
 
 
 

CFRF Lobster Research Fleet Pilot Project 
Project Steering Committee Meeting Summary 

 
 

Tuesday, Sept. 16, 2014, Conference Room, Commercial Fisheries Center of RI, East Farm 
Campus, URI, Kingston, RI.  2:00 PM – 4:30 PM 

 
 

Participants: Peg Parker, CFRF; Anna Malek, CFRF; Michael Long, CFRF; David Spencer, CFRF; 
Greg Mataronas, CFRF; Lanny Dellinger, RILA, F/V Megan & Kelsey; Alan Eagles, F/V Catherine 
Ann, fleet member; Burton Shank, NOAA NMFS NEFSC; Heidi Henninger, AOLA; Genny 
Nesslage, ASMFC (via conference call) 
 
Note: Mark Gibson (RI DEM) and Bob Glenn (MA DMF) relayed that they would not be able to 
attend the meeting.  At the Committee’s suggestion, they were contacted by e-mail after the 
meeting and asked for their input on the major discussion topics.  Bob Glenn responded and his 
comments are incorporated into this meeting summary. 
 
Opening Remarks 
- The purpose of the meeting was to discuss: 
 - How the project has been going up to this point 
 - How the data is currently being used and how it will be used in the future 
 - How this project is related to fishery dependent vs. fishery independent data 
 - How the Jonah crab data will be used, and the development of a management plan 
 
Project Updates 
- Overall the project has been going well and is running smoothly.  
- The following progress report was presented by A. Malek: 
 
Lobster Data Collection: 
- As of September 15th, the lobster research fleet has recorded: 
 - 551 commercial sessions 
 - 699 ventless sessions 
 - 277 observations 
 - 37,821 lobsters 
- In June 2014, the On Deck Data app was updated to include additional lobster parameters and 



the ability to record an empty ventless trap 
- New lobster parameters are as follow: 
 - Shell disease severity (none, mild, moderate, or severe) 
 - Shell hardness (hard or soft) 
 - Kept/discarded 
 
Jonah Crab Data Collection: 
- Also in June 2014, Jonah crab sampling sessions were added to On Deck Data to enable 
fleet members to collect biological data on Jonah crabs  
- Jonah crab data parameters include: carapace width (mm), sex, eggs, and kept/discarded 
 - Modified calipers were developed and distributed to the fleet to expedite Jonah 
 crab measurement 
- The Jonah crab sampling protocol calls for each vessel to conduct three sampling sessions 
per month with 100 crabs or 20 traps per session 
- As of September 15th, six lobster research fleet vessels have recorded: 
 - 42 Jonah crab sessions 
 - 3,291 Jonah crabs 
- Jonah crab data has been collected from both inshore and offshore waters, including 
statistical areas 525, 537, 539, 562, 613, and 616 
- A fleet participant mentioned it would be good to add features to record crab shell 
hardness and crab cull status to help show why keeper size crabs are being discarded  
- Crab shell hardness would also be useful for managers and scientists to determine when 
molts happen and how much Jonah crabs grow when they molt  
- It was agreed upon by all that measurements of new soft shells and molted shells that can 
be paired should be recorded for both crab and lobsters  
- It would be useful to have a standardized method for recording pre/post molt carapace 
length in On Deck Data, such as: enter the new carapace length/width in the length field 
and enter “pre molt --mm” in the notes section 
- Lobstermen often have the opportunity to witness a lobster or crab molting while they are 
on deck or in the hold, measuring the lobster/crab before and after the molting process 
would be extremely useful information for growth studies 
 
Bottom Water Temperature Monitoring: 
- In June 2014, bottom water temperature monitoring was added to the lobster research fleet 
sampling protocol  
- The equipment used for bottom water temperature monitoring includes:  
 - VEMCO Minilog II  
 - VEMCO Field Reader 
 - Ocean Temps app 
- The sampling protocol for bottom water temperature monitoring involves: 
 - Designation of a fixed site within vessel’s fishing area to maintain as a bottom water 
 temperature monitoring site for at least one month at a time 
 - Deployment of VEMCO temperature logger in a ventless trap 
 - Collection of biological lobster data from at least one commercial and one ventless 



 session per month at the temperature monitoring site 
 - Use of Ocean Temps app to acquire, view, and upload data to the CFRF database 
- As of September 15th, 10 vessels from the lobster research fleet have collected bottom water 
temperature time series from 22 different locations, for a total of 104,896 temperature records 
 
