
Standing and Special Reef Fish SSC Meeting

June 1-3, 2009

Tampa, Florida

The first day and morning of the second day of the meeting was a joint meeting of the SSC and Reef Fish AP, during which a number of presentations were made, including:

· 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)

Following the presentations, the AP and SSC split into separate meetings to discuss the assessments, Amendment 31, and other issues on the agendas.

Review of the Role of the SSC – Discussion of Guidance for Acceptable Risk

Rick Leard noted that the SSC was provided with the portion of the Council SOPPs relating to the role of the SSC.  He noted that there could be further changes once the National Standard 2 guidelines (dealing with best scientific information available) are published.  However, the NS2 guidelines have not yet been published.  He also noted that the SSC was provided with a Federal Register notice containing Proposed Rule with changes in the operations and administration of regional fishery management Councils.  He did not see any major changes regarding the SSC.  However, the comment deadline is July 6, 2009, so if SSC members had any comments on the Proposed Rule, they should be forwarded to the Council for the Council to consider commenting.  Dr. Leard did note that SSC members are required to submit financial disclosure statements, and he asked that those who are delinquent file their statements with the Council.  Harry Blanchet felt that the SOPPs needed to be reorganized so that the SEDAR functions are in one section and the other SSC functions are together in another section.  He felt that there was a lot of attention paid to the SEDAR process and not enough to other duties of the SSC. Some specific concerns noted:

· Under Assessment Updates it is stated, “Following the update, the SSC shall provide a written Consensus Summary and Advisory Report to the Council detailing their review of the update”.  This report is usually prepared by the Science Center (or SEDAR Coordinator?).

· Under SEDAR Process and Panel Pool it is stated, “The SEDAR Pool consists of… (6) all state personnel involved in MSFCMA management reauthorization”.  It’s unclear who this refers to, particularly since the MSFCMA is not currently undergoing reauthorization.  This needs to be reworded.

· Under Other Duties, there are several references to SSC duties with respect to SEDAR.  These should be consolidated and moved to a separate SEDAR duties section.
Dr. Leard noted that the SSC has been looking for guidance from the Council on risk and uncertainty levels when setting ABC, and asked for further discussion.  It was noted that the South Atlantic Council had developed a white paper with ABC control rules.  Steven Atran stated that there were proposals for similar control rules and decision trees in the draft Generic ACL/AM Scoping Document that the Council would be reviewing in June.  He added that the tentative timeline for completing the Generic ACL/AM Amendment had the SSC meeting jointly with the IPT for the ACL/AM Amendment around August/September to discuss this and other issues, and then meeting jointly with the Council in October.
SSC members noted that the following motion had been passed in December 2008 by the Standing and Special Mackerel SSC:

“The SSC moves that a structured framework needs to be established through which scientific uncertainty is estimated in some fashion such that the relationship between OFL and ABC for a given stock can be set.  Establishing such framework should include considerable input from the Gulf Council with regard to risk levels the Council is willing to accept, and because setting of ABC will constrain where the Council sets ACL for a given stock.  Both the setting of ABC and ACL should be done in the context of achieving the management target, OY, as defined by the MSRA.”
The SSC felt that it would be appropriate to recommend that the above task be implemented by creating an SSC sub-committee to work with the Council, Council staff, and NMFS.

By a unanimous voice vote, the SSC moves that a structured framework be drafted to provide the SSC with guidance on developing recommendations to the Council on acceptable levels of risk when setting ABC and that this be done by a subcommittee of the SSC working with Council, Council staff and NMFS. 

Red Grouper Update Assessment
It should be noted that bycatch mortality estimates have been incorporated into both the red grouper and gag assessments, and that all yields presented are in terms of landed catch in millions of pounds gutted weight.

The red grouper stock abundance has experienced declines since 2004 that appear to be related to events outside of the fishery.  Assessment scientists hypothesized that the extreme red tide event of 2004-2005 may have caused an episodic spike in mortality.  Assessment model runs that included such a spike showed a better fit to the data than those without the spike.  The SEDAR 12 benchmark red grouper assessment had included a catchability coefficient that increased annually to account for increases in gear technology and efficiency over time.  However, in light of the, at least temporary elimination of longlines from the fishery plus analyses presented at a catchability workshop held in Atlanta in February 2009, the SSC felt that a constant catchability should be used instead.

