
Summary of the May 27-29 Standing and Special Reef Fish SSC Meeting

Tampa, Florida

This partial summary contains only the SSC comments directly relevant to action items in Reef Fish Amendment 30B. 

Advice on Gag and Red Grouper Catch Levels (Amendment 30B Actions 3 and 4)
The SSC discussed what management advice it could give to the Council in terms of catch levels.  There was some confusion as to whether the advice should be in terms of ACLs and OFLs or in terms of MFMFT and FOY.   After some discussion and explanation of ACLs and OFLs from NMFS personnel in the audience, the following motions were made.
The Committee moves that the base model (M = 0.15) of the 2004 GOM Gag Grouper stock assessment, as revised and updated with projections through 2007, be accepted as the best available science.  The resultant estimate of gag SSB2009/SSBFmax is 0.92. The Council’s stated preference of setting FOY to F0.75Fmax, would result in a yield of 3.38 million lbs.  The estimated yield in 2009 that would end overfishing is 4.25 million lbs. and the Council should not set an ACL for 2009 above this level. This OFL leaves no room for error, uncertainty, or other considerations.

Estimated SSB2009 may be optimistic given that fishing-dependent and -independent indices of abundance have declined from 2004-2007, which appears to indicate a decline in SSB over those years that is not captured in the projections from the 2004 model.  

Motion passed 15-0.

The Committee recommends an ABC range for red grouper between 7.57 mp which is long-term OY, and 7.72 mp, which is long-term MSY. This ABC range leaves little room to adjust for error or uncertainty.

Motion passed 14-1.

Agenda item VI-a  
Other Business – Red Grouper Yield Per Recruit Analyses. (Amendment 30B Action 10)
Clay Porch reviewed a red grouper yield-per-recruit analyses that had been prepared by the SEFSC for use by the Council in setting grouper size limit alternatives for Action 10 (reduce discard mortality) of Amendment 30B.  The analyses concluded that if a new size limit were imposed across all fisheries, YPR would be maximized at 14 inches TL with a 5.8% increase in YPR and an 8.2% decrease in SPR relative to a 20 inch size limit.  If the size limit change were applied to the commercial fishery only, a 10 inch TL size limit would increase YPR by 5.5% while reducing SPR 5.3% relative to 20 inches.  An 18 inch size limit for the commercial fishery would result in about a 3 percent increase in YPR with less than a small decrease in SPR.  Trevor Kenchington suggested that the analyses had not modeled any changes in selectivity as a result of fishermen modifying their fishing in response to a size limit change.  It was noted that, before size limits, the market had two prices for grouper, with fish below 18 inches getting a lower price.  Bob Spaeth stated that there was a disincentive for fishermen to catch 14 inch fish because of the low yield of meat.  Doug Gregory felt that the potential gains from reducing the size limit were small while the risks were large.  Will Pattreson asked if a smaller size limit would save fishermen money by allowing shorter trips.  Bob Spaeth responded that a smaller size limit would reduce discards and might save an average of 2 days from a 10 day trip.  
A motion was made to caution the Council that if they lower the size limit below maturity (18-20”) that they increase the risk for recruitment overfishing in the red grouper fishery.  However, the motion was withdrawn when Andy Strelcheck noted that the SEDAR 12 assessment set the average size of female maturity at approximately 15 inches, substantially below earlier estimates.   Doug Gregory suggested that the size of maturity may have decreased as a result of 40 years of fishing pressure.  Other SSC members were concerned about reducing the size limit because the size of transition from female to male was 31”-25”, or about age 13. A motion was made to accept the YPR report and note that it does not seem to imply a significant change in the SPR and YPR of 18-20”.  However, that motion was withdrawn because it did not include some of the concerns with reducing the size limit expressed by SSC members .
The Committee moves that yield per recruit (YPR) analyses performed by the SEFSC for GOM red grouper indicate decreasing the commercial size limit to 18 inches total length (TL) would result in a  small (3.3%) estimated increase in YPR while decreasing estimated SPR by even less (-1.5%).  Therefore, results indicate that decreasing the minimum size limit likely would result in realizing a slightly greater yield from fish that otherwise would die due to release mortality under 20 inch TL size limit, while not having a substantial effect on SPR.  

Recent analysis of female red grouper maturity schedules indicate that size at 50% maturity is approximately 16 inches, thus an 18 inch TL size limit would be approaching that size.  Furthermore, the size at 50% sex change from female to male is approximately 25 inches TL.  Therefore, decreasing the size limit below 18 inches should be considered only with additional analysis as to the effect on red grouper population dynamics and sex ratios, as well as socio-economic analysis as to size limit effects on the commercial fishery.

Motion passed 10-0.

Tab B, No. 5(b)








1

