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The Joint Reef Fish/Shrimp Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in Grand Ballroom A & B of the San Luis Resort, Galveston, Texas, Monday afternoon, November 13, 2006, and was called to order at 4:40 o’clock p.m. by Chairman Vernon Minton.

CHAIRMAN VERNON MINTON:  We’re moving into the Joint Reef Fish/Shrimp, Tab O, Number 1.  The committee members include, on Reef Fish, myself, Mr. Williams, Dr. Crabtree, Ms. Morris, and Ms. Walker.  Shrimp is Perret, Karen Foote, Dr. Crabtree, Mr. Hendrix, Dr. Shipp, and Roy Williams.  We’re all here and let’s go ahead and plow into this and move right on.
If you’ll turn to Tab O, Number 1, Adoption of the Agenda, please look this over quickly.  Are there any changes, deletions, or additions to the agenda?

MR. CORKY PERRET:  Move adoption.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I have a motion on the floor and there is a second.  Any objection to the motion?  Hearing none, so ordered.  Item Number II, Approval of the Minutes, Tab O, Number.

MR. ROY WILLIAMS:  Move the minutes.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Mr. Williams moves the minutes.  Is there a second?

MR. MICHAEL MCLEMORE:  Do you have the minutes?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  He must have them.

MR. MCLEMORE:  My disk doesn’t have them.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We have a motion and a second.  Make sure Mr. McLemore gets a copy of that, please.  There’s a motion and a second.  Any objection to the motion?  Hearing none, so ordered.  The next item is Update on the DEIS and Interim Rule for Red Snapper and Shrimp, Tab O, Number 3.

UPDATE ON DEIS AND INTERIM RULE FOR RED SNAPPER/SHRIMP

DR. ROY CRABTREE:  NMFS published a draft environmental impact statement containing measures to reduce overfishing of red snapper.  It was filed with the EPA on October the 6th and published by the EPA on October 13th.  There’s a forty-five-day comment period that ends on November the 27th.

We’ve also sent notices out indicating what the proposed alternatives in a proposed draft interim rule would be.  These include a 6.5 million pound TAC, a two fish recreational bag limit with zero fish for captain and crew on for-hire vessels, a thirteen-inch size limit in the commercial fishery, and establishing a target reduction level of red snapper mortality in the shrimp fishery set at 50 percent of the baseline years from 2001 to 2003.

It’s our intent to publish a proposed rule later this month, which would propose these measures, and there would be a thirty-day comment period on that proposed rule before we made a decision on it.  That concludes my report, Mr. Chairman.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Questions for Dr. Crabtree?

MS. BOBBI WALKER:  Dr. Crabtree, once the 50 percent is reached in the shrimp fishery, what are the consequences then?  How will you enforce that?

DR. CRABTREE:  That would depend on what the council does.  In the interim rule, it would require an action by the council.  The council would have to either take an emergency action or some other type of action.

In the DEIS, there is an alternative that was developed and analyzed to modify the framework in the shrimp FMP to allow the council to request from among a suite of seasonal closures intended to reduce effort in the shrimp fishery.

We didn’t feel like that a temporary modification of the framework through a temporary rule made much sense and so in this case, the council would have to request an action after reviewing the effort numbers.

MS. WALKER:  So then actually you have a part of your interim rule that -- I don’t understand why you’ve got it in there.

DR. CRABTREE:  It’s actually very much like how the recreational fishery is managed.  If we find out there’s been an overage in the recreational fishery, in most cases the council has to take some action in order to do something about that.

In this case, because it’s an after the fact target, it can’t be like a quota.  You can’t monitor it real time and then close it down.  You don’t know if you’ve gone over it or not until many months later, quite like in the recreational fishery.

Just as the case with red grouper, when the council reviewed and saw that the recreational catches were too high, the council had to request some type of action to do something about it.  That’s the similar sort of thing here.

MR. PERRET:  Roy, since this is a secretarial action, why does the council have to get involved if any of these things are -- Let’s take shrimp.  Bobbi brought up shrimp.  Why does the council have to get involved if this is a secretarial and not a council action?