By a vote of 14 to 1 with 2 abstentions, the SSC moves that the red tide model with constant catchability be accepted as the best available science for the red grouper assessment. 

The maker of the above motion, Michael Prager, suggested that in long-term projections, red tide events should be included, and requested that the SEFSC look at developing methods to project forward with the inclusion of red tide events.
The assessment results included calculations of OFL for each model run for the years 2010-2014, based on landings data through 2008 and an assumption that the 2009 TAC would be filled.  However, given that the TAC has not been filled for the past couple of years, and with the additional impact of the longline emergency rule is unlikely to be filled in 2009, the SSC felt that the OFLs for 2011 and beyond would likely be revised once the 2009 landings are available.  Therefore, the SSC only accepted the 2010 OFL and requested that the subsequent OFLs for the selected model be recalculated when those landings numbers are available.
By a vote of 16 to 1, the SSC  moves that the OFL projection of 6.43 mp gutted weight be accepted for 2010 as shown in Table 9.3 of the red grouper assessment (page 89 in the May 26, 2009 pre-decisional draft), and that OFLs in 2011-2014 be recalculated pending final 2009 landing statistics. 

The SSC noted that ABC was to be based on OFL as reduced by scientific uncertainty, but the SSC does not currently have guidance of acceptable levels of risk.  Furthermore, Table 10.13 in the assessment document, which provides probability of overfishing at various harvest levels, provides little or no resolution between 0 and 100 percent probability of overfishing.  This is because the projections only include variability in recruitment (by incorporating a standard

deviation of 0.4 in the lognormal scale on the lognormal recruitment deviations) and not other sources of uncertainty.  For the selected red tide model, 2010 projected landings of 5.96 mp produced a 0% probability of overfishing, while 6.46 mp produced a 100% probability of overfishing (projections were done in 500 thousand pound increments).  A motion to recommend an ABC halfway between these two values (at 6.195 mp) failed for lack of a second.  The SSC then passed the following motion.
By a vote of 14 to 3, the SSC moves to recommend an ABC of 5.96 mp gutted weight  for red grouper for 2010.

The SSC did not recommend ABCs beyond 2010 because they have requested a reevaluation of the OFLs for those years, and ABC would change with the OFL revisions.
The difficulties that the SSC experienced in selecting a recommended ABC highlighted the current lack of guidance in setting acceptable risk levels as well as the lack of resolution on probability of overfishing in the analyses.  Therefore, the SSC passed the following motion to reiterate the Mackerel SSC motion from 2008 and to emphasize this SSC’s motion (on page 2) that a structured framework be drafted to provide the SSC with guidance on developing recommendations to the Council on acceptable levels of risk.
By unanimous voice vote, the SSC moves that the limitations of not having a structured framework for setting ABC from OFL became apparent while setting the ABC for red grouper.  Also, the assessment document provided only a coarse description of the projected probability that various levels of landings would result in overfishing in future years.  The exercise of setting ABC for red grouper highlighted the need for a general decision-making framework for assessing uncertainty and setting ABC.  Therefore, we reiterate the need (proposed in Dec. 2008) for a sub-committee of the SSC to be established to begin to develop the needed framework for Gulf of Mexico fisheries. 

The SSC felt that Luiz Barbieri should be the Chair of this sub-committee, and that he should have the liberty to select the sub-committee members.  Steven Atran noted that the draft scoping document for the Generic ACL/AM Amendment addressed development of control rules and decision trees for setting ABC.  He noted that the tentative timeline for developing that amendment called for the SSC to meet jointly with the amendment’s IPT in August/September, and to meet jointly with the Council or the Council’s Sustainable Fisheries Committee in October.  He suggested that these joint meetings might be handled by the sub-committee rather than the entire SSC.
Gag Update Assessment
In contrast to red grouper that tend to be more widely dispersed, the SSC felt that there ia a large proportion of high-quality habitat with relatively few gag, and that gag’s tendency to aggregate in those habitats makes them more susceptible to increased catchability.  At the Atlanta catchability workshop, a study was presented by Jim Thorson and Jim Berkson comparing abundance indices derived from catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) data with abundance estimates obtained using virtual population analysis (VPA) calibrated with fishery-independent indices for several stocks including gag.  This study found statistically significant evidence for density dependence and a 2% compounding annual increase in catchability
.

