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22 November 2019

Mr. Thomas Nies

New England Fishery Management Council
50 Water Street, Mill 2

Newburyport, MA 01950
tnies@nefmc.org

Dear Mr. Nies,

Thank you for your July 3, 2019 letter requesting “...the NEFSC provide observer deployment
data at the vessel level for groundfish trips to better understand concerns about differences in
coverage rates between vessels.” The Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) welcomes the
opportunity to present the technical and operational details of observer deployment in the
Northeast Multispecies Fishery (groundfish). The observer deployment topic is complex,
involving multiple monitoring programs with differing sampling designs, a multitude of
regulatory exemptions from these monitoring programs, and the operational realities of
managing observer programs of which ensuring observer safety is paramount. A comparison of
coverage rates between vessels is informed by an understanding of these complexities.

Background

The groundfish fishery uses a combination of observer programs to achieve ASM target
coverage levels mandated by the groundfish FMP, which presents unique observer deployment
challenges. There are currently four separate at-sea observer sampling programs (or tiers)
covering the groundfish fishery in support of Fishery Management Plan (FMP) sector coverage
objectives: 1) Standardized Bycatch Reporting Methodology (SBRM) which is fulfilled using
Northeast Fisheries Observer Program (NEFOP) coverage; 2) Marine Mammal Protection Act
(MMPA) which is fulfilled using Limited NEFOP (NEFOP Limited) coverage; and Sector At-Sea
Monitoring (ASM) which can be fulfilled using either 3) industry-funded ASMs or 4) Electronic
Monitoring (EM) in lieu of human ASMs. The three types of coverage that count towards the
groundfish ASM coverage levels are NEFOP, ASM, and EM. NEFOP Limited coverage is only
deployed on groundfish vessels fishing with gillnet gear during certain periods of the year (there
were 87 NEFOP Limited trips in FY 2018 and there have been 72 trips to date in 2019). EM can
be used as both a surrogate of ASM coverage (Partial EM Program), and as a means of
exempting a vessel from ASM coverage (Audit Model EM Program). Trips that are exempt from
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ASM coverage are not included when evaluating ASM coverage levels - these include trips
eligible for the Framework 55 (FW55) extra-large mesh gillnet exemption, as well as fishing trips
conducted under certain Exempted Fishing Permits, or EFPs (e.g., Audit Model EM Program,
Maximized Retention). Some EFPs may also exempt trips from SBRM coverage (e.g., Maximized
Retention).

All observer selections in the groundfish fishery are accomplished using the NEFSC’s Pre-Trip
Notification System (PTNS). The PTNS employs a stratified random sampling approach for the
deployment of observers in each of the three sampling programs, or tiers, currently deployed
on the groundfish fishery (NEFOP, ASM, EM). Each of the selection tiers is broken up into
sampling strata, with strata defined by certain trip characteristics (gear, port region, fishing
region, sector, etc.). The sampling design varies across sampling programs (i.e., the
stratification design used in SBRM is different than the one used for ASM).

Fishery observers are deployed based on the characteristics of the fishing trip, not on the
identity of the vessel (i.e., do the trip characteristics meet the criteria of an observer program
and a defined sampling stratum within that program?). A vessel’s trips may be subjected to
different observer sampling programs and sampling strata depending on the variability in a
vessel’s fishing practices (gear types fished, fishing area, etc.). The realized coverage a vessel
experiences is a product of the aggregate coverage across all trips taken by a vessel over the
course of a fishing year. The observer selection/deployment experience of each vessel is
specific to that vessel’s operations and thus, comparing vessel-level coverage rates should be
done considering the variety of observer sampling programs and sampling strata.

We have identified several explanations for varying coverage rates between vessels, including:

e Trips were subjected to a different combinations of sampling programs (e.g., some trips
were eligible for only SBRM selection, while other trips were eligible for both SBRM and
ASM selection).

e Trips were subjected to the same sampling program(s), but occurred in different
sampling strata and coverage levels (e.g., two trips were both eligible for SBRM
selection but were fishing different gear types, and therefore associated with different
SBRM fleets with different sea day allocations and coverage levels). Using the example
of the 2019 SBRM sampling program, Figure 1 demonstrates how the distribution of
vessel-level coverage rates within a sampling program can vary widely due to
differences in the strata-specific coverage targets.



e Differences in coverage rates arising from several factors including random variation,
observer unavailability, vessel non-compliance and/or observer avoidance behavior, and
observer provider preference for certain vessels or avoidance of others (i.e.,
deployment effects).

