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Deadlines  
Submit all materials as electronic copies to the Sustainable Fisheries Division Sector Team, including Pete 
Christopher, Caroline Potter, and Heather Nelson at peter.christopher@noaa.gov, caroline.potter@noaa.gov, 
and heather.nelson@noaa.gov.  
 

Date Item(s) Due 
September 7, 2026 1. First Draft Sector Operations Plan for Fishing Years 2027 & 2028 

2. Preliminary Contract for Fishing Year 2027, unsigned template 
3. Novel Exemption Requests 
4. Proposal for Sector-designed monitoring program(s) (if applicable) 
5. Draft 1 NEPA Information (if required) 

February 1, 2027 1. Second Draft Sector Operations Plan for Fishing Years 2027 & 2028 
3 weeks after the 1. Preliminary Sector Roster 
announcement of 2. Signed Contracts for all participants listed on the preliminary roster monitoring coverage 
target for the fishing year 3. Rule of 3 Documentation 
May 1, 2027 1. Final Sector Roster 

2. Signed Contracts, if not provided with preliminary roster 
3. Final Operations Plans 

 

  

mailto:peter.christopher@noaa.gov
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PRA Burden Statement 
We estimate that completing the Sector Operations Plan, Contract, and Environmental Assessment will take 
approximately 77 hours on average, depending on the specific information submitted requirement. Send 
comments regarding this burden estimate or any other aspect of this collection of information, including 
suggestions for reducing this burden, to NOAA, Heather Nelson, 978-281-9334, or heather.nelson@noaa.gov. 
This collection has been approved by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB). The eight-digit OMB 
approval number that appears at the upper left of the form or login screen confirms this approval. If this number 
were not displayed, we could not conduct this collection of information. 

Privacy Act Statement 
Authority:  
The collection of this information is authorized under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 
Management Act (16 U.S.C 1801 et seq).  

Purpose:  
The information described in this collection is necessary to monitor catch in the fishery against annual catch 
limits, consistent with Magnuson-Stevens Act requirements. It is also used to ensure compliance with fishery 
regulations and requirements.  

Routine Uses:  
The Department will use this information to evaluate current management programs and future management 
proposals. Disclosure of this information is permitted within NMFS offices under the Privacy Act of 1974 (5 
U.S.C. 552a). The information required in the operations plan is not considered confidential information, as set 
forth in section 402(b)(1) of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-
Stevens Act). Versions of these documents will be available to the public upon publication of the proposed and 
final rules approving and implementing FY 2027-2028 sectors, consistent with the Administrative Procedure 
Act, and final versions will be posted on NOAA Fisheries’ Sectors Webpage.  

NOAA Fisheries will redact confidential information provided in operations plans in published versions. 

Disclosure:  
 Furnishing this information is mandatory pursuant to regulations at 50 CFR 648.87(b)(2).

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/new-england-mid-atlantic/commercial-fishing/fishing-year-2026-sectors
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Introduction  
Each sector is required to submit an operations plan and contract to NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries 
Service (NOAA Fisheries) for fishing year (FY) 2027, which starts on May 1, 2027. Each sector must do 
this to be considered for approval to fish, and to be allocated annual catch entitlements (ACE). The 
operations plan shows how the sector proposes to operate and sectors may submit operations plans for 1-
year or 2-year periods. 
The annual framework action that specifies catch limits for Northeast Multispecies (groundfish) sectors 
assesses the effects of sector operations for each fishing year. However, if a new sector is proposed, a 
sector chooses to propose a novel (not previously considered) sector exemption, or if a sector proposes a 
monitoring program that has not been previously evaluated by NOAA Fisheries, a NEPA analysis may 
need to be conducted to assess the impacts of forming the sector and/or operating under the measures 
and exemptions described in the sector operations plan. This document provides guidance for preparing 
operations plans, sector contracts, and the required information for the NEPA analysis. 
NOAA Fisheries will solicit public comment on the operations plans by publishing a proposed rule in 
the Federal Register. After the close of the comment period, the Regional Administrator must approve, 
partially approve, or disapprove sector operations plans and publish a final rule in the Federal Register.  

Confidentiality 
The information required in the operations plan and NEPA document is not considered confidential 
information, as set forth in section 402(b)(1) of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 
Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act). Versions of these documents will be available to the public 
upon publication of the proposed and final rules approving and implementing FY 2027-2028 sectors, 
consistent with the Administrative Procedure Act, and final versions will be posted on NOAA Fisheries’ 
Sectors Webpage.  
Certain information required only for NOAA Fisheries use will be redacted in published versions. 

Regulatory Basis 
Amendment 16 to the Northeast (NE) Multispecies Fisheries Management Plan (FMP) made significant 
revisions to the requirements that apply to sectors, including expanding the requirements for operations 
plans. Subsequent framework adjustments have revised submission dates, monitoring requirements, the 
list of exemptions sectors may request, and required elements of operations plans.  
Citations that show you where you can find the corresponding regulatory requirements are included in 
this document. 

1Disclaimer 
This document provides a plain-language summary of how to satisfy the requirements for each sector to 
submit an operations plan, contract, and the required information. 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/new-england-mid-atlantic/commercial-fishing/fishing-year-2023-sectors
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Sector Operations Plan  
Previously approved operations plans are available upon request from the Greater Atlantic Regional 
Fisheries Office. 

Due dates:  
 Due Date Submission Notes 



Sector Operations Plan, Contract, and Environmental Assessment Requirements (FY 2025-26) 

Last Modified on 4/14/2026  Page 7 of 45 

Draft 1 September 7, 2026 If proposing an alternative monitoring program, sector-
designed monitoring proposals must be included in this draft 
for consideration by NMFS. 
If requesting a novel sector exemption, the exemption and the 
rationale for the request must be included with this draft for 
consideration by NMFS. See Exemption Requests section 
below.  

Draft 2 February 1, 2027 This draft must incorporate all NMFS edits from Draft 1 

Final 
Operations 
Plan  

May 1, 2027 Final Operations plans must incorporate all previous NMFS 
edits, and meet the requirements detailed in this document 

 

If a 2-year operations plan for FY 2027-2028 is submitted and approved, a new operations plan does not 
need to be submitted for FY 2028. If an operations plan is submitted and approved for one year only, 
then that sector would need to submit a new operations plan for the next fishing year at a yet-to-be 
determined date. 

Format:  
⮚ The operations plan must be prepared as a Microsoft Word file.  

⮚ Document must include page numbers 

⮚ Document must include line numbers 

⮚ Sectors may submit operations plans for 1-year or 2-year periods 

Required Elements:  
The elements which must be contained in an operations plan submitted to NMFS are described at 50 
CFR 648.87(b)(2). The following sections list the specific requirements for each element.  

Management and Membership 

⮚ A statement specifying that member (MRI) commitment is for the entire fishing year and the 
voluntary nature of membership (§§ 648.87(b)(1)(iv)(B)) 

⮚ The name of a designated representative or agent of the sector for service of process (§ 
648.87(b)(2)(iv)). This must be a specific, named individual, that is, it is not acceptable to 
simply state “the manager.” 

⮚ The members of the Board of Directors of the sector. Include the contact information for the 
Board of Directors in the sector contact table. 

⮚ A named individual, other than the sector manager, who is able to act on behalf of the sector. 
Include the contact information for this individual in the sector contact table. 

⮚ A table of sector points of contact, and their responsibilities, as an appendix. This must include the 
manager, the individual who is able to act on behalf of the sector, the registered agent, and the 
Board of Directors. Table 1 provides an example table; please note that the information provided in 
the table is for example only and does not represent an actual sector.  
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⮚ Additional staff, other than the manager, contracted by the sector may be included in this table. 
Information for these individuals will be redacted and remain confidential. 
 

Table 1: Example Sector Points of Contact Table 

Name Title Responsibility Email Phone Street City State Zip 
Address 

John Manager Day-to-day john.doe@email.net 555- 5 Rock Gloucester MA 01930 
Doe sector 555- Street 

operations, 5555 
policy issues, 
outreach 

Henry Additional May be henry.king@email.net 555- 155 Pond Rockport MA 01966 
King Contact contacted and 555- Street  

act on behalf of 5556 
the Sector 

William Registered service of bill.conch@email.net 555- 709 Gloucester MA 01930 
Conch Agent process 555- Marlborough 

5557 Road 
 

Required Text 
The following template text to show fulfillment of the ownership provision requiring at least three 
distinct owners has been met (§ 648.87(a)(4)): 

⮚  “Amendment 16 to the NE multispecies FMP defines a sector as a group of three or more persons, 
none of whom have an ownership interest in the other two persons in the sector. This criterion has 
been fulfilled with PERMIT NUMBER under the distinct ownership of OWNER NAME, PERMIT 
NUMBER under the distinct ownership of OWNER NAME, and PERMIT NUMBER under the 
distinct ownership of OWNER NAME.”  

Allocation of ACE 

⮚ The operations plan must describe the original distribution of ACEs among member permits and/or 
vessels (§ 648.87(b)(2)(v) and (viii)). At the start of the FY, how will ACEs be allocated among 
members, and in what amounts? 

⮚ The operations plan must include a plan and analysis to show how the sector will avoid exceeding its 
allocated ACEs (§ 648.87(b)(2)(vi)). This plan should include provisions for monitoring and 
enforcement of the sector regulations, including documentation of both landings and discards. 

Required Text 
Operations plans are only required to include language relevant to the monitoring programs adopted by 
the sector for a given fishing year.  
Please include the following text in this section to fulfill this requirement. Language pertaining to 
monitoring programs that are not adopted by the sector may be omitted from operations plans. 
 “The Sector manager (or his/her designated representative) will derive stock specific discards for each 

trip. The methodology for calculating discards will vary by monitoring type.”  
For vessels enrolled in an ASM program:  
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● If the trip is observed by either an at-sea monitor or a Northeast Fisheries Observer 
Program (NEFOP) observer, discards will be derived based on data collected during that 
trip and will account for all hauls (observed and unobserved) on that trip. For unobserved 
trips taken by vessels enrolled in an ASM program, discards will be derived using the NOAA 
Fisheries-provided discard rate resulting from the NOAA Fisheries method to estimate 'in-
season' discard rates. 

For vessels enrolled in an audit model EM program:  
● For trips selected for EM review, discards will be derived from a review of the video footage. 

Those trips not selected for EM review (or those that fail to meet EM standards), discards 
will be derived using the delta model which adjusts a vessel's self-reported discards based on 
the vessel’s historical reporting accuracy. If the trip is observed by a Northeast Fisheries 
Observer Program (NEFOP) observer, discards will be derived based on data collected 
during that trip and will account for all hauls (observed and unobserved) on that trip. 

For vessels enrolled in a maximized retention EM program (Note: Not available in FY 2027):  
● If the trip is observed by a Northeast Fisheries Observer Program (NEFOP) observer, 

discards will be derived based on data collected during that trip and will account for all 
hauls (observed and unobserved) on that trip. For trips taken by vessels enrolled in a 
maximized retention EM program without a NEFOP observer onboard, discards will be 
derived using the NOAA Fisheries-provided discard rate resulting from the NOAA Fisheries 
method to estimate 'in-season' discard rates. In-season discard rates for allocated groundfish 
stocks will be set to zero at the start of the fishing year, consistent with maximized retention 
EM requirements. In-season discard rates for unallocated groundfish stocks will be based on 
NEFOP data for the fishery.  

Discipline Procedures 

⮚ The plan must describe the discipline procedures for sector members that do not abide by the sector 
rules (§ 648.87(b)(2)(vii)). 

⮚ The plan must include details (method and timing) of the sector’s plan for immediately notifying 
NOAA Fisheries if a member is expelled (§ 648.87(b)(2)(vii)). 

Reporting  

⮚ A statement explaining that the JIRA issue tracking application will be used to report all data quality
issues to the appropriate personnel for research and resolution.  

⮚ A statement explaining that the sector manager will submit required reports to NOAA Fisheries (§ 
648.87(b)(1)(v)(B)). Required reports are:  

⮚ Sector Manager Trip Issue Report: This provides information on enforcement or other issues for a 
given week. The Sector Manager Trip Issue Report allows the sector to briefly describe to NOAA 
Fisheries any enforcement or reporting compliance issues, violations of the sector operations plan 
and regulations, and general problems with monitoring or sector operations during the reporting 
period.  

⮚ Incident Reports: Following the initial reporting of an incident in the Trip Issue Report, sectors must
provide the details of the violation in a Sector Incident Report. 

More detailed information on the requirements for sector reporting can be found in the publication, 
“Sector Report Guide”, available online at the NOAA Fisheries’ Sectors Webpage.  

 

 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/new-england-mid-atlantic/commercial-fishing/fishing-year-2023-sectors
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Consolidation of ACE and Redirection of Effort  

⮚ The operations plan must include a detailed plan for the initial allocation of ACE among members 
that explains any consolidation and any redirection of effort that will result from sector operations [§ 
648.87(b)(2)(v) and (viii)].  

⮚ The operations plan must propose limitations, if necessary, to eliminate adverse effects of any 
redirection of effort (§ 648.87(b)(2)(xiii)).  

Required Text 
The operations plan must include the following template text regarding the quantity and duration of any 
redistribution of ACE within the sector. If you are submitting an operations plan for one year only, 
change each instance of the “FYs 2027 and 2028” text in the below template text to include only the 
year for your operations plan (e.g., “FY 2027”).  

