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The Red Drum Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Romeo and Julieta Room of the El Tropicano Riverwalk Hotel, San Antonio, Texas, Tuesday morning, July 31, 2007, and was called to order at 10:40 o’clock a.m. by Chairman Karen Foote.

CHAIRMAN KAREN FOOTE:  I’m going to go ahead and convene the Red Drum Committee, please.  The members are myself, Tom McIlwain, Degraaf is not here, Joe Hendrix, Phil Horn, Harlon Pearce, and Bill Teehan.

We have an agenda in front of us.  Are there any changes the agenda?  Seeing none, the agenda stands adopted.  Approval of Minutes, Tab E, Number 2, are there any changes to the minutes?  Seeing no changes, the minutes stand adopted.  Item III is Recommendation of Ad Hoc Review Panel for Red Drum, Tab E, Number 3.  We have a presentation by Wayne and Harlon, who chaired the meeting.

RECOMMENDATION OF AD HOC REVIEW PANEL FOR RED DRUM

MR. HARLON PEARCE:  While we’re at it, we’ve got one member of the ad hoc committee in the room, Elbert Whorton, and I would like to have the committee be able to talk back and forth with him, if they might, and ask him some questions or have him answer some questions for us.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you for coming to the council meeting.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR WAYNE SWINGLE:  The document is Tab E, Number 3.  All the members were present at the meeting, which was held in New Orleans, with the exception of two.  We had a good turnout.  I guess Harlon introduced everyone and then held the election and Mike Murphy was elected chair and Randy Pausina as vice chair.

I then presented their charge to the group and basically, in a short summary, it’s whether or not we had enough information to proceed with a SEDAR assessment in 2009.  That was part of the charge that they were going to report back.

We then reviewed the SEDAR process, since that would be then just for the benefit of some of the panel members who had not been associated with the SEDAR process, and then each of the representatives of the states and the commission and the National Marine Fisheries Service summarized the fisheries dependent and independent data available.  Those summaries of their discussion are appended to this summary and so I won’t go into that now.  

The panel members were provided the more recent stock assessments, which in this case were the 2000 assessment by Clay Porch and Version 2 and Version 2.1.  Then the whole process was reviewed by our Red Drum Stock Assessment Panel.

They noted that Porch had indicated that on the whole the assessment was quite uncertain.  He cited uncertainty in stock structure, the flat stock recruitment relationship even at small stock size, small sample size for offshore age composition, unknown age composition for shrimp bycatch, the unknown length composition of the inshore commercial fisheries, and the unknown magnitude and composition of the inshore shrimp fleet bycatch.

Based on that assessment, the conclusion was the fishery was overfished and subject to overfishing and the stock assessment panel recommended that the TAC remain at zero in the EEZ.

The ad hoc review panel noted that that stock assessment was based on data through 1997 and the proposed assessment, as outlined, in 2009 would include information through 2007 and there was, as you would expect, considerable debate as to whether or not it would be better to proceed with the 2009 assessment or to defer and allow additional data collection programs to be implemented so that we had less uncertainty about the result.

Based on all of that discussion, the panel made a motion that the panel believes that the data presented at this meeting would make the next assessment in 2009 less uncertain concerning the red drum stock status than the 2000 assessment.  Therefore, the 2009 SEDAR should go forward as scheduled, especially since there’s been almost ten years of additional information collected.

What they did next is they felt it important to indicate to the council the increased data that would be available if they proceeded with going forward with the 2009 time period.  They reviewed all the reports and found that increased fishery dependent aging data for the recreational landings would be available, increased sampling effort of the MRFSS system since 1996 and therefore, increased precision of the estimated landings, releases, and length structure of landed red drum.

There would be additional age composition information from the offshore stock.  That pertained to an interim program that National Marine Fisheries Service was carrying out gathering some of the current offshore stock in order to estimate age or determine the age structure of that stock.
The new information on size and length of released fish in the recreational fishery would be available.  The annual state level fishery independent sampling program and additional time and regional coverage of ongoing data sets that were previously established, the potential for improvement of the assessment using a geographically partitioned model that could make better use of the additional state level fishery independent information and observer data on the shrimp trawl bycatch is becoming available for the portions of the shrimp fleet.

Heretofore, that observer program for the shrimp fleet had not included red drum as one of the specimens documented from that activity.  Improvement of the precision of the MRFSS effort estimates and thereby the catch estimates through implementation of the new for-hire survey and that action by the commission staff in carrying out that survey has resulted in much better precision for other estimates like those for red snapper.

While the panel felt the change listed above should provide for improvement of the stock assessment database that justified their motion, they wanted to make you aware that there are deficiencies in the information and by consensus, they cited below what they felt were the deficiencies and they could be partially addressed in the short term, data made available by 2009, and more fully addressed in the long-term studies that if pursued would result in improved assessments.

