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The Data Collection Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Largo Ballroom of the Hilton Key Largo Hotel, Key Largo, Florida, Wednesday morning, August 13, 2008, and was called to order at 10:40 o’clock a.m. by Chairman Robin Riechers.
CHAIRMAN ROBIN RIECHERS:  If we could, we’ll call the Data Collection Committee to order, please.  It looks like we’ve got Mr. Simpson.  Mr. Pearce isn’t in the room yet.  If anyone knows where Mr. Pearce is, would we see if we can get him in the room?  Ms. Williams and so it looks like we’ve got three out of the four at this moment in time.  
ADOPTION OF AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF MINUTES
With that, I will ask, are there any changes to the agenda?  Any recommendations to the agenda?  Hearing no changes, are there any objections to the agenda?  Hearing none, the agenda is adopted as written.

Next, we’ll look to Approval of the Minutes.  The minutes are M-2 in your briefing book.  They were from October 30, 2007.  Are there any changes to the minutes?  Hearing no changes to the minutes, are there any objections to approval of the minutes?  Hearing none, the minutes are adopted as written from the previous meeting.

With that, we’ll move into Tab M, Number 3, at it looks like we’ve got the team of Atran, Simmons, and Diagne helping us with this again.  Just to reference for folks, it’s M-3, but you may also want to pull up B-14, which were the other items that were discussed by the previous working group that we had, so that you may have a list of both of those sets of items that you can deal with there.  With that, I will turn to Steve.

REVIEW OF AHRRSAP RECOMMENDATIONS SYNOPSIS
MR. STEVEN ATRAN:  As with the Reef Fish Committee section of these reports, this is a continuation of our attempts to take a subset of the recommendations that came from the Ad Hoc Recreational Red Snapper AP for improving red snapper recreational management and develop them a little further.
These are some of the ideas that Julie Morris had, in her handout at the last council meeting, identified as ideas that might be able to help improve with the data collection part of fisheries management.  We took each of these ideas and expanded them from a one-line idea into a short, one-page briefing that gave a brief description of the idea, examples of where it’s used, if it is being used anywhere, and some of the pros and cons of each of the ideas.

One change that we made from Julie’s list is that catch cards, which she had included under alternative management ideas, we moved into data collection, because we felt it was primarily a method for getting better data on catches, but catch cards can be used in management itself and so that could have fit in either location.

With that, Assane and Carrie, you’ve got help me, because I’m missing my notes on who wrote which item.  The first item, idea, under data collection is mandatory headboat and charterboat reporting systems, including electronic logbooks and web-based reporting on all reef fish permitted vessels.

DR. CARRIE SIMMONS:  I’ll go first.  That was mine.  Just to give you a brief description, in March of 2008, there was a notice of federal data collection requirement in the for-hire fisheries for the Gulf of Mexico and the South Atlantic and presently, operators of headboats in the following fisheries, the South Atlantic snapper grouper, South Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico coastal migratory pelagics, Gulf of Mexico reef fish, and the South Atlantic dolphin/wahoo, can be selected to report on these Southeast fisheries to the Director.

If they are selected, the operator is required to supply fishing reports on all fishing trips made to authorized statistical reporting agents and these reports have to be sent by mail and postmarked seven days after the end of each month and they can report to the U.S. Coast Guard and they have to give the license number; their vessel number; the number of each fish species taken; the estimated total weight of each species; the number of anglers, dates and location and duration of fishing; the number of anglers that actually fished; the pay type of trip, was it a charter or was it a per-person; the distance from shore; and the condition of the released fishes, dead or alive.

The renewal of the charter vessel or headboat permits is based on the accurate and timely reporting of logbooks and reporting is currently completed on a per vessel basis through the mail and presently, all vessel operators must provide this information only if they are selected, from what I understand.

Some places where this idea is currently being implemented is on the highly migratory species.  They have to have the permit and follow these mandatory reporting systems for recreational swordfish and billfish non-tournament landings and the permit owner must document fish landings within twenty-four hours.

If they are landed in a particular state, the state -- Sometimes they have to use state landing card systems and other states, I think, allow you to use the internet reporting system.

Some pros of this would be detailed information about size and season of reef fish species caught and landed.  It could also improve some in-season monitoring, where needed, and get better estimates for accountability measures and you might get some better information on bycatch.

Some cons are high cost for processing the data and as we already mentioned, a National Saltwater Registry is already being developed to improve these recreational statistics and as we all know, people have different ways of recording data and so there might be high variability in reporting differences in the vessel operator surveys.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Are there any questions of Carrie on that particular one?

DR. SIMMONS:  Is there anything that anyone would like to add to this or have any suggestions?

MR. LARRY SIMPSON:  Plenty of things, but one thing that comes to mind on the cons is is it verifiable?  Logbooks have been very difficult to verify.

DR. SIMMONS:  Yes, I was trying to get at that with the variability in recording.  

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  With that, it seems like we can move into the next one, which is also the idea of some sort of validation of logbook records.

MR. ATRAN:  That’s mine.  The next idea that was put forward from the ad hoc committee was to expand the current observer system to include for-hire vessels, in order to validate logbook records.  This potentially could also be used as a stand-alone system, in and of itself.

As background information, Reef Fish Amendment 22, which was implemented in 2005, contained an alternative directing NOAA Fisheries to develop and manage an observer program for the reef fish fishery and that was intended to be the entire reef fish fishery, or at least both commercial and for-hire sectors.

Within the amendment, there was even suggested amounts of coverage for the charterboat vessels, a suggestion of 2,242 days of charter fishing, or 1 percent of the charter trips, and 520 days of headboat vessel observers, or 4 percent of the headboat trips.

