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MEETING SUMMARY 
 

Habitat Plan Development Team 
March 7, 2019 

9:00 a.m. - 4:00 p.m. 
 
The Habitat PDT met in New Bedford, MA to discuss research planning for the Great South 
Channel Habitat Management Area. Clam industry, mussel industry, and research community 
members were made aware of the call and many listened in or participated in the discussion.  

Meeting attendance 
PDT members included Michelle Bachman (Chair), Doug Potts, Jessica Coakley, Rachel Feeney, 
Dave Packer, Geret DePiper, David Stevenson, Alison Verkade, Marianne Ferguson, Page 
Valentine, Julia Livermore, and Kathryn Ford. Carl Wilson called in for the afternoon agenda 
item. This was Alison’s first meeting as a member of the PDT.  
 
Audience members included Dave Wallace, Domenic Santoro, Owen Nichols, George Maynard, 
Chad Brayton, Greg Silkes, Louis Legace, Eric Heupel, George Lapointe, Ron Smolowitz, Chris 
Shriver, John Verissimo, Allen Rencurrel, Scott Lang, Catherine Kramer, Monte Rome 

Fishing Effects model 
Ms. Bachman summarized the status of the Fishing Effects model for the northeast region. Work 
on this project has been completed by Alaska Pacific University researchers as well as NEFMC 
staff. Most of the modeling work is done, save some sensitivity analysis, and everyone on the 
project is in the process of completing a combined final report. After today’s discussions Ms. 
Bachman will communicate additional needs to APU for final model runs, and the entire team 
will work to complete the report. Once a full draft of the report is ready Ms. Bachman will 
circulate to the PDT for review. Highlight of the completed and ongoing work: 
 

• Updated literature review. The PDT reviewed post-2009 scientific papers on gear effects 
and added them to the existing Microsoft Access database. These studies are summarized 
in tables in the final report, but individual studies still need to be added to the matrix 
tables (i.e. susceptibility and recovery parameter summary tables). An overall text 
summary of the new papers also needs to be written. 

• Updated fishing effort area swept datasets through 2017. The PDT developed these 
datasets for inclusion in the model. The PDT also wrote a script to generate tables of 
swept area by fishing trip based on vessel trip report and other data sets. The script and 
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notes will be appended to the final report in R markdown format. The final report will 
include a summary of the methods in the script/appendix, building on the 2011 SASI 
document. 

• Updated sediment data. The PDT previously reviewed these data layers. The updated 
base grid includes state waters, as well as new data sources. The methods used to map 
sediment distribution are slightly different from those used in SASI. The final report will 
describe the methods used to generate the sediment layers. 

• Model domain. The PDT established the spatial extent of the model based on the 
maximum depth of fishing in the region. This extent includes state waters but does not 
include all waters to the 200-mile limit. The size of the domain is used as a denominator 
in the aggregate model outputs when they are expressed as percent of habitat disturbed by 
fishing. The PDT also developed an approach to assign a specific set of recovery 
parameters to use for each grid cell, based on the gear type that dominates the swept area 
in a given model grid cell. The methods for this analysis will be provided as an appendix 
to the final report, in R markdown format. 

• The final report will include an overview of the model, differences from SASI, and the 
equations used. 

• The final report will also include model results and sensitivity analyses, as well as next 
steps.  

 
The PDT discussed the various elements of the project and identified the following questions and 
items for follow up: 
 

• Overall, should provide more metadata for sediment data sources in the report, and 
identify sources of uncertainty. For example, the Maine Bottom Type sediment data 
(Barnhardt et al.) includes a lot of rock outcrop areas, which are somewhat different from 
boulder bottom. Should note this in the description of the data set. Sediment 
interpolations for these data are somewhat uncertain. Related, the report could include 
some discussion of certainty in sediment classifications, because of or despite data 
quality. For example, Wilkinson Basin is well established as being uniformly muddy, 
although samples are somewhat sparse compared to other locations throughout the 
domain. 

• The PDT had questions about sediment data density relative to grid cell size. The report 
should explain the decision to use a regular grid despite widely varying data density. 

• The PDT thought that a sediment diversity map (number of sediment types per grid) 
would be a useful product to include in the report. 

• The PDT thought it was important to test different recovery trajectories. 
• The PDT assumed that high energy recovery parameters were used throughout the model 

domain but should confirm this. 
• Providing some context for patterns in the raw swept area inputs to the model would be 

helpful. 
• In terms of the results, the PDT discussed that the denominator in any percent habitat 

disturbed calculations is important. What is the habitat disturbance within areas actually 
fished by a particular gear type? Should consider the footprint of each gear type and 
possibly running the model over different domains, depending on the gear. 