For the short term, they felt that monitoring the shrimp trawl and other commercial fishery bycatch, sizes, lengths and age and release mortality would be available.  Monitoring the recreational release sizes and lengths and age and mortality and this is primarily a commitment by the states to collect more information there.

Because the time interval for initiation of the SEDAR process is so short, most of the new data collection programs cannot be implemented and that was part of the charge of the council to the group, to come up with those new data collection.  They could not be implemented and completed prior to convening the SEDAR data workshop, which begins in January of 2009.

The agencies present, each of the state and federal, indicated those portions of the sampling program that they could enhance through increased sampling at their level and this is enhanced age composition data for adults off the Gulf States and that could be done by Florida, Louisiana, and Texas.  

Measurement of the length frequencies of existing commercial red drum fisheries, the commercial fishery exists in Mississippi with a quota level assigned to them.  In Alabama, I think they are allowed to bring in to Alabama ports red drum taken from other areas.

Lengths of released fish for the 2000 to 2008 years, Louisiana, Florida, and Texas all agreed to beef up their programs to collect more of that analysis, the tagging data for estimated selectivities, that is relative age specific fishing mortality rates.  All three of the major states could do that or collect additional information to do that.

The observer sampled shrimp trawl bycatch for length frequency purposes and possible availability of first year lengths and ages data from recreational Gulf States Marine Fisheries Commission Fishery Information Network  or the FIN biological sampling program.
For the long term, to help improve in the post-2009 assessment, develop a continuous long-term monitoring program for age composition of adult stocks.  The panel, in doing that, recognized the adequate well-designed characterization of the age-structure of the spawning stock is important, especially for a long-lived species. 
One possible mechanism for establishing a long-term program to collect age structure is to use the Cooperative Research Program, MARFIN, and similar programs that use recreational and commercial harvesters to collect samples and associated data.
The panel asks the council and NMFS to evaluate the potential to collect additional information on age structure of offshore adults utilizing a small, controlled fishery harvest.  This type of activity has been carried out in the North Pacific and Mid-Atlantic Councils. 
They also concluded by indicating that the long-term things would be to develop a study to estimate the abundance of adult spawning in the red drum and all areas.  

The most successful assessment they had was back in 1986 where they were able to develop an estimate of the numbers of fish in the offshore spawning stock by a tag recapture program and that was tried again in the mid-1990s, but the protocol broke down and it never developed.

They concluded that by having that size of the population from that tag recover thing was the best way to really determine the status of the stocks and concurrently with all of the modeling of it would help assure, I guess, the accuracy of that.

The last one was to identify the individual state’s contributions to offshore stocks which help in the comparison of the federal assessment findings with those of the states.  That was their recommendation to you and the motion and the rationale supporting it.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you and I thank the ad hoc committee for all the work they did.

MR. BILL TEEHAN:  I have a question and I don’t know who to ask it to, but the State of Florida did extensive shrimp trawl bycatch work in the early 1990s and we rarely caught any red drum in the inshore and near-shore waters.  What is the database on adult red drum being caught in shrimp trawls?  Does anybody have that offshore?

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  I’m looking at the Science Center or -- Steve Branstetter is coming forward.

DR. STEVE BRANSTETTER:  There were very few red drum ever taken in the shrimp trawl bycatch program in the 1990s, the congressionally mandated one, and I don’t think that they show it very much now in the current observer program either.  They were one of the species of identity, because they were a managed fishery, but that was a zero-zero every trawl, just about.  It was very limited numbers, either adults or juveniles.

MR. CORKY PERRET:  My question is similar to Bill’s.  Wayne, the panel reviewed reports and so on and so forth and there’s seven bullet items and the second to last one is observer data.  Well, they reviewed reports and finds observer data on shrimp trawl bycatch for all species.  What are they saying, that they have observer data now for red drum from the trawl fishery?
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  They reinstituted an observer program that I think in the past was targeted to other species rather than red drum, but they did include red drum in the most recent --

MR. PERRET:  They’re saying they have some data now from the trawl fisheries that shows the incidence of red drum take, I assume?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  The difference to what Steve reported there, doing this for the inshore shrimp fishery as well as the offshore fishery, where I think the program he was talking about was for the offshore fishery.

MR. PERRET:  I would concur with what I’ve seen of the inshore trawl fishery.  There are very, very few taken in the trawl fishery.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  That was the conclusion by the Alabama representative that was there as well.

MR. PEARCE:  If the panel will allow me, I would like Mr. Whorton to come up, because he was the only one that did not vote to have the stock assessment done and I would like them to hear his views before we move ahead.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Seeing no objection from the panel, we invite you forward to a microphone.  There’s one by Harlon over there.  Specifically, your question, Harlon, to Elbert is what?

