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i Executive summary 

The Working Group on SmartDots Governance (WGSMART) is devoted to overseeing and ad-
vising on the improvements needed to make SmartDots, a fully functional tool for age reading 
and maturity staging exchanges, workshops and training exercises. In 2019, WGSMART facili-
tated and supported the further development of SmartDots, most importantly, the addition of a 
new maturity staging module which will be available in early 2020. In September 2019, 
SmartDots v.2 was released. New features, such as an onscreen measuring tool and otolith edge 
type descriptor were included, both of which can be used to support otolith and fish growth 
studies. Existing features related to user progress and access to support have been made more 
user-friendly. In terms of quality assurance, an updated otolith reading quality grading scale 
was implemented for all age readings. While additional efforts focused on upgrading the report-
ing module r-scripts, updating user manuals and planning the video tutorials for training. 

In 2019, WGSMART also focused on planning for the future development of SmartDots, includ-
ing potential, larger scale projects fulfilling end user requests. WGSMART envisions the stream-
lining of SmartDots with other data systems within the ICES community and will continuously 
work towards this in cooperation with other expert and Regional Coordination Groups. Various 
scenarios for a training workshop were also discussed following a request from end users in the 
ICES Working Group on Biological Parameters (WGBIOP).  
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Expert group information 

Expert group name Working Group on SmartDots Governance (WGSMART) 

Expert group cycle Multiannual 

Year cycle started 2018 

Reporting year in cycle 2/3 

Chair(s) Julie Olivia Davies, Denmark 

 Jane Aanestad Godiksen, Norway 

 Karen Bekaert, Belgium (stand in co-chair) 

Meeting venue(s) and dates 10-12 December, Copenhagen, Denmark, (10 participants) 

 11-12 October, Lisbon, Portugal, (8 participants) 
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1 Introduction 

Purpose of the working group 

SmartDots is a platform for quality assurance of biological parameters as input for stock assess-
ments. The Working Group on SmartDots Governance (WGSMART) is devoted to overseeing 
and advising on the improvements needed to make SmartDots a fully functional tool for age 
reading and maturity staging exchanges, workshops and training exercises.  

The aim of the group will be to manage recommendations, issues, and requests for improve-
ments from end users. Feedback from the users will be compiled by WGSMART and appropriate 
actions with assigned responsibilities will be listed and prioritised.  

WGSMART is responsible for the development of an accessible feedback platform to facilitate 
the feedback management. WGSMART is also responsible for the continuation of the SmartDots 
web platform in the future.   

User manuals will be updated by WGSMART, and the group will also identify and facilitate 
training and outreach requirements. 

The group works in close collaboration with the Working Group on Biological Parameters 
(WGBIOP). The two groups will work together to identify future opportunities for development 
of SmartDots as a quality assurance platform. 
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2 Terms of Reference 

TOR 
DESCRIPTION 

 
BACKGROUND 

 
SCIENCE PLAN 

TOPICS ADDRESSED DURATION 

EXPECTED 

DELIVERABLES 
 

a Oversee and advise on 
the interpretation and 
prioritisation of 
recommendations and 
requests addressed to 
SmartDots 

SmartDots is an 
operational tool that 
aims to improve the 
overall quality of age 
data delivered to 
assessmsnt EG’s. The 
tool is now operational 
and an integral part of 
the ICES QAQC for 
aging many fish species 
for which ICES 
provides advice, 
procedure largely 
under the guidance of 
WGBIOP. However 
maintenance and future 
development of the 
platform are beyond the 
scope of the scientific 
WG’s and WK’s.  

3.1, 4.1 3 years/Generic 
ToR  

A prioritised list of 
SmartDots related 
expert group 
recommendations 
with a proposed 
annual work plan 
to address concerns 
and implement 
improvements to 
SmartDots. 

b Provide a platform for 
end user feedback to the 
SmartDots system. User 
feedback will be 
requested from the end 
users via the GitHub 
site, 
exchange/workshop 
reports, EG’S and 
committes. Feedback 
will be compiled by 
WGSMART and 
appropriate actions to 
be taken with assigned 
responsibilities will be 
listed and prioritised. 