• Should compare area swept vs. impact at various points in time. 
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• Should consider replicating Z∞ analysis (constant effort) model runs from original 
implementation of SASI. 

Council research priorities 
The Council is how going to consider removing, revising, and adding items its research priority 
list on an annual basis. The PDT reviewed the list of habitat-related issues and made a series of 
recommendations. These included streamlining and editing priorities related to habitat 
assessment and habitat impacts, plus new priorities related to offshore wind development. 
Additional suggestions were provided by the team via correspondence following the meeting. 
The final list of PDT recommendations was then sent to the Habitat Committee for review. Staff 
worked together to resolve cases where multiple committees (specifically scallops and habitat) 
commented on the same priority items. In general, the recommendations were consistent with 
one another. A final version with Committee edits was sent to the Scientific and Statistical 
Committee in advance of their meeting on March 29.  

Presentation: Atlantic cod in SNE: are they climate deniers? Joseph Langan, URI 
Joseph Langan presented research on Southern New England cod to the PDT. Collaborators 
included Conor McManus, Doug Zemeckis, and Jeremy Collie. Objectives of the project are to 
(1) characterize SNE cod distribution and patterns of habitat use throughout the life cycle, (2) 
evaluate population trends in the region, and (3) identify environmental factors that influence cod 
abundance/variability. The results are that: cod likely complete their life cycle in SNE waters; 
there is some evidence that cod off RI could be a self-sustaining sub-population, SNE cod have 
increased since 2000, YOY cod abundance is negatively correlated to February temperature, and 
observed temperature preferences suggest thermal habitat is constrained in summer. An ongoing 
question is if climate change is having the hypothesized negative effect on cod, how did this sub-
population increase? The PDT noted that in Narragansett Bay, juvenile cod are using mixed 
substrate types, similar to other parts of the New England region.  

Research program for the Great South Channel HMA 
After a break for lunch, the PDT spent the remainder of the day until 4 p.m. The PDT discussed 
data gaps and research priorities, refining the draft GSC HMA Research Planning Document 
distributed for the meeting. Additional details and rationale will be distributed in a revised 
version of this document, but below are the major unknowns and priorities as identified during 
the meeting. One suggestion was that this planning document convey the approach and 
assumptions underpinning HMA designations in OHA2 and forming the research priorities 
around those assumptions. There was debate amongst the PDT about whether unknown/priority 
4, below, are issues that the Council should recommend addressing via further research. On the 
one hand, questions about habitat use by lifestage and the contribution of habitat to fish 
production, at the individual and population level, are fundamental questions in terms of why 
habitat conservation measures are important. On the other hand, these relationships are poorly 
understood for nearly all species, habitat types, and locations, so it may not be realistic to suggest 
that the research program will be able to tackle these questions in a meaningful way. Some PDT 
members expressed concern that this line of questioning reopened the debate about why the 
HMA was designated to begin with, when the goals for research are more narrow, i.e. to 
determine if additional exemptions for clam and mussel dredges can be granted while 
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maintaining the conservation values of the GSC HMA. There was agreement that for the purpose 
of developing possible future fishing gear exemptions in the HMA, understanding habitat usage 
is secondary to understanding fishing gear impacts on habitats, including the interaction between 
fishing gear impacts and natural disturbance. 
 
What are some unknowns related to habitat distribution, use, and impact of fishing gear in the 
GSC HMA? 

1. How much variability is there within the GSC HMA with regards to bottom habitat types, 
stability, natural disturbance, especially as affected by depth?  

2. Not having substrate (biotic/abiotic) data mapped at fine spatial scales useful for 
understanding the patchiness of habitats in the HMA. Such data are needed to assess 
impacts of actual fishing activity, i.e., to answer question: are fishermen able to avoid 
more complex habitat types? 

3. No information on the resilience of clam and mussel beds to dredging that is specific to 
the HMA (there are studies in other areas). Related to studying this issue, very limited 
information on location, or extent of mussel beds in HMA. 

4. To what extent do different habitat types/locations provide suitable habitat for 
groundfish, especially juveniles, and in particular Atlantic cod? (Lower priority.) 

Research priorities: 

1) To improve our understanding of the distribution of living and non-living habitat features 
within the GSC HMA, including topographic features, substrates, epifauna, and infauna 
(i.e. develop habitat maps).  

2) To improve our understanding of habitat stability and epifaunal persistence in relation to 
substrate type, tidal flows and storm events. 

