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The Mackerel Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in Grand Ballroom A & B of the San Luis Resort, Galveston, Texas, Tuesday afternoon, November 14, 2006, and was called to order at 1:30 o’clock p.m. by Chairman Vernon Minton.

CHAIRMAN VERNON MINTON:  Could we get the Mackerel Committee to the table, please?  That would include Mr. Adams, Dr. Crabtree, Karen Foote, Mr. Horn, and Mr. Williams.  For those of you wondering why I’m sitting here, Myron Fischer was the former chair and since Myron is not here, I get to take over for this meeting only, we hope.
If you’ll please turn to Tab C, Number 1, we have a proposed revised agenda.  If your agenda doesn’t say “Revised” above the word “Agenda,” you need to pick up another copy.  We also have Mr. George Geiger here, Chairman of the South Atlantic Mackerel Committee and he’s going to be very, very helpful and influential and considerate and whatever else we can think of during this meeting.  You all be kind to him.  They were very kind to us over at Hilton Head.  Are there any additions or deletions or changes that you would like to see in the agenda?

MR. ROY WILLIAMS:  Move the agenda.

MR. PHILIP HORN:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Motion by Mr. Williams and seconded by Mr. Horn.  Is there any objection?  Hearing none, the motion passes.  Approval of the Minutes, we actually have two sets of minutes.  The first one is Tab C, Number 2.  This would be from the August meeting in Baton Rouge.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Move the minutes.

MR. HORN:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  There’s a motion by Mr. Williams and seconded by Mr. Horn.  Is there any objection to adoption of those minutes?  Hearing none, so ordered.  Item Number III would be the Approval of the Minutes of the Joint Mackerel FMP, Tab C, Number 3.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Move the minutes.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  There’s a motion on the floor by Mr. Williams to move those minutes and seconded by Mr. Horn.  Is there any objection to that?  Hearing none, so ordered.  The next item is the Review of Recommendations by the Joint Mackerel Management Committees.  The first will be a review of that with Dr. Leard.

REVIEW OF RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE JOINT GMFMC/SAFMC MACKEREL MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

DR. RICK LEARD:  If the committee will turn to Tab C, Number 4, this is -- In the minutes, if you want to see the detailed discussion, you can read that in Tab C, Number 3, but these are basically the actions and alternatives that came out of our meeting.

The Mackerel Management Committee has already approved these and so basically I’m just going to go through them and unless you want to make any changes to them, I guess we’ll just take these to the full council.

We started off the discussion with the South Atlantic Council concerning a decision document.  If you remember that it was developed for a joint meeting that we had in Key West I believe in June or so of 2004.

We started discussing that and as we moved on, we basically kind of centered the discussion on looking at a joint amendment to the existing joint plan that would separate the current joint amendment into two separate amendments and draw a fixed boundary line for king mackerel and the other stocks within the coastal migratory pelagics FMP similar to the way the boundary line is drawn for Spanish mackerel.

Roman Numeral I there on Tab C, Number 4 looks at the boundary line and mixing percentages.  One thing that’s been pointed out by the Center and by others is that no matter where we draw a fixed boundary, there is always going to be mixing and mixing is going to have to be accounted for in the stock assessment.
We basically came up with three alternatives there.  One would be no action.  In other words, everything would stay the same and we would have the current mixing percentage and we would stay with a joint FMP between the Gulf and the South Atlantic.

Number 2 would set a fixed boundary at the Dade/Monroe County line and north of that line, 100 percent of the stock would be counted as Atlantic migratory group and south of that line, 100 percent would be counted as Gulf migratory group.

A third alternative would be to, again, use the Dade/Monroe County line and everything south of the Dade/Monroe County line, in particular Monroe County, as in deference to the current mixing zone, would be counted as 100 percent Gulf and the Volusia through Dade would be counted as 50/50 Gulf group and South Atlantic group.