DR. CRABTREE:  I suppose, Corky, that according to the Act, that the Secretary could review the shrimp effort numbers and make a conclusion that action had to be taken and if the council declined to act, I suppose at that point the Secretary could.  

The Act is pretty clear that if the council doesn’t act, then the Secretary should.  I think it’s also clear that the council should get the first opportunity to take action on it.  Again, this isn’t like a hard quota in a commercial fishery.

There is no automatic you’ve caught your quota and the fishery closes down, because you can’t do that in the shrimp fishery, just like you can’t really do that in the recreational fishery, but I would think the council would want to have some input on what decisions are made in these fisheries down the road.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Are there other questions or comments for Dr. Crabtree?  Thank you, Roy.  Item IV is SSC Recommendations on Reliability of the Marine Recreational Fisheries Statistical Survey, Tab O, Number 4.
SSC RECOMMENDATIONS ON RELIABILITY OF MRFSS

MR. STEVEN ATRAN:  I’ll give a brief review.  Tab O, Number 4 is one-half of the summary of the Standing SSC Committee meeting that was held last week.  It was the very last thing that went into the briefing book and so if you don’t have it, there should be some copies on the back table.

This covers the morning session of that meeting, which discussed the reliability of the MRFSS data and how it’s used.  Wayne Swingle introduced the topic and noted that the council had asked for advice from the SSC on the reliability of the MRFSS data.

We had a PowerPoint presentation that was supposed to be presented from Doug Snyder on the development of the charterboat component of the MRFSS data, the period when it was run side-by-side with the charterboat catch estimates estimated purely from the regular MRFSS study and the final adoption of it as a new way of estimating charterboat catch estimates.

Unfortunately, Doug Snyder was unable to make it to the meeting.  He had a death in the family and so I filled in.  I was able to present the PowerPoint presentation.  It’s very similar to the presentations that I believe this council has seen before.

However, after the presentation, when some questions came up about some specifics with regard to the charterboat and the MRFSS data collection, I wasn’t able to answer those questions, but luckily we did have some people in the audience, the data coordinator for the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission, as well as Bob Zales and some others, who had either participated in the survey either from collecting the data or providing the data and they were able to answer some of the questions.

For example, on the charterboat telephone survey, participation by the charterboat operators is mandatory if they’re in the sampling program.  However, not all of the state water guide boats have made it into the sampling program and it’s estimated that about half of the for-hire vessels are not in the program right now. 

There is a particular person who is designated for each vessel to be the person to call.  Dockside intercepts are voluntary.  Not all anglers are interviewed.  However, all of the missed anglers are tallied by the dockside interviewer.

As a result of adopting the new charterboat survey methodology, NMFS went back and for purposes of the red snapper stock assessment, did back correct the red snapper catch estimates in the assessment.  However, if people go onto the MRFSS website to collect the data, the MRFSS website has not been back corrected, at least not yet.

Following that presentation, the question and answer session, Rob Andrews of the NOAA Fisheries Office of Science and Technology gave a presentation on the NRC review of the MRFSS data and the NMFS response to the NRC recommendations.

He had a fairly lengthy presentation and he was interrupted partway through it by Dr. John Boreman, who is the new head of Science and Technology.  Dr. Boreman was also supposed to be at the meeting; however, because of other commitments, plus the travel restrictions due to the continuing resolution, was unable to make it and so he telephoned in some introductory comments.

He did note that he was right in the middle of conducting a series of telephone conference calls with representatives of the recreational fishing communities to gather their input on revisions to the MRFSS process.

The PowerPoint presentation on the NMFS response that we got included information that the sampling design would be revised to develop more complete, accurate, and efficient survey sampling frames, establish a separate sampling frame for the for-hire sector, conduct additional studies to improve verification of the released catch data, the use of dual frame surveys, where possible, in order to try to identify and reduce sampling bias.

It will also look at some other ways of looking at sampling the recreational community, including use of panel surveys.  They will examine and verify the assumptions and the potential biases that were identified by the NRC.

They plan to add expertise and personnel to the MRFSS office as necessary to continually evaluate and improve the survey program.  They have developed a draft implementation program that calls for establishing an executive steering committee, an oversight and management interface committee, design and analysis group, a program management group, a communications and outreach group, and an advisory group.

