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Recommended Changes to the SOPPS Re: SSCs

XI.  COUNCIL ADVISORY GROUPS OR PANELS:

B.
Scientific and Statistical Committees (SSCs):




The Council has established a Standing SSC and Special SSCs for individual management units to provide expert scientific and technical advice to the Council on the development of fishery management objectives and strategies, the scientific information supporting preparation of FMPs, the scientific appropriateness of the Annual Catch Limits (ACL), accountability measures (AM), ABC and OY levels, and the adequacy of the regulatory analysis.  Each shall assist the Council in the development, collection, evaluation, and peer review of such statistical, biological, economic, social, and other scientific information as is relevant to such Council’s development and amendment of any fishery management plan.  The SSC shall provide the Council ongoing scientific advice for fishery management decisions, including recommendations for acceptable biological catch, preventing overfishing, maximum sustainable yield, and achieving rebuilding targets, and reports on stock status and health, bycatch, habitat status, social and economic impacts of management measures and sustainability of fishing practices. and the effectiveness of FMPs once in operation.  In providing this advice, the SSCs assist the Council in identifying the need for research and data collection and the scientific resources available, and in establishing criteria for framework actions.  The Standing SSC and one or more Special SSCs may meet as a single body (SSC) to deliberate and advise on appropriate fishery management units.  They shall provide the Council with recommendation for establishing ACL and AM for each managed fishery that may not exceed fishing level set by the SSC.  The SSC shall develop multi-year research priorities for fisheries, fisheries interactions, habitats, and other areas of research that are necessary for management purposes, that shall (a) establish priorities for 5-year periods, (b) be updated as necessary, and (c) be submitted to the Secretary and the regional science centers of the National Marine Fisheries Service for their consideration in developing research priorities and budgets for the region of the Council.



Review of FMPS, Amendments, and Framework Procedure Actions:

The SSC will advise the Council on the adequacy of scientific information and support analyses for proposed management measures and alternatives in FMPs and amendments, including environmental impact statement (EIS) or environmental assessment (EA), regulatory impact review (RIR), and initial regulatory flexibility analysis (IRFA), whether these are based on the best scientific information available, and the effectiveness of the measures in achieving the objectives of the FMP or amendment.  The emphasis of the SSC will be upon evaluating scientific data and logic on which the management measures are based rather than selecting management measures.  They will assess the appropriateness of the problem statements and adequacy of the objectives in solving the problems and may suggest additional or revised problems, objectives, and management measures and indicate which of the measures are most effective in achieving the objectives.

Review of  Stock Assessments:
There are two types of stock assessments that may be implemented by framework procedures.  The first of these is a bench-mark assessment conducted under the SEDAR process described below.  The second of these is an assessment update that may be completed by SEFSC or under an abbreviated SEDAR process as described below from the SEDAR Guidelines:

Benchmark Assessments

Standard SEDAR assessments are considered benchmarks that are solicited for the most pressing management issues and first time assessments. Stocks assessed prior to SEDAR should be assessed through SEDAR before any updates in the previous assessments are considered. When a stock is assessed through a SEDAR benchmark assessment, all previous decisions, methods, and datasets shall be reconsidered.  Benchmark assessments should be repeated for important or overfished (depleted) stocks at periodic intervals, set by the SEDAR Steering Committee, e.g., every 5 years.

Assessment Updates

Once an assessment is approved through SEDAR, the basic framework of input data and model configuration may be updated in the future by adding additional years of data. It is intended that the update process should be considerably less time consuming and require less manpower than benchmark assessments.  Minor modifications and changes to input data and modeling techniques may also be incorporated in updates, although in all instances a strict update, defined as only including incorporation of additional data into the previous framework, should be prepared.

The general update process is described below. Each Council is allowed latitude to develop a more detailed process to conduct assessment updates.

The SEDAR Steering Committee will approve and schedule requests for assessment updates and determine the entity which will take lead in conducting the assessment update.

The Council or Councils involved in the update assessment shall make appointments to the update workshop panel in accordance with their SEDAR appointment guidelines. The Regional Administrator and Science Center Director shall designate appropriate participants from their staff.

Oversight and review of assessment updates will be provided by each Council’s SSC. Council SSCs shall establish terms of reference for the update assessments and determine acceptable changes and modifications of the benchmark assessment. It is suggested that a representative of the SSC or other appropriate council committee chair the update workshop and present workshop findings to their Council.

Prior to conducting an update, the SSC shall provide a written report to the Council describing the terms of the update. Following the update, the SSC shall provide a written Consensus Summary and Advisory Report to the Council detailing their review of the update. The Council shall provide copies of these reports to the SEDAR Coordinator for inclusion in the SEDAR Administrative Record. The Consensus Summary and Advisory Report should follow the same format as those prepared by SEDAR review panels.

