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Summary of the Joint Standing and Special Reef Fish Scientific and Statistical Committee

St. Petersburg, Florida

September 26-28, 2007

Ecosystem Modeling

On Wednesday, September 26, 2007, the Standing and Special Reef Fish SSC met jointly with the Ecosystem SSC to review the work that that Ecosystem SSC and other workshop participants have done in the May 8-10 and September 24-26 ecosystem modeling workshops.  Steven Atran began with a presentation on why the Council was investigating ecosystem approaches to management and what activities it has done to date.  Carl Walters then summarized the actions and recommendations of the two ecosystem modeling workshops.

An SSC member asked if the Ecopath with Ecosim (EwE) model could be used to divide the Gulf for regional management.  Dr. Walters responded that he was focusing at present on getting the model to work on the Gulf as a whole.

Dr. Walters noted that the modeling of MPAs indicated that they have little effect unless they are very large, on the order of 50% or more of the habitat.  He suggested that MPAs should not be considered as ecosystem management tools.  An SSC member asked for examples of what are ecosystem management tools.  Dr. Walters responded that some examples include improving gear selectivity to better target species, and improved regulation of bycatch impacts.

An SSC member asked if impacts of climate change had been modeled.  Dr. Walters responded that progressive shifts would show up in the model, but short-term events, such as hurricanes, could not be modeled.

The Ecosystem workshop report contains a specific recommendation for an adaptive (experimental) evaluation of BRDs by setting up areas with differing shrimp trawling regulations.  An SSC member asked what an appropriate size would be for such areas.  The response was that the experimental areas might need to be 60 miles wide, but that it would also be necessary to determine movements of croakers and other bycatch species, perhaps using acoustical tags, in order to determine the appropriate treatment areas.

The SSC then discussed what comments it should provide to the Council regarding the workshops.  The workshop reports contain several recommendations, including both general recommendations  on the data and research need and the general process, plus specific management recommendations.  This was the first time that the SSC has seen the ecosystem modeling approach, and most SSC members felt that they could not comment on the specific management recommendations.  However, the SSC felt that they could make three general recommendations to the Council with respect to the ecosystem modeling process, data and research needs, and implementation of an experimental adaptive approach:
1. Continue the process for ecosystem model development with the aim of troubleshooting policy issues with potentially complex ecological interaction effects.
2. Council request NOAA Fisheries, and Gulf States make funding of key data gathering and data synthesis a high priority. Among the greatest needs are food-web interactions (i.e. diet composition), logbook precision, SEAMAP calibration, habitat mapping, and bycatch assessment.  
3. The Council should explore the efficacy of adopting an experimental adaptive approach to policies with highly uncertain outcomes, such as those resulting from implementation of BRDs, size limits, MPAs, or stock enhancement
The SSC discussed and voted on each of the above recommendations separately.

The SSC moved and unanimously approved recommendation #1 to continue the process for ecosystem model development.  The SSC discussed whether to recommend a specific approach, such as convening a workshop every six months, but decided that the appropriate approach should be determined by the Council.
The SSC moved and approved without opposition recommendation #2 that the Council request NOAA Fisheries, and Gulf States make funding of key data gathering and data synthesis a high priority.  In making this recommendation, the SSC explicitly endorsed the data recommendations from the current ecosystem modeling workshop as follows:

· ALL FISHERIES LOGBOOKS SHOULD BE REQUIRED TO PROVIDE PRECISE GEOREFERENCING ON ALL HARVESTING

· Synthesis of multispecies longest possible term survey trends from SEAMAP and State (La.) sources on the species not being subject to detailed stock assessments (also zooplankton, phytoplankton), and calibrate biomass estimates from SEAMAP

· Synthesis of shrimp fishery bycatch data, biomass and time series

· Habitat mapping, particularly of hard bottom areas on WFS and changes in salt marsh nursery areas (estuarine areas); useful for carrying capacity analysis for a variety of assessment approaches/models

· More diet data, finer taxonomic resolution (fish as samplers of ecosystem change)

· Make best possible use of existing experiments now underway in the Gulf that provide contrasting fisheries and other impacts (no trawl areas, etc).

