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(including a description of SARC Chairman’s duties)
General

The Northeast Regional Stock Assessment Review Committee (SARC) meeting is a formal, multiple-day meeting of stock assessment experts who serve as a panel to peer-review tabled stock assessments and models.  The SARC is the cornerstone of the Northeast Stock Assessment Workshop (SAW) process, which includes assessment development (SAW Working Groups or ASMFC technical committees), assessment peer review, public presentations, and document publication. 

The SARC47 review panel will be composed of three appointed reviewers from the Center of Independent Experts (CIE), and an independent chair from the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council.  The panel will convene at the Woods Hole Laboratory of the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) in Woods Hole, Massachusetts during June 16-20, 2007 to review one assessment (Summer flounder, Paralichthys dentatus).  In the days following the review of the assessment, the panel will write the SARC Summary Report and each CIE reviewer will write an individual independent review report. 
Overview of CIE Peer Review Process
The Office of Science and Technology implements measures to strengthen the National Marine Fisheries Service’s (NMFS) Science Quality Assurance Program (SQAP) to ensure the best available high quality science for fisheries management.  For this reason, the NMFS Office of Science and Technology coordinates and manages a contract for obtaining external expertise through the Center for Independent Experts (CIE) to conduct independent peer reviews of stock assessments and various scientific research projects.  The primary objective of the CIE peer review is to provide an impartial review, evaluation, and recommendations in accordance to the Statement of Work (SoW), including the Terms of Reference (ToR) herein, to ensure the best available science is utilized for the National Marine Fisheries Service management decisions.

The NMFS Office of Science and Technology serves as the liaison with the NMFS Project Contact to establish the SoW which includes the expertise requirements, ToR, statement of tasks for the CIE reviewers, and description of deliverable milestones with dates.  The CIE, comprised of a Coordination Team and Steering Committee, reviews the SoW to ensure it meets the CIE standards and selects the most qualified CIE reviewers according to the expertise requirements in the SoW.  The CIE selection process also requires that CIE reviewers can conduct an impartial and unbiased peer review without the influence from government managers, the fishing industry, or any other interest group resulting in conflict of interest concerns.  Each CIE reviewer is required by the CIE selection process to complete a Lack of Conflict of Interest Statement ensuring no advocacy or funding concerns exist that may adversely affect the perception of impartiality of the CIE peer review.  The CIE reviewers conduct the peer review, often participating as a member in a panel review or as a desk review, in accordance with the ToR producing a CIE independent peer review report as a deliverable.  The Office of Science and Technology serves as the COTR for the CIE contract with the responsibilities to review and approve the deliverables for compliance with the SoW and ToR. When the deliverables are approved by the COTR, the Office of Science and Technology has the responsibility for the distribution of the CIE reports to the Project Contact.  
Requirements for CIE Reviewers

CIE reviewers shall have working knowledge and recent experience in the application of modern fishery stock assessment models and Biological Reference Points. Expertise should include both the use of statistical catch-at-age and traditional VPA approaches. Experience with comparative studies of these approaches is especially valuable. Reviewers should also have experience in evaluating measures of model fit, identifiability, uncertainty, and forecasting. Experience with flatfish population dynamics would be useful.
Specific Activities and Responsibilities
The CIE’s deliverables shall be provided according to the schedule of milestones listed on Page 6.  The CIE reviewers, along with input and leadership from the SARC Chairman, will write the SARC Summary Report.  In addition, each CIE reviewer will write an individual independent review report. These reports will provide peer-review information for a presentation to be made by NOAA Fisheries at meetings of the New England and Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Councils in 2008.  The SARC Summary Report shall be an accurate representation of the SARC panel viewpoint on how well each SAW Term of Reference was completed (please refer to Annex 1 for the SAW Terms of Reference).  
The three CIE reviewers shall conduct an impartial and independent peer review in accordance with the Terms of Reference (ToR) herein.  The three SARC CIE reviewers’ duties shall occupy a maximum of 14 days per person (i.e., several days prior to the meeting for document review; the SARC meeting in Woods Hole; and several days following the open meeting to contribute to the SARC Summary Report and to produce the Independent CIE Reports).  
Not covered by the CIE, the SARC chair’s duties shall occupy a maximum of 15 days (i.e., several days prior to the meeting for document review; the SARC meeting in Woods Hole; several days following the open meeting for SARC Summary Report preparation.)  