MR. PEARCE:  I want him to explain the reasons he voted against a stock assessment in 2009 so everybody can hear his objections that he later qualified, but he still got some questions.
DR. ELBERT WHORTON:  The motion that was made was made very, very early in the panel meeting and I think it was made primarily to kind of get something on the board to begin to talk about and in fact, it achieved that notion.

The motion originally was, as was mentioned, it’s been about ten years since there’s been a reassessment with any degree of -- Well, I guess maybe the mid to late 1980s and the reviews that were completed by Clay Porch in the 2000 era was really very strongly stated in terms of deficiencies in the data.

There were contradictions in the conclusions that he found in the 2000/2001 reviews and essentially, he just said the data was not sufficient to allow a decision of any kind and therefore, it was suggested that status quo be maintained, which was overfished and overfishing and that essentially was what we began with at the panel.

The panel charge was important in the sense to see, in the panel’s opinion, with the state representatives that were there, was there any reasonable evidence that there would be enough information to conduct a successful SEDAR beginning in 2009.  That basically is a year and it’s the spring of 2009 and so it’s a little bit more than a year.

As you recall, the first thing that happens since the data workshop -- The data workshop does kind of what this panel was supposed to try to accomplish, but they have to collect the data.  They have to assemble all the data that’s going to be used in the next phase, which is the assessment, which is all the estimations and the parameter estimations as part of the assessment.
My concern was, with that first motion and a lot of the comments by Clay Porch and others, that there was a high probability that the amount of data and information that would be available once you begin that SEDAR program may decrease the uncertainty a little bit, but not very much.

I was looking down the pike and if it doesn’t decrease the uncertainty very much, then at the end of the process, the SSC is going to be faced with the same question we had earlier on.  The best available science may not be very good.  The best available information to judge the recommendation may not be much better than it was earlier on and there was really no way we could make that decision.

We did hear from various states about what they may be able to do and there’s some key words in there and one is “might”.  The people that represent the states, there was no assurance that they could really do what they were fully willing to do if they were able to.  Whether or not that would be adequate was essentially unknown.

Here we are with some possibilities of some data from Texas, some from Alabama, Mississippi, which is the only one that has the commercial fishing, except for North Carolina.  We have pieces of data that people have available.  

Some are coming online that did not use to be there, but in my opinion, and I think after the committee really got into the discussion, most everybody was really not sure that there would be an adequate amount of data and information that would provide for an adequate SEDAR assessment.

We were convinced it would probably be better than it was last time.  How much better is the $64,000 question.  I knew when that motion was passed, in a lot of what I had already read and understood from what Dr. Porch and those people had concluded, that we’re going to be into a data problem again.

The fishery being closed for commercial fishing, there is no abundance data.  There is no abundance data by age and there is no mortality data.  There is no data of any kind except in pieces and I don’t know the extent that Texas data is going to apply to all Gulf states.  

That was the reason that I eventually voted against the motion, because I was convinced that the data is not going to be that much better than we had earlier and we’re going to wind up with an uncertainty issue at the end.

I did change my mind a bit after I heard the various states and the Gulf States Commission in terms of what they did and what was coming online in some of the recreational fishing data that’s coming out of Florida.

There are some regional pieces and in there, it may be worth going ahead and pursuing the SEDAR process and it may work, but I think personally that somebody really now should go back to the drawing board, before that data management workshop begins, to make sure that there is adequate data before that process starts.

I know once the process starts that it’s going to be finished and the data is going to be used as best it can to go all the way through the process and it may wind up not being quite as less uncertain as it was earlier.  Let me stop there and turn it back to Harlon and answer questions, if you have them.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you, Dr. Whorton.  As I understand the process, the SEDAR Steering Committee asked for our advice of do we have enough data to proceed and we formed an ad hoc review committee to answer that question and is that correct, Wayne?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  That’s correct.  We’re supposed to advise them at their next meeting whether we want to use that 2009 time period to have the assessment done for red drum.

MR. PEARCE:  It was very clear at the beginning of the ad hoc meeting that -- Clay Porch basically laid out that the absolute abundance of adult red drum in the Gulf need to be accurately measured and it hasn’t been as of yet and that was the real sticking point in the development of a stock assessment or SEDAR.

In order for us to move forward, we’ve got to figure out a way to get that done.  In our process on the ad hoc, we learned that the North Pacific Council has some things that they do with sablefish with stock assessments and we know that the Mid-Atlantic is using some different mechanisms for stock assessments and a lot of those are fishery related.
In the sablefish situation, they have an ongoing fishery that does yearly stock assessments on that fish and that’s in place and it’s something that we could look at and use and we know that the -- I’m not all certain about what the Mid-Atlantic does, but I think they put 5 percent of their fishery aside for data studies every year to get it done and is that right, Wayne?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  They have about ten fisheries that they set aside 3 percent of the TAC to provide for research and both the councils go to the trouble to each year they have a committee that works out an RFP for that research and they put it out in the Federal Register and then they receive the proposals and evaluate them and decide who to fund.

