
PROJECT SYNOPSIS 
 

PROJECT TITLE:  Connecting Fishermen and Fisheries Data: Using a Cooperative Gear 
Development Project to Improve Catch Reporting    
    
PROJECT STATUS: New  PROJECT PERIOD:  January 2013 to December 2014 
 
APPLICANT:   PROJECT PARTNERS: 
Tony Iarocci, Fisheries Consultant  Carlos Velazquez, Asociacion de Pescadores Unidos 
     Julian Magras, St. Thomas Fisherman’s Association 

Edward Schuster, St. Croix Commercial Fisherman’s Association 
 Thomas R. Matthews, Research Consultant 

 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS AND BRIEF STATEMENT OF QUALIFICTIONS: 
Iarocci has 35 years’ experience as a commercial fisherman and is a fishery consultant to the Caribbean 
Fishery Management Council. Project partners include the directors of commercial fishing organizations 
in St. Croix, St. Thomas, and Puerto Rico. Matthews has 23 years experience in fisheries research 
 
PROJECT GOALS AND OBJECTIVES:  The goal of this project is to improve compliance with the 
reporting of commercial fishery data and develop a more ecologically sustainable lobster trap. There is a 
disconnect between fishermen and fishery management process regarding the reporting of fisheries’ data 
and how that information is utilized to develop stock assessments and regulations. We propose to 
involve fishermen in a gear testing project that is reliant on fishermen participation and data reporting. 
The development of a new lobster trap that improves lobster catch and is ecologically more sustainable 
would be tangible indication of the value of cooperative management. By involving fishermen in the 
data collection process and providing tangible catch results back to the fishermen we hope to improve 
the fishing industries confidence in fishery data collection system. The proposed research addresses 
three of the research needs identified in the 2011 ACL draft amendment for the U.S. Caribbean: 1) 
Determine fishery-independent CPUEs for principal gears in the U.S. Caribbean. 2) Determine the 
biological and economic effects of various escape vents on lobster traps. And 3) Develop and implement 
effective sampling programs for commercial fisheries.  
 
SUMMARY OF WORK:  We propose to have commercial fishermen participate in a project where 
they collect data and use the data to evaluate the catch rate of lobsters in a more ecologically sustainable 
lobster trap. We will then evaluate the catch data they collected with the broader catch date from the 
fishery to highlight the value and applicability of the broader fishery data. Our principal commercial 
fishing partners will identify (5-10) fishermen in Puerto Rico, St. Thomas, and St. Croix. Each 
fisherman will be given 10 to 20 Florida style lobster traps to fish for spiny lobster in the U.S. 
Caribbean.  We will collect species and size data on the catch from the traps and train the fishermen to 
collect their own fishery data from these sentinel traps.  We will also equip each trap with improved 
buoys and line weights configurations to attempt to reduce trap cutoff and loss.  Analysis of catch data 
will include comparisons of catch, bycatch and discard mortality, and value.   
 
FUNDING REQUEST:  $97,476 
 
 
 
 
 



PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 

Project Title:  
Connecting Fishermen and Fisheries Data: 

Using a Cooperative Gear Development Project to Improve Catch Reporting 
 
Introduction:   

In the Caribbean involving the fishermen with the Caribbean Fisheries Management Council 
(CFMC), U.S. Virgin Islands Department of Planning & Natural Resources (DPNR), and the National 
Marine Fisheries Service in data collection through cooperative research could go a long ways toward 
not only improving our understanding of the status of the fisheries; but also improving the fishing 
industries confidence in the reliability of the scientific data. The CFMC acknowledges the importance of 
the fishing industries knowledge and cooperation as essential to the long-term success of management. 
Timing is perfect for fishing industry led initiatives aimed at fisheries sustainability, improving data 
collection, and to explore alternative approaches to data collection and management of data poor stocks. 
Spiny lobster is an important, high profile, commercial species and is a good species to focus efforts on 
improving catch reporting.  

Fishery management has for many years realized it is a crossroads.  While fundamental data 
required for stock assessments is literally in the hands of fishermen every day, it is too often not 
available for stock assessments or in a format unsuitable for use in fisheries management.  Desire to 
share data by commercial fishermen is also hampered by the often misperceive connection between data 
collection and regulations restricting fishing.  The linkage between data and regulation misrepresents the 
more likely scenario of a failing fishery receiving needed attention in the form of increased data 
collection. 
 We propose to involve fishermen in a gear testing project that is reliant on fishermen 
participation and data reporting. The development of a new lobster trap that improves lobster catch and 
is ecologically more sustainable would be tangible indication of the value of cooperative management. 
By involving fishermen in the data collection process and providing tangible catch results back to the 
fishermen we hope to improve the fishing industries confidence in fishery data collection system. The 
proposed research addresses three of the research needs identified in the 2011 ACL draft amendment for 
the U.S. Caribbean: 1) Determine fishery-independent CPUEs for principal gears in the U.S. Caribbean. 
2) Determine the biological and economic effects of various escape vents on lobster traps. And 3) 
Develop and implement effective sampling programs for commercial fisheries.  
 Specific objectives of the project include: 1) Train fishermen to collect basic fishery data on 
catch composition and size. 2) Test an alternative type of trap to improve lobster catch rate and reduce 
bycatch of fish, bycatch mortality, and ghost fishing mortality. And, 3) test trap loss prevention 
technology developed by fishermen in Florida to decrease the rate of trap cutoff and loss.  