It was also suggested that the Council and the Ecosystem SSC tap into ecosystem related data sources from other agencies such as USFWS, EPA Gulf of Mexico Program, etc.
The SSC moved and approved without opposition recommendation #3 to explore the efficacy of adopting an experimental adaptive approach to policies with highly uncertain outcomes.  It was noted however, that there could be concerns with establishing spatial treatment areas in the Gulf that might disproportionately impact fishermen closest to the experimental area.

SSC members felt that, while occasional joint meetings with the Ecosystem SSC can be useful, a written report from the Ecosystem SSC was needed in order to properly evaluate the SSC’s activities.  Such a report was provided from the May 8-10 workshop, but not from the September 24-26 workshop since it was still in progress.  By consensus, the Standing SSC requests that it receive a written report from the Ecosystem SSC whenever that SSC convenes.
Approval of Agenda and Minutes of July Conference Call

On Thursday, September 27, 2007, the Standing and Special Reef Fish SSC met jointly with the Reef Fish AP to receive presentations from Council staff on Reef Fish Amendments that are currently in development.  Stu Kennedy summarized Public Hearing Draft Amendment 30A (greater amberjack and gray triggerfish), Steven Atran summarized Draft Amendment 30B (red grouper and gag), and Assane Diagne summarized the scoping document for Amendment 29 (grouper effort limitation).  Following the presentations the SSC and AP split up into separate rooms.

The SSC approved the agenda as written.  They noted that the verbatim minutes of the conference call contained several typographic errors.  The SSC approved the minutes on the condition that Council staff review the minutes and correct all spelling errors, and e-mail the corrected minutes to the SSC members.
Reef Fish Amendment 30A
Greater Amberjack

Action 1 – Modifications to Greater Amberjack Allocations

The SSC noted that the discussion on page 14 referred to Alternative 2 as “the most recent five-year time period” when the alternative was actually the most recent ten-year time period.  They recommended that the document’s text be reviewed for this and any other outdated or incorrect references to alternatives.

SSC members felt that in Table 2.1.1 on page 15 (allocation adjustments), it was unclear how the percent reductions in the lines “Reduction with Allocation” were calculated.  They suggested that this be clarified, perhaps by adding a description and example of how the calculations were done to the amendment.

An SSC member raised the question, “If historical landings data are used to set future sector proportional allocations, what is the most appropriate (equitable) time period for the Council to use – longest time series, most recent time series, or other?  If the time period used includes a period when a sector’s annual catches exceeded its allocation, should actual catches or only allowed catches be used in calculating the proportion of future TAC assigned to that sector?”  The SSC also discussed the use of MRFSS data and whether it is adequate for determining allocations.  Among the SSC’s concerns were the CV’s associated with the recreational landings data, the paucity of socio-economic data, and the potential effect of regulations on landed catch.  They noted that amberjack landings in the MRFSS are considered rare samples, and small changes in the samples can produce large changes in the catch estimates.  They considered asking the Science Center to produce a white paper examining the variability (CV) in samples over time, but decided that it was unlikely that the Science Center could produce a document in time for the next Council meeting.  After further discussion, the SSC felt that it would be a good idea for the Council to convene an ad hoc group to develop guidelines for determining allocations, at least until the SEP develops its socioeconomic model for optimizing allocations.  Such an ad hoc group could consist of MRFSS experts, stock assessment scientists, socioeconomic experts, and others.
Without opposition, the SSC recommends that an Ad Hoc working group be formed to develop a set of standardized guidelines to determine allocations.

The SSC realized that the above recommendation cannot be adopted in time for final action on this amendment, but felt that it would be useful for other amendments with allocation alternatives.  The SSC did not feel that it had a scientific basis to prefer one allocation over another.
Action 2 - Modifications to Greater Amberjack Rebuilding Plan