The interaction of the ASM and SBRM sampling programs leads to increased complexity in
calculating ASM coverage. To date, in the 2019 fishing year there have been 51 unique
combinations of SBRM and ASM selection outcomes, with combinations having differing
coverage levels, including exemptions from one or both programs (Fig. 2). Only those
combinations subjected to the ASM sampling program would count towards the monitoring of
the ASM coverage targets (i.e., 31% in FY 2019). Figure 2 highlights that some collection of trips
within a sector will receive more than the mandated 31% combined SBRM and ASM coverage,
while others will receive less. This variability in coverage stems from the interaction of the
SBRM and ASM sampling programs. The groundfish FMP specifies that the ASM coverage
targets are evaluated at a sector-level, and not at the strata and vessel-levels that better
reflects the individual vessel experience. The sector coverage rate average reflects an average
across all SBRM/ASM trip combinations occurring within a sector (Fig. 2).

Analysis

To provide observer deployment data at the vessel level for groundfish trips we have analyzed
the observer deployment data available within our Pre-Trip Notification System (PTNS). A major
upgrade was made to our PTNS system at the start of FY 2018, which allows for improved
tracking of the trip selection process and coverage metrics. For this reason, our analysis is
restricted to FYs 2018 and 2019. Our analysis includes non-canceled trips eligible for either the
SBRM or ASM sampling programs. Trips that are exempt from an observer sampling program
have been excluded from the appropriate coverage rate calculations (i.e., trips that are exempt
from ASM, but not SBRM would be included in our calculation of SBRM coverage rates, but
excluded from the calculation of ASM coverage rates). In FY 2018 the PTNS notification
compliance rate was 95.1% (4.9% of the trips or 379/7809 failed to notify) compared to 98.2%
in FY 2019 (1.8% of the trips or 86/4782 failed to notify).

To facilitate comparisons across the observer sampling programs and sampling strata, we have
normalized vessel-level coverage using a z-score approach. The z-score approach is helpful for
placing coverage estimates from different observer sampling programs and sampling strata on a
similar scale. A z-score is a measure of the number of standard deviations an individual
observation is from the group mean. For example, a z-score of 0 would indicate that a vessel’s
realized coverage was identical to the stratum mean, and a z-score of 1 would indicate that a



vessel’s realized coverage was +1 standard deviation from the mean. A z-score can only be
calculated when 3 or more vessels were active within a stratum. The z-score approach can
obscure large differences, or accentuate small differences (e.g., a vessel whose coverage rate is
at 1% relative to a stratum mean coverage rate of 2% may appear similar to a vessel whose
coverage rate is at 10% relative to a stratum mean of 20%).

The results of our analysis are shown in Figure 3. An important feature of the coverage
distribution is that vessel-level coverage converges on the stratum mean as a vessel takes more
fishing trips. This is a design feature of the PTNS that has been previously documented (Palmer
et al. 2013). The revised PTNS also includes a 2nd stage selection process to further reduce
inter-vessel variability which further reduces inter-vessel variability beyond what is
documented in Palmer et al. (2013). Of those vessels with 20 or more trips, 91.3% of the vessel-
level coverage rates were within + 1 standard deviation of the stratum mean, with the
percentage increasing to 94.3% for vessels with 50 or more trips. The + 1 standard deviation
measure is arbitrary — there is currently no defined metric to objectively categorize coverage as
‘equitable’ or ‘inequitable’.

This analysis does provide a description of the relative variation of vessel-level coverage within
individual sampling strata, and how the variability changes as a function of vessel activity. We
have integrated these types of analyses into a dashboard utility contained in the revised PTNS —
these tools allows to us to monitor observer deployment patterns in real-time, and then work
with vessels, sector managers, and service providers to better understand and address any
identified issues.

Efforts to promote equitability

The NEFSC takes the issue of potentially inequitable coverage seriously and monitors coverage
rates closely. Factors that can contribute to varying coverage rates include vessel safety
deficiencies, vessel non-compliance (i.e., failure to notify), and observer provider preference or
avoidance. Of the non-cancelled PTNS trips, 1.5% of trips (115/7809) and 0.6% (29/4782) of the
trips were waived of coverage for safety deficiencies in FY 2018 and 2019, respectively.

We actively work with all our program participants (vessel owners, captains, sector managers,
observer service providers, and observers) to limit the influence of deployment effects on
vessel-level coverage. To proactively prevent this, the provider cannot see the vessel name at
trip offering, only after accepting the trip. To address any possible issues that arise in a timely
fashion, sector managers, providers and Agency staff communicate no less than monthly about
realized coverage, trip offerings and acceptance, cancellation rates and individual vessel level



coverage. Individual vessel challenges are discussed and if an issue is identified, we work
together to resolve it.

