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Walter Keithly chaired the meeting.  The agenda and minutes from the previous meeting (September 27, 2007) were approved without changes.

Discussion of the Generic Aquaculture Amendment

Stu Kennedy reviewed the actions in the Amendment.  The SSC made no motions and recognized the need for flexibility since many of the requirements for permits and best management practices have not been have not been tried in the Gulf.  However, as the actions were discussed, the SSC had some concerns.  The following is a short summary of those issues.

Generally, there is expected to be low level of environmental effects compared to other environmental influences and fishery-related effects in the Gulf.

The stated requirement for aquaculture of only native species is critical; however, issues such as “founder effects” should be monitored. 
Requirements include procedures for monitoring and handling episodic problems such as disease but not long-term low level effects that could become disasters if not detected and mitigated.

The potential for water stratification in the siting area should be considered because it may have an effect on how effluent discharge from cages or pens  is dissipated.
Discussion of Reef Fish 30b (gag and red grouper)
The SSC reviewed a draft of Amendment 30b in September 2007; however, they did not finish all the Actions due to time constraints and had not adequately reviewed some of the actions because the analyses had not been completed.  The actions were reviewed again at this meeting.  Any changes or additions to their previous recommendations are noted. 
Action 1 – Set Gag Thresholds and Benchmarks

That SSC did not change their original recommendation that the proxy for FMSY be FMAX and that the Council’s current preferred is recommended.  However, several SSC members felt that parameters based on MAX may not always be the best proxy for actual MSY parameters.  This decision should be made on a case-by-case basis. 

Action 2 – Red Grouper Minimum Stock Size Threshold

This Action has been removed so no discussion occurred.

Action 3 – Set Gag TAC

The SSC did not recommend a TAC alternative in September or at this meeting.  In September, some SSC members felt that TACs based on FOY were too restrictive, but that TACs based on the FMAX (FMSY proxy) were too close to the overfishing threshold and thought there should be something in between FOY and FMAX .  At this meeting, some members suggested that the constant F approach was better than the stepped approach; however no motion was made. 
Action 4 – Set Red Grouper TAC

The SSC had previously made a recommendation to set red grouper TAC at 7.57 mp and made no further recommendation.

Action 5 – Red and Gag Grouper Allocations

The SSC re-affirmed their previous discussions that this was a social issue, that the goals for setting any allocation must be clearly stated, and that there are methods other than landings history from which allocation decisions could be made.  Previously, they had made a recommendation to form an Ad Hoc working group to develop a set of standardized guidelines to determine allocations which the Council has done. 
Action 6 – Accountability Measures

The SSC did not discuss this Action and made no recommendations for accountability alternatives at the September meeting.
Action 7 – Shallow-water Grouper, Red Grouper, and Gag Commercial Quotas

The SSC did not discuss this Action but in September, recommended the current preferred Alternative 3 
Action 8 – Application of Quota Closures

The SSC made no recommendations concerning this Action.  In September, they recommended adding what is currently Alternative 3; however, there was no clear support for any of the Alternatives.  A few SSC members suggested that an economic analysis of the red grouper / gag complex as it is currently fished might provide some guidance for selecting one of the Alternatives over another. 
Action 9 – Recreational Harvest of Gag and Red Grouper

The SSC recognized, as they had in September that all the alternatives accomplished the reductions necessary for gag and variously affected red grouper landings depending on the measures chosen.  The SSC examined Table 2.9.10 with over 60 different combinations of measures to accomplish the gag reductions.  All were acceptable in the absence of socio-economic analyses, so they passed the following motion. 
The Panel supports any alternative that reaches the gag reduction and does not exceed the 15% increase in red grouper TAC.

Motion  passed with 1 opposed.

Action 10: Alternatives to Reduce Discard Mortality of Grouper

The general consensus from the SSC was that setting standard minimum sizes for a suite of grouper sizes species such as the shallow water complex was a bad idea.  They cited the spread of 15 inches TL to 33 inches TL for size at maturity for the three major shallow water species as justification for recommending that one size doesn’t fit all (See Table on page 53 of Amendment 30b).  Some SSC members suggested that a yield per recruit analysis be done for each species to determine how standardizing minimum size limits would affect each species.  Based on this discussion, the SSC passed the following motion.  

The Panel discourages the lumping of species complexes for the purpose of management because of the variability in life history characteristics, stock productivities, and trophic dynamics. As such, we recommend that the species be evaluated individually to the extent possible, if the Council chooses to reduce the size limit, recognizing fully that these species are members of a common ecosystem.  

Motion passed with 1 abstention.

Action 11 – Marine Reserves

The SSC discussed some of the issues related to marine reserves but came to no consensus on the issue.  Some commented that the size of a reserve should be driven by the goals, in this case, they could be confined to the shelf break rather than broad sections of the shelf because the goal as stated on page 60 is to protect male gag in spawning areas.  It was stated that it would be difficult to develop a functional reserve without considerable more enforcement. Recent surveys at Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps marine reserves support this assertion.  Also, due to the edge effect of fishing at the boundaries of reserves, it is possible that no matter the size, marine reserves may be ineffective without significant reductions in overall effort outside the reserves. 

Action 12 – Closed Area Duration

Again, the SSC came to no consensus on the duration of marine reserves but some suggested that duration of marine reserves should be based on the longevity of the target species if confirmation of success is necessary.  
Action 13 – Federal Regulatory Compliance

The SSC discussed why this was an Action in the Amendment but made no recommendation other than to note that the Secretary of Commerce already had the authority to do this for the case in point, red snapper in the northern Gulf. 

Deep-Water Grouper and Tilefish TAC

Bob Spaith made a presentation to the SSC providing his reasons for asking the Council to increase the TACs for deep water grouper and tilefish.  Currently, the DWG TAC is 1.02 mp and the tilefish TAC is 0.44 mp.  He believes that the TACs were set too conservatively and based on no assessments, just historical averages at the time.  He showed maps that indicated the fishery, at the time and currently, fishes a small portion of the available Gulf-wide habitat suitable for DWG and tilefish; therefore, it is unlikely that the stocks are being fished anywhere near MSY.  Additionally, the quota for gag will reduced by 45 percent starting in 2009 and the DWG and tilefish fisheries are closing by May or June.  Therefore, the SWG grouper fishery will likely close very early causing severe economic hardship on the industry.  The SSC understood the potential effects of such actions on both commercial fishery and the difficulties of assessing long-lived deep water species and made the following motion. 
The Panel recommends that the Council ask NMFS to evaluate the rationale for the existing quota for deep-water grouper and tilefish and to examine existing data for the purpose of revising those quotas. One of the first steps of this evaluation would be to determine if data are sufficient to support a formal stock assessment, or information sufficient for regulatory action that change quotas as soon as practicable. All effort should be made to make this evaluation in recognition of the expected changes in the shallow water grouper quota.

Motion passed unanimously.

The meeting immediately adjourned at 5:30 PM
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