Therefore, the SSC felt that incorporating increasing rather than constant catchability with time was a more appropriate model for gag.  The SSC also accepted incorporating an episodic red tide event.  The SSC discussed the possibility that catchability may have remained the same or even decreased due to competition with an expanding red snapper population or for other reasons as suggested anecdotally, but concluded that there was no scientific data to support such a hypothesis whereas there was data to support a general decline in gag population and mortalities from red tide.

By a voice vote with 2 nays, the SSC moves to accept the red tide model with increasing catchability as the base model for the gag grouper update assessment as the best available science.

For the same reasons given for red grouper, the SSC did not have confidence in the OFL projections for 2011 and beyond, and therefore accepted only the OFL for 2010, with a request that the other OFLs be reevaluated when 2009 landings are available.
By a vote of 14 to 2 with 1 abstention, the SSC  moves that the  OFL projection of 0.88 mp gutted weight be accepted as the OFL for gag  for 2010 and that OFLs in 2011-2014 be recalculated pending final 2009 landing statistics.  (Steve Szedlmayer abstained because he objected to using the red tide model with increasing catchability as the base model.)
Because gag will likely be declared overfished, the SSC referred to the Excel spreadsheet, Gag Benchmark Table 6-2-09.xls for rebuilding yield streams.  After some discussion, it was determined that the FMP framework procedure and NS1 guidelines called for the ten year or less rebuilding target to be to SSBmax (as a proxy for SSBmsy).  The appropriate rebuilding stream is on the bottom line of the spreadsheet’s yield tab.  It was noted that the values in the spreadsheet represented the 50% probability of rebuilding within the ten year limit, and the SSC considered whether those values should actually be considered to be rebuilding OFLs with ABC to be set at a lower level.  It was concluded that the previous motion appropriately set OFL equal to the yield at FMFMT as called for in the NS1 guidelines.  The values in the rebuilding yield stream are below the OFL values and can therefore be considered more conservative ABC values that have less than a 50% probability of exceeding the overfishing threshold.  The SSC agreed to recommend the 2010 ABC based on the rebuilding schedule.
By a vote of 16 to 0 with 1 abstention, the SSC  moves  to recommend an ABC of 0.82 mp  gutted weight (based on the rebuilding ABC for the red tide model with increasing catchability, under Frebuild-SSBmax, in Gag Benchmark Table 6-2-09.xls) for gag for 2010.  (Steve Szedlmayer abstained because he objected to using the red tide model with increasing catchability as the base model.)
The SSC reviewed the rebuilding yields for 2011-2014.  If OFL for those years is reevaluated and revised, the rebuilding yields will also likely be revised.  The SSC felt that those revised values should become the ABCs for those years.  However, given that gag will be in a rebuilding plan, the SSC felt that there needed to be at least a preliminary yield stream in place in case the reevaluation is not completed in time.
By a vote of 14 to 1 with 1 abstention, the SSC moves that ABC yields for 2011-2014 be based on Frebuild-SSBmax following the reevaluation of OFL, or tabulated yields  (1.20 mp/1.71 mp/2.23 mp/2.68 mp) in the Gag Benchmark Table 6-2-09.xls if the reevaluation cannot be done in time.  (Steve Szedlmayer abstained because he objected to using the red tide model with increasing catchability as the base model.)
Before completing discussion of the amendments, the SSC considered the possibility that gag and red grouper stocks might be impacted by interactions with a red snapper population that appears to be re-inhabiting grouper habitat.  The SSC felt that this was a question that could best be addressed by the Ecosystem SSC.

By a vote of 15 to 1, the SSC moves that the question of species interaction between red snapper and gag and red grouper be explored by the Ecosystem SSC. 

 Amendment 31

SSC members expressed concern that they had no opportunity to review and evaluate the data and opinions presented in  the science center report on the estimated take of hardshell turtles by the bottom longline reef fish fishery. Reports describing the estimation of sea turtle takes were made available via the Council website, and the meeting recessed for lunch and to give SSC members a chance to read the material.  The SSC then reviewed the action items in the amendment.
2.1 Action 1: Allow or Disallow Squid Bait in the Bottom Longline Reef Fish Fishery

Luiz Barbieri stated that FWC reports indicate that sea turtles eat a variety of foods and that individual sea turtles have individual preferences.  Other SSC members felt that given the amount of observed sea turtle takes, there is a lack of information on the impact of squid bait in the bottom longline fishery.

