
REEF FISH ADVISORY PANEL MEETING SUMMARY
March 18, 2008
St. Petersburg, Florida
The agenda was adopted as written, with some AP members stating that they would have items to bring up under Other Business.  The minutes of the previous meeting were adopted with corrections on pages 3, 7, 15 and 16. 
Amendment 30B 
The Committee had a general discussion of Reef Fish Amendment 30B prior to going through it action by action.  Dennis O’Hern felt that, if a stock is large and healthy, the current targets are needlessly super-precautionary.  He felt that offshore effort was down and will stay down due to high gas prices.

Steven Atran noted that the 45% reduction (for FOY) or 29% (for FMAX) was based on the desired harvest in 2007 relative to a baseline of the 2004-2006 average catch.  The years 2004-2006 were selected because they were the most recent years of catches at the time the amendment was written.  However, with preliminary landings through 2007 now available, he could calculate a reduction using a more recent 2005-2007 baseline.  The reductions based on a 2005-2007 baseline were 31% reduction (for FOY) or 10% reduction (for FMAX as the MSY proxy).
Dennis O’Hern stated that FRA and SOFA had hired Dr. Trevor Kenchington to review the gag stock assessment.  During his review, Dr. Kenchington noticed that, in the September 5, 2007 final analyses document, Table 8 showed fishing mortality dropping below the FMAX and F30% SPR overfishing threshold in 2006 (F=0.18) and 2007 (F=0.17).  Therefore, overfishing had ended and no further action was necessary.  As a result of this finding, the AP passed the following motions.

Motion:  Based on the September 2007 Revised Results and Projections from the SEFSC, where:

· Fcurrent for 2006 was 0.18

· The preliminary Fcurrent for 2007 is 0.17

· The existing overfishing threshold is F30% SPR (0.27)

· The preferred alternative threshold of FMAX (0.2)

therefore overfishing for gag has ended. The Reef Fish AP moves that the Council take no action on gag at this time.

Motion carried by a vote of 13 to 1

Motion:  Delay action on hard catch limits on gag until the recommendations of an Ad Hoc review panel consisting of scientists and industry representatives (recreational, for-hire, and commercial) are fully addressed by the Council

Motion carried by a vote of 13 to 1

Motion as modified:  The Reef Fish AP requests that the Council take into account the fluctuations in stock and socio-economic conditions that can lead to variations in the catch levels that do not endanger the stock prior to setting MFMT and MSST for gag, and for all reef fish stocks when setting ACLs and AMs.

Motion as modified carried unanimously

Although the AP recommended no action on gag, they felt that they still needed to go through the amendment and make recommendations on the individual actions other than gag actions and on gag actions in case the Council rejected the no action recommendation.  The AP made the following recommendations with the understanding that no action on gag was their primary recommendation.
Action 1- Gag Thresholds and Benchmarks – 
Motion:  In light of the previous motion the Reef Fish AP takes no action on Action 1.

Motion carried by consensus with one opposed

Action 3 – Set Gag TAC – An initial motion to recommend no action on gag TAC was substituted for a motion to set gag TAC based on the F30% SPR proxy for FMSY, and to set TAC at the MSY rather than the OY level:
Substitute Motion: for Action 3, the Reef Fish AP recommends Alternative 5 in Table 2.3.2:  Set directed TAC for gag in three year constant catch intervals using the first year of the three-year interval as defined by the constant F30% SPR (as proxy for FMSY) projection from the 2007 assessment and reevaluation.  During the first three-year interval, 2008 through 2010, TAC would be 5.31 mp.  TAC for the second three-year interval (2011 through 2013) would be set through a subsequent regulatory amendment, and would remain at the previous level until such an amendment is implemented.  TAC would be updated and revised, as needed, based on periodic stock assessments.

Substitute Motion carried by a vote of 13 to 1.

Action 4 – Set Red Grouper TAC – The AP changed its recommendation from its last meeting from setting red grouper TAC at the OY level to setting it at the MSY level:

Motion:  For Action 4, the RFAP recommends Alternative 3: set red grouper TAC at the constant catch level corresponding to fishing at equilibrium FMSY.  TAC would be 7.72 pounds.

Motion carried by a vote of 13 to 1.

Action 5 – Red and Gag Grouper Allocations – The AP felt that the landings data were unreliable, particularly for the recreational sector, and until the SEP had its economic optimization model ready, there should be no change from using the allocation specified in Amendment 1.  Steven Atran noted that, for grouper at the species level, only two years of landings were available for both sectors (1986-1987) out of the 1979-1986 period specified in Amendment 1.
Motion:  For Action 5, the Reef Fish AP recommends Alternative 1: No Action.  Maintain the allocation of TAC between the recreational and commercial fisheries as specified in Amendment 1 to the Reef Fish FMP as the average share during the years 1981 through 1987.   Only 1986-1987 landings are used since grouper were not identified to species in the commercial fishery until 1986.  The recreational:commercial proportions would be gag 65:35, red grouper 23:77.

