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The Scientific and Statistical Committee was called to order by Walter Keithly promptly at 8:30 AM.  The Agenda was adopted with the addition of a review of the operating procedures of the South Atlantic SSC under Other Business.  The SSC postponed review of the August and November minutes until the second agenda item and the Special Reef Fish was at the table.  
Red Drum SEDAR

Stu Kennedy described the circumstances that lead to this agenda item.  At the November meeting, the Council discussed the need for a SEDAR assessment of red drum and  motioned that the SSC determine if a benchmark assessment can be conducted.  Documents provided included state escapement analyses, RDSAP review of the 2000 red drum stock assessment, and the current MARFIN RFP.
The SSC discussed the lack of data to review at this meeting; the lack of known new research on the offshore stocks, and the difficulties repeating NMFS original tagging studies.  However, at the same time they acknowledged that almost ten years have passed since the last assessment and without new information, a new assessment may still not be possible.  Additionally, the available time to design and conduct research on the offshore stocks was limited if the SEDAR 18 red drum assessment is to stay on schedule.  They discussed various ways to collect information on the offshore stocks, including the development of a cooperative state program under GSMFC and opening a fishery in the federal zone on a temporary basis or through scientific research permits.  

After further discussion, the SSC made the following two motions:
Motion:  The Standing SSC and Special Red Drum SSC recommend that Gulf red drum remains on the SEDAR calendar for 2009.
Motion passed with no objections.
Motion:  The Standing SSC and Special Red Drum SSC recommend an ad hoc panel be formed prior to May 2007 to assess significant data needs, especially relative to Gulf-wide spawning stock size and age structure, for a benchmark assessment of red drum. The panel should be tasked with identifying research priorities that could be accomplished in the time prior to the scheduled red drum assessment, given sufficient resources could be allocated to those tasks. This should be accomplished in a research planning meeting involving scientists from federal and state agencies, academic institutions, and stakeholders. 
Motion passed with no objections.
Prior to beginning the review of SEDAR 12 red grouper, the SSC took up the three sets of minutes postponed from earlier in the day.  Minutes were approved with two minor corrections.
Review SEDAR 12, Red Grouper

Stu Kennedy led off with a short discussion of the recent decisions to review the gag and red grouper assessments in light of differences in the treatment of key data sources between the two assessments.  The final review is scheduled for May 8 – 10; the conclusions about either stock could change as a result.  
Bob Muller gave a PowerPoint presentation of the SEDAR 12 red grouper stock assessment.  There was discussion about whether the maximum age should have been older than 29 years due to being an exploited population; why the release mortality rates were lower for red grouper than for gag; the reasons for the lower level of discards in the red grouper fishery; the effect of hurricanes and red tide on the movement of red grouper further to the west along the Florida Panhandle and Alabama and whether these range extensions were becoming permanent.  There was discussion of the decisions made by the SSC when they reviewed the gag assessment in August and the concerns they had at that time about the conclusions.  The SSC had concerns over whether to provide a review of red grouper in light of the upcoming review and the fact that the final documents were provided the day of the meeting.  However, in the end, there was sentiment that they would be able to provide guidance on the red grouper assessment if they were given time to review the documents.  They then made the following motion.  
Motion:  The SSC recommends that the review be tabled until tomorrow morning, giving the panel more time to review the information presented.
Motion passed with no objections.

The SSC then moved to agenda item five.
Review Reef Fish Amendment 27/Shrimp 14
Stu Kennedy explained that the SSC was asked to look at the outline of the alternatives only because the analyses were incomplete as of the mailing date and still have not been completed.  Additionally, the Council has asked for new analyses subsequent to the January Council meeting; and based on those results, the document is being revised for the March Council meeting. 
The SSC discussed whether management alternatives should be part of their review recommendations, particularly if there are no scientific analyses from which to evaluate the alternatives.  There was general consensus that TAC and the socioeconomic impact of management measures might be within the SSC’s range of expertise provided that sufficient scientific analyses were available.  After further discussion of the lack of enough information to make recommendations and no clear charge, the SSC made the following motion.
Motion:  The SSC recommends that any decisions on the Reef Fish Amendment 27/Shrimp Amendment14 alternatives presented be tabled until further guidance is received from Council. 
Motion passed with no objections.

