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The Data Collection Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Royal Palm Ballroom of the Quorum Hotel, Tampa, Florida, Monday afternoon, June 15, 2009, and was called to order at 3:40 p.m. by Chairman Robin Riechers.

CHAIRMAN ROBIN RIECHERS: If we could call the Data Collection Committee to order, please.  It looks like we have most of our members around the table.  We’ve got Ms. Williams, Mr. Sapp, Mr. Ray, Mr. Pearce, Dr. Crabtree, Mr. Simpson.  It looks like we have a full committee at this point. 
ADOPTION OF AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF MINUTES

With that, Tab G-1 is your agenda.  Are there any corrections, additions, or deletions to the agenda?  If not, the agenda is approved as written if I hear no objections.  The agenda is approved as written.
How about the Approval of Minutes?  Do I hear any objections or changes to the approval of the minutes?  Hearing none, then the minutes are approved as written.  With that, we’ll move into Tab G, Number 3.  Mr. Stebbins has a presentation for us.  It was basically “Monitoring the Gulf of Mexico Commercial Reef Fish Fishery” that was brought to us at the last meeting and we asked that that be sent to our FIN Committee with Gulf States Marine Fisheries Commission and we certainly appreciate them taking a look at this.  

I believe they saw it last week and we’re going to hear their comments after we see that report.  With that, Mr. Stebbins, would you like to present your -- I think you have a summary of the report and a PowerPoint presentation for us.  Certainly thank you for being here today and joining us.

REVIEW OF “MONITORING THE GULF OF MEXICO COMMERCIAL REEF FISH FISHERY”
MR. HOWARD MCELDERRY:  Actually, my name is Howard McElderry.  I’m reporting on the project and Shawn is a partner of mine.  Thank you very much for the opportunity to present this.  What I’m talking about today is summarizing some work that was done over the last nine months or so looking at monitoring options for the Gulf of Mexico commercial reef fish fishery.

The context for this work -- As you’re all aware, the MSA Reauthorization is putting in place annual catch limits, accountability measures, and so on.  That sort of impetus is creating a bit of a need for the fishery information systems to be examined and perhaps retooled to meet this need.

Now, I’m coming from British Columbia, Canada, where we have monitoring systems in place for groundfish fisheries and some of them are nearly twenty years old.  British Columbia is very well respected for a lot of the monitoring systems that are in place and the Ocean Conservancy approached us and asked us if we would provide a perspective that might be beneficial to you folks.

There was a study that was commissioned and it was co-authored by Archipelago Marine Research, of which I’m part of, Pacific Marine Fisheries Management Incorporated and MRAG, which is local here.
I guess coming from a philosophical point of a view a bit of context.  I believe this color scheme is presented in one of your reports, but it’s looking at catch levels and the relationship with these different measures that you have coming in place and really with the consequences of uncertainty around that.
I think most of the focus is on the positioning of these particular points that you have and the general idea I’m trying to present here is that as with low uncertainty -- With high uncertainty, there’s a tendency for a risk-averse approach and so you really don’t know the actual position of any of those points and there’s a natural tendency to spread them apart, to try to be careful around that.  With low uncertainty, there’s an ability to kind of move these closer together as precision rises.

A lot of the thinking around fishery information systems, I think, is focused towards these particular points, but I also want to point out that the whole issue around confidence in the data system is really important.

As you embark on different management where the business of the management depends on new types of data, it’s really important that the information system be aligned with the kinds of things that it’s being asked to do and secondly, public confidence, just general trust in the information system, is really important in terms of how people work with it, both in terms of the management itself, but also just general public confidence in how well the system is working.

We identified three areas of problem.  This is fairly typical in many fisheries and it’s just a focus on yours, but at-sea discard data are really limited.  Typically from observer programs there’s small coverage and what’s reported in logbooks is probably inaccurate.

There’s limited verification of self-reported data.  Most of the systems in place are self-reported data systems and lastly, the resolution, integration, and reporting timelines may not support the kind of management needs for the fishery.

