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Sheepshead Profile
A Sheepshead Profile was completed and approved in October 2006 and was printed this past summer.  It was widely distributed but copies are still available through the Commission office. It has also been converted to an electronic PDF file and is available for download from the GSMFC website.  

Oyster FMP Revision
The Oyster TTF met in August due to funding issues in the early part of the year.  The meeting was well attended in Corpus Christi and substantial progress was made.  It is hoped that the momentum generated at that meeting will carry through the rest of the year.  A second meeting has been scheduled for the end of November.  

Arenarius Profile

The Commission directed staff in the Spring of 2007 to begin development of a Profile/FMP for Cynoscion arenarius commonly referred to as white trout or sand seatrout.  The first meeting of the Arenarius Technical Task Force took place in New Orleans just a few weeks ago.  At the introductory meeting several items were discussed including the Profile/FMP process, the IJF Program, Table of Contents, and initial assignments.  Representation was also reviewed at this meeting and additional expertise was identified.  The drafting process should begin later this year and it is anticipated that there will be several work meetings next year.

Crab Subcommittee
The Crab Subcommittee continues working to revise the Derelict Trap Guidelines document and amended adding the results from the last three years cleanups.   Considerable effort has been directed to the appendices of the revision.

Since the proposal submitted to the NOAA Cooperative Research Program by the Crab Subcommittee was not approved last year, the whole study has been retooled and resubmitted.  More emphasis has been place on the transfer of technology to the commercial fishery as cultured crabs could become a valuable source for the softshell industry.  In addition, the technique to age crabs from the commercial catch using natural proteins contained in the eyestalks may help to generate the data still needed to complete a true stock assessment for the Gulf’s blue crab population.

Law Enforcement Committee
In accordance with The Gulf of Mexico Cooperative Law Enforcement Strategic Plan, the GSMFC Law Enforcement Committee continued to work toward regional enforcement goals.  In addition, the LEC continues to support the on-going recovery efforts through enforcement and support to the EDRP program.  JEAs continue to drive activities throughout the Gulf and the committee holds monthly conference calls to keep communications open and to share information.

Commercial/Recreational Fishery Advisory Panel
The CRFAP met last spring as well as this past October discussing several items of interest to both groups.  This past meeting included disaster related items such as the US Coast Guard and US Army Corp of Engineers on-going submerged debris cleanups and the NOAA Economic Survey and MRIP Program.  On a sad note, a member of the panel, Mr. Randy Gros (rec-LA) passed away last May after a long battle with cancer.  He was a very involved and vocal member of the panel and will be greatly missed.  

Menhaden Website
The Gulf Menhaden webpage (www.gsmfc.org/menhaden/) got a bit of a facelift this past year with new data, the latest NOAA stock assessment, and other items being updated.  

Publications

The IJF Staff has been busy playing catch up since the 2005 hurricanes trying to get the GSMFC Annual Reports, the annual Law Summary, and the annual License and Fees documents finished.  The 2006 Law Summary and the 2004 Report of the GMSFC were printed and distributed this past summer and the 2005 Report of the GSMFC is at the printer now.  Requests have already gone out for 2006 reports and we anticipate a quick turnaround on the other pubs as well.  As usual, all the GSMFC pubs are now available on-line at the Commission website or can be reprinted and distributed from the Commission office.  All the GSMFC publications, minutes, and past resolutions can be requested electronically from the IJF Staff.

Southeast Monitoring and Assessment Program (SEAMAP)
The SEAMAP Summer Shrimp/Groundfish Survey occurred from June 4 to August 3, 2007 and 307 trawl stations were sampled during the survey.  In addition, NMFS, Mississippi, and Louisiana vessels collected ichthyoplankton data.  Objectives of the survey were to monitor size and distribution of penaeid shrimp during or prior to migration of brown shrimp from bays to the open Gulf; aid in evaluating the "Texas Closure" management measure of the Gulf Council's Shrimp Fishery Management Plan; and provide information on shrimp and groundfish stocks across the northern Gulf of Mexico from inshore waters to 50 fm.

