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SAC MEETING INTRODUCTION (9:00 AM)

(John Weber, EEA)

Mr. Weber reviewed the meeting agenda and topics for discussion included:

1) Detailed conversation about the Ecological Valuation Index (EVI)
2) The location of special, sensitive or unique (SSU) areas

3) The management approach for SSU areas

4) Explanation of the Science Plan Framework document

Mr. Weber also noted that the draft plan must go to the printer on June 15th.  There will be an internal working draft that the SAC should review, as well as the draft plan itself.  The SAC should plan on meeting again.  The Oceans Act requires that there is a formal public review period for the entire plan.  Mr. Weber will email the baseline assessment to the SAC in the next week or so.  The draft plan will include the baseline assessment, the plan itself, the science plan, etc.  The OAC will have their final meeting on Thursday to discuss management measures.

DISCUSSION ON THE ECOLOGICAL VALUATION INDEX (EVI) & SPECIAL SENSITIVE OR UNIQUE AREAS (SSUs)
Mr. Weber discussed the positive aspects of the EVI, as well as the significant limitations (i.e. data availability, spatial resolution, etc.) of the EVI.  EEA has concluded that the EVI is important, but we should pursue it on a more reasonable timeframe.  The EVI should not be used by itself to make management decisions.  Similar attempts have been made by folks in Canada, Belgium, etc. and they had a number of years to develop the EVI, while the EEA team only had a couple of months.  The EVI does have some use though.  If nothing else, through the process of developing the EVI, EEA has realized the priority data, and the need to connect those data with management measures.  This process is something we are considering when developing management measures.  The SAC has spent a lot of valuable time developing the EVI.
SAC Comments on EVI – Q & A Format:

Q (John W.): Are there reactions to this information about the EVI?

Comment (Priscilla): I think you characterized it well.  There are a number of limitations that have evolved.  How is the EVI going to be used?

Comment (John W.): The EVI will be used to determine the location of SSUs, but it is not the main factor.  We just had too many questions about it.  We aren’t sure if we are asking the right questions, or if we have the right criteria.  We don’t even know if we are calculating ecological value.  We could be calculating something else.

Comment (Priscilla):  I guess I have always thought the EVI was only one factor.  We never thought we would rely solely on the EVI.  You should present the shift in thought about the EVI in a more positive light.  You shouldn’t say, the EVI failed, so we are going to look at something else.

Comment (John W.): Yes, we think the EVI has merit.  It will be important in the long term.
Comment (Priscilla): Yes, it is important to frame it that way.

Comment (John D.): Perhaps you can present it by saying that since there was no standardized approach, qualitative results cannot be developed.  

Comment (Dave):  I think some of the quantitative information is important.  It is not just qualitative.  I was thinking that you could use the quantitative approach.  There is quantitative information there, but we have not agreed on the connection between abiotic and biotic data.  

Comment (John D.): There are quantitative elements from the research.  Can we characterize the utility of the quantitative metrics?  We should talk about the utility of the quantitative metrics.

Comment (Scott): One of the problems is the inconsistency of data across all the different areas.  We also don’t have consistent criteria across all species.  The plan should recommend that we collect consistent data across all species.  We need to do some experimental design surveys, and we need some statistical people to design the surveys.
Comment (Carlton): We have to stress that this is a work in progress.  

Comment (Dave): Yes, I agree.  I still think we shouldn’t throw out the quantitative data.
Comment (Carlton): We should stress that there is some quantitative data, some semi-quantitative data, etc.

Q (John D.): Even if you have some confidence in an EVI, couldn’t the EVI change because of the dynamics of ecology?

Comment (Scott): You can create an EVI that includes uncertainty.  A lot of people struggle with ecosystem characterization.

Comment (John D.): We would like to have a peer-reviewed methodology, but at the same time, we also need to use the best available information.

