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The Migratory Species Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Bon Secour Bay Room of the Renaissance Hotel, Mobile, Alabama, Wednesday morning, October 29, 2008, and was called to order at 8:30 a.m. by Chairman Bobbi Walker.
ADOPTION OF AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF MINUTES
CHAIRMAN BOBBI WALKER:  I’ll call to order the Migratory Species Committee.  The first item on the agenda is the Adoption of the Agenda.  Are there any additions or deletions?  By the way, there are three committee members here out of four, myself, Susan Villere, and Kay Williams.  Is there any objection to adoption of the agenda?  Hearing none, the agenda is adopted.  
Next is the Approval of Minutes.  Are there any additions or deletions?  Hearing none, is there any opposition to adopting the minutes?  The minutes are adopted.  We’re now going to receive a presentation of Amendment 3 to the HMS FMP by Ms. Wilson.

PRESENTATION OF AMENDMENT 3 TO THE HMS FMP
MS. KARYL BREWSTER-GEISZ:  Actually, my name is Karyl Brewster-Geisz.  Jackie is usually the one giving these presentations, but we decided to switch for this one.  I’m from the Highly Migratory Species Management Division up in Silver Spring and I’m going to be talking to you about Amendments 3 and 4 to the Highly Migratory Species Fishery Management Plan.

We are in scoping right now for Amendment 3 and so I’m here today to give you a presentation about what we’re looking at in scoping.  

We don’t have any specific ideas.  We’re just looking mainly for small coastal sharks and so I’m going to give you an idea of what the current status is for small coastal sharks, along with a summary of where we are with the shark regulations currently, some of the comments we heard early on during the scoping presentation, and as appropriate, I’ll try to work in what we’ve heard since.

I’ll also give you an overview of what we’re doing for Amendment 4, which is focusing on our Caribbean region.  Any ideas you have about where we should go for small coastal sharks would be much appreciated.

The status, we did a stock assessment for small coastal sharks following the SEDAR process, the Southeast Data Assessment and Review, which I understand is what you use here in this council as well.  We have four small coastal sharks in the complex: Atlantic sharpnose, blacknose, bonnethead, and finetooth.
All except for blacknose sharks were deemed to be healthy.  Blacknose is overfished and overfishing is occurring and the assessment showed that they would have a 70 percent chance of rebuilding with a total allowable catch of 19,200 individual fish by the year -- Rebuilding to the year 2027.  As you’ll see in the next slide, the 19,000 fish is a huge reduction from what’s currently being caught.

Finetooth, if you remember, used to have overfishing occurring, but the new assessment shows that that no longer is the case.  The assessment also shows that while the other species are healthy, we need to be particularly cautious in management, because a lot of them are skirting right around the edge of overfishing.

This slide up here shows the average from 1999 to 2005 of where the mortality is happening on blacknose sharks.  As you can see, the average weight for the commercial fishery is about five pounds per fish and the average weight for the recreational is a pound-and-a-half and so there’s a huge difference there in the average weights.

Most of the mortality, which I think will be of interest to this group here, comes from the Gulf of Mexico shrimp bycatch and that’s 45 percent of our mortality and so we would like to request the council work with us on finding ways to reduce mortality on blacknose sharks.

Mortality is also coming from our directed gillnet fishery here, which is 22 percent of the mortality.  That is comprised of about five vessels that fish with gillnet off the coast of Florida, mainly the east coast of Florida, and then we have the recreational fishery, which is about 12 percent of the mortality.

As you can see, just by looking at the average number annually, 19,000 is about what our directed fishery catches.  We have a lot of work to do to reduce the mortality of blacknose sharks in the fishery.  All of these data, just so you know, come from dealer data and logbooks, both the canvass data.  The recreational comes from the surveys, the MRFSS headboat survey along with the Texas recreational survey.

As you can see, based on the stock assessment and the numbers, we need to take management actions under Magnuson to prevent overfishing and rebuild the overfished stock.  We are expecting to have something in place by January of 2010 and for the objectives we’re thinking of right now for this rulemaking, it will be to rebuild blacknose sharks and any other species that happen to come up that we need to in the meantime.