That request was also made contingent upon there being appropriate funding.  To date, the observer program has been implemented, but only on the commercial vessels.  I’m not sure if we’ve reached our target level of observer coverage even on the commercial vessels, but we do have it in our amendment that we would like it on both commercial and for-hire.

Purposes for an observer program could be -- As we said, it could be used to validate self-reporting systems, such as logbooks, or it could be simply used as a stand-alone system, to collect third-party observations on bycatch aboard these vessels.

The drawbacks are a potential lack of space on some of the smaller vessels and the cost.  According to Amendment 22, and I think this was in 2005 dollars, an observer program was estimated to cost between $450 to $2,000 per day, or an average of about $1,200 per day.

In addition, for some of the smaller vessels, having to accommodate an observer might mean having to not have space for a paying customer and so there could be a loss of revenue.  As far as places where a for-hire observer system is currently being implemented, the NMFS HMS Division has a voluntary observer program for charter and headboats, in order to monitor catch and release rates and condition and survival of released fish.

They are considering a mandatory headboat observer program, but for the time being, they’ve put consideration of that mandatory program on hold until they see what comes out of the improvement to the MRFSS program, the MRIP program.

I also found, looking through some of the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission information, in their Tautog FMP, some information regarding an observer program on both commercial and for-hire fisheries.  
I emailed them to find out more about this and I just got a response last night from one of their fishery management plan coordinators and he said that the standard for both commercial and for-hire observer systems is just part of their overall data standards and it’s not specific to tautog.  However, he said in their case also they’ve only implemented the commercial observer system and they don’t have it in place for the for-hire sector.

As far as I can find, the HMS Division has the only voluntary observer programs and nobody has a mandatory observer program in the for-hire sector.  Some of the pros are it can improve accuracy and consistency of bycatch information, by using reporters rather than indirect estimates, and it can validate data collected from logbooks.

The negatives are that it can be intrusive to the charter or headboat operator, particularly for small charterboats.  If it’s a voluntary program, voluntary programs can lead to bias in the data, because you’re not necessarily getting a representative sample of the fishing vessels.

If the vessel is very small, it may not be able to accommodate an observer and as I said before, there is a fairly high cost associated with an observer program.  In addition to the cost to the National Marine Fisheries Service, there’s a possible loss of revenue to the charterboat operator if he has to make space for an observer that might otherwise be taken up by a paying customer.  That was a brief review of recreational for-hire observer programs.  Are there any questions on that briefing?

MR. HARLON PEARCE:  Steve, how would we go about mandating logbooks for the for-hire sector?  I know every time we come to a meeting that they want more data, more data, and we need more data.  I think the only way to do that is to make them responsible for their own fishery and give us the data that we need for us to manage, to help them.

I think we’ve just got to get into a system, similar to what we have in Louisiana with our trip ticket program, that gives us that data that we have to have.  It would be the only data that we’re getting from recreational and how do we go about mandating that?

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I’ll try to answer it for Steve or actually, I’m going to try to let the Southeast Center answer it in a second, Harlon.  That was really kind of associated with Number 1, the first one we went through, because basically the notice has already been published that would allow us to do that.

I think maybe what we should do is to give you guys a chance to kind of figure out -- Both Number 1 and Number 2 have components of things that we’ve asked for and you may want to take a moment to try to basically figure out where we are in getting those things accomplished and to give us that information.

If you don’t mind, Harlon, since those are both components and we’re fixing to hit a couple more, could we go through these and then let NMFS respond to that?

MR. PEARCE:  That’s not a problem.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Thank you.  We’ll come back to you guys in a second, kind of in response to that question and Number 1.  With that, we’re going to go on to the video monitoring system, which is another idea of either an onboard monitoring system, like an observer, but obviously a passive observer in that case, or it could also be used as a validation check, similar to what we talked about with the observer program.  Whose is that?

MR. ATRAN:  That one is mine also.  The idea was to explore a voluntary option for a video monitoring system for for-hire vessels that wished to carry one.  In their discussion, the Ad Hoc Recreational Red Snapper AP was thinking in terms of not requiring it to be permanently on a vessel, but maybe on a per trip basis select vessels to carry the video system.

That sort of a system would require some sort of a portable video monitoring system that could be moved from boat to boat.  When I was looking to see what’s out there right now, all I came up with was systems that are fairly complex, that take some time to install.  Essentially, they’re permanent or semi-permanent installations on a vessel and most of the ones that I saw are fairly sophisticated ones with multiple cameras that would probably be better suited for larger vessels.

However, at the moment, I wasn’t able to find any place where a video monitoring system is in use on the recreational for-hire sector.  They are in use in some commercial vessels.  Up in Alaska, researches have been developing a system for video monitoring that allows at-sea capture of high-resolution video.
That video is stored on hard drives and then when the vessel returns to port, the video is reviewed, back at the office, in order to determine what the catches and what the releases are.  In a way, this puts a virtual observer onboard the fishing vessel.

It’s being used on Alaskan trawlers and longliners and it underwent -- A trial program underwent a successful trial in 2004.  That successful trial referenced a website, digitalobserver.com, but when I tried to go to it, that appears to be an inactive website and so that company is either out of business or they’ve moved on to a different company.

There is another company, again based up in the Pacific Northwest, Archipelago Marine Research Limited of Victoria, British Columbia, and they’ve developed a custom onboard video monitoring system to use on the west coast crab and longline fisheries.

In addition to video -- They combine the video with sensors, such as a sensor to indicate when the winch is in operation, in order to find out how much fishing effort is actually going on.  One of the big advantages, when this can be employed, is a cost savings.