Comment (John W.): We have had issues with the underlying data we are incorporating.  All of that said, we need to frame this in a positive way.  I think we have some good and useful information.  We should think about how to include an ecosystem-based approach.
Comment (Bill): In a report, it is just as important to discuss what you know as what you don’t know.  To apply this knowledge, you need different panels of experts, or the information will not be applied appropriately.  That is how you can discuss the EVI with a positive spin.
Comment (John W.): Yes, we should bring in ecologists, benthic ecologists, statisticians, etc. to move forward.  We also need to look at the fisheries data we have acquired.  

Comment (Carlton): Right now, your confidence is probably on the larger scale.

Comment (John W.): The fisheries data is organized by strata which are on a large scale.

Comment (Carlton): Yes, you just need to characterize that upfront.

Comment (John W.): At the workshops back in early May, we discussed some of the management options.  Does the robustness of the data correspond to the management measures we are proposing?  Let’s say we only rely on EVI, I would assume that the robustness would be called into question.  With that as a background thought, we have been wrestling with those questions, particularly with the identification of SSUs.  Where do we have the most confidence in the data to declare SSUs?  We have looked at the EVI and abiotic factors.  We have some questions about the rugosity and eelgrass data.  We started thinking about which species we have the most information for, and which species fall under the SSU definition.  We have really struggled with this.  The bottom line is: we have right whales which can be mapped based on locational information.  We also have roseate terns which are a federally-listed endangered species.  We have talked with the bird specialists at Audubon to determine the critical nesting areas.  
(John W. shows a map with right whale habitats and roseate tern habitats, and a separate map with rugosity)
Comment (John W.): We think we should start with right whale and roseate tern habitats for SSU areas.  Now we will bring up rugosity layers.  

Q (Todd): Can you discuss how you found the areas of high rugosity?

A (John W.): There are various levels of rugosity.  This map is just meant to pull out the high levels of rugosity.  

Q (John D.): You just said that rugosity may not be a valid representation of SSUs, but rugosity could be a great reef system, or human waste.  Is rugosity important enough to use as a directional approach?

A (Scott): If you are looking at invertebrates, rugosity is useful information to have.  Right whales feed near sandy bottoms.  On the other hand, invertebrates prefer rocky bottoms.  It may be a good surrogate for all those invertebrates that we don’t know much about.  

Comment (Priscilla): Areas of high rugosity may indicate areas of high diversity.  Different critters live in different habitats.  It may identify areas that are very diverse.

Comment (Carlton): I don’t think you can take any layer by itself.  Also, there are different ways to look at rugosity.  It is important to figure out how to combine all of the information.  By itself it isn’t very useful; it needs to be put into context.

(John W. shows a map with EVI scorings)

Comment (John W.): Remember that we are thinking about EVI as a factor and not THE factor.  Most of the species used for the EVI were fish.  We have tried to normalize that a bit to see what the maps would look like if we weren’t as dependent on fish.  Over by Buzzards Bay, we have some scores that are on the higher spectrum.  How can EVI be worth anything if that area in Cape Cod Bay doesn’t light up?  EVI isn’t intended to have one species outweigh the other.

Comment (Todd): It is weighted more on rare species.

Q (Scott): Why is the inside of Monomoy so red?

A (John W.): The yellow areas are artifacts of the strata.  In Monomoy, the red area shows a combination of seals, birds, some fish species, and some mollusks.

Comment (Todd): Bay scallops are identified in those areas too.

Q (John D.): Why is Oak Bluffs so red?
A (Todd): There are bay scallops there too.

Q (John W.): Do you think that bay scallops should be SSU areas?

Comment (Scott): There are almost no benthic invertebrates on the table.  The Gloucester area should have a number of benthic invertebrates, but they don’t show up around Gloucester.

Comment (Priscilla): I am concerned that this approach seems to be heavily weighted on only roseate terns and right whales.  There should be other important areas throughout state waters.

Comment (John W.): For roseate terns, a bird biologist drew a line around the habitat.  For right whales, that polygon is based on siting information.

Comment (Carlton): It is a combination of data and best professional judgment. 

Comment (John D.): SSUs still seem to lend themselves to a lot of discretion.  We have had discussions about SSUs, but I think we need to define them.

