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The Reef Fish AP was convened on June 1 at 1:00 p.m. EDT jointly with the Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) for presentations on orientation, stock assessment results on gag and red grouper, and Reef Fish Amendment 31.  
· Orientation for new AP and SSC members (Walter Keithly)

· Review of gag update assessment (Clay Porch)

· Review of red grouper update assessment (John Walter)

· Review of Reef Fish Amendment 31 (Carrie Simmons)

On the morning of June 2 the presentation of reef fish Amendment 31 was given and then the SSC and AP met in different rooms.  The agenda was accepted as written with one item added under other business by Dennis O’Hern.  A motion was made to modify the agenda to vote on the Chair and Vice-chair at the beginning of the meeting.  The minutes were adopted without modification.  Dennis O’Hern was nominated as the new Chair, motion carried with no abstentions.  There were two nominations for vice-chair Bob Zales II and Martin Fisher.  Secret ballots were tallied by staff members.  Martin Fisher was elected as the new Vice Chair.
The advisory panel discussed the gag update assessment.  The panel expressed concern over the estimate of 30% of the animals across all ages being killed by red tide.  Due to fish being capable of moving away from an area with red tide and the juvenile gag being the age classes primarily located in those areas that red tide, they felt this was not an accurate way to estimate mortality so the AP moved to request that in future SEDARs, that the Red Tide model takes into consideration varying effects of red tide on mortality by age class due to the spatial distribution of age classes in any reef fish SEDAR in the GOM.  Motion carried
There was further discussion about asking the SEFSC to re-run the red tide model with consideration for varying effects of red tide on mortality due to spatial distribution of age classes in the gag fishery, but this motion was later withdrawn.  The primary reason for withdrawing the motion was the panel’s general and outstanding concern about the red tide model and its ability to capture such an episodic event in the gag stock assessment and in future assessments. 

Other members also voiced concern about the model capturing the modifications or reductions in fishing effort during a red tide event.

Next, the Advisory Panel began discussion of Amendment 31.  Some members felt that the reaction of the Council and NMFS was too “chicken little the sky is falling” based on the scant data.  Members directly involved in the longline sector of the fishery felt that a “jeopardy opinion” should be reached first, and if that occurred, it would be better than the emergency action (EA).  The EA that the Council and NMFS were currently using were not “practicable” for the longline sector of the reef fish fishery.  The Endangered Species Act would provide some relief for those in the fishery if a “jeopardy opinion” was found while under the Magnuson Act, there was no relief for the fishery.  

Some AP members expressed concern that other fishing sectors (e.g., recreational or commercial vertical lines) could be the next target for sea turtle interaction reductions and could result in closures or major effort reductions.  Other concerns included the fact that there was no quantifiable reduction in the number of sea turtle interactions that would be needed to achieve “no jeopardy opinion” in the Biological Opinion.  Also, there was an overall frustration with information about the updated Biological Opinion.  
The Panel’s final concern included the fact that there were so many other incidents of morality with sea turtles such as boat strikes, turtle nesting habitat being over populated by people, diseases, light pollution, discarded plastics, and natural predators.  So the Panel moved to request that the GMFMC request the NMFS to quantify the effects on turtle interactions due to management alternatives for the longline sector within Amendment 31 regarding the take of sea turtles. Motion carried
The Panel then went through each of the actions in Amendment 31 and made the following recommendations:

Motion:  Accept Alternative 1, no Action.  Do not modify bait in the bottom longline reef fish fishery. Motion carried.
Motion:  For Action 2, the Panel accepts the Council’s preferred Alternative 

2, Option C, Alternative 3, Option B, and Alternative 4, Option a.  Motion carried.
2.2 Action 2: Restrict the Use of Bottom Longline Gear for Reef Fish in the Eastern

Gulf of Mexico (east of 85°30’ W longitude, near Cape San Blas, Florida)

Alternative 1 – No Action. Allow the use of bottom longline gear throughout the

eastern Gulf year round in waters seaward of a line approximating the 20 fathom

contour.

Preferred Alternative 2 – Establish north-south boundaries for prohibition on the

use of bottom longline gear. Options in this alternative may be combined with

options from other alternatives to refine these restrictions.

Preferred Option c: the entire latitudinal extent of the eastern Gulf
Preferred Alternative 3 – Establish depth boundaries for prohibition on the use of

bottom longline gear. Longline gear would be prohibited shoreward of a line

approximating a specific depth contour. Options in this alternative may be

combined with options from other alternatives to refine these restrictions.

Preferred Option b: 35 fathoms

Preferred Alternative 4 – Establish seasons for prohibition on the use of bottom

longline gear. Options in this alternative may be combined with options from other

alternatives to refine these restrictions.

Preferred Option a: June-August

Motion:  For Action 3: Longline Endorsements to fish east of Cape San Blas, the Panel requests Preferred Alternative 4- minimum annual average reef fish landings using longline gear of 40,000 pound gutted weight, option b-1999-2007 qualifying years, sub-option ii: unrestricted transfer of a longline endorsement between commercial reef fish permit holders.  Motion carried.
The Advisory Panel also brought up an issue in the amendment with Table 2.3.2 Number of reef fish permits, qualifying for various longline endorsement landing amounts and corresponding changes in effort (trips, sets, and hooks), based on 1999-2007 average longline reef fish landings and effort data.  
Several members felt the 249 permits with greater than 0 landings was not an accurate estimate of the number of active permits because so many of those permits had very low landings.  They said their estimate was around 192 reef fish permits 1999-2007 qualifying landings.  Of these permits, 66 were permits with landings of less than 8,000 pounds, 65 were permits with landings greater than 8,000 pounds, and 61 were permits with landings greater than or equal to 40,000 pounds. 

Motion:  For Action 4: Modify Fishing Practices and Gear, the Panel accepts the preferred alternative 1, No action-Allow current fishing practices and gear throughout the eastern Gulf.  Motion carried
Motion:  For Action 5: Modification to the Framework Procedure for Setting TAC, the Panel recommends Alternative 1, No action.   Do not modify the RF FMP framework procedure for setting total allowable catch.  Motion carried

Tom Haugen came to the Reef Fish AP and stressed his problem with the trap fishery phase out and his longline landings for Action 3, longline endorsements to fish east of Cape San Blas.  The current preferred qualifying years of 1999-2007 included the time during the fish trap phase out in Amendment 14 and his conversion back to longlining.  He fished with longlines the whole time he used traps, but had low landings.  He would need the reef fish landings from the traps to be included in the qualifying annual average landings to meet the endorsement’s preferred alternative.  He would like the Council and NMFS to consider this when discussing the longline endorsements.  Staff requested that the Southeast Regional Office estimate the number of permit holders that could be affected by this trap phase out and offer new longline endorsement criteria for Amendment 31 for the Council meeting.

Under other business the panel discussed being paid some form of stipend, like the SSC members.  They stated it would not have to be as much, but some compensation for their time and effort since participation in panel meetings often results in lost wages.
Motion:  That the Gulf Council reconsider paying a stipend to AP members.  Motion carried
Following that, the meeting was adjourned.
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