The NEFSC would welcome the opportunity to discuss this topic in more depth with your
Groundfish Plan Development Team, or other relevant Council committee. If you would like to
further discuss observer deployment issues, please contact Amanda McCarty, Fishery
Monitoring and Research Division Chief, at 508-495-2341, or Amanda.McCarty@noaa.gov.
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Figure 1. Vessel-level realized coverage rates as a function of fishing activity (number of trips)
for the 2019 Standardized Bycatch Reporting Methodology (SBRM) sampling program. There
are currently 7 active strata (i.e., SBRM ‘fleets’) in the 2019 SBRM sampling program operating
in the groundfish fishery. Each dot represents a single vessel’s activity within a sampling
stratum (i.e., if a vessel fished in multiple sampling strata it would be represented by multiple
dots on the plot). Target coverage rates can vary widely across sampling strata - the PTNS target

coverage rate settings for the SBRM sampling program currently range from 2% (1001) to 50%
(1002). Data are current as of November 14, 2019.
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Figure 2. Summary of the SBRM and ASM selection outcome combinations experienced by
groundfish trips in the 2019 fishing year, through November 14, 2019. The x-axis displays the
unique combinations of SBRM and ASM selection strata groundfish trips were subjected to. The
values represent the SBRM stratum identifier followed by the ASM stratum identifier. Values of
‘INULL]’ indicate an exemption from that sampling program. Data are summarized by
combination group to provide the mean realized coverage of each combination, and the
number of trips and vessels within each. Only combinations where the ASM identifiers are not
null count toward the monitoring of ASM coverage targets.
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Figure 3. Normalized (z-score) vessel-level realized coverage rates as a function of fishing
activity (number of trips) across all 2018 and 2019 Standardized Bycatch Reporting
Methodology (SBRM) and At-Sea Monitoring (ASM) sampling strata. The data reflect the
distribution of vessel-level coverage across 115 distinct sampling strata. Dots near the solid red
line at O represent vessels with coverage near the stratum mean. The dashed red line
represents + 1 standard deviation from the stratum mean. Data are current as of November 14,
2019.
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PO Box 356, So. Berwick ME 03908 | 207-956-8497 | www.groundfish.org

November 19, 2019

Dr. John Quinn, Chair

New England Fishery Management Council
50 Water Street, Mill 2

Newburyport, MA 01950

Dear Dr. Quinn,

We write regarding FY2020’s allocation of plaice. In a letter to you dated November 18, Associated
Fisheries of Maine contends the Council should remand the SSC’s recommended ABC for plaice (and
some other stocks) back to the Committee for revision consistent with NEMC policy. We urge the
Council to support this request, on behalf of our small-boat fleet.

Our sectors’ trawlers are historically reliant on availability of plaice in the Gulf of Maine; the membership
holds about a third of the sector PSC for this stock. It is the #1 stock landed by our small-boat fleet,
comprising nearly 25% of all groundfish landed by them:
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This fleet has had some recent success targeting the abundant GOM haddock resource (as well as redfish,
though the figure shown above warrants a caveat — 80% of the redfish catch shown came from one
vessel). However, two of the top four stocks (GOM cod and white hake) are slated for quota reductions,
so our small trawlers must seek alternatives. The healthy plaice stock represents one of those, and if there
is no biological reason to constrain the catch, we request the Council provide access to that fish.

Sincerely,
W <
Hank Soule

Sector Manager

A Wpol






ASSOCIATED FISHERIES OF MAINE
PO Box 287, South Berwick, ME 03908

November 18, 2019

Dr. John Quinn, Chair
New England Fishery Management Council

VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL

Dear John:

The Associated Fisheries of Maine writes to convey our concern with the process used by
both the PDT and the SSC to set ABC specifications for the groundfish fishery.

The Amendment 16 ABC control rule states (in part):
a) ABC should be determined as the catch associated with 75% Fmsy.

b) If fishing at 75% Fmsy does not achieve the mandated rebuilding requirements for
overfished stocks, ABC should be determined as the fishing mortality that meets
rebuilding requirements (Frebuild).

For every stock where there is an accepted model, the PDT offered two options to the
SSC:

1) the 75% Fmsy projections and
2) an option to hold the ABC constant.

Inexplicably, the PDT alternatives to hold the ABC constant also propose using the
lowest ABC value generated by the projections, which in all cases was the 2% or 3" year
projection, even though it is well understood that the further out in time the projections
extend, the less reliable or the more uncertain those projections become.

In the case of American plaice, both haddock stocks, and pollock, the PDT offered, and
the SSC accepted a suggestion to hold the lowest value of the ABC constant. These
stocks are rebuilt, and no overfishing is occurring, and therefore should be subject to the
control rule as described in part (a) above, and not the constant ABC calculation.

The Council’s Operations Handbook provides guidance on scenarios when the Council
could remand a decision back to the SSC:

The Council may remand back to its Scientific and Statistical Committee the SSC’s
recommendations based on the following criteria: (a) failure of the committee to follow
the terms of reference provided to it by the Council; (b) an error, in fact or omission, in
the materials provided to the committee; (c) an error in fact in the calculations, if any,
undertaken by the Committee in developing an ABC recommendation; and (d) failure of
the committee to follow its standard operating procedures.

