GULF OF MEXICO FISHERY MANAGEMENT COUNCIL

RED DRUM MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE
San Luis Resort                                 Galveston, Texas
November 14, 2006
· - -

The Red Drum Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in Grand Ballroom A & B of the San Luis Resort, Galveston, Texas, Tuesday afternoon, November 14, 2006, and was called to order at 2:30 o’clock p.m. by Chairman Karen Foote.

CHAIRMAN KAREN FOOTE:  We’ll go ahead and start the Red Drum Committee.  The members, as of right now, are myself as chair, Degraaf as vice chair, Columbus, Mr. Hendrix, Mr. Horn, and Larry is here.
We’ll go ahead and get started on the Adoption of the Agenda.  Are there any changes to the agenda?  Any changes to the agenda?  Seeing none, the agenda is adopted.  

The minutes are at Tab G, Number 2.  The last time this committee met was May of 2001.  It’s been a while.  A lot has happened in our lives since that time and a lot of members and staff no longer are here and so would anybody like to comment on the validity of these minutes?
It’s been moved by Mr. Simpson and seconded by Mr. Adams for approval of the minutes.  Those were the good old days back then.  Any objections to the minutes?  Seeing none, the minutes stand adopted.  The next item on the agenda is the SEDAR Steering Committee Recommendations, Tab G, Number 3.
SEDAR STEERING COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR WAYNE SWINGLE:  As indicated on Tab G, Number 3, this originated from the SEDAR Steering Committee and they have a SEDAR scheduled tentatively for red drum and that’s SEDAR-18 in 2009.

There was concern whether there was adequate data to proceed with it and they recommended that the council’s SSC review the red drum data and recommend whether or not a benchmark assessment is appropriate.

The South Atlantic, I think, was headed towards going ahead and maybe giving their red drum plan to the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission to manage, rather than at the state level.  The council’s Administrative Policy Committee was reviewing the SOPPs sections for the SSC and considered whether the SSC should be modified to show a review of the red drum data and recommend whether the assessments are appropriate.

By a substitute motion, there was a motion moved to defer this issue to the appropriate committee, the Red Drum Management Committee.

Just for the interest of the new members, the rule that we put in place in 1987 for the red drum fishery was no harvest or possession in the EEZ and we also had the standard that the states were trying to achieve a 30 percent escapement of each cohort, or year class, of red drum to move offshore and join the spawning stock.  That was the management thrust, no federal action at all and all the actions with the states.  I’ll leave that at that point, Madam Chair.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Further discussion on the SEDAR tentative scheduling of a benchmark assessment?  Seeing none, we’ll go on to the state assessment information.

STATE ASSESSMENT INFORMATION

MR. STU KENNEDY:  This is in Tab G, Number 4, starting with a -- I just put together some information on what the status of the stock was back when it was last reported, which was April of 2000, which is G-4(a), the Report of the Sixth Red Drum Stock Assessment Panel.  That panel, using data through 1996, said that the stock was still overfished and undergoing overfishing.  

If you move on to the next one, which is Tab G, Number 4, I added one that’s a more recent assessment by Florida on the status of red drum.  Those data go through 2003 and on page 9 of that, their escapement rate is established at 32 percent.

However, even more recently, there’s been some discussion in Florida anyway that that number may be declining and that they may, in a few years, have to consider doing something to keep it up at 30 percent.

Moving on to Tab G, Number 5(a) are the reports as best as I received them from the various states on what the escapement rates are.  Again, the first one in there, G-5(a), is from Florida and the most recent is that the escapement rate is 32 percent and that was as of 2005.

Tab G, Number 5(b) is Louisiana’s report.  That’s been updated recently, as of March of 2004, and the escapement rate, with the data they had, which is 2001, was 63 percent and it’s been high for a long time.  It’s been 63 or between 50 and 60 since about 1988, since the offshore regulations went into effect.

MR. COLUMBUS BROWN:  Has there been any preliminary information since the storms off of Louisiana and how they affected the habitats there as to how that may affect these numbers in the future?

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  We do know we lost quite a bit of marsh, but there’s been no connection between the marsh loss and projected red drum status.  

MR. KENNEDY:  Moving on, and I don’t know that this one is actually identified by a tab number, but there are a series of graphs from Texas.  They are numbered.  They are Tab G, Number 5(c).  

They didn’t provide, this time, a direct estimate of the escapement rates, but if you look at their catch rates between the fisheries independent, which is the first graph, and the last graph, which is the fisheries dependent, their angler CPUE, one is moving up very slightly, the fisheries independent, which would equate to a slight increase in that escapement rate, potentially, and their fisheries dependent is showing a decline, which would potentially indicate a slight decline.

