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Research Priorities for the  
Great South Channel Habitat Management Area 

 
 
Background 

In April 2015, the New England Fishery Management Council (NEFMC) approved the Great 
South Channel Habitat Management Area (HMA) and recommended the Northeast corner of the 
area be closed to all dredges and bottom trawls, and the remainder of the area be closed to 
bottom trawls and scallop dredges with a 1-year exemption for clam dredges. That year allowed 
for consideration of a program for clam dredges to access portions of that HMA that would not 
negatively impact sensitive fish habitat. On April 9, 2018, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) Fisheries implemented regulations that started the clock for the one-
year exemption for clam dredge access to expire on April 9, 2019.  
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In December 2018, NEFMC took final action on a framework adjustment action that identifies 3 
clam access areas (which also include exemptions for mussel dredges), plus two other areas that 
would be prioritized for research (Rose and Crown and Davis Bank East). The Council’s intent is 
that both fishermen and researchers will work toward obtaining better information to define 
where Atlantic surfclams and mussels can be harvested without impacting sensitive fish habitat 
in those areas. The following research priorities were developed by the Habitat Plan 
Development Team (PDT) to support future work.  

Areas targeted for work 

Rose and Crown and Davis Bank East were identified by the Council as two areas where 
exemptions might be identified in a future action and research should be conducted. Both areas 
contain Atlantic surfclams in harvestable quantities, and the Rose and Crown area contains some 
mussel beds (overall, little is known about the mussel resource in the HMA). These areas also 
contain structured benthic habitats of interest from a conservation perspective. Therefore, given 
limited resources, these areas within the HMA should be the focus for future research.  
 
The Council specified in the December 2018 framework that clam and mussel dredges could be 
used in these areas under an approved Exempted Fishing Permit, or EFP. This is consistent with 
underlying Council policy established via Omnibus Habitat Amendment 2 recommending that 
habitat-related research using fishing gear be allowed within HMAs, provided that appropriate 
permits are obtained and the objectives of the HMA are not compromised. This policy was 
adopted in response to a general concern that it has been difficult to obtain permits to conduct 
research inside habitat management areas, even if that research was habitat-focused. The 
thinking was that by specifying habitat research as an appropriate role for HMAs that it would 
facilitate approval of these types of permits by NOAA Fisheries.  

Data gaps and key question to be answered 

What are the major unknowns that are making management difficult? 
• Not having habitat type data (maps) at the scale of fishing activity (individual tows). 

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? 

• How much variability is there within the GSC HMA with regards to bottom habitat types, 
stability, natural disturbance, especially as affected by depth? How does Rose and Crown 
compare to Davis Bank, and what is variation within each area? What about the three 
designated exemption areas? 

• To what extent do different habitat types/locations provide suitable habitat for 
groundfish, especially juveniles, and in particular Atlantic cod. 

• No information on location, extent of mussel beds in HMA, nor on their resilience to 
dredging. 

 
What specific research questions/data gaps should be addressed? 

• Spatial resolution of “new” habitat data (SMAST) not sufficient for management 
decisions. 

• Habitat data used in OHA2 based on dominant substrate types with interpolation, not 
percent cover. 
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• Existing hydraulic dredge impact studies not conducted in hard bottom habitats; limited 
support for vulnerability “scores” for hard bottom habitat in SASI model.  

• Insufficient information to determine how quickly physical and biological habitat features 
in HMA that are exposed to varying levels of dredging and natural disturbance recover 
from impacts. 

Research priorities  

The Habitat PDT has identified five priority areas for focused habitat research (Tables 1-5) 
which can be addressed through research in the Rose and Crown and Davis Bank East closed 
areas, as well as other sections of the HMA. These priority areas are: 
 

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

3) 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) Improve our understanding of the importance of the GSC HMA to managed species, 
including Atlantic cod. 

5) Improve our understanding of the distribution of fishery species, including surfclams and 
mussels.  

 
Discuss rationale for each. 

1. Habitat maps are needed for Rose and Crown and Davis Bank to allow habitat managers 
to determine which portions, if any, could be opened to hydraulic clam dredging in a 
future action. 

2. It is important that we learn more about the variation in natural environmental conditions 
in these two areas and how they affect the susceptibility and recovery times of benthic 
habitats (including epifauna) in RC and DB, and throughout the HMA since this will 
affect future decisions re openings. Priority areas 2 and 3 need to be addressed together in 
the same locations. 

3. More needs to be known about the vulnerability of benthic habitats to the effects of these 
two gears in the HMA (and about natural disturbance) in order to identify discrete habitat 
types, conditions, and locations where fishing could be conducted with minimal habitat 
impacts. 

4. Protection of bottom habitats that are most critical for the survival and growth of juvenile 
groundfish, especially cod, would provide the greatest benefit to managed fishery 
resources in the HMA. 

