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The Marine Reserves Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Milan Ballroom of the Radisson Hotel, St. Petersburg, Florida, Tuesday afternoon, January 29, 2008, and was called to order at 3:20 o’clock p.m. by Chairman Joe Hendrix.
ADOPTION OF AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF MINUTES

CHAIRMAN JOE HENDRIX:  Good afternoon.  Let’s convene the Marine Reserves Committee.  Members present here are Mr. Gill, Ms. Morris, Dr. Shipp, and we don’t have a Fish and Wildlife Service representative right now.  As far as the Approval of the Minutes, the minutes are of another meeting, right?

MR. STEVEN ATRAN:  The minutes are from the last time this committee met, which was in 1999, and the only person still on the committee is Dr. Bob Shipp, although Kay Williams was on the committee.

CHAIRMAN HENDRIX:  Does anyone have any objections to approving the minutes?  We have a motion to approve the minutes and do I hear a second?  There is a second.  Any objections to approving the minutes?  Hearing none, we have a presentation today from Mr. Billy Causey of the National Marine Sanctuary System and without further ado, go ahead, Mr. Causey.

UPDATE ON NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARY ISLANDS IN THE STREAM CONCEPT
DR. BILLY CAUSEY:  Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman, and good afternoon to you and the council members.  Thank you very much for having me back.  You may recall that I briefed the council at your October meeting in Biloxi and it was on the concept, the proposal, of Islands in the Stream: A Concept for the Gulf of Mexico.
At that time, we provided you with an update and that’s what I’m going to do again today.  I’m going to give you some of the steps that we’ve been taking since you last met and since I last briefed you.

We’ve been gathering additional information on each of the sites in the proposal and we’ve been providing some of the latest site characteristics.  Those are in your packet.  Those are in your briefing books and it’s more detailed information.  

Today, what I really plan to be doing is giving you a summary on the January 23rd science forum that we just held in Sarasota, Florida.  What I would like to do is reiterate the key points about this initiative that I raised at your Biloxi meeting.  The administration has still not taken a formal position on the initiative.  Rather, it’s considering the merits of this initiative along with many other possibilities.

NOAA, I want to stress, and we said this before, would not support the designation without a thorough public discussion of all the relevant issues.  Just to go back, some of the key questions that we continue to ask are I think very relevant, even to revisit for this meeting.

How can all stakeholders in the Gulf of Mexico benefit from a network of marine protected areas?  Now, I’m here before the Marine Reserves Committee and to me, in our definition of marine reserves, are no take and so I might not be in the right fit, but I still want to present to you.

We define marine protected areas in the broadest of sense and that is any managed area and that’s not marine managed areas, but specifically marine protected areas.  Also, a question that we need to continue to ask is what would make a network effective?

Are these areas -- Will the small discreet areas work?  What are the special features that constitute a network?  Are the features identified the best sites that could help develop a network and are there features or places missing in the concept?  Also, what would constitute a meaningful stakeholder process?  That’s been an issue of key concern by a lot of people.
I apologize for the small print and I will be providing this PowerPoint for you at a later date, but some of the key points about the initiative is that it’s a unique opportunity to protect small marine areas in the Gulf of Mexico.  It’s an opportunity to develop a functionally connected network of the nation’s northernmost coral reefs, banks, ridges, and pinnacles.
It will also ensure conservation of sensitive habitats and communities that are critical to the Gulf’s most important recognizable and threatened living resources, the coral reefs.  It would also provide for uses compatible with the primary objective of conservation.

One thing about the initiative is it would really provide us for the establishment of largest and first ever internationally-connected network of MPAs.  It would help us improve on ocean governance, where we have overlapping jurisdictions, and it would also help us apply an ecosystem-based approach to management and ideally, the Gulf of Mexico is a place where this could happen.