The proposed research addresses three of the research needs identified in the 2011 ACL draft 
amendment for the U.S. Caribbean: 1) Determine fishery-independent CPUEs for principal gears in the 
U.S. Caribbean. 2) Determine the biological and economic effects of various escape vents on lobster 
traps. And 3) Develop and implement effective sampling programs for commercial fisheries.  The latter 
recommendation highlights the need for information that can be utilized for assessments in the pending 
SEDAR 2014 review for spiny lobster. 
 
Cooperative research is an important component to promote sustainable fisheries.  Herein we utilize 
existing spheres of influence surrounding leaders in each of the three major fishing communities, Carlos 
Velazquez of (insert association), Julian Magras of the St. Thomas Fisherman’s Association and 
Edward Schuster of the St. Croix Commercial Fisherman’s Association will reach out to (5-10) 
fishermen in each community and develop a data collection program.  Initially fishery observers 



recruited from the community such as grad students from universities in each district will actively 
collect data onboard commercial fishing vessels for both the experimental traps and for data required to 
be reported in the existing trip monitoring programs, but ultimately the fishermen themselves will 
collect the catch data from standardized traps and the required monitoring program. 
 
Identification of the Problem: 
There is insufficient data on the catch, discard, and mortality of lobsters and fish in the U.S. Caribbean 
trap-based fishery.  The 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment to the Fishery Management Plan for the Reef 
Fish, Spiny Lobster, Queen Conch resources and Corals and Reef Associated Plants and Invertebrates in 
the U.S. Caribbean is intended to bring those fisheries into compliance with the 2007 revisions to the 
Magunuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (CFMC 2011).  However, the 
commercial fishery data available for the U.S. Caribbean are limited and these limitations have been 
thoroughly described in various documents including: Caribbean SFA Amendment (2005) available at 
http://www.caribbeanfmc.com,  SEDAR 2009 Data Workshop, SEDAR 08A (2005) for spiny lobster 
(CFMC 2011).  Commercial Caribbean spiny lobster landings have shown a generally decreasing trend.  
One explanation for such a trend is the decreasing use of traps and pots, which are gears that require as 
significant amount of a fisher’s time to build, repair, and maintain (Griffith et al. 2007).  A consistent 
long-term record of lobster catch and size structure would be useful in stock assessment and fishing 
determination.  
 
Fishermen are concerned with the preservation and protection of the historical and cultural fish trap 
fishery in a sustainable manner.  An initial proposal: limiting participation in the fishery, capping the 
maximum number of allowable traps/fisher, reducing the number of traps by 10% on St. Croix and 20% 
on St. Thomas/St. John, no proposal has addressed trap use in the lobster fishery.  Restrictions on fishing 
are commonly opposed and viewed as intrusive no matter how well based to provide for sustainable 
fisheries.  Alternatively modifications to fishing gear that are demonstrated to have immediate economic 
benefits may supersede perceived cultural norms.  Changes in gear need to be acceptable to the 
commercial fishing industry. 
 
Methods: 
We will test alternative trap design to replace the standard fish 
trap that is currently used to target both fish and lobsters.  The 
alternative trap, designed and tested in Florida reduces the 
bycatch of fish and reduces trap movement during storms. A 
training program and practical experience collecting catch data 
from the traps will form the basis for a fishery dependent 
monitoring program.  Our plan is to use (5-10) fishermen at each 
location, Puerto Rico, St. Thomas and St. Croix to fish 10-20 of 
the alternative lobster traps. 
 

  
Study Site: 
Traps and Collectors will be tested in each of the three major islands in the U.S. Caribbean:  Puerto 
Rico, St. Thomas and St. Croix. Trap locations will be chosen by each fisherman.  Additional trap 
construction techniques will be employed to reduce trap cutoffs and prevent trap loss.  Utilization of 
rope leads, pop-up floats and buoy placement to reduce floating surface ropes will be tested.  Trap and 
collector construction will begin immediately upon starting date of the project. 
 
Project duration: 

http://www.caribbeanfmc.com/


Study duration is to one year in the field with approximately 6 months before and after the trap 
deployment period to prepare and analyze the results. We anticipate 6 months startup period to complete 
final coordination with commercial fishermen, trap construction, and deployment.  Data collection will 
likely proceed for 12 months during the course of this project.  Depending on the quality of self-reported 
data, we anticipate continued availability of fishery dependent data for some time in the future. We will 
work closely with the Southeast Fisheries Science Center (SEFSC), Caribbean Council (CFMC), 
Department of Environmental and Natural Resources of Puerto Rico (DNER) and the Department of 
Planning and Natural Resources (DPNR) to monitor compliance with trip reporting data quality.  . 
 
