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Data Use and Access by Council Staff   
 

This feedback is from a representative subset of Council Staff (12 individuals) across 
various Fishery Management Plans. They provided information on their experiences with 
data access and analysis during their interviews with the Fisheries Leadership and 
Sustainability Forum (Fisheries Forum). Perspectives from other individuals (i.e., NMFS, 
Science and Statistical Committee [SSC], Plan Development Teams [PDTs], etc.) who 
generate, access and analyze data are included in the Fisheries Forum reports. 
Information on the official flow of data, data access protocols and procedures is not 
included. 
 
The type of data accessed by Council staff to support analyses include, but are not 
limited to the following: landings, observed catch and discard estimates, vessel and gear 
data, permitting, vessel trip reports, dealer reports, vessel monitoring system, social and 
economic data (where available), federal and state survey data, other biological data 
(e.g., stock assessments, results of research set-aside [RSA] funded projects, portside 
sampling (herring only), and other peer-reviewed literature), and economic data (e.g. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis-trade statistics). The Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries 
Office (GARFO), Analysis and Program Support Division, (APSD), maintains some of these 
datasets and others are maintained by various programs within the Northeast Fisheries 
Science Center (NEFSC), including the Fishery Sampling Branch, Population Dynamics 
Branch, Resource Evaluation and Assessment Division, and the Social Sciences Branch. 
At least one staffer mentioned using fishermen’s perspectives (on Advisory Panels) in 
analyses. 
 
The NEFSC and GARFO maintain the databases most used by Council staff. These are 
accessed via computer links established through access agreements. Council staff are 
required to sign data confidentiality agreements with NMFS to gain access to data. 
Some Council staff request raw data and perform analyses themselves, whereas others 
rely more on NEFSC staff, GARFO staff, or other PDT members to obtain data and 
conduct analyses. 
 
Access to data 
 
In general Council staff have ready access to data, either directly through a database or 
indirectly through a PDT member. Generally speaking more staff utilize their PDT 
members to access data in various forms. NMFS data security requirements can limit the 
number of staff with direct access to regional office or science center databases. 
 

 Typically Council staff gain access to data through the NMFS PDT member for the 
FMP. Even if they have direct access to the data, they still request it from NMFS. 

o Some staff plan out data needs and timelines for specific actions with 
these PDT members every year. This can be an iterative process to 
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understand data, QA/QC data, and adjust request based on priorities that 
the Council sets. 

o There is no set form to request data, and Council staff typically send an 
email or call to request data from NMFS. The Tiger Team report 
suggested a formal request process be developed, but leadership did not 
adopt that recommendation because of concerns it would delay analyses. 

 Data analyses are presented in MS Excel file, with raw data typically in a separate 
worksheet. It’s helpful to have the raw data to catch any issues. 

 One staffer mentioned having access to data they need about 75% of the time, 
and 25% of the time the data needed is not obtainable or not available. When 
data are unavailable, they resort to qualitative analyses. This was an outlier as 
most others said they have access to data they need. 

 
One Council staffer mentioned that other regions have more streamlined ways to access 
NMFS data, and that GARFO is currently working on standardizing the process of data 
access. 
 

 The [NMFS] database is not easy to work with, though Council staff understand 
this and add buffers to their timelines. 

 It can become cumbersome to request data from multiple people/offices within 
NMFS. 

 GARFO is trying to standardize and formalize data requests with data being 
signed off. It helps with QA/QC. 

 
The one primary category of data highlighted as unavailable is certain economic and 
social data, and data collected from certain electronic reporting systems was also 
mentioned as inaccessible. One Council staffer mentioned that they felt some of these 
data sets are being generated through the Social Science Branch (SSB) of the NEFSC, 
though they may not always be aware of the availability of certain research. 
 

 Confidentiality of data sometimes impedes access to data that is important to 
analyses. 

 A lack of economic data (and a systematic collection of such data) is challenging 
when assessing economic impacts of an action. 

 Staff have access to landings and price information but not cost data. 

 A Council staff member mentioned they would like access to electronic 
monitoring and/or reporting data, and it hasn’t happened yet (specifically 
Fisheries Logbook and Data Recording Software, FLDRS data). 