All documentation standards of SEDAR workshops apply to assessment updates. Working papers, Assessment Reports, and the Consensus Summary and Advisory Report shall be provided to the SEDAR coordinator for inclusion in the Administrative Record and website posting.

These two approaches differ in that the bench-mark assessment is developed in a complete SEDAR process that includes a peer review by the members of the Center of Independent Experts (CIE) under the review workshop.  SSC members or a subset of members will be asked to attend the data, assessment, and review workshops as observers or participants and provide comments to the Council.  The updated assessment does not include the CIE review workshop.  The Standing SSC and appropriate Special SSC will provide a peer-review of the benchmark assessment and assessment updates.

SEDAR Process and Panel Pool:

The Southeast Councils are utilizing the SEDAR process for development of their bench-mark stock assessments for the major stocks they are managing.  SEDAR stands for the Southeast Data, Assessment and Review process being utilized to obtain peer-reviewed stock assessments.  This process involves holding the following public workshops:  Data where the scientists, fishers and public participate in submitting and evaluating the data that will be used for the stock assessment(s); Assessment where the scientists, fishers and public are involved with completing and evaluating the stock assessment for the stock; and Review where independent scientists, fishers and public participate evaluating the stock assessment and certifying it as best available data.  A separate panel is formed for each of these workshops from the membership of the Council SEDAR pool and from NOAA Fisheries personnel. The Review Panel members will include the CIE persons and a member of the SSC or SAP appointed by each Council. Other persons may serve as observers and participate in the discussion. 

The SEDAR Pool consists of (1) the Council members and designees of the state fishery directors; (2) All the Council’s Advisory Panel (AP) members; (3) SSC members, (4) Stock Assessment Panel (SAP) members; (5) Socioeconomic Panel (SEP) members, (6) all state personnel involved in MSFCMA management, and (7) members of the NGO AP.  All of these groups are exempted from the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA) and can therefore provide scientific advice to NOAA Fisheries without being constituted as an Advisory Committee under FACA.  The Council creates separate SEDAR panels for each workshop from persons in the SEDAR pool, with emphasis on persons with population dynamics backgrounds serving on the SAPs.

The SSC will also advise the Council on the adequacy of scientific information and support analyses in the stock assessment update, whether these are based on the best scientific information available, related scientific documents, and the content of the stock assessment and SEP reports, which will be the basis for the Council to set acceptable biological catch (ABC) and total allowable catch (TAC) and management measures to achieve TAC.  They may suggest TAC levels and management measures that are most likely to achieve the FMP objectives, prevent overfishing and/or restore depleted stocks, and enhance positive, or moderate adverse, social and economic impacts to the extent practicable under the provisions of the TAC procedure and FMP.  [Editorial Note: The Council usually sets the management measures through a regulatory amendment under the framework procedures after SSC review of supporting analyses, precluding SSC review of specific management measures before they are submitted to NMFS.]  SSCs should address whether the terms of reference (TOR) were met by each SEDAR Workshop and whether the assessment was conducted in accordance with the SEDAR guidelines.  The SSC should review and prioritize research and monitoring needs identified in SEDAR reports.  SSC or SAP members should be prepared to take on special roles, including facilitating/chairing the review panel, and serving as panel rapporteur.

Other Duties:

The SSC in assessing the adequacy of scientific data and reports should advise the Council on biases and relative reliability of the data or reports that result from sample size, sampling methodology, assumptions or other factors, to the extent this is possible.  Such assessment will provide the Council advice on the relative risk associated with basing its decisions on such data or reports.

The SSC will advise the Council on other management or policy issues and scientific documents including those referred to the SSC by the Council.  The SSC may will recommend short-term and long-term research needs in support of improved management through FMPs (including input into SEDAR or other Operations Plans) for Council-managed fisheries.  Decisions by the SSC will be by consensus or vote. Dissenting members, on any issue, may provide the Council their position by letter prior to the appropriate Council meeting.  Staff will summarize SSC recommendations when time is insufficient for completion of minutes and mail copies of the summary to SSC members for review.  The SSC Chairman, or his designee will, at the request of the Council Chairman, attend the Council meeting to report on the SSC recommendations and rationale.  The SSC should attend and meet with the Council at least twice each year.