We also looked at, under Roman Numeral II, we also looked at drawing the same boundary for the other stocks in the coastal migratory pelagic plan.  As I mentioned, other than Spanish mackerel, cobia is the only other stock that is actually in the management unit, but both committees agreed to also include cero, little tunny, and bluefish.

Also, the committee discussed alternatives for once a -- Assuming that a separation of the groups is made, that how permits on one side of the line and the other side of the line would be dealt with and the options there came up to be no action, in other words there would continue to be one permit, but there would still be the gillnet endorsement in the Gulf, and also to separate the permits into Gulf and a separate Atlantic permit.

Then a third option that would grandfather in all the existing permit holders that desired to have a dual permit to fish both in the Atlantic and the Gulf and then any other permits would be separate permits and whenever those dual permits were transferred, then they would become either a Gulf or an Atlantic group permit.

I guess with those things, those were the major alternatives that we approved, like I say, at the joint committee and wanted to go to scoping with those.  In addition to that, we needed to get some additional information.

The main thing with that was that the committees agreed to have staff draft a letter to the Center asking for additional analyses of what would happen to ABC ranges looking at updated data, if possible, and also looking at the fixed boundary and the options that I talked about under Roman Numeral I.

That letter is in your briefing book as Tab C, Number 5(a) and I think probably the best thing, Mr. Chairman, to do at this particular point in time -- The way the committee was going in terms of moving forward with the scoping document and whatnot was based on the outcome of what the Center could tell us in terms of these updated landings and updated yield streams.

Jim Berkson, I talked to him just before the meeting, and Dr. Berkson has a letter that has recently been completed.  I haven’t even seen all of it yet, but maybe he can explain what the Center was able to do in relation to our request and the joint letter that we sent.

DR. JIM BERKSON:  We did receive the letter.  There were a number of things that were asked of us to do in that letter and we looked at it and reviewed it and discussed what could and couldn’t be done. 

One of the first things we did was we did update the tables that had the complete and updated king mackerel commercial and recreational landings and I believe that that was provided over a month ago to both councils or that’s what my staff has told me.

The next thing was we were asked to rerun ABC estimates using the SEDAR-5 assessment model, given the same input data except with the updated landings data.  That was just completed at the very end of last week and so I have a copy of that report.  

That hasn’t been distributed to you yet.  It hasn’t been distributed to council staff yet, but I do have it now.  However you all would like us to handle that -- I apologize that we didn’t have it sooner, but I’m happy to say that we do have it.

Next, we were asked to look at doing the same thing using alternative mixing zone boundaries and after discussing this with our stock assessment staff, it is not possible for us to do that without a new assessment being done, without a new SEDAR process, and let me explain.

I’ve got it written up here and so I’m going to read from this, just so I’m a little precise in my wording.  In the past, king mackerel assessments, including the most recent one, the mixing zone boundary shifted seasonally between the Collier/Monroe line and the Flagler/Volusia County lines.

With this boundary, set data was collected and analyzed for the assessment model and the assessment was conducted.  This included developing a catch at age matrix and growth curves for each of the two spatial partitions.  

Given the development of the data and assessment for these boundaries, it was, and is still possible, to look at alternative mixing rates in management regimes given this boundary.  A wide range of mixing rates were evaluated in the most recent assessment, given this mixing zone boundary.

The current request asks for projections using alternative mixing zone boundaries, in the one case Dade/Monroe and the other Volusia/Dade with Monroe.  To be able to evaluate scenarios with these mixing zone boundaries, new assessments must be conducted.

For each case, new catch at age matrices must be developed and new growth rates must be estimated for each of the new partitions.  These critical tasks cannot be skipped.  When assessing king mackerel, assumptions are made about mixing and data are partitioned based on those assumptions and then the assessment is run based on the data.

Projections are then developed from the assessment.  If the assumptions are changed, every step along the way must be changed.  Evaluating the effects of a new mixing zone partition will require a new assessment through the SEDAR process.

My understanding is that Dr. Thompson informed either the council chairs or the executive directors of this previously and then I called Rick and Bob Mahood late last week, or I guess the middle of last week, to confirm this.