I guess collectively -- You can’t really do this, but collectively, at least, it’s a status quo and their rates in the past have been high as well.  They’re still above 30 percent.

Tab G-5(d) is the most recent information I had from Alabama and their estimate between 1993 and 2003 was an average of 41 percent escapement rate and for Mississippi, they’re the only states that has a commercial fishery at all and it’s a 40,000 pound gillnet fishery.

All other commercial fishing isn’t allowed in any of the states or in the federal zones.  Their escapement rates, as best they could do them, for age two fish is between 67 and 68 percent and that’s all the information we have at this time to consider for red drum.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you, Stu.  Are there any questions on the state report?

MR. WILLIAM TEEHAN:  Just a point of clarification as far as Florida is concerned.  We are more concerned with increase in effort than we are with population decline, based on biology.  I just wanted to point that out.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you.  Are there any other comments on the state reports?  The next item is the Gulf States Marine Fisheries Commission Recommendations or thoughts.

GSMFC RECOMMENDATIONS

MR. LARRY SIMPSON:  These are a compilation or a regurgitation of previous comments of the commission.  As stated in the minutes that we just approved, I said that the states are meeting or exceeding the escapement goals set by the council and that was back in 2001.

We’re still meeting and exceeding those escapement rates.  I think red drum is a success story.  I think the council and National Marine Fisheries Service need to revisit the biological labels that are applied to this fishery, that is overfishing and overfished.

It’s my contention that red drum is no longer undergoing overfishing.  Overfished status is something that would have to be determined by a different method.  It’s my opinion, based on past experience with this animal and especially the last stock assessment, which basically said we couldn’t make any real good definitive statements because of lack of sampling and recovery west of the river in the last tagging and recapture effort, which cost the states and the commission some $750,000 and effort to get money to produce --

It’s my opinion that offshore tag and recapture replication of the 1986 or 1987 tag and recapture study should be done in a manner that can be directly compared and replicated to that action.  It should be large scale.  It should be done with appropriate number of samples east and west of the Mississippi River to determine the status of the offshore stock.
If that’s done or if there are other methods that I’m unaware of, then the second part of the concern about the biological labeling of this animal would be answered and that would be whether or not it is overfished.

Also, the states have indicated that any increase in the taking of this animal by cause of an elevation in the status of that stock, the states should be allowed to ease their bag limits and to be allowed to take more of those animals in their state waters for their activities and that’s all the comments that I have of a historical and official nature of the commission and its relationship to this animal.

MR. DEGRAAF ADAMS:  I appreciate the number of times that you used “in my opinion,” because you’re right, we don’t have the data to make any determination of fact.  Of course, the states can ease their bag limits and do whatever they want in the state waters, regardless of what we say and obviously they already do that.

Besides your tagging program, I’m looking at the item in G-4(a), which is the report from the stock assessment panel in 2000, and pages 4 and 5, they’ve listed all kinds of questions of management council concerns and questions that they had at that time and I still don’t think any of those questions have been answered.

If we are going to get into looking at red drum, I think we might as well start a laundry list of everything we want besides an offshore tagging program, which offshore tagging program, I don’t know if it really helps with the real question, which is escapement and recruits going into the offshore population and what projected states increase in efforts, like Florida is talking about, is going to have on the offshore population.

I know Texas has an increase in effort.  If we’re going to start a laundry list of everything we need, then I don’t know where we would go from here.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  I would like to move us to that Committee Recommendations part of the agenda so that we’re working on something specific here.  You can reflect on Larry’s testimony, too.

COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS

MR. SIMPSON:  I would like to respectfully disagree with Degraaf about we don’t know anything about facts.  We do know the escapement rates have been met by the states and so I don’t think overfishing is occurring.

MR. HARLON PEARCE:  I’m not a member of the committee yet, but I will be hopefully by tomorrow, but I have been chairman of the advisory panel for red drum for the last twenty years.  I agree with what Larry is saying.

It’s very difficult for us to manage any fishery when half of that fishery or the majority of that fishery is invisible to our datasets and we have no clue of what’s offshore or what is happening offshore.

We definitely have to get some tag and release, some of the 1996 studies and not the 1986, in order to start doing something with this fishery.  We’ve been twenty years at it now and as Larry said, this should be a success story for us.

If we’re here just to close fisheries and not try to open them back up again, then we’re going in the wrong direction.  We’ve watched the escape rates, as Larry again said, just continue to climb and stay there.  We should move towards some sort of stock assessment program that really gives us the information we have to have.

This 2000 stock assessment is just fraught with not understanding what’s going on in the fishery, whether it’s overfished or not.  It said two or three times that they’re not sure about their data or what is happening.