We also want to provide for a sustainable fishery for other small coastal sharks and, of course, we’re always aiming to improve monitoring and compliance with our regulations.  The next couple of slides will give you an idea of where we are currently in terms of management for sharks.

A lot of these management measures have changed.  They were put into place on July 24, with Amendment 2.  We now have for small coastal sharks one quota for Gulf and the Atlantic.  It’s adjusted annually.  If the quota is exceeded, we take the overharvest off the next year.  If there is quota left over, we have changed our regulations and we only give the leftover quota back to the fishermen if the status of the stock is healthy and in this current case, because small coastal sharks are managed as a complex and we have an overfished stock, any underharvest for small coastal sharks will not be counted toward the following year’s quota.

There is no small coastal trip limit for our directed permit holders at this time.  For incidental permit holders, there is a limit of sixteen small coastal and pelagic sharks combined.  Fins must be naturally attached through offloading.  This was a large change for the fishery and particularly controversial for small coastal sharks, where the fins are much smaller and they catch a lot more of them.
The authorized gears, as I said before, were gillnet and we also have longline, mainly bottom longline for shark fisheries, hand line, and bandit gear.  We do have limited access permits right now, both directed permits, which used to allow for targeting of sharks and now really only allow for targeting of small coastals and pelagics.  The directed fishery for large coastals, which is the main shark fishery, is now limited to thirty-three fish per trip.

We also have vessel and observer requirements and we have dealer permits and all dealers are required to take shark identification workshop class and get certified in that before they can get their permit and all fishermen need to take handling and release workshops as well.  

For the recreational fishery, we also have authorized gears, mainly rod and reel.  There is a list of authorized species.  Both the commercial and the recreational have nineteen prohibited species.  The recreational fishery is a little bit different in how we arranged it and so they have an additional one.  They are allowed to keep non-ridgeback large coastal sharks plus tiger sharks and then the authorized small coastals and pelagics.

That means that they can keep the same species as commercial, except for silky and sandbar sharks.  Once again, for recreational, they need to keep the fins naturally attached through landing.  Recreational fishermen also need to keep the heads attached to the carcass.

There is a minimum size of four-and-a-half feet fork length.  For those of you who are interested, for blacknose sharks, all the fish that are being landed actually are below the minimum size and we expect that many of them are being landed in state waters.

There is also a retention limit of one shark per species per vessel per trip with an exemption for bonnetheads and sharpnose, where they are allowed one per person per trip, and there is also no minimum size on sharpnose or bonnethead.

We also issue display permits for sharks, exempted fishing permits, scientific research permits, and then we have a new permit, the shark research fishery permit, which is mainly for the commercial fishery to do research that the stock assessments have determined need to be done.

As I said, I’m here today because we are in scoping for small coastal sharks.  We released the notice of intent to conduct an EIS on May 7 and based on the comments that we’ve received so far and the stock assessment, we do have a list of potential options and issues, but we are always looking for more and so anything you have to tell us is more than appreciated.

Comments to date, these actually are from before we started the scoping process.  As I said, I’ll try to interweave what we’ve heard so far.  A lot of them are on the same lines as what you see up there.  There is a lot of contention about the stock assessment for blacknose sharks.  People do not believe that they’re overfished or think that they are overfished in certain regions, but not in others.

Some fishermen think that because large coastal sharks have been managed so much and the quota has been taken so quickly that dealers were inflating the small coastal shark catch and reporting large coastals as small coastals and that that was not accounted for in the model.

They feel that NMFS needs to work towards species-specific management and maybe regional management for small coastal sharks, that we should consider gear restrictions to limit dead discards.  Maybe for the trawls, that would be different TEDs.  Maybe for gillnet that could be a different mesh size.  NMFS should institute ITQs.  Alternatively, we’ve gotten a comment that if we prohibit blacknose sharks that that would put our gillnet fishermen out of business.