They do identify the research that they want done and so it’s worked, I think, really well with the North Pacific Council and it may be a little less well with the Mid-Atlantic Council.

MR. PEARCE:  In all of our discussion at the ad hoc committee, they knew that we needed to have or discussed that we needed to have a yearly or some sort of a program offshore to find out the absolute abundance of the adult stocks offshore and they thought that we needed a fishery dependent study to get that done.

I believe that we do need that fishery dependent study.  I think that if we can utilize our charterboats and our commercial fisheries to do that data, it’s going to help both those industries out as well.  

I think that we can get the data we need from that fishery dependent study and we can do it yearly if we get a chance to so that we have an update on this stock abundance offshore.  Without that, we’re going to be in trouble.  With that, I would like to make a motion.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Just one second.

MR. ROBIN RIECHERS:  I just want to back up just for a second to a comment Elbert made and maybe Roy can help answer this, but as I understand it, if we were to get to the data workshop and our dignitaries there, if you will, suggested to us that we couldn’t go forward, then that’s where that process would stop.

What I think the council needs to come to grips with though is when we give up our slot -- If we got to that point and they couldn’t really go forward with a full assessment, then we basically have lost our chance for a stock assessment in that year.

What we have to decide in the next just little bit, month or so, when we go to the SEDAR Steering Committee, is whether or not we want them to proceed with red drum or whether we want to substitute a different species in there that may or may not be on the list right now or we may want to move one up or those various kind of considerations.

Right now, I think we’re scheduled to do red drum with the South Atlantic in 2009.  I think it’s a combination and am I right, George?  George is nodding his head.  Roy, would you care to contemplate on what happens if we got to the data committee more of them felt like Mr. Whorton than maybe some of our other ad hoc members?

DR. ROY CRABTREE:  I don’t see anything in the SEDAR process that would preclude them from reaching the conclusion that the data is not sufficient to go forward with an assessment.  Whether that would happen at the data workshop or the assessment workshop, I don’t know.
It seems to me -- I know we have had assessments in the Caribbean where the conclusion was the data wasn’t sufficient to do an assessment, but I’m not sure exactly where that call would be made, but you’re right.  If it was made at the end of the data workshop or in the assessment workshop, it would be difficult to recover and do another one instead.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you for what I think was a clarification.  Harlon has the floor for a motion.

MR. PEARCE:  Before I make the motion, I agree with what you’re saying, both of you all, but I don’t think we need to sit on our hands and wait for this to happen, because it hasn’t happened so far in trying to find out our offshore stock abundance.

It’s clear that we need to get something in motion now or begin to think about some options now so that if we do push off this assessment that we have something in the future to get it done and try to create some programs that will give us data all the time.

My motion is going to be that the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council establish a limited harvest red drum fishery in the EEZ utilizing charterboats and commercial fishermen to harvest the red drum to obtain data on the scientific abundance of red drum in the EEZ to determine the status of the stocks.  I’ll explain my thought process if I get a second.

DR. TOM MCILWAIN:  I’ll second that.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  I’ll take that as a second, but let’s, before we go ahead with discussion, get the motion on the floor.  Harlon, can you help Trish?

MR. PEARCE:  Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council establish a limited harvest red drum fishery in the EEZ utilizing charterboats and commercial fishermen to harvest the red drum to obtain data on the scientific abundance of red drum in the EEZ to determine the status of the stocks. 
CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  We have a motion with a second on the board.  Is there discussion?

MR. VERNON MINTON:  This is for Mike.  Can we do that, considering the position that NMFS is taking right now?

MR. MICHAEL MCLEMORE:  What position do you mean?

MR. MINTON:  With it being totally closed?

MR. MCLEMORE:  I’m sorry?

MR. MINTON:  If we pass this motion, would it be legal in terms of the current position of NMFS on no harvest or would you have to go -- What would you have to do?

MR. MCLEMORE:  To implement it, you would have to do a rulemaking, I guess, but you sort of need a record justifying why you’re doing it.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Further discussion?

MR. MCLEMORE:  Roy is saying if somebody applied for an exempted fishing permit, I guess that could be done that way as well.

DR. CRABTREE:  I don’t know that NMFS has a position on this right now.  We have a fishery management plan in place and the fishery is closed.  You could amend the plan in some fashion, I guess, to allow some type of fishery for data purposes or, if you had a research project and a proposal and all of that put together, the researchers could apply for an exempted fishing permit.

That would then go out in a Federal Register notice for public comment and come before the council to look at, but there would have to be a lot more discussion about exactly what are you going to permit and what type of data and all of those kinds of things.

If you tried to do it through amending the plan, then clearly that’s a long process and you would probably have to amend the rebuilding plan and show how all of this is consistent with national standards and those types of things.  Of course, it would take us, to amend the plan, minimally another year or so, given our workload issues.

