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MEMORANDUM 
 
 
DATE: June 2, 2008 

TO: Paul Howard 

FROM: Chris Kellogg 

SUBJECT:    Draft responses to Council Staff questions about proposed observer coverage levels 
 

Attached are responses to some of the questions the Council Staff had asked the NEFSC about proposed 
observer coverage levels and which might provide some useful information for Council members. 
 
General Response (Summary) 
 
The 2008 Prioritized Coverage (2008 sea day schedule) was prepared using existing methods for 
allocating sea day coverage for various programs within the Region.  The current methods must be 
expanded to support the SBRM.  
 
NEFSC is currently working on expanding the methods (including the optimization tool) to include 
more species groups and more fleets in order to provide consistency with, and fully support, the SBRM.  
It should be recognized that the stratification of the optimization tool may be finer than the SBRM 
stratification (e.g. should include trip length category to ensure a representative sample within fleets).  
Given the size and scope of this project, a transition period between existing and new methods are 
required.  A one month transition period between SBRM implementation (February 27, 2008) and the 
sea day schedule needed to deploy observers (April 1, 2008) is insufficient.   The time needed to expand 
the optimization tool to incorporate all coverage needed within the Region (fish, protected species, 
economic/social science, quota monitoring) will be substantial. 
 
Specific responses 
 
1. For herring we are not sure why the optimization procedure would result in an allocation of trips for 
the MA mid-water trawl fishery of 294% compared to the Omnibus Amendment’s preferred alternative 
but only 35% for the NE mid-water trawl fishery.  
 
At this time, the Mid-Atlantic and New England mid-water trawl fleets are fleets that are not included in 
the optimization tool (Rago et al. 2005) used to optimize sea days for the 2008 sea day schedule.  The 
2008 coverage is assigned on the basis of percent effort (trips).   The number of days assigned to these 
fleets is similar to previous years.   
 



 

2. In light of the above question, we are not sure of the objective for allocating observers differently than 
proposed in the Omnibus Amendment. We understand that the optimization model minimizes the 
variance of the estimated bycatch for a number of gear modes simultaneously but are not sure why it 
results in coverage levels so different than those proposed in the Omnibus Amendment. Is the difference 
primarily due to the use of more recent data to estimate coverage levels?  
 
The difference between the 2008 Prioritized Coverage and the SBRM Omnibus Amendment sea days is 
not due to the use of more recent data; it is due to the difference in methods and scope between the 
optimization tool and other methods (including percent effort coverage) and SBRM Omnibus 
Amendment filter.  In the SBRM Omnibus Amendment, 15 species groups and 39 fleets (comprised of 
14 gear types, 3 mesh groups, and 2 regions) are identified.   The number of sea days needed to achieve 
a 30%CV across all 15 species groups are further refined using the Importance Filter with 95% discards 
and 98% mortality cut points.  The Importance Filter is a form of optimization but is not the 
optimization tool used to minimize the variance over all fleets.  The optimization tool used to schedule 
sea days currently accommodates 3 gear types, four mesh groups, six regions, and two trip length 
categories for three species groups (see Rago et al. 2005 for stratification details).  The optimization tool 
uses a finer stratification scheme than the SBRM Omnibus Amendment and is a subset of the SBRM 
species groups and gear types.   As indicated in Wigley et al. (2007), the optimization tool can be 
expanded to encompass more species and gear types.    
 
Additionally, the optimization tool is used for only a portion of the NEFOP sea days.  The optimization 
of sea days for protected species is described in Rossman 2007.  The methods used to optimize sea day 
coverage for turtles are similar to, but not exactly the same, as for marine mammals (pers. comm. D. 
Palka).    
 
Given the differences in methods and scope between the current methods used to optimize sea days and 
the SBRM filter approach, the Prioritized 2008 sea days may be greater or lesser than the Omnibus 
Amendment sea days for individual fleets.  
 
