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The Reef Fish Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Azalea Ballroom of the Grand Hotel Marriott, Point Clear, Alabama, Monday afternoon, January 22, 2007, and was called to order at 1:00 o’clock p.m. by Chairman Vernon Minton.

CHAIRMAN VERNON MINTON:  Can we get the Reef Fish Committee members to the table, please?  I see Degraaf, Gill, Crabtree, Morris.  I believe we’ve got everyone here.  To start off, congratulations to Mr. Williams.  This will be your last Reef Fish, other than Shrimp/Reef Fish.
MR. ROY WILLIAMS:  I deserve congratulations for that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You deserve congratulations.  Good job.  I think this week will be your last for just about everything with this council, right?

MR. WILLIAMS:  You’ve got it.  I’ll miss the people, but I won’t miss the process, I’ll just tell you right now.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you for being here.  We have enjoyed it.  If you will please, turn to Tab B, Number 1.  There is a proposed agenda.  I think there’s one item at the bottom they want to switch, under Item Number VI.  Bill, is that correct?  We would like to switch those two presentations around, please.  Take (a) and make it (b) and take (b) and make it (a).  With that, are there any other changes to the agenda?  Hearing none, is there objection to adoption?  Hearing none, so adopted.

The next item will be the minutes.  That would be Tab B, Number 2.  Take a minute and look those over and the chair will entertain any changes or suggestions for changes to that.  I was looking right at Mr. McLemore and he didn’t have any.  If there are no changes to the minutes as written, is there a motion to adopt?

MR. BOB GILL:  So moved.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  It’s been moved and seconded by Mr. Williams.  Any objection?  Hearing none, so ordered.  That then takes us to Item Number III, Regulatory Amendment for Vermilion Snapper.

REGULATORY AMENDMENT FOR VERMILION SNAPPER
MR. STU KENNEDY:  As most of you are aware, the most recent stock assessment indicated that vermilion snapper was not overfished or undergoing overfishing as of 2004.  Previously, the last assessment, in 2001, it had been.
At this point, fishing mortality in 2004 was about 62 percent of MFMT and about 83 percent of FOY.  In other, words below FOY.  Spawning stock biomass was 45 percent above spawning stock biomass at 30 percent SPR, which is the conservative version of MSST.

Under the existing regulations, which is an eleven-inch size limit, a ten fish bag, and commercial closure, spawning stock is likely to increase over what it is currently.  Under the 2004 regulations, prior to those, and a constant F, the projections from the stock assessment suggest that the stock should remain stable or increase slightly, even under the previous ones.

The primary reason that this change occurred, from being overfished and undergoing overfishing to being neither, is the fact that we had five years of age information since that last assessment and that influenced both the type of model used and the outcome from that model.  

However, there has to be another caution about this whole thing.  If you look at the two graphs on page 2, you’ll notice within the historical period, which is about 1981 to 2004, spawning stock has been decreasing and fishing mortality has been increasing over that period and if that trend continues, not by projection or anything else, but if that trend were to continue, fishing mortality could exceed FOY in about five years, or about 2012, if everything stays that way, regardless of what the projections suggest.  That’s where we stand at the moment and then if you go to page 10, we’ll go through the management alternatives.  

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Questions for Stu?  Go ahead.

MR. KENNEDY:  The first alternative is status quo.  Essentially, that means leaving all the regulations where they are and I’ve just pretty much given you what was likely to happen.  Spawning stock biomass is likely to go up, fishing mortality is likely to decrease a little bit, meaning at least stay below FOY and likely go a little lower, if you follow the projections.

If you don’t, then it may be five years before it actually reaches FOY.  That’s Alternative 1.  Alternative 2A would return the size limit to ten inches, decrease the size limit from eleven inches to ten, which is where it was prior to Amendment 23.  Remember, that was both the commercial and the recreational fishery.

Recreational harvest should increase by about 20 percent or so and commercial harvest by about 12.6 percent.  If you remember, we shot for about a 25 percent decrease in harvest from Amendment 23 and so in this case, most of the recreational harvest is replaced by decreasing the size limit and roughly half, a little less than half, of the commercial harvest is allowed to be recovered, based on changing that size limit.

Also, the regulatory discards in both fisheries would decrease.  Alternative 2B would eliminate the vermilion snapper bag limit of ten fish within the twenty fish aggregate bag limit.

While this shows that a recreational harvest would increase by roughly 1.4 percent, that’s what the document says, it’s really very, very little overall.  It’s less than half a percent overall for vermilion snapper and it probably would have no significance one way or the other.

Alternative 2C would eliminate the commercial closed season, which is April 22 through May 31.  The commercial harvest would increase by about 15.8 percent and the overall harvest of vermilion snapper would increase by approximately 13 percent.   Those three, Alternative 2A, B, and C are essentially all the alternatives that were in original Amendment 23 and that concludes my summary.

MS. BOBBI WALKER:  Stu, on page 11, under the socioeconomic and administrative impacts, it’s got down there the commercial fishery was expected to generate net revenue of approximate $41.3 million, but then when you go to page 33, it says the peak dockside landings were $4.4 million and so is that a typographical error there?
MR. KENNEDY:  No, it’s not a problem.  It’s the way the two economic assessments were done.  When you look at the recreational assessment, the economic assessment, if you go back and look at the document, what it was based on was just vermilion snapper, the impacts that vermilion snapper had on that industry, the various sectors within that industry.

The commercial fishery was done for the entire reef fish fishery and so because they couldn’t separate which part was -- They knew how many vermilion snapper were caught and what that cost was or what that value was, but the assessment was done on all of the reef fish fishery, because that industry fishes for all those species together.

They had to base it on the entire reef fish fishery and the changes that you see in this document for the commercial fishery are very small and the changes are small because it’s part of the reef fish fishery rather than just the vermilion snapper, whereas on the recreational side it’s just vermilion snapper and so you see differences in it.  That $41 million is for the entire reef fish fishery.

MS. WALKER:  In order to compare apples to apples, then shouldn’t we take the same information for reef fish in the recreational sector so that you’re comparing the same thing?

MR. KENNEDY:  That is correct and that was not done.  Let’s go back for a second to November, when you wanted to move this thing as quickly as possible, to remove some or all of these management measures.  

The only way to do that was to use the information that came from Amendment 23, the original analyses that were in Amendment 23, and reverse engineer, if you will, those analyses.  We did not do any new analyses.  We only used what was done for 23 and that’s how they were done for 23.

MS. WALKER:  We’re not going to be able to do that in time under the framework procedure, but shouldn’t we have some disclaimer in here beside that information, stating that the commercial sector’s value is based on all reef fish?

MR. KENNEDY:  If I’m not mistaken, that is in the RIR portion of this document, that discussion of how the two were done and that they weren’t done the same way.  I can add a statement to it up here in the management to make it clearer as to why they are different as well.  If that’s what you’re asking, that’s easy enough to do.

MS. WALKER:  Okay.  If I may, Mr. Chairman, on page 16, when we talk about other reef fish resources, it says goliath grouper and Nassau are classified as not undergoing overfishing and goliath grouper are not considered overfished.  Is that a true statement?

MR. KENNEDY:  I’m not sure where you’re reading, but if --

MS. WALKER:  4.2.2, the last two sentences.

MR. KENNEDY:  The part about overfishing is true, because they’re both prohibited.

MS. WALKER:  The overfished part?

MR. KENNEDY:  Quite honestly, it doesn’t sound right to me, but I would have to go back and check to make sure, whether that’s what --

MS. WALKER:  Then one more thing, Mr. Chairman.  On page 19, under social and economic environment, we’ve got down there that recreational anglers participate in the vermilion snapper fishery through several fishing modes, such as shore.  I would recommend that we remove shore, because recreational anglers don’t fish for reef fish from shore.

MR. KENNEDY:  What page is that?

MS. WALKER:  Page 19, 4.3, probably the third sentence up from the bottom.

MR. KENNEDY:  Okay.  Unfortunately, I think there are a few that show up, at least, from the shore mode, but I -- We can certainly take it out, but I tell you that they show up that way, I think.

DR. ROY CRABTREE:  If you’re talking broadly about reef fish, they do fish for reef fish in areas of Florida.  People catch grouper and snapper off bridges quite commonly in Florida.
MS. WALKER:  Do they catch vermilion snapper though?

DR. CRABTREE:  I don’t know about that, but I thought you were saying broadly reef fish.

MS. JULIE MORRIS:  Mr. Chairman, could you remind us of what kind of action we’re taking on this framework management measure at this meeting?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  As Stu pointed out earlier, we’ve got a fishery that apparently the last assessment says is not overfished and is not undergoing overfishing.  I’ve got some points I want to make too, but we have some measures which would, I guess, basically allow the fishery to go back to almost a status quo and projections say that if you do that, it will still be all right.

One of the problems I have -- I have two problems.  One is that historically the assessment on vermilion has been like a roller coaster.  We’re in great shape today and tomorrow, we find ourselves overfished and then we come back and check it again and we’re in great shape and so forth.

I’m going to be very cautious about that.  The second thing is that with the reduction in quota on the red snapper, or at least the draft EIS projections, plus the new projections that are going to be even worse, I would be very concerned about a shift in fishing effort onto this fishery from both the commercial and possibly recreational sides, to where even though we’re in good shape now, we may not be able to afford to take much back, because of the increased effort that’s going to happen.  Back to those original four projections, I think we need to be cautious, I guess, more than anything else.

MS. MORRIS:  Thank you for that, but my question really was is this a final action meeting for the council on this framework measure?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Yes, it is.  That’s all you wanted me to say, right?

MS. MORRIS:  I was hoping to get that answer from you, but I’m happy to understand your cautions on it.  I do have some things I would like to say about the alternatives.  

I think I’ve been one of the people who has been pushing for rolling back some of our management measures once we got the new stock assessment and I just want to speak in favor of Alternative 2, particularly the reduction in the minimum size limit from eleven to ten, because of the potential to reduce that discard mortality.

I also think eliminating the closed season will prevent some commercial discard mortality.  I am particularly in support of those two.  I am less enthusiastic about B, just because I think a twenty fish aggregate bag limit of vermilion snapper is just -- It strikes me as too many fish.

I don’t see that keeping the ten fish in place is going to be that important either way.  I’m a little reluctant to let go of that and so that’s kind of my thinking about this at this point in time.

MR. WILLIAMS:  We haven’t taken this to any hearings, right?  The only thing we’re going to do is hold a hearing at this meeting and that will be our final action, right?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Yes.

MR. WILLIAMS:  What we recommend today is our final recommendation to the council?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Correct.  Other comments?

MS. WALKER:  Are you ready for a motion?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I’m ready if you are.

MS. WALKER:  I would move that we recommend to the council Alternative 2A.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  The motion is seconded by Mr. Williams.  

MS. MORRIS:  A clarification.  That would be our recommendation that that be the preferred alternative?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That would be the motion we would take to council for final action, if it passes, of course.  

MR. WILLIAMS:  I just want to say that I thought your advice to be cautious here, because of the nature of these assessments and the effect of the potential displacement of fishing effort from red snapper to this fishery was good advice and I think Stu said that we might be back to approaching overfished again in five years if we -- However it was you said it, but we would be back at the maximum F we would want in five years from now.  Given that, I think eliminating the size limit and no further action is probably the right way to go.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Stu, would you go through the percentages that that would bring us back up to, both recreationally and commercially?
MR. KENNEDY:  We’ll go back to page 11 and at the bottom of the page.  Essentially, for the recreational sector, it would return nearly all of the loss they had due to Amendment 23. Nearly all of that loss was due to the eleven-inch minimum size limit, 20.4 percent.

On the commercial side, a little less than half of the loss that they suffered due to Amendment 23 was because of the size limit and so about -- I think it’s 12.6 percent, 13 percent, of what they lost or of the total would come back, which is a little less than half of what they lost.  Is that what you were asking?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is that clear to everyone?

MS. MORRIS:  I would like to offer an amendment to the motion which would also add 2C as a preferred alternative.

MR. GILL:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Seconded by Mr. Gill.  

MS. MORRIS:  Can I give some rationale for that?  If memory serves, the vermilion and red snapper are often caught together and is that right, on fishing trips?  No?  Vermilion and red snapper sometimes occur together and are landed at the same time and so it seems like that closed season for vermilion, when people are targeting red snapper, is going to lead to some percentage of discard mortality.  I think it’s important that we include this in our preferred alternatives.

MR. DEGRAAF ADAMS:  Just a question.  Now that we’re going to the IFQ instead of the first ten days -- The closed season we have now, the same conflict exists now, don’t you think?  Why did we put that in in the first place if that conflict was created?

MS. MORRIS:  I remember being uncomfortable at the time that we adopted that measure that’s in place now and there was some discussion among council members that we should have the vermilion closed season line up with the red snapper closed seasons, when we had just the first ten days open, so that they wouldn’t be discarded during that targeted catch.

MR. ADAMS:  Aren’t these dates specifically in there because it’s thought that that’s the primary spawning period?

MS. MORRIS:  Right.

MR. ADAMS:  It’s sort of like a lot of the provisions we do, like you have to use circle hooks.  Well, the enforcement of that and the actuality of people doing that is mighty small, but because it’s there, there’s a possibility that it may do some good or it may provide education.  

I just hate to eliminate this thing when it’s there specifically during that spawning season and it may keep people from going out and targeting specifically vermilion snapper while they’re spawning.

MS. MORRIS:  Would you think it would be important to close the recreational season during that spawning season as well?

MR. ADAMS:  I’m not aware of recreational boats that are going that far out to specifically target vermilion.  I think most of the vermilion that’s caught are caught in connection with red snapper catches.  I don’t know of any specific vermilion trips by recreational boats that are made.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Vermilion snapper is the backbone of the northwest Florida headboat industry and so they’re going out for it, Panama City, Destin, Pensacola.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Don’t they start spawning at about seven inches long or something like that?

MR. KENNEDY:  I think they’re mature by about six inches.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Females mature at about six inches and so I don’t know that that’s --

MS. WALKER:  7.9.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Ms. Walker.  7.9 and any more decimals there or that’s it?  Okay.

DR. CRABTREE:  Stu, does the document contain some of the landings since the one-month closure went in place?  Did it actually reduce landings or did they just go up right before and right after?  Did it just redistribute effort?  Do you have anything on that?

MR. KENNEDY:  The closure has only been in place -- The regulations have only been in place since July, I think it is, of 2005.  There’s nothing in this document.  When we started the document, there wasn’t anything available that could look at that closure.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Other comments?
MS. WALKER:  The one thing that I’m concerned about is -- I know I’ve heard from lots of commercial red snapper fishermen that didn’t receive the IFQ shares that they felt like they were going to receive when it was implemented.

I’m wondering if we’re that close on the edge with this fishery, should we maybe leave the closure in place so that they’re not out there targeting vermilion snapper when they’ve used up their coupons?  I think that Degraaf had a point too about the spawning area and so I would speak against the amendment.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Comments?  Okay.  We’ll vote first on the amendment, which would be to add Alternative 2C to the main motion.  All in favor signify by raising your hand; all opposed.  The chair votes against it.  The motion fails.

The main motion, which would be to recommend to full council Alternative 2A, which would reduce the minimum size limit for vermilion snapper from eleven to ten inches, all in favor signify by raising your hand; all opposed.  The motion carries.  That should conclude -- Go ahead, Stu.

MR. KENNEDY:  There’s one thing I need to ask, is editorial license.  Bobbi had already brought up about some changes that I should put in here or additions.  There are some pieces of this that have not been completed, the fishery impact statement and the executive summary and a couple of other small pieces that we will have to finish in order to submit this to NMFS.  I would like editorial license to finish that up.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Any objection?  Go for it.  Moving along then to Item Number IV, Reef Fish Amendment 30 Scoping Document.  Mr. Atran, are you ready? 

REEF FISH AMENDMENT 30 SCOPING DOCUMENT
MR. ATRAN:  Yes, I am.  This is Tab B-4a and it’s a scoping document.  It involves four species of fish, gag, red grouper, greater amberjack, and gray triggerfish.  Stu will handle the greater amberjack and gray triggerfish sections when we get to that and I’ll handle the gag and red grouper.

We are -- In this scoping document, we have included red grouper at this time, although the stock assessment is not yet complete for red grouper.  We thought it would be a good idea to try to get whatever regulatory changes are in effect for red grouper and gag at the same time, since the two fisheries interact with each other.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I’ve just been reminded that we need a motion to recommend this to council and to the Secretary for the vermilion.

MS. MORRIS:  I so move.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  It’s so moved and is there a second?

