
 

Harbor Porpoise Take Reduction Team 
2018 Annual Webinar 
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Key Outcomes  
 

1. Overview - Agenda 
• Provide updates on membership since last meeting 
• Review recent abundance, bycatch and compliance numbers 
• Enforcement updates 

 
2. Participants 

Team Members/alternates 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presenters:  
Jeff Ray - Deputy Special Agent in Charge, NOAA Office of Law Enforcement 
Northeast Division 
Debra Palka – Research Fishery Biologist, NEFSC Protected Species Branch 
Chris Orphanides – Research Zoologist, NEFSC Protected Species Branch 
 
Other Attendees:  
Staff from Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office, NOAA General Council, NOAA 
General Council Enforcement, NOAA Office of Law Enforcement, Northeast Fisheries 
Science Center, U.S. Coast Guard, Team affiliates and members of the public also 
participated, including: Don Frei and Natalie Berthiaume, Jackie Taylor, Dave Morin, 
Jean Higgins, Ainsley Smith, Danielle Palmer, Meredith Moise Stephanie Petrus, Amy 
Martins, Julie Williams, Katherine Pohl, Katie Moore, Scott McCreary, Bennett Brooks, 
Kathryn Roy and Sarah Uhlemann 

  
3. Topics Presented/Discussed 

 
Presentations and a recording of the webinar can be found on the meeting webpage; 
https://www.greateratlantic.fisheries.noaa.gov/protected/porptrp/trt/Meetings/2018meetin
gDecember.html. 
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2019 Team membership updates (Colleen Coogan)  
 

• Colleen Coogan replaced Kate Swails as the Greater Atlantic Region’s Marine 
Mammal Take Reduction Team Coordinator.  

• Jeff Ray replaced Eric Provencher as the Office of Law Enforcement liaison with 
the Harbor Porpoise Take Reduction Team. 

• Sarah Blachman (Virginia Marine Resources Commission) replaces Laurie Dozier 
as the Virginia representative on the Team. 

• Megan Ware replaced Shanna Madsen as the ASMFC representative on the Team 
• Stacy Van Morter (New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection Marine 

Fisheries Bureau) replaced Russ Allen as the New Jersey representative on the 
Team.  

 
Enforcement Report (Jeff Ray) 

 
Jeff Ray provided an update on enforcement and metrics on 2018 efforts. The Office of 
Law Enforcement (OLE) typically relies upon states to help with enforcement efforts 
through their Joint Enforcement Agreements and grants, due to limited NMFS OLE 
vessels and manpower. Joint Enforcement Agreement (JEA) funding in 2017 consisted of 
$53,495.53 delegated to Maine, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island, $691.74 of which was 
not used. This resulted in 352 at-sea hour, 128 vessel hours, and 56 dockside hours. Thus, 
the majority of funds go towards at-sea personnel hours. 
 
Enforcement of the Harbor Porpoise Take Reduction Plan has typically been directed at 
enforcing closures and the use of pingers offshore of the New England states. Last year, a 
Take Reduction Plan workshop was held in Virginia. The workshop covered HPTRP 
regulations and as well as regulations related to other endangered species. There is a 
general sense that an outreach and enforcement strategy is needed for the mid-Atlantic 
states. Looking forward, OLE and the Greater Atlantic Region’s Protected Species 
Division will discuss revising the Plan’s outreach and education program to improve 
compliance, particularly increasing outreach efforts in the mid-Atlantic.  
 
 
Abundance, Stock Structure, Trends, and PBR (Dr. Debra Palka) 
 
Debra Palka provided an update on preliminary abundance estimates for harbor porpoise 
stocks. The draft abundance for 2016 is 97,714, giving a Potential Biological Removal 
(PBR) of 844. The draft estimate has not yet been reviewed by the SRG and should be 
considered preliminary data. However, it is likely that the Northwest Atlantic harbor 
porpoise population is at its highest since the Take Reduction Team was established, and 
PBR will be higher than it has been as well.  
 
The Northwest Atlantic harbor porpoise includes three different genetically distinct 
stocks. There is evidence of sex-biased dispersal in this species, where females are more 
likely to be residents of a particular area and males travel and exchange genetics between 



 

areas. There is also an ongoing international effort to further enhance current data on 
genetic stock structure in the entire North Atlantic. 
 
A preliminary effort to investigate population trends between 1990 and 2018 found that 
the population declined from 1990 to about 2000, when bycatch in fisheries was at its 
highest. Since then, the population trend flattened and then increased after bycatch rates 
declined. There is still a need to review the data in more detail, to standardize the 
abundance estimates between years, and to expand estimates of bycatch to the period 
before 1990, if possible. 
 
For the current draft abundance estimate, data from the ship and aerial surveys were 
combined to look at seasonal distribution of harbor porpoise, the relationship between 
density and habitat, and potential hot spots. Seasonal and monthly distribution maps from 
2010 to 2013 were created and posted online: 
https://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/AMAPPSviewer. There are ongoing efforts to update the 
distribution maps and to apply additional environmental variables (to be made available 
in 2019).  
 
Ongoing work includes: completing and publishing the 2016 abundance estimates, 
updating the stock structure, completing the analysis of population trends, using 
AMAPPS data from 2010 to 2017 to develop new habitat-density models and maps, and 
exploring the relationship between harbor porpoise distribution and habitat 
characteristics. 
 
