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1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The proposed action in this document would implement the first planned change in specifications based
on updated data and research. These specifications include changes to the Skate Allowable Biological
Catch (ABC), the Annual Catch Limit (ACL), the Annual Catch Target (ACT), and Total Allowable
Landings (TAL) allocated to the skate wing and skate bait fisheries. The ACL is equal to the ABC and
has been set at a risk adverse level, accounting for scientific uncertainty. The ACT is set at 75% of the
ACL to account for management uncertainty. The TAL is allocated among the skate bait and wing
fisheries, after accounting for expected discards and state water landings. This specification update is
described in Section 4.1.1 and the analysis is described in Section 6.1.

The specification document also proposes to revise the skate wing and skate bait possession limits. The
former is meant to balance the amount of daily landings with the wing TAL, so that the skate wing fishery
is likely to stay open throughout the year, minimizing discards. Two possession limit alternatives are
proposed, estimated by an equation fitted to new daily landings information through Aug 15, 2011. One
alternative is estimated to land 100% of the TAL and the other alternative takes a risk adverse approach to
land 85% of the TAL in case the estimated daily landings are lower than actually occur in 2012-2013.
The alternative is described in Section 4.3 and the impact analysis is given in Section 6.1.3. Due to the
higher daily landings observed in 2011, the skate wing possession limit alternative values are lower than
the status quo, despite the TAL being higher. The specification document also proposes to raise the skate
bait possession limit from 20,000 to 25,000 Ibs., intended mainly to deter derby style fishing behavior if
skate bait landing approach seasonal quotas (which would be raised with the proposed 2012-2013
specifications).

The description of alternatives is summarized in the table below and described in Sections 4.1 to 4.4.
They include changes to the ACL specifications, revisions to the status determination specifications and
clearnose skate overfishing definition to account for the new FSV Henry B. Bigelow survey, and changes
to the skate wing and skate bait possession limits for the 2012-2013 fishing years. Considered and
rejected alternatives are described in Section 4.5 and rationale for their rejection is given. These rejected
alternatives were discussed during the development of this specifications document and include raising
the incidental skate possession limit, allowing vessels to fish for skates while on a Multispecies Category
B DAS, allowing retention and landings of barndoor skate, and changes to monitoring that could align
annual data with the fishing year. All other management changes are outside the scope of this action.
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Table 1. Summary of management alternatives included and analyzed in this document.

Measure

Description

Biological analysis

Other impacts

Intended effect

ACL
specifications

Section 4.1

Section 6.1

Sections 6.2 t0 6.7

Respond to
changes in skate
biomass, achieve
optimum yield,
and prevent
overfishing

Status
determination
specifications

Section 4.2

Section 6.1.2

Sections 6.2 t0 6.7

Adjustments
needed to
accommodate
changes in survey
methods since
2009

Skate wing fishery
possession limits

Section 4.3

Section 6.1.3

Sections 6.2 t0 6.7

Limit landings so
the directed fishery
remains open year
around,
minimizing
discards

Skate bait fishery
possession limits

Section 4.4

Section 6.1.4

Sections 6.2 t0 6.7

Allow fishermen
to land the TAL
without
encouraging derby
style fishing
behavior in a
guota-managed
fishery

Updated or new data about the skate resource and fishery include 2008-2010 fall survey biomass indices.
The survey biomass data collected using new trawl gear by the FSV Henry B. Bigelow have been
converted to the RV Albatross IV units by applying peer reviewed calibration coefficients. And the entire
survey biomass time series and biological reference points have been adjusted to be consistent with strata
that are sampled by the new research vessel, FSV Henry B. Bigelow (Section 5.1.3.2). These data were
also used to determine whether skate stocks were overfished as of 2010 or if overfishing was occurring

(see Section 5.1.3.2 for status summary).

Landings data (including newly discovered reports of transfers at sea) and discard estimates for 2008-
2010 were also updated with new data (dealer reports and sea sampling data and discard mortality was
estimated by applying new research information that indicates that discard mortality of little (0.20) and
winter (0.12) skates were lower than previously assumed (0.50) based on the literature from other areas
and gears. The lower discard rates were applied only to little and winter skate discards captured by
trawls, based on specific skate discard mortality research on trawl vessels conducted since Amendment 3
approval. Skate discard mortality of other species or any skates discarded by non-trawl fishing gear was
assumed to be 0.50, as before.

These discard mortality revisions had two effects — they changed the discard rate (discards + total catch)
for 2008-2010 (which is projected to remain constant in 2012-2013) and they changed the catch time
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series and required revision of the median catch/biomass exploitation ratio that Amendment 3 used as the
basis for establishing ABC. The first change reduced the discard rate from 52.0 to 36.3% and increased
the wing and bait fishery TALs as a proportion of the ACT. The second effect was to reduce the amount
of catch in the time series and lower the median catch/biomass exploitation ratio for little and winter
skates. This reduced the ABC, compared to what it would be using the Amendment 3 median
catch/biomass exploitation ratios.

Finally, the increases in the TAL could allow a greater number of trips targeting skates, or a change in
skate fishing effort to fish in areas with higher catch rates (these may be farther offshore, becoming
economic with higher possession limits). Since thorny skate is overfished, smooth skate is in danger of
becoming overfished (i.e. biomass near the threshold), and barndoor skate is in a rebuilding program, the
analysis in this document (Section 5.1.3.2) evaluates the potential for interactions between vessels using
trawls and gillnets to target skate wings and barndoor, smooth, and thorny skates. Due to distinct
differences in the distribution of the skate wing fishery effort and the distributions of barndoor, smooth,
and thorny skates, the impacts of raising the TALS is expected to be marginal and not impede recovery.
There are however a few notable areas of overlap, possibly raising the possibility of seasonal interactions
— primarily for barndoor skate in the spring gillnet fishery for monkfish in Southern New England.

The proposed action is needed to maintain the skate fisheries and achieve optimum yield while adequately
minimizing the risk of overfishing the seven skate stocks.
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3.0INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 Purpose and Need for the Action (EA, RFA)

The purpose of this action is to analyze changes in stock condition, update scientific information on
skates, and make necessary adjustments to management measures (including catch limits) to 1) set an
Annual Catch Limit (ACL) that is consistent with conditions and scientific uncertainty and 2) achieve
optimum yield. Following procedures using the median exploitation ratio (catch/survey biomass) as a
conservative reference point (biomass tends to increase more frequently when catches are at or below this
level) to set the ABC and ACL, the catch limits are expected to prevent overfishing. Overfishing of
skates, unlike other stocks, is measured as an outcome, a rate of change in biomass which cannot be
predicted with existing skate population models.

Amendment 3 catch limits for 2010-2011 were set using the 2006-2008 survey results. Sinc