Structure:

Members appointed by the Councils to the scientific and statistical committees shall be Federal employees, State employees, academicians, or independent experts and shall have strong scientific or technical credentials and experience.  Each member of a scientific and statistical committee shall be treated as an affected individual for purposes of paragraphs (2), (3)(B), (4), and (5)(A) of subsection (j) which provides for disclosure of financial interests and recusal.  Council may establish a peer review process, utilizing the SSC or other scientific groups, for scientific information used to advise the Council about the conservation and management of the fishery.  The review process is deemed to satisfy the guidelines to section 515 of Public Law 106-554.  The SSC shall be composed of a standing committee whose members are experts in biological, economic, social, legal, or other appropriate disciplines and of a number of smaller special committees whose members are especially knowledgeable of each specific fishery being or to be managed by the Council.  The standing committee and one or more of the special committees shall be periodically convened to provide the Council with expert advice on specific fisheries.  Requests by the Council for SSC reviews will be addressed to the chairman of the SSC.  The standing committee shall consist of 16 persons unless otherwise specified by the Council.  The SSC members may not appoint designees to represent them at meetings.

A chairman and vice chairman for the Standing SSC shall be elected by its members or may be designated by the Council at its discretion from the membership of the Standing SSC.  The chairman or vice chairman shall preside when the SSC is convened by the Council and will be responsible for summarizing committee consensus when advice is requested through the mail by the Council.

Members and officers of the SSC shall be appointed for a period of two years and may be reappointed at the pleasure of the Council.  It is the Council's policy that persons are ineligible for membership on an SSC if that person has been convicted of a felony offense or is determined to have violated any federal or state marine resource law or regulation within the previous five years. For purposes of this policy, such violations are those regulating harvest and reporting information.  It is also Council's policy that a person is ineligible to serve if that person receives personal remuneration directly from any recreational or commercial fishing organization, environmental organization, or similar interest that advocates or has advocated to the Council or its members a position on the management of fishery resources.  These policies also apply to the SEP and SAPs below in Section C.  For purposes of this policy, personal remuneration received by a person from an institution or agency contracting with or receiving a grant from such an interest is not considered direct remuneration.  Reappointments shall be made at the Council meeting falling on a date nearest to April 1st.  Appointment of new members may be made at any Council session, the terms of such appointment to end on April 1st.
Subject to the availability of appropriations, the Secretary may pay a stipend to members of the SSC.
C.
Other Scientific Advisory Groups or Panels:

The Council has formed Finfish and Crustacean stock assessment panels (SAPs) to review stock assessment update information prepared by NMFS and advise the Council on the conditions of the fishery stocks.  These SAPs monitor the following fisheries:  reef fish, coastal migratory pelagics, red drum, spiny lobster, stone crab, and shrimp.  The charge of the SAPs includes the preparation of a report on the stock assessment information, including specifying the range of ABC necessary for attaining or maintaining OY.  For overfished stocks the range of ABC shall be calculated to achieve restoration of the stock within the rebuilding period specified in the FMP or as specified by a SAP, reviewed by the SSC, and approved by the Council and NMFS.  The ABC range for overfished stocks should result in obtaining at least a spawning potential ratio (SPR) level describing the overfishing threshold for that stock.  For stocks that are not overfished, the range of ABC shall be calculated to achieve or maintain OY, although there need not be a specified time period to attain this target. To the extent possible, a risk analysis should be conducted indicating probabilities of attaining or exceeding the stock SPR goal.  The SAPs may include recommendations for bag limits, size limits, quotas, specific gear limits, seasonal closures, and other restrictions necessary to attain the management goals.  They should list the data collection and research necessary to improve assessments.  The SAPs should provide advice to the Council on other stock assessment issues referred to them.




The Council has also formed the Socioeconomic Panel (SEP) to provide advice on the social and economic implications of the current regulatory structure and potential management changes for all fisheries under the jurisdiction of the Council.  The Council may form additional advisory groups as needed to provide recommendations for management consistent with the Act and other applicable federal laws and regulations.  Several major tasks are assigned to the SEP.




First, the SEP reviews economic and social assessments prepared by NMFS for the fisheries, including related materials available in the literature.  They also review reports prepared by SAPs, particularly ABC ranges and regulatory measures recommended or proposed by these panels.  Based on their reviews, they prepare a report to the Council that examines the economic and social implications of various levels of TAC and of specific fishing measures necessary to attain or constrain fishing at that level.  The SEP report may contain recommendations on a specific TAC level for the stock and preferred regulatory measures.  In addition, the report may identify economic and social data collection and analyses necessary to improve the assessments.




Second, the SEP reviews plan amendments which propose limited access systems.  They prepare a report indicating their preferred structure for limited access system or any part thereof and the economic and social rationale for such choice.  The report may contain suggestions on the necessary data and analyses to be incorporated in the plan amendment.




Third, the SEP addresses other economic and social issues referred to them by the Council.  These issues are generally associated with a regulatory change the Council is or will consider for any of the fisheries under its jurisdiction.  

The reports of the SAP and SEP prepared for the Council will be reviewed by the Standing SSC and appropriate Special SSC, who shall report their findings to the Council via their minutes or verbally by the Standing SSC Chairman.
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