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The Migratory Species Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in Salon I and II of the Baton Rouge Marriott, Baton Rouge, Louisiana, Tuesday afternoon, August 15, 2006, and was called to order at 3:00 o’clock p.m. by Chairman Bobbi Walker.
CHAIRMAN BOBBI WALKER:  I want to call the Migratory Species Management Committee to order, please.  We have a quorum.  You have an agenda before you.  Are there any additions or deletions?  Hearing none, the agenda is adopted.  You have a set of minutes on Tab E, Number 2.  Are there any additions or deletions to the minutes?

MR. PHILIP HORN:  Move to accept.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  We have a motion to accept the minutes.  Do we have a second?  Degraaf Adams seconds.  Is there any opposition?  Hearing no opposition, the minutes are approved.  We only have one item really on the agenda today.  We have a presentation on ICCAT from Kelly Denit.

MS. KELLY DENIT:  As one of the few remaining hurdles between all of you and the bar, I will do my best to be short and sweet.  I’m going to talk today about the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas.  

I’m going to go through kind of a brief ICCAT 101 layout of the commission and that kind of thing and then go through the assessments and what’s going on this year, in 2002, which is a very big year for ICCAT.

First up is the convention.  There are currently forty-two members to ICCAT.  That includes the EC as just one.  The most recent addition was Syria joined this past year.  The convention area is, of course, the Atlantic Ocean and adjacent seas, the Mediterranean.

The convention resources are tuna and tuna-like species and the function of the commission is to collect and analyze statistical information, particularly catch information, and do stock assessments, as well as do joint planning of research and, of course, probably the most important is the formulation of management measures for the various species.

Just quickly, ICCAT is kind of separated into the management side and the science side.  On the scientific side, you have the Standing Committee for Research and Statistics, SCRS from now on, and then you have the commission, which is comprised of a variety of sub-panels.  They’re listed up here.

The first is the Standing Committee for Finance and Administration, STACFAD, which handles all the budget issues.  Panels 1 through 4 are the various species panels and I’ll get into those in just a second and then you have what we call the Compliance Committee, which looks at member compliance with quotas and all of the conservation and management measures that ICCAT has adopted.

Then you have what we call the PWG, the Permanent Working Group for the Improvement of ICCAT Statistics and Conservation Measures, which covers non-member compliance, as well as dealing with statistical documents programs, which ICCAT has three, and it also deals with the trade measures that ICCAT has adopted and whether those are implemented against various countries.

The four panels are broken down by species.  Panel 1 is tropical tunas, which is bluefin, yellowfin, and skipjack.  Panel 2 is bluefin and northern albacore.  Panel 3 is the southern temperate tunas, which mainly for ICCAT is southern albacore.  Southern bluefin tuna is covered by the CCSBT, the Commission for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna.  While ICCAT does coordinate with them, we aren’t directly involved in the regulation of those.  Panel 4 is all the other species and so swordfish, all your billfish, sharks, and small tunas.

Currently, right now the U.S. kind of holds the two big positions at ICCAT.  We’re the chairman of the commission with Bill Hogarth, the AA for NMFS, and we have the chairmanship of the SCRS with Jerry Scott, from the Southeast Fisheries Science Center.

To get more into the U.S. part, the U.S. is represented at ICCAT by three commissioners.  We have a federal, a recreational, and a commercial.  Each commissioner serves a three-year term.  They are presidential appointees.

Right now, Bill is the federal commissioner, Randi Parks Thomas is commercial, and Bob Hayes is our recreational commissioner.  Under that, you have the U.S. ICCAT Advisory Committee, which is composed of members of the various constituencies.  It’s got twenty members.  They come from commercial, recreational, environmental, and scientific backgrounds.

Each of those members serves two-year terms and then there’s a member from each of the five Atlantic fishery management councils.  Bobbi is the one for you guys and then we have sixteen technical advisors who participate in our spring species working group meetings to provide the particular expertise.