5. If an exemption for mussel dredging is considered in these two areas in the future, it 
would be helpful to know how abundant mussel beds are in them. (We know enough 
about surfclams already). 
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Council role in research priority setting and review process 

Based on the direction given by the Council during the final framework meeting in December 
2018 and at the subsequent Council meeting in January 2018, the Habitat PDT identified data 
gaps and research questions to be addressed within the HMA (see sections above). The Habitat 
PDT also identified potential techniques for information collection and described some of the 
pros and cons of different approaches that could be considered (see tables below). This should 
not be considered an exhaustive list of potential approaches. The intent is to provide guidance 
and framing for work that can be done within the HMA to support ongoing management of the 
area. It may be productive to explore additional research topics or consider other techniques or 
approaches not discussed here. 
 
As next steps, the Habitat Committee will review the research priorities that have been 
developed by the Habitat PDT. These priorities can then be shared with the Council and then be 
made available to the fishing industry, interested researchers, and the public, who may be 
interested in pursuing this work. Council staff and the Habitat PDT will endeavor to track future 
research and provide periodic updates to the Habitat Committee about the kinds of research that 
are being conducted. In addition, the Committee and the Council will have the opportunity to 
comment on any applications for Exempted Fishing Permits related to work that would address 
research priorities in the target areas.1 Any research that has been conducted will be subject to 
the Council standard review procedures.2 

Once research has been completed 
Q: Are studies reviewed as results are made available, or at specified time intervals? 
 
Q: Who decides when there is enough work done to bring the information to the 
Committee/Council for evaluation and reconsideration of possible exemptions? In other words, 
where is the critical mass on this research? If one project is done, is the exemption process 
reconsidered, or is there a suite of work that needs to be done? Can this even be pre-determined? 
 
Q: What does the Council do with uncertain or inconclusive results? 

Research permits and authorizations 

Some types of habitat research require permits or authorizations to allow them to be conducted. 
Descriptions of these, and links to additional information on them, can be found under Appendix 
A. 
 

                                                 
1 Note that the Council routinely comments on EFPs issued by GARFO. 
2 These are detailed in the Council’s Operations Handbook. This section of the handbook is being revised this spring 
to reflect elimination of the Research Steering Committee as standing committee of the Council.   
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Table 1. Distribution of habitat features. High priority 
Data Gap Research Questions  Possible Techniques Pro/cons of different approaches 

Depth/topography What is the depth and topography of 
these areas at a scale of XX, and can it be 
used as an indicator of habitat 
complexity?  
 
Can the information be used as an 
indicator of where hydraulic dredges 
would be used if the areas open? (Or in 
the current exemption areas if they are re-
visited?) 

Multibeam Hull-mounted system like multibeam, vs. a 
system that is towed would be preferred. 
Multibeam provides bathymetry. Sidescan 
can give a bad image in high currents. 

Substrate type What is the distribution of substrates of 
various grain sizes at a scale of XX? 
 
 

Habitat mapping with remote sensing  
Drop camera 
Towed camera (scientific platform) 
Commercial-dredge-towed camera 
Grab samples 
Sediment profile imagery (SPI) 

Utility of grabs limited to smaller grain 
sizes (not cobble and boulder).  
Drop cameras, grabs, and SPI limited to 
discrete locations. 
Towed cameras more subject to strong 
currents, limited to transects 
 

Epifauna What is the distribution, and 
abundance/density of epifauna in the 
research areas at a scale of XX? 
What taxa/species are associated with 
different depths and substrates? 

Drop camera 
Towed cameras (scientific platform) 
Dredge-towed cameras 
Grab samples 
 

Plan view is better for quantifying living 
and non-living substrates; oblique imagery 
would allow you to see more fish. 
Also see above. 

Water column features Temperature, bottom current speed and 
direction, salinity, pH, dissolved oxygen, 
turbidity, chlorophyll 

  

 
Table 2. Habitat stability and epifaunal persistence. High priority 

Data Gap Research Questions  Possible Techniques Pro/cons of different approaches 

Stability of sediments On what spatial and temporal scales are 
sediments changeable? 

Repeated sampling using assessment 
techniques identified above 

Sampling/photos would have to be 
repeated at same locations at different 
points in time, or within a defined area. 

Epifaunal persistence What is the duration of epifauna 
persistence in the research area? 

Repeated sampling using assessment 
techniques identified above 

Ditto 
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Table 3. Vulnerability of habitat and habitat/gear interactions. High priority 
Data Gap Research Questions Possible Techniques Pro/cons of different approaches 

Clam dredge gear 
interactions with habitat 

What habitat features are more or less 
susceptible to impacts from hydraulic 
clam dredge gear? 
How does impact by fishing gear affect 
habitat function, e.g. for goundfish? 
What is the duration (recovery rate) of the 
impacts as affected by habitat type, depth, 
environmental conditions, etc?  
What is the cumulative effect of multiple 
dredge tows in an area, or over a period 
of time?  

BACI design approach, or ACI  
Simpler approaches? 