3) To improve our understanding of habitat vulnerability to mussel and clam dredges. 
Vulnerability includes both the nature of habitat/gear interactions (susceptibility) and 
recovery rates. 

4) To improve our understanding of the importance of the GSC HMA to managed species, 
including Atlantic cod. (Lower priority.) 

Next the PDT brainstormed ideas with members of the audience, including researchers and 
fishermen/vessel owners. Table 1 below summarizes the points raised during this discussion. 
These were not recorded as PDT vs. audience comments at the time so they are not attributed, 
below. 

There was some discussion amongst the PDT about how far the Council’s role should extend in 
this process. Should the PDT suggest and help evaluate specific research strategies, or focus on 
helping the Council to identify high level priorities, leaving it to those proposing the studies to 
identify specific methods? The PDT did not identify a clear line in the sand, but as next steps, the 
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PDT will revise the planning document, and will continue to engage with industry members and 
researchers to scope ideas. The Committee will meet later in the spring to discuss the priorities. 

Through the afternoon’s discussion, it was clear that industry members are looking for specific 
study suggestions. They are also looking to the Council for assurances about how the results of 
these studies will be used for management and are concerned that money and time could be 
invested in research but that this work may not result in future access to fishing grounds.  

Table 1 – Notes from group brainstorming session. Includes ideas from audience and PDT 
members (not attributed to PDT vs. audience). 

Priorities 
 

- Habitat Maps 
- Comprehensive, multi-beam acoustics 

Strategies 
 

- Selective acoustics to home in on [fine scale features] after broad-scale mapping 
- Industry collaborators/industry vessels as research platforms 
- Fine-scale sampling [in focus areas] 
- Focus on five areas vs. entire HMA (three exemptions, two research areas) 
- Revisit areas over time. Could do this at the site level, or at the specific tow track level.  
- Look for long-lived epifauna species as evidence of stability, in addition to/in lieu of 

repeated visits to the same site 
- Address gear impact + natural disturbance questions separately 
- Combine grab samples with video/camera work 

Gaps / Questions 
 

- How good are clam beds at supporting other species? What about mussel beds? 
- Natural variation + stability 
- Recovery times from dredging? 
- Is the area really supporting the species we think it is? 
- Can dredges operate without damaging complex habitat? Where? 
- How do gear impacts compare to natural disturbance/variation? 
- What do “temporary” & “minimal” mean? 
- What is the cost of acoustic work? 
- Do the OHA2 assumptions hold for this HMA? 
- How does fishing intensity affect impacts? 
- Current speed & wave action/storm events? 
- Does bottom hardness help fishermen decide where to fish? (Yes, for some fishermen. 

They favor softer bottom.) How do they determine where softer bottom is? 
- How much fishing [in the research areas] is needed to fund research? 
- Are YOY cod using the HMA? 
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- What data is really needed & what can be done to collect it, vs. what can we collect 
and can it be used? 

- What level of research will provide sufficient evidence to support more fishing effort?  

Challenges 
 

- “Reference” areas vs. “control” areas – true controls probably not possible 
- Industry needs to be able to fish to raise money 
- Clams (and therefore clam fishery) move over time 
- Cost of acoustic surveys is high 
- Can we do management at fine scales?  (Considering availability of 5 min pings.) 
- Can [the Council’s] questions be answered? 
- A study of gear effects outside the HMA would need to be conducted in an area with 

similar conditions for the results to be useful/transferable. 
- Tides and storm effects are significant here; unusual, diverse and active bottom. 
- Answering natural disturbance and gear impact in same study may be difficult. 
- Some of these ideas will be costly to implement. 

Opportunities 
 

- Depth, “3-D bottom builder” data are collected by fishing vessels. Combined, these 
data would provide good coverage bathymetric maps of the HMA (or at least portions 
that have been fished or otherwise transited). May help identify hardness, too. Useful 
as a preliminary data source to understand where to focus research efforts, also helpful 
to understand fine-scale depth distribution relative to charted depths. 

- Coonamessett Farm Foundation GoPro cameras on dredges. Can identify epifauna, 
clams, mussels, bottom type, bottom movement. In conjunction with commercial trips. 
Can also use baited underwater video/still cameras independent of fishing.  

Ancillary Impacts of Research 
 

- If we better understand clam distributions, we can reduce search time/impact of fishery 
on habitat (and fishing costs). Caveat that the clam resource appears to be shifting 
spatially, with only younger/smaller clams in some areas, so inferences to be drawn 
from a single snapshot of clam distribution is somewhat limited. 

 
 
The meeting concluded at approximately 4:00 p.m. 
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