The SEAMAP Fall Plankton cruise occurred from August 28 through September 29, 2007.  NMFS sampled 144 stations on the west Florida shelf and northern Gulf of Mexico.  The objective of this survey was to collect ichthyoplankton samples with bongo and neuston gear for the purpose of estimating abundance and defining the distribution of eggs, larvae, and small juveniles of Gulf of Mexico fishes, particularly king and Spanish mackerel, lutjanids and sciaenids. 

Sport Fish Restoration Administration Program

Atlantic Billfish Research Program
· Total of 11 projects

-
Six projects have been completed

-
Most extended until Dec 2007

-
Two have been extended into 2008

· Have secured funding to convene symposium

-
In conjunction w/ GSMFC Spring meeting in March 2008 (Florida)

-
Not all projects will be presented – targeting 4-6 presentations

-
Will confer w/ experts to select most appropriate projects
Artificial Reef Program
· The Joint Artificial Reef Subcommittee of the Gulf and Atlantic states met September 11-12, 2007 in Panama City Beach, Florida.
· Current issues for the Joint AR Subcommittee include:

· Drafting an Artificial Reef Monitoring document to highlight basic monitoring strategies and practices for the Gulf and Atlantic states.

· Create and update an Artificial Reef Program website hosted by GSMFC

· Synthesize basic information for each states artificial reef program

· Include this information in a single webpage devoted to reporting basic data on artificial reefs for the Gulf states.
· Next meeting is scheduled for September/October, 2008. Tentative issues addressed will be:  Establishment of a Monitoring Working Group, Continued revision of the artificial reef program website, footprint delineation standards and funding sources for state artificial reef programs.
Aquatic Invasives Administrative Program (Administration of the Gulf and South Atlantic Regional Panel on Aquatic Invasive Species)
· The Gulf and South Atlantic Regional Panel on Aquatic Invasive Species met April 17-18, 2007 in Mobile, Alabama.
· Current issues for the Panel include:

· Revising the Regional Rapid Response Plan

· Continue to input contact information into the Aquatic Nuisance Species Task Force’s Taxonomic Experts Database

· Funding contracts and proposals for research, outreach and education activities 

· Development and maintenance of the Non-indigenous Aquatic Species Database hosted by the GSMFC website.

· Updating and revising the Invasive Species Website hosted by GSMFC
· Next meeting is scheduled for October, 29 – November, 1, 2007 in Miami, Florida. Tentative issues addressed will be:  Continued revision of the Regional Rapid Response Plan, election of new panel members, marine ornamentals as aquatic invasives, Asian Swamp Eel removal, Website Development, Steering Committee election and the status of state aquatic nuisance species management plans.
Fisheries Information Network

2008 FIN activities (funding at ~$5.1M):
· Coordination and Administration of FIN Activities

· Collecting, Managing and Disseminating Marine Recreational Fisheries Data

· Includes charter boat survey – TX thru east Florida (TX offshore only)

· Exceeding quota by almost 65% so far in 2007 (thru Aug 2007)

· Gulf Menhaden Port Sampling

· Trip Ticket Program Implementation and Operations

· TX, LA, AL and FL fully implemented w/ trip tickets

· MS – examining feasibility of expanding program (trip ticket for oyster & finfish)

· Electronic reporting – dealers from TX, LA, MS, AL, and FL – online (over 565 dealers which represents almost 40% of landings Gulf –wide)

· Recreational/Commercial Biological Sampling

· For 16 target species – over 16,500 otoliths were collected thru Aug 2007

· Target species include black drum, gag, gray snapper, gray triggerfish, greater amberjack, king mackerel, red drum, red grouper, red snapper, sheepshead, flounders (gulf & southern), spotted seatrout, striped mullet, tilefish, vermilion snapper and yellowedge grouper

· FIN Data Management System

· Continue to load data – currently have almost 20 million records

· Datasets include:
· Trip ticket data

· Biological data 

· Recreational data including TX and PR

· Vessel, fishermen and dealer info
· Due to funding shortfall, several activities were cut:

· Head Boat Port Sampling in Texas and Florida

· At-sea Head Boat Sampling in Alabama and Florida
· Detailed effort pilot survey

· Increase to electronic trip ticket contract – for quota monitoring/IFQ work

· Hoping to find funds to restore activities

EMERGENCY DISASTER RECOVERY PROGRAM – EDRP I
The EDRP Program continues to fund projects in the following areas:

· Restoration and rehabilitation of oyster reefs 
· Cooperative Research aimed at assessing the damage to stocks, re-establishing fishery data, and developing methods to mitigate recovery efforts in the future
· Repair and restoration to shrimp, crab, finfish and other shell fish grounds and habitat

Project Monitoring visits were conducted in Pt Arthur, Texas in Gulf Breeze. A project status and financial monitoring visit was conducted with the Louisiana Department of Fish and Wildlife on September 20, 2007.