In our report, we identified three different options for improvement and maybe it’s important to be clear that we’re not presenting these as people that profess to be experts at all in Gulf of Mexico fisheries.  We’re simply looking at kind of the context in which we’ve seen a lot of the fisheries in British Columbia move and looking at the kinds of things, building blocks, that sort of allow an information system to move forward.

In terms of the options, we’ve broken them into phases and the phased idea is the idea that you start on a pathway towards improvement and it may take you many years to actually implement all of the different elements, but the point is you’re moving in a direction where things are starting to come together.

The first phase is really focused on improving the existing data systems that are in place and so what can you do with the self-reported data to make it work better?  The second phase is looking at different options for applying external verification or monitoring approaches and then the third phase is really mostly taking the mindset that as the fishery is evolving the plan, the data system, the approaches, the monitoring approaches, you’re taking have to be structured in a way to allow for that type of growth.

I won’t go into detail to these, but with the Phase 1 recommendations we focus on the logbooks, a recognition of catch, meaning both landings and discarding, trying to put the reporting in logbooks into a format that’s providing more information, but also trying to change the timeline in which the reporting occurs so that if you are trying to move towards more accurate data it’s something that is more likely to be recalled.

Instead of recording a trip at the end of the trip, recording catch on a daily basis or even ideally on the basis of a fishing event.  We also recommend some type of electronic reporting template for logs.  On dealer reports, again, the focus is on the timeline, trying to move it into a quicker timeline.

Integrated data systems, we’re suggesting some type of fishery operating system that would basically allow all of the information inputs to come in under the same umbrella for integration, reporting, and analysis on a fairly tight timeframe.

Then the other aspect of this, which is really important to integration, is the part of taking information and getting it back to the people that are contributing the data, so that you’re improving their awareness and sharpening their understanding for areas that need improvement.

The Phase 2 recommendations, this involves bringing in external monitoring.  We’re recommending that you consider electronic monitoring.  We have a display outside that shows the demonstration system and there’s people there that you can talk to that gives you a better understanding of the kind of work that we’re doing with it.

Where we really single this technology out as different from observers is because I think with the type of fleets you’re working with this is really the only practical solution.  It also has the real benefit of unlike observers, where you put a data collection system in place with cameras, you actually have the ability to audit the self-supplied data that the fishermen provide.  It can build itself as a really important audit tool.

The other part of the monitoring is some sort of external check on the dockside offloading process.  Given the scope and the size of your fishery, probably a roving dockside monitoring system would make a lot more sense than the 100 percent verification system that we have in place in British Columbia, but the idea is to confirm species offloads and to provide some independent auditing of the reporting processes.

Then Phase 3 recommendations are, as I said already, it’s recognizing that the fishery will evolve over time and you’re trying to put together a well designed, integrated platform that will allow for that change.  As the management changes, there will be more and more recognition of the importance of monitoring and just the need to be able to accommodate that as that grows.

That’s all I have.  I wanted to acknowledge the authors and myself.  There’s information there if you want to contact any of us.  Thank you.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Thank you, Mr. McElderry.  I apologize.  I hadn’t gotten word that we had a substitute going on today and so I apologize for that.  Any questions of Howard?

MR. BOB GILL:  I’m not on your committee and so I appreciate this opportunity and I appreciate you coming down to talk about it.  I’ve read through most of the report and one of my concerns and questions is about the observer program.

We on the council and many are proceeding down the path looking for better observer coverage to try and verify the data and get better datasets and you point, quite correctly, to the observer effect that results from that.  One of the things I don’t think that encompasses is something that we’ve seen recently and that is we have an enforcement action coming as a result of the observers.

Instead of pure science and data, we’ve got a merging of enforcement impact on observer systems.  That concerns me, because it seems to me it’s going to lead to modifying fishing behavior just because of the existence of the observer program, so that necessarily putting on observers is not necessarily helpful and what we’ll wind up is getting more data, but it’s going to be biased data and so instead of being a real help, it’s going to be not as much help as we think and we’ll spend a lot of money doing it.