Already we’ve proven that energy and conservation can coexist in the northwestern Gulf of Mexico, in the Flower Garden Banks Sanctuary.  
You’ve seen this map earlier and I really want to point out some of the new materials that we have been working on has been expanding some of these what were small dots on the last iteration and that’s what we presented to you in Biloxi.  This is a map now that we have, and it’s in your briefing book, that shows the -- You can see the South Texas Banks have been expanded -- Not expanded as much as more areas identified.

One of the things that we have done in this process is develop another four-pager draft.  As we told you then, this is a continuing process and we’ve also developed a draft site characterization.  Again, this is to get to more detail about these banks and what we know about them and what we’re learning about them throughout the process.
For instance off of south Texas, we identified -- If we look at south Texas, you can see there’s a number of banks that have been identified.  We’ve been working very closely with the Harte Research Institute at Texas A&M and they’ve been providing us with some incredible information about those banks in that area.

There’s been several multibeam surveys done and there’s some really substantial areas in that region.  Along the northwestern Gulf, you’ve seen this before, or something similar, but you can see in the site characterization that we’ve really expanded the number of sites that are -- When we talk about the northwestern Gulf, this is what we’re looking at.

I want to state here, first and foremost, that the Flower Garden Banks has been working on a draft management plan review since 2006.  That process is separate and outside of what we’re doing.

That process is outside of what we’re doing in the Islands in the Stream process and I want to point out that their Sanctuary Advisory Council recently recommended the inclusion of nine banks to the Flower Garden Banks Sanctuary.
The pinnacles off of Alabama, now in the previous map, it was just one little area.  It’s still just a small area, as identified on the charts, but we go into more detail in describing the pinnacles.

If we go to Madison-Swanson and the Middle Grounds, we’ve gone into more detail describing these areas and the site characterization sheet that we’ve provided.  Again, this is a work that’s in progress and it’s going to be continuous as we get more and more information about those areas, but we know the Flower Garden are a very special place and I know they’re of keen interest to a lot of people that are watching this process very closely.

I want to point out that regardless of what you’re seeing or hearing, we have not proposed any changes to any of the fishing regulations that are out there.  We would not do that until which time we came and worked with you all on the fishing regulations and so when you hear that we’re proposing to shut this down, that is not what we have stated anywhere in any of our materials.

I think you would have to recognize, as we do, that the Flower Gardens or the Middle Grounds are a very special coral reef environment.  Pulley Ridge, Pulley Ridge is another one.  You’ve already taken action and we really salute the council for the actions you’ve done to establish habitat areas of particular concern, but I can tell you you’re working under Magnuson-Stevens and you know what you can do under that Act.

We have the National Marine Sanctuary Act.  You have stopped fishermen from going out there and dropping anchors and dropping bottom gear, but I can tell you vessels going out and they’re becoming more frequent out of the Keys and out of the southwest Florida area.

Dive boats can go out there and drop anchors on this very fragile habitat and there’s nothing that can be done about it and so I can’t see the consistency of protecting it from fishing vessels and not making the full conservation measures possible.  This is something that we really focus on, too.

The science forum that I mentioned earlier was held just last week at Mote Marine Laboratory.  We started off and we had planned to have a very small group of about thirty-six scientists come in and tell us about what we do or do not know about the Gulf of Mexico.

We could not keep the people back.  Before we knew it, it had swelled to over a hundred scientists from around the Gulf and the idea was to share information and identify gaps in our knowledge and identify additional potential protected areas.

These are very -- I have to stress these are very preliminary results that we’re going to be talking about, but the way we constructed the science forum is that we had six panels, one on geology, one on oceanography, benthic ecology, fisheries, the legal foundation, and a panel on international projects.

These were expert -- I’m not going to read each of these bullets to you.  You will get to see them again later, but I do want to point out that we pulled in some of the best, some of the best geologists that are working around the Gulf.  We learned so very much from each and every one of them.

We did learn that there’s really a need for additional drilling and seismic investigations to improve our understanding of the area.  We also learned that the northern end of Pulley Ridge has an area called the Sticky Grounds and we learned it’s called the Sticky Grounds because fishing gear sticks to the bottom when they drop it down.