Some of these groups they haven’t yet determined what the exact makeup will be, but they are putting together the organizational structure for revising the MRFSS system.

Following the presentations, there was a question and answer session and some comments by the SSC.  There was some discussion about the term that was used by Dr. Patrick Sullivan, the chairman, when he presented the NRC Report, in which he referred to the MRFSS system as fatally flawed.

According to the people who were at that presentation, they indicated that he was very insistent that the MRFSS information was fatally flawed.  However, that phrase does not appear in the NRC Report itself and the NRC Report actually spends considerable time talking how to fix the system, which is not something that you would expect to do if something was so flawed that it would be described as fatal.

The SSC’s feeling was that the fatally flawed phrase was a personal opinion of Dr. Sullivan and did not reflect the NRC Committee as a whole.

They felt that until the system is redesigned, given that the scientists are aware of these potential biases, it was acceptable to continue using the MRFSS dataset in the assessments. 

They made a couple of motions, initially just one simple one saying that the existing MRFSS data can continue to be used until the system is redesigned, but they felt they needed to provide a little bit more rationale than was in there.

They ended up passing a motion that reads: The SSC recognizes that the recent NRC Report highlights issues of precision and accuracy that have been previously recognized by the council and its SSC.  The SSC welcome NMFS’s analysis to estimate where potential biases exist in the data and potential correction factors.  At this time, given that no other catch statistics exist beyond those generated with the MRFSS, for certain sectors of the various recreational fisheries in the Gulf, the SSC accepts the historic MRFSS data as the best data available.  We stress, however, that a systematic approach to examine potential biases should be implemented and data trends corrected ad hoc as required.  That motion was passed unanimously.
There were two other motions that I reported on here that tried to get a little bit more specific on exactly what needs to be done.  However, ultimately, the SSC felt that they were getting a little bit into too much detail and both of those motions failed and that concludes what the SSC had to say about the MRFSS data and its uses.

MR. PERRET:  Steve, I see we had eleven members present.  For one of the vote counts, it was four to five.  I assume two abstained, but on the first motion that failed, I don’t have a count.  Was it again a four to five failed vote or --

MR. ATRAN:  The first motion doesn’t have a count because neither I nor the secretary got the count, but it was lopsided, that’s all I can tell you.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  It was substituted, wasn’t it?

MR. ATRAN:  The first motion, the one that says “Motion Replaced by a Substitute Motion,” that never got voted on, because the substitute motion passed.

MR. PERRET:  Some of us feel we’re not getting what we need to get out of some of the members of some of these committees.  The two people that abstained on one vote, I don’t know if they abstained on the other, because I don’t have a number, but did you feel that all the members tended to participate?

MR. ATRAN:  I felt that they did and there may have been a miscount by one vote on those.  The chairman, Walter Keithly, typically abstains, because he feels as chairman it’s not his position to vote, unless he needs to break a tie.

There are people who just barely raise their hands and so I usually do ask for a revote if I missed it, but in this case, they moved on and so I just stuck with what I counted.

MS. WALKER:  Steve, I was reading here and this is the motion that failed four to five, which I think is a good idea.  I know that in Denver at the meeting, everyone was talking about regional issues and being able to address the regional issues and I feel like our SSC could monitor the development of this data collection redesign and how it affects the Gulf regional issues of importance and keep us updated.  Can you explain to me why they failed to pass this motion?

MR. ATRAN:  Mainly, it came down to a feeling that they did not want to make a list and have it be looked at as an exhaustive and complete list of how they felt the MRFSS system should be revised.  It’s not that they disagreed with any of these things, but they felt like if they passed the motion that it was going to be interpreted as that is all that the SSC has in mind.

MS. WALKER:  You misunderstood.  My comment is on the motion where the SSC recognizes the importance of the MRFSS design and analysis and then it goes on to say that the council appoint a select committee to monitor the activities.  I’m talking about that motion.  I would like to know why the SSC didn’t support that.

MR. ATRAN:  As I recall, when this motion was made, I had pointed out that the framework that the science and technology division put together for revising the MRFSS data already included a number of committees and I had suggested that they consider incorporating the SSC into one of those committees.