I think we need to get to some solid data and that involves the offshore fishery.  We know what’s going on inshore and we need to move towards trying to make this the success story it is, for both recreational and commercial fishermen.  Here we’re talking about taking fish away from a recreational angler offshore and maybe we have an opportunity to add some fish to that bag limit with red drum offshore.
MR. PHILIP HORN:  Let’s don’t kid ourselves.  We all know what this is about.  Red drum is a poster child for the CCA and they fought this thing politically and they’re fighting it politically today.
On the commercial industry, we’re still fighting to try to get it back open.  The escapement rates in Louisiana, which has got more habitat by accident than the rest of the Gulf on purpose, and their escapement rates have been pushing 70 percent for a number of years.  They’ve got a tremendous amount of recreational fisheries in that state and they still have the escapement rates.

If we kid ourselves about a mark and recapture study that was done by our company in 1986 or 1987 or whenever that was, that’s not going to happen.  The only people who did that, they’re dead and they’re gone.

There’s not a vessel that could handle that thing in the Gulf of Mexico today, except one, and it’s tied to my dock with a burnt-up engine and it’s not set up to do that anymore.  It would cost millions of dollars to do this and we all know that.

It cost close to I think it was about a million dollars in 1986 and so just by virtue of inflation, if it cost the same, it’s still going to be a substantial amount of money that we’re not going to get for that.  

We could open this fishery in the Gulf in the offshore to a very limited harvest.  There could be some tagging studies done and there could be some tagging done and the harvest could be done by recreational fishermen or commercial fishermen or whatever you want to do, but this is ludicrous, to have this fishery closed for twenty years in the EEZ and not allow anyone to catch those fish.
That’s a waste.  They’re dying of old age and they could be utilized and again, I don’t care if sport fishermen catch them and it saddens me that they despise us catching them, but we have just as much right as the CCA does and I think it’s time for the council to face the facts and we’ve got enough information to allow some harvest in the EEZ.

I don’t say open it up like we did back years ago.  I know that’s not going to happen.  I’m not that naïve, but a hook and line fishery in the EEZ would make a lot of sense.  It needs to be done.  You could get a lot more information than we have now, because nobody is going to do it.

States aren’t doing it anymore and it’s not going to happen.  I strongly suggest that we do some kind of a fishery in the EEZ, limited at first to find out what is going on.  We know what’s going on.  It’s not a secret.  Everybody knows what is out there and so that’s what we need to do and even though it’s a political football, we can still do things and do it right.

DR. ROY CRABTREE:  Karen, maybe I missed it or Larry, but have the state reports on the escapement rates -- Have those reports in aggregate gone to the SSC to be reviewed or looked at?  I looked at what’s in the briefing book, but some of them are just real short little statements and you can’t really look at the methods and how they were done and are they comparable.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  As far as I know, they have not gone to the SSC.

DR. CRABTREE:  That may be a starting place to see if we really are meeting the escapement rates on balance and are the numbers comparable from state to state and that sort of thing.

MR. ROBIN RIECHERS:  Someone over here help me out, Rick or whoever may or Steven.  Didn’t we do that in 1998?  Didn’t we call a group together to look at all of the state issues?  I say it was 1998, but it may have been 1999 or 2000.  The basic conclusion that there was enough differences between the states that you couldn’t just look at their individual reports and come to those conclusions.

Of course, they also mentioned the lack of offshore data as well, but I think we’ve been through that exercise once.  Now, stock assessment analysts change and so do their opinions about things and so it may be worth sending it to them again, but we probably also want to refresh ourselves with that report from that timeframe.  Does anyone else have recollection of that body?

DR. TOM MCILWAIN:  I don’t know the timeframe, but we did look at all of that several years back and there was discussion at that time, as far as I remember, relative to some of the states were actually doing assessments in their state and we were looking at methodologies to expand that to the Gulf.  

Again, with the last stock tagging and recapture study, we didn’t get sufficient information from the west side of the river to draw any conclusions from and that was the big issue there.

All of the states were doing that and they were still looking at some way to combine all of those state assessments to get some better handle on what may be going on offshore.  I would encourage us to figure out some way to look at that or revisit that.  I agree with everybody else.  

I was involved early on with this fishery, from the late 1970s, I guess, and it’s ludicrous to me that we continue to keep this fishery closed or not take a serious look at trying to open it after all these years and I think the escapement rates are high and there’s got to be an adequate stock offshore.  I think we really ought to take a look at it.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Are there any committee recommendations?

MR. SIMPSON:  I would like to see the council seek funding through whatever means to replicate the offshore tag and recapture study that I just outlined, to basically replicate the late 1980s tag and recapture.
CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Is that in the form of a motion?