MS. WALKER:  There’s a second, but shouldn’t it be appropriately that we recommend it to the council and not the Secretary?  The council will recommend --

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We recommend to council to recommend to the Secretary is what I said.  It was seconded by Mr. Williams.  Any opposition?  The motion carries.  Thank you for that housekeeping and I apologize, Steven.

MR. ATRAN:  No problem.  As I said, we’ve got one section on groupers, gag and red grouper combined.  Right now, we have what really amount to placeholders on some of the red grouper items, since we won’t know until after the SEDAR review workshop next week what the final result is of the red grouper stock assessment.
Gag are declared to be undergoing overfishing.  The overfished status is unknown.  Greater amberjack are overfished and undergoing overfishing and gray triggerfish was declared to be undergoing overfishing. 

As a reminder, this is a scoping document, which means we’re at the very start of the process and so we’re not necessarily trying to come up with preferred alternatives, but with a suitable range of alternatives to take out to the public for scoping meetings.

MS. WALKER:  Steve, I just had one question.  Since the current estimate of the female spawning stock biomass is above all the minimum stock size thresholds, why is the overfished status classified as unknown?

MR. ATRAN:  You’re referring to gag, right?

MS. WALKER:  Yes.

MR. ATRAN:  It’s because the SEDAR review workshop stated that they had no confidence in the biomass-based reference points.  Even though we are above all of the reference points and even though we are near historical highs, as long as history doesn’t go back prior to about 1960, I don’t think that NMFS could really say for certain that it was not in an overfished condition.  

I don’t know if Roy or Alex wants to comment further on that, but it’s a technicality of the fact that we don’t have confidence in the biomass-based numbers.

MS. WALKER:  Has the National Marine Fisheries Service ever done that before?  There’s lots of things that we as a council don’t have confidence in with some of the models that are used and the data that’s gone into it, but we don’t seem to have the luxury of being able to make decisions or stand back and not make a decision based on that data.  Are you aware of any other time that the National Marine Fisheries Service did not -- If the numbers showed that it was not overfished, did not or presented it as unknown?

MR. ATRAN:  I think going in the other direction -- The question came up on goliath grouper and whether or not it is classified as not overfished.  At one point, it had been classified as overfished and I may be wrong, but I believe in one of the recent status of stocks reports that might have been changed to unknown, because of the lack of data for the stock assessment that was done in 2002 and 2003.
DR. CRABTREE:  Right now, in the status report to Congress, gag is listed as undefined anyway, because we’ve never established formally what the reference point for determining if it’s overfished or not is.

There are any number of stocks in the status report that are listed as unknown.  I’m trying to look and see -- Another example would be in the South Atlantic region -- About two years ago we had a vermilion snapper stock assessment and it was determined that the stock was undergoing overfishing, but that the biomass status was unknown and so it was then listed in the status report to Congress as yes, undergoing overfishing and unknown under overfished.

The South Atlantic Council then took action to end the overfishing and so it’s now listed as no for overfishing, but it is listed as unknown, because that was the recommendation that came out of the scientific review.

Right now, for gag, we don’t have an overfished minimum stock size threshold on the books.  All of the reference points that we have for gag now are fishing mortality based, which are really overfishing.  We would need to define that in this document as to what overfished is and then I guess we could figure out whether the status is unknown with respect to that or not.
MS. WALKER:  Help me understand what you just said.  If we can’t determine if the stock is overfished, how can we determine if overfishing is occurring?

DR. CRABTREE:  They’re two totally different determinations.  One is a fishing mortality based determination and it’s being made relative to a 30 percent SPR proxy, which is what has been approved as our overfishing reference point for gag and the other one is a biomass-based and requires an estimate of biomass.

It’s fairly common in assessments sometimes that you can generate estimates of fishing mortality rates, but not biomass.  We have assessments -- Actually, I would say it’s fairly common where you can get fishing mortality rates, but not necessarily the biomass side of things.

MS. WALKER:  I want to understand this, Roy, and so I’m going to ask one more question.  If a stock -- For instance, the biomass was way above optimum yield and completely rebuilt, then the 30 percent overfishing line -- Then if we’re fishing on 30 percent of whatever that biomass is, but we have to determine what the biomass is to say that we’re overfishing?

DR. CRABTREE:  No, because the SPR estimates can be done on a per recruit kind of basis.  They can be estimated independent on the spawner recruitment relationship, which you need to get the biomass estimates.

You could determine, in a situation like that, even if the biomass was very high, you still might be overfishing.  You can overfish even if the biomass is very high, if that’s what you’re getting at.  Remember that overfishing is a rate of removal.   You can be fishing at a high rate of removal at either a low biomass or a high biomass.  It just depends on how hard you’re fishing.

MS. WALKER:  Wouldn’t we have to know what that biomass is to determine -- I guess that’s where I -- I’ll get with you on a break, because I really do want to understand this.

DR. CRABTREE:  Okay.

DR. ALEX CHESTER:  Most of you don’t know who I am or some of you who do haven’t seen me in a long time.  My name is Alex Chester and I’m Acting Director for the Southeast Fisheries Science Center, while Nancy is on her detail to the Northeast. 

I’ve been working for the Southeast Fisheries Science Center since 1979, mostly at the Beaufort Laboratory, for about twenty years, and then I moved to Miami about nine years ago to be the Director of Science Planning and somewhere around the time that Nancy became the Director, I became the Deputy.  That’s a short introduction.

The reason I want to speak out now on gag is that the Science Center has taken a look at the advisory report and while we don’t have major problems with the science or the discussions in that report, we are concerned and would like the council to give some consideration to being cautious in adopting overfished and overfishing criteria here.

I have Clay Porch standing by to give the council or the committee here a relatively brief discussion of the concerns that we have for the recommended F for gag and we’ll stand ready, based on your permission, to have that presentation made.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Roy, I have you next.

MR. WILLIAMS:  At this point, I don’t think I have much more to contribute, but I was at the SEDAR review panel and my recollection is they simply couldn’t generate a stock recruitment relationship for gag grouper.
Recruitment has been unusually high in recent years.  The observed recruitments don’t match very well with what they would predict and my recollection is the review panel was entirely uncomfortable trying to generate that stock recruitment curve and therefore, they didn’t do one and couldn’t say whether it was overfished or not overfished.

I think it’s important -- They didn’t say that it’s not overfished.  They couldn’t say that and they couldn’t say that it was and they couldn’t say that it wasn’t.  They were just so uncertain about what the stock recruitment relationship was, they couldn’t make a statement and so they didn’t, unlike on the South Atlantic, where they did say it was approaching an overfished condition.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That leads me to my question for Alex.  On page 3, where it talks about biomass trends, the first sentence it starts off and says that the annual recruitment to the stock, age one during the 1980s, was estimated to average about 1.4 million pounds.

Then you drop down a sentence and it said it increased and then it included four year strong year classes between 1990 and 2000, which averaged 4.8 million fish.  However, since 2000, recruitment has declined each year and it was now estimated to be 2.3 million fish.  How do you do that?  I’m serious.

DR. CHESTER:  How do you estimate those numbers?  It comes out of the age-based models that are done, based on knowing the number of fish and the reproductive rate and then back-calculating from the catches.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You can know the number of fish you’ve got that are recruiting in, but you can’t tell us what’s happening with the stock right now?  That’s what worries me.  You’re putting numbers in here, yet the scientists tell us they don’t have enough information to tell us what state the stock is in, yet they can tell us how many are there.  I have trouble with that, Alex.

DR. CHESTER:  I think actually the assessment, as I understand it, used constant recruitment and assumed geometric mean for the past, and I can’t remember how many years, ten years or twenty years, in the assessment itself.  What I’m suggesting is perhaps that we have Clay give a presentation, in which we’ll be able to discuss these kinds of issues.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think that might be a good idea.  Are you suggesting we do that now?  Okay.  Is there any objection from the committee that Clay Porch give us a presentation on how these numbers came about?  Okay.  Alex, are you going to call him?

DR. CHESTER:  I’ll do it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  

DR. CHESTER:  Clay, this is Alex.

DR. CLAY PORCH:  Hi, Alex. 

DR. CHESTER:  You’re being broadcast at the committee meeting and we’re ready for you to show your presentation and perhaps answer some technical questions.

DR. PORCH:  Do you have it on the screen?

DR. CHESTER:  We have the first slide, the introductory slide, that says “Status of Gag Groupers in U.S. Gulf of Mexico.”

DR. PORCH:  Okay.  Everybody can hear me now?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You’re coming through loud and clear.

DR. PORCH:  I’m sorry to not be there, but as much as I like you all, I love my wife even more.

DR. CHESTER:  What Clay is trying to say is he’s a father again.

DR. PORCH:  That’s right.  It’s not generally been broadcast.  Hold on a second and let me -- I’m going to have Mauricio sit in the room, in case we have any other questions, since he’s the primary analyst.  We’re good to go?
DR. CHESTER:  Yes, let’s go.  We’ve got the first slide up that says “A Brief Review.”

DR. PORCH:  What I wanted to do is clarify some issues with regards to these alternative reference points that have been offered by the review workshop.  If you’ll turn down to the next slide, I just wanted to briefly review the stipulations in the SFA and the National Standard Guidelines, because that’s going to become relevant when I start talking about what the review workshop actually did.
The first thing, I just wanted to remind everybody that in the SFA -- These words are taken directly out of it and that’s the terms “overfishing” and “overfished” mean a rate or level of fishing mortality that jeopardizes the capacity of a fishery to produce the sustainable yield on a continuing basis.

In the reauthorization, I don’t think anything is -- The National Standard Guidelines, they changed the terminology, I think, a little bit, but essentially the maximum fishing mortality threshold is the rate of fishing mortality that if exceeded will jeopardize the capacity of the stock to produce MSY, maximum sustainable yield.

The MSST is the minimum stock size threshold.   It’s the minimum size of the stock that’s required to produce the maximum sustainable yield, below which the stock would be considered overfished, and so maximum sustainable yield being the common denominator.

There are several factors that affect the value of MSY that’s computed and therefore, also the value of the corresponding maximum fishing mortality threshold, FMSY or some proxy thereof, and then the MSST.

The first one is the relationship between the spawners and recruits.  Many of you are familiar with relationships like the Beverton and Holt or the Ricker relationship, where it’s just functional relationships between describing how many recruits, age one fish, are produced by X number of spawners.

Of course, the other factors that work into this are the natural mortality rate, growth rate, and selection pattern of fisheries.  If you’ll press the button to go the next slide, you should get a red line that appears across the relationship between spawners and recruits.  That is just to remind you that that was the primary area of contention of both the assessment workshop and the review workshop.  They did not feel that was known with sufficient accuracy.  
If we go to the next slide, there are some proxies for the maximum fishing mortality rate threshold, which are not sensitive to a knowledge of recruitment.

FMSY technically is, because it depends on the shape of the stock recruitment relationship, but per recruit proxies, like F 30 percent, which is the F that allows, on average, each recruit to achieve 30 percent of its lifetime reproductive potential.  That is the reproductive potential it would have if it weren’t being exploited.

Fmax is just the fishing mortality rate that maximizes the yield from any given year class and then, of course, there’s sort of the road less traveled, at least in the U.S., and that is empirical definitions of something like an F that appears to be sustainable based on estimated trends in abundance.

If we go to the next slide, I want to point out that F 30 percent is what’s in the current SFA amendment and Fmax was what was recommended by the Reef Fish Stock Assessment Panel back in 2001.  
A point to keep in mind here is that in general, in most cases, Fmax is greater than what FMSY would be if you posed a stock recruit relationship.  It’s exactly equal to FMSY if recruitment is relatively constant.

The empirical method is what was posed by the SEDAR review workshop.  Another point I want to make is, in principle, you could do biomass proxies for MFMT, MSST, but biomass proxies equivalent to the fishing mortality rate proxies that we’re talking about here --

That assumes uncertain level of recruitment or some relationship between spawners and recruit, exactly what the review workshop and assessment workshop were most concerned -- Are there any questions on that point?  I can’t see your faces and I don’t know if you’re nodding or --

MS. WALKER:  Clay, under that F 30 percent, where it says F that allows, on average, each recruit to achieve 30 percent of its lifetime reproductive potential, do you have to know the biomass that’s out there in order to accurately predict what recruitment is?

DR. PORCH:  I’m going to ask someone sitting closer to the speakerphone to translate, because it doesn’t come through very well on this end.

DR. CHESTER:  I’ll take a crack at it, Clay.  Bobbi is asking whether in order to calculate F 30 percent you need to have an understanding of what the biomass is.

DR. PORCH:  Not at all.  That’s the point.  It’s not sensitive to knowing what recruitment is or the biomass and so you need to know what the mortality rate is, how fast the animals grow, and what the selectivity pattern of the fishery is.  It’s one less piece of information that you need to know.

MS. WALKER:  Alex, can you repeat that?  I didn’t get everything he said.

DR. CHESTER:  Let me try.  Clay is saying that no, it’s not dependent on the biomass.  You need to know characteristics of the fishery.  I don’t believe you need to know recruits, but, Clay, what was it that you need?

DR. PORCH:  Natural mortality rate, growth rate, and the selectivity pattern of the fishery.

DR. CHESTER:  Are there other questions?
DR. PORCH:  I’ll go on to the next slide.  Now we’re getting into the -- as far as results go.  These are spawning biomass and F ratio trajectories from the actual final run of the SEDAR-10, accepted by the review workshop.

It makes some assumptions, such as there are 2005 preliminary estimates of catch and the projections continue, assuming F equals 0.35, just below the 0.36 recommendation for -- Well, essentially, the review workshop recommended that mortality rate should be something below 0.36, which is an average over about the last twenty years, the fishing mortality rate.

The axis, if you look at that vertical axis, it says “value relative to reference point” and everything has been rescaled.  You have fishing mortality rate trajectories and spawning biomass trajectories on the same graph, because they’re rescaled relative to the values that would be associated with fishing at a maximum yield per recruit policy.

It would be F over Fmax.  It would be SSB over SSB max and so since they’re both relative to values associated with maximum yield per recruit, you can put them on the same scale.  

I also want to point out that in this case, Fmax and F 30 percent are exactly the same value, 0.25.  They just happen to come out to be the same.  SSB max, the spawning stock biomass associated with matching yield per recruit, is just the spawning biomass that you would achieve if you fished over the long term at F max.  It’s the equilibrium value associated with Fmax.

Keep in mind that Fmax -- The words will say Fmax and SSB max, but it would be the same as if you put that as F 30 percent and SSB 30 percent.  It’s the same values.
The curves that you see on the graph, there are two.  One is squares.  That’s the fishing mortality rate divided by Fmax.  Then you have what probably will come out as beige or pink diamonds on your screen and that’s the spawning stock biomass divided by the spawning stock biomass that would be associated with just Fmax, just like the legend says.

There’s some horizontal lines.  The uppermost one is just one and so if spawning biomass equals the reference point, it has a value of one.  The dashed line would be MSST in the way we’ve often defined it, one minus M times the MSY proxy value.  In this case, it would be about 0.85, because M -- 
Color schemes, green basically means that the stock is neither overfished nor undergoing overfishing.  Yellow means that it is either not overfished or not undergoing overfishing, one or the other.  Red means it’s both overfished and undergoing overfishing.  Obviously green is what we would like to attain.  Red means we’re in the worst possible situation and we need --

MR. WILLIAMS:  The last vertical panel is red and that’s saying that both overfishing and an overfished status exists and is that right?

DR. PORCH:  Yes.

MR. WILLIAMS:  That’s not based upon what the review panel said.  This is your own analysis?

DR. PORCH:  Not quite.  All these color codes are relative to Fmax, which is along the lines of where the assessment workshop was going, but not where the review panel was going.  If you looked at where it’s red, that’s actually a projection result where you’re projecting at a fishing mortality rate of 0.35.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Now I understand.  From across the room, the calendar year is hard to read, but now I see that those are projections into the future.

DR. PORCH:  For the years that were actually estimated, it’s in the yellow.  That last red zone is the projection result.  The standard being used on this graph is Fmax, the maximum yield per recruit.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Clay, what indicators do you have to have that stock drop so drastically from 2006 to 2007 or 2005 to 2006 or wherever it goes from the yellow into the red?  What’s causing that?

DR. PORCH:  That happens because -- The real contrast is if you look just before that.  The spawning biomass is going up.  That’s due to some rather large year classes.  When these projections were run forward, which is the period when it starts going down, the average recruitment that’s producing those projections is somewhat lower than what the recent high level of recruitment --

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  How are you measuring recruitment?