According to the Archipelago group, compared to using traditional at-sea observers, this type of electronic monitoring system is about 20 percent of the cost of having a 100 percent monitoring across the crab fishery with actual people.  Their estimates of the catches, from the video monitoring, matched within 2 percent of the estimates they were getting from in-person type observer systems.

The Archipelago system is also being evaluated in some other commercial fisheries, the haddock longline fishery and the Atlantic cod fishery, as well.  Over in Europe, Intrafish, which is a fisheries news reporting agency, published an article just a couple of weeks ago indicating that a prawn trawler up in the northeast part of England has been setting up a system where he’s recording his catches using closed circuit TV, as an experiment to demonstrate that this sort of a system is viable for monitoring his system.

The cost of his system, installed, was £1450, which in today’s conversion rates comes to about $2,891.  The pros of using a video monitoring system is that, given the cost and the ability to deploy video monitoring systems than observers for a given amount of money, it could provide more complete coverage than simply an observer system.

The videos don’t have to be reviewed real time.  They can be recorded and then reviewed back at the office, at whatever the reviewer’s schedule is, and those videos can also be archived for future use, if there happens to be research or enforcement concerns.

The cons are that as far as I can tell, the video monitoring systems that I’ve been able to find are still in their experimental phase.  I wasn’t able to find any place where they’re actually in use on an ongoing basis.  The ones that I’ve found, again, are a considerable amount of equipment to install on a vessel and so they don’t appear to be portable enough to use on different vessels on a per trip basis.

Infrastructure and data confidentiality protocols would need to be established, because this would essentially be a new form of data that’s being collected.  That was what I was able to find as far as video monitoring systems.

MR. BOB GILL:  I’m not on your committee, but I have two comments.  One is I think an additional con is clearly cost.  Those little rascals are fairly expensive.  The second comment is that -- If I understood and recollect correctly, the British Columbia groundfish fishery has them installed and in operation as part of their procedure, when we had those individuals down, and I’ve gotten several pictures back since.  They’re in operation there, as I understand it.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I just might briefly add that we’ve used some game cam type of situations at boat ramps, to look at nighttime fishing activity.  That was a very inexpensive proposition for us to do it that way.  I suspect our whole budget was less than this one person’s installation.  There may be some other cheaper alternatives out there that are more simple, but we just have to look at those alternatives, if we decide to go down that road.

There were other issues with the game cams, but are there any other questions about that particular one?  With that, we’ll move on to the last one, catch cards, and then we’ll go back to NMFS in answering Harlon’s question.

DR. ASSANE DIAGNE:  I’ll try to discuss those, thank you.  As Steve mentioned earlier, catch cards could be discussed either here or in the previous discussion we had, talking about these ideas.

A brief description, catch card programs basically issue cards or booklets, in some cases, on which fish caught are recorded.  There is usually a date certain every year by which those cards need to be returned.

There are several provisions, depending on the objectives of the program.  If we are more focused on the data collection, then a limit or a cap on the number of cards may not be an issue, but under some cases, it is.  These cards can be distributed freely or on a first-come, first-serve basis or they can be sold, with a certain fee, basically, for distribution.  In certain cases, they are distributed via lottery systems also.

The places where this idea is currently implemented or considered, we have the NMFS catch card survey in Washington, North Carolina, and Maryland; the Salmon Conservation card in Yukon, in Canada.  Those are among the examples.

As far as the advantages, or the pros, there’s a potential for improving data collection and if these cards are sold, also financial contributions could be collected towards the administration of the program.

The cons, drawbacks, the first one that we listed was the fact that this is still self-reported data and perhaps needed additional validation or verification, if you would.  The volume of data generated could be great and so that has an impact on the administrative costs of the program.  That concludes our discussion of catch cards.  If you have questions or comments, we’ll try to address that.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I have one question, Assane, and you may not be familiar enough with it to answer, but maybe someone else is, like Mr. Geiger or someone else in the audience.  Do we know how North Carolina or any of these other programs are working, the volumes of data that they’re collecting, et cetera?  Do we have any feel for that?

DR. DIAGNE:  At this moment, I do not have information on the volume of data or the inner workings of the program, but I certainly intend to find out.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  George is shaking his head as well and so we’ll just work on trying to get a little more information about that.

DR. TOM MCILWAIN:  I have used catch cards in the past, doing creel surveys, and we got about 7 to 10 percent back.  If you’re going to use that, you probably want to improve on that return.

MR. SIMPSON:  One example from the game side.  We used to in Mississippi have a tag for whitetail deer and they’ve since gone away from that.  Does that tell you anything?

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  We’ve explored these options and that’s one of the reasons why we’re walking back through this.  There are some pros and cons that have been explored before and there’s some reasons why these weren’t used, but certainly we should never take anything away and constantly go back and review these things to see if there’s maybe now a way that they could be used better.

With that, I’m going to ask National Marine Fisheries Service to kind of speak to the first one we talked about, which was the charterboats and logbooks and kind of where we think we stand with that and the observer program, so that we kind of get a feel around the table as to what we might expect, if any changes, in those programs as we move into the future.

DR. BONNIE PONWITH:  I can say that I can’t support enough any efforts that you’re making to improve the data collections.  I think that the program that we have for the reporting, based on the selection process, is working well and linking the compliance with that to the actual permit has given it teeth, in terms of making sure that people follow through and provide that information. 

I think an observer program on these for-hire vessels would be a very valuable way to groundtruth logbook data and that would strengthen the value of the logbook data, to be able to do some comparisons and also to be able to collect a little more sophisticated information, in terms of having someone right on there, the vessel.

Certainly the analysis that Steve did is a very good one, in that it has some definitive advantages in terms of the data we could collect, but it certainly has some costs and taking a passenger’s spot, tying it up in terms of the Coast Guard passenger limit is one of the downsides of that.  I guess did you have a specific question?