Charge to SARC panel

The panel is to determine and write down whether each Term of Reference of the SAW (see Annex 1) was or was not completed successfully during the SARC meeting.  To make this determination, panelists should consider whether the work provides a scientifically credible basis for developing fishery management advice. Criteria to consider include: whether the data were adequate and used properly, the analyses and models were carried out correctly, and the conclusions are correct/reasonable.  Where possible, the chair shall identify or facilitate agreement among the reviewers for each Term of Reference of the SAW. 

If the panel rejects any of the current Biological Reference Point (BRP) proxies for BMSY and FMSY, the panel should explain why those particular proxies are not suitable and the panel should recommend suitable alternatives.  If such alternatives cannot be identified, then the panel should indicate that the existing BRPs are the best available at this time.
Roles and responsibilities

(1) Prior to the meeting

(SARC chair and CIE reviewers)

Review the reports produced by the Working Groups and read background reports. 

(2) During the Open meeting 

(SARC chair)

Act as chairperson, where duties include control of the meeting, coordination of presentations and discussion, making sure all Terms of Reference of the SAW are reviewed, control of document flow, and facilitation of discussion.  For the assessment, review both the Assessment Report and the Assessment Summary Report.  
During the question and answer periods, provide appropriate feedback to the assessment scientists on the sufficiency of their analyses.  It is permissible to discuss the stock assessment and to request additional information if it is needed to clarify or correct an existing analysis and if the information can be produced rather quickly. 
(SARC CIE reviewers) 

For each stock assessment, participate as a peer reviewer in panel discussions on assessment validity, results, recommendations, and conclusions. From a reviewer’s point of view, determine whether each Term of Reference of the SAW was completed successfully.  Terms of Reference that are completed successfully are likely to serve as a basis for providing scientific advice to management.  If a reviewer considers any existing Biological Reference Point proxy to be inappropriate, the reviewer should try to recommend an alternative, should one exist. 
During the question and answer periods, provide appropriate feedback to the assessment scientists on the sufficiency of their analyses.  It is permissible to request additional information if it is needed to clarify or correct an existing analysis and if the information can be produced rather quickly. 
(3) After the Open meeting

(SARC CIE reviewers)
Each reviewer shall prepare an Independent CIE Report (see Annex 2).  This report should explain whether each Term of Reference of the SAW was or was not completed successfully during the SARC meeting, using the criteria specified above in the “Charge to SARC panel” statement.  
If any existing Biological Reference Point (BRP) proxies are considered inappropriate, the Independent CIE Report should include recommendations and justification for suitable alternatives.  If such alternatives cannot be identified, then the report should indicate that the existing BRPs are the best available at this time.
During the meeting, additional questions that were not in the Terms of Reference but that are directly related to the assessments may be raised. Comments on these questions should be included in a separate section at the end of the Independent CIE Report produced by each reviewer.
The Independent CIE Report can also be used to provide greater detail than the SARC Summary Report on specific Terms of Reference or on additional questions raised during the meeting. 
(SARC chair) 

The SARC chair shall prepare a document summarizing the background of the work to be conducted as part of the SARC process and summarizing whether the process was adequate to complete the Terms of Reference of the SAW.  If appropriate, the chair will include suggestions on how to improve the process. This document will constitute the introduction to the SARC Summary Report.

(SARC chair and CIE reviewers)

The SARC Chair and CIE reviewers will prepare the SARC Summary Report.  Each CIE reviewer and the chair will discuss whether they hold similar views on each Term of Reference and whether their opinions can be summarized into a single conclusion for all or only for some of the Terms of Reference of the SAW.  For terms where a similar or a consensual view can be reached, the SARC Summary Report will contain a summary of such opinions.  In cases where multiple and/or differing views exist on a given Term of Reference, the SARC Summary Report will note that there is no agreement and will specify - in a summary manner – what the different opinions are and the reason(s) for the difference in opinions. 