Generally speaking, the ICCAT advisory committee meets three times a year.  This year is an exceptional year, like I mentioned in the beginning, because there’s so many stock assessments that are going on this year.

This year, we had our normal spring species working group meeting in April, which is where the advisory committee provides NMFS with its recommendations on management and research for the various species.

Within the advisory committee, the species working groups are broken down following the ICCAT panels.  We have the tropical tunas, swordfish, et cetera.  Those groups then make those recommendations.
Then, this year we had a workshop in June on billfish, specifically marlin, because both the blue and white marlin were assessed this year by ICCAT.  Just a couple of weeks ago, we had our bluefin tuna workshop to look at the western and eastern stock assessments and then coming up in October, we’ll have our fall advisory committee meeting, where the committee will hear the final SPRS advice, as well as provide their opinions for the final positions for the United States to take forward at the annual meeting, which happens in November and will be in Croatia this year.

Just a quick summary from 2005, there were several measures that were adopted.  The first was the repeal of the yellowfin tuna size limit.  The bigeye tuna size limit had been repealed the year before and the commission decided that the yellowfin should be repealed as well.

Probably one of the biggest issues last year was the control of Chinese Taipei, also known as Taiwan.  They were accused of over harvesting their bigeye tuna quota and the commission took action to punish them for that and reduced their quota to about 25 percent of what it was previously, as well as enforcing some very strict monitoring, control, and surveillance requirements on their fleet, including port inspections, observer requirements, and various other things.

Bluefin tuna farming, for the third year in a row, ICCAT adopted a measure to address bluefin tuna farming, which is a major issue in the Mediterranean.  This measure this past year was mainly focused on getting sampling, because currently the data reporting out of bluefin farming sucks, to be quite honest, and so this measure was designed to require certain size sampling by each of the cages in order for those cages to provide their product for trade.

Shark conservation, we passed a measure regarding improving the 2004 shark finning ban, specifically rated as shortfin mako, which are going to be assessed by ICCAT in 2007.  We made a transshipment proposal.  The main issue there was requiring observers on transshipment vessels.  Some viewed transshipping, especially in the Mediterranean, as kind of a black hole, where fish were being caught and transshipped and there was no documentation that these fish were ever actually even being caught.

Then, finally, was statistical reporting compliance.  Data reporting at ICCAT is a major problem and this was the U.S. proposal and we were seeking to link more clearly the lack of data reporting with the potential requirement for trade restrictive measures against you if you choose to continue to not report.

As I mentioned, this year at ICCAT is very busy.  So far, the SCRS has assessed blue and white marlin, which they did in May; bluefin tuna, which they did in June; the swordfish assessments for both north and south are coming up in September.  Of course, with all these assessments going on, the management and conservation measures for all of these species, as well as the allocations for each of those species, is all being negotiated this year.

Now I’m going to go through each of the species that we have assessments for so far and go through the science side first and then give you what the current management measures are that are in place.


We have blue and white marlin first.  This information is from the 2000 stock assessment for blue marlin and the 2002 stock assessment for white marlin.  Unfortunately, this year this SCRS did not estimate BMSY or any of the other parameters, because of some problems with the data.

The issue has been that historically fleets were counting all of their discards, but then once the measures were put in place in 2002 by ICCAT, certain countries stopped counting their live discards, making the CPUE indices different and therefore kind of affecting how SCRS would incorporate those two different datasets and they haven’t been able to resolve that yet.

Thus far, they did not produce any numbers, but they did run some relative indices of abundance and we’ve got blue marlin on the left and white marlin on the right and this is looking at four fleets: the U.S., Japan, Brazil, and Taiwan.

What you can see for both is it appears we’ve stopped the bleeding.  In 2002, ICCAT put in some measures, which I’ll go into in a second, and it appears that since then -- For blue marlin, it’s leveled off and for white marlin, it seems like it’s leveled off and in fact, in the last year you even see a little bit of an increase, which is a good sign.