Those are basically the comments we’ve received.  We’ve also received some comments, particularly for the Gulf, that we should include or at least consider some of the bycatch areas that currently exist for snapper and think about that.  The New England Council suggested that they have a certain design they use for TEDs and that maybe that could be extended into the Gulf, but mainly, most of the comments have to do with a lot of people not believing the science and assessment results for blacknose sharks.

Moving on, most of the rest of the slides I have to show are with our issues and options.  The first issue, of course, is rebuilding blacknose sharks.  Some of the options we’re looking at are to remove blacknose sharks from the commercial quota, either setting up its own quota or maybe prohibiting them, establishing a bycatch cap for blacknose sharks.  Of course, we would like to work with this council along with the South Atlantic Council, where the mortality is also occurring, to figure out some way of reducing mortality in shrimp trawls.  We’re also looking at ITQs or IFQs.

Continuing with the commercial fisheries, some sort of time/area closures.  As I said, we had the suggestion of looking at the time/area closures that this Gulf Council has in regard to snapper and trawls.  

Revised trip limits for the incidental commercial fishermen and maybe a gillnet endorsement for our five gillnet vessels.  That way, future effort wouldn’t be able to use gillnet.  Commercial gear modifications, as I said before, the mesh size or gillnet length, and we’re looking for more alternatives and ideas.

Moving into the recreational fishery, we are trying very hard to improve outreach for recreational fishermen and we currently released a placard that has identification, information on how to ID while the shark is on the line, the allowable sharks in the fishery.  If any of you want to have a copy of that or would like to give that out to your constituents, just ask me and we can send you a number of waterproof copies.  It’s also on our web, but we’re looking at other ways of maybe outreach to the recreational fishermen, because we’re heard during the scoping that a lot of people don’t even know what the blacknose shark is or had never heard of it before and so they certainly didn’t know how to comply with the regulations.

Some way of revising the bag limit.  As I said right now, it’s one shark per vessel per trip and then not allowing possession of blacknose sharks in the recreational fishery.

Also, looking at maybe closed areas for the recreational fishery, requiring reporting for recreational landed sharks.  At the moment for highly migratory species, we do require reporting for tunas, billfish, and swordfish.  We do not for sharks, but maybe that’s something we need to look into.

We’re also looking at other species besides just small coastal.  Smooth dogfish, we’ve had requests to place them into the management unit.  The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission has voted to include smooth dogfish in their FMP and so we’re looking to see whether or not we need to match their fishery management plan.

Potentially adding ragged tooth sharks to the prohibited species list.  Ragged tooth shark are rarely caught in the Atlantic.  To the best of my knowledge, there’s only been about six caught in the United States in the past couple of decades.

Adding deepwater sharks to the management unit.  A few years ago, we had deepwater sharks in our management unit and the only regulation was to prevent finning on those sharks.  When the Shark Finning Prohibition Act went into effect, we removed deepwater sharks from our management unit, but we’ve continued to have requests to put them back in and put some sort of management on them and so we’re looking at that.

We’ve had concerns expressed mainly from our advisory panel members about common thresher, saying that there are a lot of tournaments on the Atlantic coast that catch a lot of common threshers, particularly pregnant ones, and that they’re worried about the status of that species.

Also, ICCAT, the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas, has recently done stock assessments on shortfin mako and blue sharks and so we’re looking at those assessments to see if we need to take additional management measures for those sharks.  They also did some ecosystem risk assessments on a number of pelagic sharks and we’re also looking at that, to see what, if anything, we need to do.

Besides sharks, we’re considering options for vessel monitoring systems, both establishing maybe electronic vessel reporting instead of the current paper logs and ways of using VMS to help do that, and increasing VMS transmission frequency.  Right now, it’s once per hour, whereas for particularly the strikenet fishery, it only takes one to two hours to go out and make a set and so there’s no way to tell if they’re fishing or not.