DR. SIMMONS:  Bonnie, I was just wondering how the for-hire boats were chosen.  Is it based on number of years that they have been operating in the different South Atlantic, Gulf of Mexico?  Obviously they are targeting reef fish, but then how does the selection process go about?

DR. PONWITH:  I am going to go back and double check and make sure I’m correct on this, but I believe it’s random.
CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I think Harlon’s question, and he can repeat it, but I think he’s asking -- I think Number 1 was maybe more specific.  It actually says for-hire fisheries, but I’m not certain whether it was specific only to headboats or headboats and charterboats, but if you -- He’s asking how can we move this process along?

I think if it’s money, you just -- We basically need to come to the understanding that you all haven’t been able to do more because of the money situation or wherever we stand in that respect.  Then the other part, we may have Larry respond to why we kind of put in the charterboat program with Gulf States Marine Fisheries Commission and some of the things that they looked at when they did that, so that we kind of understand why we may be where we are.

DR. PONWITH:  Funding for those programs certainly is an issue and I think what I’m going to do is request to go ahead and put together kind of a detailed analysis of where we are and what it would take to move to the desired endpoint, rather than address it here and miss some of those points.  With your permission, I’ll put that together and get it to the council for distribution.

MR. PEARCE:  I would appreciate you doing that and I know everything we do in Louisiana goes through Larry’s group, with the trip tickets that we do.  I know that it’s important that that trip ticket is done every trip and not just at the end of a month total it all up.  You need daily records, because it easier to get it done that way and it’s easier to verify that way, if somebody is going to check what they did or is at the dock, if an enforcement agent is checking what he did catch against his trip ticket or whatever.  That’s important.

I don’t think we can go much further in our recreational sector with data unless we do this.  We keep butting our heads up against the data wall all the time and every meeting it’s coming up and I think it’s something we have to find a way to do and there’s no doubt about it.  At least start with the charterboats and the headboat program, to begin getting the data that we have to have.

I know what it’s done for the commercial sector.  It’s just been phenomenal and I know it’s going to be the same way in the recreational sector and I think people -- At first you’re afraid of it, but numbers are numbers and we’ve got to get to the data to make sure things work.

Larry, I would like his comments on what it might take from him, but I know it’s his group that has done it for us and I just think we’ve got to move as quickly as we can to get this done.

MR. SIMPSON:  Going back to a little bit of what you alluded to and Bonnie alluded to, the money is definitely an object and, Kevin, jump in any time to help me out.  The money is definitely an object of need.  We know what we would like to do as far as data collection and in many instances, we can’t do it.

In some instances, we had to back away from at-sea samplers.  You can them observers, but at-sea samplers, and we’ve reinstituted that in a small way, but those are important.

Going back to what Robin said, we found the, we being the general we, found the need to improve our charterboat or for-hire, I should say, collections and this was some years ago and we designed this so that the captains report on effort.  We just didn’t have the sampling power of those components of the fishery that we did in other components and we found that basically what -- In areas of high use, you were under sampling and in times of low use, you were over sampling.

Bob Zales and others were important in this, Bobbi Walker, and we went around and kind of designed this program of the captains’ trip ticket type report thing to get effort.  That improved the precision dramatically and it is now the certified means in which we collect the data.

All of the states are participating, including Texas is directly in this headboat program, and it’s improved the statistics dramatically.  Of course, everybody is not happy and if it can be better, everybody wants at better and you can look at little small snapshots of exceptions and gripe and grumble about that, but that’s normal.

I kind of, like Harlon, think that maybe we could go to a little bit more of a census type thing and do, quote, a trip ticket type mechanism, but a trip ticket is completely different than a logbook.  I am adamantly opposed to using a logbook for management purposes.  There’s too many past problems and too many issues to be associated with logbooks.  That’s my opinion.

A trip ticket on a per-trip basis that has some way to be verified, with the customer, for example.  You can’t just have a trip ticket being filled out by an operator who comes at the end of the trip, because that’s no different than a logbook.  If you have some kind of way to verify or share the responsibility in some fashion, to get a verifiable, quote, trip ticket, that might have benefits, but definitely at-sea observers and definitely a database of all the universe of the users, contact information.

There are things that we can do in the states.  For example, where people have telephone numbers, they’re not being collected completely.  A lot of people aren’t using telephones, land lines, anymore.  They have cell phones and we have to deal with that, but there are things that we can do to help improve this database and that we are doing.

We’re doing a pilot on looking at spending money and a reverse lookup of addresses and things.  You find examples of some young clerk in Wal-Mart in Kalamazoo, Michigan and when they put down the telephone number, they put down the telephone number of Wal-Mart and so we’ve got hundreds of examples of licenses being sold with a Wal-Mart telephone number on them.  That’s an education thing and something you’re always trying to work on.

This is just one smattering of some of the things that Kevin and others are working on in this data program.  I don’t if the rambling help or hurt, but if there’s specific things, I might try to help answer them.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  With that, I’ve got a couple of people on my list.

MS. JULIE MORRIS:  I’m trying to assemble a complete picture of what we’re doing in these two areas of observers and headboat/charterboat reporting.  We have some at-sea sampling going on.  It seemed like at our last meeting, we understood that the funding for that had ended and we asked for it to be renewed and so somehow that’s --

MR. SIMPSON:  Bonnie came through for us.

MS. MORRIS:  That’s based on a random sample, like a random -- How do you figure out which -- It’s just headboats.  It’s headboats and it’s a sample?  Okay.  Then we have this headboat reporting that’s described in this document that’s new this March and is this kind of more like a logbook trip ticket kind of system and does it jive with the at-sea observing headboat survey in some way?