The chair’s objective during this Summary Report development process will be to identify or facilitate the finding of an agreement rather than forcing the panel to reach an agreement. The chair will take the lead in editing and completing this report. The chair may express the chair’s opinion on each Term of Reference of the SAW, either as part of the group opinion, or as a separate minority opinion. 
The SARC Summary Report (please see Annex 3 for information on contents) should address whether each Term of Reference of the SAW was completed successfully.  For each Term of Reference, this report should state why that Term of Reference was or was not completed successfully.  The Report should also include recommendations that might improve future assessments.
If any existing Biological Reference Point (BRP) proxies are considered inappropriate, the SARC Summary Report should include recommendations and justification for suitable alternatives.  If such alternatives cannot be identified, then the report should indicate that the existing BRP proxies are the best available at this time. 
The contents of the draft SARC Summary Report will be approved by the CIE reviewers by the end of the SARC Summary Report development process.  The SARC chair will complete all final editorial and formatting changes prior to approval of the contents of the draft SARC Summary Report by the CIE reviewers.  The SARC chair will then submit the approved SARC Summary Report to the NEFSC contact (i.e., SAW Chairman).

Schedule

The milestones and schedule are summarized in the table below.  No later than July 7, 2008, the CIE reviewers shall submit their Independent CIE Reports to the CIE lead coordinator Mr. Manoj Shivlani via e-mail to mshivlani@ntvifederal.com and CIE regional coordinator Dr. David Sampson via e-mail to David.Sampson@oregonstate.edu.  
	Milestone
	Date

	CIE reviewers attend the SARC workshop to conduct peer review at Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) in Woods Hole, MA, USA
	June 16-19

	SARC Chair and CIE reviewers work at the NEFSC drafting reports 
	June 19-20

	Draft of SARC Summary Report, reviewed by all CIE reviewers, due to the SARC Chair **
	July 7

	CIE reviewers submit Independent CIE Reports to CIE  for approval
	July 7

	SARC Chair sends Final SARC Summary Report, approved by CIE reviewers, to NEFSC contact (i.e., SAW Chairman) 
	July 14

	CIE provides reviewed Independent CIE Reports to NMFS COTR for approval
	July 21

	COTR notifies CIE of approval of  reviewed Independent CIE Reports
	July 28, 2008 *

	
	

	COTR provides final Independent CIE Reports to NEFSC contact 
	July 28, 2008


*  Assuming no revisions are required of the reports.
**  The SARC Summary Report will not be submitted, reviewed, or approved by the CIE.
The SAW Chairman will assist the SARC chair prior to, during, and after the meeting in ensuring that documents are distributed in a timely fashion.

NEFSC staff and the SAW Chairman will make the final SARC Summary Report available to the public. Staff and the SAW Chairman will also be responsible for production and publication of the collective Working Group papers, which will serve as a SAW Assessment Report.

NEFSC Contact person and SAW Chairman:

Dr. James R. Weinberg, NEFSC, Woods Hole, MA. 508-495-2352, 
James.Weinberg@noaa.gov
Submission and Acceptance of CIE Reports

No later than July 21, 2008, the CIE shall provide via e-mail the final independent CIE reports and the CIE chair’s summary report to the COTR William Michaels (William.Michaels@noaa.gov) at NOAA Fisheries.  The COTR and alternate COTR Dr. Stephen K. Brown (Stephen.K.Brown@noaa.gov) will review the CIE reports to determine that the Term of Reference was met, notify the CIE program manager via e-mail regarding acceptance of the reports by July 28, 2008, and then distribute the reports to the NEFSC contact person.

ANNEX 1:  

DRAFT Assessment Terms of Reference for SAW/SARC-47 
in June, 2008 

(Last Revised: Sept. 27, 2007)

Summer flounder
1. Characterize the commercial and recreational catch, effort and CPUE, including descriptions of landings, discards and discard mortality.  

2. Review methods for using fishery-independent surveys as abundance indices in assessment models.

a. Evaluate whether to combine several of the surveys into a composite survey index.  If appropriate, implement this approach.

b. Develop and implement an appropriate statistical method to account for the probability of observing zeros in NEFSC survey tows.

3. Evaluate the feasibility of implementing alternative approaches to assess status of summer flounder stock and comment on any potential effects on estimates of F, SSB, and BRPs. Alternative approaches could consider: 

a. Separate Catch at age matrices for commercial and recreational fisheries, and resulting partial recruitment vectors for each fishery.

b. Regional differences (north, south) in catch at age matrices. 

c. Potential gender differences in life span, growth rate, and natural mortality and implications of these factors for observed age- and length-specific sex ratios. 

d. Strength of evidence for natural mortality rate used in the assessment; Update the estimate if appropriate. 