Motion carried by a vote of 13 to zero with one abstention by Ms. Cufone whose organization does not have a position on allocation.

Action 6 – Accountability Measures – An earlier version of this section had been in the amendment when the AP previously reviewed the amendment.  That section was removed by the Council, and then a new Action 6 section was added back in at the January Council meeting.  A motion was made to reiterate the APs previous recommendation for an alternative to be added stating: 

“If annual commercial landings for gag and or red grouper exceed the annual commercial quota for a three year running average for that species, the Regional Administrator shall issue a notice reducing the commercial quota for that species in the following year by the amount the quota was exceeded in the previous year(s).  The aggregate commercial shallow-water grouper quota shall also be reduced accordingly.  If recreational gag/and red grouper landings, as estimated by the SEFSC, exceed the three-year running average of the recreational allocation (quota) associated with fishing at Foy, then the Council shall request the Regional Administrator to implement temporary regulations in the following year to return landings to the target recreational allocation (quota) level as specified in the preferred rebuilding plan. In the first full year of the rebuilding plan, the accountability measure will be the same as 90% of Fmax, in year-2 of the rebuilding plan overages will be based on average landings during the first two years, thereafter, a three year running average will be used.”
 However, it was noted that this was similar to the current Alternative 4, so the motion to reiterate the previous recommendation was withdrawn and a motion to recommend Alternative 4 was made.  Dennis O’Hern expressed his opposition to accountability measures being included as a condition for NMFS to consider fishermen’s testimony on recent reductions in fishing effort when setting recreational regulations, and made a substitute motion to move Action 6 to considered but rejected.
Substitute Motion:  the Reef Fish AP recommends that the Council move Action 6 to the considered but rejected section

Substitute motion carried by a vote of 9 to 5

Action 7 – Shallow-Water Grouper, Red Grouper, and Gag Commercial Quotas – The AP made the following motion based on an (erroneous) recollection that they had recommended no action for gag TAC in Action 3:

Motion: Action 7, the Reef Fish AP recommends a modified Alternative 1: Do not specify a quota for gag.  The shallow-water grouper quota and the red grouper quota would be adjusted accordingly for the new red grouper TAC and allocation.

Motion carried 13 to 1

Action 8 – Application of Quota Closures

Under Alternative 3, which reduces the trip limit for a grouper species to a bycatch allowance when 80% of the species quota is met, Jim Clements felt that a fixed bycatch trip limit is easier for fishermen to deal with than a percent poundage.  He also felt that the bycatch trip limit should be adjustable and adjusted downward as necessary to keep the fishery open.  After some discussion, a motion was made for a modified Alternative 3 that, when 80% of an individual species quota is reached or projected to be reached (gag or red grouper), directed commercial harvest of that species reverts to a trip limit of 500 pounds, and when 90% of that species quota is reached the trip limit decreases to 300 pounds.  That motion failed by a vote of 3 to 10.

A motion was then made to recommend Alternative 2: The commercial shallow-water grouper fishery closes when either the red grouper quota, gag quota, or shallow-water grouper quota is reached, whichever comes first.  That motion carried by a vote of 6 to 5 with 2 abstentions and 1 absent. However, a voter on the prevailing side made a motion to reconsider, and the motion ti reconsider passed 11 to 1.  A substitute motion was then made to recommend that, when a species quota is reached, only that species will close to harvest, leaving the remainder of the shallow-water grouper fishery open.
Motion: Action 8, the Reef Fish AP recommends a new alternative that the commercial shallow-water grouper species quota was met only that species fishery would close. 

Motion carried by a vote of 9 to 3

Action 9 – Recreational Harvest of Gag and Red Grouper
Myron Fischer felt that the aggregate grouper bag limit should be for all grouper, i.e., no species bag limit.  Dennis O’Hern felt that there should be no new restrictions unless it is proven that they are needed, and as of now nothing has been proven.  If there was to be any action, he could support a 24 inch gag minimum size limit, but he opposed any size limit reduction on the basis that it would increase effort.  Fred Lifton opposed any size limit increase, and felt that it would take years for the fish to grow into a new size limit.  He opposed season closures and felt that anything should be done to prevent closures.  Gus Loyal preferred a larger gag size limit or a reduced aggregate bag limit instead on a closed season.  After additional discussion, a motion was made and amended to clarify that there be no recreational closed seasons:
Motion as Amended: Action 9 – The Reef Fish AP recommends a modified Alternative 1:  

· Maintain the red grouper minimum size limit at 20 inches TL

· Gag minimum size limit at 24 inches TL

· A recreational bag limit for red grouper at 3 fish per person per day within the 5-grouper aggregate bag limit

· If the recreational allocation is exceeded then reduce the aggregate as needed, but not the season length

· Remove the February 15 – March 15 closed season

· Keep the recreational season open year round (365 day season)

Motion as amended carried by a vote of 13 to 1

Action 10 – Alternatives to Reduce Discard Mortality of Grouper
A comment was made that the average size of red grouper was 17” to 19” outside of 20 fathoms.  In shallower waters, the fish are smaller but also have lower release mortality.  Therefore, the AP passed the following motion:

Motion:  Action 10, the Reef Fish AP recommends reducing the commercial minimum size limit for red grouper to 16 inches TL and maintain the black and gag at 24 inches; yellowfin at 20 inches; and scamp 16 inches.