SmartDots will be 
further developed to 
meet the requirements 
of a broad range of end 
users and thus needs to 
be responsive to user 
feedback. This feedback 
system needs to be 
independent of 
WGBIOP as a greater 
responsiveness (more 
than one meeting a 
year) is required to 
manage the system 
effectively. 

3.1, 4.1 3 years/Generic 
ToR 
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c Elaborate a forward 
plan for the 
sustainability of 
SmartDots as a platform 

To achieve a continous 
quality, SmartDots 
needs to be developed 
in line with end users 
needs. This 
development requires 
an input of resources; 
knowledge, expertise, 
manpower and funding 
over a period of time 
which extends beyond 
the initial phase. A 
workplan with clear 
objectives and 
milestones can only be 
sucessfully 
implemented when the 
availability of such 
resources is clear.   

4.4, 3.6 3 years/Generic 
ToR 

A workplan 
outlining what 
resources are 
required for 
development, 
support, training 
and dissenimation 
of relevant 
information. An 
estimated budget 
including 
identified funding 
resouces.  

d Oversee development of 
user guidance and 
training in SmartDots 

As SmartDots develops 
overtime a range of 
users will require 
various levels of 
training including step 
by step user manuals, 
tutorials and possibly 
workshops. 
Documentation of 
guidelines and 
procedures in line with 
WGBIOP will also be 
necessary. Outreach 
activities will be 
required. 

3.1, 4.1 3 years/Generic 
ToR 

Annually updated 
training 
documentation. 
Workshops with 
specific goals 
proposed and 
planned where 
necessary. Relevant 
fora for 
dissemination 
investigated and 
outreach activities 
planned. 

 

 

Summary of the Work Plan 

ToR’s a) and b) will be addressed in quarterly WebEx meetings, with the potential annual meet-
ings intended to coincide with WGBIOP and prioritising ToR’s c) and d). 

In addition to the ongoing maintenance and improvements by the end of year three we aim to 
have; the data output and reporting module fully operational, SmartDots maturity staging mod-
ule fully operational and user manuals updated in line with all developments made. 
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3 Progress Report 

Oversee and advise on the interpretation and prioritisation of recommen-
dations and requests addressed to SmartDots (ToR a)  

The working group spent a full day of the WGSMART meeting on the interpretation, evaluation 
and prioritisation of all feedback received from WGBIOP members using the SmartDots web 
application and software for age reading exchanges and workshops. The feedback received from 
the preceding WGBIOP was immediately incorporated in the workflow. The tasks were assigned 
to different members and a milestone was set using the github webpage as a basis for the work 
plan for the upcoming year. An overview of the github webpage can be found in Figure 1. To 
date, 80 issues have already been tackled and closed, 73 issues are still open. A new project board 
for managing reports was setup at the meeting. 

 

 

Figure 1: Issue management in github. 
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Provide a platform for end user feedback to the SmartDots system (ToR b)  

Initially, most of the feedback received was taken directly from WGBIOP and it came in the form 
of a questionnaire, the questionnaire was based on the events that happened during 2018.  Re-
sults of these questionnaires were sent to WGSMART chairs and incorporated in the SmartDots 
github site (https://github.com/ices-eg/SmartDots/projects/3) and discussed in the meetings of 
WGSMART. 

WGSMART decided to improve the feedback system and a feedback page was created on the 
SmartDots homepage, the link to the feedback page is:  https://smartdots.ices.dk/Userfeedback. 

Currently the feedback page is accessible from the homepage of SmartDots (Figure 2) and the 
link says, “Contact us”. In an effort to improve the visibility of the feedback page WGSMART 
agreed to change that text from “Contact us” to “Feedback”, in order to clarify the function of 
the page.  