Some SSC members felt that the annual TAC increases would allow  greater overall catches while still rebuilding the stock.  However, other  SSC members felt that the status quo 3-year stepped rebuilding plan should be maintained rather than switch to annual TAC adjustments because there is not good information on annual year-class recruitment or on aging of amberjack, which could affect the appropriate level of annual TACs.  Also, the rebuilding plan began in 2003 under Secretarial Amendment 2 and is already 5 years into the maximum 10-year rebuilding time frame (2012 is final year for rebuilding).  If catches continue to be too high there will be insufficient time to make future adjustments and still rebuild the stock within 10 years. The 3-year stepped rebuilding strategy is more conservative than annual TAC adjustments and is therefore preferable given the limited time left and less margin for error in the rebuilding time frame.
By a vote of 6 to 5 with 1 abstention, the SSC recommends that the preferred alternative be Alternative 1: Status Quo.  Maintain the three-year stepped rebuilding plan based on a constant FOY projection as specified in Secretarial Amendment 2.  Directed TAC for 2008 through 2010 and 2011 through 2012 would be set to the first year of each interval as defined by the constant FOY projection from the 2006 assessment; 1.9 mp for 2008 through 2010 and 3.5 mp from 2011 through 2012.  (Joachim Singelmann abstained)

After passing the above motion, some SSC members became concerned that passage of this motion may prevent the Council from choosing Alternative 2 (annual TAC changes), which allows higher TACs in three of the five years 2008-2012.  This concern is based on the provision in the reauthorized Magnuson-Stevens Act that states that Councils shall, “develop annual catch limits for each of its managed fisheries that may not exceed the fishing level recommendations of its scientific and statistical committee or the peer review process established under subsection (g)”.  Council staff asked NOAA General Counsel for an opinion on this, and received the following answer:.
“While the section of the Act requiring the SSCs to make recommendations (s. 302(g)(1)(B) is effective, the requirement for Councils to include ACLs within them in FMPs (s. 303(a)(15)) isn't effective until 2010 for stocks undergoing overfishing and 2011 for others, so I'd say those recommendations aren't yet binding. Further, I think we need to clarify whether the SSC is saying there is a scientific necessity for the more restrictive recommendation, or whether they just think it's a better policy.

Having said that, however, the Council will need to carefully consider the scientific advice it receives, and ensure that its administrative record supports whatever choice it makes, with at least a 50% probability of success (and hopefully higher), particularly if these decisions are going to carry into the period of time when section 303(a)(15) does become effective - 2010/2011.”
Action 3 – Accountability Procedures for the Greater Amberjack Rebuilding Plan

SSC members were concerned that Preferred Alternative 2 may force accountability measures to be implemented unnecessarily due to periodic natural fluctuations in year class strength, recruitment, and harvest.  A suggestion was made to consider some type of multi-year average instead.  However, it was pointed out that the greater amberjack rebuilding plan has been underway for several years and has a maximum rebuilding target date of 2012.  If the Council and NMFS wait for three years to obtain a multi-year average, there might not be sufficient time left in the rebuilding plan to recover from an overharvest.
By a vote of 9 to 0 with 2 abstentions, the SSC moves to accept the preferred alternative (#2).  (Will Patterson and Doug Gregory abstained)
Action 4 – Greater Amberjack Recreational Management Alternatives

The discussion at the top of page 31 states that female greater amberjack are mature at approximately 34 inches, but at the bottom of the page it states that a size limit of 30 inches will allow approximately 60 percent of all females to mature.  The first statement should be corrected to state that female greater amberjack are 100 percent mature at approximately 34 inches.

The SSC noted that Alternative 1, no action, fails to achieve the 29 percent reduction target. Alternative 5, closed season, just barely achieves the target reduction on paper, but in actuality effort shifting to the open season will likely result in the alternative producing a smaller reduction.  Consequently, the SSC felt that neither Alternative 1 nor 5 should be considered, but any of the remaining alternatives 2 through 4 would likely achieve the target reductions.  One SSC member noted that increasing the minimum size limit (Alternatives 3 and 4) would likely increase dead discards, and there was no yield per recruit analyses to weigh the increased yield benefits of increasing the size limit against the increased dead discard losses.

By a vote of 9 to 1 with 2 abstentions, the SSC recommends that Alternatives 2 through 4 seem to accomplish Council’s biological goals for the stock. (Will Patterson and Doug Gregory abstained)
Action 5 - Greater Amberjack Commercial Management Alternatives

In Alternative 4, the term “TAC” should be replaced with “quota”.