Consolidation and Redistribution of ACE 

In FY 2026,           % of the permits enrolled in the [SECTOR NAME] for FY 2027 and 2028 are 
attached to vessels actively fishing for NE multispecies. For FY 2027 and 2028, the [SECTOR NAME] 
sector has (insert number of permits) permits currently enrolled. Of those permits (insert number of 
permits) are anticipated to actively fish for NE multispecies in FY 2027 and 2028. While these numbers 
may change, the [SECTOR NAME] sector expects that, compared to FY 2026, there would be (insert 
either A or B)  

A.  A net consolidation beyond what previously occurred among the [SECTOR NAME] as the share 
of ACE contributed by member permits is fished by fewer active vessels than in FY 2026. It can be 
anticipated that fewer active fishing vessels would result in job losses for fishing crews and the 
associated negative impacts could spread to fishing communities and industries reliant on 
commercial fishing. While fishers who remain in the fishery may experience a positive benefit, 
there would be fewer active fishers in the NE multispecies fishery.  

B.  No change from the consolidation that previously occurred among the members during FY 2026. 
The member permits that are not attached to active NE multispecies vessels in FY 2027 and 2028 
are the same permits that did not fish in FY 2026. In (choose one: all/most) cases, a member who 
owns multiple permits fished the ACE (or DAS if in the common pool) of all those permits on fewer 
hulls and will now continue to fish the ACE contributed by all those permits on fewer hulls, 
resulting in (choose one: little/no) additional consolidation.  

 
For FYs 2027 and 2028, this section must include the following template text regarding observations 
from FY 2025, observed qualitative changes in the first quarter of FY 2026, and predictions for FYs 
2027 and 2028. 

Redirection of Effort 

During FY 2025, [SECTOR NAME] sector vessels switched fishing efforts into the following fisheries: 
(Please list the fisheries and describe what gear(s) will be used) 
 
During the first quarter of FY 2026, [SECTOR NAME] sector vessels switched fishing efforts into the 
following fisheries:  
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(Please list the fisheries and describe what gear(s) will be used) 
 
During FY 2027 and 2028, [SECTOR NAME] sector anticipates (choose A, B, C, or D, or some 
combination):  

A. Similar redirection of effort to the fisheries listed above,  
OR  

B. Similar redirection of effort to fisheries listed above:  
AND  
(Please list the fisheries and describe what gear(s) will be used) 

C. That some vessels may switch fishing efforts into the following fisheries:  
(Please list the fisheries and describe what gear(s) will be used) 

D. That no redirection of effort will take place. 

Harvesting Rules  
The operations plan must include harvest rules detailing sector operations and any additional exemptions 
requested by the sector beyond the universal exemptions approved in Amendment 16 (§ 
648.87(b)(2)(xv)). The harvest rules must:  
⮚ For all previously approved exemptions, include a brief rationale as to why the sector wants to fish 

under the exemption and state what the sector would do differently if granted the exemption, and 
why. You do not need to provide a justification or analysis of the exemption in the operations plan.  

⮚ For novel exemptions, include a brief rationale as to why the sector wants to fish under the 
exemption and state what the sector would do differently if granted the exemption, and why. Provide 
a brief justification for the exemption in the operations plan. See the section labeled Novel 
Exemption Requests later in this document for more details regarding novel exemption requests.  

⮚ List and sort administrative provisions into the following categories: 
⮚ Monitoring (At-Sea) 

⮚ Quota Monitoring 

⮚ Administrative 

⮚ Gear Requirements 

Required Text 

Use the following text to fulfill the requirement to clearly specify that sector members must comply with 
all rules not specifically exempted as part of the Letter of Authorization (§ 648.87(b)(1)(iv)): 

“Upon approval, each sector vessel will be issued a Letter of Authorization (LOA) specifying the 
exemptions granted. Vessels must comply with all requirements stipulated in the LOA and all 
applicable Federal regulations and laws not specifically exempted in the LOA.” 

11Enforcement Provisions 

⮚ A statement that the sector and its members may be held jointly and severally liable for violations of 
the following operations plan requirements (§ 648.87(b)(1)(iv)(A)):  
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⮚ ACE overages  
⮚ Discarding of legal-sized fish  
⮚ Misreporting of catch (landings or discards)  
⮚ A statement that the sector is a legal entity (specify the type, e.g., corporation) and is therefore 

subject to NOAA Fisheries enforcement action for violation of sector regulations 
(§648.87(b)(1)(iv)(A)),  

⮚ Include proof of the sector’s status as a legal entity, that is, state incorporation documentation (can 
be a print-out from state website).  

⮚ A list of specific ports where members will fish. (§ 648.87(b)(2)(xi))  
⮚ Specific exceptions from landing ports (e.g., safety, weather) should be noted and allowed, provided 

there is reasonable notification of a deviation from the listed ports. (§ 648.87(b)(2)(xi))  
⮚ An explanation of how NOAA Fisheries will be notified of when the landing port exception is used. 

(§ 648.87(b)(2)(xi))  
⮚ Detailed information about overage penalties or other actions to be taken if the sector exceeds its 

ACE (§ 648.87(b)(1)(iii)). An ACE overage means the catches by a sector’s vessels exceed the ACE 
possessed by the sector after considering all ACE transfers that take place for the current FY 
(including those that occur following reconciliation after the end of the fishing year, as allowed by 
the ACE transfer provisions).  

⮚ Operations plans must identify which provisions are exclusive to the administration of the sector, 
and that would not be subject to enforcement by NOAA Fisheries. Administrative provisions would 
include provisions such as dues, allocations to individual members by the sector, etc.; but does not 
include required provisions such as reporting, ACE overages, and prohibited activities.  

⮚ A description of the discipline procedures for sector members that do not abide by the sector rules (§ 
648.87(b)(2)(vii)).  

Required Text 
A statement that enforcement issues must be included in weekly reports, similar to the following text:  
“Weekly Sector Manager Trip Issue Reports must include any enforcement or reporting compliance 

issues, including violations of operations plans (exclusive of defined administrative provisions), 
violations of regulations, or general problems with monitoring or sector operations during the 
reporting period.”  

 
The following template text describes hail requirements for short-duration trips or trips occurring within 
6 hours of port:  
“All users will send a trip end hail at least 6 hours before landing and prior to crossing the VMS 

demarcation line. For trips less than 6 hours in length or occurring within 6 hours or port, the trip 
end hail will be sent immediately upon completion of the last tow or hauling of gear. An alternative 
timing for the trip end hail may be implemented if agreed upon by the sector and NOAA Fisheries.”  

Monitoring Provisions 
Each sector must employ a monitoring program using ASM and/or EM (§ 648.11(l)). A sector may 
choose to adopt both an ASM and an EM program and allow its member vessels to select the program 
that best meets their needs. Details for the proposed monitoring program(s) must be included in the 
sector operations plan before the sector operations plan can be approved by the Regional Administrator. 
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The Regional Administrator must approve or disapprove proposed monitoring programs included in 
each sector’s operations plan.  
A sector can choose either to design its own program(s), or to adopt the NOAA Fisheries-designed ASM 
and/or EM programs.  

⮚ To adopt a NOAA Fisheries EM program, append the Operations Plan Required Text for EM 
Programs and corresponding NOAA Fisheries EM Program Description(s) (Appendix 2) to the 
sector’s operations plan.  

⮚ To adopt a NOAA Fisheries ASM program, append the Operations Plan Required Text for ASM 
Programs and corresponding NOAA Fisheries EM Program Description(s) (Appendix 1) to the 
sector’s operations plan.  

⮚ Alternatively, a sector may use the NOAA Fisheries EM and ASM programs as a guide to design 
a new EM or ASM program in its operations plan (see Sector-Designed Monitoring Programs 
below). A sector may benefit from consultation and further refinement with NOAA Fisheries 
staff to ensure that any new plan meets the objectives of an EM Program and is suitable in place 
of ASM.  

⮚ If, in its initial Operations Plan submission, the sector does not choose a particular monitoring 
program or its proposed monitoring program is not approvable, the sector must choose one or 
both of the NOAA Fisheries’ monitoring program(s) and include the required information in its 
final operations plan.  

NOAA Fisheries may not operate all approved monitoring programs in a given fishing year, depending 
on industry interest and available resources. Each year, NOAA Fisheries will notify sectors and 
monitoring providers which approved monitoring programs will be operated for the coming fishing year. 
Notice will be provided as far in advance of the start of the upcoming fishing year as possible to allow 
sectors and monitoring providers time to plan for the coming year. 
Appendix 2 includes a detailed description of the NOAA Fisheries audit-model EM and maximized 
retention EM programs.  

5Sector-Designed Monitoring Programs 
NOAA Fisheries will consider any sector-designed monitoring proposals in Draft 1 of the sector 
operations plans, submitted September 7, 2026, and will work with the sector to resolve any concerns. 
Monitoring proposals submitted after this date will not be considered.  
Any monitoring program designed by sectors must meet the goals and objectives established by the 
Council. The primary goal of any ASM/EM program is to collect information on catch and discards by 
species and gear type, as well as verify area fished, in the most cost-effective means practicable. All 
other goals are equally weighted secondary goals that consist of the following:  

⮚ Improving Documentation of Catch  
⮚ Reducing Monitoring Costs  
⮚ Reducing Discards 
⮚ Getting More Data Sources to Better Assess Stocks 
⮚ Improving Safety of Monitoring Program 
⮚ Performing Periodic Review of Monitoring Program for Effectiveness 
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NOAA Fisheries will consider any monitoring proposals in the initial operations plan submission to be a 
draft and will work with the sector to resolve any concerns. Refer to Table 2 to review the goals and 
objectives for monitoring programs. (§ 648.11(l)(l))  
Any sector-designed monitoring program proposed for FY 2027 and 2028 must continue to use the Pre-
Trip Notification System (PTNS) to select trips for NEFOP observer and ASM or EM coverage.  
If a sector proposes a new ASM or EM program that NOAA Fisheries does not approve, then the sector 
may elect to default to the NOAA Fisheries program(s) so the sector can be approved to operate in FY 
2027. The goal of this approach is to allow the flexibility for sectors to develop ASM and/or EM 
programs while providing an opportunity for sectors to choose programs as a fail-safe so that, if a sector 
designs a monitoring program(s) that NOAA Fisheries cannot approve, the sector may choose to default 
to the NOAA Fisheries-designed program(s). 

Table 2: Goals and Objectives for Monitoring Programs 

Goal Objectives 

Primary Goal 
(§ 648.11(l)(1))  

Collect information on catch and discards by species and gear type, and verify area fished, in the 
most cost-effective means practicable.  

Secondary Goal 
(§ 648.11(l)(1)(i)  

Improving Documentation of Catch  
● Determine total catch and effort (for all sectors and the common pool). Leads to better 

understanding of how well the target or regulated species are faring.  
● Determine how much observer coverage is needed in order to minimize effects of potential 

monitoring bias to the extent possible while maintaining as much flexibility as possible to 
enhance fleet flexibility.  

Secondary Goal 
(§ 648.11(l)(1)(ii)  

Reducing Monitoring Costs 
● Streamline data management operations and eliminate redundancies.  
● Explore options for cost-sharing with and deferment of cost to industry.  
● Recognize the opportunity costs of insufficient monitoring.  

Secondary Goal 
(§ 648.11(l)(1)(iii)  

Reducing Discards 
● Determine discard rate by using the smallest possible strata while simultaneously 

maintaining cost-effectiveness.  
● Collect information by gear type in order to accurately calculate discard rates.  

Secondary Goal 
(§ 648.11(l)(1)(iv)  

Getting More Data Sources to Better Assess Stocks 
● Reduce management and/or biological uncertainty. 
● Perform biological sampling. That is, perform sampling if it can be used to improve the 

accuracy of mortality or recruitment calculations. 

Secondary Goal 
(§ 648.11(l)(1)(v)  

Improving Safety of Monitoring Program 
● Improve the safety of monitoring programs as necessary. 

Secondary Goal 
(§ 648.11(l)(1)(vi)  

Performing Periodic Review Of Monitoring Program to Assess Effectiveness  
● Periodically review the performance of monitoring programs to ensure they are meeting 

these goals and objectives. 

 

Required Text 
The following template text fulfills the requirement for detailed information on ASM and/or EM 
providers. Sectors using this text will not be required to submit provider application materials in the 
operations plan:  
“The [Insert Sector Name] will contract one or more of the companies approved by NOAA Fisheries to 

provide monitoring services and will notify NOAA Fisheries of its selection by no later than the date 
specified by NOAA Fisheries each year.” 
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The following template text indicates that monitoring coverage will be deployed in such a way as to 
achieve the ASM target coverage level of trips, as specified by NOAA Fisheries, that is random and 
representative of the fishing activities of the sector (§ 648.11(l)(3):  
“The [Insert Sector Name] will use PTNS to deploy NEFOP observers, at-sea monitors, and/or 

electronic monitoring.”  
If the sector elects to use a NOAA Fisheries-designed program, attach the applicable standards to the 
operations plan, and use the following template text to fulfill this requirement:  
“The [Insert Sector Name] will use the NOAA Fisheries-designed ASM and/or [Specify audit 

model/maximized retention] EM program.”  
If electing to design either an ASM or EM program, include the following statements, indicating that the 
sector will use the NOAA Fisheries-designed program(s) if the sector-designed program(s) is not 
approved. Please also reference the standards, and attach the standards to the operations plan.  
“In the event that the sector-designed ASM program is not approved, the [Insert Sector Name] will use 

the NOAA Fisheries-designed [Insert ASM or audit model/maximized retention EM] program. 
“ In the event that the sector-designed EM program is not approved, the [Insert Sector Name] will use 

the NOAA Fisheries-designed [Insert ASM or audit model/maximized retention EM] program.”  

Other Required Text 
Any language that NOAA Fisheries previously provided to the sectors is included in italics. This 
language must be included in the FY 2027-2028 operations plan. 

