs. Industry members 
present agreed with this assumption. 
 
Audience comments 
 
Mr. Wallace stated that the inshore vessels [on Nantucket Shoals] operate approximately 80 trips 
per year, with an average trip lasting 1.5 days. Demand for surfclams is greatest in the winter. 
 
Agenda Item 4: Review habitat and substrate data (Michelle Bachman) 
 
The PDT discussed available bottom habitat data within the two HMAs. Data sources include: 
 

• Swept Area Seabed Impact model grid 
• Harris and Stokesbury 2012 sediment maps (similar to SASI grid except video data only) 
• Harris et al 2013 benthic boundary shear stress and sediment stability maps 
• The Nature Conservancy/University of Massachusetts Dartmouth School for Marine 

Science and Technology collaboration to distribute oceanographic and video survey data 
products 

 
Dominant grain size in the video-based SASI analyses and related Harris and Stokesbury maps 
refers to the largest grain size observed in all four quadrats at a station. ‘Dominant’ in this 
context does not necessarily mean the main sediment type at a station by percent cover. This 
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substrate characterization does not reflect fine scale variations within habitat types dominated by 
a particular substrate. For example, there may be cobble-dominated habitats that consist of more 
sparse or scattered cobble, and others where the cobbles are more densely arranged in a 
pavement. The PDT discussed that while both areas would provide important fish habitat, 
protection of more complex habitats from the impacts of dredging may be more important, 
particularly in cases where there are large numbers of attached epifauna.  
 
The SMAST/TNC project provides annual oceanographic data, sediment maps that expand on 
the Harris and Stokesbury maps, and annual epifauna maps at a 10x10 km grid resolution. The 
epifaunal data includes approximately ten taxonomic groups, and data are generally 
presence/absence at each video survey quadrat. While a 100km2 grid is too coarse for the 
purpose of defining exemption areas, these results should provide useful context. 
 
The PDT also discussed that the epifauna in these areas may vary seasonally as well as inter-
annually depending on patterns of recruitment for relatively short-lived species. Other types of 
organisms may live for many years. It is important to consider what role these species serve in 
the ecosystem, for example as shelter for managed species, as shelter for their prey items, or as 
prey items themselves. 
 
Two major questions emerged from this discussion: 
 

• What habitat types specifically are in need of protection? There was a general consensus 
that protection of habitats with longer recovery times should be a priority but the answer 
to this question should be further refined by the PDT. 

• Are the habitat data presently available sufficient for defining appropriate exemption 
areas? The conclusion by the end of the meeting was that if at all possible, it would be 
very helpful to more finely characterize the habitat types in these HMAs. Also that it 
would be helpful to understand the temporal distribution of video stations, and whether 
there was high resolution digital imagery for any of the stations. 

 
In the data set used to develop the SASI grid, there are 1,078 stations in the Great South Channel 
HMA (882 in the area under consideration for potential exemption) and 75 stations in the 
Georges Shoal HMA. At this point there are certainly more stations given that the video survey 
grid was finalized in 2010.  
 
The PDT also examined the maximum grain size, sediment coarseness, and sediment stability 
maps. 
 
The PDT discussed with the industry members present how clam dredges operate in cobble 
habitat types. Industry members indicated that cobbles larger than about 2 inches would be 
retained in the gear. It seems that it is possible to fish among sparse cobbles, but that dense 
cobble habitats would not be fishable. The problem in terms of development of reasonable 
exemption areas seems to be discriminating among shades of grey in cobble-dominated habitats 
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in a way that is useful to industry members and their understanding of seabed characteristics. The 
PDT discussed that even occasional scattered cobble are going to be used by fish for shelter, and 
may be important in a cumulative sense. 
 
While the total swept area for the fishery is low relative to other mobile gears, fishing effort is 
highly concentrated and occurs in areas mapped as cobble dominated. The SASI analysis 
developed for OHA2 found that the impacts of fishing gears on cobble and boulder are more 
adverse than gear impacts on sand and fine gravels. This analysis assumed that hydraulic dredges 
do not operate on cobble and boulder-dominated habitats, but this assumption is no longer 
tenable given the distribution of effort within the Great South Channel and Georges Shoal HMAs 
relative to area mapped as cobble-dominated. The PDT concluded that additional fine scale 
evaluation of habitat data would be extremely helpful. Depending on the results of such an 
investigation, sub-areas within the proposed HMAs probably fall into one of three categories: (1) 
areas that are relatively low vulnerability and suitable for exemption from mobile bottom-tending 
gear prohibitions, (2) highly vulnerable areas where dredging should clearly be prohibited, and 
(3) intermediate/grey areas where vulnerable habitats exist and there is some level of fishing. 
Defining exemption areas would be more or less challenging depending on how these three types 
of areas are arrayed spatially, i.e. particularly vulnerable habitats may be patchy or more 
contiguous. Patchy exemption areas could be difficult to enforce. 
 
