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To:   Tom Nies, Executive Director 
From:   Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) 
Date:   June 22, 2020 
 
Subject:  Research priorities and cod stock structure feedback    
 
The SSC met on June 4, 2020 via webinar to address the following New England Fishery 
Management Council (NEFMC) request:  

1) Review and provide feedback on the NEFMCs Research Priorities. 
2) Review and provide feedback on the recent work on cod stock structure. 

 
To address these requests, the SSC considered the following information:  

• Presentation: Research Priorities 
 

• 2020 - 2024 Research Priorities List 
 

• May 21, 2020 Memo to SSC Members - Research Priorities 
 

• May 27, 2020 Memo: SSC Peer Review to Exec. Director regarding Terms of Reference 
for peer review of the Atlantic Cod Stock Structure Working Group’s Report 

 
• Presentation: Peer Review Report 

 
 
INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 
There were no direct terms of reference (TORs) for this meeting, therefore this report contains 
comments and feedback from the SSC for the NEFMC’s consideration on the two topics discussed.  
 
For the research priorities, the SSC has provided both specific edits and comments, which are 
included in an annotated spreadsheet to the NEFMC, as well as broader thoughts for consideration, 
which are captured in the text of this report.  
 
SSC Comments 
NEFMC Research Priorities 
The first comments provided by the SSC had to do with how climate change was incorporated into 
the priorities. The existing priorities seemed to be largely reactive and short term focused. This is 
understandable and logical, but it is also important to not lose sight of some of the longer-term 
priorities. For instance, there are some climate change related topics on the list, but one that is 
missing is the topic of climate change effects on productivity. There are some related topics like 
stock shifts due to climate change, but an important additional long-term priority should be looking 
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at other impacts beyond shifting stocks (which we know a fair amount about already), such as 
productivity and recruitment effects from climate change. 

A suggestion was also made that there should be more economic research work done on the scallop 
fishery. Looking into how allocations of other fisheries impact rotational management would be a 
key item to investigate. This issue comes up frequently in setting specifications for yellowtail 
flounder and sea scallops, so additional research on this subject would help with the SSC’s 
deliberations. 

The SSC commented that we need to place a premium on understanding human behavior beyond 
what we are currently investing in. The SSC has made comments to this effect previously, and the 
SSC wished to repeat those comments. There continues to be limited inclusion of social science 
priorities and, in the cases where social science has been identified as an important component, these 
priorities are longer term and therefore likely to receive lesser consideration among all of the other 
priorities. Some of the social science items identified should be reprioritized. Additionally, 
collaborative and interdisciplinary research should be highlighted. This type of research approach is 
valuable, imparts an improved understanding of topics in a more holistic way, and significantly 
increases the potential for buy-in of the research results among stakeholders. 

Consideration of process research was also highlighted. This would support not just the data 
collection on the fish and people, but also process improvements that the NEFMC and the New 
England Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) might consider by way of how to use that information. 
This could include organizational theory research, research into collaboration and trust, and the 
implications of this research for the use of science in decision making as well as acceptance of 
management outcomes. 

The SSC made several comments about the size of the list. There were concerns that because it was 
such an extensive list, it would be hard to understand what the most important research topics are 
within that list. The SSC felt that a more intuitive prioritization was needed. A strategic approach to 
prioritizing could be to look across the topics and find those that are cross-cutting and may show up 
across multiple species or stocks. To this same effect, there are likely separate research topics that 
could be combined as they may be very similar even though they are currently found within separate 
FMPs. The SSC felt there was also the potential opportunity of moving towards a Northeast regional 
research planning and prioritization process across both the New England and Mid-Atlantic 
Councils.  

The “Urgent” and “Important” categories and how they interact is important to sort out. By way of 
an example, no human dimensions topics are in the “Urgent” category. This should be reconsidered 
though, as it is likely that fishermen dealing with an offshore energy development project would 
consider those topics “Urgent” so reconsidering how these categories are used and adding more 
precision to their definitions would be beneficial. As another example, a stock assessment for a 
species that may not be as high a priority could be coming up in a year or two and there may be 
research needed before that assessment, so timing-wise it needs to be done quickly. This might be 
considered “urgent” but maybe not “important”. 

The SSC discussed the sequencing of the various research topics. This is another area that could help 
prioritize some of the research. There may be instances where an “Important” category research item 
needs to occur before an “Urgent” research item to make it meaningful, so this is another layer that 
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can be added in to the prioritization discussion that may interact with the way the current categories 
are defined. 