The SSC discussed whether implementing management measures other than or in addition to a quota would provide additional benefits.  However, some SSC members felt that additional management measures such as trip limits could lead to a derby fishery as fishermen make additional trips to compensate.  The SSC could not endorse  the Preferred Alternative 4 as worded because it contained an annual quota schedule that conflicted with the 3-year step TAC that the SSC recommended in Action 2.  Therefore, the SSC passed the following motion:

By a vote of 11 to 1, the SSC recommends that the Council establish a quota system for the commercial fishery. The annual commercial quota would be consistent with the TAC strategy adopted in Action 2.

Under the above motion in combination with the SSC’s recommendation from Action 2, the annual commercial quotas would be 547,000 pounds for 2008-2010, and 1.02 mp for 2011-2012.

Gray Triggerfish

Action 6 – Thresholds and Benchmarks for Gray Triggerfish

Although one SSC member felt that using (1-M)*BMSY is highly questioned by some, and 75% of BMSY is also very conservative, a majority of SSC members endorsed the Preferred Alternative.

By a vote of 10 to 2, the SSC supports Preferred Alternative 2: Set MFMT equal to FMSY (proxy = F30%SPR); set MSST equal to (1-M)*SSBMSY (proxy = (1-M)*SSB30%SPR); and set OY as the yield associated and Preferred Option a: 75 percent of FMSY (proxy = F30%SPR) when the stock is at equilibrium.

Action 7 – Gray Triggerfish Rebuilding Plan

Unlike the SSC’s recommendation for a 3-year stepped rebuilding plan in Action 2 for greater amberjack, the SSC felt that an annual TAC was more appropriate for gray triggerfish.  Their rationale was that the biology of gray triggerfish was better known, and since we are at the beginning of the 10-year rebuilding plan rather than part-way through it as with the amberjack, there is a greater margin for error and correction if TAC is too high.

By a vote of 9 to 0 with 2 abstentions, the SSC supports Preferred Alternative 2. Establish a constant F rebuilding plan for gray triggerfish defined by the constant FOY projection from the 2006 assessment.  Directed TAC levels for the 2008 through 2012 would be set at the directed yield for each year; TAC for 2008 would be 0.5 mp, TAC in 2009 would be 0.58 mp, TAC in 2010 would be 0.66 mp, TAC in 2011 would be 0.73 mp, and TAC in 2012 would be 0.79 mp. (Luis Barbieri and Harry Blanchet abstained)
Action 8 - Accountability Procedures for Gray Triggerfish

The SSC did not make any motions due to confusion about some of the alternatives.  Alternatives 2 and 3 specified fishing at an overfishing level of 0.9*F30% SPR, but the preferred alternative in Action 2 specified an overfishing MFMT level of F30% SPR and an OY level of 0.75*F30% SPR.  The alternatives need to clarify whether they intend to refer to MFMT or OY, and what that level is.  One SSC member stated his opinion that, despite the confusion, all of the alternatives (except for no action) achieve the objectives of this section.
Action 9 - Modifications to Gray Triggerfish Allocations

As with Action 1 for greater amberjack, SSC members felt that in Table 2.2.4 on page 56 (allocation adjustments), it was unclear how the percent reductions in the lines “Reduction with Allocation” were calculated.  They suggested that this be clarified, perhaps by adding a description and example of how the calculations were done to the amendment.

The SSC felt that the Action 1 recommendation to convene an ad hoc group to develop guidelines for determining allocations applied to this action as well. 

Action 10 – Gray Triggerfish Regional Management

It was suggested that the western Gulf may not have been adequately sampled and, given the uncertainty, should not be left unregulated.  An SSC member expressed concern that there was potential for F to grow in the western Gulf, noting that Table 1.1.2 showed that in 1992 over 800,000 pounds of gray triggerfish were taken from the western Gulf, exceeding the entire current proposed TAC.

By a vote of 10 to 0 with 2 abstentions, the SSC recommends Preferred Alternative 1.  No Action. Manage gray triggerfish on a Gulf-wide basis.  Implement Gulfwide management measures to reduce gray triggerfish landings by 49 percent overall to end overfishing and rebuild the stock.

Action 11 – Gray Triggerfish Recreational Management Alternatives

One SSC member felt that the projected reductions in landings were optimistic.  Another SSC member argued that males are more aggressive and grow larger than females, so increasing the size limit would help to protect males.