4. Compare results from alternative modeling approaches with those from the VPA model, to evaluate the robustness of VPA model results.  Perform retrospective analyses of F, SSB, and recruitment for the models, and describe potential effects of retrospective patterns on assessment and rebuilding.

5. Based on the “best” model or models, estimate fishing mortality rate, recruitment, spawning stock biomass, and total stock biomass for the current year and characterize the uncertainty of those estimates. If possible, also include estimates for earlier years with uncertainty estimates. 

6. Examine and evaluate the role of the environment on past and present summer flounder recruitment success. 

7. Biological Reference Points

a. Update or redefine biological reference points (BRPs; proxies for BMSY and FMSY), taking into account conclusions from earlier assessments and findings from TOR 6 (i.e., recruitment and the environment).  Estimate uncertainty in BRPs.  Comment on the scientific adequacy of existing and redefined BRPs.

b. Evaluate current stock status with respect to the existing BRPs, as well as with respect to updated or redefined BRPs (from TOR 7a).

8. Stock Projections

a.  Recommend what modeling approaches and data should be used for conducting single and multi-year stock projections, computing TACs or TALs, and measures of uncertainty.  

b. If possible, 

i.  Provide numerical examples of short term projections (2-3 years) of biomass and fishing mortality rate, and characterize their uncertainty, under various TAC/F strategies and 

ii. Compare projected stock status to existing rebuilding or recovery schedules, as appropriate.

9. Review, evaluate and report on the status of the Research Recommendations offered in recent SARC reviewed assessments and in the 2006 “Methot” Review. 

ANNEX 2:  Contents of SARC CIE Independent Reports

1. 

For each assessment reviewed, the report should address whether each Term of Reference of the SAW was completed successfully.  For each Term of Reference, state why that Term of Reference was or was not completed successfully.  To make this determination, CIE reviewers should consider whether the work provides a scientifically credible basis for developing fishery management advice.  Scientific criteria to consider include: whether the data were adequate and used properly, the analyses and models were carried out correctly, and the conclusions are correct/reasonable.
The report may include recommendations on how to improve future assessments.

The Independent CIE Report might also be used to provide greater detail than the SARC Summary Report on specific Terms of Reference or on additional questions raised during the meeting. 
2. 

If any existing Biological Reference Point (BRPs) proxies are considered inappropriate, include recommendations and justification for alternative proxies.  If such alternatives cannot be identified, then indicate that the existing BRPs are the best available at this time.

3. 

Any independent analyses conducted by the CIE reviewers as part of their responsibilities under this agreement should be incorporated into their Independent CIE Reports. It would also be helpful if the details of those analyses (e.g, computer programs, spreadsheets etc.) were made available to the respective assessment scientists. 

4.


Additional questions that were not in the Terms of Reference but that are directly related to the assessments.  This section should only be included if additional questions were raised during the SARC meeting.

5. The report shall include a list of all background material provided, a copy of the Statement of Work with Terms of Reference, and meeting agenda attached as separate appendices.

ANNEX 3:  Contents of SARC Summary Report

1. 

The main body of the report shall consist of an introduction prepared by the SARC chair that will include the background, a review of activities and comments on the appropriateness of the process in reaching the goals of the SARC.  Following the introduction, for each assessment reviewed, the report should address whether each Term of Reference of the SAW was completed successfully.  For each Term of Reference, the SARC Summary Report should state why that Term of Reference was or was not completed successfully. 
To make this determination, the SARC chair and CIE reviewers should consider whether the work provides a scientifically credible basis for developing fishery management advice. Scientific criteria to consider include: whether the data were adequate and used properly, the analyses and models were carried out correctly, and the conclusions are correct/reasonable.  If the CIE reviewers and SARC chair do not reach an agreement on a Term of Reference, the report should explain why.  It is permissible to express majority as well as minority opinions.
The report may include recommendations on how to improve future assessments.

2. 

If any existing Biological Reference Point (BRP) proxies are considered inappropriate, include recommendations and justification for alternative proxies.  If such alternatives cannot be identified, then indicate that the existing BRPs are the best available at this time.

3.

The report shall also include the bibliography of all materials provided during SAW 47, and any papers cited in the SARC Summary Report, along with a copy of the CIE Statement of Work.

The report shall also include as a separate appendix the Terms of Reference used for SAW 47, including any changes to the Terms of Reference or specific topics/issues directly related to the assessments and requiring Panel advice.
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