5Confidential Data Statement 
Use the following text to allow for the release to the sector of confidential data collected under the 
provisions of the Magnuson-Stevens Act.  
“Pursuant to section 402(b)(1)(F) of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act, 

16 U.S.C §1881a(b)(1)(F), the undersigned hereby authorizes the release to the manager of 
[SECTOR NAME] of information that may be or is considered to be confidential or privileged by 
the Magnuson-Stevens Act or other federal law regarding the catch of various species of fish 
associated with the limited access Northeast multispecies permit with the Moratorium Right 
Identifiers (MRIs) enrolled in the sector submitted to NOAA Fisheries that the undersigned has 
authority to access. This information includes data required to be submitted or collected by NOAA 
Fisheries, including but not limited to days-at-sea allocation and usage, vessel trip reports, dealer 
reports, Northeast Fishery Observer Program data, catch and landings history data, at-sea 
monitoring data, VMS information, and all other information associated with the vessel, MRI #, 
and/or permit records.”  

You may alter the above language to fit your sector’s needs. If you modify the text, you must:  

⮚ Specify information not associated with current sector activity, such as historic landings data, that is 
to be released.  

⮚ Indicate the names of any staff in addition to the sector manager who are authorized to access 
confidential sector data. 

⮚ Indicate if the confidential data statement applies to a 1- or 2-year period. 
 

Use the following text to allow for the release of confidential data collected under the provisions of the 
Magnuson-Stevens Act to electronic monitoring service providers: 
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“The undersigned also hereby authorizes the release of information to the sector’s electronic 
monitoring provider(s) that may be considered to be confidential or privileged by the Magnuson-
Stevens Act or other federal law associated with the limited access Northeast multispecies permit 
with the Moratorium Right Identifiers (MRIs) enrolled in the sector’s electronic monitoring 
program. Specifically, NOAA Fisheries is authorized to release vessel trip report data associated 
with the vessel, such as vessel name; vessel permit number; sail date/time; land date/time; Trip ID 
number; number of hauls; number of sub-trips; and other trip-related data for the purpose of 
facilitating trip tracking and management as required by contract and regulation.”  

Optional Provisions 

ACE Thresholds 
A description of how groundfish will be avoided while participating in fisheries that have a bycatch of 
groundfish, if the sector does not have ACE for the stocks caught (§ 648.87(b)(2)(xiv)), “Fishing with 
no ACE.”  

⮚ Sectors may propose a plan to operate targeting allocated species, or in other fisheries, once the 
ACEs of one or more species are taken. 

⮚ If included, Sector proposals must include an analysis, using observer data, to demonstrate that their 
proposed operations (location, time, and gear type) will have catch of any stock for which they do 
not have ACE that is less than 1 percent of the total catch by the proposed operations. Further, the 
monitoring program proposed by the sector must include coverage of these operations to document 
catch of any stock for which they do not have ACE. This high standard is required to ensure all catch 
is accurately accounted for in sector ACEs. 

⮚ We can only approve operations without ACE for one or more species if it is practical for us to 
implement those operations. 

⮚ Sectors will be required to provide monitoring on 100 percent of trips using this provision. 

Sector Roster and Contract 
If an operations plan is approved for both FY 2027 and FY 2028, the sector’s roster may change for FY 
2028. Therefore, you must submit a sector roster each year, even if your operations plan has been 
approved for a 2-year period. The sector will be required to submit a sector roster for the second year 
(FY 2028) by the annual sector enrollment deadline set by NOAA Fisheries. 
Sectors must submit a contract signed by all members indicating the members’ agreement to abide by 
the operations plan for each year they are participating. Contracts can be for a 2-year or 1-year period. 
Sectors must submit signed contracts by the annual sector enrollment deadline set by NOAA Fisheries. 
Sectors do not need to submit a contract in the second year (FY 2028) for members that signed a 2-year 
contract the first year (FY 2027). 

Due dates:  
 Due Date Submission Notes 

Preliminary Contract, 
unsigned template 

September 7, 2026  Submit with first draft of the Operations plan 

1. 
2. 

Preliminary Roster 
Signed contracts 

3 weeks after the 
announcement of the 
monitoring coverage 

Contracts are due for all participants listed on the 
preliminary roster for FY 2027. 
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3. Rule of 3 target for the fishing To participate in the sector program, permits must 
Documentation year be signed into a sector by this date. Once signed 

into a sector, permits may only switch between 
sectors if there is a change in ownership that occurs 
before May 1. Permits may exit the sector to 
participate in the common pool before May 1.  

1. Final Roster May 1, 2027 Provide any signed contracts that were not provided 
2. Final, signed with preliminary rosters.  

contracts from all These should be limited as permits may only switch 
members sectors if there was a change in owners between the 

preliminary submission and May 1.  

Format:  
⮚ The sector roster information must be prepared as a Microsoft Excel file, which satisfies the 

regulations at §648.87(b)(2)(ii) that require that a sector roster be submitted as a list. 
⮚ Copies of the documents being used to meet the rule of three requirement should be submitted as a 

searchable (i.e., run Optical Character Recognition [OCR]) file in Adobe Acrobat format. The 
corporate documents or Federal permits used to document the rule of 3 requirement must 
explicitly list the name and address of each owner. 

⮚ The operations plan and contract may be a single document, or the contract may be submitted as a 
separate document. 

⮚ Signed contracts need only include a signature page if other contract documents have been provided 
separately.  

⮚ Each signature page for the contract must be submitted as a searchable (i.e., run Optical Character 
Recognition [OCR]) file in Adobe Acrobat format. If the contract is a separate document from the 
operations plan it must be prepared as a separate Microsoft Word file. 

Preliminary Roster Requirements:  

Year 1  

⮚ A full contract template, if not included as a part of the operations plan. This template is due with 
first draft operations plans. 

⮚ A contract or contract page signed by each participant indicating their agreement to abide by the 
operations plan (§§ 648.87(b)(2)(i) and 648.87(b)(2)(iii)). 

⮚ An indication for each vessel of whether it would actively fish within the sector (§ 648.87(b)(2)(ii)) 
⮚ Preliminary Roster: A list of members, including permit holders, MRIs, and vessels [§§ 

648.87(b)(2)(i)].  
⮚ Copies of the corporate documents or Federal permits being used to meet the rule of three 

requirement in a searchable Adobe Acrobat file format (that is, where Optical Character 
Recognition has been run).  
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Year 2 (Applies if the sector’s operations plan covers a 2-year period) 

⮚ A letter summarizing any changes to the sector roster from the previous fishing year (e.g., MRI's X 
and Y are added, MRI Z left) 

⮚ Preliminary Roster: A list of members, including permit holders, MRIs, and vessels [§§ 
648.87(b)(2)(i)].  

⮚ New additions to the sector should be highlighted in green. Any MRIs leaving the sector 
should be highlighted in Red.  

⮚ The roster should include an indication for each vessel of whether it would actively fish 
within the sector (§ 648.87(b)(2)(ii)) 

⮚ A contract or contract page signed by each new participant indicating their agreement to abide by the 
operations plan (§§ 648.87(b)(2)(i) and 648.87(b)(2)(iii)). 

⮚ For MRI’s that have changed ownership, a contract or contract page signed by the new owner 
indicating their agreement to abide by the operations plan (§§ 648.87(b)(2)(i) and 648.87(b)(2)(iii)). 

⮚ If contracts submitted in year 1 only committed members to the sector for a 1-year period, a contract 
or contract page signed by each returning participant indicating their agreement to abide by the 
operations plan (§§ 648.87(b)(2)(i) and 648.87(b)(2)(iii)). 

⮚ If the sector’s Rule of Three MRI's will be changing, include copies of the corporate documents or 
Federal permits being used to meet the rule of three requirement in a searchable Adobe Acrobat file 
format (that is, where Optical Character Recognition has been run).  

Final Roster Requirements (all years):  
⮚ A letter summarizing any changes to the sector roster from the preliminary roster (e.g., MRI's X and 

Y are added, MRI Z left) 
⮚ Final Roster: A list of members, including permit holders, MRIs, and vessels [§§ 648.87(b)(2)(i)].  

⮚ New additions to the sector should be highlighted in green. Any MRIs leaving the sector 
should be highlighted in Red.  

▪ MRI owners have until April 30th each year to leave the sector system and opt to 
participate in the common pool.  

▪ MRI’s may only change sectors between preliminary and final rosters if there has 
been a change of ownership during that time.  

⮚ A contract or contract page signed by each new participant indicating their agreement to abide by the 
operations plan (§§ 648.87(b)(2)(i) and 648.87(b)(2)(iii)). 

Exemption Requests 
Due dates:  
 Due Date 

Novel Exemption Requests September 7, 2026, with first draft of the Operations plan 

NEPA documentation for 
novel exemption requests 

September 7, 2026, with first draft of the Operations plan 

Universal Exemptions May 1, 2027, as part of final operations plan 
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Previously-Approved Sector May 1, 2027, as part of final operations plan 
Exemptions 

Format:  
⮚ Universal and previously-approved exemptions requested by the sector must be included in the 

operations plan Microsoft Word file.  

⮚ Requests for novel exemptions must be submitted as a separate Microsoft Word file. Requests 
must be submitted with the accompanying data and information to support a NEPA analysis, if 
warranted (see NEPA information section below). 

o Supporting data, if available, may be submitted as a Microsoft Excel or .csv file.   
o Once approved, the exemption must be included in the sector’s final operations plan, 

submitted on May 1 in order for the exemption to be granted to sector vessels.  

2Universal Exemptions 
Sectors do not need to apply for the Amendment 16 universal exemptions listed at 50 CFR 
648.87(c)(2)(ii), and listed below. However, these should be included in final sector operations plans.  

Universal Exemptions List  
1. Exemption from trip limits on stocks for which a sector receives an allocation, except for the 

following:  
a. Halibut: Trip limit would continue to be one fish per trip;  
b. No vessel, whether in the Common Pool or in any sector, will be allowed to possess any 

windowpane flounder (both stocks), ocean pout, or wolffish on board at any time. When caught, 
these species must be discarded.  

4. Exemption from the Gulf of Maine Cod Protection Closures IV and V.  
5. Exemption from groundfish DAS requirements other than those required to comply with effort 

controls in other fisheries. 
6. Exemption from the requirement to use 6.5-inch mesh in the codend in haddock separator 

trawl/Ruhle trawl when targeting haddock in the Georges Bank Regulated Mesh Area to use 6-inch 
minimum mesh in the codend.  

7. Exemption from the minimum codend mesh size restrictions for trawl gear when fishing in 
compliance with the provisions of the Redfish Exemption Program. 

52Previously-Approved Sector Exemptions 
Sectors will need to include any previously-approved sector exemptions in their 2027-2028 operations 
plan, for approval. Sectors will also need to include any novel exemption requests for 2027-2028 in their 
operations, along with their justifications, for approval. 
A list of previously-approved sector exemptions, including their descriptions and justification, are 
provided below. 
Sector vessels will not be granted a previously-approved exemption on their LOA unless it is 
included in the sector’s operations plan.  

5
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5Previously Approved Sector Exemptions and Justifications 
Following are previously approved exemptions that may be included in FY 2027-2028 operations plans.  

1. Exemption from the 120-day block out of the fishery required for Day gillnet vessels. 
This exempts sector vessels from the requirement for a NE multispecies gillnet vessel declared into 

the Day gillnet category to declare and take 120 days out of the non-exempt gillnet fishery each 
fishing year, as specified in 50 CFR 648.82(j)(1)(ii). 

This measure was implemented in 1997 under FW 20 (62 FR 15381, April 1, 1997) to help ensure 
that management measures for Day gillnet vessels were comparable to effort controls placed on 
other fishing gear types (the proposed rule for this action erroneously stated that this action had 
been implemented in 1996 under Amendment 7). This measure was designed to control fishing 
effort and, therefore, is no longer necessary for sectors because sectors are restricted to an ACE 
for each groundfish stock, which limits overall fishing mortality. 

2. Exemption from the 20-day spawning block out of the fishery required for all vessels. 
This exempts sector vessels from regulations at 50 CFR 648.82(g), which specify the following: 

vessels issued a valid Small Vessel category permit, or vessels issued an open access Handgear B 
permit, may not fish for, possess, or land regulated species or ocean pout from March 1 through 
March 20 of each year; a sector must declare that the vessel will not fish with gear capable of 
catching NE multispecies for a 20-day period between March 1 and May 31 of each calendar 
year; and a vessel fishing under a Day gillnet category designation is prohibited from fishing 
with gillnet gear capable of catching NE multispecies during its declared 20-day spawning block. 

While this measure was designed to reduce fishing effort on spawning fish stocks (specifically 
spawning cod in the GOM), sector vessels utilize an ACE to restrict their fishing mortality. 
Undersized fish caught by sector vessels cannot be kept and, additionally, the catch will count 
against the sector’s ACE. This creates a strong incentive for sectors to avoid catching undersized 
fish.  

3. Exemption from the limits on the number of gillnets for Day gillnet vessels outside the 
GOM.  

This exemption partially exempts sector vessels from the gear restrictions described at 50 CFR 
648.80 (a)(4)(iv)(B)(1), 50 CFR 648.80 (b)(2)(iv)(B)(1), and 50 CFR 648.80 (c)(2)(v)(B)(1), and 
is authorizes them to fish with up to 150 total (roundfish and flatfish combined) nets in the GB, 
Southern New England, and Mid-Atlantic RMAs. Vessels must tag both roundfish and flatfish 
nets with one tag per net, and are exempt from the requirement for two gillnet tags per roundfish 
net specified in 50 CFR 648.80 (a)(4)(iv)(B)(3), 50 CFR 648.80 (b)(2)(iv)(B)(3), and 50 CFR 
648.80 (c)(2)(v)(B)(3). Such vessels may stow additional nets in accordance with the definition 
of “not available for immediate use” in 50 CFR 648.2, not to exceed 150 nets, counting the 
deployed nets. This exemption does not apply in the GOM RMA. 