By a vote of 7 to 4 with 1 abstention, the SSC supports Preferred Alternative 2.  Increase the recreational size limit to 14 inches FL.  Reduces landings by 60 percent.
Action 12 - Gray Triggerfish Commercial Management Alternatives

The SSC felt that this was a management issue and not a scientific issue, and had no recommendations.
Reef Fish Amendment 30B

Action 1 – Set Gag Thresholds and Benchmarks

That SSC felt that, since the parameters based on MAX were equal to the actual MSY parameters based on the actual estimate of MSY, the MAX based parameters were the most appropriate under the national standard guidelines.  However, it was noted by an SSC member that the technical guidance to the national standard guidelines are likely to be reviewed and revised as a result of changes under the Magnuson-Stevens Reauthorization Act, particularly with respect to the overfished threshold (MSST).

By a vote of 9 to 2, the SSC supports Alternative 2: Set minimum stock size threshold (MSST), maximum fishing mortality threshold (MFMT), and optimum yield (OY) based on the biomass reference point corresponding to maximum yield per recruit (MAX), which in this instance is the proxy for maximum sustainable yield (MSY).  Set MFMT equal to FMAX, set MSST equal to:



Option a. (1-M)*SSBMAX (M = 0.14)

  and set OY equal to: 


Option e. the yield at 75 percent of FMAX 

At this point a quorum was lost, but the remaining SSC members decided to continue without a quorum.
Action 2 – Red Grouper Minimum Stock Size Threshold

Steven Atran noted that this section was included only in the event that the Council selected an MSST for gag other than (1-m)*BMSY, in order to allow a consistent definition to be adopted for red grouper

By consensus, the SSC has no objection to Alternative 1, the status quo.

Action 3 – Set Gag TAC

Doug Gregory suggested that in Table 2.3.1, it would be more useful to show equilibrium biomass rather than equilibrium yield, since the yields did not vary that much but were based on different spawning stock biomass levels.  Some SSC members felt that the TACs based on FOY were too restrictive, but that TACs based on the FMAX (FMSY proxy) were too close to the overfishing threshold.  A suggestion was made that intermediate TACs might be adopted.

By consensus, the SSC states that Alternative 2 seems to be too stringent, while Alternative 3 is not stringent enough. No proposed alternative is preferred by the panel.
Action 4 – Set Red Grouper TAC

An SSC member noted that the SSC had set ABC for red grouper at its March and May 2007 meetings, and that recommendation should be included in the amendment.  The SSC’s recommendations from those meetings state, “The SSC recommends an ABC of 7.6 million pounds, which is consistent with recommendations made by the SEDAR 12 Review Panel”.
It was noted that since SSB is already at about the OY level, fishing at FOY meant maintaining current stock biomass levels rather than continuing to rebuild.  It was also noted that fishing at the FMSY level meant fishing right at the overfishing threshold.
By a vote of 8 to 0, the SSC supports Alternative 2:  Set red grouper TAC at the constant catch level corresponding to fishing at equilibrium FOY.   TAC would be 7.57 mp.

Action 5 – Red and Gag Grouper Allocations

The SSC recommendation from Amendment 30A to form an Ad Hoc working group be formed to develop a set of standardized guidelines to determine allocations also applies to this section.
Action 6 – Accountability Measures

One SSC member felt that any closure of the gag fishery should apply to both gag and black grouper due to the confusion over nomenclature as well as concern about the status of black grouper, which has not been assessed.  The SSC had no recommendations for accountability alternatives.

Action 7 – Shallow-water Grouper, Red Grouper, and Gag Commercial Quotas

SSC members preferred Alternative 3 over Alternative 2 because the allowance for “other” groupers reflected a more recent time period and a longer time period that is likely to more accurately reflect average catches.

By a vote of 7 to 0, the SSC supports Alternative 3.  Set the commercial gag and red grouper quotas by multiplying the TAC for each year by each species’ commercial allocation.  The quota for the commercial other shallow water grouper will be 0.68 mp which is the average landings for the baseline years of 2001-2004.  The aggregate commercial shallow-water grouper quota for each year is the sum of the gag, red grouper, and other shallow-water grouper quotas.  

