Standing and Special Reef Fish SSC Meeting
Tampa, Florida

July 29, 2009
The SSC listened and asked questions on the following presentations.
a. Decreasing annual nest counts in a globally important loggerhead sea turtle population (Tab B, No. 4(a)(ii)) – Blair Witherington
b. Estimated impacts of mortality reductions on loggerhead sea turtle population dynamics (Tab B, No. 4(b)(ii)) – Paul Richards 

c. Reflections on Loggerheads & Longlining (Tab B, No. 4(c)(ii)) – Trevor Kenchington
d. Cumulative effects of Amendment 31 regulations upon effective effort impacting sea turtle takes in the Gulf of Mexico reef fish bottom longline fishery (Tab B, No. 4(d)(ii)) – Nick Farmer
Next the SSC discussed and made recommendations on the next item on the agenda.

a.  Adequacy of scientific information for loggerhead sea turtle population parameter estimates, longline bycatch and management action.

The SSC was in agreement that the declining numbers of nests was clearly an indication that the number of animals in the population were declining.  However, there are several causes of sea turtle mortality other than bottom longline fishing and some were mentioned during the presentations and discussion.  One member suggested that the 20 year nesting trend be graphed with reef fish bottom longline effort to determine if there is a statistical relation between loggerhead sea turtle nesting and effort.  Others were concerned that the annual shrimp trawl bycatch numbers were estimated to be much higher than the interactions with bottom longline gear in the 2005 Biological Opinion.  Staff from the Office of Protected Resources (OPR) in the Southeast Regional Office (SERO) stated that this number had changed due to reductions in shrimp trawl effort and changes in the Turtle Excluder Devices and currently the shrimp trawl turtle bycatch estimate is about twice that of the bottom longline estimate.  One member of the SSC asked if the mortality estimates from the 2005 Biological Opinion should be used as proxy for reducing interactions with bottom longline gear.  The OPR staff suggested that this was not really a valid estimate and that the National Marine Fisheries Service did not expect the SSC to provide the Council with a percent reduction in loggerhead sea turtle mortality from the bottom longline fishery.  The SSC discussed whether the information presented was adequate for providing scientific advice.  They decided that the question of adequacy was different from the question of whether the material presented was the best scientific information, so before continuing with a discussion of scientific advice, the SSC made the follow motion.  
The SSC moves that the documents and presentations provided to this meeting are the best scientific information available.
Motion passed by a vote of 12 to 3.
Next the SSC was asked several questions about the cumulative effects of Amendment 31 management actions presented by Nick Farmer and Andy Strelcheck.  For example:  
1.  Should a one to one relationship between the reductions in effort (i.e., number of hooks per set) in the bottom longline reef fish fishery and bycatch of loggerhead sea turtles be applied?   
The SSC felt this had been used in the literature and was an appropriate assumption for the model.
2.  Does the SSC have any recommendations on the appropriate scalar to use for redistributed effort based on depth closures (i.e., should it be 100% or 50%)?  
3.  How much effort shifting will occur from the 20-35 fathom range to 35-50 fathoms if the longline boundary is moved to 35 fathoms?

In regards to questions 2 and 3 the SSC did not make any firm recommendations.  It was suggested from an individual in the industry from the audience that an analysis of the economic differences in landings be completed based on the 35 fathom closure, but most SSC members felt that type of information was not available for such analysis.  

4.  Given that the winter aerial survey analysis from Garrison (2009) observed no sea turtles in the 35-50 fathom depth contour, is zero density of loggerhead sea turtles per kilometer squared appropriate to use? 
A zero density of sea turtles could bias the estimates of “effective effort” at these depths during the winter, particularly if the bottom longline fishery was closed shoreward of 35 fathom depth contour.  Presenters were uncertain if this was biologically true, due to the low sampling effort outside 10 fathoms.  Some SSC members suggested over laying and averaging the estimates of sea turtle density for summer and winter by depth stratum.  While others suggested looking at the telemetry data during the winter and estimating from that data a density of sea turtles by depth stratum.  Regardless, most members agreed that zero density of sea turtles in the winter from 35-50 fathoms was unlikely.

5.  Should they assume that endorsed vessels effort will remain constant or increase; and, if they assume that the remaining vessels effort will increase should the 2003 effort proxy be used for those vessels with landings in 2008?  Note: In 2003, the highest effort was recorded in the bottom longline component of the reef fish fishery from 1999 to 2007 qualifying years for an endorsement.
Some members of the SSC suggested looking at the changes in the fishery after the red snapper IFQ went into effect to get an idea about the changes that might take place with the implementation of the IFQ in 2010 for grouper and tilefish in regards to the bottom longline reef fish fishery.  A couple of members of the SSC noted that assumptions of no net change in effort for endorsed vessels was only a hypothetical scenario, and the interaction of the IFQ fishery with any level of longline endorsement minimum would be difficult to estimate.
The SSC did not make motions or consensus recommendations on any of the questions asked regarding the cumulative effects of Amendment 31.  Nor did they suggest any addition outside information that they thought the Council would need to make a management decision.  The Ingram and Henwood (2009) paper, titled “Catch rates and distribution of loggerhead sea turtles, Caretta caretta, collected during NOAA fisheries bottom longline surveys from the eastern U.S. Gulf of Mexico” was mentioned as information that could be compared for interactions with sea turtles in the bottom longline component of the reef fish fishery.  This survey covered the entire Gulf of Mexico, from 2000 through 2008.   However, the OPR mentioned that the soak times were only 1 hour, which is not reflective of what typically occurs in the reef fish bottom longline fishery.   
The next item on the agenda, b.  Determine percent contribution of longline mortality relative to total estimated benthic anthropogenic mortality.  Recommend if possible a percent reduction in loggerhead sea turtle mortality from longlines.

Several members felt this agenda item was not possible.  They would have liked to see the breakdown of total anthropogenic mortality and the relative magnitude of each component on loggerhead sea turtles. Furthermore the SSC was particularly interested in the estimates of all types of fishing mortality on loggerhead sea turtles and its magnitude.  The Witherington et al. (2009) document did discuss several aspects of natural mortality and anthropogenic mortality to loggerhead sea turtles, but estimates of relative magnitude were not available.  Then the following motion was made.

The SSC moves that the scientific information provided indicates sea turtle take and mortality are not likely to increase under any scenario of BLL effort reduction simulated by SERO staff.  However, no target level of bycatch mortality reduction has been specified by the Council, and the probability that a given level reduction in BLL effort would facilitate loggerhead recovery (or have no negative effect) could not be evaluated from results of the 2009 stock assessment.  Therefore, the probability that any specific level of BLL effort and associated bycatch reduction will achieve the Council's (unstated) goal cannot be evaluated.

 

Motion passed by a vote of 13 to 0 with 2 abstentions.

The Chairman noted that there was insufficient time to discuss the items under Other Business, but that there was a suggestion to convene the SSC by webinar to discuss these issues.  Steven Atran noted that the issues under Other Business did not need to come before the Council until the October Council meeting.  The SSC concurred they would like to try holding a short meeting by webinar to discuss the items under other business.
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