DR. PONWITH:  What it does is a letter will go out to a permit holder and it requires them to submit data from that trip and by teeth, what I mean is that it’s linked to their permit.  When they go to renew their permit, there’s a look-up system and if it’s determined that they had gotten a letter requiring them to submit those data and the data were not submitted, they will not be able to renew their permit.

MS. MORRIS:  Then we have the charterboat telephone survey.  Is that what you’re referring to when you were talking about the effort program?

DR. PONWITH:  Right.

MS. MORRIS:  For charterboats, we’ve got the telephone survey and it’s a random -- They randomly select which operators to call at which intervals and the headboat reporting system is a sample and it’s not everybody.  You target particular boats and then the observer is also -- Okay.  We have those and are there any other for-hire and headboat data systems that are up and running besides those three?

MR. ATRAN:  HMS has some systems in place.

MR. SIMPSON:  To Julie and just a little fine edge.  On headboats, it has historically been -- That information has historically been utilizing what is affectionately known in the group as Bob’s Big Boat Survey.  We’re trying to go away from that methodology, which was a logbook for headboats, and put it into the telephone sampling mechanism that we use currently for for-hire.

I think that’s the future of it and right now, we’re running some dual things, dual verifications, to make sure that seamlessly goes into one system.

MR. KEVIN ANSON:  Actually, that has been suspended, since we did not receive funding this last year.  We stopped the phone calling portion of this effort survey with headboats.  We maintained it with the charterboats, but while we were doing the at-sea observer, we were also concurrently running a telephone survey for efforts in the headboat fishery, so that when you combine the two you can generate some estimates, which were then compared to the Beaufort Lab’s logbook survey.

MR. PERRET:  Larry, I understand the context of your discussion, but you made a blanket statement that kind of concerns me, that you’re adamantly against logbooks.  I assume you’re adamantly against logbooks if there’s a better system, which I agree, but electronic logbooks, we’re hearing all these great things about and who knows, they may be expanded to other type fisheries.  I assume you’re not against all type of logbooks, if indeed that system is working.

MR. SIMPSON:  Let me clarify.  I’m not against all logbooks.  What I’m against is using logbooks as the sole means to do management with.  If you work it in with other things -- An electronic logbook and a logbook are two different things, to me.

DR. SIMMONS:  This might be a little bit too late, but when you were referring to the creel surveys, I was speaking to several individuals on the advisory panel for the reef fish and several for-hire sector fishers told me that some of the survey questions that were being asked were asked to the customers and the customers could not answer those types of questions.
When we’re doing those surveys, we just need to make sure that the questions that are being asked that the customer and/or the captain can answer those, because if they’re not asking questions they can answer, then we’re not getting the best available data.

DR. PONWITH:  For that comment to really be useful, what I would need are some more specifics, the types of questions, so that we can get to is there a flaw in the survey or is there a flaw in the execution the survey.  If you could come up with some more specific information, I would be happy to address that one.

DR. SIMMONS:  It was just specifically how far out they were fishing, what was the location, what types of reefs were you fishing on.  Those types of questions, I assume -- Unless somebody has a GPS on there, and they’re not supposed to have, that the customer would not be able to answer that question.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Maybe you can kind of take at least that info back, Bonnie, and then if we get some more feedback on that, we can also kind of pass that on to the Center and try to clean that survey up in whatever way we can.

MS. KAY WILLIAMS:  I had heard something similar, but it was -- I don’t remember exactly, but they were saying people were sitting in their trucks or vehicles or cars or whatever, the people that was collecting the information, and they waited until the customers got off the boat and they would ask the customer rather than asking the captain.

A lot of times they would ask the captain and the captain would say no, I’m not giving you any information.  I don’t know if that’s why they were asking the customer or what really was behind all of that.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I’m not certain who the commenters were.  One of the things is -- If you’re talking about a creel survey and for instance on our surveys that we conduct, in those situations we would probably try to talk to both the passengers as well as the customers and maybe some of those comments came from Texas.  I’ll try to follow up on some of those people as well.  

I don’t know, but there may be some confusion about what we’re trying to get from the participants as well and there may be good reasons why we’re talking to customers, if they are talking about our survey, but there may be also issues with just who we should be trying to contact.

MR. PEARCE:  I would like to make a motion that National Marine Fisheries Service, in conjunction with the Gulf States Marine Commission, develop a trip ticket system for the permitted for-hire vessels in the EEZ.  I missed “mandatory” and it would be a mandatory trip ticket system.  It would be National Marine Fisheries Service, in conjunction with the Gulf States Marine Commission, develop --

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Do I have a second?
MS. WILLIAMS:  I’ll second it.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Do I have any discussion?

MS. MORRIS:  I’m trying to understand how a trip ticket is different than logbooks.  If between Larry and Harlon they could explain that, that would help.

MR. PEARCE:  I can kind of start and I’m sure Larry can finish.  In Louisiana, we have a trip ticket system for all of our commercial boats right now, where every trip they make they come in with a form that they’ve got to fill out.  

In the commercial sector, it’s how many pounds of certain species they caught, where they caught it, how long they took to catch it, just certain things that we need for data collection in the State of Louisiana.

That trip ticket is a daily thing and it’s all put together monthly.  We have a monthly report that comes in that goes to Larry before it’s all over to get it done.  We have all the data from that particular fisherman for that month every month and every day.

MR. SIMPSON:  Add to that there’s a verification, I think, both from the fishermen and the processor.  It’s a two-person responsibility and they both have to sign off on it.  The timing is one big thing and the format is another, whereas a strict logbook or a classic logbook is I went fishing on this day and these are the fish I caught and blah, blah, blah.  