Adding in hail-in and hail-out requirements to help enforcement and then any other options for vessel monitoring systems.  We’re also looking -- As I said before, one of our objectives is to increase monitoring and compliance with our regulations and so we’re looking at other ways of monitoring the small coastal quota, including maybe establishing regions, maybe establishing electronic dealer reporting with real-time reporting.

Currently, dealers are required to report twice a month and so by the time we find out that we’re actually approaching the quota, we may have already gone over, because we’re so far behind in terms of reporting.

Then also requiring that all shark products be offloaded directly to a dealer.  The shark fishery, a lot of shark fishermen will land at a particular place and then stick all their shark products on trucks and maybe split the fins and send it on a truck to one dealer and the meat to another dealer.  We’re having a hard time figuring out what dealer the shark product went to and making sure that the dealer knows what the species of shark are.  That’s a big thing.  That’s why we require all dealers go to the shark identification workshops.  We’re looking as to whether or not we should require that product to be offloaded directly to a dealer.

Those are all the options we’re looking at and thinking about right now.  Anything else you have that we should look at, we would love to hear.  All of our official scoping meetings are over and I actually believe this is our last council meeting as well.

We’re in scoping right now and we’ve actually just extended the comment period.  It published today and so the comment period is extended to November 14 and we’re hoping that that will give this council time to provide us any comments.  We’re hoping to have the pre-draft sometime this winter, with a proposed rule out next summer, and the final rule effective in January of 2010.

As I said, the comment period just changed to November 14.  This is where you can provide comments to us and then I can break here for comments on small coastal and then we can move on to Amendment 4.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  Yes, that’s what I was going to ask you to do.  I know at our last HMS AP meeting that I brought to your attention that the effort in the Gulf shrimp fishery is down over 74 percent and I know from the stock assessment that a lot of the problems stemmed from bycatch in the shrimp trawl fishery in the Gulf.  Has the HMS agency considered this information?  Can you go back into the stock assessment and put that in?  They may not be overfished.

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  The stock assessment did take that into consideration to some extent and they ran a couple of models to see what would happen if the trawl fishery had been reduced in effort by 50 percent for 2005, 2006, and 2007.  They found that it was still overfished.  Nonetheless, we are working with the scientists who ran the models and we plan on requesting that they rerun at least the bycatch model to include the actual effort for the trawl fishery.  We are aware of that concern and we’re hoping that rerunning the bycatch model will show something else.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  I’ve got one more question before it open it up to the committee and the council.  You’re saying that you want to establish electronic vessel reporting.  What is your estimated time of being able to -- How long is it going to take for you to be able to do that?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  That will probably take a couple of years to be able to do that.  We have talked with the people in charge of data reporting in the Science Center and I know that they’re working closely with the Northeast Science Center that already has SAFIS in place and all of that, but we’re not expecting that to be something that is quick and easy.  It’s going to take a little bit of time.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  Thank you very much.  Now I’m going to open the floor for comments from the committee or the council.

MR. CORKY PERRET:  Could you put I think it was the fourth slide, the table?  If you allow, Madam Chair, I have two or three questions.  The title, “Blacknose Mortality”, am I to understand that those numbers are all dead numbers or is that the number taken and what percent of that would be dead animals?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  These are all dead animals.

MR. PERRET:  Data source, could you tell us a little bit about the source of the data for this information?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  All of the data comes from a mixture of the canvass data and logbooks that are reported to the Science Center, along with observer data.  Are you talking about the commercial or the recreational?  I’m focusing on the commercial right now.

MR. PERRET:  Did you include SEAMAP cruises?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  SEAMAP was used in the assessment, yes.

MR. PERRET:  I asked some of my people to look at some of this and according to what I’m provided, in 15,652 SEAMAP tows, 273 observation of blacknose were recorded.  In the shrimp observer program, there were twenty-seven observations to date and that’s in the period of 1972 to 2007 and if the numbers provided to me are accurate, in thirty-five years, 300 were, I guess according to this, observed.  That’s eight-and-a-half per year.  That’s a lot smaller number than that 38,626 that I see in the Gulf of Mexico shrimp fishery and I’m puzzled how you can come up with that number when if what I’ve been provided is accurate.  It’s so much lower.