Here you have some CPUE data.  The red lines are from this past year’s assessment.  You can’t really see them probably, but there are some dark grey lines which show the previous year’s assessment and you see pretty good correlation between the two.

Like we saw in the previous graph for blue marlin at the top, we see a leveling off of the CPUE.  Here in white marlin, we see a leveling off and in fact, in the last year, perhaps even a slight increase.  The SCRS did not say whether they thought that these increases were in fact because of the management measures or what exactly was going on.  They couldn’t pinpoint whether it was an environmental factor or shifts in the fishery quite yet, but hopefully they’ll be able to by next time.
The current marlin management measures, these were implemented in 2002.  For purse seine and longlining, the landings of marlin were limited to 33 percent for white and 50 percent for blue of your 1996 or your 1999 landings, whichever were greater. 

In addition, live release of all marlin was required and there was also a stipulation put on the U.S. recreational fishery to limit its total catch of marlin to 250 combined blue and white.

Now we get into what’s going to be the really big issue this year at ICCAT, which is bluefin tuna.  Of course, the species is incredibly valuable economically.  I’m going to western bluefin first and then I’ll do the eastern bluefin.  The western bluefin is, of course, the U.S., Canada, Mexico, Japan, the big ones.

What we have here is eight different abundances that SCRS did and you can see that there’s no consistent change in the CPUE.  The two Canadian indices show a slight decrease in 2005, but generally a little bit higher.  U.S. longlining in the Gulf of Mexico was pretty level, with a little bit of a dip at the end.

The Gulf of Mexico larval survey shows a bit of a dip.  Japanese longline shows an increase.  The U.S. rod and reel all show a decrease.  One of the things that SCRS said is that they could not say whether they considered it bad that the United States was unable to catch the majority of its quota, but they could not say whether that was because the stock was going down or whether that had to do with environmental factors, that the actual migration patterns of these bluefin had shifted and so they were now in different areas and that was what was changing these abundance.

Here’s the short-term outlook that SCRS did.  This is a five-year projection.  They did short-term to essentially cover from now until when they predict the commission would ask for the next assessment.  

There’s two things that the projections are unclear on and that’s the level of recruitment, because it’s been inconsistent.  They made an assumption that the future recruitment will fluctuate around recent levels and also it has to do with mixing.

There’s been a lot of discussion that western bluefin tuna in fact migrate across the current boundary line that ICCAT has in place.  Tagging data has shown that that is true, but how many fish are going over and how many of those fish are being caught by eastern fishers is still unclear and so they did not take that into account thus far.  They’re going to look at that in September when they have their plenary meeting.

Here we see the projections for the various TACs that the commission could potentially adopt.  Right now, the current TAC is 2,700, which is this line right here.  Their recommendation has been to reduce to 2,300.

In the west, the current TAC, like I said, is 2,700.  There’s also country-specific catch limits.  The U.S. has the bulk in the west, followed by Japan and Canada.  We have a thirty-kilogram minimum size and under that thirty-kilogram minimum size, we have an 8 percent tolerance for our recreational fisheries that are catching fish smaller than that and so it’s 8 percent by weight of our total quota is allocated to that tolerance.  Then there’s a no tolerance for less than 6.4 kilograms.

In the east, the situation is not good.  The assessment mentions the term “stock collapse” a couple of times.  What you have going on here is in 1996 ICCAT was adopting a rebuilding plan and so the SCRS suspects that the years prior to that that countries were over reporting in order to increase their allocations under what would be the rebuilding plan.

Since then, the SCRS pretty much believes that all the nations have been underreporting and what we’ve seen -- There is a recent WWF report, as well as SCRS did an analysis of capacity and looking in the Mediterranean and came up with approximately that the catch has been approximately 50,000 metric tons over the last three or four years and the TAC is set at 32,000 metric tons.

Here we see some CPUE information.  It’s not surprising that if in fact they’ve been catching almost twice the quota for the last several years that you see declines in these.