 We could also use an improved communication link between the availability of 
new studies and sources of data, and how to access this data and information to 
use in analyzing management actions.   
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Recommendations – Data Access 
 

 Cross training around databases and sharing practices between Council staff and 
NMFS data staff would be helpful. 

 There is a fine balance between Council staff pulling and analyzing data on their 
own or relying more on PDT members to pull and/or analyze data. How the 
balance shifts depends on the turn around time necessary, technical/analytical 
background, as well as the available time of the Council staffer or PDT member.  

 The NEFSC could look at new platforms and new data systems (though this is 
beyond the scope of the Program Review and not within the Council’s control). 

 It would be helpful for NEFSC to keep Council staff informed of the work they are 
conducting, and information/data available to the Council (particularly in the 
SSB). There is great work going on, but the communication connecting SSB and 
Council staff could be improved. 

 
Data analysis 
 
The only discipline that was identified as needing more support is analysis for social and 
economic impacts. Council staff rely on assistance from PDT members for analysis, and 
also conduct analyses on their own. 
 

 There is a need for more support from SSB. 

 If certain NMFS staff are unavailable to conduct analyses, then Council staff 
perform the analyses themselves. 

 Unless raw data are requested, data are typically received in a useable format 
for analysis. 

 When insufficient data are available Council staff and PDT members are 
constrained in the types of analyses they conduct and how they meet 
expectations and needs. 

 
Timeliness 
 
The level of satisfaction with timeliness of data requests was generally high, as long as 
there is sufficient time for advanced planning with PDT members and that the timing of 
entire data sets (e.g. survey data) allowed enough time for analysis before regular 
annual/biannual management actions are initiated. There are times when certain data 
are unavailable or delayed, which affects timing and the level of analysis that can be 
conducted on a particular action, though this did not seem to be the norm. There was 
an acknowledgement that while improvements to data availability and turn around of 
requests could be improved, other time constraints on the regulatory side would still 
come into play. 
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 Usually data are turned around in a timely manner, though it depends on the 
amount of data and analysis requested, and the other responsibilities of the staff 
data are requested from. Sometimes it can take months to get data, though 
other times it only takes a couple of days or is turned around the same day. 

  With advanced notice and reasonable timelines, data requests are usually 
fulfilled according to plan. 

 When catch data [from GARFO] are late, it’s hard to conduct appropriate 
analyses in time for decisions at the PDT level. 

 It would be helpful to get social and economic data earlier in the year. 

 The timing of obtaining specific data is crucial to how quickly the Council can 
develop and approve alternatives actions. If data/analyses are unavailable and 
actions need to be completed on time, then sometimes the analysis of impacts 
may be incomplete or unsatisfactory. 

 There is a time crunch between the end of certain surveys (e.g., scallops) and 
when the data need to be synthesized and formatted for the AP, PDT and 
Council. 

 Timeliness could be improved as data systems evolve, though they are still 
constrained by timing within the regulatory system (e.g. comment periods 
mandated by the Administrative Procedures Act). 

 
Quality of data 
 
Several Council staff noted a discrepancy in the compilation of monitoring data and 
assessment data between GARFO and NEFSC.  
 

 Data are compiled differently for monitoring and assessments, and sometimes 
you receive different data from GARFO and NEFSC, which is challenging to 
reconcile. 

 Recreational data (Marine Recreational Fishery Information Program, MRIP) 
needs the most improvement as it’s challenging to receive this data on time, and 
there’s also a lot of uncertainty. Though the recalibration of MRIP should help 
improve quality and timeliness of this data set. 

 Observer data – there is bias between observed vs. non-observed trips, so this 
dataset has it’s caveats. 

 
Recommendations – Quality of Data 
 

 There are two data sets on monitoring – one at GARFO (DMIS) and one from the 
NEFSC (Area Allocation System), and they don’t match, which is hard to explain. 
It would be good to have one set. It’s difficult when you are pulling data from 
two sources that don’t pair up. 

 
General Recommendations – Data 
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 Council and NMFS staff should develop more comprehensive fishing behavior 
models, so that we can forecast how fishermen might react to various types of 
regulations. Most of this work in the past has been limited and focused only on 
the groundfish fishery. 

 Help inform stakeholder’s expectations of the current science capacity. 

 NEFMC could offer internal GIS software training opportunities to their staff, to 
teach skills to enable better development of maps for their analyses and 
documents.  

 