MR. PEARCE:  My rationale for doing this is twofold, basically.  First off, if we can -- We’re sitting here taking fish away from the charterboats and taking fish away from our commercial fishermen.

If we can find a way that they can have a fishery, to where a charterboat can have a tagging program or whatever it is, to where they’re out there taking size and length and weight and maybe the otoliths, cut the heads off of the otoliths and be able to keep the fish for their customers, that’s good.
If we can get a commercial fishery that can get some benefit from this, whether it’s the snapper boats or whatever, then they can do some good.  I’m not trying to flesh the program out here, but I just want to start something that gives us a perpetual shot at finding out what our overall abundance is out there.  I don’t see anything else happening.

I don’t think we’re going to ever do another tag and release like we did in the 1980s.  I don’t see that happening and I’m trying to find some way or some mechanism, and I know it’s not going to be easy, but I think if we begin a process, begin the thought process, of doing this, I think we’re both helping the directed fisheries as well as getting the data that we need.

MR. TEEHAN:  A couple of comments, I guess.  I have heard from our stock assessment people that there is that data gap in offshore.  However, I don’t think I can support a motion to open up utilizing charterboats and commercial fishermen to harvest red drum.

I think if the council wanted to go in that direction that we might want to think along the lines of what is being proposed for goliath grouper, setting up a limited research project, like Roy pointed out.

The other concern I have is if we’re going to go to the stock assessment in 2009, is there any way to gather the kind of data in quantity that we need through any of these efforts before the 2009 stock assessment?

DR. MCILWAIN:  I would support the amendment.  I’ve got some of the same concerns and I think my frustration is we closed goliath grouper and there are no data being collected.  We closed, twenty years ago, red drum.  There are no data collected and how do we ever get to the next step?  Is the fishery recovering? 

From what I understand, all of the states have achieved their escapement rates that were set out twenty years or so ago, if I’m not mistaken in that respect, and so how do we know if we never break this logjam?  I think we’ve got to do it.

I think the intent here is to move forward with a program, a research program like we’re doing in goliath grouper.  I think it would have to be organized in that manner.  I would support some type of action in that direction.

MS. SUSAN VILLERE:  Karen, I’m not on your committee, but if I could just comment.  I have to agree that I have a problem with the charterboats and commercial fishermen being charged with this task and more than that, I have a problem with the language that is assuming there’s a scientific abundance when you’re trying to determine the status.  That doesn’t fly.

You don’t assume there’s an abundance and then say you’re trying to determine what the status of the stock is.  I just would hope that someone on the committee would have some -- Maybe amend this motion, because that doesn’t seem to make sense to me.

MR. PEARCE:  Mr. Teehan, I agree with what you’re saying with the goliath grouper, but I’m trying to take this one step further and give our fishermen some relief and let them do some of the work for us and hopefully find a way to financially afford to do what we need to do to get our data, to get it done.
We do -- We’ve had escapement rates offshore for twenty years on a fish that lives to be thirty or forty years old and with very little natural mortality.  It’s pretty clear to me that there’s fish out there, but we’ve got to prove that and in order to prove that, we’ve got to get something started. 

We can sit on our hands for the rest of our lives and never get anything done, but I think we need to find a way to start it, a way to help the recreational fishermen and the commercial fishermen and maybe use the cooperative research programs that we can bring to bear to get this done.  We need to start some kind of a different thought process, because we’re just spinning our wheels otherwise.

MR. PERRET:  Twenty-plus years the EEZ has been closed to the legal take of red drum and I’m like Dr. McIlwain and how do we get data if we’re not allowed to harvest any fish whatsoever?  I’ve got a problem with a lot of the wording in that motion.

Number one, we need to utilize -- If we’re going to utilize fishermen, let’s utilize all fishermen.  I think we’re only utilizing two of three segments and I don’t think we can get by with that.  I would utilize all fishermen, properly licensed and so on and so forth.

We finally have a process, a scientific process, to get data on goliath grouper.  It’s taken forever to get to where Florida and I guess National Marine Fisheries Service is now to collect that information or to begin collecting that information.  I think Mr. Pearce is moving in the right direction, but we need to set up some very specific criteria if indeed the council wants to go forward with a harvest of red drum in the EEZ.

Hopefully we can -- I’m not on your committee, but the committee can massage the language out so that it’s a lot clearer than it currently is to indeed allow a legal harvest for fishermen to collect data to be used for scientific purposes to help determine the status of that offshore stock.

MR. PHILIP HORN:  This particular fishery, unlike the goliath grouper, there has been a continued harvest since twenty years ago.  The states have a harvest of a recreational fishery.  Mississippi has an extremely limited commercial harvest.
This is a fish that has been caught and the recreational fishery has been kept unchecked through the growth of license sales, which has increased the harvest.  The offshore fishermen that work out there have been denied access to this fishery, where they’ve let the inshore fishermen do it.  I think it’s time to open this thing up.

