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Dear Tom, 
 

The following is the September 2022 New England Fishery Management Council – Fishery 
Monitoring and Research Division Pre-station Follow-up Questions. 

 
Purpose 
This letter addresses the questions received during the Fishery Monitoring and Research Division 
presentation to the New England Fishery Management Council in September 2022. We present 
additional information on the topics of greatest interest, organized into the following sections: 1.0 
At-Sea Monitoring and Electronic Monitoring (including funding history, coverage, and waivers), 
2.0 Observer Recruitment and Retention, 3.0 Standardized Bycatch Reporting Methodology Sea 
Day Allocation Status, 4.0 Data Quality Audits, and 5.0 Cooperative Research Summary. 

 
1.0 At-Sea Monitoring (ASM) and Electronic Monitoring (EM) 

 
1.1 ASM and EM Funding 
Since 2018, Congress has appropriated funds for monitoring of the Northeast multispecies 
(groundfish) fishery. These funds have been used to reimburse industry ASM and EM costs and 
support the NEFSC shoreside infrastructure costs related to human ASM and EM. Industry costs 
are reimbursed through grants and contracts facilitated by the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries 
Commission (ASMFC). At the end of the 2022 groundfish fishing year (April 2023), we expect 
there will be approximately $10 million of prior fiscal years 2018-2022 funds remaining for 
reimbursement of future industry and sector costs associated with human ASM and EM. 
Approximately $3.4 million of that total can only be used for reimbursement of costs for EM 
equipment and installation. Congress did appropriate additional funds in fiscal year 2023 and 
NEFSC will begin the process of spending plan development and approval. 

 
 
 
 



Figure 1. Industry reimbursements by category in fiscal years 2021 and 2022. Note that most training costs are
associated with shoreside support, but attendee hourly pay, lodging, and per diem were reimbursed to the providers 
given the hardship of COVID-19 and waivers that led to much higher need for recruitment and training. All 
COVID-19 reimbursements will end at the start of the next groundfish year on May 1, 2023.

1.2 ASM and EM Coverage
The NOAA Fisheries Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office (GARFO) provides final catch 
accounting data through the Sector Information Management Module (SIMM). However, due to 
delays in finalization of observer data, the NEFSC is temporarily providing estimated catch 
accounting data based on our Pre-Trip Notification System (PTNS) as detailed in Tables 1 and 2. 
Vessels sailing on groundfish trips must notify in the PTNS at least 48 hours prior to departure, 
regardless of coverage eligibility status. Groundfish vessels may also be selected for Northeast 
Fisheries Observer Program (NEFOP) coverage.

Realized coverage estimates are based on achieved human ASM and NEFOP coverage of ASM-
eligible trips. EM trips are not considered ASM-eligible trips and are subject to separate 
monitoring requirements and target coverage (i.e., 100%). Sector groundfish trip coverage 
calculations will be updated as part of the implementation of Amendment 23 to the Northeast 
Multispecies Fishery Management Plan, as described at https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/new-
england-mid-atlantic/commercial-fishing/northeast-groundfish-monitoring-program. For each 
sector, GARFO will separately calculate the achieved human at-sea monitoring coverage from the 
achieved electronic monitoring coverage.

1.2.1 Groundfish Monitoring Coverage estimated by PTNS

Fishing 
Year

Est. Total 
Groundfish 

Trips
EM Trips ASM-Eligible 

Trips

ASM-Eligible 
Trips Covered 

by ASM 

ASM-Eligible 
Trips Covered 

by NEFOP

Realized 
Coverage of 

ASM-Eligible 
Trips

2022 3,763* 391* 2,108* 1,144* 93* 59%*

2021 6,118* 647* 4,198** 1,142** 201** 32%**

Table 1.Estimated total coverage of groundfish trips in fishing year 2021 and fishing year 2022 through November 
30, 2022; *denotes estimates derived from PTNS; ** denotes final numbers from SIMM. Note that EM trips 
include those that were taken with a NEFOP observer on board. EM trips are not considered ASM-eligible trips
but are included in the estimated total groundfish trips. Realized coverage of ASM-eligible trips is calculated as 
ASM-eligible trips covered by ASM and NEFOP divided by total ASM-eligible trips. 