MS. BREWSTER GEISZ:  I believe that your numbers are accurate, but I don’t have the exact numbers in front of me and so I can’t double check it, but they sound on par.  That is what the scientists came up with, running through the bycatch model and then through the assessment.  As I said, the assessment went through the SEDAR process and so it did have a group of data scientists and then assessment scientists and then it was peer reviewed.
We are looking closely at that.  That is one of the questions that we as a management in HMS have on that, but every time we talk to the scientists, they say the models converged and they all seem to agree that the numbers are appropriate.

MR. PERRET:  Six years and 38,626 versus thirty-five years and 300 and you say my data is accurate.  I’m not smart enough to understand how we can have this great a difference.  I really don’t understand it.

DR. ROY CRABTREE:  Corky, we’ve had several conference calls in the last couple of weeks talking about some of these things and I’ve talked to Bonnie about the need to address all those issues.  We are going to look at that and figure out why there seems to be that disparity that you’ve pointed out and why are we coming up with these estimates.  We are working on it and we’ll figure it out.

MR. PERRET:  Thank you, Roy, because that very obviously is some differences and we certainly want to do what we need to do based on the best science, but the science, again, seems to have some very wide variation in this one.

MR. ED SAPP:  I’m not on your committee, but I would like to address a question to the speaker.  I haven’t heard from anybody yet a necessary percentage of reduction.  Is that something that’s been established at this point?  I’m talking about the blacknose sharks, obviously.

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  As I said, we need to get down to 19,200 individuals, which is a large amount, considering the numbers on the table up there.  I’m sure you could do a percentage from that.  Is that what you’re asking?

MR. SAPP:  I guess my point of it, from the council perspective, is if it’s a small percentage, it might be something that the HMS is able to handle themselves.  If it’s going to require a large percentage reduction and 40 percent or 45 percent of the problem is coming from the shrimp trawl bycatch issue, then it’s something that this council is specifically going to have to deal with.

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  At the moment, 45 percent of the mortality is coming from the shrimp trawl fishery here and so it is something even -- As I said before, the 19,000 is how much is being caught by our directed fishery and so I think regardless of if we run the model and the shrimp effort is down, depending upon what we find out with the scientists in relation to the previous questions, I think this council is still going to need to work with HMS to do something about the shrimp trawl effort.  I just don’t know at this point how much, because we’re still examining the models and the implications of it.
MR. BILL TEEHAN:  I’m not on the committee either, but can you tell me what the average size of about a five-pound blacknose shark would be?  That’s the first question.

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  The average size?  I do have that in my notes.  The average size is about sixty-eight centimeters fork length.

MR. TEEHAN:  Would it be reasonable to assume that a turtle excluder device, especially a hard TED, would exclude a fish that size from a shrimp trawl?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  We do have video from the SEAMAP showing that the sharks are getting through.  At about that size, they have a four-inch girth and their fins aren’t quite solid yet and you’re catching the really young sharks and we do have video of them being pushed right through the bars.

MS. SUSAN VILLERE:  Bobbi, I was just wondering, based on Roy’s comments and Corky’s and so forth, when would we see the next updated numbers?  Would that be at our next meeting or would it be beyond that?  Obviously there’s some problems with some of this data.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  I don’t think we’ll see it again.  Your comment period is going to be completed did you say November 14?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  That’s correct.  We are going to be releasing a pre-draft next and the council will be included in our distribution for the pre-draft and so hopefully we’ll have revised numbers or updated information on what we found out in that.  We can also provide stuff directly to the council if we know who to contact.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  You could contact Dr. Leard, who is our Acting Director.  Are there any more comments, questions, or suggestions on options?