Data Communication/Sharing: 
- Quarterly data reports are sent to lobster research fleet participants 
 - October 2013, January 2014, April 2014, July 2014 
 - Some offshore vessels forwarded the data to AOLA 
- Lobster data was formatted to ACCSP standards and sent to Genny Nesslage at the ASMFC in 
January 2014 and August 2014 
 
Outside Interest: 
- The following institutes have reached out to the CFRF about the lobster research fleet project: 
 - NOAA Alaska Fisheries Science Center – discussions about touch screen data collection 
 - GMRI – discussions about Jonah crab data collection 
 - CFN – article about industry based data collection 
 - NPR – radio story about the lobster research fleet by the RI Environmental Desk 
 
Data Usage 
- Only the 2013 data from this project will be used in the upcoming lobster stock assessment, 
the 2014 data will be used in the next stock assessment 
 - The upcoming stock assessment is 2008-2013 
 - The next stock assessment will be 2014-2018 
- The offshore data from this project is very important, as there is limited offshore data from 
other sources 
- The data from this project will be useful in determining sex ratio, size distribution, and size at 
maturity for the lobster population within the lobster fleet sampling area  
- Lobster size-at-maturity is based on a number of factors including: egg bearing status, cement 
gland development, and sperm and egg development 
- The maturity models will likely be in the next stock assessment, and will not be in the current 
stock assessment 
- An overall trend has been that lobster in warmer waters are maturing earlier (egging out at a 
smaller size) 
- The data from this project is useful for spatial modeling, there just needs to be more data 
continued over a longer timespan 
- Stat areas are the finest areas that can be included in the models even though this data 
provides exact latitudes and longitudes 
 - Landings would need to be reported on a finer scale to use the latitudes and longitudes 

- To be consistent with the other data streams going into the stock assessment model, 
the On-Deck Data will be included by Statistical Area 
- Work is being done by B. Shank and T. Pugh to look at the finer scale patterns within 
the stock areas using the On-Deck Data exact locations 

 



Industry Observations and Perceptions 
- Industry representatives and fleet participants would like to see the project continued and 
expanded 
- The fleet would like to use more ventless traps as they believe it is a better indicator of the 
entire stock, rather than just the harvestable size lobsters 
- Extrapolating information from ventless trap surveys from just state or near shore areas to 
characterize the offshore resource is unacceptable 
- It was noted that given the limited number of vessels covering such a wide area, some 
Statistical Areas may be under-sampled.  Errors may arise with the assumption that this data 
represents the entire fishery in this Stat Area 
 - More vessels could be incorporated to the project to reduce error 
 - Vessels could be added to the fleet down to New Jersey to increase geographical area 
 - More vessels could be added per stat are to give a better  representation of the fishery 
 - All of these options would require more funding to the project 
- The fleet expressed displeasure in the fact that much of the data for the stock assessment 
from offshore comes from trawl surveys which are not the best way to sample the stock 
 - However they are the best available science for fishery independent data in most cases 
- Limitations of Observer sampling were also noted. Observer coverage is not adequate in the 
southern New England area; biases are built into the process when observers do not want to go 
on industry fishing vessels where the catch is large and it is difficult to keep pace; observers 
going to sea and staying on one fishing vessel all day may end up oversampling in a given 
location – the science might be better served to obtain fewer samples from more fishing vessels 
spaced out 
 