Audience comments 
 
Eric Powell stated that since the Georges Bank fishery is relatively new, impacts to the fishery 
would be difficult to estimate based on limited data, but could be substantial.  
 
David Wallace stated that on Georges Bank, fishermen usually fish in areas previously fished 
based on clean test tows from prior trips. If not, then it is time consuming to fish a new area 
whose samples for PSP testing may be over the threshold for PSP and therefore the entire harvest 
could likely be discarded due to PSP results. 
 
Eric Powell stated that the Nantucket Lightship Closure Area has many ocean quahogs, but not 
many surfclams. If there is an area that is obviously not towable in the fishery independent clam 
survey, it is not included in biomass estimates in the assessment. 
 
Tom Slaughter noted that clam fishermen have looked for clams in other areas of southern New 
England and in the vicinity of the Great South Channel, and that the density of surfclams is 
higher in the area east of Nantucket within the proposed HMA than it appears to be elsewhere. 
 
Agenda Item #5: Discuss SCeMFiS project 
 
Roger Mann and Eric Powell described their efforts to digitize data logs associated with the clam 
dredge survey. Data on untowable stations can help the PDT to map locations that are not 
fishable. Descriptions of bottom type are also included in the survey database. The project will 
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look at areas outside and inside of HMAs, as far south as Virginia. Timeline for completion of 
data processing is mid- to late-January. 
 
There is limited clam survey data for the northern part of the Great South Channel HMA, 
although there are substantial revenues coming out of the area, because the areas could not be 
towed by the R/V Delaware II which was used to conduct the clam survey through 2011. In 
addition, there are no clam survey strata overlapping this location, so the industry vessel has not 
surveyed the area in the years since 2012. Dr. Powell noted that they will raise the issue of this 
gap in coverage at the next survey methodology meeting. 
 
Related to the clam survey, a consideration is that the Mid-Atlantic Bight waters may be 
warming, which could render some habitats unsuitable for surfclams. This underscores the 
importance of more northern fishing grounds to the fleet. 
 
Agenda Item #6: Habitat effects of hydraulic clam dredges (David Stevenson) 
 
The PDT reviewed prior determinations about the adverse effects of hydraulic clam dredge gear 
on essential fish habitats, including fishing impacts evaluations done by the MAFMC, The 2001 
Northeast Gear Effects Workshop and associated literature review, NEFMC analyses done in 
Northeast Multispecies Amendment 13 and OHA2 to support spatial prohibitions on the use of 
this gear, and the environmental assessment evaluating the proposal to reopen a large portion of 
the PSP closure on Georges Bank to clam dredging in 2013. Previous work has noted that 
impacts are concentrated over a small footprint. However, local effects could be important. The 
workshop concluded that habitat effects from clam dredges were limited to sandy areas, and the 
SASI model to support OHA2 made a similar assumption. The PSP reopening EA concluded that 
the adverse impacts from clam dredging on Georges Bank would likely be minimal and 
temporary as long as the fishery operated in high energy sand areas. Impacts might be more than 
minimal if the fishery operates in other habitat types. The habitat vulnerability analysis done by 
the Habitat PDT for the SASI model concluded that the localized per-unit-area effects of 
hydraulic clam dredges on sand and gravel habitats were considerably more severe than for 
bottom trawls and scallop dredges. 
 
The PDT circled back to the need to drill down into the video survey data available for both the 
Great South Channel and Georges Shoal HMAs. There was some debate as to the best way to 
analyze the imagery, although percent cover of various substrates and epifauna was the primary 
approach discussed.  
 
Audience comments 
 
David Borden suggested that the Plan Development Team take a different analytical approach:  
 



Habitat Plan Development Team – FINAL 

Page 7 of 7 

• Identify areas of complex habitat for protection, which would allow for the use of all the 
available information, and the industry can help identify these areas as well (i.e. survey 
work by SCeMFiS). 

• Must also identify the minimize size of area closure (i.e. for enforcement).  
 
Next steps and follow up work: 
 

• Continue to follow up with SCeMFiS PIs about their project results 
• Contact Kevin Stokesbury at SMAST regarding additional analysis of video survey data 
• Refine descriptions of vulnerable habitat types and habitat types most valuable to 

managed species 
• Develop measurable objectives and a protocol for analyzing video survey data 

 
The meeting adjourned at approximately 5:00pm. 
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