These restrictions were implemented in 1996 under Amendment 7 and revised in Amendment 13 to 
prevent an uncontrolled increase in the number of nets being fished, thus undermining the 
applicable DAS effort controls. Because this measure was designed to control fishing effort, 
NMFS believes that a net restriction is no longer necessary, since the sector is confined to an 
ACE for each stock, which caps overall fishing effort.  

4. Exemption from the prohibition on a vessel hauling another vessel's gillnet gear.   
This exemption allows sector vessels to fish gillnets marked and tagged by another vessel from the 

same sector, provided that the gear is tagged with this vessel’s gillnet tags consistent with the tag 
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per net requirements and is marked consistent with 50 CFR 648.84(a). Vessels are exempt from 
the portion of the regulation at 648.14(k)(6)(ii)(A)(3) that prohibits vessel owners or operators 
from tagging a gillnet or using a gillnet tag that has been issued to another vessel. This does not 
exempt the vessel from the regulation prohibiting the use of a gillnet tag that has been reported 
lost or missing. Sector vessels opting to implement this provision will be required to place 
NMFS-issued gillnet tags, of each member, on the gear being utilized under this technique. All 
vessels utilizing community hook gear under this exemption will be jointly liable for any 
violations associated with that gear.  

Sectors requested this exemption to allow one vessel to haul another vessel’s gillnet gear, arguing 
that regulations pertaining to gear- marking controls, setting, and hauling responsibilities are no 
longer necessary, because the sector would be confined to an ACE for each stock, and 
‘‘community’’ fixed gear would allow vessel owners greater flexibility. In addition, sectors 
argued that shared fixed-gear fishing effort could potentially reduce the amount of gillnet gear in 
the water and minimize the use of gear to ‘‘hold’’ additional bottom ground. Sectors using this 
exemption specify in their operations plans that all vessels participating in community fixed gear 
will be held jointly liable for any violations associated with that gear.  

5. Exemption from the limits on the number of gillnets that may be hauled in the GB RMA 
when fishing under a Northeast multispecies/monkfish DAS.   

Regulations at 50 CFR 648.80(a)(4)(iv) prohibit Day gillnet vessels fishing on a groundfish DAS 
from possessing, deploying, fishing, or hauling more than 50 nets in the GB RMA.  This 
exemption allows gillnet vessels dually permitted under both the NE multispecies and Monkfish 
FMPs to deploy more than 50 nets (up to 160 for category A and B vessels, and up to 150 nets 
for category C, D, F, G, and H vessels) under existing Monkfish FMP limits, found at 
648.92(b)(8). 

This exemption allows nets deployed under existing net limits in the NE Multispecies and Monkfish 
FMPs to be hauled more efficiently by vessels dually permitted under both FMPs. Current 
regulations at § 648.80(a)(4)(iv)(B) were implemented as a groundfish mortality control under 
Amendment 13. This exemption would increase efficiency of gillnet vessels by allowing them to 
haul additional nets per trip—nets which are already permitted in the water under the Monkfish 
FMP.  

6. Exemption from the limits on the number of hooks that may be fished 
This exempts sector vessels from regulations at 50 CFR 648.80(a), (b), and (c) that restrict the 

number of hooks that may be fished.  Specifically, sector vessels are exempt only from hook 
restrictions that prohibit vessels from fishing or possessing more than 2,000 rigged hooks in the 
GOM RMA, more than 3,600 rigged hooks in the GB RMA, more than 2,000 rigged hooks in the 
SNE RMA, or more than 4,500 rigged hooks in the MA RMA.  Vessels using this exemption 
may use up to 4,500 hooks within an inshore area and an unlimited number of hooks in the rest 
of the sector area. 

This measure, which was initially implemented through an interim action (67 FR 50292; August 1, 
2002) and made permanent through Amendment 13, was designed to control fishing effort and, 
therefore, is no longer necessary because the sector is confined to an ACE for each stock, which 
restricts fishing mortality. The potential for gear interactions between protected resources and 
longline/hook gear is much lower than the interaction potential from bottom trawl or gillnet gear. 
In addition, the use of longline/ hook gear minimizes fishing impacts on benthic habitat.  

7. Exemption from the DAS Leasing Program length and horsepower restrictions 
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This exempts sector vessels from the DAS Leasing Program length and horsepower baseline 
restrictions on DAS leases among vessels within the same or different sectors, as described at 50 
CFR 648.82(k)(4)(ix). 

While Amendment 16 exempts sector vessels from the requirement to use NE multispecies DAS to 
harvest groundfish, some sector vessels will still need to use NE multispecies DAS under 
specific circumstances; for example, when fishing for monkfish. This is an exemption from the 
DAS Leasing Program length and horsepower restrictions. Sector ACEs eliminate the need to 
use vessel characteristics to control fishing effort and that removal of this restriction would allow 
sector vessels more flexibility. Leasing under this exemption is without regard to baseline 
characteristics and only occurs between vessels of the same sector or vessels of any other sector 
that is also granted this exemption. 

8. Exemption from the prohibition on discarding 
Regulations at 50 CFR 648.11(l)(9) prohibit a sector vessel from discarding any legal-sized 

regulated species or ocean pout allocated to sectors pursuant to 648.87(b)(1)(i).  This exempts 
sector vessels from this regulatory requirement only when there are unmarketable fish, defined as 
any legal-sized fish the vessel owner/captain elects not to retain because of poor quality as a 
result of damage prior to, or from, harvest. All vessels in a sector opting for this exemption will 
be required to discard legal-sized unmarketable fish at sea on all trips (i.e., not just on select 
trips) to prevent the potential to skew observed discards. 

Amendment 16 contained this provision to ensure that the sector’s ACE is accurately monitored. 
NMFS approved a partial exemption from the requirement to retain all legal-sized fish, which 
allows sector vessels to discard legal-sized, unmarketable fish (LUMF). The determination of 
what fish should be discarded under this exemption is at the discretion of the vessel operator, but 
must be based on physical damage to the fish. Vessels enrolled in a maximized retention EM 
program must handle and report any LUMF catch in accordance with the vessel monitoring plan 
(VMP). Refer to the EM guidance (Appendix 2) for further information. 

9. Exemption from the trawl gear requirements in the Eastern U.S./Canada Management 
Area. 

This exempts sector vessels fishing with trawl gear in the Eastern U.S./Canada Area from gear 
requirements to fish with a Ruhle trawl, a haddock separator trawl, or a flounder trawl net that 
are specified in 50 CFR 648.85(a)(3)(iii). 

The final rule implementing Amendment 13 clarified that the restriction to use a haddock separator 
trawl or a flounder trawl net was designed to “ensure that the U.S./Canada TACs are not 
exceeded”. The requirement to utilize a Ruhle trawl in the Eastern U.S./Canada Area was 
implemented through several in-season actions, and made permanent in Amendment 16. These 
gear restrictions were authorized to allow the targeting of haddock, an under-harvested stock, 
while reducing bycatch of cod and yellowtail flounder stocks, which were identified as 
overfished. NMFS approved an exemption from these gear requirements, noting that any trawl 
gear not currently approved for the U.S./Canada Management Area, but utilized under this 
exemption, will be included in the standard otter trawl discard rate strata.  

10. Exemption from the prohibition on a vessel hauling another vessel's hook gear 
This exemption allows fishermen from within the same sector to haul each other’s hook gear.  All 

vessels utilizing community hook gear under this exemption will be jointly liable for any 
violations associated with that gear. Each member intending to haul the same gear will be 
required to mark the gear, consistent with 50 CRF 648.14(k)(6)(ii)(B) and 648.84(a). 
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Current regulations were developed to facilitate the enforcement of existing hook regulations that 
were created as effort and mortality controls, and no provisions exist in the regulations allowing 
for multiple vessels to haul the same gear. The increased flexibility afforded by this exemption 
may increase efficiency. The exemption from hook limits and implementation of ACE as a 
mortality control make it unnecessary to prevent a vessel from hauling another vessel’s gear as 
an effort control. Consistent with the exemption approved for community gillnets, all vessels 
utilizing community hook gear will be jointly liable for any violations associated with that gear. 
This joint liability would assist in the enforcement of regulations.  

11. Exemption from the requirement to declare an intent to fish in the Eastern U.S./Canada 
Special Access Program (SAP) and the Closed Area (CA) II Yellowtail Flounder/Haddock 
SAP prior to leaving the dock 

This exempts sector vessels from the requirement to declare that they will be fishing in either the 
Eastern U.S./Canada Haddock SAP or the CA II Yellowtail Flounder/Haddock SAP prior to 
leaving the dock (50 CFR 648.85(a)(3)(ii)). 

Current regulations were included in the final rule implementing Framework 40A to ensure that 
vessels fishing exclusively in those areas could be credited DAS for their transit time to and from 
these SAPs. Because sector catch is limited by ACE, DAS credit for trips in these SAPs is no 
longer necessary. An exemption from the requirement to declare intent to fish in the Eastern 
U.S./Canada Haddock SAP and the CA II Yellowtail Flounder/Haddock SAP prior to leaving the 
dock was granted to allow sector vessels to declare their intent to fish in these SAPs while at sea. 

12. Exemption from seasonal restrictions for the Eastern U.S./Canada Haddock SAP 
This partially exempts sector vessels from regulations at 50 CFR 648.85(b)(7)(iv), allowing them to 

fish in the Eastern U.S./Canada Haddock SAP from May 1 through December 31. 
The Eastern U.S./Canada Haddock SAP consists of a portion of the Eastern U.S./Canada Area and a 

portion of CA II. NMFS implemented this SAP in FW 40A to provide a vessel with additional 
opportunity to target haddock while fishing on a Category B DAS in, and near, CA II (69 FR 
67780; November 19, 2004) while reducing the catch of cod and other stocks of concern. In FW 
42 (71 FR 62156; October 23, 2006), we extended the approval of this SAP and shortened the 
season to August 1 through December 31 to further reduce cod catch. 

Because a sector’s catch is restricted by ACE, seasonal restrictions can be viewed as an unnecessary 
effort control. However, based on concern for spawning NE multispecies stocks, specifically GB 
winter flounder in March and April and GB cod between February and April, we approve an 
exemption to extend the SAP season to allow access to this area from May 1 through December 
31.  

13. Exemption from seasonal restrictions for the CA II Yellowtail Flounder/Haddock SAP 
This exempts sector vessels from the open season and specific date restrictions allowing fishing only 

when the CA II Yellowtail Flounder/Haddock SAP Area is open to target yellowtail or haddock 
as stated in the regulations at 50 CFR 648.85(b)(3)(iii).  Sector vessels may fish consistent with 
this exemption in the Area to target yellowtail from July 1 through December 31, and to target 
haddock from May 1 through January 31. 

NMFS implemented the CA II Yellowtail Flounder SAP through Amendment 13 in 2004 to provide 
an opportunity for vessels to target yellowtail flounder in CA II on a Category B DAS. In 2005, 
we extended the approval of this SAP though FW 4, but shortened the season to July 1 through 
December 31 to reduce interference with spawning yellowtail flounder (70 FR 31323; June 1, 
2005). Through Amendment 16, we further revised this SAP in 2010 by opening the SAP to 
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target haddock while avoiding cod from August 1 through January 31, when the SAP is not open 
for targeting of GB yellowtail flounder. We implemented gear requirements to limit vessels from 
catching yellowtail flounder when the SAP was open only for targeting haddock. Because a 
sector’s catch is restricted by ACE, seasonal restrictions are an unnecessary effort control. 
However, based on concern for spawning NE multispecies stocks, specifically GB winter 
flounder in March and April and GB cod between February and April, we approved an 
exemption to extend the SAP season from May 1 through December 31.  

14.   Sampling exemption 
Sector vessels granted this exemption have submitted research plans with their operations plans, and 

are authorized to conduct scientific research while fishing as outlined in their operations plan, if 
accompanied by a research technician.  As part of their research, this vessel may temporarily 
retain fish that are not compliant with applicable fishing regulations to collect catch data such as 
length and weight.  Sampled fish must be returned to sea as soon as practicable after sampling. 

Conducting scientific research on regulated fishing trips may require special permits, depending on 
the activities proposed. A temporary research permit authorizes a federally permitted fishing 
vessel that is accompanied by a research technician, typically staff for the principal investigator, 
to temporarily retain fish that are not compliant with applicable fishing regulations to collect 
catch data such as length and weight. Under a temporary possession permit, a vessel may be 
exempt from specific regulations, including minimum fish sizes, closures, and possession limits. 
Sampled fish are returned to the sea as soon as practicable after sampling. We approved an 
exemption for temporary possession permits for research purposes for sectors with approved 
research activities to streamline the application and documentation process.  