Trap placement: 

Random placement of traps is required. Alternative traps will be interspersed amongst each 
fisherman’s normal fish traps.  Trap identification tags will distinguish control fish traps for data 
acquisition. 
 
Data collection: 
Each fisher will be accompanied on the first fishing trip to provide data collection training.  Fishing trips 
for the hauling of alternative traps will occur at the fishermen’s discretion.  Fishermen and observers 
will participate in fisher data collection training. Subsequent trips will provide quality control 
observations.  When fishermen exhibit quality data collection, they will complete catch records 
independently. 
 
Data collection will include general trap location by statistical fishing trip, weather description, trap 
condition, depth, habitat, date, bait, and soak time.  All fish will be identified and measured to the 
nearest cm and all lobster will be identified by sex, reproductive condition, presence of disease, and 
measured to the nearest 5mm.  Condition (live or dead) of all fish and lobster will be noted and the 
disposition of each lobster and fish will be noted.  

 
Actual Location of the Project: 
St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands 
St. Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico 
 
Project Management: 
Iarocci will provide overall project management and lead coordination and outreach to the commercial 
fishing community, coordinate gear construction, and provide training on gear use.  Local partners, 
Puerto Rico, St. Thomas and St. Croix Fisherman’s Association will liason with their constituents and 
provide practical guidance on community involvement in the project.  Onboard observers will 
accompany fishers on trips to train fishers in data collection and receive trip reports from fishers.  A data 
entry technician will enter and proof field data. Mathews will provide analysis, report writing, and 
training to field staff for data collection. 
 
Monitoring of Project Performance: 
Iarocci will be responsible for monitoring and tracking of overall project performance.   
  



BUDGET 
 

TOTAL PROJECT COST for Jan 2013 to Dec 2014 

       
   

Federal  
 

Total 
 Personnel hrs hourly rate 

    Iarocci 500 $30.00 $15,000 
   St Thomas Fishery coord. 80 $20.00 $1,600 
   St Croix Fishery coordinator 80 $20.00 $1,600 
   Puerto Rico Fishery coord. 80 $20.00 $1,600 
   Onboard Observers 1500 $15.00 $22,500 
   Data entry technician 200 $15.00 $3,000 
   Matthews 200 $30.00 $6,000 
         $45,300   $45,300 Total direct pers. 

Travel  
      airfare (18 trips @ $500 each) 

 
$9,000 

   hotel (84 nights @$150 each) 
  

$12,600 
   per diem, 84 days @$64/day 

  
$5,376 

   rental car (84 days @$50) 
  

$4,200 
               

 
   

$31,176 
 

$31,176 Total Travel 
Supplies 

      Traps 300 traps @$80 each 
  

$15,000 
   Field data collection supplies 

  
$3,000  

  Trap maintenance supplies     $3,000     
 

   
$21,000 

 
$21,000 Total supplies 

       Total Federal Request         $97,476 Total Project Cost 
 

  



OVERALL PROJECT BUDGET JUSTIFICATION 
(January 1, 2013-December 30, 2014) 

 

Personnel (Salaries): 

Salary is requested for 500 hours each at $30/hr. for a total of $15000. Iarocci will lead coordination and 
outreach to the commercial fishing community, coordinate gear construction, and provide training on 
gear use. Wages are also requested for 3 onboard observers, one each in Puerto Rico, St Croix, and St. 
Thomas. Onboard observers will accompany fishers on trips to train fishers in data collection and 
receive trip reports from fishers. A data entry technician will enter and proof field data. Matthews will 
establish data management protocols, conduct all analysis, and develop report materials.  

Travel: 

Iarocci will travel to Puerto Rico, St. Croix, and St. Thomas 3 times for 7 days each trip. Matthews will 
travel to each project location once. Anticipated airfares at approximately $500 each for 18 trips is 
$9,000. Hotel costs of $150/night for at least 84 nights are expected to cost $12,600. Per diem for 84 
days is anticipated at $64/day totaling $5,376. Rental cars and to provide transport to airport in US while 
at each site should average $50 per day for a total cost of $4,200. We hope to reduce travel costs for 
extended stays, but any savings here would likely be reallocated to longer site visits to increase fisher 
training. 

Supplies and Materials: 

Cost of obtaining materials and building traps are the primary project cost. Initially 300 traps will be 
provided to 15- fishermen (10-20 traps each). Replacement traps (150) will also be provided for a total 
trap cost of $18,000. Project supplies include GPS for each observer (3 @ $500 each), while foul 
weather gear, safety gear, and data collection materials are expected to cost $3,000.  
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