MR. STEVEN ATRAN:  I have two things.  Number one, yesterday, our Reef Fish Committee voted to recommend that we request that the HMS Division adopt some compatible regulations with the new proposed seasonal area closure that we’re setting up try to protect gag spawners.  Assuming the full council approves that request, would it be appropriate to ask that it be included in this document?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  We could probably do that, yes.

MR. ATRAN:  The other thing is -- I had pointed this out during the scoping meeting in St. Petersburg and I don’t recall what the response was, but on this slide, it’s showing on the recreational catches -- This says landings with an average weight of one-and-a-half pounds.  I forget what that works out to, but that’s a lot smaller than the minimum size limit to keep one of these sharks and so how do you reconcile that number?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  Yes, it is a lot smaller than the minimum size.  As I said, we think a lot of these are being caught recreationally inshore by state fishermen.  We have ASMFC that recently approved a fishery management plan with a minimum size for recreational fish in state waters.  

Our concern with that plan happens to be that they put an exemption for blacknose, so blacknose does not have a size limit in Atlantic state waters.  I’m not sure about all the regulations for the states within the Gulf, whether or not they have a minimum size limit as well, but we’ve continued to have this problem not just with blacknose sharks, but with pretty much all species of sharks.  What’s being reported landed by recreational fishermen are often below the minimum size.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  Following on that, how many observed catches do you have showing the 1.5?  I’m assuming that the large pelagic survey is what you use to determine this.  How do you determine the 1.5-pound average?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  This actually came from MRFSS, from the NMFS headboat survey.  It’s not LPS, but MRFSS and the headboat survey, along with the Texas Parks and Wildlife Survey, in their waters.  That’s the size that all those surveys together come up with.

MR. SAPP:  I apologize that I’m challenged a little bit on these procedural issues, but if somebody can help me understand this.  I gather that at the point the stock assessment was done that HMS was put on notice that they’ve got to do something about this overfished and undergoing overfishing situation.  At what point is this council put on notice that we’ve got to do something?  What is it that triggers that necessity for us to take some action?

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  I’m sorry.  I didn’t hear your question, Mr. Sapp.  I was talking to Mr. Atran.  Was it directed at me or --

MR. SAPP:  It was directed at anybody that could answer it.  I was thinking that maybe Dr. Crabtree or --

DR. CRABTREE:  I guess, Karyl, what will happen is we’re going to look at these things, but at some point, if the levels of bycatch in the shrimp fishery are too high to allow the recovery of the stock, I assume HMS would then come before the council and try to work with the council to address the shrimp side of this issue.

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  That’s correct.  We have written a letter to the council requesting a staff member to work with us directly on these issues.  Yes, I would think that we would at some point officially write a letter saying this is what we’ve done and requesting additional action, if needed.

ACTING EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR RICK LEARD:  I was just wondering, when do you think that -- From the scoping process, when do you think you’ll come up with some sort of draft options paper or alternatives?  

I’m really curious as to how you’re going to get from those numbers that you’ve got there down to nineteen-thousand-plus total takes, because you’re looking at -- By my math in my head, it’s somewhere between a 350 and probably 400 percent reduction.  I don’t see how you’re going to get there without totally closing the fishery and maybe a goodly portion of the bycatch fisheries.

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  Yes, we’re working on that one, too.  We are hoping to have the pre-draft out this winter and the pre-draft will go through what we think our initial list of alternatives are, along with the pros and cons of each alternative and what might mean for the fishery and for other fisheries.

We are looking at a number of options.  One of the things besides just the reduction in the shrimp trawl fishery effort that we’ve heard about already is also the fact that with Amendment 2 being implemented that our directed shark fishery is already fairly reduced and so it’s potential that those longline numbers that you see are already down as well or will be down.

With the fins on, I’m not sure how much the gillnet fishermen are focusing on small coastal sharks at this time either.  We are looking at all of those, to see what Amendment 2 impacts are, along with trying to rerun the bycatch model for the shrimp trawl fishery.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  Are there any other questions or suggestions on Amendment 3?  I don’t hear anything and so I guess we’ll go on to Tab Number L-4, which I think this is a Caribbean-specific amendment, isn’t it?

