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Overview of NOAA Fisheries Toolbox 
24 programs freely available  
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http://nft.nefsc.noaa.gov/Comparing.html 
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Toolbox Design 
• Separation of GUI and calculation engine 
• Communication via text files 
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Toolbox Process 

Scientist writes calculation engine code 

• ADMB, Fortran, C++ 

NFT programmer works with scientist to develop graphic user interface  

• Visual Basic and ChartFx 

Test data sets are created and run to ensure proper interactions between GUI 
and engine 

Beta version released internally 

Feedback provided to improve GUI 

Official version released on Toolbox website 

Oversight provided by NMFS Assessment Methods Working Group 
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Why Use Toolbox? 

Pros 

• Easier than writing your own 
• Tested 
• Common platform 
• Familiarity 
• Focus on results 
• Simplifies data handling and 

result plotting 
• Documents what was done 

when 

Cons 

• No generalized program can 
handle every situation 
• More generalized harder to fully test 

and document 
• Cannot customize 
• Data format is specific to 

program 
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Often easiest to start with an existing file and modify it 

The SET button dimensions the 
problem. Cannot proceed until 
problem is dimensioned. 
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Windows allow you to switch between input and results 

Tabs within Windows 
allow you to enter 
different data or look at 
different results 
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Text Pull down menu Check box 

Hint: click on another 
tab after entering a 
number to ensure it is 
written to input file 

Data can be entered in a number of ways 
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Right mouse button to enables fill options 

First the cell was filled 
down. Then the 
column was 
highlighted and can 
now be filled right. 
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Select range of cells in 
Excel and copy 
Select upper left corner of 
range in Toolbox grid using 
right mouse button and paste. 
Same precision in Excel 
appears in grid. Be careful to 
have same number of rows 
and columns! 

Can copy and paste between 
the Toolbox grid and 
spreadsheets in Excel 
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Learn which version in 
About. 
Online help files in Using. 
More detailed Reference 
Manuals sometimes 
available. 

Where to get help 
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Online help 
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Sometimes called “Launch” 
instead of “Run”. Once 
program has been run, 
input file can be opened 
and results scanned in 
without re-running the 
program (checks for same 
file name and later date of 
output than input file). 

Running the Program 
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Need to select a viewer 
for each program. A text 
editor than can handle a 
large number of 
columns is 
recommended (e.g. 
WordPad, Notepad++, 
Tinn-R) 

Viewing Output Files 
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This selection will 
open report file using 
your designated 
program (e.g. 
WordPad) 

Viewing Output Files II 
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Viewing Output Files III 

• A number of programs allow creation of rdat files 
• R scripts have been created for VPA and ASAP 
• Generate many png files quickly and easily 
• Generate pdf of all the plots 
• Facilitates creation of comparison tables and 

figures from multiple runs 
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Can cycle through 
pull down menus of 
graphs using up and 
down arrows 

Graph Tips and Tricks I 
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Plots can be saved 
as images for use in 
documents or 
presentations. 
Data from the plots 
can be saved and 
pasted into Excel. 
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Graph Tips and Tricks II 



Data Grid shows 
the values used in 
the plot. Can also 
mouse over points 
to get values (be 
careful at edges of 
plot). 

Graph Tips and Tricks III 
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Many other 
options available 
to customize 
plots 

Graph Tips and Tricks IV 

U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | NOAA Fisheries | Page 22 



Bookkeeping  
 
Number of output files varies by program 

• Can usually look in Help to decode file extensions 

Can run multiple input files from same directory if they have 
different names 

• Keeping track of runs is an important part of stock assessment! 

Can open multiple versions of Toolbox programs 

• Allows on screen side-by-side comparison 
• Do NOT run multiple programs at same time! 
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Strengths 
• Common look and feel 
• Intuitive data entry and results review 
• Tested 
• Documents what was run when 
• Code available for many of the programs 
• Excellent teaching tools 
• Reduces learning curve steepness which facilitates trying new 

approaches from other scientists 
• Facilitates communication and testing at meetings 

• Reliable on the fly accommodation of requests 
• Easy cross-testing of different models 
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Challenges 

• NFT Programmer Alan Seaver retired April 30, 2014 
• Visual Basic difficult to maintain as Windows changes 
• Limited to Windows platform 
• Adapting current models to new programming 

environments 
• Keeping up with the Jones’s—ICES progress 
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Solutions 
• Ensure programming support 
• Build on current Toolbox to allow multiple platforms 
• Increase communication among Centers regarding 

stock assessment modeling 
• National Stock Assessment Workshop? 

• Increase communication worldwide via increased 
participation in ICES and other scientific venues 
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