Staff participated in an Oyster Rehabilitation resource assessment with commercial harvesters and personnel from the Mississippi Department of Marine Resources for the purpose of evaluating oyster stocks on Mississippi’s public grounds preparatory to decisions regarding opening of a Mississippi oyster season in 2007.  
In June, GSMFC staff participated in an Oyster Media blitz in south Louisiana where the LDFW was presented a check for 1.7 million for oyster recovery work.  A similar check was presented to the MDMR at its monthly meeting with the Mississippi Marine Conservation Commission in Biloxi in July. 
Professional workshops in grants administration, site visits and monitoring, and financial accountability were attended through out the year by those members of the GSMFC staff that were involved with the fisheries disaster recovery program.

Project activities for each of the Gulf States under EDRP follow.  These activities are for the reporting period ending June 30, 2007.

TEXAS:

                        

Project support specialists were hired for the Habitat Mapping Program. Contracts were awarded for necessary equipment purchases.
Bathymetric data for a Habitat Restoration project has been collected in the Salt Bayou complex and is being post-processed preparatory to merging with other data and subsequent map production.

Inter-local agreements have been executed with area jurisdictions and TPWD for debris removal.
LOUISIANA:

Nearly 500 Private Oyster Lease Rehabilitation (POLAR) agreements have been executed and work has begun on debris removal as well as depositing cultch and oyster seeding by some leaseholders. 

LDWF Marine Lab on Grand Isle, LA is under construction; components involving the native stock oyster hatchery are being incorporated.

Side scan sonar surveys have begun on public reefs ; data are being evaluated.  Additional surveys are anticipated. 

                        

Cultch bids were awarded to Pontchartrain Materials Corporation (PMC). Approximately 200 acres of bottom were selected and nearly 30,000 cubic yards of limestone and crushed concrete cultch material were deposited on each site.  
The LDWF continues to work with state and federal agencies to complete the identification of underwater obstructions which foul fishing grounds.  In concert with this, a contract was executed for diving services in the Lake Borgne and surrounding waters for the purpose of identifying and preparing large debris items for removal.

A contract was awarded to CROWDER-GULF JOINT VENTURE, Inc. for marine debris removal in state waters.  Work began in July within a forty square mile area in the Lake Borgne water bottoms and focuses on debris identified via the NOAA Office of Coast Survey.

Planning and administrative efforts continue on the Coastal Habitat Rehabilitation and Enhancement program involving both waterfowl and marine organisms and use of Cultch for wave attenuation and shoreline stabilization.

Specifications for a 36 foot shallow draft multi-use research vessel were completed and are being reviewed by marine fisheries staff.

         
MISSISSIPPI:
MDMR staff surveyed various areas in Biloxi Bay and Western Mississippi Sound to determine suitable areas for cultch planting. These areas were identified by using side scan sonar.
MDMR staff relayed oysters from underutilized areas and planted them on the commercial oyster reefs. MDMR staff met with representatives from the Beau Rivage Casino about the potential use of live oysters and shells that are a byproduct of their barge maintenance to be relayed to create new oyster reefs.

Alabama seafood Producers LLC completed their contract for the spring cultch plant to deploy 37,500 cubic yards of limestone. Mississippi Marine Services completed their contract for the spring cultch plant to deploy 18,305 cubic yards of oyster shells. 
The MDMR staff began a pilot program to investigate the use of alternative cultch materials. 
To date, two oyster farm lease holders have signed contracts and submitted plans to restore the leases. One leaseholder has completed the mapping of debris and potential cultch planting sites on the lease. 
MDMR personnel continue to monitor and assess the oyster resource by taking oyster samples by dredges and, by mapping areas using GPS and GIS software. 
To date, over 11,000 derelict crab traps have been removed by contracted commercial crab and shrimp fishermen from coastal MS marine habitats as part of the grant.  Commercial shrimp fishermen were contracted to participate in a deep water trap cleanup which coincided with the first week of shrimp season, which opened on June 6.  All derelict traps have been recycled at a scrap metal facility.