 
 

1.2.1 Fleet Details 
 

Fishing Year Est. Total Vessels ASM-Eligible Vessels EM Vessels 

2022 134 99 19 

2021 171 123 21 

Table 2. Estimated fleet details in fishing year 2021 and fishing year 2022 through November 30, 2022, based on 
notifications in PTNS that resulted in groundfish trips. Note that the groundfish trips that do not fall into either 
ASM-eligible or EM categories include common pool, ASM-exempt, MREM EFP, and set-only trips. 

 
1.2.2 Sector Differences in ASM Realized Coverage 
Estimated average sector coverage varies greatly by sector in fishing year 2022 to date, with 
individual sectors ranging from 37%–86% realized coverage of ASM-eligible trips (i.e., including 
ASM and NEFOP coverage). In total, NEFOP has covered 4.4% of ASM-eligible trips in fishing 
year 2022, with a mean of 4.2% across sectors and a median of 3.1%. Variability in NEFOP 
coverage is not driving the spread seen in realized coverage of ASM-eligible trips. For example, 
the sector with the highest NEFOP coverage (19%) has the lowest overall realized coverage 
(37%). 

 
1.3 ASM Coverage Waivers 

 
1.3.1 Coverage Waiver Reasons 
Figure 2 details the relative impact of coverage waivers in fishing year 2022. Monitoring coverage 
of ASM-eligible trips is also affected by noncompliant trips (i.e., refusals and trips missing 
notifications), but waivers are not issued for noncompliant trips. Coverage may be waived under 
the following waiver types: 

 
 Provider Waiver: issued if a trip is selected for coverage by the PTNS but is not accepted 

by a provider for coverage, or if a trip is accepted and assigned coverage but later waived 
by a provider. 

 COVID Waiver: issued based on CDC guidance related to COVID concerns. 
 Other Safety Waiver: issued due to unresolved safety issues and/or ongoing investigations, 

including those for observer harassment, stability concerns, or unsafe vessel operation. 
 Administrative Waiver: issued due to system or technical issues and entry errors, as well as 

for trips sailed in one fishing year but landed in the following fishing year. 
 Missed Trip Waiver: issued if the assigned observer misses deployment on the trip due to a 

family emergency or other extenuating circumstances. 
 
EM trips are not considered ASM-eligible trips and are therefore not represented in Figure 2. 
Vessels participating in EM are eligible for waivers from running their EM system when there is a 
critical EM system malfunction. A vessel may not fish a sector EM trip without an operational EM 
system onboard, unless issued a waiver by NMFS. However, waivers issued due to malfunctioning 
EM systems are extremely rare. EM trips may be issued waivers from NEFOP coverage for other 
reasons, but these cases are also rare. 



Figure 2. Relative proportions of ASM-eligible sailed trip outcomes for fishing year 2022 through November 30, 
2022, based on PTNS estimates.

1.3.2 Factors Contributing to Provider Waivers
Provider waivers make up the largest percentage of sailed unobserved trips. Provider waivers are 
generally due to limited observer availability. This year, mismatches between expected and 
realized sector effort have led to mismatches in observer availability and trip coverage. Providers
anticipated Amendment 23 and its associated ASM exemptions to be implemented in May, so they 
did not prioritize recruitment for ports expected to utilize coverage exemption for fishing west of
71°30’ W. Additionally, the mid-year exits of vessels from the EM programs resulted in 
unexpected increases in trips requiring ASM coverage. However, since the beginning of this 
fishing year, the PTNS has been updated to better align rates at which providers are offered trips 
with rates agreed upon in the sector-ASM provider contracts. We aim to match potential effort 
with intended ASM cadre by also adjusting allocation of training seats based on projected provider 
responsibility.

1.3.3 Coordination with ASM Providers and Sector Managers
We continue to support notifications through the PTNS website, phone, and email 24 hrs. a day
and 365 days a year to troubleshoot any PTNS issues and coverage questions that arise. 
Additionally, we are coordinating closely with sectors and ASM service providers to improve
realized coverage. We hold meetings with individual providers and participate in sector manager 
calls on a monthly basis to review realized coverage and discuss challenges. We also provide 
monthly compliance reports and provider performance reports that may be used to make informed 
decisions and take appropriate actions. To increase transparency, we also provide sector managers 
with a detailed breakdown of the reason waivers were issued to vessels in their sector(s) as well as 
a list of sector vessels on the Vessels of Concern list.



2.0 Observer Recruitment and Retention
Observer retention and recruitment remain a persistent challenge across all programs and 
nationwide. Of note, the median years of service for observers across all programs has decreased
over the past decade to about half a year (Figure 3). 68% of current observers across all programs 
are in their first year of service.