If you commit that to a form, the good fishermen will fill it out accurately and appropriately.  The lax ones will wait for a week and then fill it out.  The ones that don’t really care will what we call, quote, dry lab it.  They’ll just come back and start filling out stuff that may or may not be precise or accurate.  Timing is one thing and how it’s verified is another.  Those are the main points.

MR. PEARCE:  Just quickly, I’m looking at my motion and they didn’t put “for-hire vessels”.  I wanted for-hire permitted vessels, a system for permitted for-hire vessels.

MR. SIMPSON:  Harlon, is it your intention that we look at and examine the process of what it would take and analyze it?  You’re not saying develop it and implement it.  What you’re saying is look at it and examine the pros and cons and so forth?  Is that your intent?

MR. PEARCE:  I don’t think we can implement anything at this present time, but we’ve got to have something to implement though.  We’ve got to develop the program so that when we can implement it it’s ready to go.  If we sit here and don’t do it, then we’re the same place we were yesterday and we don’t want to be there.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I might just add what you may want to do then, Harlon, is think about in some way rewording your motion to say evaluate the feasibility of implementing a trip ticket system, so that we -- If it passes the way it is, it basically is clearly telling them to go do it and I think we’re going to run into -- As you can see in a couple of these others, we’ve already asked for certain things that we only have a portion of at this point in time and it’s because of money and other constraints.  We can ask for a lot of things, but if we don’t actually consider the constraints, we may not get there anyhow.

MR. GILL:  I’m not on your committee, but I think Larry may have covered my point.  Harlon, your trip ticket system, I assume, does in fact go through the fish house and so there is a second look?  Thank you.

DR. PONWITH:  A point on that.  I think that stepping back and evaluating what we have now, compared to a system like this, would be a very valuable drill, because the things that you want to evaluate are is what you’re doing improving precision and what is the comparable cost of that improved precision in terms of the dollars and is the gain in precision worth the amount of money that it costs to do it?  That’s the type of analysis that would be useful.

I think what you’re getting at is using a census for catch and effort instead of using a sample for catch and effort, if I’m understanding the gist of what you’re proposing.

That’s an interesting thing to evaluate and I think that we would be able to do an analysis on what the current precision of our existing system would be and what would be gained by doing a census and looking at the costs of that versus improving sample size or something like that.

I’m concerned with leaving the motion as a directive, because it’s not crystal clear to me how you would implement that.  For example, having them go to a fish house, it’s an interesting thought, but they’re not selling those fish and so I don’t understand what the relationship of that recreational effort relative to a fish house would be and so there’s some things that we would have to evaluate.  I would be happy to look into it, but it seems like there are things that we need to look -- We need to understand that we’re all talking about the same thing before we put feet on it.

MR. PEARCE:  I understand your questions.  I don’t particularly like the word “evaluate”, because I think we can evaluate for years and get nothing done.  I want to get something done and I think that the fishery needs something done and verification -- I know that we do go to the fish house for verification, but I assume that -- You and Larry can work with that, but we can verify by the people that are on the boats.  

If they’ve got for-hire people on that boat, that name and address should be on that ticket or whatever and so your verification is following up with those particular individuals as to exactly what happened on that boat.  You’ve got to have some way to verify it and that’s the only way I can think of.

I’m just trying to get something done that’s sorely needed for the charterboats and the for-hire sector in the EEZ that’s going to help them verify just many things, like lack of effort, like everything that they’re trying to prove that they’re having trouble proving right now.

From what I’ve heard in testimony is that the for-hire sector wants to be responsible for its own fishery and stand up and do this.  We can talk about it forever, but we’ve got to figure out how to get it done.  I know you’ve got money constraints and I know you’ve got these things, but evaluations -- Unless Larry can change my mind, I would like to get something down and look and see what it looks like and not evaluate it.  Let’s get it done.
MS. BOBBI WALKER:  Yes, Harlon, I think the charterboat industry has been asking for logbooks for as long as I’ve been on the council anyway and I guess -- I’m not opposed to trip tickets, because I understand what Larry said about how they would fill them out and maybe requiring them to do them every day is a way to get the information.

What I don’t understand -- We’re looking for catch and effort.  I’m assuming that’s the two things that we’re trying to identify.  The verification, I don’t think it’s wise to use the people on the boat for verification, your customers.

I think a better subset of verification would be what the states are doing right now, which is they’re sampling a percentage of the charterboats that come in and then you could take that data and compare it to what’s being turned in on trip tickets, logbooks, or whatever you call it for verification.  I think that’s going to be a lot more accurate than talking with a customer.

MR. BILL TEEHAN:  I’m not on your committee and a lot of the comments that I was going to make have already been said, but the State of Florida has had a commercial trip ticket system since the mid-1980s and we require those trip tickets to be filled out and submitted on a monthly basis, commercial only.

The issue there, of course, is that a lot of -- Present company excluded, but a lot of dealers will wait until the last day of the month to fill those things out and obviously the only information that we’re getting that’s valid is value and poundage.

I think that however this thing develops that timing of submission of these trip tickets is very important and also accuracy.  We have many different fields on our trip tickets, one of which is area fished, which is generally never accurately filled out.  I can see, for professional reasons, why a for-hire captain may not want to -- Even though there’s confidentiality involved here, I can see why they may not want to reveal sources of where they’re catching.

I hope that these things are going to be looked at fairly closely and also the verification, which has already been mentioned several times.  Those are just some of the thoughts that I’ve had.
DR. CRABTREE:  Most of the concerns I’ve had have already been raised.  I understand the desire to move ahead, but I do think we need to look at this, because we want to move ahead in a way that improves our data and just changing it doesn’t improve it.