DR. PORCH:  Those recruitment levels that are projected into the future are based on the estimates from the model, essentially the average of the recruitments over the last twenty years or so.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Do you have any empirical data that would allow you to adjust for this or is it just totally from the model?

DR. PORCH:  For the future years?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  No, for projecting from the 2005 level, where it seems to be going up, to the dramatic drop in 2006 and 2007.

DR. PORCH:  That’s the reason that I explained to you.  Recruitment levels -- I’ll show you a graph a little bit later and maybe it will be a little bit clearer.  That’s a consequence of the assumption that recruitment in the future would be roughly equal to the average that we’ve seen over the last twenty years.

The average during that twenty years was lower than what has been estimated for the very most recent years and I can show you a graph of that.

MS. WALKER:  Clay, you’re saying that this downturn is based on taking the last twenty years of biomass trends or recruitment and I’m looking at biomass trends and Vernon asked the question earlier of Alex.

If you’re looking at the last twenty years, in the 1980s, we only had 1.4 million fish and then we had, since 1990, recruitment increased to above three million fish and that included the four years of strong year classes and even now, since 2000, we’re estimating 2.3 million fish in 2004.

I guess I’m finding it hard to understand.  If you started out at 1.4 million and over twenty years you’ve continued to go up and you’re now almost double what you were in the 1980s and that’s a decline from the four strong year classes, how would a model project a downturn?

DR. PORCH:  -- workshop posed that level of recruitment to project in the future and so it’s an average of all those ups and downs that you see, but from, I believe, it’s -- If you look from 1984 to 2004, that average value is lower than the average that would be associated with say since 1992.
The upturn that you see in 2001 and 2003 in the spawning biomass is a result of the high levels of recruitment that occurred before then.  The review workshop made an assumption about what future recruitment levels were.  

Keep in mind they weren’t confident about that.  This was just for sake of showing what might happen with projections if recruitment follows what we’ve seen over the last twenty years, which is a lot of ups and downs.  Obviously they weren’t completely confident that those high recruitments that we’ve seen the last ten years -- That’s what would have worked into their choice.

MS. WALKER:  Clay, it’s been the last sixteen of twenty years, because it says clearly that recruitment started increasing to an average of three million fish since 1990.  I apologize for my ignorance.  
I’m just trying to understand and I appreciate your patience, but I’m just trying to understand how -- Did the model predict this or did the SEDAR stock assessment or review panel predict it based on what they looked at or was it strictly from the model and if so, it was -- The model that was used was CASAL, a statistical forward projection catch at age model and is that a new model, too?
DR. PORCH:  -- all over the world, actually, this model CASAL.  I think essentially more direction to the question is the estimates of recruitment are made by the model from 2004 back and that’s based on all sorts of data that we put in, the catches, age composition, et cetera, all of which have some signals regarding year class strength.

The future is purely an assumption, based on what past recruitment levels are observed and the review workshop chose that time period.  There is nothing, in principle, that says you could not have chosen a different time period, such as the last sixteen years, and projected those forward.  I’m not sure if I got all of what you asked, because I can’t hear it very well.

MS. WALKER:  Can you just tell me one more thing?  Have we used this particular model in any other reef fish species?

DR. PORCH:  In the Gulf of Mexico, we haven’t, that I know of.

DR. BOB SHIPP:  Clay, I guess my question is going to be somewhat similar to Bobbi Walker’s, but just so that I understand the graph, if you take the years 1991 to the year 2000, during that period F exceeded what it should have been and yet the stocks continued to increase during that period and what you’re saying is that’s due primarily to unusually high recruitment?

DR. PORCH:  I think I understood what you were saying.  Like I said, it doesn’t come through very well.  Are you saying that -- Alex, can you translate?  That way I’ll be sure that I’m getting it right.

DR. CHESTER:  Why don’t you try it again?  You’re saying F is going up, but the --

DR. SHIPP:  No, what I’m saying is that for that ten-year period, F was too high and yet, during that ten-year period, the stocks improved and my question is that attributed to unusually high recruitment.

DR. PORCH:  I understood it this time.  That’s exactly what the review workshop noticed, that despite these recent levels of F being greater than Fmax, the spawning stock biomass trend actually increased, to the point that it’s now even above SSBmax, and that’s where they came up with that twenty million pound line, in which case if you selected that, the stock would appear even less overfished.

That’s what that blue line is on the same graph, the very bottom line, horizontal line.  That would be on the same scale of what the MSST would be that was proposed by the review workshop and I’ll talk about that a little more.
The next slide is going to show how the model interprets this.  If we turn to the next one, this gets directly to Bob’s question.  Right now you should have the spawning stock biomass graph above a recruitment graph.

You’ll see a bump in the spawning biomass beginning around 2000.  If you go directly below it -- The scales are the same and so directly below it, you’ll see when the recruitment spikes are occurring.  They actually begin about ten years earlier.

The model doesn’t attempt to explain why these strong year classes occurred, obviously nor can it, but what it does suggest is that these year classes are driving the increase in spawning biomass and not the other way around.  In other words, it’s not an increase in spawning biomass that led to these high recruitments.  It’s some fortuitous recruitments that have led to spawning biomass to increase.

MS. WALKER:  I have one more question, Clay.  Under recruits, you said the model uses the selectivity pattern in a fishery.  When you’re dealing with a fishery that has size limits and has had size limits for a while, how does that model compensate for that selectivity?

DR. PORCH:  There’s a couple of things going on.  One, you have multiple fisheries being modeled separately and the selectivity was broken down into three different periods dictated by the size limits.  You would estimate different selectivities after each size limit.

MS. WALKER:  How does the model compensate for that?  Can you repeat that one more time?

DR. PORCH:  The model is given age composition data.  That’s what it uses to estimate the selectivities and during the periods when the size limit changed, basically partitioned -- data such that were estimated separate selectivity coefficients for each of several time periods that are dictated by the minimum size limit.  

I don’t remember offhand exactly what the time periods are, but do you, Mauricio?  It would be 1989 and prior and then 1990 through 2000 and then another selectivity estimated after 2000.  There are three periods where selectivity is allowed to change because of the size limit.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Go ahead with your presentation, Clay.
DR. PORCH:  If you’ll go to the next slide, you should have something that says the estimated Beverton and Holt stock recruit relationship and all this is the stock recruitment points from 1980 through 2003 or 2004 and they fit a stock recruitment curve to those estimates, because that’s the period when we actually have the most reliable data.

The review workshop wanted to see if there was significant stock recruitment relationship, because if there is, it makes it easier to find biomass reference points.  What you can see is there isn’t much of a relationship.  There’s a big scatter of points.  That makes it difficult to determine biomass-based reference points.

The review workshop sort of punted in this regard and said look at the graph and recruitment doesn’t appear to make much of a dive until you get below twenty million pounds.

If you’ll change to the next picture, you now have a horizontal line at twenty million pounds that says MSST.  A vertical line.  If you see there’s a cluster of points from the mid to late-1980s and early 1990s that are to the left of that twenty million pounds.

That is the basis for their MSST.  Essentially, that recruitment seems to be low when you get below twenty million pounds and it’s higher and variable above twenty million pounds.

If you go to the next slide, you have a graph of annual fishing mortality rate above a graph of spawning biomass and the review workshop used a similar set of logic to come up with empirical values for MFMT.  That is, they noticed that the stock appears to be something close to a historical maximum, despite recent fishing mortality rate levels averaging about 0.36.

From their point of view, they saw 0.36 not particularly deleterious, but you see there’s a little drop in spawning biomass in the most recent period and that’s because the fishing mortality rate is getting up close to 0.5.

They felt that it would be safe to have the fishing mortality rate at some level below 0.36.  That’s how they defined maximum fishing mortality threshold.  The problem with this interpretation is it places a lot of confidence in estimates prior to 1980.

That’s the very time period for which we have very little data.  We don’t have any indices of abundance that go back then and no age composition data.  It’s really hard to determine what the year class strengths were.  It’s not confident on that part of the curve.

For all we know, that tail on the bottom graph could be much higher than that.  In other words, the recent levels in 2000 may in fact be much lower than historical levels, but we can’t determine it very well.  -- interpretation that was made to generate this empirical --

You’ll notice that Fmax was about 0.25.  Obviously, there are fairly strong implications in terms of management if your target is Fmax, as recommended in 2001 by the Reef Fish Stock Assessment.  Remember, Fmax is the same as F 30 percent, which was in the SFA amendment.

We’ll go to the next picture.  Given those decisions by the review workshop, I want to revisit the results from the short-term projections.  Remember, these short-term projections assume recruitment levels that are equal to the average from 1984 to 2004.

In this case, gag now reflects the new MSST, the twenty million pound MSST.  The yellow is anything that’s above the MSST -- lower equal to one, which would be if the stock was at a level that would sustain maximum yield per recruit, whereas green is above that level.

What you can see here is the bottom curve that is denoted by a kind of brownish or olive-colored circles is F current.  That value is actually dipping below MSST by 2009.  What it’s saying is if we continue to fish at current rates, there’s a strong possibility that we will actually go below the MSST that was proposed by the review workshop.

If we fish at the MFMT proposed by the review workshop, that’s the black diamonds, F equals 0.35, at least in the short term it should stay above that level.  If we fished at Fmax, which is denoted by the hollow squares, the same as F 30 percent, which is denoted by the asterisks, then the stock would be expected to increase and by 2010, be close to the happy face zone, the green zone.  If you were to fish at what has sometimes been recommended as an OY, 75 percent of Fmax -- above that area by 2009.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Clay, these projections though are based on your estimate of recruitment, 1.4 million recruits or something like that.  In other words, that average over the last twenty years that you used and is that correct?

DR. PORCH:  2.1 million recruits?  I missed the second part of the question.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  What I’m asking is this estimate that would project to overfishing is based on the lower recruit levels that you averaged over twenty years and is that correct?

DR. PORCH:  That’s correct.  It’s based over the twenty-year average.  That was the value that the review workshop picked for the projections.  Any other questions?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Go ahead.

DR. PORCH:  I just want to iterate that the top three scenarios, Fmax, 75 percent Fmax, and F equals 0.35, all keep you above the MSST, at least in the short term.  If we go to the next graph and look at the implications for yield, what you can see in the top graph is if we fished at the current high rates estimated for 2004 of 0.49, the next line is the black diamonds, F at 0.35, the value associated with MFMT, and then the blue line is if you fished according to a maximum yield per recruit policy and then the pink line is 75 percent of that Fmax policy.

Up to the right in the shaded region, that would be the equivalent yield that you would get if you ran these rates out for a long time, essentially the equilibrium yield.  The point I want to make here is -- 2005 is based on the preliminary estimates.  Relative to 2005, take a small hit in yield if you fished according to the 0.35 policy.  

Yield would initially increase, but then start to decline if you fished at current rates and continued to fish at current rates.  If you fished at an Fmax policy, the yield would stay about a -- million pounds in 2005 to something under four million pounds and then they start going up, because the population is allowed to grow.
Equilibrium yield, the light blue section, you’ll see the difference in the long-term implications of the policies.  Fmax gives you an equilibrium yield of about 4.26 million pounds. -- was suggested by the review workshop, a somewhat lower equilibrium of 4.14 million pounds.  F current is quite a bit below that, at 3.78 million pounds.

Those initial declines occur because the recruitment level in the projections is somewhat lower than the level estimated in the most -- ten years or so. 

The next slide is just a summary of some of these points.  First of all, as far as the MSST goes, the review workshop and the assessment workshop participants are not confident in the spawner recruit curve.

The review workshop, as a result, -- an empirical estimate of the MSST at twenty million pounds.  When it comes to MFMT, maximum fishing mortality threshold, the assessment workshop basically recommended the use of per recruit-based fishing mortality rate reference points, like Fmax and F 30 percent, although they didn’t necessarily commit to them.

The review workshop recommended the empirical value of something less than 0.36.  The review workshop gave as a reason that it was inconsistent with gag dynamics, although as we saw, it could also be interpreted as just gratuitous large recruitments driving an increase in spawning biomass and you could come up with other hypotheses.  It’s not clear how exactly it’s inconsistent with gag dynamics.

Another point is that the input parameters that were used to generate per recruit reference points, that is the growth natural mortality and selection, derived from similar data sources as the Atlantic.  In fact, it’s arguable that growth is probably known.  You have a question of why you would reject these per recruit based reference points for the Gulf, but accept them for the Atlantic.

Finally, the review workshop MFMT is -- When they made their argument for using it, they weren’t really framed in terms of the Sustainable Fisheries Act objectives, that is, in particular, MSY.  It wasn’t chosen to be a proxy for MSY, per se.

-- the fishing mortality rate where you didn’t see any large drop in recruitment and you didn’t see any drops in -- Like you saw an increase in spawning biomass.

The problem is that F by the review workshop of 0.35 is a lot bigger than F at the maximum yield per recruit and there are a number of studies that show typically Fmax is bigger than FMSY and so if you choose a fishing mortality rate that’s even greater than that, that implies essentially growth overfishing.
In other words, you’re catching fish so fast that they don’t get a chance to grow up and contribute more to the landings, because they’re bigger fish.  It turns out that this doesn’t seem to make a huge difference in terms of the yield.  Equilibrium yield at F equals 0.34 was 4.14 and that’s only slightly less than equilibrium yield at an Fmax policy, which was 4.26.
Technically speaking, it doesn’t seem to make a huge difference in that respect.  However, if you look at the long-term biomass, it’s potentially lower at F equals the 0.35.  If you project the same recruitment scenarios for both and you use the constant recruitment level at 2004, then long-term biomass with the 0.35 policy is -- million pounds and the spawning biomass with an Fmax policy would be thirty-five million pounds.  Whatever recruitment level you use, it’s basically a 25 to 35 ratio.

My question will be, and this is where you’ll have to consult with the attorneys, but I wonder how defensible the review workshop recommendation will be in the context of the Sustainable Fishery Act.  That concludes the presentation, if there’s any questions.

DR. CRABTREE:  Just kind of the gist of all this really, that the review workshop recommended this fishing mortality rate which is the average over the past so many years and they said the stock has been sustainable at that level and so that seems to be okay.

No one is questioning necessarily the scientific judgment behind that.  The problem comes in when you look at the reference points Clay has shown you.  That particular F, while it may be sustainable, does not maximize the yields.

The Magnuson Act is based on the premise of maximum sustainable yield and that that’s what we have to do.  It’s not sufficient under the Magnuson Act just to have a sustainable fishery.  It has to be, in a sense, optimized to be able to produce the maximum sustainable yield.

What you saw on the slide before this, those long-term equilibrium yields at the lower fishing mortality rates are actually higher.  You see the Fmax yield of 4.26 million pounds, but below that, you see the F of 0.35 yield is actually lower.  You’re fishing a lot harder at that reference point, but your yield is actually lower and you’re going to have a much lower standing stock of fish in the water.

Really, the question becomes, in terms of a legal sense, we have to focus on MSY and the use of proxies for MSY reference points and so it becomes an issue of is the F 0.35 reference point, while it may be sustainable, could you defend it as a proxy for FMSY or would you be better to use a proxy such as Fmax for something like that?  That’s really the issue here that we’ve got to deal with.

MS. WALKER:  Roy, when the National Marine Fisheries Service interprets maximum sustainable yield, do you interpret that as in numbers of fish or the weight of fish that’s out there?

DR. CRABTREE:  Normally, MSY is expressed in terms of pounds.  It may not have to be that way, but if you were to base the landings just maximizing the numbers of fish caught, it seems that would allow for considerable growth overfishing potential, because you could harvest the same number of very small fish, but if you backed off the fishing mortality rate, they might be much longer.  Normally, our MSYs, I think, in every case where we’ve estimated MSY, is in terms of weight. 

MS. WALKER:  To me, and correct me if I’m wrong, but I was always told that growth overfishing had to do with the size.  If you have a size limit and you’re not fishing on a size fish that hasn’t had an opportunity to spawn at least once or twice, then how could growth overfishing be occurring?

DR. CRABTREE:  It might be best to let Clay take a stab at that.  Did you hear that one, Clay?

DR. PORCH:  I think I’m following it.  Like I said, I hear every other sound in the room too.  You can have growth overfishing for two primary reasons.  One, you’re starting to catch them too young or two, you’re fishing them too hard.

Optimally, you would pick the certain age class and only fish after that, but practically, we can’t do that.  It’s hard to set up a selectivity vector that will only -- A means of fishing where you only catch certain age classes of fish and not others.  There’s usually some overlap and some juveniles and we can’t help that.

What we did is take these computations -- on what we actually estimated the selectivity vector at.  You can improve that by raising the minimum size limit, but growth overfishing is not pertained particularly to allowing fish to spawn.  That would contribute to recruitment overfishing, if there’s a relationship between spawners and recruits.