Since time remained in the day, the SSC took up a review of the operating procedures of the South Atlantic SSC under Other Business.  

Walter Keithly described how the South Atlantic SSC combined the Gulf Council’s SSC, SAP and SEP into a larger SSC with subcommittees.  They do not have Special SSC members for each FMP to provide knowledge specific to each fishery.  The SSC meets twice yearly in conjunction with the Council.  Subcommittees meet separately on the first day and together the second day to present recommendations that are voted on by the entire SSC before going to the Council for consideration.  Individual members are assigned to be lead on specific agenda items and lead the SSC discussions.  
The SSC made several suggestions for changes that might improve their operations.  Suggestions included: clear charges for each agenda item such as Terms of Reference (TORs) used by the SEDAR process; meeting together with the SEP and SAP; and assigning lead for agenda items, possibly testing assignments on a voluntary basis for the next SSC meeting.  
The meeting was adjourned for the day at 2:45 PM.

March 16, 2007, 8:30 AM
Continue Review SEDAR 12, Red Grouper
After have the evening to read the SEDAR 12 Review Panel reports and the final base assessment, the SSC generally believed that recommendations could be made.  There was some concern that the assessment results changed significantly due to the Review Panel decisions and that although the rationale for the changes were described, the specific decisions that altered the outcome most were not identified well.  There was discussion of how the SEDAR assessment process works, including TORs and more specifically how the Review Panel makes decisions about changes to the model inputs.  The SSC believes that the SEDAR process overall is producing much better assessments.  The Committee discussed the importance of good year classes to the continued health of the red grouper stock and the sensitivity of the assessment outcome to the timing of the assessment as reflected by the retrospective analyses.  This led to a discussion of the need for independent estimates of recruitment to provide a more reliable estimate of future condition.  The following motions were made.
Motion:  The SSC accepts the Review Panel Advisory and Consensus Reports as based on the best available data and analytical approach. 

Motion passed with one objection.

Motion:  The SEDAR 12 Review Panel base model estimates indicated the Gulf Red grouper stock was not overfished at the end of the fishing year 2005, nor was overfishing occurring in that year. Further, recent landings have been near the long-term equilibrium optimum yield estimate of 7.6 million gutted pounds. Therefore, the SSC recommends an ABC of 7.6 million pounds, which is consistent with recommendations made by the SEDAR 12 Review Panel.

Motion passed with one objection.
Review Scoping Document for Reef Fish Amendment 30

Stu Kennedy reviewed the scoping document for Amendment 30 stopping at each Action Item for input by the SSC.  This is the first time that the SSC has been involved at the beginning of the development of an amendment and some of the SSC members were not sure they should have any input into the alternatives.  However, they agreed to provide comments where they thought appropriate.  Action 1 includes establishment of thresholds and TAC for gag.  There was general consensus that this Action was premature since all could change based on the upcoming review.  The following motion was made.
Motion:  Relative to the Council’s Scoping document for Reef Fish Amendment 30, the SSC makes no recommendation at this time on Gag Grouper.

Motion passed with one objection

Action 2, red grouper TAC was discussed.  Although there was no objection to the setting of red grouper TAC at 7.6 mp, there was concern that recent red tide event likely impacted the future condition of the stock and a precautionary approach should be taken.  It was also mentioned that setting red grouper TAC at the yield at FOY was already a precautionary approach.  The only other input the SSC provided on Amendment 30 was the use of variability when developing greater amberjack rebuilding alternatives.  The SSC generally agreed that yield targets are variable and that variability could be built in to rebuilding plans.  A suggestion was made to include a constant FOY rebuilding alternative since that by definition includes a buffer against overfishing. 
After discussion of Amendment 30 gag and red grouper, the SSC reviewed the PowerPoint presentation on SEDAR 10 thresholds and benchmarks that was presented to the Council at the January meeting by Clay Porch.  The basic premise of the PowerPoint presentation was that the thresholds recommended by the SEDAR 10 Review Panel would lead to overfishing based on MSA definitions and therefore are not defensible.  The SSC recognized the concern over the thresholds recommended by the SEDAR 10 Review Panel but assumed that these discussions would occur at the upcoming review of the gag and red grouper assessments.  The SSC provided no recommendations because they expect to evaluate this issue along with the new review of gag and red grouper once completed. 
The meeting was concluded at 11:30 AM 
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