PRESENTATION OF AMENDMENT 4 TO HMS FMP
MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  That’s correct and thank you for all the questions and options.  This presentation will be a lot shorter than the other presentation.  It is Caribbean-specific.  We have noticed in the past few years, working with HMS, that the Caribbean fisheries do not seem to match the same regional aspects as those of us here in the Gulf or along the Atlantic.
There seems to be an increasing interest in HMS fisheries in the Caribbean and so we are working directly with the Caribbean Council, along with Caribbean advisory panel members, to try to find some way of meshing HMS management in with the Caribbean and so we’re doing an amendment just on Caribbean issues.

We want to make sure the councils are aware of this, because it is possible that whatever we come up with for the Caribbean could impact fisheries here in the mainland.  What’s so different about the Caribbean?

They are really small artisanal fisheries, mostly in territorial waters.  The fishermen sell their catch directly either to a restaurant or somebody on the street who happens to be selling fish to tourists and other individuals.  They don’t have all that many limited access permits.

When we put limited access in place in 1999, we extended the timeframe for Caribbean fishermen to send in applications, but we didn’t receive all that many applications.  There aren’t that many now and the cost of the limited access permits seem to be prohibitive to anybody in the Caribbean coming into the HMS fisheries.

Because they don’t have an HMS permit, they’re not reporting their HMS landings and they’re not selling them to HMS dealers and so we don’t have a good sense of what’s going on.  Of course, that will impact any stock assessments we do and impact management over all.

We also are concerned about FADs, or fish aggregation devices.  They are being encouraged for use in the Caribbean right now and we don’t know what the impact of FADs are on the pelagic HMS stocks in the region.

We’re looking at a number of things, including vessel permitting, dealer permitting, how to get reporting, both commercial and recreational, along with the use of authorized gears in the area.  The comment period on this amendment actually closes on Friday.  This is where you can send your comments.  That’s actually all I have.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  It does sound like a challenge.  Are there any questions, comments, or suggestions?

MR. BOB GILL:  I’m not on your committee, but could you give an example of some FADs that are currently in use or are currently being encouraged to aggregate pelagics?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  I guess I don’t quite understand giving an example of a FAD.

MR. GILL:  I’m not familiar with the term or the equipment or the technique and I’m trying to get a little more comfortable with what those things are.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  He just wants you to define a FAD.

DR. BONNIE PONWITH:  A FAD is a fish aggregating device and it’s often in the form of a buoy that’s anchored to the bottom and the buoy attracts smaller-sized fish to the superstructure.  What it does is basically create a visual reference point in an otherwise empty water column and aggregates smaller fish and creates kind of a food chain there.  Once the smaller fish are aggregated, larger fish will come and prey on those larger fish and larger fish on those.

After it’s been out for a while, you’ll have quite a wide array of fish assemblage that circle around that FAD and ultimately, it can aggregate top-level predators there as well.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  Absolutely wonderful definition.

MR. GILL:  Thank you, Bonnie.  That was very helpful.  It’s a long-term device, as opposed to a short-term technique?

DR. PONWITH:  It can be both.  A FAD can be a carefully designed superstructure that’s anchored to the bottom with a permanent heavy anchoring device.  They can also be temporary.  There are some ships that are fishing gears and if they need to top off their catch, they’ll drop a log out into the water, a simple log, and put a device on it to be able to retrieve that log or track what its position is and go back to it a couple of days later and find an aggregation of harvestable fish around it.  It can be either.