I’m not sure why they didn’t act on that, but I think they felt that there were enough committees involved, but I’m not sure why they didn’t pursue trying to keep the SSC involved.

MS. WALKER:  Steve, listening to you, I think probably they did not support it because maybe you convinced them not to.  I think that it is important.  Mr. Chairman, would it be appropriate for me to make a motion like this at this time, to recommend to the council for us to appoint a select committee to monitor the activities and progress of the design?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Go ahead.

MS. WALKER:  I move that the council appoint a select committee of our SSC members to monitor the activities and progress of the design and analysis group and the select committee will hold periodic workshops to record the design and analysis group’s progress and report periodically to the council.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is there a second to the motion?  Seconded by Ms. Morris.
MS. MORRIS:  I have another comment that I’m on the list for, but this is directed to the motion that I just seconded.  Bobbi, I don’t really understand Part B.  I would be more comfortable with the motion if it was just Parts A and C, because I don’t understand Part B.  
Would you accept that as a friendly amendment?  I’m concerned about holding periodic workshops.  I don’t know what that means and I don’t know what the costs are.  I would be happy with just a committee that would try to be involved in the design and analysis group activities and report back to the council.

MS. WALKER:  I’ll take that as a friendly amendment.

MR. PERRET:  Bobbi, this select committee, the design and analysis group, is that the same thing as the draft implementation plan that’s going to have all these committees?  Is that what the design and analysis group is?

MS. MORRIS:  Mr. Chairman, the design and analysis group is something that NOAA Fisheries is setting up and their charge is to identify potential causes of biases and evaluate the direction and magnitude of those biases, evaluate impacts of known biases on stock assessments and management decisions, and design sampling and estimation methods for future surveys.

This is one a whole array of groups that are going to be working simultaneously on different parts of this problem and this was the one that the SSC members thought would be the most appropriate place for them to review kind of the statistical analyses and bias part.

MR. PERRET:  If I may, I’m fully supportive of that.  It just seems to me though that we’re addressing one group and there’s the executive steering committee and there’s an advisory council and I was going to make a comment a little later that this council probably should make some recommendations for members on all of these.

I think this is good that we’re going with the design and analysis group, but I would suggest we also have people on the advisory and some of these other groups.

MS. WALKER:  Corky, I don’t disagree with you.  I agree with you on that, but what this will be will be a separate committee that -- Their committee, I don’t even know if the committees allow for a council member and generally it’s just one recreational person that’s allowed on any of the committees.

I think that it is important to the Gulf Council.  We have one of the biggest recreational fisheries in the United States and I would like to see us closely monitor this redesign that is going to take place on this recreational data system method.

MR. PERRET:  If I may respond, I agree with you and that’s why I think we should have as much representation as we possibly can from the Gulf on all of these groups.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Let’s deal with the motion.

MR. LARRY SIMPSON:  Bobbi, is it your opinion that this group will work within the confines and the structure that’s being proposed or are they just going to be observers and report to the council?

MS. WALKER:  Observers and report to the council.  I don’t know that the council, unfortunately, has the authority, at this point, to be able to appoint people to this federal redesign group and so they’re just going to monitor what they do and our SSC is supposed to tell us or give us advice on whether or not they agree with the methods or the models or whatever it is that they’re going to use to redesign these datasets.

MR. SIMPSON:  No, they don’t have the authority, but what I was asking is that what you want?  Do you want them to be observers or do you want them to be full partners?  

While I’ve got the mic, the proposed outline is to have NOAA Fisheries Statistical Division, two people, two individuals; NOAA Fisheries Partnership and Communications Division, one; NOAA Fisheries Highly Migratory Species Division, one; NOAA Fisheries Science Centers, four; Interstate Commissions, FINS, three; and advisory group, one; communications group, one; and an NGO.  

Would you -- Is it your preference they would be observers or would they be asked to be involved in the process from the inside?

MS. WALKER:  Let me ask you something, Larry.  If the council were to recommend that they be part of the process, would they be required, since this is a national program, to use people that we appoint?

MR. SIMPSON:  No, you wouldn’t have the authority.  My question to you is do you want them to work from the inside as a request or do you want them to be an observer on the outside?  It would just be like me recommending someone or anyone from the audience recommending someone.