Feedback is categorised as: Suggestion, Improvement, Bug, Manual, Help Wanted, Documenta-
tion, Reporting and Event Management and the user roles are defined as: Event coordinator, 
National coordinator, Age reader, Maturity stager, External, SmartDots administrator and ICES 
Expert Group. WGSMART have drafted a document on how to deal with each “Feedback” issue 
and who is responsible for taking each action. 

 

Figure 2. SmartDots feedback page 

 

 

 

https://github.com/ices-eg/SmartDots/projects/3
https://smartdots.ices.dk/Userfeedback


6 | ICES SCIENTIFIC REPORTS 2:12 | ICES 
 

 

Elaborate a forward plan for the sustainability of SmartDots as a platform 
(ToR c)  

At the meeting a full day was devoted to all aspects of the workplan and each member of the 
group who was assigned to a task was asked to update their task with an estimate of effort in 
time. This is to be done in the SmartDots github project board (https://github.com/ices-
eg/SmartDots/projects/3). In addition, each member will calculate a total effort in man-hours of 
the work done in the period between October 2018 and October 2019. The later will include the 
effort spent on support, communication and meeting preparation as this is not accounted for in 
the github workplan. Compiling the information from these 2 sources will give WGSMART a 
better overview of the effort required to fulfil the workplan on an annual basis and can be used 
in budget calculations for future funding applications.  

It is the responsibility of WGSMART to ensure the sustainability of SmartDots as a platform and 
to continuously develop SmartDots in line with end user needs. A plenary discussion on future  
funding possibilities highlighted some options (amongst others) which need to be further inves-
tigated, listed below: 

- EMFF 2021  

Under the new EMFF, it could become possible to have direct funding for certain pro-
jects. This would be in the form of an extra budget in addition to the financing of the 
DCF. This would not be continuous, but project-based financing. The decision docu-
ment “ANNEX to the COMMISSION IMPLEMENTING DECISION on the financing of 
the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and the adoption of the work programme 
for 2020”  is still a draft which is expected to be finalized in spring 2020. WGSMART 
will follow-up on this.   

- Contribution from every institute currently using SmartDots for maintenance to cover 
approximately 100 man days per year at an approximate cost of 50, 000 euro? This will 
need to go through the RCG’s 

- The European Cooperation in Science and Technology project (COST.eu)  which can be 
used for application for travelling to a workshop  

In 2019, a security certificate was purchased by ILVO at the cost of 600 EURO per year. This is 
to prevent firewall issues that some institutes have when using the SmartDots software. This 
will need to be purchased either on an annual basis or whenever there is a new release of the 
software. The cost needs to be included in future funding applications and for 2020 this cost 
needs to be shared among the member states currently using the platform. This will be re-
quested via the RCG’s. 

The implementation of SmartDots@home was also discussed. This is where individual insti-
tutes adopt the SmartDots platform for internal quality assurance purposes so that the ICES da-
tabase is not used for internal training exercises and for storing individual institutes otolith im-
age collections. This will be taken up again at the quarterly WebEx meetings and an email for 
all institutes drafted presenting possible scenarios for implementation.  

An updated version of SmartDots will be released in March 2020 which will incorporate some 
new features considered high priority by WGSMART. It is envisioned that another release will 
take place in September 2020 and be presented at the 2020 WGBIOP meeting. 

 

https://github.com/ices-eg/SmartDots/projects/3
https://github.com/ices-eg/SmartDots/projects/3
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Oversee development of user guidance and training in SmartDots (ToR d) 

The user handbooks for the SmartDots Web application and the SmartDots software were up-
dated during WGSMART.  Al additional functionalities which were released in 2019 are now 
integrated in the user handbooks. The user handbooks will be reviewed in the next weeks and 
will then be posted online.  

In WGSMART the plan of action was discussed to create video tutorials for the SmartDots Web 
application and the SmartDots software. Suitable tools were chosen and a YouTube channel was 
created. In the next months the video tutorials will be created.  