The one we’re talking about here is -- reducing the fishing mortality rate enough, given the current selectivity vector, that the fish have a chance to grow up to a bigger size, in which case they’ll contribute more to the landings.  You’ll catch fewer, but bigger, fish.

The amount that they grow makes up for the fact that you caught a fewer number of fish.  That’s the way the yield per recruit principle operates.  It’s not in terms of number of fish.  It is in terms of weight of the fish.

MS. WALKER:  Clay, if I can, I want to make sure I understood that.  You said that the growth overfishing could be one of two things, catching too young or fishing too hard.  When you say fishing too hard, do you mean fishing too hard on the entire stock or on a particular age group or age groups in a stock?

DR. PORCH:  I mean fishing too hard.  It would be -- If you have say a given selection pattern or in other words, people fish in a certain way and you fish with too much effort, then in general, you’re going to catch fish very quickly, basically as soon as they get above the minimum size limit.  They won’t have much chance to grow after that.

If you fish at a lower rate, then the growth rate is sufficiently rapid that the fish will get very fat quickly after the minimum size limit.  There’s a balance there between how hard you fish and how much you allow the fish to grow.  There’s two ways to control it.  One is how much effort you put into the fishery and another is when you first start taking the fish.

MS. MORRIS:  I have two questions and maybe Alex or Clay could help.  One is that if I understand your recommendations, you think that in order to comply with SFA standards we need to go back to sort of an Fmax minimum stock size threshold and is that like in a nutshell what you’re telling us?

DR. CHESTER:  Did you hear that, Clay?

DR. PORCH:  I’m not personally making a recommendation that we must go back to Fmax.  I may think that’s a wise choice.  I think it needs to be discussed, particularly with individuals who are more knowledgeable about application of the SFA.

MS. MORRIS:  Then, a follow-up to that.  Is this a discussion that took place with the review workshop and did they adequately understand the SFA requirements that we’re under and the MSY and they rejected that approach despite that or did it just never get thoroughly discussed with them?

DR. PORCH:  I’m not sure how well they understood the requirements of the MSA and we did try and get some clarification in connection with why the per recruit reference points were rejected and that was not forthcoming.  I really don’t know for sure that they fully understood the requirements of the SFA.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Anything else for Clay?  Clay, thank you very much.  Let’s take about a ten-minute break and come back and while we’re breaking, remember that we are working on a scoping document.

(Whereupon, a brief recess was taken.)

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Could we get the Reef Fish Committee back to the table, please?  Again, I would like to remind everyone that this is a scoping document and we want to go through this, but remember, this is our first shot at it and we’re trying to just fashion the document at this point.  We don’t have to do the specifics.
Trust me that we’ll have plenty of time to come back on this.  At this point, Steve, do you want to carry on here and kind of get us back into moving on this thing?

MR. ADAMS:  Is it relevant though, when we’re discussing these figures -- I know we’re trying to set MSY and OY, but is it relevant that somewhere we show in there what the historic landings have been?  I can’t find anything in there or an overview of what the landings are in relation to amendment changes such as size limits and things like that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I haven’t seen those.  Steve, do you know where those would be?

MR. ATRAN:  I can get those out of -- They’re in the advisory report or in some of the SEDAR documents and I can insert them into the scoping document.  That shouldn’t be a problem.

DR. CRABTREE:  Before we move on through the document, I would like to suggest -- I believe it’s the council’s intent to have the SSC meet between now and the March meeting.  Rick, didn’t you tell me that?  Is that correct?

DR. RICK LEARD:  I think that’s my understanding.  On the calendar, we’ve got the schedule.

DR. CRABTREE:  I think our best move in terms of what we just heard -- It’s a mixture of technical things and then the legal requirements of the Magnuson Act and I would suggest that we take this to our SSC when they meet and ask them to review these reference points and let the Center go through their concerns and then have maybe Mike McLemore or someone from the regional office say here’s what the Magnuson Act requirements are and now, given that, give us your views on what is defensible in terms of consistent with what the Act says.

Then they could come back to us in March.  We’ve got all the bases covered in the document right now.  We can move ahead with it and move ahead with scoping and come back in March and we can clarify this maybe a little bit and then move forward.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That sounds like a good idea.

MR. MCLEMORE:  I think that’s an excellent idea and I was just going to point out that the National Standard Guidelines speak to this issue and points out specifically that MSY is a theoretical concept.  It’s a long-term concept and there’s bound to be some uncertainty associated with how it’s specified.

Also, you’re not bound to specify a point estimate.  You can use a range or you can use a proxy.  I just want to refer everybody back to the National Standard Guidelines for National Standard 1, that there’s some more specific example in there.

At this point, I don’t think you necessarily have to be stymied by the fact that there’s some disagreement or some conflict in the information before you.  Ultimately, you have to base your decision about MSY on the best scientific information, but that doesn’t mean that there wouldn’t necessarily be conflicting information that you have to choose between, as the guidelines contemplate.

MR. ATRAN:  Did you want to take any action on Roy’s suggestion or should we just go ahead and go through the scoping document?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I’m not sure have to take action on that.  We could make a recommendation to full council, I suppose.

MR. WILLIAMS:  It sounds like a pretty good idea to me, to have -- It seems like there’s a difference of opinion between the review panel and NMFS and so I would like to know what the SSC thinks about it and I think, even though it won’t be my problem after this week, I think you ought to still get their opinion.  I actually think it will help make it easier for you at the next meeting.  I think you should get their opinion.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is that a motion?

MR. WILLIAMS:  Yes, it is.  I don’t know exactly how to phrase it, but --

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That we recommend to the council that they convene the SSC between now and the March meeting.
MR. WILLIAMS:  To review the discussion of MSY and MFMT and MSST and get their recommendations.
DR. LEARD:  I was going to say they’re also going to be reviewing the review workshop report for the red grouper, which is what, next week, Stu?

MR. STU KENNEDY:  Yes, the meeting is next week and I think it’s going to be mid-February or something like that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Do we have a second to Mr. Williams’s motion?

MR. GILL:  I’ll second it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Seconded by Mr. Gill.

MS. WALKER:  If I can just ask a question, Mr. Chairman.  I know we had planned to have the SSC meet with the council on some situations, when certain issues were up, but I did just understand Wayne to say that they would be meeting before us so that we couldn’t meet with them when they make this determination or give us their opinion?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR WAYNE SWINGLE:  No, what I indicated was we got John Carmichael to advise us when the report from the SEDAR-12 would be available for distribution and review and that’s the second week of March.  We could definitely schedule them prior to our March meeting, which is the fourth week, I think.

MS. WALKER:  Is there any way, Mr. Chairman and Wayne, that we could schedule them to meet with the committee during the council meeting?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  We’ve done that in the past and we were encouraged to do that in our little discussion with the SSC in how they might be more effective.  That would be possible, certainly.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Would that be your motion, Mr. Williams, to have them meet with this committee?

MR. WILLIAMS:  That’s fine with me, sure.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Review this, but then meet with us also?  Okay.

MS. WALKER:  Mr. Chairman, did Roy agree that it would be with the committee that they would meet at the next council meeting?

MR. WILLIAMS:  If you can arrange that, that would be fine with me, sure.  I think, in the end, the Chairman and the Executive Director ought to make that call.  If you could do it, that would be good.  I think you would be pushing your luck with the SSC to get them to come twice in a forty-five-day period or whatever.

MR. LARRY SIMPSON:  I thought I read something, and, Wayne, you could help me with your memory, in the Magnuson Act and it says that the SSC shall meet, if at all practical, with the council.  Is that in the new Magnuson Act stuff?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  That is pretty much the statement that they have in there, that when possible -- It’s not a do or die thing, but it is suggested by Congress.

MR. ATRAN:  I just wanted to let you know that we were trying to put together a time table that would have the council completing the amendment and submitting it to NMFS within a year, which was the old requirement that we had before this latest reauthorization act.  

That would have meant we would have had to go to scoping meetings between now and the March meeting.  I believe that probably scoping meetings would be inappropriate if you want the SSC to review this first and so we’re probably going to throw our time table off by a few months.

DR. CRABTREE:  I don’t think there’s any intent here to hold off going to scoping, as to my understanding.  We know what the range are and I think we need to go out and do scoping now.  The new Magnuson timeline for two years goes into effect I believe thirty months after the President signs it and so that’s not what we’re dealing with right now anyway, but I would be interested in other views.  It certainly wasn’t my view that we were going to hold off going to scoping on this, at least not because of this issue.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I didn’t think so either.

MS. MORRIS:  I was going to make the same point.  There’s no reason to hold off on scoping, but does this motion have to say that the SSC is going to meet with the Reef Fish Committee?  It seems like if they just meet in conjunction with the council meeting and have their meeting, but we can all sit in it.  I think this goes a little too far.

It seems like we’re going to try and encourage the next SSC meeting to be in conjunction with the council meeting and not specifically with the Reef Fish Committee meeting.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  What’s the committee drathers?

MS. WALKER:  It says “possibly in conjunction with the Reef Fish Committee.”

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  What is your intent, Mr. Williams?

MR. WILLIAMS:  I think you have to give the Executive Director and the Chairman some leeway here and if they can arrange it, to get the two together, they ought to do it and if it’s not possible, then they don’t.  Try to do it and if they can’t, then they can’t.

MR. RIECHERS:  Let me respond.  I think what Julie is suggesting is they may meet at the same time we’re meeting, but they would just come and present this particular item to the Reef Fish Committee, but not necessarily meet as a whole on all of their topics, but I’m trying to -- What was your intent here?
MR. WILLIAMS:  I think what Bobbi was suggesting was that they take more of the South Atlantic Council approach, in that they sit together around the same table, correct?

MS. WALKER:  Yes.

MR. WILLIAMS:  That’s always worth a try, I think.

MR. RIECHERS:  Just so I understand the intent -- As you said, we’ll do the best we can.  I certainly understand the intent.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Further discussion?  Any objection to the motion?  Hearing none, the motion passes.

MR. ATRAN:  With that, I guess we can go into the action items that are in the scoping document and I’ll begin on page 5, Action 1.  At the last council meeting, staff was asked to bundle together, if possible, scenarios for minimum stock size threshold, maximum fishing mortality threshold, optimum yield, and TACs.

In doing so, we tried to limit how many choices we had here, to keep these tables from getting too far out of control.  What we ended up with was a choice of three levels of maximum fishing mortality rate, two potential levels of minimum stock size threshold, and in the table, there’s just one option for optimum yield, although there is implied a second option of status quo, which means don’t define it.

Then we also had TACs for either based upon the MSY level or based on the OY level.  The maximum fishing mortality thresholds, the three choices that we put into the scoping document, were F 30 percent SPR, which is the existing definition of overfishing.  

That’s equal to F equals 0.25 and as you heard Clay mention earlier, it is almost identical to Fmax, which is what the Reef Fish Stock Assessment Panel had recommended in the previous gag stock assessment.  There’s a slight difference, but it’s a trivial difference.

F historical, just under the long-term average, we set F equals 0.35 and that follows the recommendation of the SEDAR review committee, which we just had discussion on, and F current equal to 0.40 is the four-year average, 2005 to 2009.

For the single latest year, it’s a little bit higher.  I think it was 0.49, but I used the four-year average because that’s what was used in the SEDAR reports.

Just to let you know, I did a little bit of interpolation and F historical, that 0.35, is equal to about F 22 percent SPR and F equals 0.40 is equal to about F 18 percent SPR.  That’s approximate numbers, but I thought you might want to see how those stand in relation to F 30 percent SPR.

Within each of the alternatives, there are two alternatives for setting minimum stock size threshold.  One is the recommended formula from the NMFS technical guidance document for a precautionary approach to implementing National Standard 1 and there’s the formula that we normally have used in the past, that one minus M times BMSY.  I used BMFMT, since that’s the proxy for MSY for each of these.

The other alternative is to use the SEDAR review committee’s proposal to just simply set it at twenty million pounds as a minimum.  The one exception was if you go with Alternative 3 or Alternative 6, using that formula of one minus M times BMSY would result in a stock size threshold that’s below one-half of BMSY and so in that case, I substituted one-half of BMSY, which is 18.8 million pounds.

The column that’s marked “OY, Yield Corresponding to 75 percent of MFMT” is really just for informational purposes.  That’s if we go with an OY strategy, where the ultimate sustainable yield would be -- I do have a little bit of updated numbers from Clay.  I just got those last Friday and so I haven’t had a chance to put them into the document, but they’re pretty close to the numbers that I have in here.

Then, for TACs, an estimated what the TAC would be if we were to fish at F overfishing level, F MFMT, or the overfishing level based upon fishing at OY, which is 75 percent of F MFMT.

In parentheses, I put down what was my estimate of the percent reduction that would be needed to attain these TACs.  Some of the NMFS folks on the IPT had some questions about the methodology I used and so we’re going to discuss that at our next IPT meeting, but I believe that my numbers are either correct or at least very close to what we would be attaining.

Each of the tables here -- The first table is setting a TAC based on the landed yield.  I’m on page 5 of the scoping document and that’s Alternatives 1 through 3.  Alternatives 4 through 6 have TACs based upon a total kill, both landed yield and discard mortality.

With gag, discard mortality is a very large part of the total fishing mortality.  In some years, I think it’s more than the landed yield itself and so there is a huge difference.  

Another alternative that I considered, and I didn’t put it in here, but I had it under consideration, was perhaps having a landed yield TAC and a bycatch TAC, which would be the difference between the total and the landed yield for each of these options.  

If we do that or if we go with Alternatives 4 through 6, we will need to have some sort of a bycatch monitoring program that can give us a reasonable estimate of what’s going into the bycatch every year. The question is is this an appropriate range of alternatives and does the scope present enough alternatives.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Does anyone have anything else they would like to add to these?

MS. MORRIS:  I just want to make sure that one of these numbers in the table corresponds to Fmax.

MR. ATRAN:  They’re very close.  F 30 percent SPR is F equals 0.25.  Fmax in the advisory report is F equals 0.23 and so the difference is so small that I didn’t think it was worth listing those as two separate alternatives, but if you feel it needs to be, we can add that.

I’m going to go on to Action 2, which is on page 9, which is red grouper TAC.  At this point, we just have some placeholder alternatives, because the results of this section will be dependent upon the outcome of the SEDAR review meeting for red grouper, which meets next week.
We just have three alternatives, no action, which is to leave the red grouper TAC at 6.56 million pounds gutted weight.  Action 2 and Action 3 would be to increase the red grouper TAC by -- We would put in two different numbers.  I just have XXX and YYY for now.

We’re anticipating that at worst we won’t need to reduce the TAC.  We’ll either be able to maintain or increase the TAC on red grouper, but again, that depends upon the final result out of the review committee.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Mike, should we put an alternative in here, just to fill out the suite here, to decrease it by some amount, just so we’ll go out -- I don’t know that it’s necessary.

MR. MCLEMORE:  There’s no harm in doing that, but you’re just going out to scoping at this point.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  NEPA wouldn’t require us to do that?  

MR. MCLEMORE:  Not for scoping purposes.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Not for scoping?

MR. MCLEMORE:  Again, there’s no harm in doing that, if you want to do it.

MR. ATRAN:  Mr. Chairman, we’re anticipating that by the time we go to scoping that we will have a couple of numbers to put into those other alternatives.  Action 3 is adjustments to the commercial shallow-water grouper, including a specific red grouper and gag quota adjustment.

I tried to keep this section fairly simple, because we are working on a grouper IFQ system that, if it goes according to schedule, will probably go into effect a year or so after whatever we do in this amendment and so it didn’t seem that we would want to make a huge number of changes in the regulations, only to make another huge number of changes very shortly thereafter.
Basically, I have alternatives to either retain status quo, which is not adjust the shallow-water grouper quota at all, or Alternative 2 would reduce the gag portion of the shallow-water grouper quota by a percentage equal to the reduction from the recent gag, based upon the TAC that is selected in Action 1.

The red grouper quota would also be adjusted by a percentage equal to the new TAC that’s selected in Action 2, which, again, we’re thinking will probably be an increase in TAC.

The total shallow-water grouper quota would be the sum of the red grouper TAC, the gag TAC, and a 0.72 million pounds of gutted weight to account for the other groupers in the shallow-water aggregate and the shallow-water aggregate would close when any one of those quotas is met.  The entire shallow-water grouper aggregate would close.

Alternative 3 is the same as Alternative 2, only in order to try to put a little more flexibility into the quota, it would require that any two of those three quota segments be filled before the shallow-water aggregate is closed.