15. Exemption from the prohibition on combining small-mesh exempted fishery and sector 
trips in SNE 

This exempts sector vessels from the minimum trawl mesh size requirements described at 50 
CFR 648.80(b)(2)(i) within the Sectors Small Mesh Exemption Area (all of statistical areas 537, 
539, and 613).  Sector vessels may possess and use small-mesh and large-mesh trawl gear on a 
single trip within the SNE RMA with certain gear modifications: Drop chain sweep with a 
minimum of 12-inches (30.48-cm) in length; a large-mesh belly panel with a minimum of 32-
inch (81.28-cm) mesh size; or an excluder grate secured forward of the codend with an outlet 
hole forward of the grate with bar spacing of no more than 1.97-inches (5.00-cm) wide.  Trips 
declaring this exemption must stow their small-mesh gear according to the definition of “not 
available for immediate use” at 50 CFR 648.2 and use their large-mesh gear first.  Upon 
completing the large-mesh portion of the trip, and before making their modified small mesh gear 
available for use, the vessel must submit a Multispecies Catch Report via vessel monitoring 
system (VMS) with a good faith estimate of all catch on board at that time and must check the 
box at the bottom of the report declaring the use of a smaller mesh codend.  Once the vessel 
sends the Multispecies Catch Report, it may not fish outside the Sector Small Mesh Fishery 
Exemption Areas or redeploy its large-mesh gear. 

In FY 2014, we approved an exemption that would allow vessels to possess and use small- mesh 
and large-mesh trawl gear on a single trip within portions of the SNE RMA with modifications 
intended to address our concerns. First, we required that vessels used one of the following trawl 
gear modifications (suggested by sectors) when using small mesh in the two permitted areas: 
Drop chain sweep with a minimum of 12 inches (30.48 cm) in length; a large-mesh belly panel 
with a minimum of 32-inch (81.28-cm) mesh size; or an excluder grate secured forward of the 
codend with an outlet hole forward of the grate with bar spacing of no more than 1.97 inches 



Sector Operations Plan, Contract, and Environmental Assessment Requirements (FY 2025-26) 

Last Modified on 4/14/2026  Page 25 of 45 

(5.00 cm) wide. These gear modifications, when fished properly, have been shown to reduce the 
catch of legal and sublegal groundfish stocks. Requiring these modifications is intended to also 
reduce the incentive for a sector vessel to target groundfish when fishing with small mesh on 
these trips. Finally, we approved monitoring a vessel using this exemption with the same NEFOP 
and ASM coverage as a standard groundfish trip. In FYs 2015 and 2016 we approved a revised 
version of this exemption that expanded the geographic area where vessels could participate in 
the small-mesh exempted fishery. In FY 2017, we further expanded the geographic area, and 
combined the two allowable areas into one area. 
 

16. Exemption from the extra-large mesh requirement to target dogfish on trips excluded from 
ASM in SNE and Inshore GB BSA 

Pursuant to 50 CFR 648.11(l)(5)(ii), sector vessels that notify NMFS of their intent to  fish using 
gillnets with a mesh size of 10-inch or greater in the GB Stock Area, and/or the SNE Broad 
Stock Area (BSA) are not subject to the coverage level target for at-sea monitoring (ASM) 
specified in paragraph 50 CFR 648.11(l)(5)(i). While on a non-ASM sector groundfish trip, 
sector vessels using this exemption are also approved to target dogfish using 6.5-inch mesh 
gillnet gear within the footprint and season of either the Nantucket Shoals Dogfish Exemption 
Area (June 1 through October 15), the Eastern Area of the Cape Cod Spiny Dogfish Exemption 
Area (June 1 through December 31), or the Southern New England Dogfish Gillnet Exemption 
Area (May 1 through October 31).  This exemption does not apply to EM vessels. For vessels 
enrolled in an EM program, the EM system must be operational on 100 percent of sector EM 
trips and the vessel operator and crew must abide by the catch handling requirements described 
in the vessel’s VMP.   

17. Exemption from the requirement that Handgear A vessels carry a VMS unit when fishing 
in a single BSA 

This exempts sector vessels from the regulations at 50 CFR 648.14(k)(9)(i) that require Handgear A 
permit vessels operating south of the GOM Regulated Mesh Area (defined at 50 CFR 
648.80(a)(1)), to declare the vessel operator's intent to fish in this area via VMS.  This exemption 
does not waive requirements to carry or report using a VMS unit when fishing in multiple 
BSA’s, in the U.S./CA Management Areas, or under any other requirements associated with 
using other sector exemptions or participating in an SAP. 

18. Exemption from the limits on the number of gillnets for Day gillnet vessels in the GOM 
Gillnet vessels operating in a sector which requests this exemption are partially exempt from the 

regulations at 50 CFR 648.80(a)(3)(iv)(B)(2).  This exemption allows sector vessels to fish up to 
150 gillnets, provided at least 50 nets are 10-inch (25.4-cm) or larger mesh and those nets are 
fished east of 70 degrees West longitude.  The 100 flatfish tied down net limit still applies in the 
portion of the GOM Regulated Mesh Area west of 70 degrees West longitude.  This exemption 
does not change the 50-roundfish or “stand up” net limit in the GOM Regulated Mesh Area.  Day 
gillnet vessels using this exemption are required to tag each roundfish net with two gillnet tags 
and each flatfish or “tied down” net with a single gillnet tag (50 CFR 648.80(a)(3)(iv)(B)(4)).  
All gillnets fished must be tagged. This does not change the 160 net limit of stowed and 
deployed nets combined. 

Novel Exemption Requests 
Novel exemption requests are requests for sector exemptions, which have not been previously 
considered or approved by NMFS. Requests for novel exemptions, including any associated data or 
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information for a NEPA analysis, must be submitted with first draft operations plans, due 
September 7, 2026.  
Disapproved exemption requests from previous years will not be granted a review unless new 
information or data are provided 

Requirements 
Novel exemption requests must include a justification with the following components:  
⮚ A citation of the specific regulation(s) from which an exemption is requested 
⮚ The number of members and vessels that anticipate using the exemption if it is approved  
⮚ How the exemption would affect sector fishing operations 
⮚ An explanation of how the exemption would be implemented  
⮚ How catch resulting from the exemption would be monitored 
⮚ How the exemption would impact opportunity to fish or number of trips taken 
⮚ Supporting data, if available 
⮚ NEPA Information described below  
 

NEPA Information 
Most years, the NEPA document associated with the annual Framework action to set specifications for 
the Northeast Multispecies fishery contains the impact analysis for sector operations and no additional 
NEPA analysis is necessary. However, if a provision of a proposed sector operations plan was not 
analyzed in the Amendment 16 final environmental impact statement (EIS) or subsequent framework 
environmental assessments (EA), a separate NEPA analysis may be required to allow for the approval of 
that sector’s operations plan (§ 648.87(b)(2)(ix)). Sector managers and those interested in developing a 
new sector should consult with NOAA Fisheries as soon as possible if they are considering any of the 
items below that might require NEPA analysis. 
NOAA Fisheries will use information provided by sectors to determine whether a NEPA analysis is 
warranted and to inform the appropriate level of analysis, if warranted.  Sectors must submit the NEPA 
information described below if: 

⮚ They are requesting a novel sector exemption for fishing year 2027 or 2028 

⮚ They are proposing a sector-designed monitoring program that has not been previously approved  

⮚ They are proposing a new sector 

⮚ They have included in their operations plan a provision that was not analyzed in the Amendment 
16 final EIS or subsequent Framework EAs. 

Due dates:  
If required, the required NEPA information described below must be submitted along with Draft 1 of the 
Operations Plan on or before September 7, 2026. 

Format:  
⮚ The NEPA information must be prepared as a Microsoft Word file 
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⮚ The NEPA information may include supporting data. Any supporting data must be submitted as a 
Microsoft Excel or .csv file.  

⮚ The NEPA information must be included in a separate document from the Operations Plan and must 
be submitted with the first draft of the operations plan, submitted September 7, 2026.  

Requirements:  
NEPA Documentation must:  

⮚ Include a description of the novel sector exemption, sector-designed monitoring program, new 
sector, or operations plan provision, including its purpose and need. 

⮚ Describe the effort or impact. As applicable, include: 

⮚ Fishing locations/statistical areas affected 
⮚ Ports affected (include home and landing ports) 
⮚ Applicable economic information such as potential cost savings or revenue increases 
⮚ Number of permits/vessels participating (include total permits enrolled in the sector and the 

number of active vessels intended to land groundfish) 
⮚ Gear types used and amount of effort anticipated for each gear type 

 
Please work with the sector team in advance of your Draft 1 Operations Plan submission to 

determine what information is necessary to evaluate your particular provision or request.  

Gear Definitions: 
Table 4 and Table 5 define the terminology used for gear and mesh definitions in § 648.2. 

Table 4: Mobile Gear 

Gear Type Description 

Trawl Gear consisting of a net that is towed, including but not limited to beam trawls, pair 
trawls, otter trawls, and Danish and Scottish seine gear. 

 

Table 5: Fixed Gear 

Gear Type Description 

Hook gear Fishing gear that is comprised of a hook or hooks attached to a line and includes, but is 
not limited to, longline, setline, jigs, troll line, rod and reel, and line trawl. 

Jigging With respect to the NE multispecies fishery, means fishing for regulated species with 
handgear, handline, or rod and reel using a jig, which is a weighted object attached to the 
bottom of the line used to sink the line and/or imitate a baitfish, which is moved (“jigged”) 
with an up and down motion. 

Longline gear Fishing gear that is or is designed to be set horizontally, either anchored, floating, or 
attached to a vessel, and that consists of a main or ground line with three or more 
gangions and hooks. 

Rod and reel  A hand-held (including rod holder) fishing rod with a manually operated reel attached. 

Handgear With respect to the NE multispecies fishery, means handline gear, rod and reel gear, and 
tub-trawl gear. 

Handline or handline Fishing gear that is released by hand and consists of one main line to which is attached no 
gear  more than two leaders for a total of no more than three hooks. Handlines are retrieved 

only by hand, not by mechanical means. 
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Gear Type Description 

Tub-trawl With respect to the NE multispecies fishery, means gear designed to be set horizontally on 
the bottom, with an anchored mainline to which are attached three or more gangions and 
hooks. Tub-trawls are retrieved only by hand, not by mechanical means. 

Gillnet gear  Gear capable of catching multispecies means all gillnet gear except pelagic gillnet gear 
specified at §648.81(f)(2)(ii) and pelagic gillnet gear that is designed to fish for and is 
used to fish for or catch tunas, swordfish, and sharks. 

Flatfish gillnets  Gillnets that are either constructed with no floats on the float line, or that are constructed 
with floats on the float line and that have tie-down twine between the float line and the 
lead line not more than 48 inches (18.90 cm) in length and spaced not more than 15 feet 
(4.57 m) apart. 

Roundfish gillnets Gillnets that are constructed with floats on the float line and that have no tie-down twine 
between the float line and the lead line. 

Pots and Traps No specific definition is included in the regulations at 648.2 pertaining to the Northeast 
Multispecies fishery. 
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Appendix 1: Operations Plan Requirements for At-Sea Monitoring and 
Electronic Monitoring 

Operational requirements for ASM programs developed as part of a sector operations plan must meet the 
standards described at § 648.11(l)(10) and detailed below. 

Sector Monitoring Plan Requirements 
Sector monitoring plans must include the following operational requirements for any monitoring 
provider contracted to meet sector monitoring program requirements: 

At-Sea Monitoring Report 

⮚ Within 48 hours of the completion of a trip, or as otherwise instructed by the Regional 
Administrator, monitoring service providers shall submit electronically to NMFS and the sector a 
report detailing the area fished and the amount of each species kept and discarded.  

⮚ A standard format for submission shall be specified by NMFS and distributed to all monitoring 
service providers and sectors.  

⮚ NMFS will accept only monitoring data that passes automated NMFS data quality checks. 

Electronic Monitoring Report 
If the sector opts to include an EM program in its operations plan:  

⮚ A report detailing area fished and the amount of each species discarded must be submitted 
electronically in a standard acceptable form to the appropriate sector and NMFS within 10 
business days of a trip being selected for video review, or as otherwise instructed by the 
Regional Administrator.  

⮚ The format for submission shall be specified by NMFS and distributed to all monitoring service 
providers and sectors.  

⮚ NMFS will accept only monitoring data that passes automated NMFS data quality checks. 

Vessel Feedback Report 

⮚ A report must be submitted to the vessel owner following an electronically monitored trip with 
detailed feedback on the vessel operator’s and crew’s catch handling, camera maintenance, and 
compliance with the vessel’s monitoring plan.  

⮚ A copy must be submitted to NMFS upon request. 

Safety Hazards 

⮚ Completion by an at-sea monitor of a pre-trip vessel safety checklist provided by NMFS before 
an at-sea monitor can leave port onboard a vessel on a sector trip.  

⮚ If the vessel fails a review of safety issues, an at-sea monitor cannot be deployed on that vessel 
for that trip. 
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Gear 

⮚ Provision of all equipment specified by the Northeast Fisheries Science Center to each at-sea 
monitor before the at-sea monitor may be deployed on a vessel.  

⮚ A list of such equipment is available from the Northeast Fisheries Science Center upon request. 
This gear shall be inspected by NMFS upon the completion of training required. 

Vessel Requirements 

⮚ The operator of a sector vessel must detail and identify any safety hazards to any at-sea monitor 
assigned pursuant to paragraph § 648.11(l)(10)(i)(C) of this section prior to leaving port. 

⮚ Consistent with § 648.11(l)(10)(ii)(D), a vessel may not begin a trip if it has failed a review of 
safety issues until the identified safety deficiency has been resolved, pursuant to § 600.746(i). 
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Appendix 2: EM Programs and their Operations Plan Requirements 
NOAA Fisheries Audit Model EM Program 
In this model, EM is used to validate fishery-dependent reported discards. All regulated groundfish 
discards are handled and discarded in camera view to facilitate EM data collection. We collect data on 
species, length, weight, count, and catch disposition. These data are used to verify industry-reported data 
and to manage fisheries. 

Program Goal 
The goal of the audit model EM program is to use cameras to validate the groundfish discards reported 
on a vessel’s eVTR for use in catch accounting. 