3. We think too much coverage is proposed for the multispecies special management programs and 
would like to know how changes or reductions observer coverage would affect the CVs in these 
programs. The realized CV for GB YTF in 2005 and 2006 was in the range of 12-14 percent, compared 
to our desired standard of 30 percent. The only management reason to do so is to monitor the GB YTF 
TAC under the US/CA Resource Sharing Understanding. So in order to monitor one TAC, we are 
probably using close to 2000 observer sea days (assuming 500 are in the eastern area- which I doubt). 
Put another way - $2.3 million of observer dollars are being used to track $3.5 million of GB YT). Even 
a small 10 percent reduction in sea days allocated to the US/CA area would free up 250 sea days that 
could be used to double mid-water trawl coverage, NE small mesh trawl coverage, or increase levels in 
any number of modes. (For example, no days are allocated to lobster pots – yet we often hear they are 
catching cod in substantial amounts. Even 25-50 days might help us determine of that is true). 
 
The 3,000 sea days to monitor the US/CAN and B-day special programs represents the Regional 
Administer’s determined coverage of approximately 30% of trips to monitor total allowable catch 
(TAC) for various species. This coverage rate has been in place since 2003 and there is a NEFOP call-in 
requirement.  This is an example of the multi-purpose nature of the Northeast Fisheries Observer 
program where observer coverage is used to achieve multiple goals.  
 
The SBRM fleet definitions did not separate trips according to their participation in US/CAN or B-day 
programs; instead, these special program trips are included into the fleets defined by similar gear type, 



 

mesh size, and region due to the limitation of identifying these special program trips in the VTR 
database.   
 
With the implementation of SBRM, the Regional Office has relinquished the 30% coverage rate. Thus, 
these days will enter the optimization tool in the future.  It is expected that the number of sea days 
needed to achieve a 30%CV for the vessels fishing on Georges Bank will be less than number of sea 
days associated with the mandated 30% coverage rate.  Impacts to the TAC monitoring program, in 
terms of precision of the estimates of landings and discards for each TAC species, is not known at the 
time.  
 
It is possible to include these 3,000 sea days in the optimization; however, a transition period will be 
needed to re-align observer staff if significant changes in the sea day schedule occur. 
 
4. Are all the observer DAS in the table assigned to the monitoring of fish bycatch rather than protected 
resources or marine mammal bycatch? 
 
All sea days in the “Prioritized 2008 Coverage” column are sea days with sampling protocols to monitor 
fish/turtle bycatch.   However, the NEFOP sampling protocols for fish/turtle also support monitoring of 
marine mammal bycatch.  For gillnets, fish/turtle sampling protocols differ from marine mammal 
sampling protocols.  Only one type of sampling protocol can be used per trip, therefore, the sea days to 
monitor only marine mammals and the sea days to monitor fish/turtles in the gillnet fleets are separate.  
The numbers of sea days associated with protected species sampling protocols for gillnets are given in 
“Justification” column in rows 8 and 9 and are not included in the summary totals. 
 
5. It isn’t clear what level of coverage should apply to many parts of the scallop fishery - should it be the 
level in the amendment preferred alternative, the level identified in the second column or another level 
(because only minor segments were included in the optimization model)? 
 
At this time, the scallop dredge fleets are not among the fleets included in the optimization tool to 
optimize sea days for the 2008 sea day schedule (Rago et al. 2005).  The 2008 coverage for open-access 
general category trips is assigned on a percent effort (trips) basis.   The number of days assigned to this 
fleet is similar to previous years. 
 
Industry funded coverage is approximately 10% of trips for the other scallop dredge fleets.  In the 
Scallop FMP fishing year 2007 (March 1 2007 to February 29, 2008), the industry funded coverage level 
has translates into approximately 300 trips (1890 sea days).   
  
A1) It seems like 60 of the 337 sea days for estimation of sea turtle bycatch are not labeled in the table 
although the total number of days allocated matches sum of the days described under item 3 including 
the 60 held in reserve.  
 
The 337 sea days mentioned in “3. Coverage Levels That Incorporate the Recommended prioritization; 
Justification for Priorization”, paragraph 7, refers to the Atlantic Cost funding source and have been 
allocated to the following fleets in row 36 (131 days), row 26 (10 days); row 24 (98 days, see 
justification); and row 22, (98 days, see justification).  Sea days for estimating individual species 
bycatch, including sea turtle bycatch, are not specifically label in the Table 1.  Since it is not known a 
priori which species will be encountered, the sea day coverage assigned to each fleet supports bycatch 
estimates of all species encountered on the observed trips. 
 



 

 
A2) The Council is scheduled to take up the issue on Wed p.m. Will there be some one from the Science 
Center there who is prepared to answer any questions.  
 
Yes. 
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