Figure 3. Mean and median years of service for observers exiting NEFOP, ASM, and IFS programs.

At the Northeast Region Coordinating Council meeting in October 2022, we presented our 
recruitment and retention efforts, which include developing support sessions and engagement 
materials, reinstating training trips, and working with providers and other partners. Detailed 
discussion of program challenges and efforts can be found on pages 9-10 in the Council’s Fall
2022 briefing book.

3.0 Standardized Bycatch Reporting Methodology (SBRM) Sea Day Allocation Status
The regional SBRM Omnibus Amendment (2015) requires an annual discard report utilizing 
information obtained from NEFOP and IFS for 14 federally managed species groups and sea
turtles. We conduct an analysis to determine the number of sea days needed to achieve a 30% CV 
of total discards for each species group, and then use a non-discretionary allocation formula when 
more days are required than we can fund. This process is detailed in the annual discard reports. 
Although funding has remained relatively consistent over the past five years, costs associated with 
the program have increased. For example, equipment costs have increased due to inflation as well 
as our efforts to improve data quality through superior precision equipment (e.g., motion-
calibrated platform scales, emergency satellite communication devices). In addition, training costs 
are higher than anticipated due to high attrition of observers. In addition to the growing costs of 
each individual training, more training sessions are required to maintain the current observer
cadre. We are working with the NEFOP provider to improve observer recruitment and retention
through additional contract provisions. Observer recruitment and retention remains a nationwide 
challenge.



4.0 Data Quality Audits 
The role of the observer program is to collect and process observer data to ensure those data were 
collected within established protocols. This includes a rigorous data quality assurance and control 
process that also identifies transcription, calculation, and other similar types of errors in the data. 
This process also includes 1,700 automated audits on observer data to check for common issues. 
These audits are run on for both the full and optimized review process. Additional audits are 
created as we identify new issues, new fields or codes are added, or if fishing regulations or areas 
change. 
 
Examples of checks include: length/weight ratios (30% above or below range of survey ratios), 
species verification (outside of species’ expected geographical range based on historical catch), 
catch estimation (>5000 lbs. of any species, spring/marel scale weights >100 lbs. or ending in 50 
or 00, or weights equaling the species code), and mesh measurements (outside of 155-175 mm for 
groundfish, outside of species-specific ranges for gillnet, or anything outside of the gear’s expected 
range). 

 
5.0 Cooperative Research Summary 
At the September 2022 meeting, we briefly presented on cooperative research activities led by the 
Fishery Monitoring and Research Division, which has a designated Cooperative Research Branch. 
There are also many other NOAA and non-governmental groups that participate in cooperative 
research throughout the northeast region. Table 3 provides a brief summary of NOAA’s regional 
cooperative research activities and associated points of contact. 

 
Office Division/Branch Activities Point of 

Contact 

GARFO Sustainable Fisheries Division Research Set-Aside (RSA) Programs for sea 
scallop, monkfish, and herring 

Ryan 
Silva 

NEFSC Fishery Monitoring & Research 
Division/Cooperative Research 
Branch 

Bottom Longline Survey, Study Fleet, Industry- 
Based Biological Sampling (InBios), 
Environmental Monitors on Lobster Traps and 
Large Trawlers (eMOLT), Collaborative 
Shortfin Squid Research (ILXSM), Offshore 
Wind Impacts on Fishing Operations 

Anna 
Mercer 

NEFSC Resource Evaluation & 
Assessment Division/Ecosystem 
Dynamics & Assessment Branch 

Research on oceanographic drivers of northern 
shortfin squid 

Kim 
Hyde 

NEFSC Resource Evaluation & 
Assessment 
Division/Population Biology 
Branch 

Collaborative sample collection to address life 
history questions 

Rich 
McBride 



NEFSC Resource Evaluation & 
Assessment Division/Protected 
Species Branch

Conservation gear engineering, including by not 
limited to ropeless/on-demand gear

Henry 
Milliken

NEFSC Population and Ecosystems 
Monitoring and Analysis Division

Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel Kathryn 
Ford

Table 3. Cooperative research activities in the Northeast.

Sincerely,

Jon Hare, Ph.D.
Science and Research Director

cc: Cabana, Nicole
Lee, Joshua 
Martins, Amy 
McArdle, Katherine 
Shama, Ryan

Sincerely,

Jon Hare, Ph.D.
Science and Research Di