NOAA Fisheries Maximized Retention EM Program 
Under this model, the vessel operator and crew are required to retain and land all catch of allocated 
groundfish, including fish below the minimum size that they would otherwise be required to discard, on 
all sector EM trips. Unallocated groundfish and non-groundfish species must be handled in accordance 
with standard commercial fishing operations. Any allowable discards must occur at designated discard 
control points described in the vessel’s VMP. EM data from the trip will be reviewed by the EM service 
provider to verify that the vessel operator and crew complied with the catch retention requirements. A 
DSM will meet the vessel at port upon its return from each trip to observe the offload and collect 
information on the catch. 

Program Goal 
The goal of the maximized retention EM program is to verify compliance with catch retention 
requirements and collect information on allocated groundfish discards shoreside that would normally be 
collected at sea. 

Operations Plan Required Text for EM Programs   
A sector utilizing either NMFS-designed EM program (Audit or MREM) must append the following 
language to their sector operations plan. 

EM Program Standards 

EM Program Duration 

● A vessel must opt into an EM program for an entire fishing year, with the following exceptions: 
o A sector may allow a vessel a single opportunity to opt in/out of EM at any time during a fishing 

year. A sector must have both an approved ASM and EM plan included in its operations plan to 
offer its member vessels this flexibility if the vessel intends to continue fishing during the 
remainder of the fishing year. A vessel that opts in/out of EM mid-year should expect a transition 
period to accommodate changes to PTNS and other data systems, during which time it may 
continue fishing under its current monitoring program. 

o VMPs are approved by gear type. A vessel enrolled in an EM program is expected to acquire an 
approved VMP for all groundfish gear types used by the vessel. A vessel owner or operator that 
chooses to switch gear types (e.g., gillnet to trawl) mid-year must work with their service 
provider to reconfigure the EM system if necessary, and develop and submit a revised VMP for 
approval. Depending on the extent of the changes and assuming the vessel’s sector also has an 
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ASM contract, the vessel may be temporarily categorized as an ASM vessel until the VMP 
authorizing the use of the new gear type is approved. Trips taken by the vessel during this time 
would be assigned an ASM. If the vessel’s sector does not hold an ASM contract, the vessel 
would not be authorized to fish until the revised VMP is approved. 

EM Requirements 

● The EM system must be operational on every sector EM trip taken by a vessel. A vessel may not 
fish a sector EM trip without an operational EM system onboard, unless: 

o Issued a waiver by NMFS: In the event that a vessel’s EM system is not operational as required, 
the vessel operator should troubleshoot the issue as described in the vessel’s VMP. If the vessel 
operator and/or EM service provider staff are unable to resolve the issue, they must notify NMFS 
and request a waiver through PTNS. Waivers will be granted at NEFSC’s discretion. 

o Assigned an ASM: A vessel enrolled in an EM program that intends to fish with a gear type that 
it does not have an approved VMP for will be assigned an ASM. If the vessel’s sector does not 
hold an ASM contract, the vessel would not be authorized to fish until the revised VMP is 
approved. 

● The EM system must be operational for the entire duration of the trip. 
● Vessels must conduct a system check prior to departing on a sector trip. Instructions for 

completing a system check, and guidance for troubleshooting issues, should be included in the 
vessel’s VMP. 

● No person may tamper with, disconnect, or destroy any part of the EM system, associated 
equipment, or data recorded by the EM system. 

Vessel Operator Requirements 

● A vessel using EM may still be selected for NEFOP or NEFOP Limited coverage and must carry 
a NEFOP or NEFOP Limited observer if selected. The NEFOP program is necessary to collect 
biological data and satisfy Standardized Bycatch Reporting Methodology, Marine Mammal 
Protection Act, and Endangered Species Act requirements. The EM system must be operational 
and the vessel operator and crew must comply with catch handling protocols when carrying a 
NEFOP or NEFOP Limited observer. 

● The EM system, associated equipment, vessel trips reports, VMP, and other records must be 
available for inspection upon request by NOAA Fisheries staff. 

● A vessel operator must ensure the EM system is fully operational during a sector trip, including: 
o Maintaining power to the EM system at all times for the duration of the trip. 
o Ensuring the EM system is operating, recording, and retaining the recording for the duration of 

every trip. 
o Maintaining clear and unobstructed camera views at all times. 
o Ensuring lighting is sufficient in all circumstances to illuminate catch so that catch and discards 

are visible and may be identified and quantified as required. 
● A vessel operator and crew must comply with the NMFS-approved VMP at all times. 
● A vessel owner or operator must submit all EM data for all EM sector trips to the EM provider 

in accordance with program requirements (e.g., method and timing): 
o Each trip’s EM data must be submitted to the EM service provider within 7 calendar days 

following completion of the trip. 
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● Vessels using maximized retention electronic monitoring must retain all fish from each allocated 
regulated species, regardless of length. 

Vessel Monitoring Plan Requirements 

● A vessel electing to use EM as part of the sector’s EM program may work with the sector’s 
approved provider to develop a vessel- and gear-specific VMP for NMFS approval. If a vessel 
intends to fish with EM on May 1, the VMP must be submitted to NMFS for approval a minimum 
of 30 calendar days in advance of the fishing year. Otherwise, the VMP must be submitted to 
NMFS for approval a minimum of 10 business days prior to a vessel’s intended start date. 

● A vessel must have a NMFS-approved VMP to use EM for a given gear type on a sector trip. The 
VMP must abide by the VMP Guidance issued by NOAA Fisheries. 

● A copy of the approved VMP must be on board the vessel and accessible at all times. 
● The captain and crew of a vessel must abide by catch handling protocols, and all other 

requirements of the VMP, at all times on a sector trip. The captain and crew of a vessel must sort 
catch and process any discards within the view of the cameras in a manner consistent with the 
VMP. 

● Substantial modifications to the VMP must be approved by NOAA Fisheries prior to fishing. A 
vessel that intends to modify its fishing practices mid-year and requires VMP modifications must 
allow for a transition period to accommodate VMP review and approval by NOAA Fisheries. 

Dockside Monitoring Requirements (Applicable to maximized retention EM vessels only) 

● Vessels using maximized retention electronic monitoring must participate in either an 
independent third party dockside monitoring program approved by NMFS, or the dockside 
monitoring program operated by NMFS, as instructed by NMFS. 

● The vessel operator must notify the DSM program of its intention to sail prior to beginning a 
sector EM trip. The notification schedule (e.g., upon sailing or in advance) and method (i.e., text, 
VMS) will depend on the nature of the vessel’s activity (e.g., day boat vs trip boat vessels) and 
will be described in the vessel’s VMP. 

● The vessel operator or dealer must provide an offload time to the DSM program in advance of 
landing. The advance notice of landing and offload schedule will be dependent on the nature of 
the vessel’s activity (e.g., day boat vs trip boat vessels) and will be defined in the vessel’s VMP. 
The standard advance notice is as follows: 

o 4 hours for day boat vessels. 
o 48 hours for trip boat vessels. 

▪ For trip boat vessels, the vessel operator or dealer will provide the DSM program with a hail 
weight for the total catch of allocated groundfish 24 hours prior to offload. 

● The vessel operator, crew, and dealer must offload all allocated groundfish in the presence of 
the DSM. The vessel operator and crew may not begin offloading unless a DSM is present or 
they have received a waiver from the DSM program. 

o In the event that a DSM is not available to observe an offload, the vessel operator may request a 
waiver by contacting the DSM coordinator. Waivers may be granted at the NEFSC’s discretion. 

● All fish below the minimum size must be offloaded before other fish that meet the minimum size 
and must be provided to the dockside monitor at the sampling station. 

● The vessel operator and crew must retain all allocated groundfish categorized as LUMF and 
sort it separately from any sublegal catch to facilitate data collection by a dockside monitor. 
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● The vessel operator and crew, or dealer personnel, must separate sublegal allocated groundfish 
catch by species. The vessel operator and crew may NOT combine sublegal and terminal legal-
sized market category catch for any species. 

● The vessel operator must allow the DSM access to the fish hold immediately following the 
offload in order to confirm all allocated groundfish were offloaded. A vessel representative must 
observe/accompany the DSM during the hold inspection. The vessel representative must provide 
support for the DSM to safely embark and disembark the vessel (e.g., ladders/steps/assistance 
etc.). 

● The primary dealer is required to retain all sublegal allocated groundfish catch in order to be 
weighed and sampled by the DSM. 

● Dealers are required to clearly mark all containers containing sublegal catch to facilitate 
tracking, and are required to provide settlement documents to the DSM program for any 
allocated groundfish forwarded to secondary dealers. 

● Dealers must report landings of all fish, including those below the minimum size. 
● Dealers are required to provide DSMs with access to facilities equivalent to what is provided to 

the dealer’s staff, including: A safe sampling station, with shelter from weather, for DSMs to 
conduct their duties and process catch; access to bathrooms; and access to facilities for washing 
equipment with fresh water. 

● Dealers must provide settlement documents to the DSM program. 
 

EM Program Roles and Responsibilities 

Below is a description of the rules and requirements applicable to a sector EM program. 

Sector Responsibilities 

● A sector that wishes to use EM to meet monitoring requirements for any of its member vessels 
must contract with a NMFS-approved EM service provider. 

● If NOAA Fisheries operates the MREM program, NOAA Fisheries will work with sectors to 
incorporate third-party DSM requirements into their MREM program. 

● If a sector opts to include both an ASM program and an EM program(s) in its sector operations 
plan, then it must submit a list detailing which member vessels will be enrolled in each program 
in advance of the fishing year. 

o In the event that a member vessel wishes to switch programs mid-year, the sector must notify 
NMFS of the change in writing. 

Vessel Owner/Operator Responsibilities 

● A vessel must have an operational EM system in order to fish in an EM program. In order to 
facilitate this, a vessel owner/operator may need to provide an EM service provider with vessel 
access to provide the following services: 

o Support development of the VMP; 
o Install the EM system and associated equipment; 
o Train the vessel owner/operator on EM system use; and 
o Provide technical support and field services as needed. 
● A vessel must complete one burn-in trip after equipment installation, and before enrollment in 

the sector’s EM program, that demonstrates the vessel’s EM system is fully operational (i.e., the 
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system is working properly, camera views are adequate, and the captain and crew are familiar 
with and capable of complying with the catch handling requirements). A vessel may need to 
complete additional burn-in trips to sufficiently demonstrate the EM system is fully operational 
and/or to demonstrate the crew understands how to handle catch as outlined in the VMP. 
Additional information on burn-in trips is available in the VMP Development and Guidance 
document. 

o Burn-in trips may also be required for annual renewals or for certain VMP system 
modifications. 

● A vessel must adhere to EM program requirements and follow catch handling protocols as 
described in the VMP at all times on EM sector trips. Noncompliance with EM program 
requirements (e.g., catch handling inconsistent with the VMP) may affect a vessel’s eligibility to 
participate in the EM program. 

Additional Monitoring and Reporting Requirements 

● A vessel enrolled in an EM program must notify its intent to sail in the PTNS at least 48 hours 
prior to departure, consistent with existing requirements. 

● A vessel enrolled in an EM program must carry a NEFOP or NEFOP Limited observer when 
selected for coverage, consistent with existing requirements. 

● A vessel enrolled in an EM program must submit VTRs electronically (eVTR). The eVTRs must 
include an estimated total weight of each discarded groundfish species, consistent with existing 
requirements. 

At-Sea Requirements 

● The vessel operator and crew onboard a vessel enrolled in an EM program must maintain 
cameras’ operability and functioning throughout the trip to ensure visibility (e.g., power, 
cleanliness). 

● The vessel operator and crew onboard a vessel enrolled in an EM program must follow catch 
handling requirements as described in the VMP, including but not limited to discarding all 
species at designated discard control points on the vessel. Additionally: 

o Vessels participating in the audit model EM must process all groundfish discards using methods 
approved and outlined in the VMP (e.g., place groundfish discards on a measuring strip in view 
of cameras prior to discarding). 

o Vessels participating in maximized retention EM must retain all allocated groundfish 
categorized as LUMF and sort it separately from sublegal catch to facilitate data collection by a 
dockside monitor. 

● The owner or operator of a vessel enrolled in the EM program must submit: 
o The eVTR for the trip to GARFO in a manner consistent with existing VTR requirements; and 
o All EM data for the trip to the EM service provider within 7 calendar days following completion 

of the trip. 

EM Service Provider Responsibilities 

● An EM Service Provider contracted by a sector is responsible for developing a VMP(s) for that 
sector’s member vessel(s) enrolled in the EM program, in collaboration with the 
owner(s)/operator(s). VMPs should be submitted to NMFS for approval using VMAN. 
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● An EM service provider is responsible for providing field and technical support services. This 
includes managing EM systems, installation, maintenance, hard drive retrieval (if applicable), 
and technical support. Field and technical support services should be available 24 hours a day/7 
days a week. 

● An EM service provider must submit an application to NMFS to be approved as an EM service 
provider. NMFS will solicit applications annually. Further details on the application process can 
be found at § 648.11(h)(3). 

● Video reviewer training is conducted by NMFS personnel. Interest in (or requests for) training 
must include a justification of need and a firm commitment to a number of seats. The minimum 
size for a training class is 8 and the maximum class size is 24 (total candidates). NMFS may 
waive the class size depending on program needs. Training will include reviewers employed by 
multiple vendors. Refresher training is conducted when data logs or protocols change. Video 
reviewer training is infrequent; however attendance is mandatory. 