MR. WILLIAMS:  If I may, Mr. Chairman, there’s been a good deal of discussion of this by the Ad Hoc Grouper IFQ Panel and the council has got to come up with a system in the end where you either manage inshore grouper as an aggregate quota and we stop this business of closing it when the red grouper is caught or we go to individual quotas, a red grouper quota, a gag grouper quota, and another shallow-water grouper quota.

If you don’t do that, you can’t ever manage it as an IFQ, because the race for the fish will never be eliminated.  As long as you -- If a fisherman believes that the entire shallow-water fishery is going to close when the red grouper portion of it is caught, he’s going to be forced to treat it as a race for the fish.

Maybe he wants to catch mostly gag grouper.  He won’t be able to do that.  If he mostly catches fish in the fall of the year and they’re gag grouper and the fishery starts in the spring or on January 1, there’s still going to be a race for the fish.

If you intend to manage the shallow-water grouper fishery with an IFQ at some point in the future, it either has to be individual quotas, red grouper, gag grouper, shallow-water grouper, or it has to be one aggregate shallow-water grouper quota.  

Nothing else is going to work, because it just won’t eliminate the race for the fish.  We need to be thinking about that.  In Alternative 2 there when we say that the shallow-water grouper season closes when any of the following is reached, shallow-water grouper aggregate, gag grouper quota, or red grouper quota, that will never eliminate -- That creates a race for the fish and you’ve got to look for ways to eliminate that.  I just say that.  That’s incompatible with an IFQ.  That’s all I have to say.

MS. MORRIS:  Roy, do you think we need to add an alternative for scoping which would be that the shallow-water grouper closes only when the aggregate quota is reached?

MR. WILLIAMS:  That would work.  That’s compatible with the IFQ.

MS. MORRIS:  I would then move that we add that to the list of alternatives as Alternative 4.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Could you restate it, Julie?

MS. MORRIS:  The committee recommends that an Alternative 4 be added to the scoping document, which would close the shallow-water grouper when the aggregate quota is reached for the year.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is there a second to the motion?
MR. WILLIAMS:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Second by Mr. Williams.  Is that your motion?  Okay.  The motion is on the board.  Any discussion?

MS. WALKER:  Mr. Chairman, is that in Alternative 2?

DR. CRABTREE:  I think that’s fine to put that in there and I don’t disagree with Roy in terms of what’s consistent with the IFQ, but we haven’t gotten to an IFQ and the dilemma you have if you’re going to say we won’t close the fishery until the aggregate quota is caught, then how can you ensure that that quota is sufficient to prevent overfishing of red grouper or gag?  That’s the problem we really have.

I think they’ve got some good alternatives of how to deal with that under the IFQ fishery, but outside the IFQ -- I think that’s what you’re going to have to consider.  If you’re only going to close it when the aggregate quota is reached, how can you make sure then that you’re not overfishing gag or you’re not overfishing red grouper?

MR. WILLIAMS:  The panel had several presentations.  Staff did a good job with getting presentations on this and one of them, I think his name was Bruce Turris from British Columbia and they set up a trawl quota.  It was a trawl fishery and there were many sub-quotas within that fishery.

When they set it up, the fishermen believed that they would not be able to target certain species.  From their experience, you put your trawl in the water and you caught everything in it and they didn’t think they would be able to target certain groundfish species and I don’t even remember what they were, whether they were rockfish or what they were out there.

After a couple of years, surprisingly, they figured it out and they figured out how to target individual species and they have successfully implemented and executed a groundfish trawl program using individual species quotas, even though the fishermen themselves doubted whether they would be able to do it.

When they had to do it, they figured it out.  They shared information and they figured out ways to target certain species by depth, by areas of fishing.  It surprised even them that they were able to do it and you might want to consider giving it a chance in the gag grouper or red grouper fishery.

I think there are ways to target.  We’ve heard in recent years that longliners, for example, have figured out ways to catch more gag than they used to, but using longer leaders or lighter leaders.  There may in fact be a lot of ways that they can do it.

They may believe right now that they can’t do it, because they’ve never had to try to do it, but once they have to try to do it, it may well be possible.  I would hope you could give them a chance, at least at some point in the future.

MR. ADAMS:  I’m confused now.  Steve, how does this motion differ from the Alternative 2, the first line on page 10?

MR. ATRAN:  If I understand it, under this motion there would not be any individual species quota closures.  We would just try to set the aggregate at a level such that when the aggregate is reached, we’ve reached the quota levels for gag and red grouper. 

If red grouper overshoots or gag overshoots, we would just have to make an adjustment in a subsequent year and is that what you intended?

MR. WILLIAMS:  Steve is correct.  This says that there will just be an aggregate quota of red, gag, and other groupers, that they’ll be treated in the aggregate.  When that quota is captured and if it’s a four million pound quota or five million pound quota, if you catch three million reds and a million-and-a-half gag and a half-million of the other, then the whole thing shuts down and everybody quits fishing at that point.

The next year, it may be a different composition of the same aggregate, but that would only shut down -- It doesn’t protect any individual species.  It only protects them collectively.

MR. ADAMS:  That’s what I’m thinking Alternative 2 says to me.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  The difference, Degraaf, is that under Alternative 2, each individual species has a quota and when that’s hit, it shuts it down.  What Roy is saying is that we have a total quota of say six million pounds.

If you catch six million pounds of gag, they all close, if I’m correct there, or if you catch six million pounds of reds, it all closes.  The trigger is not based on an individual species.

MR. ADAMS:  It says in Alternative 2 that the new shallow-water grouper quota, not particular species, but shallow-water grouper in general, is the sum of the adjusted gag and red quotas, plus the other grouper harvest.  That is creating the aggregate for all groupers.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Read the last sentence.

MR. ADAMS:  The shallow-water grouper when any of the following is reached.  The shallow-water grouper aggregate quota.  That’s the sum total of all of them.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  No, what this is saying, I think, is that if you had a quota of gag of two million pounds -- If you catch two million pounds of gag, even though you had two million pounds or three million pounds of red left over, it’s still going to close.  What Roy is saying is you catch the total poundage, regardless of species, and then it closes.

MR. KENNEDY:  Can I try?  Right after “any” put in “one” and just like in Alternative 3, it says “any two of” and then what it’s saying -- That’s what is meant by that.  It’s saying that any one of those, either the overall shallow water, which really can’t be hit unless everything matches up perfectly, where they all come together at the same time, but whichever one of those gets hit closes it.

In Alternative 3, it’s when any two of them -- When the second one, whatever that second one is, gets hit, then it closes and this third one is really when all three of them are hit, the sum of the three.  It’s just one, two, or three is what you’re doing in those alternatives.

MR. GILL:  Stu, I don’t think that’s correct.  This alternative is basically a subset of Alternative 2 and basically, it says there’s only one thing that will close and that’s the aggregate quota, whereas that Alternative 2 allows three possible options.

This could happen on just one species.  It doesn’t require the sum of the others.  It says whenever you hit X million pounds for the quota, it shuts, whether it’s one species, two, or a bunch of them.

MR. WILLIAMS:  This is the way the grouper quota was originally managed.  When the total sum of all the inshore grouper were captured, the fishery was closed.  When we amended, I guess with the secretarial amendment for grouper, it said that the fishery would close if the aggregate was captured or if the red grouper was captured, whichever one occurred first.

What happened in each of the two years that there was a closure was that the red grouper quota was captured and the fishery shut down and I think over the two-year period, there was a couple of million pounds of other shallow-water grouper that were left unharvested, because the red grouper quota had been captured, but not the entire inshore grouper quota.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  All of you who understand this motion and even those that don’t -- All in favor of the motion signify by saying aye; opposed same sign.  The motion carries.

MR. ATRAN:  Action 4 on page 10 is alternatives to manage the recreational harvest of gag and red grouper.  Andy Strelcheck has provided me with some language that I’ll add to the scoping document that discusses each of the individual components, bag limits, closed seasons, and size limits.
As far as packages, we’re trying -- I think we’re trying to put together some scenarios of combinations of measures that would achieve whatever percent reduction we need.  The table that I have on page 10 is just a few examples of some possible combinations.

I have a spreadsheet where I can play around with size limits, closed seasons, and bag limits and there’s virtually an infinite combination that you could use to get whatever percent reduction, but these are just some examples, based upon the information that we currently have, as far as what we may be looking for in terms of reductions in gag harvest and what combinations would get these.

That bag limit, incidentally, is a gag bag limit.  If it’s an aggregate bag limit, we would have to adjust these numbers a little bit.  Again, that was the approach here, which is to try to use some combinations of bag limits, closed seasons, and size limits and give people some idea of what we would be looking at for various percent reductions.

MS. MORRIS:  Steve, could you add a column that was the sum of the open days corresponding to these different closed seasons before we go to scoping, the total number of open days in each of those alternatives?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Also, could you add the percentages?

MR. ATRAN:  By add percentages, I don’t understand.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  If you close it from February 5th to March 15th, what percentage reduction would you get and how is that contributing to the overall 10 percent, just so that we know.

MR. ATRAN:  I can do that, but the three components are not necessarily additive, because they interact with each other.  If you add them together, it’s going to add up to more than what the combined regulations would achieve.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  What are we at now, February 15 to March 15?

MR. ATRAN:  Effective this year, we’ll have a February 15 to March 15 closure, which -- I think I wrote it in here.  I think we’re assuming that that could have up to an 8 percent reduction in harvest levels.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Steve, you’ve got bag limits from five down to two, but you don’t do a one fish bag limit, to look at what kind of closed season would be associated with that.  Is there a reason or --

MR. ATRAN:  I could put in a one fish bag limit if you want.  It just -- The outburst from the recreational community gets a lot louder when we go down to one and that may not be acceptable.

MR. WILLIAMS:  It gets loud with closed seasons, too.  I would do them both.  I think you ought to stick one in there.  Right now, gag is depressed enough that a lot of the people I talk to would be delighted, at least in the Big Bend area, to catch one gag grouper.  One wouldn’t have that much effect on them.  I think you ought to put it in there, because they don’t like closed seasons either.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Any committee objection to placing it in there?  Steve, go ahead.

MR. ATRAN:  The next section is Action 5 on page 11, actions to reduce discard mortality of grouper.  This is included because, as I said earlier, gag discard mortality is as big as the landed yield in some years or larger.  I felt that we really needed to have a section that would discuss this.

You previously had seen the first three alternatives that are in here, require circle hooks when fishing for groupers, require venting tools onboard vessels that have grouper onboard, and require pamphlets or permanently displayed placards onboard that provide instructions on venting and proper handling and release methods.

These are really just more or less adapted from some of the regulations that were put in place for the protected species requirements.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Steve, you say under that to require pamphlets onboard for -- This would be for commercial and recreational and are you talking about all vessels or are you talking about maybe charter vessels?

MR. ATRAN:  This would apply to all vessels, but this is equivalent to the requirement in the protected species requirements that the booklet on protocols for the release of endangered species be permanently displayed, just something so that there’s -- Not only would release devices have to be onboard, but there would have to be at least some brief instruction on how to use them.  It was mainly educational, I guess.

Alternatives 4 and 5 go together.  I was trying to find some way to put a little bit more teeth into this section.  Obviously, I think the best way to avoid release mortality of discards is not to catch them in the first place.

There was a graph that appeared in the SEDAR documents and it’s Figure Gag-5 on page 19 of your scoping document, but in black and white, it doesn’t show up at all.  What this shows is that in zero to ten meters of depth, which is roughly zero to thirty feet, between 75 and 80 percent of the gag grouper that are caught are undersized.

There’s a huge proportion at least of gag that are undersized that are being caught and released in those depths.  If those depths were avoided, a large number of the undersized fish would also be avoided.

Since I wrote this, Andy Strelcheck provided me with some data that was not in the SEDAR report that shows that the total number of gag discards caught from those depths is less than 1 percent of the total discards and so this may not be an appropriate or an effective way to reduce discard mortality.  Again, I was just trying to think of something other than what we’ve typically been thinking of to get something in place that would reduce the discard mortality of gag.
Alternative 4 was going to simply say that you could not have grouper onboard when fishing in thirty feet or less of water in federal waters and Alternative 5, since we don’t have a lot of federal waters that are thirty feet or less deep, would be to request the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission do a study to identify possible areas of juvenile abundance that, either on a seasonal or year-round basis, could be closed to fishing for grouper.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Steve, a question.  Where are there federal waters that are thirty feet or less deep?

MR. ATRAN:  It’s my understanding that there are some waters off of Florida that are less than thirty feet deep.  I may be wrong on that, but I believe there are.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Down in the Tortugas?
MS. MORRIS:  On Alternative 5, Steve, do juvenile gags aggregate?  Is that a -- I know that there’s gag spawning aggregations when they’re adults, but is there any evidence that juvenile gags form aggregations?
MR. ATRAN:  I know that Chris Koenig has done some work identifying juvenile gag on the shallow-water flats in Florida waters.  I don’t know if it’s possible to identify specific areas where there’s currently a lot of fishing going on that perhaps could be restricted to protect the juvenile gags.  It’s just a request to the Fish and Wildlife Commission to research that.

MR. WILLIAMS:  If you decide to go forward with Alternative 5, I would suggest you write the request on the back of a half-million-dollar grant or something like that.  Otherwise, it’s not likely to happen.

MS. WALKER:  Steve, I want to make sure I understand what you said about Alternative 4, that Andy has told us that less than 1 percent of the discards come from this area and that what you said?

MR. ATRAN:  Andy got some data from the Southeast Fishery Science Center breaking down the number of discards by depth that I didn’t have and he might have it with him.  I don’t have it with me, but I believe it came out to 0.9 percent of the gag grouper discards were in zero to thirty feet and is that correct, Andy?

MR. ANDY STRELCHECK:  I have a slide if you want to see it.  I can just put it up on the --

MS. WALKER:  No, that’s okay.

MR. STRELCHECK:  It’s a small percentage of the dead discards that come from zero to thirty feet.

MS. WALKER:  Mr. Chairman, based on that and based on the fact that that particular depth of water has the lowest release mortality associated with it, I don’t see why we’ve got Alternative 4.  I don’t know that that’s appropriate.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Do you want to move to strike?

MS. WALKER:  I would move to take out Alternative 4.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is there a second?

MR. GILL:  I’ll second it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Seconded by Bob Gill.  Is there any discussion on the removal of Alternative 4?  

MR. ATRAN:  If you’re going to remove Alternative 4, it might be appropriate to remove Alternative 5 as well.  They really kind of go together.

MS. WALKER:  I’ll include that, Alternative 4 and 5, if my seconder agrees.


CHAIRMAN MINTON:  A friendly amendment and seconded again to remove Alternative 4 and 5.  Is there any discussion?  Hearing none, is there any objection?  Hearing none, the motion passes.  Anything further, Steven?

DR. CRABTREE:  Is there any -- I know we talked about, with red snapper, looking at the issue of hook sizes and I wonder if there’s any point in asking at scoping whether hook sizes would be a viable way to try and reduce the catch of very small grouper.  Maybe not.
MS. MORRIS:  I’m looking at Figure Gag-4 and it’s on page 18 and it’s showing release mortality as a function of depth and it’s kind of a gentle curve, but I’m wondering if Andy could tell us if there is a depth that has a very high percentage of release mortality for gag grouper fishing, if we wanted to choose a different depth, but preserve the idea of closing fishing in an area where there was really high release mortality.  Maybe Andy could answer that.
MR. STRELCHECK:  This is all based on the results of the SEDAR assessment and from the information I’ve been provided from the Center, the depth range where dead discards are highest is between twenty-five and forty-five meters, which corresponds to between seventy-five and about 135-feet of depth.

MS. MORRIS:  Do you know what the percentage of release mortality is for that depth contour?

MR. STRELCHECK:  It will vary by depth.  The release mortality function, I believe, is in the scoping document.  We could estimate it real quick for you.

MS. MORRIS:  My suggestion would be, if we want to preserve an alternative that restricts harvest in a particular depth that seems to be the deadliest for this species, there might be a path to come up with a more appropriate depth than thirty feet.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You’re suggesting, again, a minimum depth that could be fished in?

MS. MORRIS:  It sounds like it would be a band between seventy-five and 135-feet and there would be some restrictions on fishing, a time/area closure or something like that, in that depth, because it would be indicated that that would be where the highest dead discard mortality rate was.

Maybe between now and full council we could calculate what the number was and think about whether it was a reasonable measure to include in a scoping document.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  The other part of that, I think, is that these fish separate by size and depth too and so as you go deeper, you’re going to hit bigger fish.  In fact, it may counter out what you were trying to do.  

