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New England Fishery Management Council 

SSC Social Science Subpanel Review of Groundfish and Scallop Specifications 

 

Origin of Review 
In 2018 the New England Fishery Management Council convened an independent review to assess its 
past performance and, more importantly, to identify improvements to its processes successfully address 
ongoing and future challenges. The reviewers found that the SSC may be underutilized in New England, 
and the Council should consider broadening the scope of SSC activities to include the review of social 
and economic information and analyses supporting  fishery management plan (FMP) actions and changes.  

Goal of Review 
The goal of this review is to seek expert opinions on whether fishery specification actions developed by 
the New England Council include the information needed for decision makers to understand the social 
and economic impact issues involved. For example, whether these documents contain the most critical 
metrics, are sufficiently focused and whether there is information presented that is not needed and are 
there any improvements that could be considered. 

Council members, NMFS, other reviewers, and stakeholders are the primary audience for fishery 
specification documents. The review primarily should evaluate whether the specifications documents, 
subject to the constraints of available data and time limits provide the basis for Council members and 
reviewers to make informed decisions.  

Scope of the review 
The scope of this social and economic review is limited to framework actions focused on fishery 
specifications because they represent more typical Council actions, and any recommendations could apply 
to similar actions under other fishery management plans. This review will consider two specification 
actions recently completed by the New England Council, Framework 32 to the Scallop FMP and 
Framework 59 to the Multispecies FMP, but the Council may consider any recommendations as they 
might apply to other Council actions and actions for other FMPs.  

Reviewers are asked to consider all the materials provided, the information presented by staff at the 
public meeting, as well as public comments offered during the meeting on April 28, 2021. This review 
includes a written report that will be prepared by the review panel members and presented to the full SSC 
by the Subpanel Chair, tentatively in June 2021.  

SSC Subpanel members 
1) Dr. Lindsey Williams (Chair of subpanel), Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
2) Dr. Eric Thunberg, NOAA Fisheries, NEFSC 
3) Dr. Anna Birkenbach, University of Delaware 
4) Dr. Hirotsugu Uchida, University of Rhode Island 
5) Mr. Ernest (Terry) Stockwell, Former Council member and Maine DMR Staff  
6) Dr. Kevin St. Martin, Rutgers University 

Review Process and Timeline (March – June 2021) 
1) Distribute information to reviewers (March 2021) 
2) Call with subpanel members and staff leadership to review expectations etc. (mid-April 2021) 
3) Public meeting (April 28, 2021) 
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Technical staff presentation of actions being reviewed including the social and economic analyses 
prepared, data and time limitations and answers questions. Opportunity for members of the public  
to provide input on the actions under review relevant to the terms of reference.   

4) Reviewers draft report and potentially meet independently if needed (May 2021) 
5) Reviewers present report to SSC (likely June 8, 2021), followed by SSC report to Council (likely 

June 22-24, 2021) 

Documents 
1) Terms of Reference 
2) Background document (this document) 
3) Scallop Framework Adjustment 32 documents 
4) Groundfish Framework Adjustment 59  documents  
5) Relevant NMFS & CEQ guidance documents  
6) Staff presentations (3) 

 

Overview of Specifications Process used in New England 
The Council sets fishery specifications for groundfish and scallops annually. There are similarities 
between these two processes as well as important differences. General info about the specification process 
and some of the constraints are described first, followed by specific details for each FMP. Finally, a 
general timeline is provided for both scallop and groundfish specifications cycles. The exact timing of 
these milestones does not always occur at the same time each year, but these timelines represent target 
schedules. Staff will elaborate on these details during the public meeting on April 28, 2021.  

• General details about the specification process and constraints 
1. Specifications generally include updating/adjusting:  

a. overfishing limit (OFL), acceptable biological catch (ABC), ACLs and if applicable, sub- 
ACLs, ACTs, etc. 

b. If applicable, possession limits, seasons, days-at-sea (DAS) management program for 
monkfish and in the case of scallops, area access allocations.  