Feedback on progress was another item that was discussed by several SSC members. Items go on the 
list and are removed from the list occasionally, but having some information about the progress on 
certain items would be beneficial. 

Linking the research priority to the intended benefit of the research could be a way to improve the 
list. For instance, research item x will improve data quality, research topic y will improve assessment 
performance, etc.  

The SSC provided suggestions on additional columns of information that might be helpful in 
characterizing research priorities. One suggestion was identifying the audience who would take 
action on a particular research topic (i.e., the NEFSC or the species committee). Another suggestion 
was to add a column characterizing stock status (i.e., overfished/overfishing) of the focal species. A 
final suggestion was to add a column that identifies the potential cost of a research project. This 
could be qualitative in nature (i.e., one, two, or three dollar signs to indicate increasingly expensive 
projects), and does not necessarily need to be an estimated cost or anything quantitative. These final 
two suggestions could help with and provide different ways to prioritize the list.    

The SSC had a discussion about the offshore wind items on the list. Some felt that, while these were 
important, the research topics could be broader to incorporate other offshore spatial planning issues, 
such as aquaculture. It is sometimes the case that these types of offshore projects can occur 
simultaneously, so it might help to think more broadly about the research concerning offshore spatial 
planning interactions with fishing. 

Seafood marketing has been an item that has been a focus for some granting opportunities. The SSC 
suggested that the NEFMC try to tap into that item so that they can provide more guidance on how 
those granting opportunities are being developed. Specific species in the NEFMC portfolio could 
benefit from some research on marketing so giving the grantors these insights would benefit this new 
research focus. 

Several similar themes emerged in this discussion of research priorities that also surfaced in the 
feedback on the State of the Ecosystem (SOE) report. The SSC encourages the NEFMC and NEFSC 
to consider the feedback on the SOE when examining research priorities and setting research 
agendas going forward (see https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/SSC-Report-to-NEFMC-
Apr2020.pdf for SOE comment summary from April 2020).  

Finally, the SSC wanted to note that there is a need to underscore the consideration of the NEFMC 
research priorities in grant programs beyond just the needs of the NEFSC. There are many other 
grant opportunities within the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
and other agencies that could benefit from an understanding of the NEFMCs priorities.  This could 
leverage more important applied research being completed that would contribute to addressing the 
needs identified by the NEFMC to support improved management of fisheries in the Northeast. 

Cod Stock Structure Work 

The SSC was excited to hear about the work of the cod stock structure working group and peer 
review panel. The SSC provides the following comments to the NEFMC for their consideration as 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/SSC-Report-to-NEFMC-Apr2020.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/nefmc.org/SSC-Report-to-NEFMC-Apr2020.pdf
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they determine how they will use the results of this study in their processes. Additionally, some SSC 
members offered comments directly to the researchers and reviewers themselves about future 
possibilities from the work done to date. 

An initial comment was about the Climate Vulnerability Assessment (CVA) analysis (Hare et al 
2010). The SSC very much appreciated this work being incorporated into the cod stock structure 
work and felt that this connection could be elevated in a more quantitative way into the findings. The 
results of the analysis were powerful and could be even more powerful if it were connected in a 
more quantitative way. 

The SSC appreciated the deliberate work done to include fishing industry knowledge by the working 
group. The work done was valuable to the study, but the data could be put to additional use if other 
qualitative methods were to be applied to the data collected, so there could be additional and future 
value generated from this portion of the work. 

The SSC had a discussion with the researchers about other information that exists that could 
augment work. One example was that there are historical otolith collections that could be more fully 
utilized to understand stability of stock structure in future work. These statements were simply to 
raise awareness about other sources of data, the SSC felt the working group did an amazing job with 
the datasets that they both used and generated during their work. 

For consideration by the NEFMC, the SSC wanted to raise that the findings of the working group 
will require some significant thought as to how to incorporate them into the current management 
process. The SSC highlighted in particular the TRAC process as an area that will need some work. It 
is known the NEFMC already understands this, but the SSC wanted to raise awareness and stand 
ready to assist the NEFMC with these considerations if desired. 

The SSC also offered some final specific notes for the researchers for consideration. One note was 
that otolith shape could be another area of investigation for defining different stocks through 
morphometric analyses. Additionally, the SSC suggested that the genetic work done should be 
further investigated to see if the data can be leveraged to understand abundance of the different 
stocks. It may not be possible with the data collected, but techniques exist that allow for this, so it 
may be worth investigating further.  
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