If you’re fishing in shallower, you’re going to see a lot of littler fish and so you may end up putting yourself in a position to where that’s all you see is little fish, if you’re not careful.  I think it would be something that we could get some more information on.  It certainly wouldn’t hurt anything.  Anything else we want to add to this section?

MR. ATRAN:  Just one thing before I get totally off of Action 5.  I still feel that this is probably the weakest section in the grouper portion.  I’ve been looking for some other alternatives that would be effective in reducing discard mortality and if anybody can come up with anything else to put in here at some later time, while we’re in scoping, I can still add it to there.
Action 6 -- By the way, in between Action 5 and Action 6 is a little less than a one-page discussion of grouper release mortality by depth of capture.  That was specifically requested by, I believe, Julie Morris and that goes along with the graph that shows the change in release mortality by depth.

Action 6 is the addition of some more closed areas, either on a seasonal or year-round basis, in order to protect reef fish and gag and groupers in general and we have really just two alternatives, but Alternative 2 has a large number of options.

Alternative 1 is status quo, do not establish any new marine reserves or closed areas.  Alternative 2 would be to establish additional reserves, but selecting from the potential marine reserve sites in Figure Gag-5.  That should be Gag-6 and Appendix 1.

That is the list of potential marine reserves that was put together by Chris Koenig and his group some time ago, from which we had selected Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps.  These new reserves will have the same regulations as Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps and right now, I’m writing, and will expire after June 16, 2010, to coincide with the existing sunset date of Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps.

A suggestion was made after I finished this up that because by the time this goes into effect we’ll be very close to 2010 anyway, that perhaps we should use a time that’s somewhere beyond 2010 and extend Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps at the same time that we put in any new reserves, if we’re going to do that.

Action 7 is grouper discard monitoring program.  It was mentioned at the last council meeting that if we do a grouper TAC that includes the total kill rather than just the landed yield or if we do a separate bycatch quota in addition to the landed yield quota that we will need some way to implement a grouper discard monitoring program.

There have been some measures requested in previous amendments that I have repeated on here, or at least they’ve been alternatives in previous amendments.

Alternative 1 is the no action alternative, use the existing bycatch reporting requirements for the commercial fisheries logbook program and the bycatch data colleted through the Marine Recreational Fishing Statistics Survey.  Under this program, headboats and private recreational vehicles would not be sampled, unless the revision of MRFSS incorporates that.

Alternative 2 -- In Reef Fish Amendment 22, which mainly was the red snapper rebuilding program, but it also contained bycatch monitoring alternatives and there was a motion passed to implement a bycatch observer program for recreational, for-hire, and commercial fisheries, contingent upon monies becoming available.

I’m not sure where we stand on that as far as monies becoming available, but at least as perhaps a way to increase the priority of that or the importance of that, I put in an alternative that would simply say implement that bycatch observer program without the contingency clause and leave it up to NMFS to find the money.

Alternative 3 is to expand the use of the existing bycatch reporting requirements in the commercial fisheries logbook program to 100 percent coverage and include recreational for-hire vessels in the logbook program.  I forget what the coverage is right now, 20 or 25 percent, I believe.

Alternative 4 would be to develop a private recreational logbook reporting program and to implement it on a selected basis.  I went on to say develop a random selection procedure using either state licenses or other appropriate sampling frame to determine on an annual basis individuals that would be selected to report on the program.

In order to try to cut down to a reasonable number of people who would actually go fishing and would keep such a logbook, I said the agency would initially use a questionnaire to prescreen a random selection of licensed fishermen to determine the frequency, geographic location, and type of fishing that they do and then use that information to select a subset of fishermen that would be representative of the fishing community for this logbook program.  That is the last action item under groupers that we have in here.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Anything else anybody wants to add?  Hearing none, go ahead.

MS. MORRIS:  Steve, I would like to go back to Action 4 and ask if you could add to that table of alternatives to manage recreational harvest the estimated discard -- How each of these bundles would affect discard mortality.

MR. ATRAN:  Julie, we can do that.  In fact, as I said, Andy Strelcheck has already written a section to add this discussion, each of the individual items that go into those bundles.  Yes, those will appear in the scoping document.

MR. KENNEDY:  I missed that comment, Julie.  Could you tell me again what you asked for?

MS. MORRIS:  I was hoping that in the table for Action 4 we could do something that we did in red snapper, which was see for each of these season, bag, and size limit bundles what the impact on the number of dead discards would be.

MR. ATRAN:  That completes the gag sections.  Stu will handle the sections on greater amberjack and gray triggerfish.
MR. KENNEDY:  On to page 22.  As you aware, again, the most recent stock assessment, in 2006, determined that greater amberjack remains overfished and is undergoing overfishing.  Remaining overfished is not necessarily a problem, because we had a rebuilding plan and we are still in the midst of that rebuilding plan, but the fact that the stock had been recovering from 1998 through 2003, but recent fishing mortality rates, in 2004 and 2005, were allowing overfishing to come back into the picture.  We have to do something.
A new rebuilding plan must be put in place to meet the 2012 deadline to rebuild this stock and management measures must be put in place to reduce harvest by approximately twenty-nine-and-a-half percent.

The new rebuilding plans -- There are currently, if you go to page 27, status quo is always there.  However, I think we had a discussion last time that that won’t work and so there has to be something else.

In addition, Alternative 2 has a three-year stepped approach using the first year, the average of the first year of constant F, for those three years.  Alternative 3 is a three-year stepped approach using the average catch over those first three years under constant F and Alternative 4 is a constant F approach that allows short-term overages as a percent of the target annual catch to allow for natural variability in the abundance of the stock.

Alternative 5 on page 29 is a constant F approach which utilizes the calculated variability in MRFSS estimates to allow for natural variability.  The question is is that a broad enough range or is there something else that you want to see in that?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Committee?

MR. KENNEDY:  Nothing?  We’ll move on.  Starting on the bottom of page 29, there’s a range of alternatives or various management actions proposed for possible inclusion and these include recreational vessel limits.  You have to remember that the bag limit is already one and so the only way to reduce that is to go to a vessel limit.

Commercial trip limits, size limits, season closures, and at the November council meeting, you asked to have quotas included as well and so quotas are in there.

Then, there are no alternatives for those and we’re hoping the scoping people will be able to read through that and give us ideas on which they think are the least of a problem to them.  Then, the final part of this is the table, AJ-8, which includes various ways to achieve the two primary alternatives for rebuilding plans, which is either an initial reduction of twenty-nine-and-a-half percent or an initial reduction of 10.7 percent, which is the average -- Alternative 3 of a rebuilding plan, which is the average of the first three years.

It provides enough information for people to see where they have to go and what they would have to accept in order for that to occur.  Are there any additions to that that need to be in the table or management measures?

MS. MORRIS:  I don’t want to see additional management measures, but I have a question about the tables that show -- Like AJ-6.  You have release and is “REL” release?
MR. KENNEDY:  Yes, release mortality.

MS. MORRIS:  Why are you showing a release mortality of zero when we know it’s much -- I just need to understand why we’re looking at that as part of your analysis.

MR. KENNEDY:  It’s in there as a base to see what the change in size would do -- What people see, if I get this right, and I may need help from either Andy or somebody else, but the percent that is reduced is what people see when you’re assuming zero release mortality.

That’s what the fisherman actually sees.  What they actually get out of it -- What actually comes out of it biologically is something less than and so that’s why sort of -- A release mortality of zero is what the fisherman sees.  The remaining of them, which are the only alternatives that you can use -- I think the 20 percent, if I remember right, 20 percent was what was used in the stock assessment, a 20 percent release mortality.

It’s where you essentially would have to be in order to comply with the assessment and that would be the reduction based on changing sizes.  It’s given there just as a base, to let people see what they would expect to lose, but they don’t get it all back.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Any other questions on amberjack or comments?  

MR. KENNEDY:  Now we move on to gray triggerfish, which starts on page 35.  Again, the assessment for gray triggerfish determined that the stock was undergoing overfishing, but was uncertain whether the stock was overfished.  

At this point, the biomass estimates that are in there are slightly above and so at this point, there’s no determination -- I think, based on what NMFS gave us, there’s no determination that this is overfished and there is no rebuilding plan necessary, but you must reduce current fishing mortality.

Current fishing mortality is approximate 62 percent too high.  By definition, ending overfishing immediately would require reducing F to F 30 percent SPR.  The harvest would have to be reduced by approximately 35 percent to accomplish this.

If you remember a while back, the council asked for a sensitivity run of the assessment without the inclusion of zero trips, on the assumption that triggerfish require a small hook size and therefore, the fish has to be targeted in order to be caught.

That analysis is provided in B-4b and I’ll just give you the bottom line.  It’s that based on that analysis of reducing those zero trips, the stock improved by approximately 5 percent, but status of the stock did not change.  Overfishing is still occurring.  

The target reduction that would be required if you accepted that approach would be something like 33 percent, instead of 35 percent.  It’s a very small change.  The analysts, and myself, quite frankly, are advising that you not do this, because, based on that analysis, it appears that those fish are caught fairly consistently over a lot of trips at small levels, at small amounts.

Therefore, the concept that the hook size and that this fish is not caught unless you target it, it doesn’t appear to be the case, based on that analysis.  I think it opens up the possibility that you could have some criticisms of it if you went in that direction, even though it’s only a 2 percent change in what you would have to reduce it by.

MS. WALKER:  Stu, are we going to have, on Table GT-2, on bycatch, will we have the numbers for 2005 and 2006, especially for the shrimp fleet, because we know that they have reduced their effort by sixty-something percent, which equated to, I think, 50 percent in bycatch in the red snapper fishery?  Would that make a significant difference, if we had those numbers in there?

MR. KENNEDY:  We will have the numbers eventually, somewhere in this process.  Remember, this is only scoping at this point and so we’re where we are when we built this document.  We will replace -- In the projections, we will replace the numbers that are projected with those that are real for these tables.

When that happens, what impact that will have and whether that would change the target or not, I don’t know and how we would do that, but that would be late in the process where we would have to make that determination.  As long as the range of alternatives are sufficient to cover that potential change, then we’re okay, I think. 

MS. WALKER:  One other question that I wanted to ask you was it shows harvest, I guess, of triggerfish beginning in the 1960s and even though it is one of my favorite fish, it was probably the late 1970s before I could talk anybody into cleaning one for me.  Where did this harvest come from in the 1960s?  Maybe Phil can help us, if he knew if there was a commercial fishery then and not that I knew of.

MR. KENNEDY:  Which table or graph are you looking at, I guess is the first question.

MS. WALKER:  You’ve got the spawning stock biomass and that’s just one table that I’ve turned to and you’ve got like in 1963, I guess that’s supposed to be virgin stock.  Then it immediately starts going down the very next year and I was just wondering who was fishing for them.

MR. KENNEDY:  Those are all estimates.  When they do these assessments -- That’s the output from the assessment.  Are you talking about Figure GT-2?  Is that correct?  Those are estimates based on running the model back in time to try to set a time when they think virgin stock biomass existed.

MR. CORKY PERRET:  It’s the number of eggs.

MR. KENNEDY:  That’s a decision -- That data is going down until you get to about probably the late 1970s or so.  It’s really just an estimate of what happened to the catches.  I can find the table of catches that would match this and that’s really what you’re talking about.

MS. WALKER:  Yes, I would be interested in seeing it, because it’s got the biomass going down at a time that nobody was catching them.  

Nobody was harvesting them that I know of, certainly not in the recreational.  Philip is sitting there that no, it wasn’t in the commercial and so how could the biomass be steadily decreasing from that virgin biomass when technically they were still at a virgin biomass probably -- I don’t know, Philip.  I don’t know when commercial fishermen started keeping them.  I know it was in the 1970s, probably.

MR. KENNEDY:  All I can tell you is I’ll look it up.  I have the stock assessment information and I can look up the landings from that time period and see what’s there and show you.  Whether you agree with them or not, that’s up to you, but I can show you what’s there.

MR. PHILIP HORN:  It puzzles me that on this graph that Bobbi is talking about, GT-2, that at a time when there was a harvest and people did begin selling anything and everything they caught -- Everything became marketable.  You didn’t throw anything back as a commercial fisherman.  You can sell anything anywhere today.

Why did the biomass increase as harvest increased?  Then now, it’s showing, in the late 1990s, when the Asian community quit fooling with them, because they were the ones that harvested the majority of them off Louisiana in any volume and they were using brim hooks is why they did it.

They would dive on the oil rigs and find out which rig had the most fish on it and then they would fish with brim hooks.  They harvested quite a few.  They got to doing other things that was a little bit easier and they stopped doing it and now the biomass is going down when they’ve stopped fishing and it just doesn’t make sense to me.  It’s in reverse.  It should have gone down when they started catching them and it should have gone up when they stopped fishing them.

MR. ADAMS:  Stu, if I remember right, I think Phil and Corky and I at the last meeting specifically asked if we could see landing records from areas that these are coming from.  Where are the landings coming from and what are the landings and I’m still -- We’re getting into MSY and SPR and all this other stuff and we still don’t know how many are being landed and where they’re being landed.  Where’s the market for these things or where are they being sold?  Nobody seems to know.

MR. KENNEDY:  Are we talking about prior to 1980?

MR. ADAMS:  No, right now.

MR. KENNEDY:  The landings in Table GT-2 are there and it shows east and west.  I can get them for you by state, if that’s -- I think I have something like that or maybe between Andy and I, we can get you some state stuff, but those are the landings that are recorded landings.

Now, some of the questions about what happened between 1960 and 1980, we’ll have to go look up and see whether we can find what landings do exist, at least on record for that time period, and that’s the best I can give you.

MR. STRELCHECK:  Just to try to answer your question, Bobbi, the assessment provides landings back to 1963 for commercial and it started out at approximately 7,000 pounds and increased to between 60,000 and 100,000 pounds by the late 1970s.

MS. WALKER:  You’re saying there was a commercial fishery that landed 6,000 pounds of triggerfish in 1963?

MR. STRELCHECK:  Approximately, yes.

MS. WALKER:  We will know what state those were landed off of?  You can at least give us that information?

MR. STRELCHECK:  We can look it up for you, yes.

MS. WALKER:  Mr. Chairman, I know that Mr. Adams asked for this information at the last council meeting and here we’re sitting two-and-a-half months later and we still don’t have it.  Are we going to come back and meet again at the next meeting and still not have it?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think they got the message.

DR. SHIPP:  I have another question on that same table, GT-2.  On the shrimp bycatch, I guess the question is where did those data come from, because the variation is incredible.  It’s from five million pounds one year to 170,000 pounds two years later and they jump all over the place.  I’m just curious as to where those data came from.

MR. KENNEDY:  You’re talking about the shrimp batch?  Those are in numbers of age one fish.  They come from NMFS and I can get the document that that came from in the stock assessment and you can read it.  I can’t do anymore than read it the same as you.

DR. SHIPP:  I’m not being critical of you at all, Stu.  I’m just curious where they came from, because the variation is two orders of magnitude variation there.  I’m just pointing that out.

DR. CRABTREE:  I want to come back -- Let’s make sure before we move on that we understand specifically -- Stu, do you understand specifically what Degraaf is asking to see?

MR. KENNEDY:  I’m not sure.  I really am not sure, because at this point, this table has them by east and west, east of the Mississippi and west of the Mississippi, for landings, both from the recreational and from the commercial.

Now, if you want it broken down by state, which is about the only other way it can be done, that I can probably get a table that has that in there.  Right now, east and west -- This question was asked at the last meeting and I found it before we ended and that was east is Statistical Grids 1 through 12 and west is the Statistical Grids 13 through 21 and that’s at the Mississippi River mouth, or very close to it.

Those are the two areas for each one of those.  Now, if you need it in more detail than that, the only thing that I know that I can get is to try to go by state.

MR. ADAMS:  That’s what we asked for last time and we’re not looking -- I don’t need to know how many were in Alabama versus Mississippi.  What we don’t know is where are these being landed and where is the market for these things or who is catching them, just in general?  

I don’t care which state catches the most.  I just want to know where they’re being landed.  I don’t think that there’s that big of a catch of them commercially or recreationally and I don’t know where all these numbers are coming from.

MR. KENNEDY:  I don’t know how I could get -- I guess I’m lost, because I don’t know how I could figure out what city or what port they’re actually landed in, although -- The only place you could get some of that is since 1993, when we have the logbook data.

If we really had to go back and do the logbook and find out which dealers they come from and all those things, we can do that analysis and try to give you an area specific, but it can only be done through I think it’s 1993.  Beyond that, back in time, there’s nothing there to do that, other than by state.