From June to August of 2007, 264 shrimp fishermen submitted 3,565 individual fisheries monitoring reports (12,283 tickets program total).  Thirty-nine crab fishermen have submitted 350 individual fisheries monitoring reports this report period (3,289 tickets program total).  All of these fishing trip data information sheets have been scanned.  
Sixty Florida Limestone artificial reef pyramids were deployed this quarter.  A total of 240 reef pyramids have been deployed on FH-1, FH-2 and FH-13.  
An artificial reef staging area has also been completed. 
MDMR  staff worked with coastal municipalities to install cultch material to improve shoreline fishing at 5 sites in Harrison County during the quarter. 

ALABAMA:

A contract was developed with a commercial vendor for provision and loading of small boats for a large-scale, shallow-water cultch plant in Heron Bay, Mobile County, Alabama.  To date, over 19,000 Alabama sacks of limestone rocks have been removed from the reef and stockpiled for later crushing and re-use as oyster cultch.  This cultch planting effort began on 7 June and is proceeding smoothly.
NOAA Ocean Service has completed debris mapping of prioritized sections of Alabama’s inside and nearshore waters at no cost to ADCNR/MRD.  NOAA will provide ADCNR/MRD with all data sets in GIS format.  To fill in the rest of the Alabama area, ADCNR/MRD has initiated talks with marine survey firms, commercial dive services, and local fishers to develop plans for mapping the inside waters of the state.  

Delivery of the agency’s SEABOTIX Remotely-Operated Vehicle (ROV) was realized in April.  Several short “shake-down” trips have been taken, and some bugs have been identified in the equipment and are being dealt with by the manufacturer
Agreement documents between ADCNR / MRD and ADCNR /Lands are in legal review within the department.  ADCNR / Lands has conducted extensive site evaluation and is planning to hire a consultant for the design phase of the pilot stabilization project soon. 
Data forms have been developed for Cooperative Fisheries Research of all identified fisheries including shrimp, crab, oyster, live bait, commercial finfish, for-hire finfish.  
FLORIDA
The Division of aquaculture continued to identify and assess de-habilitated public oyster reefs and developed criteria for restoring damaged and impaired reef habitat. 
The Division established an Oyster Lease Recovery Program to help private leaseholders restore oyster production on privately-held leases. A program agreement, which in corportates the terms and conditions of the program, has also been developed.
A contract between Florida FWCC and Dr. Mark Luther of USF-CMS has been executed which covers the development of a three-dimensional circulation model for Pensacola Bay based upon the ECOM3D model template.  This will be used to develop a scientific model to assess the dispersal and settlement of larval oysters.
Efforts continue in the collection of water data for oyster dispersal studies. Research also continues in the development of simulations of larval dispersal under various hydrographic and biological conditions, mapping of larval oyster populations and monitoring of recruitment to oyster reefs.
Joint Council/Commission Habitat Program

Jeff Rester attended the Hypoxia Task Force Meeting in New Orleans in June.  The Hypoxia Task Force was in the process of updating the Hypoxia Plan for the Gulf of Mexico. During the public comment period expressed the Commission’s concern that the not be weakened and that Task Force take the opportunity to establish and actively pursue effective strategies to deal with the hypoxia problem.

The Commission’s Bottom Mapping Project is nearing completion and should be completed by the end of the year.  The Bottom Mapping Project is developing a database that identifies, describes, and displays resources characterizing the seabed habitat of the Gulf of Mexico.  

Jeff Rester reviewed and prepared Council and Commission comments on the draft environmental impact statement (DEIS) for the Bienville Offshore Energy Terminal LNG facility approximately 63 mile south of Alabama.  He also reviewed a request for scoping comments for the Port Dolphin LNG facility off Tampa, Florida.  The Port Dolphin facility will use a closed loop regasification system. 

Jeff Rester reviewed and prepared Council comments on the draft supplemental environmental impact statement to assess the potential impacts associated with the construction of authorized improvements to the Pascagoula Harbor Navigation Channel located in Jackson County, Mississippi.  He reviewed and prepared Council comments on the
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