Questions 
 
A Team member asked about the difference between surveys and the seasonal abundance 
data. Dr. Palka clarified that the distributions were generated using year-round data but 
the abundance estimate is only generated from the summer survey data; the reproductive 
season when the population is separated into distinct breeding stocks. 
 
2017 Bycatch and Compliance (Chris Orphanides) 
 
Bycatch 
 
Chris Orphanides gave a summary of the 2017 bycatch estimates and data on HPTRP 
compliance (with closure areas and gear) derived from his review of observer data. 
Observer coverage was 12% in New England. Coverage was generally high during the 
key times and in areas associated with bycatch. The lowest coverage in areas with 
observed porpoise bycatch occurred in the winter along the Midcoast (6%). Observer 
coverage in the mid-Atlantic was around 9.3%. 
 
Bycatch is at an all-time low, well below PBR (844 is draft estimate), with a total 
preliminary 2017 bycatch estimate of 145 harbor porpoise throughout the region. Most 
bycatch occurred in the winter in the GOM, which is a shift from recent years. There was 
a higher bycatch estimate in the Offshore Management Area than usual. Only one 

https://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/AMAPPSviewer


 

observed take occurred in the mid-Atlantic with an estimate of 9 total takes for the entire 
mid-Atlantic. This is the lowest total annual bycatch estimate (New England and mid-
Atlantic combined) since 1994. Given the increase in PBR, the distance between bycatch 
and PBR has increased. Low bycatch appears to be continuing into the 2018 fishing year; 
as of the time of the meeting, there were only 5 documented harbor porpoise takes in 
New England during 2018. 
 
In analyzing the characteristics of gear associated with bycatch across the entire 
northeast, from September to May, hauls with bycatch had longer average gear lengths 
and soak durations than hauls without bycatch. When broken down by region, these 
trends were present in the Gulf of Maine but not in Southern New England where these 
fishing characteristics were similar between hauls with and without bycatch. The impact 
of pinger use on bycatch rates was difficult to parse out because pinger functionality was 
not well recorded.  

 
Compliance 
 
Changes in fishing effort or characteristics: Winter and fall gillnet effort in New England 
has decreased by 36% since the peak in 2008 and 22% in the last 6 years. Fall effort has 
increased in the South New England area and decreased in the Midcoast and off of the 
coast of Boston. In the last few years, New Jersey waters had fewer large mesh landings. 
Given that mesh size is linked to bycatch, this trend may explain some of the decreasing 
bycatch rates in the mid-Atlantic.  
 
Pinger use decreased between 2016 to 2017 in New England. Sixty-eight percent of 
observed hauls had the required number of pingers, down from 75%. Cape Cod South, 
Midcoast, and Southern New England, in particular, saw declines in pinger use. It is still 
difficult to monitor pinger effectiveness and pinger functionality. Of pingers tested, 15% 
of pingers tested were inaudible, 36% were unknown, and 49% were identified as 
working. The factors complicating the determination of pinger function include boat 
noise, processing of incidental take, and an inability to determine which pinger is 
pinging.  
 
A decrease in compliance was apparent in the mid-Atlantic from 2016 to 2017. There 
was a 56% compliance rate in 2017, which is down from 74% in 2016. Observers noted 
10 hauls occurring within closed areas in the mid-Atlantic. Only 50% of large mesh gear 
requirements were met; noncompliance primarily involved total gear length and tie down 
use. Fifty-nine percent of small mesh gear requirements were met (down from 83% in 
2016); common errors included twine size and net length. 
 
Questions 
 
A Team member questioned the discrepancy in the compliance report derived from 
observer data, vs. the enforcement report. Observers do not report non-compliance 
directly to enforcement so that data wouldn’t be accounted for in the OLE “compliance 
report.” However, the observer data are used to direct outreach and education, and in 



 

some cases to direct enforcement activities. NOAA is planning to target areas that were 
weaker in terms of compliance for 2019 outreach activities. 
 
There was some discussion about the apparent shifts in the rate and distribution of 
incidental take estimates. Changes could be due to a shift in climate and water 
temperature, reducing the abundance of porpoise in the southern portion of their range. 
There could also be a shift in gillnet effort in the Gulf of Maine. These are on the list of 
things to look into in more detail in the future.  
 
The Team further discussed methods to address the disconnect between enforcement 
violations and observer data indications of relatively low compliance with Plan elements. 
Currently, information on areas of non-compliance is provided to the state enforcement 
agencies so that they know where to direct enforcement actions. NMFS does not have as 
many Joint Enforcement Agreements and grants in the mid-Atlantic, where many of the 
issues occur. NMFS plans to develop an outreach and education effort to target these 
areas with a goal of improved compliance and potential increase in enforcement 
attention.  
 
The Team also discussed metrics to use to estimate effort: Records of certain variables, 
such as gear length, are not recorded consistently between observer and VTR data. It is 
possible to use other metrics besides landings to estimate bycatch rates, but we would not 
be able to extrapolate these bycatch rates to total bycatch estimates for the entire fishery. 

 
4. Next steps 

 
Draft key outcomes and send the document out for comments. 

 