We’re putting together a letter that will state this as a formal response to the letter that was sent to the Center.  We weren’t able to get that done by the end of last week, or in time for the briefing book, but that’s where we are at this time.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Are there questions for Jim?

DR. LEARD:  I don’t know exactly how we want to proceed at this particular point in time.  I think that both councils had agreed that we wanted to have this break at Dade/Monroe and be consistent with all of our stocks in the coastal migratory pelagic unit, but the committee, at least at the joint meeting, wanted to see how the yields came out with updated data, if we could get it.

It appears that drawing a fixed boundary, which both councils had agreed upon, is not an option at this particular time and so you either have the SEDAR-5 if you want to take any actions regarding mixing.  You’ve got all of the information that was provided by the joint SSC and our SSC and the other SSCs, the review workshops, and so forth.

We’ve discussed those and we can go with that again, but basically, you’re stuck with the continuing, at least at this time and until perhaps the Steering Committee readdresses this and maybe moves the stock assessment forward to possibly the spring of 2008, before we could actually draw this line and go with separate FMPs.

Until then, I guess it’s up to you as to what you might want to consider doing through regulatory amendments for each of the council separately under the joint FMP.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Committee members?

MR. ROBIN RIECHERS:  I’m not on your committee, but I kind of want to go back and it’s been said, probably by Rick and by you, but we kind of seem to be stuck in a box here.  We basically got the assessment, the SEDAR approved the assessment, there were some issues with the SSC from the South Atlantic -- George, if I misstate this, please help here.

Nancy came to see us and the South Atlantic Council and told us that it was our decision regarding these mixing zones and what those percentages were supposed to be apportioned.  We got together and we’ve created some options and in order for that scoping document to be informative, we’ve got to see what those options mean to the managed community out there so that they can understand what those different options mean.

Yet, you can’t do it until we get another assessment is the way I’m understanding that at the moment.  Does that mean that the current assessment is approved as it was originally brought to this council or are we back to the place before there were objections from the South Atlantic SSC or after there were objections from the South Atlantic SSC I guess is the appropriate way to say that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Jim, do you want to respond?

DR. BERKSON:  I’m trying to recall the timeline here.  It seems to me the South Atlantic Council’s SSC did not approve the SEDAR.  The joint SSC ad hoc subcommittee, or whatever it was called, came together and came up with a range of mixing rates.

We sort of have a number of steps that have taken place along the way and I don’t know that we’re at an endpoint yet.  I’m not quite sure how to answer it.

MR. RIECHERS:  I’m going to let George step in.  We went to the South Atlantic and had the meeting there and they are on a tighter timetable for some of the issues that they want to deal with. 

I think we’re less important as far as the timing of this issue goes, but I know that the South Atlantic and George and company wanted to move along with this as quickly as they could, because they did have some issues they would like to deal with.  George, would you like to step in a little bit?

MR. GEORGE GEIGER:  Thank you, Robin.  I don’t know what to say.  I do know what to say, but I don’t know what to say.  Honest to God, I’m very discouraged and distressed at this point.  I think we’ve been led down a path here and like you say we’re -- I don’t know what the endpoint is.  I don’t know what else to say.  We’re going to have to wait until we get the letter and see what the latest run is and I’m not smart enough to solve this problem myself.
MR. RIECHERS:  Thank you for indulging me, committee, because I’m not on the committee, but it sounds to me that what we definitely are in is a holding pattern until we would have an opportunity to get the letter and then the South Atlantic, I think, will probably have the letter for their meeting next week and they will be able to review that and then we would have the opportunity to review that and see what actions you all have taken since then, George, at our next meeting.  I think that’s probably where we are at this moment in time.

DR. LEARD:  I think that’s correct.  There are a number of things that either our council or the South Atlantic Council can do through the framework, but the mixing percentage as it’s currently set up, rightly or wrongly -- I think most everybody agrees that it’s wrong.