Fishery Dependent Data vs. Fishery Independent Data 
- Ventless traps are a move toward fishery independent data, but fishermen determining where 
they go still makes it fishery dependent 
 - There would need to be a random system for ventless traps to be independent 
- Random setting of traps is discouraged by fishermen due to the cost and time of getting to 
sampling locations that differ from the areas where they normally fish 
- The fleet and industry is willing and able to do independent studies, pending the funding that 
would be needed to do so 
- The temperature monitoring aspect of the project would require the trawls to be in the same 
locations for long periods of time (longer than the month requirement that is currently in the 
protocols) 
 - This is discouraged by fishermen as they would want to move if fishing is unproductive 
 - This will need to be resolved if the science need is to collect temperature readings over 
 time in one location 
- Fisheries dependent data is becoming saturated, but fishery independent data is 
uneconomical 
- If the project did go to a strictly ventless fishery independent study it would have to follow the 
model of the state ventless trap survey, but that is impractical for federal waters due to the 
much larger geographical area 
- The fleet would likely have to be contracted to conduct survey work for fishery independent 



data, and the fleet would be required to throw all the catch back 
- The general consensus emerging from the discussion was for the project to remain fishery 
dependent and obtain 4-5 years of data to more accurately determine abundance 
- CPUE was noted as an ineffective determiner of abundance 
- CPUE could remain high for fishermen in a small area where the stock remains, but elsewhere 
overall the fishery could be declining 
- It was mentioned that another meeting could take place with scientists and managers to 
further discuss how the ventless trap sampling in this project could be done in a more useful 
and effective manner 
 
Jonah Crab Data and Management Plan 
- 98% of Jonah crab is landed in federal waters, but there is limited data 
- It is likely that a Jonah crab management plan will be linked with the lobster management plan 
 - GMRI is evaluating the existing data in their Fishery Improvement Project  
 - There are currently public documents out for review on an initial Jonah crab plan 
 - Next summer a draft plan will be distributed to the states for review 
 - The initial Jonah crab plan will require landing reports to start stock assessments 
 - 5” was recommended as an initial minimum size, mostly from market sources 
- Fishery independent data currently being used includes the state and federal trawl surveys, 
and the ventless trap survey for inshore waters 
- There has been little data collection from Southern New England for Jonah crab 
- There is some data coming from Canada and the Gulf of Maine and that is being used as best 
available science 
- Different geographic stocks are in question, giving rise to concern regarding the data from 
Canada and the Gulf of Maine being used for a Southern New England management plan 
- This project generates the only data coming from a trap survey for Jonah crab 
- There is no mandatory reporting currently required for fishermen, but processors usually 
report their numbers 
- Observer coverage is hoped to begin this year for crab 
- The fleet expressed concern over a management plan being enforced without enough data to 
thoroughly assess and understand the resource 
 
Other Major Comments: 
- NMFS provided around 30 trips worth of data last year, compared to around 300 trips for this 
project 
- The fleet would like to see more observers go out in the Southern New England area 
 - Trouble is with limited funding available for observers 
 - Data is obtained in a less costly and more time efficient manner by going elsewhere 

- Observer coverage also seems to be determined by the need to couple it with finfish 
sampling. 

- The CFRF is a great group to administer this type of research and act as a facilitator between 
the industry and management/scientific communities 
- It would be great to see the project funded by NMFS or ACCSP, and using fishermen is a cost 
effective way to get spatial and temporal coverage of the stock and landings in offshore areas 



 
Summary 
- The 2013 lobster data from the CFRF lobster research fleet pilot project will be used in the 
2015 lobster stock assessment to help characterize the size distribution, sex ratio, and 
reproductive state of the lobster population in LMAs 2 and 3 
- Lobster research fleet data from 2014 onward will be used in the 2018 stock assessment  
- The data from this project will be useful for characterizing the SNE lobster stock, with molt 
stage data particularly critical for both lobster and Jonah crab 
- It remains to be determined how the project will be maintained, but all parties agreed that 
it is important to make an effort to continue 
- 4-5 years of data collection will improve the utility of the lobster research fleet data for 
stock assessment purposes 
- There is a need for additional fishery dependent data and fishery independent data in the 
lobster stock assessment, particularly from offshore, with fishery independent data 
particularly lacking 
- The CFRF lobster research fleet will maintain its focus on fishery dependent data 
collection, but will be open to the addition of a fishery independent element in the future 
- The Jonah crab management plan being developed by the ASMFC will likely call upon the 
data provided by this project to characterize population structure and fishery selectivity 