Again, if you don’t have something to go by, then it will never happen.  We all know this is a political hot potato, but let’s take that step and find out how hot it really is.  It may be nearly as hot as we think it is until we get out there and do something about it.

There’s going to be an awful lot of anguish and gnashing of teeth and this one is going to say that one did this and that one is going to say the other one did something else, but let’s get out there and do that.  If we’re afraid of it, let’s just say we’re afraid of it, but I think it’s time to go ahead and move forward with this and give people access to a fishery that’s being wasted, completely wasted, offshore.

It gives fishermen and the charter industry and if you want to include the recreational fishermen, which -- The only reason Harlon didn’t include recreational, in my mind, is that -- We talked about it and they’re fishing inshore, primarily.

Charterboats and you’ve got some commercial fishing vessels that work offshore exclusively and you would get that offshore catch, regardless of how limited or whatever the council would determine is a proper amount or some group -- The SSC would determine what would be a number, a magic number, that would give sufficient information to come up with a legitimate red drum stock assessment.

We haven’t had a legitimate red drum stock assessment since 1988 or 1989, whenever it was.  In my mind, that wasn’t very legitimate, because it was all shut down politically.  I think it’s time to move forward and do something with this.  Thank you.

MR. PEARCE:  Corky, I understand what you’re saying and we did discuss at the ad hoc committee charterboats and commercial vessels.  We talked about purse seines, but we know we don’t have that to use to collect data any longer.  We’re not going to get that done and so we discussed using snapper boats or grouper boats and charter boats, because we could have better control over those vessels and we could do a little more with those vessels and that’s why that’s in there.

Maybe this isn’t exactly the right language, but it’s the beginning and this isn’t -- We need to flesh out the details for sure, but we’ve got to start somewhere and at least this begins the process, to me in my mind, of let’s at least think in this thought process and then we get into it and the way we do it, we can all decide that later.

MR. TEEHAN:  In the words of my good friend Vick Heller, let me clearify something.  The goliath grouper research project that we’re looking at -- We’re going to have our first meeting next Monday and it’s not necessarily the green light to harvest goliath grouper at this point.

What we’re doing is gathering a bunch of researchers and Corky has got some people coming and some Florida folks, people that are for it and against it, to discuss whether -- Similar to what the SSC for red drum did, but to discuss whether we’re data rich or data poor and able to get the kind of information we need for a goliath grouper assessment without sacrificing fish.

If it turns out that that panel decides that we need to sacrifice fish, then we will move ahead with some sort of a limited harvest under fairly strict controls and I’m just wondering if the maker of the motion, Harlon, would be willing to take the actual charterboat and commercial fishermen out and go the same sort of route that we’re going with goliath grouper and that is to sit down and actually -- I think this SSC did a fine job and I appreciate their work, but it seems like some of the things that they’re counting on, like shrimp trawl bycatch, isn’t going to supply the offshore data.  We need to sit down and actually sit with some researchers and figure out how to carry that project out.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you.  Harlon, would you like to speak directly to that point?

MR. PEARCE:  I think we’re looking at two different fisheries.  We’re looking at goliath grouper, which is a huge fishery with a lot less numbers than we’re talking about with red drum and I just don’t think they compare.  I understand where Mr. Teehan is coming from, but I would like to stay like I am.

MS. JULIE MORRIS:  I’m looking at the ad hoc committee’s recommendations and they say for long term, to help post-2009 assessments, that they think there should be a continuous long-term monitoring program of the adult stock and they’re suggesting cooperative research and MARFIN as ways to get there.

I think that’s the better path, to get together a team.  Maybe the State of Louisiana would like to lead the team that would come up with a proposal for cooperative research, use MARFIN funding, and under an exempted fishing permit from NOAA begin this very well thought out, long-term study that would gather the missing data and accept that it won’t be available by 2009, but at least we would be getting started on gathering the data needed in order to answer the questions that Harlon is posing.
MR. HORN:  Again, this fishery is a fishery that’s being harvested.  There’s probably over ten million pounds of red drum harvested a year and I think that’s probably a very conservative number, over ten million.

We’re talking about allowing a fishery that might harvest 50,000 or 100,000 or something like that.  I don’t even know.  We don’t even know what recreational is going to catch every year and if they happen to have a big spike, we don’t get all excited and say oh my God, they caught another million pounds.  We’re swallowing an elephant and gagging on a gnat here.

This is a fishery that’s very robust and if it wasn’t for the offshore, they sure couldn’t catch them inshore.  Those fish are there and we all know it.  Let’s prove that it’s there and let’s go forward and do something with this.