MS. WALKER:  Stu, MRFSS didn’t start until 1979 and so we won’t have anything recreationally prior to that.  All there would be would be commercial.

MR. ADAMS:  What I’m saying is if you can’t tell us where they’re being landed or how many of them are being landed, then how do we know where these numbers are coming from?  If you have all these numbers on what the landings are, all we’re saying is where are these landings occurring?  We haven’t seen these figures of where they’re occurring or landings in general.

DR. CRABTREE:  Let me suggest, Degraaf, that if you go to the Southeast Fisheries Science Center website and click on SEDAR, you can find the SEDAR workshop where the gray triggerfish was put together and you can pull up papers out of that. 

I’m looking at one of the commercial fishery, descriptions, data sources, and statistics and it goes through.  I’m sure all these numbers largely have come from trip ticket programs over the years or TIP samplers and it’s the same kind of way as all of our statistics are pulled together.

MR. ADAMS:  We asked for the information at the last meeting.

DR. CRABTREE:  Staff is struggling to understand specifically what you’re asking for.  

MR. ADAMS:  Look at the minutes of the --

DR. CRABTREE:  It’s broken down state-by-state in this paper that’s available on the website, but I’m hearing Stu -- I’m confused.  It’s not clear to me specifically what it is you’re asking to see.  Do you want to see the landings broken down by state or geographically or how?  If we’re going to be able to provide it for you, staff needs to really understand exactly what it is you want to see.

MR. ADAMS:  Just read the minutes from the last meeting and that should explain it.

MR. WILLIAMS:  I think one of the things Degraaf asked is where the market is for them and I can remember this council meeting in Destin about ten or twelve years ago and they were on the menus there.  They definitely were.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  They’re all sold in Destin?  

MR. PERRET:  Roy, you’re right.  I remember that too and there’s a restaurant named Triggers, if I’m not mistaken, but what -- Where are these fish coming from and where are they landed?  Dr. Shipp brought up a good point.

If you look at the numbers in that table -- Low and behold, the shrimp industry has been blamed for a lot of mortality of a lot of things, but the little bit I know about gray triggerfish, any time I wanted to catch them or any time I dove, it was around structures, rigs, things of that sort.

Where the shrimp industry is dragging where in one year they’re getting five million fish and the next year 800,000 and the next year 100,000, I would like to know where that is coming from also.

MR. STRELCHECK:  Roy largely made my point, that all this is available in the final report for the SEDAR documents.  I was just looking at commercial landings.  The eastern Gulf in the last four years represents about 64 percent of the harvest and that’s east of the Mississippi River.  It certainly can be broken down by state in further detail, if that’s necessary or needed, but all of this is just coming straight out of the SEDAR documents.

MR. PERRET:  With all due respect to the scientists with NMFS, not everybody has a computer, especially a number of fishermen.

MR. KENNEDY:  Degraaf, I will get a copy of all the papers that are in there that relate to the landings and where they might be and then can you and I discuss this and find out what additional information you want?  I will go from there and figure out what it is that you want to have and if it’s available, I’ll get it for you.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Go ahead, Stu.

MR. KENNEDY:  In gray triggerfish, there are no thresholds and triggers for this stock so far.  We’ll need to define MSST, MFMT, and MSY and OY.  There are a series of alternatives that either set status quo, which defines MSST as SSB at 20 percent SPR, and that’s what is currently on the books, although it’s not SFA compliant, and MFMT as F 30 percent SPR.

There are alternatives.  Alternative 1B defines thresholds in terms of 20 percent SPR, one that defines thresholds in terms of 30 percent SPR, and then Alternative 2 defines thresholds in terms of MSY.

There was an error in here when I put this together.  The MSST in each of those, Alternative 1B and 1C, should be one minus M times SSB at the appropriate SPR level and so I will change that, unless there are some objections to it.  That’s the end of that piece of it.  Are there any additions that anybody wants?

MS. MORRIS:  This isn’t really an addition, but in the discussion, right at the end of this Section 4.3, you point out that NOAA Fisheries disapproved using SPR levels in the generic SFA amendment and so since we now have an IPT and we’re developing these things together, is that something that is of concern this time around as well or can we use SPR basis for these kind of rebuilding targets?
MR. KENNEDY:  I think you can use the SPR based.  I think you can do it either way you want.  The only concern would be if the review panel, the SEDAR review panel, stock assessment review panel in this, made some discussion or put some discussion in that said that they didn’t trust biomass-based estimates.  If that’s the case, then you may have trouble with MSY and moving forward with that, but otherwise, I think you could use either one, if I answered that question right.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Stu, do you want to finish up?

MR. KENNEDY:  The various management actions proposed for possible inclusion are recreational bag limits, commercial trip limits, and that’s been completed since the document was sent out for this particular meeting, size limits and season closures.

Again, those start from page 41 and go through to 43 and they include bag limits and size limits and season closures.  The target in this case -- Remember we talked about it’s 35 percent, when I first started before we got into the other discussion.  It’s 35 percent and so that’s the target that we need to shoot for.

On page 44, the management actions to end overfishing, there are a series of possible combinations or individuals that could meet the particular target.  As a commercial trip limit and size, you could do twelve inches -- Let me go back one step.

The size limits last time were asked to be converted to fork length rather than total length and that has been done in all of these tables at this point.  The table on size limits on page 42 shows them in fork length and shows the reductions that you would get by going to those various ones, including the twelve-inch fork length.

It also has TL in a column so you can see what the change caused in each one of those, from the original twelve-inch TL to a twelve-inch fork length.  Essentially, it says that in the recreational fishery you would have about a 21 percent reduction, based on just shifting from twelve inches total length to twelve inches fork length.

The commercial size and trip limit could be a twelve-inch fork length and a 180-pound trip limit would give you a 35 percent reduction and so that table will be in the scoping document version that goes out of commercial trip limits and what reduction they would cause.  That concludes what I have and are there any additions?

MS. MORRIS:  Stu, at the bottom of page -- You talk about the release mortality for gray triggerfish being 1.5 percent?  That’s so low.
MR. KENNEDY:  That’s what was used in the stock assessment and I think there’s validation in the assessment for what that is, that they’re very hearty and very few of them die.

MS. MORRIS:  This would be a fish that we could increase the size limit without a huge increase in the discard mortality.

MR. KENNEDY:  Correct.

DR. SHIPP:  I think that 1.5 percent actually has been peer reviewed and published and as a caveat, the dolphins won’t even eat them.  It is essentially negligible.

MR. KENNEDY:  That concludes my discussion.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  This concludes his report.  Are there any other comments?  If not, let’s take about a ten-minute break and then we’ll come back.

(Whereupon, a brief recess was taken.)

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Can we get the Reef Fish Committee back to the table, please?  Let’s get started again.  It’s about 4:30, a little bit after.  We’re scheduled to go to 5:30.  The chairman is leaving at 5:30.  You all can stay here as long as you want to, but the chair is leaving at 5:30.  Moving right along, we’re at Item Number V, Reef Fish Amendment 29, Grouper IFQ.  That’s Tab B, Number 6.  I forgot locations for scoping.  Are there recommendations for locations?  Tab B-5?

MR. ATRAN:  In order to comply with the Federal Register advance notice requirements and still get scoping meetings done in time to have summaries for the March meeting, it looks like probably near the end of February or the beginning of March are the dates that we’ll have to schedule these meetings.

They question is how many meetings and where should we schedule them.  Tab B, Number 5 has four suggestions, which are all in Florida -- Three of the four are in Florida.  Naples, or somewhere in southwest Florida, Tampa or Madeira Beach area, Panama City, and Orange Beach, Alabama.

Given that we’re primarily concerned with species that occur in the eastern Gulf, the question is do we need to go any further west on this or do we need any meetings in Mississippi or Louisiana or Texas or any others in Florida?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Karen, do you need meetings over there for amberjack?

MS. FOOTE:  I think it would be good to have them there, probably in the New Orleans area.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We have a suggestion for New Orleans, Steve.  Texas?

MR. RIECHERS:  We’ve had this issue before and I will say it again.  I think we always owe it, because even though we may be managing one fishery and it may not have a lot of impact on the others, you do start shifting effort around and so you potentially do affect those other individuals.

I would say at least one and I would prefer if we could link this to another scoping item that would have you going to Texas anyhow or some sort of other hearing item and I would just say Galveston, if you were going to do it, just have one over there.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Mr. Perret, deputy administrator director type?

MR. PERRET:  Pascagoula.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Any other meetings needed in Florida, Roy or Bill or anybody?  We’re good to go there?  That would give us Galveston, Pascagoula, and New Orleans then.  Do we need a motion on that or anything?  With objection, then we’ll recommend these to the full council.  Now, go ahead.
REEF FISH AMENDMENT 29 - GROUPER IFQ

MR. KENNEDY:  Again, this is just a summary of the Grouper IFQ AP meeting that occurred in January, the 9th and 10th.  Essentially what happened was they finished the first cut at what they were going to recommend as a grouper IFQ program.

They concluded all the initial discussions and what they wanted as the core elements.  There are some things that are left out and I think those will come about as the council and the AP move forward with that.

At this point, there will be a document prepared by council staff and AP members describing those elements and hopefully a PowerPoint presentation of some kind, such that one of those AP panel members can come to the March meeting and present their recommendations for what a program ought to look like, a grouper program ought to look like.

At this point, I’m not sure there’s much else to say.  I would suggest that you wait until you hear that from them and if you have questions on what those recommendations are or how they work and so forth, that panel member can provide information from their perspective.

Remember that these recommendations are the industry’s recommendations from this panel and not necessarily what you would want to see and certainly will not have a breadth of alternatives that would be necessary to go forward with a scoping document.

We’ve told them from the beginning that’s fine.  They need to recommend what they want and then the council and they can deliberate on what that program would eventually look like, if it continues forward.  That’s basically all I have and we can take questions or whatever.

MS. MORRIS:  Could you elaborate a little bit on the confusion between landing and offloading?

MR. KENNEDY:  I don’t know that I can.  There’s a definition of -- Landing is the boat coming to the dock and hopefully Mike may have a better explanation than I do and that offloading is when they actually remove the fish from the boat and transfer it to a dealer and make the recording of what that is.

MR. MCLEMORE:  If I may, the regulations, the general fishery regulations in Part 600, define landing in a way that includes offloading.  If you’re going to have some different meaning specific to this FMP, you should set that out in the documents as you go forward.

MR. KENNEDY:  You’re doing that for red snapper.  The issue right now is what those definitions are and how they apply and how the fishermen can operate for red snapper under those guidelines, right?

MR. MCLEMORE:  What I’m saying is that definition for landing includes offloading and so the requirements would be triggered and so we need to clarify it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Any other comments?

DR. CRABTREE:  One thing we need to think about -- I’m sure everyone is aware the President Bush signed the Magnuson Act a couple of weeks ago.  One of the requirements for the Gulf Council in the Magnuson Act had to do with establishing voting procedures for IFQs and there are some issues in there that we’ll have to deal with and we could probably go over it.

We have a one-year after the -- Once the President signs, we have a little less than a year now to get this done and it will involve going out with a proposed and final rule and one of the things the Act says is for a multispecies permit, which would be a reef fish permit, and certainly the grouper fishery would be, that it has to pass by a majority vote of the permit holders and only those who have been substantially involved in the fishery are allowed to vote.

I think the key thing here is we’re going to have to figure out what does that mean in terms of who is substantially involved in the fishery and then that vote will have to occur before we could take place, but the proposed and final rulemaking would have to be done by about this time next year.

That’s something we need to put on the agenda at some point, because I would think we would want to go out with a proposed rule probably sometime after our June meeting so that we could have a comment period and consult back with the council and get all that done.
MR. KENNEDY:  The panel discussed this a little bit and in part of their deliberations early on, they defined what they consider to be substantially fished, which is one of the terms that have to be defined in that document.

How you move forward, I guess, could be different than that, but they’ve described what they think is the right recommendation for that particular fishery anyway.

DR. CRABTREE:  That’s fine and I would think the council would want to review all that, but we would be looking for the council to provide us guidance in terms of putting a proposed rule together and how we wanted to go with that.

Did the panel understand that at least in my read of what’s in Magnuson that it is not a weighted vote and that it is a one permit and one vote and so all of those who are substantial participants get to vote and then a majority have to vote yes.  I don’t know if they were aware of that or not at that point.

MR. KENNEDY:  They were aware that it could be either and they actually provided a definition for either, either a weighted vote or a one permit and one vote.

DR. CRABTREE:  I would suggest, Mr. Chairman, that maybe we would want to put this on the agenda for the next meeting and actually look at what they did and start developing -- I would think we’ll have to develop alternatives to look at that and go out in the rule with that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That’s a good suggestion.

MR. RIECHERS:  A point of clarification, Roy.  While this will probably affect this particular process we have moving forward the most right now, the voting procedure process you’re referring to though is a blanket rulemaking in regards to how we’re going to conduct our business along these lines, even if there were other programs to come in afterwards?

DR. CRABTREE:  I’m guessing that’s probably right, Robin.  If it involves a multispecies permit, which is a reef fish permit, it would.  If we move to a king mackerel IFQ, then that may not, but I think we would have to go out with a referendum for any Gulf of Mexico IFQ fishery.  We just might not have the substantially fished issue for the others.

MR. MCLEMORE:  It’s whatever fishery it is.

MR. RIECHERS:  It’s just the vote -- Much like we had with snapper, where you have the vote to proceed and then you go forward after you either receive a yea or nay on the vote, but with different voting parameters.

DR. CRABTREE:  That’s my understanding, Robin.

MR. KENNEDY:  You said vote to proceed and then vote to approve.  You only have to have a vote to approve, my understanding is.  A vote to proceed is not in there.

DR. CRABTREE:  It’s my understanding that it’s a single vote, unlike red snapper, where it was two separate votes.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Other comments?  Okay.  With the one recommendation for the next meeting.  Next is Item Number VI, Goliath Grouper Scientific Study Proposals.  We switched those around and so I guess the Southeast Center will go first.  Who is going to present that for us?

GOLIATH GROUPER STUDY PROPOSALS

DR. TOM JAMIR:  The goliath grouper is a joint research proposal between the Southeast Fisheries Science Center and the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission.  We will be a tag team.  I’ll start first and give the background information that is needed and then Bill will follow up from here.
Basically, on the part of the Center, this is a work in progress.  We’re sort of looking at different angles by which we can conduct potential scientific research on this area.  Clay Porch basically did a review of what was included in the SEDAR and I think it was SEDAR-5 regarding the stock estimate of the goliath grouper, given a number of the uncertainties surrounding it.

Based on that, he came up with this model and you have to realize here that in the regional SEDAR model results, we were looking at an SPR which is basically spawning biomass over spawning biomass at 50 percent SPR, which was what was included in the fishery management plan of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council.

If we abide by that SPR of 50 percent, basically no take is allowable within that framework and that is what is shown on the solid red line, wherein at this level of SPR you will not have reached the required rebuilding status even up to around 2020.

The possibility, if you want research conducted on this fishery, is if the SPR is lowered to around 40 percent, which is what was suggested by some authors.  The caveat here is that this is -- Other authors are saying that this may be risky, because you’re looking at, for this long-lived and highly vulnerable species, the SPR that might be needed or appropriate is somewhere between 50 to around 60 percent.

If you look at the 40 percent SPR, that’s the dashed line.  What that means is that the stock would have recovered at around 2005 and that’s for the median and so you will have a limited amount of take that might be possible.

If we abide by or if there’s a change in the SPR from 50 percent to 40 percent, then Clay estimated that these are the possible takes that might be allowed within the scientific research process and basically, you’re looking at around 1,500 or 1,600, thereabouts, of allowable take within that given parameter, revised parameter.  If there are no questions, I’ll pass on the baton to Bill.

MR. PERRET:  Is that data based only on goliath grouper populations off Florida or is that Gulf-wide?

DR. JAMIR:  There are two parts here.  One is the historical data and the other one is the projections based on historical data, because once the fishery was closed in 1990, everything else that we have primarily are projections, plus some limited studies, especially on the juveniles, within the Ten Thousand Islands that was done by Koenig et al.

For those juveniles, most of the research, especially the recent ones, are mainly from the Ten Thousand Islands, which is considered as the center of the population within the Southeastern United States.

MR. PERRET:  If I may, but the 1,500 or so would be Gulf-wide?

DR. JAMIR:  It is Gulf-wide, but there’s a caveat here.  Most of this information are mainly based on the Florida side, because the indices that were used here basically were three indices.  One is the Everglades National Park Index, which is on the southeastern Gulf of Mexico.  