MS. MORRIS:  Elbert Whorton, a member of the SSC and who made this motion at the SSC meeting, is in the audience and so we could ask him to respond to Larry’s question.

MR. SIMPSON:  My question is simple and it’s to Bobbi.  Does she want to be involved in it from the inside or does she want to establish it from the get-go to be an observer on the outside?  I’m not saying what the outcome of the request would be.  I’m just asking you, what is your desire?
MS. WALKER:  I would like for them to be involved on the inside, but I don’t think that this council -- They don’t have to do that.  If they’re not, then let’s have a --

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Let’s move on with this.  I think if you all want to continue this discussion, I think it might be germane, but let’s vote this up or down.  Any opposition to the motion?  The motion carries then.

MS. MORRIS:  I attended the SSC meeting and Bobbi Walker was also there, as well as Bob Gill, and Roy Crabtree was there.  We had a number of council members attending the meeting and I just wanted to say a couple of things.
Corky, to your comment, this was the best attended SSC meeting I’ve ever been to.  The discussions were very in-depth and very high level and I was very impressed with the group and their thinking on this issue.

I think the work we’ve done to kind of redefine the SSC role and try to bring them more into our discussions at an earlier point is starting to turn the corner and I’m very optimistic about our future working relationship with the SSC.

I wanted to highlight some of the insights I gained from listening in on these discussions and one is that in recent SEDARs, the SEDAR process has taken the MRFSS data and they’ve taken the data that they’re gathering on effort from the charterboat survey and for those species that are covered in the charterboat survey, they’re making corrections to the MRFSS data.

If you look at the motion that was passed by the SSC, it talks about making data trends corrected ad hoc as required.  That’s kind of what that is referring to.  

Something that came out of the discussions is that the potential biases in the MRFSS data are not known to be real biases, but what we’re doing in our SEDAR analysis is that we’re taking the MRFSS data and we’re taking other data that we have from other sources and we’re using that to correct and sort of back track corrections in that database, which makes the recreational data stronger.

The SEDAR process is also doing sensitivity analyses for the areas of potential bias.  They’re looking at areas of potential bias and they’re doing model runs to see if that bias covered a range of differences in MRFSS and how sensitive would the results be and so far, the sensitivities have been low.

There’s all of these things that go on in the data workshop and the assessment workshop with the MRFSS data that make it stronger and make corrections to it and try to address how important the biases that are potential, but are unknown, are.  I found all that to be very reassuring about MRFSS data and I wanted to share that with the council.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  With that conclusion, that brings us to Item Number VII, Other Business.  Is there any other business to come before the committee?  Mr. Chairman of Shrimp, I’ll defer to you then.

MR. PERRET:  Julie, thank you.  I’m glad to hear about the active participation of the S&S.  Dr. Crabtree, I would just like for you to think about and suggest to members of this council -- 

Like Ms. Walker said, the importance of the recreational community in the Gulf is growing, although the storms have set it back, but I would like to see us try and get representatives from the Gulf on these various advisory groups.  

Any suggestions on how best that we may do that, I think this council should take a position and make some recommendations.  Anything you could suggest of who the letter would go to if we sent it and that sort of thing, we can discuss it at the full council, I suppose.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Anything else?

MR. SIMPSON:  What is your -- You said you wanted to set up a select committee and who is going to be the select committee and is the council going to do all that and how many and -- Just let them do it?

MS. WALKER:  I think the motion said to appoint a select committee of the SSC members to monitor the activities and progress.

MR. SIMPSON:  How many and what basis and --

MS. WALKER:  Larry, we’ll probably get to that at the full council meeting.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  Hearing no other comments --

MR. RIECHERS:  Before you close the meeting and while people are still at their seats, for those of you who do want to work on the working group or the ad hoc group to host the council chairs and executive directors, we’re going to do that at lunch tomorrow, but I still need a head count of those who will try to help participate from the Mississippi and Louisiana area.  

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We will reconvene Reef Fish at 8:30 in the morning and we will stand adjourned.  Thank you very much, everyone.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 5:15 o’clock p.m., November 13, 2006.)
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