WGSMART looked at the need for additional SmartDots training workshops, as suggested by 
WGBIOP. It was decided to wait until after the release of the new video tutorials to check 
whether there is still a need for additional training.  

Another item on the WGSMART agenda was looking into options and needs to organize a work-
shop on the reporting. The target audience for this workshop would be, besides coordinators, 
stock assessors and modellers. This workshop could be very useful to inventory wishes for future 
reports and dashboard. Nothing has been decided yet on this item, it will be discussed in the 
next WebEx meeting. 
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Annex 1: List of participants 

 

Name Institute Country (of institute) Email 

Alfonso Perez-Rodriguez IMR Norway alfonso.perez-rodriguez@hi.no 

Annelie Hilvarsson
  

SLU Sweden annelie.hilvarsson@slu.se 

Carlos Pinto ICES Denmark Carlos@ices.dk 

Els Torreele ILVO Belgium els.torreele@ilvo.vlaanderen.be 

Jane Aanestad Godiksen IMR Norway jane.godiksen@hi.no 

Julie Olivia Coad Davies DTU Aqua Denmark joco@aqua.dtu.dk 

Karen Bekaert ILVO Belgium Karen.Bekaert@ilvo.vlaanderen.be 

Kevin DeCoster ILVO Belgium Kevin.DeCoster@ilvo.vlaanderen.be 

Loes Bolle IMARES The Netherlands loes.bolle@wur.nl 

Maria Cristina Follesa UNICA Italy follesac@unica.it 

Neil Holdsworth ICES Denmark NeilH@ices.dk 

Patricia Gonçalves IPMA Portugal patricia@ipma.pt 

Rui Catarino ICES Denmark rui.catarino@ices.dk 

Wim Allegaert ILVO Belgium wim.allegaert@ilvo.vlaanderen.be 
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Annex 2: Resolutions 

Working Group on SmartDots Governance (WGSMART) 

2018/MA2/EOSG01  The Working Group on SmartDots Governance  (WGSMART), 
co-chaired by Julie Coad Davies* (Denmark) and Jane Aanestad Godiksen* (Norway), will meet 
intersessionally, 4 times per year via WebEx and may meet physically once per year, to work on 
ToRs and generate deliverables as listed in the Table below. 

 
WEBEX Meeting 

dates 

Meeting 
dates and 

Venue 
Reporting details Comments (change in 

Chair, etc.) 

Year 2019 

1) 7 February 
2) 25 April 
3) 12 September 
4) 14 November 

11-12 October 

Venue as 
WGBIOP 

Interim report by 
TBD to EOSG 

 

Year 2020 

1) 14 January 
2) 21 April 
3) 8 September 
4) 17 November 
 
10-12am (CPH time) 

5-6 October 
Venue as 
WGBIOP 

Interim report by 
TBD to EOSG 

Agreed upon at WGSMART 
October 2019 meeting that 
WGSMART will meet on the 
Monday before WGBIOP 
2020 and proposes that the 
first day of WGBIOP is 
dedicated to overlapping 
work of WGSMART and 
WGBIOP 

Year 2021 

1) 12 January 
2) 20 April 
3) 7 September 
4) 16 November 

8-9 October 
Venue as 
WGBIOP 

Final report by TBD 
to EOSG 

If the approach taken in 2020 
works then this will be 
followed in 2021 

WGSMART will report on its activities by the March SCICOM meeting the following year to 
EOSG and DIG. 

ToR descriptors 

ToR Description Background Science Plan 
codes 

Duration Expected 
Deliverables 

a Oversee and advise 
on the interpretation 
and prioritisation of 
recommendations 
and requests 
addressed to 
SmartDots 

SmartDots is an 
operational tool that 
aims to improve the 
overall quality of age 
data delivered to 
assessment EG’s. The 
tool is now 
operational and an 
integral part of the 
ICES QAQC for 
aging many fish 
species for which 
ICES provides 
advice, procedure 
largely under the 
guidance of 
WGBIOP. However 
maintenance and 
future development 
of the platform are 