You also have the DeMaria index, which is, again, just west of the ENP and north of the Florida Keys, and the REEF Index, which is along the Florida Keys.  Most of these are within the centers of sort of population abundance for this species.  We don’t have much information regarding the wide geographic distribution, especially of the adults.  This may be optimistic at this point.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I have one question.  What I guess you’re saying is that these levels could be harvested and still --
DR. JAMIR:  At 40 percent SPR.  There’s a problem here, because --

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I didn’t get to finish.

DR. JAMIR:  What was included and approved in the plan is the 50 percent SPR.  If you go by a 40 percent SPR, there may be a plan amendment to what was already in the plan.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  My question is why would you allow more harvest in the seven-plus fish if you’re worried about spawning biomass than the one to six?

DR. JAMIR:  Could you repeat that?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Why more harvest of the older fish than younger fish?  That seems intuitively backwards.

DR. JAMIR:  Why more harvest of the younger fish than the older fish?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  No, it’s the other way around.

DR. JAMIR:  The younger fish is only from age one to six.  The older fish is seven years and thereafter.  If you look at the cumulative, it’s actually less per year for the older fish per age class than the younger fish.  It’s cumulative over so many number of years, whereas for the younger fish it’s only for age one to six that you’re counting.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Let me try it another way.  The abundance of younger fish is higher, but you’re saying we’ll take fewer of those than the older fish?

DR. CRABTREE:  Tom, where do the selectivities come from?  That’s what is getting to Vernon’s issue, because you can see we have low selectivities, particularly like on age one.  Where did those selectivities come from?

DR. JAMIR:  I think those selectivities were the ones that were decided during the SEDAR deliberations in the data workshop.

DR. CRABTREE:  Those are the selectivities that the discard mortality is estimated to come from now?  There is no harvest and so all of the mortality now would be in the form of discarded fish, presumably.

DR. JAMIR:  No, those are selectivity for the historical fishing.

DR. CRABTREE:  I think that’s what it’s coming from, Vernon.  Those come from past patterns.  I don’t know that that would lock you in.  I’m like you.  If you’re going to take 500 fish, it would be a lower mortality, it seems, if you took them at younger age groups than at the older ones, but that’s something we would have to ask Clay about, I suppose.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  What age do they become sexually mature?

DR. JAMIR:  Maturity is around seven years and I think the selectivity for the older fish is higher, basically one, because they’re very sedentary and they don’t move around that much and so it’s easy for divers or fishers to actually catch them and so the higher selectivity in that age range of the older fish.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Other questions?

MR. ADAMS:  I think what we were trying to explore is how to go about taking a certain number of fish for scientific purposes and so if the magic number is okay, we’re going to let someone go out and harvest 1,500 of these fish, then I think the obvious way to do it is to issue 1,500 individual permits that people can apply for, like a lottery or something, I guess, but then if you’re going to go about doing that, but then you want to break it down to refining the harvest at certain age groups, how do you do that?

DR. JAMIR:  We don’t know the particular details yet of that.  The proposal is basically after this, if the council approves the whole process.  We will have a series of joint meetings to flesh out the details of the research and I think at this point, maybe Bill --

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think that’s a good idea.  Bill, why don’t you chime in and get your proposal out and then we’ll come back and possibly talk some more about these selectivities.

MR. BILL TEEHAN:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  In Tab B-7, there was a brief one-page outline that we submitted for the briefing book that has been since expanded.  It has undergone some further developments and it was expanded on the original CRP proposal.
The sixteen-year harvest moratorium on goliath grouper greatly reduced the number of specimens available for life history studies.  Even so, some life history research has been and is being conducted using non-destructive sampling techniques, like the collection of fin-rays for aging, use of catheters for sampling gonadal tissues and so forth, or by taking advantage of fish that died naturally during red tide events.

Some life history data has been gathered in that fashion.  In other words, what has been done so far does not require the sacrifice of living fish to collect hard parts.

Although these studies supplement the existing body of knowledge of goliath grouper biology and demographics, they still fall short of addressing critical data needs on goliath grouper life history and population dynamics.

For example, size and age at sexual maturity, batch fecundity, and spawning frequency, spatial and temporal distribution of fish by age, et cetera.  Accomplishing this would require sacrificing specimens for scientific purposes, especially for life history parameters that are to be evaluated over a wide range of size and ages.
To this end, as Tom said, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission and the National Marine Fisheries Service are proposing the development of a joint collaborative research program to collect goliath grouper in the South Atlantic and Eastern Gulf of Mexico.

This research program would include the harvest of a limited number of goliath groupers for scientific purposes and Tom has outlined a suggested table based on analysis by Clay and Luiz Barbieri.

Biological samples, otoliths, gonad tissues, and so forth would be collected through this limited harvest program and would be used to augment our information base on goliath grouper age, growth, and reproduction, as well as supplement ongoing studies on feeding habits being conducted at Florida State University.

Development of a state and federal cooperative goliath grouper research program will improve coordination of goliath grouper research activities being currently conducted or planned by scientists at FWC, NMFS, and FSU, the only university of Florida, by the way, as well as facilitate consistent management of the species in the state and federal waters.

I will briefly outline what Clay and Luiz Barbieri from our agency are proposing as recommendations for the research.  In response to the recent public interest in reopening the fishery, we propose that scientific research projects developed under what will, and I won’t say this again, Cooperative Goliath Grouper Research Program, be conducted with the assistance of commercial and/or recreational fishers to collect the specimens.

Fishers participating in this program would be required to coordinate activities with scientists that have research projects so that their names can be listed in scientific collection permits or special activities licenses from the State of Florida and/or NMFS for federal waters.  They’ll have to get the exempted fishing permits.

As part of this program, the FWC will issue numbered plastic harvest tags or kill tags, which would be analogous to the tags that we presently use for the tarpon fishery, to be distributed to the scientists, who then distribute those to the fishers that will collect the specimens.

Each goliath grouper harvested under this program will be required to have one of the numbered harvest tags attached to its lower jaw.  This will facilitate identification of specimens and ease enforcement problems.

Research projects developed under this program will cover a wide range of topics, with emphasis on goliath grouper life history and population dynamics.  We propose that a research planning meeting scheduled tentatively for some time in March or April of 2007 -- I say that tentatively because there’s other council meetings, the South Atlantic Council, SEDAR, and things going on at that period.

It would be conducted as a first step to implement the program.  During this meeting, scientists from federal and state agencies, academic institutions, as well as stakeholders from the industry representatives and non-governmental organizations, will jointly identify research projects and coordinate the development of specific research projects that maximize the amount of information collected from each goliath grouper being harvested.

The start-up date for the program will likely be determined at this initial meeting and possible sources of funding will be from the original CRP or cooperative research grant that the FWC applied for, FWC’s own funds, and perhaps through a MARFIN vehicle and MARFIN would likely be, if it went that route, would be for more long-term projects.  I didn’t read any of that.  I made it up as I went along and if you’ve got any questions, please let me know.

MS. MORRIS:  Bill and Tom, help me understand this.  It seems like in your proposal, Bill, there’s a lot of in situ observations and visual surveys and tagging fish and then monitoring them and in Tom’s presentation, there’s the actual harvest of about 1,500 fish.

Are we talking about both of those things in conjunction with each other?  It kind of seems like Tom is talking about figuring out an adjustment in SPR that would allow some level of harvest on a continuing basis, when it seems like what we’re talking about is more of an initial scientific harvest that would be a one-time thing in order to work up all this data that then would inform a management plan revision with all that life history data that we don’t have now to do that.

I’m getting a little confused about whether this is change the SPR and allow 1,500 fish to be harvested every year or it’s more of just a harvest 1,500 one time in order to create scientific information that would be used in combination with these visual surveys and the monitoring of tagged fish in order to generate the data we need for a revised management plan.

MR. TEEHAN:  Julie, I was in conversation with Luiz Barbieri this morning about this and I believe the harvest level of sacrificed fish would be a one-time shot and the initial CRP or cooperative research proposal that FWC’s Research Institute submitted did include what you have outlined, visual surveys and basically non-destructive methods.

This is then been expanded, as a result of Clay Porch, his estimates and so forth, to the program that I just outlined, what Tom indicated as far as number of sacrificed fish.  It’s a one-time shot, as far as I understand it, and then that information will be compiled and used as a management tool.

MS. MORRIS:  This is in conjunction with the kind of visual surveys that you have in this paper that was distributed to the meeting?  It would be the harvest plus that or are you going to abandon all the visual surveys and just do the harvest?

MR. TEEHAN:  I believe the intent at this point is try to put as much of that together as possible and it’s going to be hashed out at this initial research planning meeting that they have set up for some time in the spring, to determine whether they can just go straight to the sacrificing of fish or continue with the original program and augment it with this.

This, of course, is also in addition to the work that Coleman and Koenig are doing out of FSU that should be finished next year and that’s all the non-destructive information.

MS. MORRIS:  Then one more follow-up.  Do we need to revise the SPR downward in order to allow this one-time research oriented harvest or is there some other mechanism to do that?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think you would have to ask Mike that.  I don’t know.

MR. MCLEMORE:  I’m not sure.  I guess the question would be what effect does this have on rebuilding the stock, if it has any.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  It doesn’t seem like you should have to, but anyway.
MR. WILLIAMS:  The goal here is by the time that next SEDAR assessment comes up, in about three or four, probably four years, that they fill a lot of the data gaps and knowledge gaps that existed when they did that.

We envision this only as a one-time event.  We don’t see it being repetitive and going back to the question you asked about whether this was going to be continuing, one of the things that that SEDAR assessment and review panel indicated was that it could be that the potential yield in this fishery is so low that all yield might be taken up in bycatch mortality.  There may not be any potential yield from it.

What potential yield there is may all go to bycatch mortality.  What we’ve talked about is them targeting those parameters that were most poorly known in the assessment and that we might be able to try to better elucidate those, so that we can get a better assessment.

One of the things that I recall that the review panel said is that it would certainly be helpful if they had some estimate of what the biomass was out there.  Right now, there’s not even a relative guess of what the biomass is.

Chris Koenig is getting some of that information, at least in his study area down off southwest Florida.  If that can be broadened to a larger area of the Gulf, it will give them -- They didn’t have a good feeling as to whether there were a few million pounds of fish out there or tens of millions of pounds of fish out there.  

They didn’t -- They were working really on kind of per recruit stuff and they just didn’t have any good feeling as to what the relative biomass was and they would have liked to have had that.  That’s one of the things that I think will come out of this.

MR. ADAMS:  This isn’t a management plan.  If it’s a one-shot thing and we’re issuing exempted fishing permit to harvest a certain number of fish, I don’t think it involves SPR, et cetera.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I have a question for somebody.  When you’re taking these fish -- We don’t have a length/age relationship right now, do we?

MR. WILLIAMS:  Lou Bullock had done some work on it.  Actually, it was Bullock and Crabtree, wasn’t it?  Was it Bullock and Crabtree that worked on goliath grouper or was it just Bullock?

DR. CRABTREE:  I think it was Bullock and Murphy.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Bullock and Murphy had worked on it, okay.  They had worked on the goliath grouper.  I don’t know how complete their -- I know it was incomplete, but they had a substantial number of fish.  It was taken over a lot of years, though.  They were fish that were sampled incidentally, a few fish per year, over ten or fifteen years, as I recall.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We do have some information.

MR. WILLIAMS:  There is some information, yes.

MR. TEEHAN:  The work that Koenig and Coleman are doing are getting at some length/age information, but only for one to four-year fish.  They’re working on the inshore Ten Thousand Islands area and so there is that also.

DR. CRABTREE:  We haven’t really had a chance to look through this very carefully, but my initial impression would be it doesn’t make sense to me to go in and revise the overfishing definition just so we can issue an exempted fishing permit.

In fact, I don’t even think that would be a rationale for changing it.  If you’re going to change the 50 percent to 40 percent, then the rationale is going to have to be because that’s adequate to manage the fishery.

It might be that you need the results of this study in order to figure that out, but I think what would need to be laid out, and I guess this would be done in the exempted fishing permit application, is that, based on these analysis and what we have and the proposed levels of take, that the best science we have indicates that that’s not going to pose a problem for the continuing recovery of the stock and those types of things.

Then I think if you can lay out that kind of record and how this will be for the betterment of management, then I would think that you would go through that process, rather than amend the plan.

DR. TOM MCILWAIN:  It seems to me that -- I agree with what’s been said and think that we are long overdue in doing this, but these fish appear to occur Gulf-wide and at least in your planning action -- Maybe you ought to discuss ways of trying to get a little bit more information Gulf-wide on these things, to get a better estimate.

I think that the concentration or center of population is probably in Florida, but I know they occur frequently across our area and further west and so I would encourage you to figure out some way to get at least anecdotal information to include in the database.

DR. CHESTER:  I think it probably goes without saying that we all understand the numbers that Clay estimated have quite a bit of uncertainty associated with them.  I wanted to point out that the 71,000 for ages one through six comes from a mark recapture study that Chris Koenig did in the Florida Keys and this gets to Corky’s question.
That number could be either higher or lower.  We’re not sure what the biases are.  On the one hand, we’re simply looking at that center of distribution in the Ten Thousand Islands.  On the other hand, they took the densities that they estimated from the recaptures and applied it to like habitats in the entire Ten Thousand Island area.

There’s quite a bit of potential uncertainty with regard to those numbers and so I would hope that this group that meets together in the next couple of months would be looking at those number as well and not necessarily harvest all of those 1,500.  There may be a more precautionary approach, depending on what the goals and needs are of the projected research projects.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Alex, that’s kind of a pet peeve of mine, too.  We know there’s uncertainties around those numbers, but still, we’ll put down 15,513 and point whatever.  He did take the decimal point off.

Let’s be realistic at either 15,000 or 16,000, and we don’t really know, but my advice when somebody does something like this, at least in our shop, I ask them to tell me what they think the number is closest to, but don’t get specific about it.  It does lead us down a path of the computer is doing the work, but we’re really not thinking about it.

DR. CHESTER:  Clearly, we went and we took those numbers and then sort of multiplied that by the age distribution that was used in the SEDAR assessment and so you wind up with more significant figures than you probably can justify.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Other comments?  Any recommendations for council?  I think we need something, don’t we?

MS. MORRIS:  Just encourage the groups to continue to work together and it seems like the sense of the committee is that it should be an exempted fishing permit and not an amendment to the management plan and also the suggestion that they might want to collect some -- Some of these specimens that are going to be collected should maybe be collected in other parts of the Gulf and not just off of Florida.  Those seem like the three big suggestions that came out of the discussion.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Excellent summary.  

MR. TEEHAN:  Just real quick, Florida is not trying to highjack this project.  It’s just that St. Petersburg is where we have the research facility and obviously it’s going to require having a team of scientists available to run and intercept these fish.  If the council wants to look at some other possible ways of doing it in other states, we can certainly consider that.

MR. WILLIAMS:  Just one more additional thought and that is sort of reflecting on what Tom McIlwain said, that maybe we need to look at some of these other areas as well. 

What we heard -- Our commission held a public hearing on this subject at our last meeting and that meeting was in Key Largo and we get -- If you talk to people from southwest Florida on through at least the Madeira Beach area, there are goliath grouper everywhere and there’s been a tremendous recovery and I believe that’s correct.

On the other hand, on the Atlantic side of the Keys and up the Atlantic coast, say to Cape Canaveral, there’s been some recovery, but it isn’t nearly -- They’re not nearly as abundant in those areas as they are in southwest Florida.


Chris Koenig, when I read his paper, he suggested that possibly that since the greatest mangrove habitat -- He said the juveniles, at least in southwest Florida, are always associated with mangrove habitats and so many of those mangrove habitats have been lost in the urbanized area, Fort Myers and St. Petersburg and the whole Tampa Bay area.  A lot of that is gone.

He thought that the mangrove habitats in the Ten Thousand Islands might be the main source for all of the goliath grouper not only in the Gulf, but perhaps into the South Atlantic, and it could be that that’s true, that maybe they migrate clear up to Mississippi, I don’t know.  

It may be worthwhile to begin to look at it genetically and see if you can find differences or not find any differences among these and that’s certainly one thing, if they get into the genetics of it, that they could perhaps get -- Issue some of these permits to Mississippi and Louisiana and at least get some of the genetic work from out of there.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Excellent idea.  Are there other comments?  Hearing none, we are under Other Business now, I think.  Is there any other business to come before the committee?  I didn’t get anything from staff or Dr. Crabtree.  Hearing none, we stand adjourned then.

(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 5:20 o’clock p.m., January 22, 2007.)
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