● An EM service provider must provide of the following information pertaining to EM video 
reviewer candidates to NOAA Fisheries 30 working days before the beginning of the training: 

o A list of the individuals attending; 
o A copy of each person’s resume; 
o Reference checks (name of individual providing the reference, association with the video 

reviewer, contact information (phone number, email), and information about the EM reviewer’s 
past performance); 

o Security checks must be initiated (NOAA Fisheries will provide Form 65- 7 Request for Security 
Assurance); 

o A copy of each candidate’s transcripts; and 
o Supporting documentation to verify candidates. 

 
● An EM service provider must provide a notification of new video review hires to NOAA Fisheries 

two weeks prior to the contractor/employee(s) projected start date for US Citizens. The 
notification requirement for all Foreign Nationals is a minimum of 30 days. The following 
information must be provided for each contractor/employee: Full name, phone number, and 
electronic mail address. NOAA Fisheries understands that a new hire list may change frequently 
before the start of training; however, a final list of candidates must be provided to NOAA 
Fisheries one week prior to the start of training. NMFS retains the right to reject any EM video 
reviewer proposed by the EM service provider if his or her qualifications or do not meet the 
standards or their work has been performed at an unsatisfactory level on previous projects, or if 
their behavior on other projects has been disruptive. 

● EM video reviewer candidates must meet standards required by NOAA Fisheries consistent with 
EM regulations: 

o A high school diploma or legal equivalent. 
o All video review candidates employed by an EM service provider must undergo a training 

session with NMFS and be tested prior to certification (see § 648.87(b)(4)(iv). Video review 
candidates must meet all training standards and maintain these standards as certified video 
reviewers. Candidates must demonstrate their ability to collect accurate data, including the 
aptitude to accurately identify fish species by successfully completing and maintaining the 
Species Identification Verification Program requirements as specified by NMFS. Video 
reviewers may be required to attend refresher training sessions, at the discretion of NMFS, to 
maintain certification(s). 

https://ecfr.federalregister.gov/current/title-50/chapter-VI/part-648#p-648.87(b)(4)(iv)
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o All video review staff employed by an EM service provider must follow NEFSC-established video 
review protocols. Documentation of the video review protocols is available. 

o EM provider staff must not have been decertified as an at-sea monitor, or an observer, due to 
problems with data quality or standards of conduct, in any NOAA Fisheries observer program. 
An EM provider staff’s references of previous employment as NOAA Fisheries approved at-sea 
monitors or observers shall be verified by the EM provider to satisfy this requirement. 

o Absence of fisheries-related convictions, based upon a thorough background check; 
o Independence from fishing-related parties including, but not limited to, vessels, dealers, shipping 

companies, sectors, sector managers, advocacy groups, or research institutions to prevent 
conflicts of interest. This means EM provider staff may not have direct financial interest, other 
than the provision of monitoring services, in the fishery, including, but not limited to: 
▪ Any ownership, mortgage holder, or other secured interest in a vessel or processor involved 

in the catching, taking, harvesting or processing of fish; 
▪ Any business selling supplies or services to any vessel or processor in the fishery; and 
▪ Any business purchasing raw or processed products from any vessel or processor in the 

fishery. 
● To ensure data quality and completion of the EM reviewer training and certification process, 

following completion of training, an EM video reviewer’s first three reviews and the resulting 
data shall be immediately reviewed, edited and approved after each trip by NOAA Fisheries 
prior to any further trip reviews by that EM reviewer. During the EM reviewer’s first three 
deployments their data must be received, edited, and the EM reviewer must be “cleared” by 
NMFS to review on their next trip. This notification will be sent via e-mail to the EM provider. 
The EM reviewer may not review additional trips until the e-mail notification has been sent by 
NMFS. If the data quality is considered acceptable, the EM reviewer would become certified. 
NMFS may require additional training trips (beyond three) if the data quality is not considered 
acceptable enough for certification. If the data quality is not considered acceptable at any point 
during the initial reviewers the EM reviewer would not be certified by NMFS. 

● An EM video reviewer’s ability to work will be based on his or her certification, which involves 
continual data quality assessments and recertification. If an EM reviewer does not adhere to 
NMFS protocols or meet standards they may be placed on pre-probation, probation or 
decertified, as described in the NMFS policy statement regarding certification (Section J, 
Attachment 26, ASM At-Sea Monitor Performance Monitoring, Review, Probation and 
Decertification). 

● An EM service provider must use NOAA Fisheries data systems in the management of EM data, 
including but not limited to: 

o An EM service provider must submit all required data elements for a trip (i.e., groundfish 
discards and other information) as described in the Video Reviewer Guidance document via an 
EM Detail File. 

o An EM service provider must submit EM Detail Files to NOAA Fishery Monitoring via the 
NEMIS API. Data must be formatted according to the API specifications. The API 
documentation describes the data file format, the data structure, and all annotation codes 
required for data submission to the API. The API documentation is provided in a commonly used 
standardized format; 

o An EM service provider must use the NOAA Fishery Monitoring Web Portal to manage EM data, 
including but not limited to tracking: Trips, video review status, video review staff certifications, 
and more; 

o An EM service provider must use NOAA’s VMP software, VMAN, for VMP submittals, 
approvals, and updates; and 

https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/NEMIS/
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/fmportal/fsb.php
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/VMAN
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o An EM service provider must sign a non-disclosure agreement to access government databases 
and systems. 

● An EM service provider must ensure all EM data is collected and transmitted in a manner that 
ensures data integrity and protects confidential business information. 

o An EM service provider must securely store EM data for a period of time as specified by NMFS’ 
policy directive. An EM service provider must retain and store the raw EM data, reports, and 
other vessel EM trip records for a period of 12 months after catch data is finalized for the fishing 
year. NMFS will notify providers of the catch data finalization date for each year, typically 
occurring in July of the following year. EM data must be stored securely, whether on hard 
drives, local servers, or via cloud storage services. EM data must be released to NMFS 
personnel and authorized officers, or as otherwise authorized by the owner of the vessel. 

● An EM service provider must provide NMFS, and its authorized officers and designees, access to 
all EM data immediately upon request. 

● An EM service provider must provide NMFS with all software necessary for accessing, viewing, 
and interpreting the data generated by the EM system, including submitting the agency’s 
secondary review data to the API and maintenance releases to correct errors in the software or 
enhance software functionality. 

o An EM service provider’s software must support a “dual user” system that allows NMFS to 
complete and submit secondary reviews to the API. 

o An EM service provider’s software must allow for the export or download of EM data in order 
for the agency to make a copy if necessary. 

o An EM service provider must provide a software training for NOAA Fisheries staff. 
An EM service provider must provide the following to NMFS upon request: 

o Assistance in EM system operations, diagnosing/resolving technical issues, and recovering lost 
or corrupted data; 

o Responses to inquiries related to data summaries, analyses, reports, and operational issues; 
o Access to video reviewers for debriefing sessions; 
o Technical and expert information, if EM data are admitted as evidence in a court of law. All 

technical aspects of a NOAA Fisheries-approved EM system may be analyzed in court for, inter 
alia, testing procedures, error rates, peer review, technical processes, and general industry 
acceptance. To substantiate the EM system data and address issues raised in litigation, an EM 
service provider must provide information, including but not limited to: 
▪ If the technologies have previously been subject to such scrutiny in a court of law, a brief 

summary of the litigation and any court findings on the reliability of the technology. 
o A copy of any contract between the EM service provider and sectors requiring EM services; 
o EM data and other records specified in the regulations at § 648.11(l)(10)(ii). 
● An EM service provider must provide feedback to vessels following a trip on the vessel operator 

and crew’s catch handling and camera maintenance. The EM service provider must also provide 
a copy to NMFS upon request. 

● An EM service provider must notify NMFS via an incident report submitted in the NOAA Fishery 
Monitoring Web Portal within 24 hours after the EM service provider becomes aware of any of 
the following: 

o Any information, allegations, or reports regarding possible harassment of EM program staff 
(e.g., video reviewers, technicians, dockside monitors); 

o Any information, allegations, or reports regarding possible EM system tampering; 

https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/dam-migration/04-115-03.pdf
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/fmportal/fsb.php
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o Any information, allegations, or reports regarding EM service provider staff conflicts of interest; 
and 

o Any other information pertaining to noncompliance with program requirements, as specified by 
NMFS. 

● Performance issues may affect a provider’s eligibility for approval as an EM service provider 
and/or individual EM video reviewer certifications. 

NMFS Responsibilities 

NMFS is responsible for the following: 
● VMP review and approval. 
● Review and approval of EM service provider applications. 
● Data and formatting standards of EM programs. 
● EM data collection training for service provider staff. 
● Selecting trips for the service provider to review. 
● Data quality, assurance, and integrity of EM data. This includes data validation and audits, 

conducting a secondary review on a subset of trips to monitor the EM service provider’s 
performance, and providing feedback to the EM service provider. 

● Providing feedback on vessel reporting via the sector manager regarding reviewed trips. 
Feedback forms will be distributed on a weekly basis via Kiteworks. 

● Video and data storage when it takes possession of a copy of EM data as an agency record. 
● For the audit model program, NMFS is also responsible for: 
o Conducting the audit, whereby the eVTR submitted by the vessel operator is compared to the EM 

Detail File submitted by the EM service provider. 
 

● If NOAA Fisheries operates the MREM program, NOAA Fisheries will work with sectors to 
incorporate third-party DSM requirements in their MREM program. 

Audit Model EM Program  
A sector utilizing the Audit Model EM program must append the following language to their sector 
operations plan. 

Description of the Audit-Model Process 

Under this model, the vessel operator and crew adhere to catch handling protocols for all sector EM 
trips (based on whether the vessel has an approved VMP for a given gear type). The vessel operator and 
crew hold groundfish discards on a measuring board and under a camera prior to discarding, and 
discard other species in view of cameras at designated discard control points. The vessel operator 
estimates the total weight of groundfish discards on an eVTR, and submits the video footage to the EM 
service provider. The EM service provider reviews trips selected for audit and develops an independent 
estimate of groundfish discards for the trip. The EM data is compared to the eVTR for the purposes of 
catch accounting. 

● During each sector EM trip taken by a vessel, the EM system records all fishing activity onboard 
the vessel. The vessel captain and crew sort, measure, and discard fish within view of the 
cameras and in accordance with catch handling protocols. 

● The captain and crew must adhere to the following catch handling requirements: 
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o Legal-size groundfish must be kept and sublegal-size groundfish must be discarded, consistent 
with regulations; 

o Sublegal-size and unallocated groundfish must be sorted by species and measured (e.g., on a 
measuring board) within view of cameras prior to being returned to the sea. A more complete 
description of measuring protocols is included in the VMP guidance template. VMP measuring 
protocols may vary by vessel. 
▪ Groundfish flounders must be placed on a measuring strip on both the dorsal and ventral 

sides to ensure proper identification. If flatfish are grouped by species and measures, only 
the first five fish should be measured on both sides for identification; 

▪ When discarding wolffish, the vessel operator or crew member may opt not to measure the 
fish if doing so would present a safety risk; and 

▪ If the vessel encounters a high volume of discards, the captain and crew may employ: 
o A subsampling methodology. If there are more than 20 discards of a given species (e.g., 

haddock), the vessel operator and crew may measure 20 fish at random and discard the 
rest one at a time so as to allow the video reviewer to count the total number of fish; or 

o A volumetric estimate methodology, if approved by NMFS. NMFS is currently working 
with EM vessels to develop volumetric protocols. 

o LUMF may be discarded, if authorized by the vessel’s sector LOA. LUMF should be displayed in 
view of the measuring camera prior to discarding. The estimated weight of LUMF (i.e., present 
weight, not estimated whole weight) should be reported by the vessel operator on the eVTR. 

o Non-groundfish species should be discarded at designated discard control points, consistent with 
the vessel’s VMP. 

● The vessel operator must estimate the total weight of discarded groundfish on the eVTR. The 
operator must create a new eVTR sub-trip each time the vessel changes statistical area, gear 
category, or mesh size. 

● NMFS selects sector trips for audit when it receives the eVTR for a trip. Trips will be randomly 
selected and each trip has the same probability of being selected for audit. The video review rate 
for fishing year 2027-2028 will be announced separately. 

● The sampling unit selected for audit will be a complete trip. 
● A list of trips selected for audit are loaded into the NOAA Fishery Monitoring Web Portal on a 

weekly basis. EM service providers must access the primary selection list via the Web Portal. 
● The EM service provider must complete the primary video review, which includes: 
o Review of all raw sensor and image data to confirm completeness of trip; 
o Review of sensor data to annotate start and end times, start and end locations, and identify the 

number of hauls; 
o Review hauls to annotate catch and generate the EM Detail File according to specifications; and 
o Submit the EM Detail File to the NEMIS API. 
● The EM service provider should complete the primary video review and submit the EM Detail 

Report within 10 business days of the trip selection. 
● NMFS will compare the EM Detail File submitted by the EM service provider to the eVTR 

submitted by the vessel using the following business rules: 
o Minimum requirements for use in catch accounting: 

▪ Sub-trip is fully observed; 
▪ Number of efforts match; and 
▪ Less than 10 percent of annotated catch is unidentified (“fish, nk”). 

https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/fmportal/fsb.php
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/fmportal/fsb.php
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/NEMIS/index.php/docs
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o If the minimum requirements are met, the groundfish discards reported on the EM Detail File 
and the eVTR will be compared to support NMFS’s delta model. If the minimum requirements 
are not met, an alternative data source (i.e., adjusted VTR, discard rate) is used to account for 
the trip’s groundfish discards. 