Comment (John W.): We have taken the terms as a whole, and figured out what they mean together.
Comment (John D.): If there are three different terms, they could mean three different things.  I would say you should define the terms, but leave yourself some wiggle room.  It will explain things to the public, and I can see the lawsuit coming.
Q (Carlton): Do you have a quantitative layer?  Do we have a quantitative layer that says: this is an area that the act says we should protect?  We should move away from the guess-work.

Comment (John D.): That also addresses the need to act in a coordinated method.  That other layer will show up at some point.  We should have some layer that discusses the protection necessary on a federal level.

Q (Dave): We are protecting them from what?  Is that automatically assumed?

A (John W.): I think it has to be specified.  We need to show the areas for SSUs, and what that means.  The thinking here is that SSUs will be managed to protect the area for which it was designated.  If the right whale area is an SSU, there will be management measures that will be focused on protecting the right whales.  It will be a strict regulation, meaning that your project would have to show that it will not impact right whales.

Q (John D.): Are you talking about additive things?  All you need to say is that this area is an SSU because of a designation from the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  Do you want to designate SSUs through the Oceans Act, or should it be through the ESA?

Comment (John W.): We are thinking about it through the Oceans Act itself.  We are thinking about how the Oceans Act says we should be consistent on a federal level.

Comment (John W.): We couldn’t find any area where we could designate that you cannot do anything in that area.  If we were going to specify that type of area, we would need to have really robust data.
Comment (Scott): There are biases in the data that we selected, and I think they are shown in this map.  I think there is a lot going on that we don’t understand.  We are still missing large levels of biodiversity and ecosystem services.  There is a combination of methodology and species selection that will lead towards a bias.  I am nervous to use this information for SSUs.

(John W. shows a map of EVI with no normalization) 

Comment (Scott): Right whales feed on copepods, and seals feed on fish.  If you lump them both together, you will get a lot of information on right whales because people study them, and not that much information on seals.

Comment (John W.): We struggled with the selection of species that DMF proposed for use in the EVI.  It seemed as though the selection was reliant on the commercial aspect of the species, which is not what EVI should be based on.  We could set up some criteria that we use to assess if an individual data layer can be included in the EVI.  The point is: we have not done that yet.  There are some other ways for rugosity to be included in the ocean management plan (i.e. siting of cables or pipelines).

Q (Priscilla): Do you have fish spawning data?

A (John W.): Yes, we have cod spawning areas that DMF has designated.

Q (Priscilla): Why is that not identified as an important habitat area?

A (John W.): We considered it.  DMF should really address that question.  I believe those areas shift.

(John W. shows the unique designation of terrain map)

Comment (Dan): This map shows a combination of seafloor sediment type, rugosity, and chemical composition (the unique combination of those three items).  

Comment (John W.): This map seems to indicate that there are some important areas in Cape Cod Bay.  But, based on the information we have, we don’t have enough information to identify what to manage.

Comment (Bill): Everything is limited by scale.
Comment (Priscilla): It seems that we are only relying on two endangered species datasets and not on anything else.  Are we really doing a good job identifying SSUs?  I guess what you are saying is that we don’t have enough information for identifying SSUs.  

Comment (John W.): Do you have any recommendations on other data?

Comment (Todd): It appears that 20% of state waters could be designated as SSUs.  

Q (Dave): Are we locking ourselves into something that we cannot evolve from?
A (John W.): No, we can evolve from this.

Q (John D.): It seems that you are contemplating that with this information, as limited as it is, you are going to add more protection under the current laws, or designate new areas for protection.  So, with limited info, are trying to figure out what is the next best area to protect?  Should those areas get more protection?

Q (Priscilla): What additional protection will you add?

 Q (John D.): You need to think about what is currently impacting an area that we have authority over, and what do we do about it?  Are there significant deficiencies for protecting endangered species in state waters?  And, if so, what are those deficiencies?

A (Scott): Noise in the water.  

Q (Priscilla): What other endangered species were considered?  And why were they not chosen for the study?

A (John W.): We looked at finback whales, wolfish, etc.
Comment (Todd): This is all based on how uncomfortable we are with the data we have.  If someone has better data or a better methodology, we would be willing to go forward with that.