These are areas that should be surveyed and characterized more.  The Gulf of Mexico is an excellent place to examine past sea levels.  We learned from the oceanographers that there’s a gap in our knowledge concerning the dynamics of the loop current, which is quite variable.

Of course, the subsurface profiles of water circulation and flows are not fully known, but we do know they’re dynamic.  The bottom currents transport fish larvae across the West Florida Shelf, which is very stratified.
One point that kept coming out is that we still don’t know enough about the connectivity of the lower Gulf, like from east to west, and we still need to learn more about that and a lot of new ideas came out.  Like Paul Sammarco from LUMCON in Louisiana is investigating coral genetics, from the Flower Garden Banks to Mobile, which will provide evidence that will show gene flow and connectivity for these species, if it exists.

Again, this is the map and I come back to the flow, because this is one that we really have been looking at as far as how the water circulates and moves around the Gulf of Mexico.  

We had a benthic characterization panel and Emma Hickerson, from the Flower Garden Banks Sanctuary, once again stressed that their process is outside of what we’re doing, but she really included a lot of rich information about the significance of the banks and pinnacles in that region.

We also learned that there are two colonies of elkhorn coral.  This is something to celebrate, because elkhorn coral, which is now a threatened species, has not existed in the Flower Gardens for 6,000 to 10,000 years and two colonies have recently settled there and people are speculating where did they come from.

Just to go back to this slide, the closest elkhorn coral could come either from Veracruz, Mexico, or somewhere off the Yucatan or Florida or somewhere else in the Caribbean.  There has to be some sort of connectivity that’s been demonstrated there.  

We also learned that southern Pulley Ridge may be the deepest coral reef community in the U.S., with several species of coral and algae that are thriving at depths of sixty to seventy meters.

We had a fish and fisheries characterization panel and we had some thoughts about spawning aggregations.  Jerry Ault from the University of Miami presented a great deal of information, but some of the things he’s been doing is tagging tarpon and showing the connectivity between tagged tarpon off of Belize and the Mississippi.

We also found the fish ranges show connectivity in some areas of the Gulf of Mexico.  There is still a pressing need for benthic habitat maps of the West Florida Shelf and we found and heard that fish spawning areas can be linked to specific benthic and oceanographic features.

One of the members on this panel, Will Heyman, presented -- He’s from Texas A&M now, but he used to work in Belize.  He showed some major fish spawning aggregation sites that they’ve been able to identify now using satellite imagery and sidescan sonar and really being able to identify specific sites.

We also heard a whole lot about acoustic techniques that are being used to investigate red grouper spawning behavior, the movement of gag grouper, and some other species.

We had a panel and Shepherd Grimes agreed to come and speak about the existing authorities in the Gulf of Mexico.  We also had Jim Sinclair, who is a marine biologist with the Minerals Management Service, come and present about what exists in that area.

Many of these banks and pinnacles that exist in the Islands in the Stream concept are already either habitat areas of particular concern or are no activity areas under MMS designation.  What we have proposed and what’s in this proposal, and I want to stress it again, is not a lot of additional regulation, in fact none, except the things that would come with the Sanctuary Act that would protect it from habitat degradation, anchors and so on.

Our last panel was one which focused on partnerships on an international level.  Dr. Wes Tunnell with the Harte Research Institute at Texas A&M has been working closely with the Mexicans for over thirty years.  He’s been working in Belize.  We have a number of colleagues that have been working in Belize and that area.

Every time we raise the concept of the Islands in the Stream around our five coastal states in the U.S., the topic of to make it whole keeps coming up and that would be Mexico and Belize and other areas.

We had a series of expert panels on that concept, but one thing I want to draw to your attention to be paying a lot of close attention to is the Ocean Tracking Network and Bob Hueter from Mote Marine Laboratory presented this proposal that is out there and there’s funding for the hardware and that’s to put a curtain of transponders across some strait, whether it be from Florida to Cuba or Florida to the Cay Sal or from the Yucatan across, and these would be distributed along the ocean floor.