It’s probably somewhere between 80/20, which was the best data that the joint SSC came up with, but beyond that, it’s really, I guess, a decision that the councils would make if you wanted to move forward under the existing mixing scenario.

We have this updated data, which we don’t know -- I haven’t seen it and so I don’t know what the ABC ranges would mean, but even looking at the last scenario and whatnot and some of those documents or some of that information is in here --

Under, for instance, a 50/50 mix, which was suggested by a number of people, the Gulf Council TAC would be approximately eight million pounds.  That’s much lower than the 10.2 million pounds that you’ve got now.  However, you’ve only been catching, over about the last five years, between about six-and-a-half and seven million pounds, per Table 1 under I think it’s 4(a).

Yes, I think you’re right, Mr. Chairman.  I think we’re just kind of in a holding pattern, at least until we can review the document that Dr. Berkson has provided us, and let both councils see where we want to go from there.

DR. BERKSON:  What we do have at this point is we do have the assessment and we do have it updated with the latest data and we do have model runs using the 50/50 rate, which I believe is what Dr. Thompson said was the most appropriate rate at the last joint meeting.

If you look at the 80/20 over time, at 50/50 is where it averages out.  I believe that’s what she said.  You can go back through the transcripts.  If that’s the case, you could look at the scenario given this set of mixing rates, given the boundaries as set up for that assessment.  That’s what you’ve got at this point.

MR. GEIGER:  That’s exactly what we asked for.  What you just said is exactly what we asked for, as I remember it.

DR. BERKSON:  We have provided that.  What we haven’t been able to provide is looking at alternative boundaries for the mixing zone.

MR. GEIGER:  Again, I’m not sure why.  I don’t know why you just couldn’t take the 50/50 mixing rate and apply it to the previous SEDAR and rerun it based on the 50/50 mixing.

DR. BERKSON:  There are two different issues here.  One is the mixing rate, which we can change using the previous SEDAR and which we’ve done in this document, which we completed late last week.

The other issue is the boundaries of the mixing zone and moving from Collier/Monroe to Dade/Monroe or Collier/Monroe to Volusia/Dade/Monroe and changing those boundaries for the mixing zone is what we can’t do.  That would change the partitions.  That would change the growth rates and the catch at age matrices and so there are two separate independent actions.

I’m happy to say is if what you’re most concerned with is changing the mixing rates and using the updated data, that’s what we’ve done.

MR. GEIGER:  We also need to get the data for the new boundaries so that we can show the public -- Each council will be able to see how it affects their ABC range eventually.  Again, I’m not a scientist, Jim, and so I have a very simplistic idea.  

If you break this up 50/50, as the mixing rate is 50/50, if you draw the line, why can’t you just rerun it and utilize the boundary and the fish that are to the north of the boundary are South Atlantic fish and to the south and west of the boundary are Gulf fish and utilize the same data that was in the last stock assessment?

If it’s not -- I’m not sure it’s ever going to be perfect, because there were questions about the data that were used in the last stock assessment as to whether they were sufficient in quantity, et cetera, et cetera.  

We’ve already evaluated whether we can do an updated stock assessment now and whether there is sufficient data available to make an appreciable change to the result in a new stock assessment.  If we were to charge ahead and do that, we wouldn’t have anything that would improve that new stock assessment anyway and so why don’t we use the data from the old stock assessment and move forward?

DR. BERKSON:  What we can’t do is change where that line is drawn.  What we can do is change the mixing percentage rates.  I would like to compliment you, first of all.  You are very sophisticated in how you think about this stuff.  You catch on to all of this.  I enjoy working with you because of that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  It appears that maybe the best course of action, and I would certainly like some input from committee, would be to review the letter that’s forthcoming and possibly get with the South Atlantic again and see if we can’t agree to move forward, as George has recommended, on what we have.

Until we see the letter and what’s in it, I’m not sure that we’re doing ourselves very much good at this particular meeting.  Is there any other comments from folks on this?