Motion carried 12 to 1

Actions 11 and 12 – Marine Reserves
Dennis O’Hern reiterated his opposition to marine reserves, and his support to allow the existing Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps marine reserves to expire.  Tthe AP passed the following motions.

Motion:  Action 11, the Reef Fish AP recommends Alternative 1: No Action. Do no create any additional marine reserves or closed areas that prohibit fishing for grouper or other reef fishes.

Motion carried by a vote of 12 to 1

Motion:  Action 12, The Reef Fish AP recommends Action 1 suboption b:

No action. Reserves created under Action 11 will be monitored for effectiveness, and will remain in effect unless terminated in a subsequent amendment.

b. no action - The Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps reserves expiration date will remain June 16, 2010.

Motion carried by a vote of 12 to 1

Action 13 – Federal Regulatory Compliance
Bob Zales felt that this action was contrary to National Standard 4 because it discriminated between vessels with a federal reef fish permit and those without a permit.  He felt that it would create situations where, with boats side by side, one boat would be allowed to catch a reef fish while the adjacent vessel would be prohibited, and that this could arbitrarily change allocations.  Fred Lifton felt that charterboat operators had agreed to charterboat permits as a way to avoide season closures, and now they were being punished for agreeing to the permits.  Chris Jenkins felt that it was not unreasonable to require a recreational reef fish permit and include recreational vessels under Alternative 2.  He made a motion to have Alternative 2 apply to private recreational vessels as well as for hire vessels, but his motion was replaced by a substitute motion to recommend no action.  Dennis O’Hern suggested that state-federal  conflicts on compatible regulations occur when assessments are uncertain.  After discussion, the AP passed the following motion:
Substitute motion:  Action 13, the Reef Fish AP recommends Alternative 1: No action.  All vessels with federal commercial or charter reef fish permits are subject to applicable federal reef fish regulations when fishing in the EEZ, and are subject to applicable state reef fish regulations when fishing in state waters.

Substitute motion carried by 10 to 2

Other Amendment 30 Actions – 

Seasonal Spawning Area Closures - Jim Clements presented a proposal to include an alternative in Amendment 30B that would establish a seasonal area closure covering the dominant gag spawning area displayed in Figure 2.12.3 (page 96) and closing the area to all fishing during the entire gag spawning season (January – April), with the remainder of the Gulf to remain open year-round.  However, Dennis O’Hern maintaind that spawning area closures don’t provide any benefit and create enforcement problems.  Marianne Cufone pointed out that Steamboat Lumps is in the wrong locations, and stated that Alexander Stone of ReefKeeper had pinpointed numerous spawning sites.  Jim Clements felt that there was an enforcement problem with vessels that are supposedly surface trolling but are actually putting out longlines.  A motion to recommend including seasonal area closures in Reef Fish Amendment 30B failed by a vote of 3 to 6

Warsaw Grouper and Scamp – 

Myron Fischer stated that the commercial sector had no limits on catch of warsaw grouper because they come up dead, and noted that the same occurs with recreationally caught Warsaw grouper.  However, the recreational fishery has a 1 warsaw grouper per vessel bag limit.  He suggested that the recreational bag limit for warsaw grouper be increased.

Motion:  the Reef Fish AP recommends that the recreational daily bag limit for Warsaw grouper be increased from the current 1-fish bag limit.

Motion carried by a vote of 6 to 3

Bill Tucker suggested that speckled hind and warsaw grouper be reclassifies to move between deep-water grouper and shallow-water grouper classification similar to scamp,, so that they could continue to be caught under the shallow-water grouper quota once th4e deep-water grouper quota is reached.

Motion:  the Reef Fish AP recommends that the commercial speckled hind and Warsaw grouper be managed the same as scamp are managed: when the deep water grouper closure is implemented, they move to the shallow-water grouper quota.

Motion carried by a vote of 8 to 2

Other Business

At the conclusion of the discussion of Amendment 30b, the AP made the following additional motions:

Motion:  the Reef Fish AP reiterates the motion from the September 2007 meeting:  The AP requests the Council conduct an extensive analysis for the Gulf of Mexico to determine cumulative effects of what an IFQ program would have on the commercial and recreational sectors according to current regulations and the VMS requirements in respect to all managed species.

Motion carried unanimously

Motion:  the Reef Fish AP reiterates their motion from the September 2007 meeting:  The AP requests the Council increase the deep-water grouper and tilefish quota.

Motion carried unanimously

Motion:  The Reef Fish AP requests the Council explore having the tilefish quota be explicit to golden tilefish only

Motion carried by a vote of 11 to 1
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