 3 years/ 
Generic ToR  

A prioritised list 
of SmartDots 
related expert 
group 
recommendations 
with a proposed 
annual work plan 
to address 
concerns and 
implement 
improvements to 
SmartDots. 
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beyond the scope of 
the scientific WG’s 
and WK’s. 

b Provide a platform 
for end user feedback 
to the SmartDots 
system. User feedback 
will be requested 
from the end users 
via the GitHub site, 
exchange/workshop 
reports, EG’S and 
committes. Feeback 
will be compiled by 
WGSMART and 
appropriate  actions 
to be taken with 
assigned 
responsibilities will 
be listed and 
prioritised. 

SmartDots will be 
further developed to 
meet the 
requirements of a 
broad range of end 
users and thus needs 
to be responsive to 
user feedback. This 
feedback system 
needs to be 
independent of 
WGBIOP as a greater 
responsiveness (more 
than one meeting a 
year) is required to 
manage the system 
effectively. 

 3 
years/Generic 
ToR 

 

c Elaborate a forward 
plan for the 
sustainability of 
SmartDots as a 
platform 

To achieve a 
continous quality, 
SmartDots needs to 
be developed in line 
with end users needs. 
This development 
requires an input of 
resources; 
knowledge, expertise, 
manpower and 
funding over a 
period of time which 
extends beyond the 
initial phase. A 
workplan with clear 
objectives and 
milestones can only 
be sucessfully 
implemented when 
the availability of 
such resources is 
clear. 

 3 years/ 
Generic ToR 

A workplan 
outlining what 
resources are 
required for 
development, 
support, training 
and 
dissenimation of 
relevant 
information. An 
estimated budget 
including 
identified 
funding resouces. 

d Oversee development 
of user guidance and 
training in SmartDots 

As SmartDots 
develops overtime a 
range of users will 
require various levels 
of training including 
step by step user 
manuals, tutorials 
and possibly 
workshops. 
Documentation of 
guidelines and 
procedures in line 
with WGBIOP will 
also be necessary. 
Outreach activities 
will be required. 

 3 years/ 
Generic ToR 

Annually 
updated training 
documentation. 
Workshops with 
specific goals 
proposed and 
planned where 
necessary. 
Relevant fora for 
dissemination 
investigated and 
outreach 
activities 
planned. 
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Summary of the Work Plan 

In addition to the ongoing maintenance and improvements by the end of year three we aim to 
have; the data output and reporting module fully operational, SmartDots maturity staging mod-
ule fully operational and user manuals updated in line with all developments made. 

Year 1 
ToR a) and b) will be addressed in quarterly WebEx meetings, with the potential 
annual meetings intended to coincide with WGBIOP and prioritising ToRs c) 
and d). 

Year 2  
ToR a) and b) will be addressed in quarterly WebEx meetings, with the potential 
annual meetings intended to coincide with WGBIOP and prioritising ToRs c) 
and d). 

Year 3  
ToR a) and b) will be addressed in quarterly WebEx meetings, with the potential 
annual meetings intended to coincide with WGBIOP and prioritising ToRs c) 
and d). 

Supporting information 

  

Priority  

Resource requirements A commitment of time from the members of the group consistent with 
progressing actions identified in the quarterly meetings 

Participants Chair of WGBIOP, one member from each country from the core development 
group (BE, DK, NO), ICES Secretariat as hosts of International SmartDots, other 
WGBIOP members as need be 

Secretariat facilities Community Sharepoint site, Remote meeting facilities 

Financial No financial implications 

Linkages to ACOM and 
groups under ACOM 

This is an integral component to the overall Quality Assurance framework (of 
Advice) that ACOM together with the Coordination group are describing 

Linkages to other 
committees or groups 

There is a very close working relationship with WGBIOP. There is a strong 
linkage to DIG as the main umbrella for data/software governance structures. 

Linkages to other 
organizations 

EU Commission has partially funded SmartDots and is therefore following its 
progress, GFCM in the Mediterranean also has interest in this system 
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