Will require use of commercial vessels 
(EFPs) coordinated with before and after 
surveys of habitat conditions in selected 
treatment and control areas 
Areas should be selected after benthic 
habitat mapping is complete, at least in 
sub-areas where work will be done 

Mussel dredge gear 
interactions with habitat 

What other habitat features besides 
mussel beds are susceptible to impacts 
from mussel dredge gear? 
How does fishing/harvesting of mussel 
beds affect its function as habitat? 
How quickly do mussel beds recover 
from dredging?  
What is the cumulative effect of multiple 
dredge tows in an area, or over a period 
of time? 

BACI design approach  
Simpler approaches? 

Ditto 

 
Table 4. Importance of habitat. Moderate priority 

Data Gap Research Questions Possible Techniques Pro/cons of different approaches 

Atlantic cod distribution What is the distribution, and 
abundance/density of cod in the research 
areas? 

Baited underwater video 
Drop camera 
Beam trawl? 
Towed camera? 

Consider multiple surveys for calibration 
purposes 

Fish use of habitat types  How do juvenile and adult fish species of 
importance use the habitats of the HMA? 
(Feeding, shelter, spawning) 
What are the patterns of association 
between habitat features and fishes?  

Determine statistical relationship 
between fish (cod) abundance and 
habitat variables 
Habitat Index of Relative Importance 
Generalized additive models 
Consider different habitat use 
according to fish size/age 

 



DRAFT 

Habitat PDT working draft February 28, 2019 

 
Table 5. Distribution of surfclams and mussels. Low priority 

Data Gap Research Questions  Possible Techniques Pro/cons of different approaches 

Surfclam distribution What is the distribution, and 
abundance/density of clams in the 
research areas at a scale of XX? 

Commercial dredge sampling; 
standardized tows, across a 
representative range of depths and 
locations throughout research areas 

 

Mussel bed distribution What is the distribution, and 
abundance/density of mussels in the 
research areas at a scale of XX? 

Commercial dredge sampling; 
standardized tows, across a 
representative range of depths and 
locations throughout research areas 
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Appendix A. Research Permits 
 
Undertaking scientific research on regulated fisheries may require special permits, as required by 
experimental fishing regulations established under the Magnuson Stevens Fishery Conservation and 
Management Act (Magnuson Act). The Magnuson Act also includes scientific research provisions that 
enable NOAA Fisheries to acknowledge, through a Letter of Acknowledgment, certain activities that are 
not subject to Greater Atlantic Region fishery regulations. 
 
There are three main types permits for exemption from Greater Atlantic Region fishery regulations, and 
an acknowledgement letter that may be applicable to scientific research being conducted:   
 

• Exempted Fishing Permit (EFP), 
• Temporary Possession Letter of Authorization, 
• Exempted Educational Activity Authorization (EEAA), and 
• Letter of Acknowledgment (LOA).  

 
An EFP is a permit that authorizes a fishing vessel of the United States to conduct fishing activities that 
would be otherwise prohibited under the current fishing Generally, EFPs are issued for activities in 
support of fisheries-related research, including seafood product development and/or market research, 
compensation fishing, and the collection of fish for public display. Anyone that intends to engage in an 
activity that does not meet the definition of scientific research but that would be otherwise prohibited 
under these regulations is required to obtain an EFP prior to commencing the activity.   
 
A Temporary Possession Permit authorizes a federally permitted fishing vessel that is accompanied by an 
eligible research technician to temporarily retain fish that are not compliant with applicable fishing 
regulations for the purpose of collecting catch data.  Example regulations include minimum fish sizes, 
species under quota closures, and fish possession limits. All non-compliant fish are returned to the sea as 
soon as practicable following data collection.  
 
An EEAA is a permit issued by the Regional Office to accredited educational institutions that authorize, 
for educational purposes, the target or incidental harvest of species managed under an FMP or fishery 
regulations that would otherwise be prohibited.  
 
A LOA is a letter from the Regional Office that acknowledges certain activities as scientific research 
conducted from a scientific research vessel.  Scientific research activities are activities that would meet 
the definition of fishing under the Magnuson-Stevens Act, but for the statutory exemption provided for 
scientific research.  Such activities are exempt from any and all regulations promulgated under the 
Magnuson-Stevens Act, provided they continue to meet the definition of scientific research activities 
conducted from a scientific research vessel.  Although the LOA is not required for scientific research, 
obtaining a LOA serves as a convenience and may prevent work interruptions resulting from enforcement 
inquiries.   
 
More detailed guidance on research permits, and how to apply, can be found here: 
https://www.greateratlantic.fisheries.noaa.gov/sustainable/research/permits.pdf 
 
Point of Contact:  Ryan Silva, Greater Atlantic Region - Sustainable Fisheries Division, 
ryan.silva@noaa.gov, 978-281-9326. 

https://www.greateratlantic.fisheries.noaa.gov/sustainable/research/permits.pdf
mailto:ryan.silva@noaa.gov
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