MR. SIMPSON:  Sure.
CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Is there a second to Larry’s motion? 

MR. HORN:  I’ll second it for the fun of it.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Seconded by Mr. Horn.  Is there any discussion?

MR. HORN:  There was an attempt to do this in I forget what year it was.  Keep in mind that my historical knowledge of the offshore purse seine fishery is pretty good.  There were two companies doing it, ours and another one out of Florida.

We did the first mark and recapture study, which according to the folks that did it, they claimed it was a success, which was primarily Louisiana scientists on that vessel, along with National Marine Fisheries people at the time.

The second attempt was done by the company out of Florida and if I’m not mistaken, they did this thing in July and they herded some fish up off of Chandeleur and the scientists onboard, which I think at that time was primarily NMFS scientists, helped them just about kill two or three hundred thousand red drum, because they wouldn’t let the guy on the boat let the fish go because they were having a job getting the fish on and tagging them.

This was coming up on the 4th of July weekend, I think, and it was attempted and it just failed miserably.  That is not an easy thing to do, to haul in two or three hundred thousand pounds of fish with a net and keep them alive and bail a few fish out and stick a tag in them and throw them back overboard.

That is not an easy task.  It sounds like it’s nothing to it.  A purse seine is not a gillnet and there’s a lot more to it.  It’s a big operation.  It takes a powerful net and it takes a powerful vessel with a roller on it and what have you and, Larry, I appreciate your thought of wanting to do this, but you know as well as I do that it’s not going to happen.

It’s just not going to happen.  The folks that were capable of doing this before, both of them that were on that boat are dead.  They’re gone and the folks in Florida, they tried it and doing it the way the government wanted to do it, they were just totally unsuccessful.

I appreciate the effort, but again, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree with this.  To do it, you’re going to have a job finding somebody to even apply.  If you put out an RFP and told them what you wanted, even if it was simple, you’re going to have a job finding someone to do this and I mean that.

MR. ADAMS:  Larry, if eventually you’re trying to create an opening for red drum in the EEZ for hook and line activity, whether recreational or commercial, why wouldn’t you do the study based on hook and line sampling?

MR. SIMPSON:  Let me amend my motion.  Have the council seek funding to replicate the tag and recapture study done in the late 1980s, the good one.  I think you can throw away the 2000 or 1999 one, because it’s useless.  Done in the late 1980s or any other means or study to determine the status of the offshore stock.
My goal, Degraaf, is not to open it up to any fishery.  My goal is to try to find out the status of the stock, period.  What you do with the fish after you determine the status is strictly the council’s action.  I just want to show that this animal has been recovering for years and I think it’s a success story that the council and others took a lot of effort to get to.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Does the seconder agree to that amendment?

MR. HORN:  Yes.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Is there further discussion on the amendment as it stands now? 

MR. BROWN:  Larry, why don’t you just shorten it and just have the council seek funding to seek the status of the offshore stock?

MR. SIMPSON:  This fishery has been closed to all but illegal take in the EEZ since 1987, twenty years.  The animal’s life probably is thirty or maybe forty.  I’ve been told if we do an off -- This is a perfect scientific study to see if we can actually measure the increase in the offshore population.

Why I want to do it so hard with this tag and recapture is because I want to directly look at the two studies and see if we can see those improvements in the stock.  If we can’t do this biologically, if we can’t do this scientifically, then maybe that’s why there’s so much resistance to actually doing something that’s directly -- That a layman can look at and see the difference.

That’s why I wanted to do the tag and recapture, because I’ve been told that that’s what it takes and I’ve been told that that’s the only missing link that you’ve got at this time for red drum.

DR. CRABTREE:  Just to throw into it, there have been some studies that were done off of Florida trying to look at this, because I was the principle investigator on one of them.  It was a MARFIN study and we did purse seine red drum for two years off of the Tampa Bay area and other areas off of Florida.

We didn’t tag them, but we aged I’m guessing a thousand or more adult fish from the offshore population and we did see some big cohorts that corresponded with when Florida had closed the inshore waters.

It seems to me we funded, a couple of years ago, another MARFIN study to FMRI to do some of that similar kinds of work, but I would have to look and see on that.  The problem with the studies that were done off Florida is it was just in one small area and it wasn’t broad enough in scope to give you a real picture of what was going on.

We did use some of those bait fish boats down there with a spotter pilot to do the purse seine work.  I don’t know if any of those guys are still around down there.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Further comments on the motion on the board?  All in favor of the motion raise your hand; all opposed raise your hand.  The motion passes.  Any further motions for the committee to recommend?  Seeing none, any further business for the committee?  The committee is adjourned.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 3:00 o’clock p.m., November 14, 2006.)
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