MS. KAY WILLIAMS:  In an answer also to Mr. Gill’s question, I asked around about these FADs and it was my understanding that it can basically be a buoy with a line and a hook.  It’s used in both the Gulf and the Atlantic, is my understanding.  They’re used for attracting tuna fish in the purse seine fishery and they have been deemed dolphin safe.
The Pacific, New England, and the Caribbean, it’s my understanding, are using FADs.  It’s also my understanding that both the recreational and commercial fishery in the Caribbean, that they have a management plan on FADs and is that true?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  That is true.  The Caribbean has a management plan on FADs.
MS. WILLIAMS:  I know that they have them on the lobster and crab fishery in the Mid-Atlantic and New England, but one of my questions for you on your plan is can you tell me how many vessels are permitted right now in this limited access program for the Atlantic swordfish and shark fisheries?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  I don’t have the exact number with me, but it’s, for the directed fishery for swordfish, probably 150 or 180 vessels.

MR. JOE HENDRIX:  Thank you for your presentation.  Are the FADs in the Caribbean primarily used to attract tunas or other specific species or are they for sharks?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  They’re being used, from my understanding, to attract tunas, swordfish, a lot of billfish, and I believe that a lot of the tournaments and stuff go and focus around those FADs as well, to catch these fish.

MR. PERRET:  A couple of questions.  I’m going to read a statement that’s in 4A: A limited access permit program for the commercial Atlantic swordfish and shark fisheries is currently in place, which has resulted in increased value of necessary permits.  What is a necessary permit?  Is that the limited access permit?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  Yes.  Actually, to participate in the swordfish fishery, if you have a directed permit, you need to have a directed swordfish, either a directed or incidental shark permit, along with a tuna longline permit.

MR. PERRET:  My question is how long has this permit program been in place and can you give us an average percent value increase of the permits?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  They’ve been in place since 1999.  It was open access before then and I’m not sure about the increase of the price of the permits, off the top of my head.

MR. PERRET:  The next sentence down says that the higher LAPP values may be a deterrent to other people getting in the fishery and so I have to assume that the values have increased to a point that may prevent some fishermen from getting into this fishery?

MS. BREWSTER-GEISZ:  They’ve increased to the point that for the Caribbean fishermen they can’t get in.  Some of the prices I’ve heard have ranged from $1.00, where it’s just going from a father to son or uncle to nephew type situation, to $10,000 or $75,000, depending upon the range of the permits, the size of the boat the permit is attached to, and whether or not they’re including the boat in the price.

CHAIRMAN WALKER:  I’ll remind the committee we’ve got about four minutes left.  Are there any other comments?  Thank you so much for being with us today.  Next on the agenda is Other Business and I think Mr. Pearce has something he wants to bring before the committee.
OTHER BUSINESS

MR. HARLON PEARCE:  I’ll be very quick, Madam Chair.  Something was brought to my attention that I’m going to bring quickly before this committee and I’ll revisit it again in full council.  It involves yellowfin and bigeye tuna that I know we don’t manage, that HMS manages, but I’ve been made aware that enforcement in the Gulf and the Atlantic is taking some measures that are going to severely affect I know my commercial fishery and probably some recreational fishermen as well.

It’s the way they’re going to be enforcing the measurement of undersized bigeye or yellowfin tuna.  If I’m correct, the Coast Guard is telling me know that they’re going to issue tickets for any tuna that is landed with the head and tail removed.

In the commercial sector, all heads and tails are removed, for quality reasons.  It’s the difference in a five-dollar-a-pound product or a dollar-a-pound product if the tail is not on.  The way the regulations read is that no person shall remove the head of a bigeye tuna or a yellowfin tuna if the remaining portion would be less than twenty-seven inches from the fork of the tail to the forward edge of the cut.
The key words there is from the fork of the tail to the forward edge of the cut.  Even if the tuna is twenty-seven inches with the head and tail removed, they are giving you tickets, when it’s clearly an oversized fish.  It’s not an undersized fish and it’s because the tail is not on the fish.

I will address this again in full council, because I’m going to try to get this council to write something to HMS to have them revisit this issue, because it’s going to make a dramatic effect on the fishery in the Gulf of Mexico.
CHAIRMAN WALKER:  Thank you, Mr. Pearce.  Is there any comments from the committee?  That’s all we’ve got on the agenda and we got through in time, at 9:30, and we’re adjourned.

(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 9:30 a.m., October 29, 2008.)
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