Then there would be a huge tagging operation to tag a lot of the pelagic species and start learning it and every time they swim past those transponders, they beep and they identify themselves.  This would be a huge management tool for everyone.
I know you cannot read this.  Bear with me, but the last thing we did was we had an open discussion, for about an hour-and-a-half.  Frank Alcock from Mote Marine Laboratory facilitated this meeting, but we learned some of the gaps and realized these are just the highlights of -- Not even the highlights, but these are just some points that came out of the discussion, but it was clear that we should consider expanding the concept to include some of the deeper shelf areas, pick up some of the lophelia banks.

There is an urgent need to create refugia from growing human threats.  The Florida West Shelf hard bottom habitats need to be included or represented.  They have been left out thus far.

There needs to be trust.  We need to trust the substance of the available science and don’t worry about coming up with more and more science.  A lot of people felt that these areas need to be protected and they felt that the networks enable ecological integrity and that the network will enhance fish production and they’re large enough.

The network will provide a test of ecosystem-based management and the network will demonstrate U.S. leadership in protecting marine resources.  The islands are connected and special.  The scientific validity of this concept depends on a larger scale integrated effort with Mexico, Belize, and possibly Cuba.  These came out of our open discussions.  

The very last thing that we did is that Dr. John Ogden of the Florida Institute of Oceanography gave his perspectives on what came out of the discussions for the day and he pointed out something that I did early on, is that marine management areas are not the same as marine protected areas and marine protected areas are not the same as marine reserves.

Each one of these have levels of protection and what’s really important here is that we’re talking about a network of marine protected areas.  Networks are value-added, both biologically and administratively.  Scientific answers need to be gleaned in the context of management actions.  In other words, we need to be managing some of these areas and they need to be provided protection.

The islands, per se, have enough science to support the concept and conserve as a focal point to further our understanding of marine resource protection.  Further research will show the pieces missing from the network, which will need to be more extensive, both for ecological and human purposes.

The Islands in the Stream concept is a step in the larger process towards more comprehensive management of the sea, as we do on land.  There is no answer about connectivity of the islands.  Science can only shrink the envelope of uncertainty and those are the words of Dr. John Ogden.

CHAIRMAN HENDRIX:  Any questions from committee members or others?
MS. BOBBI WALKER:  Million-dollar question, Billy.  Is NOS planning on requesting designation of the Islands in the Stream by Executive Order of the President or are they going to go through a process?
DR. CAUSEY:  To answer your question, NOS is not making the request.  The request on any action would come from outside of NOS and certainly at a level higher than NOS.  If NOS has an opportunity, if NOAA has an opportunity, when such a -- If this started moving, we still insist that we want to have a process embedded into any act that would be signed to make this law.

You’ve heard me say that and we keep saying it.  When the Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument was signed into law, that proclamation, NOAA attorney and staff had an opportunity to take the Antiquities Act and embed some language into that.

What you’re hearing me say, you’ve heard me say at several public forums.  We would have such language embedded into it, because we know that we need to have that public process, but we also know that we need to have the stakeholders at the table.  It would be so hard, if this just was totally a top-down driven process, to ever get to full compliance.  That’s why I firmly believe in a process that comes from the bottom up and that’s what we would hope to see embedded into that.

MS. WALKER:  Thank you, Billy.  I am very glad to hear that.

MS. JULIE MORRIS:  Thank you, Billy.  Roy and Steve and Shep and I were all at the meeting at Mote last week and so Billy gave a very crisp and helpful summary of that and I hope that you’ll share those PowerPoint slides with us.

On the up side, it seems like what this interest and effort is doing for the Gulf is it’s creating -- It’s pulling together a lot of science and pulling together some interest in further investigations, to figure out how things are connected and what are the really important biological hotspots, so to speak, in the EEZ.

When we did our essential fish habitat amendment, we tried to figure out where the coral places were and make them HAPCs and put in some restrictions on fishing activities that might have a deleterious effect on those areas and so we did the best we could with the information we had at that time, but as we get more information about other important hotspots and coral spots in the Gulf, we should definitely -- It would be in the spirit of our essential fish habitat management efforts to begin to think about extending those same kinds of protections to the bottom habitats in those areas.