We’re not talking about harvesting millions of pounds of fish and I think, in my mind, this would be a hook and line fishery, a hook and line effort, so that you could get them.  You get it from all of the areas.  Don’t go to one spot and catch them all.

I think that it’s got to be done legitimately and I think a methodology could be applied to this so that it could be done.  We’re not looking at getting someone rich, whether it’s a charterboat or a commercial boat, of catching red drum, but at least getting some information and allow those folks to utilize that fish so that they can get some of the costs back and it won’t cost us or the government or whomever that much to do this kind of stuff, but we know they’re there.

MR. PERRET:  Ms. Morris very well pointed out one mechanism that the committee recommended under the long-term monitoring, but if you go a little further, our committee also recommended the following, and I quote: “and similar programs that use recreational and commercial harvesters.”

Our own committee that we formed also recommended, among other things, to use a program with recreational and commercial harvesters.  Now, saying that, let me ask Wayne a question, since he’s about the only one in the room that’s got more maturity on this thing, I think, than I have.

Wayne, in the original plan, did we not set up or did the plan not set up a primary area and secondary areas of the Gulf for red drum management and if indeed things are -- When that fishery was to reopen, we take the primary area before secondary areas?  Could you comment on that, please?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  What we did do is first the FMP for this was developed by National Marine Fisheries Service and it suggested that some action should be taken to stabilize the stock. 

At that time, there was a big large purse seine fishery that developed that was harvesting them in that poundage and it arose to about eight million pounds, as I recall.  Anyway, what the regulatory action was that NMFS suggested taking was to prohibit any offshore catch when their amendment came into effect, but allow 300,000 pounds of bycatch to be taken, recognizing that some would be caught in targeting other species.

We came back and created an amendment to supersede the plan and basically it required the states to try to allow 20 percent of each year class to escape to the spawning stock and we created a primary area and secondary areas.

The primary area was the central Gulf and the secondary areas were Florida and Texas and that was because some of the data indicated that there was growth overfishing of red drum in the fisheries in both Florida and Texas and so we closed the secondary areas to any harvest at all.

We put in the 300,000 pound commercial limit for the commercial sector in the primary area and a 300,000 pound limit as a bycatch limit for the recreational sector and then we subsequently had available to us the stock assessment that used the tag recapture process to estimate the size of the stock and it appeared to the council that the condition was worse and so they closed the entire EEZ, and that was in 1987, to harvest or possession of red drum.

MR. PERRET:  It was a secretarial plan.  The Secretary closed it and not the council, right?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  No, the Secretary’s plan created a -- It closed it, but it allowed a 300,000 pound bycatch allocation in the fishery.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  We’re a little past 11:30 right now.  What I would like to do is take the next five comments and then break for lunch, because Red Drum still has an hour after lunch.

DR. CRABTREE:  I have just a few things.  One, it’s really not accurate to say we haven’t collected any data on either red drum or on goliath grouper, because we have.  

We’ve funded a number of MARFIN studies over the years to look at goliath grouper and there’s been a lot of work done there and we’ve funded red drum studies and there have been a number, at least in the last decade, of studies looking at the offshore age structure.  There have been some done off Florida using purse seines and other places and so there has been data collected.

My question about the motion is I’m just sure what it does.  We’re not clear as to what are we talking about doing here and are you talking about a plan amendment?  I don’t think that’s what you’re talking about. 

If you’re talking about an EFP, that’s fine, but then who is going to do the work and who are the scientists that are going to be involved?  It’s not clear from the motion, to me, really what we’re asking staff to do and to come back to us.  Then it’s not clear to me what type of work are we trying to do.

I’m not sure how folks going out and fishing with hook and line is going to give you an estimate of abundance.  It might could get you some catch rate data and you could get the sizes of the fish and take otoliths and gonads and get sex and age and those types of things and those might be good information that could be used in a stock assessment, but without a tagging study on the scope of what was done some years back -- That was designed to give you some abundance estimates, but it’s not entirely clear to me how getting some ages and all in and of itself would give you an abundance estimate.  

I think we need a lot more details if you want to go forward with this, as to what it is we’re asking staff to do and come back to us with.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  Guy Davenport was representing the Center and he indicated they had about a $290,000 grant to collect age data in the red drum fishery.  They were utilizing charter vessels, rather than any other type of vessel, to go in and harvest those by angling. 

Each vessel got paid $1,000 for their trip and all the fish they caught, of course, belonged to the National Marine Fisheries Service.  I think that’s where the idea of doing that -- At the meeting, it was pointed out that probably another group that could equally be successful at collecting the fish for the age determination would be the snapper fishery and you could hire commercial boats that would go out and also target them and they were using -- They had given up on trying to contract with any purse seines, because there’s really not that many purse seines left in the Gulf.

MR. RIECHERS:  I’ll try to be brief, since I’m not on your committee.  Harlon, the one concern I have is that -- I agree with you that we shouldn’t sit on our hands and we should go ahead and try to take actions that give us data in the future for future assessments where we can.