A e






We request that the Council remand the ABC recommendations for American plaice,
both haddock stocks, and pollock back to the SSC based on (b) of the remand guidance —
the PDT’s error in recommending a constant ABC approach for these stocks in
contradiction of the control rule and part (d) of the remand guidance - the SSC’s failure
to follow the control rule.

Furthermore, we strongly urge the Council to develop transparent guidelines in the
control rule for use of the constant ABC calculation, including misgivings about holding
the least reliable projection constant (i.e. the projections associated with the 2" or 3
year).

As always, we appreciate your consideration of our views.

Sincerely,

M. Ragmend

Maggie Raymond, Executive Director
Associated Fisheries of Maine






UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
NATIONAL MARINE FISHERIES SERVICE

GREATER ATLANTIC REGIONAL FISHERIES OFFICE

55 Great Republic Drive

Gloucester, MA 01930-2276

Thomas A. Nies ‘: = ¥ =
Executive Director i
New England Fishery Management Council el ROV 072018 o
50 Water Street Mill 2 |
Newburyport, MA 01950 L) ~

Dear Tom:

We are nearing completion of the groundfish year-end accounting for the 2018 fishing year, and
the draft report is attached to this letter. We are still working with the State of Maine to confirm
the final catch data for Atlantic halibut and, therefore, that information is not included in the
report. We will provide you with a final report as soon as possible. All other data included in
the draft report can be considered final. For the 19 stocks included in the attached draft report,
fishing year 2018 catch did not exceed any of the annual catch limits (ACL).

Windowpane Flounder Sub-Annual Catch Limits

The sub-ACLs and catch for the groundfish and scallop fisheries allocations of windowpane
flounder are shown in Table 1. The scallop fishery exceeded its sub-ACL for northern
windowpane flounder, and the groundfish fishery exceeded its sub-ACL for southern
windowpane flounder. The total ACL was not exceeded for either stock. For the scallop fishery,
the sub-ACL for northern windowpane flounder was exceeded by less than 50 percent.
Therefore, accountability measures are not triggered for either stock of windowpane flounder.

Table 1: Fishing year 2018 windowpane flounder catch limits and catch (mt) for the groundfish
and scallop fisheries.

Stock Overall ACL | Groundfish Scallop
Northern Windowpane Flounder
Catch Limit 86 63 18
Catch 56.7 33,3 223

Catch as a Percent

0, 0, 0,
of the Catch Limit 65.9% >2.8% e
Southern Windowpane Flounder
Catch Limit 457 53 158
Catch 454.7 66.5 157.1
Catch as a Percent 99.5% 125.4% 99 5%

of the Catch Limit
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While we are still working to finalize the 2018 year-end accounting by completing our analysis
of Atlantic halibut catch, we wanted to provide the catch report for all other stocks to you as
quickly as possible to support development of Framework 59. If you have any questions on the
report, please contact Peter Christopher, Groundfish Team Supervisor, at (978) 281-9288.

Sincerely,

- ) N
i { f .‘l ) :‘.\
// s ) /
L ! f
Michael Pentony (/

“

Regional Administrator

cc: Dr. Jon Hare, Science and Research Director, Northeast Fisheries Science Center

Enclosure
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Gillnet Flshmg
Nantucket Lightship and Closed Area I Closure Areas

November 1, 2019

On October 28,2019, Federal District Court Judge James E. Boasberg issued an Order and
Opinion on a lawsuit challenging a portion of the.New England Fishery Management Council’s
Omnibus Essential Fish Habitat Amendment 2.

The Order prohibits NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) from allowing gillnet
fishing in the former Nantucket Lightship Groundfish Closure Area and the Closed Area I
Groundfish Closure Areas, until such time as NMFS has fully complied with requirements of the
Endangered Species Act and the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act,
consistent with the Opinion.

NMES is studying the Opinion and will put regulations in place as soon as pOSSIbIe to comply
with the Order to close the areas to gillnet fishing until further notice.

To facilitate compliance with the Order and implementation of the rule, you must remove all of
your gillnet gear from these areas as soon as possible, consistent with safe vessel operations.

Closed Area I ?

Pomt N. lat. W. long. : Lf?g k

Cl1 41°30’ 69°23' e e v Al

CI2 40°45' 68°45' T

CI3 40°45' | 68°30" = £

CI4 41°30’ 68°30'

CI1 41°30’ 69°23'

Nantucket Lightship Closed Area . Nantu’cket&
Point N. lat. W. long.

G10 40°50' 69°00'

CNI1 40°20' 69°00'

CN2 40°20' 70°20'

CN3 40°50' 70°20'

G10 40°50' 69°00'