I was very struck at the meeting last week with the connection between the Caribbean and the eastern Gulf that you can see in that whole Gulf map with the big heavy arrows and go up and back with the loop current.

It’s very convincing, the oceanographic information that was presented there, that there are those strong connections and so I was convinced that we really need to be looking at cooperation with Mexico and the other Caribbean coastal countries to manage that connectivity.

Billy, it seems like in your proposal now you’ve included some areas that we haven’t addressed in our essential fish habitat and one of those is the South Texas Banks.  It’s not clear that there’s any protection for those areas now and is that right?

The other is the pinnacles, which seems to only have protection through MMS, but not through any kind of -- Am I right about those?  Those would be new additional areas that don’t have currently any kind of protection.

DR. CAUSEY:  That’s correct.  Both the pinnacles off of the Mississippi/Alabama area are currently protected from MMS by no activity areas, but the South Texas Banks, which are fairly numerous and a lot of snapper -- Those are areas for a lot of red snapper.

I did my master’s research on the fish of a sedimentary rock reef of Padre Island, but it was only two miles offshore.  I revisited that site, and I’m not going to give any of you the numbers, but I revisited that site in September a year ago and it was better than it was when I did my master’s research between 1967 and 1969.

There are some areas out there that are really nice and so to be specific, those areas do not have the level of protection they deserve at this point.

MR. CORKY PERRET:  You say you did the work in the 1960s and you went back a year ago and conditions or numbers of fish were better whatever number of years later, with no protection?

DR. CAUSEY:  What protects that area -- If you keep pulling at me, Corky, you’re going to pull out the number.  It’s a very remote area.  It’s off of South Padre Island and what protects it is its remoteness.  The point that I was trying to make there is that the -- The bad news is that there were five species of tropical fish that I saw in four dives that I didn’t pick up in 126 dives when I did my research.  Believe climate change or not, but something is happening there.

MR. BOB GILL:  Thank you, Dr. Causey.  Have talks with the Caribbean partners required for this operation begun?  If so, to what level have they gotten to or what state are they in currently?

DR. CAUSEY:  We have not had any direct discussions with Mexico, nor Belize.  It has been other people that have been in this process with us that have been carrying on those discussions and Dr. Tunnell, Wes Tunnell with the Harte Research Institute, has been working with the Mexicans.

That word has spread.  If you notice that many of their areas are already established areas.  What the network would provide for them is some connectivity and some networking with other entities, but there were also some areas that were added to this by Dr. Tunnell in discussions with Mexico.  We have not talked to them directly.

MR. PERRET:  Any work with the Cubans?

DR. CAUSEY:  Ever since that came up at our meeting, I’ve been real antsy, because the answer is no, officially and unofficially.  However, let me point out that, again, the Harte Research Institute -- You may remember that they hosted the first big Gulf Alliance meeting over in Corpus Christi.  It was a wonderful meeting.

They’re working in a trilateral way with the U.S., Mexico, and Cuba.  This came out of -- There are some rich resources in and around Cuba and certainly we are the benefactors of improved or additional management in that area, particularly anything coming from the Bay of Pigs side.  It comes right up to us.

MR. PERRET:  I got to go to Cuba about five years ago with about ten or twelve scientists for working with or discussing issues with some of the Cuban scientists and the scientists are most anxious to work with us, the United States and so on, if we can ever get all the political things taken care of.

There’s a lot of common issues, there as well as here, that if indeed that ever comes to pass, where people could work together, I think it would provide a very large amount of needed information.

DR. CAUSEY:  Absolutely.  There’s one person that presented at the science forum and her name is Libby Johns and she has done oceanographic work around the Caribbean with a number of scientists from Rosenstiel, as well as the Atlantic Oceanographic and Meteorological Lab in Miami.