● NMFS will use the delta model for catch accounting. The delta model is a vessel- and species-
specific estimation of the precision and accuracy of a vessel’s self-reported discards. The delta 
model is used to adjust the vessel’s self-reported discards to account for over- or under-
reporting of discard estimates. Additional guidance on discard catch accounting for EM audit 
model vessels is located in the Sector Report Guide: Appendix D and a summary is included 
below: 

o For trips that are not selected for review, the vessel’s self-reported discards, as adjusted by the 
delta model, will be used for catch accounting; 

o For trips that are selected for review and meet the minimum requirements described above, the 
discards reported by the service provider in the EM Detail File are used for catch accounting. 

o For trips that are selected for review and do not meet the minimum requirements described 
above, the vessel’s self-reported discards, as adjusted by the delta model, will be used for catch 
accounting. In instances of chronic poor performance that prevents adequate monitoring, a 
vessel may be assigned a discard rate. 

● After completion of the audit, a feedback report summarizing the results of the audit will be 
generated and distributed to the vessel via the sector manager. Reports will be distributed on a 
weekly basis. 

NOAA Fisheries Maximized Retention EM Program 
A sector utilizing the Maximized Retention EM program must append the following language to their 
sector operations plan. 

Description of the Maximized Retention Process 

● During each sector EM trip taken by a vessel, the EM system records all fishing activity onboard 
the vessel. The vessel operator and crew sort fish and make any allowable discards within view 
of the cameras in accordance with the catch handling protocols described in the vessel’s VMP. 

● The vessel operator and crew must adhere to the following catch handling requirements: 
o Retain and land all catch of allocated groundfish, including any sublegal-size catch; 
o Discard unallocated groundfish stocks (i.e., windowpane flounder, ocean pout, wolffish, Atlantic 

halibut) at designated discard control points; 
o Handle all other species in accordance with standard commercial fishing operations, including 

adhering to possession limits for halibut (i.e., one fish per trip) and non-groundfish species; and 
o Retain allocated groundfish categorized as LUMF. All LUMF must be kept and landed. LUMF 

must be sorted separately from sublegal-size groundfish catch. 
● The vessel operator and crew must adhere to the following reporting requirements: 
o Communicate with the DSM to facilitate the data collection process at the end of each trip. This 

includes: 
▪ The vessel operator must notify the DSM program of its intention to sail prior to beginning a 

sector EM trip. The notification schedule (e.g., upon sailing or in advance) and method (i.e., 
text, VMS) will depend on the nature of the vessel’s activity (e.g., day boat vs trip boat 
vessels) and will be described in the vessel’s VMP. 
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▪ The vessel operator or dealer must provide an offload time to the DSM program in advance 
of landing. The advance notice of landing and offload schedule will be dependent on the 
nature of the vessel’s activity (e.g., day boat vs trip boat vessels) and will be defined in the 
vessel’s VMP. The standard advance notice is as follows: 
o 4 hours for day boat vessels. 
o 48 hours for trip boat vessels. 

● For trip boat vessels, the vessel operator or dealer will provide the DSM program 
with a hail weight for the total catch of allocated groundfish 24 hours prior to 
offload. 

o The vessel operator must report any discard events on the eVTR, consistent with standard eVTR 
reporting requirements. 

● The vessel operator and crew and the offloading dealer of a maximized retention vessel must 
accommodate the DSM program: 

o The vessel operator, crew, and dealer must offload all allocated groundfish in the presence of 
the DSM. The vessel operator and crew may not begin offloading unless a DSM is present or 
they have received a waiver from the DSM program. 
▪ In the event that a DSM is not available to observe an offload, the vessel operator may 

request a waiver by contacting the DSM coordinator. Waivers may be granted at the 
NEFSC’s discretion. 

o The vessel operator must allow the DSM access to the fish hold immediately following the 
offload in order to confirm all allocated groundfish were offloaded. A vessel representative must 
observe/accompany the DSM during the hold inspection. The vessel representative must provide 
support for the DSM to safely embark and disembark the vessel (e.g., ladders/steps/assistance 
etc.). 

o The vessel operator and crew or dealer personnel must separate sublegal allocated groundfish 
catch by species. The vessel operator and crew may NOT combine sublegal and terminal legal-
sized market category catch for any species. 

o The vessel operator and crew must retain all allocated groundfish categorized as LUMF and 
sort it separately from any sublegal catch to facilitate data collection by a dockside monitor. 

o In the event of a truck offload, sublegal catch must be loaded into totes, sealed and tagged for 
inspection by DSM. Totes will be tagged on camera and opened by DSM at inspection site to 
prevent tampering. 

o In the event of multiple offloads, the vessel operator and crew must arrange for a DSM to be 
present at each one. 

● Dealers must allow dockside monitors access to their premises, scales, and any fish received 
from vessels participating in the maximized retention electronic monitoring program. 

● Dealers must facilitate dockside monitoring for vessels participating in a maximized retention 
electronic monitoring program, including: 

o Provide a safe sampling station, including shelter from weather, for dockside monitors to 
conduct their duties and process catch, that is equivalent to the accommodations provided to the 
dealer’s staff. 

o Allow dockside monitors access to bathrooms equivalent to the accommodations provided to the 
dealer’s staff. 

o Allow dockside monitors access to any facilities for washing equipment with fresh water that are 
provided to the dealer’s staff. 
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● Dealers must process fish for vessels participating in a maximized retention electronic 
monitoring program consistent with the following requirements: 

o Offload all fish below the minimum size, report fish below the minimum size by species, and 
provide the dockside monitor access to those at the safe sampling station. 

o Sort by species all unmarketable fish from other fish, when identifiable to species. 
o Clearly identify, mark, or label all containers with fish below the minimum size as containing 

undersized fish, the fishing vessel from which they were offloaded, and the date of offloading. 
● Report all fish below the minimum size, and all unmarketable fish, as instructed by NMFS. 

Selection of maximized retention trips for review: 
o Sector EM trips are selected for review when NMFS receives the eVTR for a trip. Trips will be 

randomly selected and each trip has the same probability of being selected for review. The video 
review rate for fishing year 2027-2028 will be announced separately. 

o The sampling unit selected for review will be a complete trip. 
o A list of trips selected for review are loaded into the NOAA Fishery Monitoring Web Portal on a 

weekly basis. EM service providers may access the trip selection list via the Web Portal. 
o The EM service provider completes the primary video review, which includes: 

▪ Review of all raw sensor and image data to confirm completeness of trip; 
▪ Review of sensor data to annotate start/end times and locations, and identify number of 

hauls; 
▪ Review hauls to annotate any discard events and generate the EM Detail File according to 

specifications provided by NMFS; and 
▪ Submit the EM Detail File to the NEMIS API. 

o The EM service provider should complete the primary video review and submit the EM Detail 
Report within 10 business days of the trip selection. 

● NMFS will use the same catch accounting methodology used for ASM vessels to account for 
discards for the maximized retention EM program (i.e., observed trips and discard rates): 

o Trips observed by a NEFOP observer will be charged ACE based on actual discards, if any are 
recorded by the observer; and 

o Trips that are not observed by a NEFOP observer will receive: 
▪ A discard rate of zero for allocated groundfish stocks; and 
▪ A non-zero discard rate based on NEFOP data for unallocated groundfish stocks. 

o The maximized retention EM program will be assigned a separate discard rate strata from ASM 
vessels. 

● NMFS will use dealer data to account for all landed catch with regards to catch accounting, 
including sublegal-sized catch. 

● DSM data will be compared to dealer data to verify that dealers are accurately reporting 
sublegal catch. 

 

Definitions 
Burn-In Trip: A “burn-in trip” is a trip taken by a vessel to demonstrate that the vessel’s EM system is 
functioning properly, camera views are sufficient, and that the crew is familiar with and is capable of 
complying with the vessel’s catch handling requirements. 

https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/fmportal/fsb.php
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/fmportal/fsb.php


Sector Operations Plan, Contract, and Environmental Assessment Requirements (FY 2025-26) 

Last Modified on 4/14/2026  Page 44 of 45 

Discard Event: With respect to audit model EM vessels, a discard event means any instance in which 
groundfish is discarded during fishing operations in a manner inconsistent with the VMP. Examples 
include, but are not limited to, failing to discard at designated discard control points, failing to retain 
discards for processing, or tripping a bag for safety reasons. With respect to maximized retention EM 
vessels, a discard event means any instance in which allocated groundfish are discarded during fishing 
operations. Examples include, but are not limited to, intentional discarding by captains or crew, or 
tripping a bag for safety reasons. 
Dockside Monitor: Any person responsible for observing the offloads of groundfish by maximized 
retention EM vessels either directly to a federally permitted dealer or to a truck for later delivery to a 
federally permitted dealer, which may include the following duties: verifying that the fish hold is empty; 
collecting groundfish catch stock, weight, or market category information; and collecting biological 
samples (e.g., lengths, otoliths). 
Duration of a Trip: From the vessel’s time of departure from a port until its return to a port. In addition, 
all discards have been processed for audit model vessels; and all catch has been offloaded to the dealer 
for maximized retention vessels. 
EM Data: Data that are created in the collection of fishery-dependent data by EM systems during 
fishing operations, including the video, images, and other sensor data, as well as the metadata that 
provides information (e.g., trip sail date, vessel information) about the raw data. 
EM Detail File: An EM service provider must submit all required data elements for a trip (i.e., 
groundfish discards and other information) as described in the Video Review Guidance via an EM 
Detail File. The EM Detail File must be developed in accordance with data requirements identified by 
the NMFS. The current specifications are available HERE. The EM Detail File is a JSON file, a 
commonly used open standard file and data interchange format. 
NEFSC Northeast Electronic Monitoring Information System (NEMIS) Application Programming 
Interface (API): An EM service provider must submit EM Detail Files via the NEMIS API, a software 
intermediary that allows two software applications to communicate. The NEMIS API is used to access 
data in a variety of formats. Data submissions (i.e., EM Detail Files) must be formatted according to the 
API specifications. The API specifications documentation provided by the NEFSC (HERE) describes 
the data file format, the data structure, and all annotation codes required for data submission to the API. 
The API documentation is provided in a commonly used standardized format. 
NOAA Fishery Monitoring Web Portal: The NOAA Fishery Monitoring Web Portal is a web- based 
interface that offers user-specific data access and content. The web portal allows various users (i.e., 
NOAA Fisheries staff and ASM/EM service providers) to use one system to track and manage 
monitoring information. 
Observed: With respect to EM, means that all discards from a haul were viewable such that they could 
be adequately annotated in accordance with the Video Reviewer Guidance document. In this context, 
adequately annotated is defined as identification to the lowest taxonomic level possible and a 
count/weight can be collected, if applicable. If video cuts out, is missing, or obstructed and the catch 
cannot be tracked confidently to determine end disposition, then that haul would be unobserved. 
Operational EM System: The EM system must be functional and in use, meaning that the system is 
recording fishing operations, including the video, images, and other sensor data, as well as the metadata 
that provides information (e.g., trip sail date, vessel information) onto a hard drive or other suitable 
video storage device. 
Raw: With respect to EM, means the original, unaltered video footage, images, and other sensor data 
collected by an EM system. 

https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/NEMIS/index.php/docs
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/NEMIS/index.php
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/NEMIS/index.php
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/NEMIS/index.php/docs
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/fmportal/fsb.php
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Sector EM Trip: When a vessel takes a sector trip, as defined below, using a gear type for which it has 
an approved VMP. These trips are categorized as sector EM trips and all EM program requirements 
apply. 
Sector Trip: With respect to the multispecies fishery, a sector trip means any trip for which a vessel 
declares into the multispecies fishery, including the use of No DAS, A DAS, regular B DAS, or reserve 
B DAS. This also includes monkfish trips in which a vessel declares the use of both monkfish and 
multispecies A DAS. A fishing trip of any kind is defined as port to port. 
System Check (also known as a Function Test): Confirmation that all electronic monitoring system 
components are operating and recording properly. 
Transition Period: The amount of time required for NOAA Fisheries to complete a change request (i.e., 
change a vessel’s designated monitoring program, approve a new gear type). The transition period has 
yet to be determined and will depend on the total number of vessels enrolled in the program. 
Vessel Monitoring Plan (VMP): The VMP describes in detail how an EM system is specifically 
configured on a particular vessel, reporting requirements, and how fishing operations on that vessel will 
be conducted to effectively monitor fishing activities onboard. The VMP will clearly define the roles 
and responsibilities of all parties, including provisions to which each party must adhere. 
Vessel Monitoring Plan Document Management Application (VMAN): VMAN will be used to 
submit VMPs to NMFS for approval. VMAN will be the primary source for shared access, file storage, 
VMP corrections and updates, and documenting a service provider’s compliance with service provider 
performance criteria. Vessel operators and/or EM service providers will be provided VMAN login 
credentials by NMFS. VMAN is available as a web application and is accessible by desktop, tablet, and 
phone. 
Video Reviewer: Any EM service provider staff approved/certified by NMFS for providing EM video 
review services consistent with EM program requirements. 

NOTE: NOAA Fisheries has suspended the MREM program for 2027. NOAA Fisheries plans to publish 
requirements for DSM in a rule prior to resuming operation of the MREM program. If NOAA Fisheries 
operates the MREM program in the future , NOAA Fisheries will work with sectors to incorporate third-
party DSM requirements into their MREM program. 

Resources Available to Sectors 
API Specifications  
Guide to Catch Accounting (located in Fishing Year 2024 Sector Report Guide v 13.0.0) 
Vessel Monitoring Plan Document Management Application (VMAN)  
Vessel Monitoring Plan Development and Guidance for EM Programs  
Video Review Guidance Document  

https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/NEMIS/index.php/docs
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-05/Sector-Report-Guide-FY-2024.pdf
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/VMAN
https://apps-nefsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/NEMIS/index.php/docs/guidance
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