We have a pretty good, I think, estimate of charterboat effort now.  I just think we need to be careful and so I think this is worth looking at.  The other thing is if we’re going to try and do it in conjunction with the states and if you want it to be a census, are we only talking federally permitted vessels?  If you really want to get the catch, you would have to look at state permitted vessels, especially with the discrepancies in regulations right now with some things like red snapper.  We may have quite a few catches in state waters by unpermitted vessels.

MR. SIMPSON:  I agree with Roy’s comments and, Harlon, you and I want the same thing.  We want good data and we want better data.  We want responsiveness and we want buy-in.  We want the same things, but, man, you’re scaring me when you say we’ve got to hurry up and do something.  This is a measure twice and cut one deal.  This is not simple.  Trust me, this ain’t simple.

If you’re talking about, as I asked you, develop, analyze, evaluate, and I like the word “evaluate”, then I’m all with you.  If you’re just trying to get something on the fly, I’m not with you on that and I think it’s something that we can look at and analyze and compare.

There are certain things that need to be considered about this.  I can support you if you’re talking about let’s analyze it and let’s evaluate it, but if you’re just talking about let’s do something in a hurry and get it in because change is change, I’m not for that.

MR. ATRAN:  One of the reasons why we’ve got this list and we’re trying to whittle it down a bit is to return some of these ideas to the Ad Hoc Recreational Red Snapper AP for their further consideration.  It seems to me some of the questions that have been brought up about what’s important about confidentiality and perhaps some of the other questions might be things that we want to get some input from the recreational fishermen themselves and so I was just wondering -- Maybe it doesn’t have to be part of this motion, but at some point try to figure out a way to put the Ad Hoc AP in the loop on this.

MR. PEARCE:  Bill, we went through the same thing in the commercial sector with people not wanting to do it and running from it and hiding from it and wanted to lie and play games, but trust me, it worked in the long run.  All that was a problem in the beginning and everybody was scared to death of it, and rightfully so for a while, but it worked out perfectly for us.
It’s helped us in so many different ways, from hurricane help after the storm, to prove what people were or weren’t doing.  It helped the shrimp industry prove what they’re not doing in the State of Louisiana.

Larry, I assume that evaluation is part of the development of a system and so I’m assuming that with this now.  If you need me to put it in, I will, but I’m assuming you’ve got to evaluate it to develop it.  Whatever it takes to get this done, I’m ready to do it.  It may look like I’m rushing things, but sometimes I think if I don’t try to rush things that it’s not going to get done.  I just want to get something moving.

We’ve been talking about this for a couple of years now and I just think it’s time for us to get it looked at and try to put something in place that’s going to help these people prove up what they’re doing or not doing.  If you need me to put evaluate, that’s fine, but I’m assuming that’s part of it.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I would say go ahead and put it in, because when it gets to the full council tomorrow, it would be easier if it’s already in there, given the comments I’ve heard around the table.

MR. PEARCE:  What we can do is put in to request that National Marine Fisheries Service, in conjunction with the Gulf States Marine Commission, evaluate the development of a mandatory trip ticket system for the permitted for-hire vessels in the EEZ.  Is that okay with my seconder?
MS. WILLIAMS:  Yes.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  The motion is on the board.  All those in favor of the motion say aye; all those opposed like sign.  The motion passes.  Any other discussion points regarding these items that we had before us?  It was the catch cards, electronic logbooks and we just talked about trip tickets and so that would replace that, and observers.  We’ve had Bonnie respond to that and she’s going to give us more information and then the video monitoring.

Hearing none, we will move on to the Item Number IV, Comments on the Proposed Rule for the National Saltwater Angler Registry, and that’s M-4.  I believe Mr. Leard is going to lead us in that discussion.

COMMENTS ON PROPOSED RULE FOR NATIONAL SALTWATER ANGLER REGISTRY

ACTING EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR RICK LEARD:  I don’t know if this is much of an issue with other folks, but I had some concerns, as indicated in Tab M, Number 5, in the string of emails that I had back and forth with John Boreman and Gordon Colvin.
It just struck me some of the things in this proposed rule with regard to the angler registry may cause the states some problems and also it may not -- It may leave out some major sources of recreational fishing effort that wouldn’t be selected under the MRIP program once it gets fully implemented.

In particular, I guess on January 1, 2009, essentially I think all the states will be pretty much exempted, even if they have exemptions for fishermen under sixteen, over sixty, for-hire, peer fishermen, military people, disabled persons, and so forth.

Beginning in 2011, then the states are going to have to be able to identify their senior citizens, but in Gordon’s response, he also appears to indicate that these other folks, in particular individuals under sixteen, for-hire customers and peer fishermen, would also continue to maintain a permanent exemption.  That may be a -- I think there would be significant numbers of those people that would be anglers and they wouldn’t be captured in the survey.

Then also, on the other side of the coin, is that also beginning in 2011, the states would have to identify those anglers over sixty, their name, address, telephone number and so forth, and they would have to execute a memorandum of agreement with the National Marine Fisheries Service for people to hold lifetime licenses or multiyear or combination licenses, unless these groups are demonstrated to be so small as their numbers are insignificant.

I just point these things out and I don’t know if we want to respond to this in any way.  The comment period originally was going to end this past Monday, but Gordon sent me an email and I think it’s extended to something like August 22.

Like I said in the email, I don’t know if it’s just me being paranoid, because I haven’t heard anything from the other councils as to whether or not they have problems with it and I haven’t heard anything from our state directors or Larry.  I just wanted to point those things out to you and just see if the council and the committee may want to comment.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  What’s the pleasure of the committee?  I will just tell you that Texas, from the standpoint of a state replying, we did send in a set of comments as of two weeks ago, before the original closure date on comments.  Any other comments?