Libby presented about how anything like this could contribute to the Florida Keys.  What she also is all the information about what’s coming around the Caribbean and she told me after the meeting that she has so much information to actually scientifically demonstrate what you’re saying, as far as how we could benefit one another.  Again, due to the political sensitivities, we officially nor unofficially communicate, unfortunately.

MS. MORRIS:  One of the interesting questions that one of the presentations explored was how our larval forms that settle out on the Flower Garden is getting there, because the around the Gulf currents move way too slow for those larval forms to survive all the way from the Caribbean up there.

The hypothesis is that big tropical storms like Rita pick up a lot of life in the Caribbean and transport it very quickly, over a period of three to five days, up into the northwestern Gulf and that that’s a real input of larval biodiversity into the Flower Garden area.

DR. CAUSEY:  Thank you for making that point.  It was in my talking points and I went right over it, but definitely.

CHAIRMAN HENDRIX:  Billy, with the Flower Garden Marine Sanctuary right now, one of the big problems is enforcing boundaries and activities.  Is this process researching new mechanisms for law enforcement with these expanded marine reserve areas?

DR. CAUSEY:  The answer is yes, sir.  You asked this question in Biloxi and it’s a very valid question, because to set these areas aside and not back it up with enforcement becomes an issue.  

We have just launched in the water a ninety-foot vessel.  While it is going to be a research flagged vessel for the northwestern Gulf of Mexico, we are going to be making it a platform for enforcement.  This is something that we feel we need to commit to, particularly if we have additional sites in that area.  

The Coast Guard, by the way, does a very good job of flying over and monitoring that area.  I’ve been out there three times in the last two years and two of those the Coast Guard jet came right over.  We didn’t even hear it coming and it was like right above us.  They’re there, but you need to be able to follow up with presence on the water.

MR. BILL TEEHAN:  Thank you, Billy, for the presentation and keeping us informed, but I’ve just got to ask you, can you say the name of that Hawaiian reserve one more time?

DR. CAUSEY:  It’s the Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument.

MR. ATRAN:  Is there any timeline or timeframe for future development of this project?

DR. CAUSEY:  Great question and one we get often, but the answer is no.  We’re developing an internal schedule to keep us on track, but right now, I would say we’re still on red to amber from anything above NOAA, as far as moving forward.

We’re just going to keep compiling information.  The next thing we want to do is hold a stakeholder socioeconomic forum.  If you’ve watched this process, you may remember -- When you’re paying attention to the Tortugas Ecological Reserve, we went through this very similar process.

The first thing we did was get the physical and natural sciences out there and then we brought all the stakeholder together, the people that dive out there and that spearfish and go out fishing and so on.  That’s the next forum and we plan to do that within a very short timeframe.

DR. BONNIE PONWITH:  I had a quick question and it’s with respect to the point you made on what used to be a single dot off the coast of Texas and now is a series of banks, thanks to the work of the Harte Institute.

I guess my question is and it’s also from having been at the meeting, where one of the points you made is that these locations have all been vetted and I guess my question is how do we go from one dot to the series of banks?  It is just right now a laundry list of areas that have unique structure or was there like a threshold criteria for deciding whether something should be included or not?  I guess I’m interested in knowing a little bit more about that process.

DR. CAUSEY:  There is a certain amount of laundry list aspect to it, but to be very honest with the response here, when we were first talking about it, we had always hoped that the Harte Institute would handle the South Texas Banks and help us identify those.  That’s in their backyard.

When we went before you last time and we developed the map, all we had was the South Texas Banks.  We did not have the characterization and more definition to the area and so it went from one dot to a more robust set of banks in the region.

CHAIRMAN HENDRIX:  Thank you very much for the presentation and we’ll be looking forward to updates as you make progress.

DR. CAUSEY:  Thank you and I’ll be glad to come back at every opportunity to keep you briefed.

CHAIRMAN HENDRIX:  Thank you.  The next item is Other Business.  Do any committee members have any items for other business?  If not, this committee stands adjourned.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 4:00 o’clock p.m., January 29, 2008.)

- - -
Tab N, No. 2








PAGE  
1