Action 8 – Application of Quota Closures

SSC members felt that Alternatives 2 and 3 were inefficient since they would likely result in underharvest of one of the grouper stocks, and Alternative 4 was very complex.  In addition, the alternatives might create a bycatch problem on the closed fishery while fishing continues for other grouper species.  A suggestion was made to address the bycatch issue by modifying Alternative 3 to close the directed fishery for a species when some percentage less than 100% of the quota is reached, but then continue to allow for a bycatch of that species to be landed while targeting other groupers.  The resulting new alternative is as follows:
By consensus, the SSC supports a new Alternative 5: When 90% or some other percentage of an individual species quota is reached (gag or red grouper), directed commercial harvest of that species closes. However, harvest of the remaining shallow-water species can continue with a bycatch allowance on the closed species of 5-10% of the grouper catch by weight until either both gag and red grouper quotas are reached, or the shallow-water grouper quota is reached, whichever comes first.

Action 9 – Recreational Harvest of Gag and Red Grouper

An SSC member asked if there were any socioeconomic studies on fishermen’s preference for regulations that could be referenced in this section (staff was not aware of any).  Absent such studies, the SSC felt that this was not a scientific issue.
By consensus, the SSC feels that the selection of appropriate harvest regulation scenarios is a fishermen’s preference issue and not a scientific issue.

Action 10 – Alternatives to Reduce Discard Mortality of Grouper
One SSC member was opposed to making any training sessions mandatory (Alternative 4).  He felt that charterboat operators already had an image to protect, making mandatory sessions unnecessary.  Another SSC member felt that either Alternative 1 or 2 was a good first step.  However, the SSC did not make any motions on this section.

Action 11 – Marine Reserves

Action 12 – Closed Area Duration

The SSC briefly reviewed these action items, but did not discuss them in depth or make any recommendations due to a lack of time.

The SSC ran out of time at this point and did not review the other agenda items except for the draft goliath grouper cooperative research program, which ii discussed below.

Goliath Grouper Cooperative Research Program 

The goliath grouper discussion occurred earlier in the meeting during a break in the Amendment 30 discussion, to facilitate travel plans of some SSC members. A quorum was present for this discussion.

Luis Barbieri reviewed the proposed framework for conducting a goliath grouper cooperative research program, and Steven Atran reviewed the recommendation from the 1998 Ad Hoc Finfish SAP report that an MSY proxy for goliath grouper be set at 40-60 percent SPR.  The current overfishing threshold if F50% SPR.  At that level, an experimental take of goliath grouper cannot be taken without the possibility of exceeding the overfishing threshold.  However, if the threshold were reduced to F40% SPR, an experimental take could be conducted.  Doug Gregory noted that the Reef Fish SSC previously (on April 29, 2004) passed a motion recommending that a controlled scientific fishery would be a viable option to acquire the necessary data to conduct a stock assessment.  The SSC discussed whether it was necessary for the Counsel to reduce the overfishing threshold in order for an experimental take to be conducted, and decided to ask NOAA General Counsel for a legal opinion.
By a vote of 11 to 0 with 1 abstention, the SSC requests that NOAA General Counsel provide an opinion as to whether NMFS can carry out a scientific study of goliath grouper without changing the current SPR overfishing threshold or receiving approval from the Gulf Council. (Doug Gregory abstained)

If it is necessary to reduce the overfishing threshold in order for a scientific sampling to be conducted, the SSC felt that they could not address the question of adjusting the threshold without having all the background information relevant to the original setting at F50% SPR.  The SSC also felt that a review of the appropriate overfishing threshold should be conducted by an ad hoc panel similar to the 1998 Ad Hoc Finfish SAP.
By a vote of 12 to 0, the SSC re-emphasizes its previous motion from the April 28-29, 2004 SSC meeting.  The SSC recognizes the need for further scientific information on the biology and life history of goliath grouper, and supports the development of research studies to collect more information.

By a vote of 7 to 1 with 4 abstentions, the SSC recommends that Council delay its evaluation of the Goliath grouper CRP until an ad hoc panel of experts from the scientific community appointed by the Council, with recommendations from the SSC, convenes with the SSC to examine the most appropriate overfishing threshold for the Goliath grouper population.
H:\A\BRIEFING BOOKS\BB 2007-10-11\B - 13 RFSSC Summary Sept 2007.doc
11