MS. MORRIS:  I’m just wondering how the MRIP process intersects with this idea that we were talking about on the previous agenda item regarding catch cards and the things that we were talking about in the Reef Fish Committee about endorsements and stamps and things like that.  If we could have some discussion about how all those things might relate to each other and how -- That’s my question.

DR. PONWITH:  In my mind, one of the most sweeping changes contemplated by the MRIP Program is to step away from the random digit dial methodology as a means of accounting for fishing effort.  Instead of having the sampling universe be all people living in the United States in coastal counties who have telephones, it would reduce that universe to all people who have registered as being a marine recreational angler.

What that does is dramatically improve the efficiency.  Instead of phoning twenty people and having one in twenty of those actually saying yes, in the last two months I have gone out for a recreational fishing trip in saltwater, they would be phoning people who are known saltwater anglers.

What that would do is fairly dramatically improve the precision of your effort estimates and naturally, the estimate for catch is created by multiplying the catch per unit effort data that you get on your dockside intercepts against the effort data that you get through this methodology and that provides you the overall catch estimates that you’re seeing.

That is what that would do and the intent here is that states who have adequate systems already in place that could be used to account for all of those saltwater anglers would be exempted.  If they are collecting the exact data that the federal system would need to function, those states could be exempted from the saltwater fishing registration.
CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  In relation to for instance catch cards, I think what it could do is provide a universe, if we were going to use catch cards in some way or some sort of other survey mechanism and in fact, there may be better ones than catch cards, but it would then provide a universe of those to National Marine Fisheries Service so that they could then conduct that be it telephone work or be it mail surveys, whatever kind of instrument.  It actually gets in their hands a sampling frame to allow them to do that, where in the past they have not readily had that.

MR. GILL:  I’m not on your committee, but a question for Bonnie.  Does that proposed change address Bill’s concern about the non-coastal community segment of the fishing world?

DR. PONWITH:  The way the non-coastal community is sampled is currently under the MRFSS system is their presence in the fishing community is captured via the dockside intercepts.  Effort is captured by telephone calls and catch is captured by actual dockside hands-on sampling.

The exception is the out-of-staters.  When the people are interviewed on the dock, they’re asked are you from the coastal county or are you from inland somewhere or from France or something like that and if they’re from outside of the coastal county, that is captured as a special case of effort and the effort samples are adjusted accordingly by the percentage of non-coastal people they sample in those intercepts.

MR. GILL:  MRIP is going to follow the same process?

DR. PONWITH:  I can’t say that with 100 percent certainty, but I suspect that will be exactly how it’s done.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  The way I look at it, Mr. Gill, is that yes, within the context of -- If we are exempted and we can hand information over to them, we will be handing over resident and non-resident licenses.  We will hand over that name and address of anyone who is out of state, who is out of country, or who is non-coastal in nature.  Anyone from Dallas who buys a license will be included in our sample that we hand to them.

MS. MORRIS:  Once again, when do you think the registry would be available and operational for the Gulf of Mexico?

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I will let Mr. Simpson or Ms. Ponwith try to answer that question.  I’m not certain who best can do it.

MR. SIMPSON:  There is a requirement that it will be accomplished and, Bonnie, is it by the end of 2009?  Now, it’s not going to be implemented then, but it will be accomplished by that point and then implementation would be sometime after that.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  It sounds like by the end of 2009 they will have started the process.  We’re at the end of 2008 and we don’t have a final rule yet.  They’re taking comments and then they will have to work with the states or regions who are trying to get exemptions and so forth.  It will be a little while certainly.

MS. WALKER:  Maybe Shep can help me with this, but I think when Congress reauthorized the Magnuson Act that there was a requirement of January 1, 2009.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  That’s going to be an aggressive data at this point in time.

ACTING EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR LEARD:  That’s why this proposed rule is -- They’re in a hurry to get this done, so that they can get the final rule to get this information that’s in this rule in place by January of 2009.  Then the target for the rest of the thing is actually January of 2011.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Any further comments or any desire for the council to make a comment regarding the notice?  No other comments?

MS. MORRIS:  We do have this idea that came to us from the AP that we should establish a permit for recreational vessels that are fishing in the EEZ and there should be a red snapper endorsement on it.

I don’t know if that’s something that is completely independent of the registry or whether we should try to coordinate with the registry.  I don’t know if that’s a comment that we should put in about the registry, that potential use of it.  I’m not recommending that, but I’m just wanting some committee discussion about it.

DR. PONWITH:  If I were to -- I think what that would do is provide -- One of the challenges about effort data is that it’s no more refined than that.  When you have that saltwater registry, you’re basically registering as a saltwater angler and MRIP may refine that rather large and vague bin further in the registration, but that’s tricky in terms of dovetailing it with states that already have some sort of a registration or a licensing system.

The best difference that I can think about having something like a red snapper endorsement would be that it would -- Rather than saying you are a saltwater angler, period, it would give you a little more density in the information.  That is either I never go fishing for that species or you do, which would further refine the sampling frame.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Anyone else?  The only thing I will add to that is -- Bonnie, we’ve dealt with people’s motivations and what they’re targeting and what they’re actually catching and those two are not the same and so there’s also that issue when you’re trying to ask someone upfront whether they’re going to be a snapper fisherman or a mackerel fisherman or a red drum fisherman, versus what they actually catch.  There are some issues there with actually people self-selecting what they are, in that respect.  

Any other comments?  Any ways we think we can tie these different items together in any other way that might be useful for us or comments we should make to the MRIP proposal?  Hearing none, that will move us to Other Business.  Is there any other business before the committee?  Hearing none, we will adjourn this committee.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 11:55 o’clock a.m., August 13, 2008.)
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