By a voice vote with 2 abstentions, the SSC moves to accept Alternative 1.  No action. Do not modify bait in the bottom longline reef fish fishery.  (Will Patterson and Bill Lindberg abstained because they felt that, given that the Council has not selected a preferred alternative, there was no scientific reason to differentiate between the alternatives.)
2.2 Action 2: Restrict the Use of Bottom Longline Gear for Reef Fish in the Eastern Gulf of Mexico (east of 85o30’ W longitude, near Cape San Blas, Florida)

Luiz Barbieri pointed out that radio telemetry indicates that sea turtles move around the Florida shelf year round.  He felt that therefore a decision to allow some of the fishery to operate was not a scientific decision.  John Mareska noted that Bob Spaeth previously remarked that most of the red grouper fishing takes place between 20 and 35 fathoms.  He felt that moving the longline boundary to 35 fathoms would cause longlines to operate in depths where they are less likely to encounter red grouper and more likely to encounter gag.  However, most of the SSC members felt that there was no data to recommend any alternative action to the Council’s preferred alternatives.
By voice vote with 2 nays, the SSC moves that no data were presented to conclude that alternative actions other than the Council’s preferred alternatives would be more likely to achieve the goal of reducing turtle take to the extent practicable in the bottom long line reef fish fishery. 

2.3. Action 3: Longline Endorsements to fish east of Cape San Blas

The SSC noted that the preferred alternatives in this section were based on a compromise agreement with industry representatives, and there was no scientific data with which to evaluate the alternatives.  Harry Blanchet felt that reducing the number of boats in the fishery would not necessarily reduce effort,

By voice vote with 2 nays, the SSC moves that insufficient data were presented for the SSC to conclude that any alternative should be endorsed scientifically as a preferred alternative. 

2.4 Action 4: Modify Fishing Practices and Gear

The SSC felt that there was insufficient scientific data with which to evaluate the alternatives.  
By unanimous voice vote, the SSC moves that insufficient data were presented for the SSC to conclude that any alternative should be endorsed scientifically as a preferred alternative.

2.5 Action 5: Modification to the Framework Procedure for Setting TAC

Will Patterson felt that the proposed framework contained some errors in its description of how OFL is selected and in describing the role of the SSC.  The SSC voted to endorse the revised framework, but with editorial liberty to have Will Patterson and other SSC members work with Council staff on editorial revisions.
By unanimous voice vote, the SSC moves that Alternative 2 be the preferred alternative: Modify the Reef Fish FMP framework procedure for setting TAC by adding

Annual Catch Limit (ACL) and Annual Catch Target (ACT) as items that can be modified under the framework, renaming it Framework Procedure for Setting ACL, and making additional editorial changes to reflect current terminology and procedures. 
Additional discussion related to Amendment 31
SSC members noted the lack of scientific information from which to evaluate the many of the alternatives in the amendment.  It was felt that an adaptive management approach would be a useful way to gain that information and evaluate the various alternatives.
By unanimous voice vote, the SSC recommends an adaptive management approach be instituted such that data are generated to evaluate the level of bycatch in the bottom longline reef fish fishery as well as the effect of bycatch and the likelihood that different management options would reduce the turtle bycatch to the extent practicable. 

Discussion of the Wilde Paper on Effectiveness of Venting Fish, and Consideration of Holding a Venting/Safe Release Workshop.
Due to time constraints, this agenda item was not addressed.

Election of Chair and Vice Chair
There was only one nominee for each position, and the nominees were accepted by acclamation.

Chair: Doug Gregory

Vice-Chair: Harry Blanchet

In the past, the SSC Chair has usually served for several years at a time.    Doug Gregory announced that it was his intention to only serve as Chair for a single term.  SSC members discussed recommending a system whereby the Vice-chair would automatically replace the Chair after each term, and a new Vice-chair would then be elected.
By unanimous voice vote, the SSC moves to have the SSC Chair serve a term of 1 year with the Vice-Chair being next in line to take over for the Chair. 
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� SEDAR Procedural Guidance Document 2 Addressing Time-Varying Catchability.  SEDAR Catchability Workshop, Atlanta, Georgia, February 2009.  In preparation.
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