The top graph is for age two, three, and four fish and in the recent past, there was a lot of concern about that they were overfishing the juveniles and so you see that that may actually be slightly changing and that there might be a slight increase, but you see that for the eight and tens that CPUE has drastically dropped and that’s mainly to do with what we see over here, which is the Mediterranean farming.

The farming is targeting larger fish, which, of course, has led to this increase in the F of over eight-plus fish.  The F for one through five is kind of just all over the place, but as you’re taking all these spawners to fatten up in your farms, of course, you’re decreasing your recruit and you’re also decreasing your spawning stock biomass.

This is all based on data through 2004.  It doesn’t even include data through 2005 and so the SCRS thinks that the situation could potentially be a lot worse than it is predicted in these graphs.

For eastern bluefin tuna, the TAC, as I mentioned, has been at 32,000.  They too have country-specific limits.  They have different minimum sizes.  In the eastern Atlantic, it’s 6.4 kilograms with no tolerance and in the Mediterranean, it’s ten kilograms with no tolerance.  There’s also a Mediterranean closure to purse seines for one month and a longline closure for two months. 

Now I’ll move into swordfish and swordfish this year has not been assessed yet.  That’s coming up in September.  You can see the estimates from the last assessment, which is pretty good.  In fact, this is probably one of ICCAT’s success stories.

They implemented a rebuilding plan I believe it was fifteen years ago, or maybe it was ten, and they expect this year that in fact the SCRS might say that the stock is fully rebuilt, but no one is quite sure yet.

The U.S. has taken approximately a third of its quota over the past several years, because of our increased management measures and we believe, of course, that that has contributed significantly to the improvement in the stock.

The swordfish management measures, overall TAC and country-specific limits.  The northern TAC is around 14,000 metric tons and the southern is 16,000 and both have minimum size requirements, either 125 with 15 percent tolerance or 119 centimeters with no tolerance.

This meeting this year is going to be very busy.  There’s a large number of assessments, like I just said, and I’m sure you all are aware of how these types of things go, just between even just recreational and commercial versus now you’re talking about forty-two different countries trying to agree on the allocations and the TACs and things for these different species.

It tends to happen that all these measures will be grouped together in a package.  Allocation this year will be a major issue, who gets what.  Developed versus developing nations has been a divide that’s been getting bigger at ICCAT in the past couple of years.

In 2002, ICCAT adopted some allocation criteria based on historical fisheries, your catch reporting, your compliance with other ICCAT measures and those types of things, but to date, most developing countries would argue that those allocation criteria have not been fairly implemented and so we expect this year that the developing countries will again push to have that allocation criteria implemented and that the United States will be working very hard to defend our quota share, as well as try and satisfy some of the developing countries.

ICCAT priorities for this year, of course, the stock conservation and management are the big ones.  For blue and white marlin, the SCRS recommendation has been to essentially roll over or to maintain the status quo for the management measures, with the possible addition of observer coverage to try and deal with the data issues that I mentioned.

With bluefin tuna for western, the SCRS has recommended a reduction in TAC, from 2,700 to 2,300, but they did put the caveat, like I mentioned, about the uncertainty around recruitment, as well as the uncertainty around mixing and for eastern bluefin tuna, essentially the data is so bad that they can’t really make any recommendations, or at least they haven’t thus far, other than to say that we think the stock is collapsing.

Swordfish, like I said, we’re still waiting for the assessment and so once we get that, we can start thinking about how we want to move forward with those, with that species, but we anticipate the assessments to be positive.

The other major issue this year will be compliance concerns.  Like I mentioned, the bar was set very high with what was done to Taiwan and as you also heard me say, the eastern bluefin tuna fishery is clearly out of control and so what ICCAT does to try and address that issue is going to be a very big topic this year at the annual meeting.  With that, I would be happy to take any questions if anybody has any.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  Does the committee have any questions or any of the council members that are here?  Kelly, thank you very much.  There’s no other business before the committee.  We’re adjourned.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 3:30 o’clock p.m., August 15, 2006.)
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