Comment (John W.): We need to know if there is something we have missed.

Comment (Carlton): There is nothing in here about the water column.  I don’t know how you should characterize that.

Comment (John W.): We do have some data from folks at UMass Dartmouth.  We have some data based on a statewide model.

Comment (Dan): Frontal probability data came from URI.

Comment (Bruce): Frontal probability is the probability of a front happening in a grid cell.

Comment (Carlton):  I think until we figure out how we want to use EVI, we can’t go much further.  We need to be looking at functionality.

Comment (John W.): There will be a big placeholder for this in the framework.

Comment (John D.): We need to make sure we can manage through the threat that is affecting the species.

Q (Priscilla): We are designating SSUs based on right whale sitings. Why not finback sitings?

A (John W.): There is no real rationale, but we can look into that if it is something the SAC recommends.

Comment (Priscilla): If we are basing it off of endangered species, we should include both.

Comment (Bruce): Uses or activities in the area can significantly affect the right whales.  We should be the most conservative with the right whales.

Comment (Priscilla): I think we have to be very specific about the criteria for SSUs.  

Q (Priscilla): How will other factors affect the plan (i.e. rugosity)?
A (Bruce): We may be getting ahead of ourselves, but we will use the rugosity information when considering pipelines, cables, etc.  This is more of an agenda item for the OAC meeting on Thursday.

Comment (John D.): I think we still need specific language for SSUs.  I am not sure if EEA wants specific language.
Comment (John W.): We do need to think about what we mean by SSU.  But, we also need to look at the information we have.  We need to arrive at the point where it is not as satisfactory as we hoped, but it is based on the information we have on hand, responds to the Oceans Act, and we can defend it in court.

Comment (John D.): It doesn’t need to be perfect.

Comment (John W.): We need to have a real, managed discussion.  This seems like a priority.  We should come up with some broad language that lends ourselves to a common understanding.

Comment (Bruce): From the habitat workgroup perspective, we did consider that. There is some language in the EVI approach.  We need to build on this.

Comment (Carlton): You should say that this is a work in progress.  All waters are special and sensitive in Massachusetts, but unique and sensitive? Not necessarily.  You had to make some choices.  

Q (Priscilla): What happened with the wolfish?

A (John W.): It was considered.  There have been some incidences where wolfish have gotten caught in trawls.

Break
SCIENCE PLAN FRAMEWORK
Comment (John W.): We are now going to look at the Science Plan Framework which is organized by themes.  The purpose of this conversation should only be conceptual.
(Todd goes through the Science Plan Framework Table)

Comment (Bruce): This is very much of a framework.  We would like to use this framework to drive shorter term implementation plans.  We are trying to boil down what we can do.

SAC Comments on the Science Plan Framework – Q & A Format:

Q (Bill): Todd, you mentioned river discharge under #6.  Is this looking at contaminant input?

A (Todd): It is looking at everything.  It is important to note the flow coming out of these rivers.  The plan here looks at the geospatial water depth, etc.  

Comment (Bill):  There is also groundwater discharge that causes a huge nutrient flux, which is something to think about.

Comment (Priscilla): We should be thinking about everything we need to make this a more robust methodology (i.e. specific research priorities that are needed for a comprehensive SSU assessment).  We need a team to pull together all these individual components of the science plan.

Comment (Bruce): In section 3 on page 33, it says that a major component of the plan is the identification of these SSU habitats.  Section 3.1 also discusses that.  

Comment (John W.): We need to figure out how to make the plan adaptive.  

Q (Carlton): Are we talking about how the science plan feeds back into the ocean plan? 

A (John): Yes.

SAC MEETING CLOSING NOTES

· The Science Council needs to reconvene in the late summer or early fall

· Convene a small group to discuss indicators sometime after Labor Day

· Priscilla and a few volunteers will draft the SAC letter

· Final letter must be finished by June 14th 

· Send comments on the Science Plan Framework to John W. by June 5th 

Meeting adjourned (12:00PM)

