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Pioneer Array Liability / Gear Concerns  
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The site for the Pioneer Array Observatory was determined for its many varied tides, currents, eddies,  and the 
like, as well as the confluence of important waterways;  these are many of the same reasons it is also one of 
the richest fishing grounds in the Northeast.   
 
Fishing Facts 
Fishing vessels with approximately nine different gear types conduct year-round fisheries for approximately 
twenty-five different species.  A conservative estimate of those vessels totals 335, employing in the order of 
1225 individuals.  Vessels that fish in the Pioneer Array region originate from Maine through North Carolina;   
and trawlers, those vessels most likely to experience negative interactions, are most active in the Pioneer area 
from November through May each year. 
 
Pioneer Array Facts 
The area designated by the National Science Foundation for the Pioneer Array is a total of 5,697 square miles, 
including an area for autonomous underwater vehicles (AUVs), gliders, and moorings, all with sensitive 
oceanographic sensors. This array is scheduled to remain in the area for at least five years. 
 
Statement 
While every attempt for safe fishing practices and avoidance of interactions with any and all Pioneer Array 
equipment will be the norm; there is no doubt that at some point, due to the sheer size of the area and the 
number of vessels engaged in fishing within the area proposed for the Pioneer Array, gear interactions are a 
reality that must be addressed PRIOR to any occurrence, and therefore, PRIOR to this project moving forward.   
Presently there is no mechanism to address gear conflict, liability, or safety concerns.   
Potential interactions may include the following: 
 

 Fishing vessel (commercial and/or recreational) capture of AUVs and/or gliders.   

 AUVs weighing 500 pounds and traveling up to four-knots, would likely cause significant damage 
should one hit the hull of a fishing vessel, or the paravanes from the vessels outriggers, which are 
20-30 feet below the surface.  

 Propellers of Gliders or AUVs may cause damage to fishing nets and/or fishermen, should they be 
caught in gear or brought up onto the deck of a fishing vessel.   

 Fishing gear entanglement with fixed moorings, or with subsurface moorings which are periodically 
released to the surface.  Mobile gear is at heightened risk. 

 Fishing vessels (steaming) and scientific gear and/or equipment interaction, i.e. collision with a 
buoy, due to low visibility (weather) or lack of proper lighting 

 Vessel to vessel damage or fishing gear damage due to avoidance of the moorings. 

 Increased possibility of vessel damage due to less space allowances or increased vessel traffic due to 
additional research vessels in the area either deploying or servicing scientific equipment. 

 
 

Safety concerns; contributing to major injury or loss of life: 
 

 Entanglement with moorings, causing capsizing of vessel due to instability, similar to the F/V 
Northern Edge in 2005, where 6 crewmen loss their lives. 

 

 Excessive flooding due to entanglement will produce instability, and may cause damage to vessel and 
gear, as well as generate life threatening results. 

 
 

The commercial interests presently involved on the committee working with Pioneer Array scientists, strongly 
believe a committee must be initiated to draft policy, in order to pro-actively contend with fishing vessel and 
scientific equipment interaction, gear conflict, and fishing vessel safety.  We recommend the committee be 
comprised of individuals associated with the commercial and recreational fishing fleets, Ocean Observatories 
Initiative, National Science Foundation, Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute, and state and/or federal 
representatives. 
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The current working group of both scientist and fisherman has proven to be rather successful.  Issues, such as 
those identified above, may not have been recognized or vetted fully, had it not been for this all-inclusive 
process.  Further, the discussion has been helpful to all those involved, in bringing about greater awareness 
and understanding of impediments to, and creative flexibility of, all user groups.  This process has been 
successful in creating an environment of cooperation rather than consternation and provocation.  Since the 
Pioneer Array is slated to remain in place for a minimum of five years, the issues brought forward along with 
others which may become evident at a later date, are significant, especially due to the length of time in which 
negative gear interactions and safety at sea are at heightened risks.   
 
The recent meeting procedure posed an excellent model in which to continue addressing these and future 
issues.  The commercial and recreational fishing communities strongly recommend moving forward with this 
meeting approach to discuss further issues that were discovered and discussed, yet were not fully vetted.  This 
type of venue would provide the ideal opportunity to complete the process that was begun and produce a 
beneficial outcome for all stakeholders.  Further, the fishing community believes it would be irresponsible, if 
further opportunity for these collaborative efforts were to be ignored.  
 