2. The Council regularly adjusts specifications for all FMPs subject to ACL requirements based on 
updated stock assessment information. 

3. Analyses are most often limited to using existing data and methods.  

4. Because of the time required to update stock assessments and to implement regulations using 
even the specifications process, there is little or no time to acquire new types of information or 
analytical methods within the process.  

5. Often analytical methods are limited by the data that is available, e.g., the lack of net revenues 
(profits) in conducting economic analyses and the lack of social and economic data for fishing 
industry participants when conducting social impact analysis. 

6. The Council routinely includes other measures in specifications packages. Development and 
analysis of additional measures uses valuable time and resources and can extend the overall 
timeline of a specification package. 

7. PDTs are often working on simultaneous actions and are not able to divert all resources to 
development of specification packages further limiting the ability to explore new data sources or 
summarize information in different ways. 
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• Scallop specification process – Over the years adjustments have been made to both the data 
collection systems as well as the management process to support annual scallop management. 
Dedicated scallop surveys are conducted each year by the federal NOAA Fisheries survey as well 
as additional optical and dredge surveys funded through the Scallop Research Set-aside Program. 
The timing of scallop surveys has become more synchronized; today most surveys are completed 
in the spring and early summer so that results are available by early August for managers to use  
to set specifications for the following fishing year. In addition, the process used to combine the 
survey results has become more integrated as well. Models have been adjusted to utilize more 
data sources, and the overall process has become more efficient to reduce the time between final 
action and implementation. Specifications are still set for a second year in case revised 
specifications cannot be implemented in time. These are referred to as “default specifications” in 
Council documents.  
 

• Groundfish specification process – Currently, groundfish specifications are determined annually 
based on updated assessments for about one-half of the 20 stocks managed under the FMP, except 
for Georges Bank yellowtail flounder, which is updated annually as part of the US-Canada 
Resource Sharing agreement. Under the specifications process, the Groundfish PDT provides 
projections based on management reference points from updated stock assessments to the SSC in 
August for GB yellowtail flounder and in October for the other stocks. The SSC then considers 
the Council’s ABC control rule and the Council’s risk policy along with the PDT projections and 
other information in developing OFL and ABC recommendations. The Council, with assistance 
from the PDT and Groundfish Committee, determines the ACL, sub-ACLs and other 
management specifications in December. The specifications are implemented annually as part of 
framework adjustments, that include other non-routine management measures. In addition to sub-
ACLs for the commercial (sector and common pool) and recreational groundfish fishery, there are 
sub-ACLs for fisheries for sea scallops, mid-water trawl herring and mackerel, small-mesh 
bottom-trawl fisheries (including squid and whiting,  and large-mesh non-groundfish fisheries 
(including scup and summer flounder). 
 
 

Documents used for Council Final Action vs. Final Submission Documents 
It is important to recognize that the document the Council uses when final recommendations are made is 
different than the final submission document that NMFS uses to prepare the final rule. Generally, the draft 
document that is available at final action includes the goals and objectives, description of alternatives 
under consideration, most of the Affected Environment, and most of the draft impacts. The Cumulative 
Effects section, Regulatory Flexibility Analysis, and compliance with the Magnuson Act and other 
applicable laws sections are typically prepared after the Council takes final action. Staff does prepare a 
decision document for the final Council meeting that summarizes all the actions that need to be taken with 
relevant impacts summarized.  

Generally, it takes several weeks to months after a Council meeting to prepare an initial submission 
document for a fishery specification package. NMFS reviews that document, ideally within a month, and 
returns required edits and suggestions to Council staff to include in the final submission document. The 
final submission document is the version that has been provided for this review, since that is the 
document NMFS uses for the final rule.   

 



4 
 

Target timelines for NEFMC Annual Fishery Specifications for Groundfish and Scallops  
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