MR. GEIGER:  Jim, I know you’re new in your position and you’re carrying the messages as a new guy, but this is, to me, very disappointing.  We’ve been led down this path and we were directed, via the SEDAR Steering Committee, to have this joint committee meeting.

It would seem to me that the people at the Science Center would have been able to know this information, that they would not have been able to provide a definitive answer based on a new demarcation line based on the old data that we used in the last stock assessment, and we would have known that going into this meeting.

It just seems that there was a lack in sharing of known information as we go into this meeting, which there’s a lot of people who took time out of their life to attend that particular meeting, and it just seems like here we are now in a holding pattern again and it’s just counterproductive.

We need to get better at sharing information and being forthright and understanding what we’re going to get as a result of objectives and maybe we weren’t clear in sharing that with the Science Center, but somehow we need to get together and do better at resolving these issues before we go into these meetings with expectations.

DR. BERKSON:  I apologize for any part that I played in that or my staff played in that.  We did go through multiple iterations as to what the request actually meant and we got an email as late as October 6th from John Carmichael clarifying what some of these boundary issues were.

There were multiple iterations trying to figure this out and then also, the key people involved in the mackerel assessment were in Spain doing ICCAT through a lot of this and so that’s not a -- I’m not trying to make excuses here, but we do have to improve communication and we’ll work on it from our end.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Again, I think for our group, the Gulf, the best thing to do, possibly, is to wait until we are able to study that letter and in the meantime, George, I think you could work directly with them and see if you all can’t resolve your data request differences and hopefully by January, we can either, through written correspondence or emails or possibly other means, get together and see where we can head from here and hopefully, like you say, move this down the correct path.

MR. GEIGER:  That would be January of 2007, I hope.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Yes.  Do we have to clarify that?  Apparently, yes.  What else have we got, Rick, if we don’t take any action here?

REVISED FRAMEWORK FOR CMP FMP

DR. LEARD:  The only other thing that I would mention is that Tab C, Number 6 is a revised framework for the coastal migratory pelagics.  What I did was I tailored this to just fit the Gulf process with the changes that would incorporate the SEDAR process in a generic sense.

This was intended to go forward, again, with the amendment to separate the FMPs.  I don’t really see that there’s any need to discuss it at this particular point in time, because it appears that we’re not going to be able to move forward with the joint amendment to separate the two FMPs.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  With that -- I’m not hearing a lot of committee input at this point.

MR. RIECHERS:  Roy, for you, that just means you’re still our counselor on both sides.  I know you wanted to get out of that role, but you’re back in it for a little while and so keep helping us through this.

DR. ROY CRABTREE:  I also have not read the report on the various mixing zone scenarios that we have and I’ve got to get a little clearer in my own mind in understanding all this myself, because this just all came about this week when we got here and so I haven’t had a chance to look at it either.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR WAYNE SWINGLE:  There is one other issue we never resolved and that was the council has the opportunity to suggest to the Steering Committee that the stock assessments for Gulf and South Atlantic king mackerels be moved up from SEDAR-20 to SEDAR-16, which would make that occur in 2008 rather than 2010.

That was basically deferred from consideration to talk about it at the next SEDAR Steering Committee meeting, but that next SEDAR Steering Committee meeting is going to be in January and so I don’t know whether this council wants to take a position favoring that it be moved up or not.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Wayne, that’s a good point.  Does any of the committee feel like they would like to make that recommendation to full council?

MR. WILLIAMS:  What would be displaced?  You kind of have to know what else is on the list.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  Yellowedge grouper and tilefish are currently in that SEDAR-16.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Those are Gulf yellowedge grouper and tilefish, right?  I think I would probably leave it alone.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We have had a recent closure on yellowedge and I think the first one would be fine.  Wayne, do you think there’s adequate to do a complete assessment on yellowedge grouper and tilefish?  That’s the first thing.  It just worries me that we may not have enough data on those deepwater fish to do anything with.  Any other comments?  Any other business?  Hearing none, we stand adjourned.

(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 2:05 o’clock p.m., November 14, 2006.)
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