Part of the problem I have with your motion is echoed by Roy and Mr. Teehan, which is I just don’t think we have -- We’re trying to take -- We’re leapfrogging the next step and the next step is to actually determine how we would do this and how much and how we would go about collecting it in a geographical manner so that we have that coverage.

In addition, none of this would be available for the next assessment and so I think we need to realize that.  The panel did identify that there is some age composition information on the offshore stock and we may not even need to do this.

I think we’ve got to see where that takes us.  I also had the same concern, I think, that Vernon was expressing, which is how could we allow this, given the current -- Since we haven’t had a new stock assessment that would allow us to actually have greater fishing mortality and this is creating greater fishing mortality.  I think we’re just one step ahead of ourselves here at this point.

MR. PEARCE:  Robin, I understand what you’re saying, but I still have to go back to when we closed this fishery.  We had growth overfishing happening, which we changed with size limits.  We have a lot of things that have happened since that time.

It’s very clear that the escapement rates have been very, very good and we have precedent on the upper west coast and we have precedent on the east coast of utilizing stakeholders to get the data that we need on a yearly basis.  All I want to do is start that process.

I don’t want to flesh it out here today and I don’t want to figure out how we’re going to do it, but I know there’s a resource out there that the charterboats and the recreational and commercial guys should be able to utilize for the sake of this country.

Whatever it takes to get that started, that’s why I’m putting this motion up.  I don’t want to leapfrog over anything, but I just want the staff to get started thinking about how we can do this and to try and get it done.

MR. BOB GILL:  I’m not on the committee, but I wanted to expand a little bit on the point that Harlon made earlier and that is that I think part of the purpose of what Harlon is trying to do here is establish something that would provide long-term information without the vagaries of financing or grants or et cetera, so that it’s a continuing process that is self sufficient.

I would agree that Harlon’s last point that there’s a lot to be done and everybody recognizes that, but it won’t get started if we don’t open the door somewhere and say let’s start looking at it and figure out how to do this and this is the mechanism to do precisely that.

MR. TEEHAN:  To break this logjam, I would offer a substitute motion to establish a long-term program to collect age structure by cooperative research program, MARFIN, and similar programs that could use recreational and commercial harvesters to collect samples and associated data.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Could you read it again, please?

MR. TEEHAN:  Establish a long-term program to collect age structure by cooperative research program, MARFIN, and similar programs that could use recreational and commercial harvesters to collect samples and associated data.
MR. JOE HENDRIX:  Second.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  It’s seconded by Joe.  I want there to be full discussion on this and so I would prefer it if we came back after lunch.  There’s a motion with a second on the board and rather than rush through a discussion, I would prefer if we would come back after lunch and you’ll be first on the list, Phil.

MR. HORN:  I was going to call the question.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Darn.  You should have given me the secret sign or something.

MR. HORN:  If you’ll recognize me, I will.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  I’ll recognize you.

MR. HORN:  I call the question.
CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  The question has been called and it’s non-debatable.  All in favor of calling the question say aye; all opposed to calling the question like sign.  The motion passed to call the question.

All in favor of the substitute motion on the board please say aye; all opposed like sign.  The motion passes.  With that, do we think there will be much business left for the Red Drum Committee?

The last thing we have is -- If it’s quick, we’ll handle it right now.  It’s sending on the motion to go ahead with SEDAR, to recommend that we do a SEDAR on red drum.  That was the panel’s recommendation and if this is going to be a long debate, we’ll come back after lunch or we can stay here forever.  It’s okay with me.  Would anybody like to make a motion that we do or don’t have a SEDAR?

MR. HORN:  I move that we recommend that we have a SEDAR assessment in 2009.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  It was seconded by Bill.  The motion on the floor is to have a SEDAR in 2009.  Is there any discussion?

MR. MINTON:  To me, it’s pretty clear that we don’t have enough information to have one and won’t have that information by 2009 and so I don’t see how we can recommend going forward when they’re going to tell us that they don’t have enough data.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  In full council, if this passes, you would vote against it.

MR. TEEHAN:  I don’t think we can put the words in the mouth of the data workshop at this point to say whether there’s enough data to continue with a SEDAR or not.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Further discussion on this?

MR. PERRET:  Red drum is scheduled for 2009 for SEDAR currently and why do we need a motion?

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  The SEDAR committee asked for our input.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SWINGLE:  The Steering Committee wanted us to either determine we were going to use that 2009 slot or make it available for some other fishery.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Anybody else’s hand that I have not looked at?  Okay.  All in favor of the motion on the floor please say aye; all opposed like sign.  The motion passes.  Is there any further business for the Red Drum Committee?  Seeing none, we’re adjourned.

(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 11:45 o’clock a.m., July 31, 2007.)
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