My question for you is, one, would you agree with that concern and, number two, if you do, would you have any recommendations on how we might approach that problem?

MR. MCELDERRY:  Yes, I would agree with your concern and I would make the comment that whenever you have a fishery where the monitoring you intend to put forward is partial monitoring you end up with problems with the observer effect that you mentioned and you end up with problems where the observer program becomes conflicted between the science and monitoring objectives and the enforcement role.

I work in a setting -- In British Columbia, we have about 20,000 fishing days monitored a year.  Virtually all the groundfish fisheries are monitored 100 percent and when you move to 100 percent monitoring in a fishery, a lot of these issues that you’re talking about go away, because the monitoring changes the behavior of the fishery.  People become compliant and the playing field becomes level and so there’s a lot more order and organization in the fishery.

We advocated the technology because the biggest fishery in that 20,000 days that I mentioned was a fishery where putting an extra person onboard was just simply impractical, both from a safety point of view, from a cost point of view, a number of different issues.
We really felt strongly that being able to use the technology as a way of monitoring the fishery still provides the same type of control that you would have with an observer, but I think most importantly what it establishes is it really maintains the responsibility for the fishermen to stay in that role of recording data, being actively involved in reporting their operations.

The camera system becomes a radar trap, if you will, on data that are supplied by the fishermen and I think that that serves the role of controlling the fishery and it also serves the role of improving kind of the fishermen’s understanding and awareness of the data that are occurring in their fishery.

MR. GILL:  To that point, we’re a long ways -- There’s a big gap between where we are and 100 percent monitoring of any sort and so do I hear you saying that whatever partiality we achieve in monitoring would be the better approach than going the observer route?  Is that part of what goes along with your comment?

MR. MCELDERRY:  Observers provide a lot of really valuable data that cameras can’t provide and so it’s important to realize that there are limitations in the use of the technology, but there are a lot of really clear benefits for using the technology.

I think getting from where you’re at right now to 100 percent monitoring may be something that takes you quite some time to do, but I think putting programs in place where you’re introducing the technology to industry and getting them familiar with it and getting them engaged with figuring out how it can be a tool that’s of use to them is an important sort of start in moving in that direction.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Any other comments or questions?  Hearing none, if you would though, stick around, because once Steve gives his report of the FIN Committee last week, which heard this similar report, there may be some other additional questions for you.  If you would, stay around.  Certainly we appreciate you all setting up out there as well and thanks for coming and giving us the presentation today.  Several of us I’m sure will take an opportunity to come out there and take a look at your technology and what you have out there.  With that, Steve, you’re next with Tab G, Number 4, I believe.

FIN COMMITTEE COMMENTS/RECOMMENDATIONS
MR. STEVEN ATRAN:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  The FIN Committee met last week in Savannah, Georgia and received a presentation on the document “Monitoring the Gulf of Mexico Commercial Reef Fish Fishery”.  

The FIN Committee received that presentation from Chris Robbins of Ocean Conservancy and after he gave his presentations, there was a number of comments.  There were no motions made, no specific recommendations that were made by the committee as a whole, but we compiled what we felt were the most relevant comments and I want to thank Dave Donaldson for helping put this list of comments together on Tab G, Number 4.

The comments are organized along the lines of the summary of recommendations that’s on page 2 and 3 of the document.  Beginning with some of the general comments, the FIN Committee felt that there needs to be adequate enforcement and some concrete consequences for not complying with all of the proposed reporting requirements in order for those requirements to be successful.  Otherwise, there would be no improvement in the available data.

The FIN also believed it was important to state that adequate funding needs to be available in order to ensure the success of the proposed requirements.  That may be obvious, but it often goes unstated and they felt that it was essential enough that it ought to be stated.

Another key to success is sufficient outreach to the fishermen and dealers about the proposed rules and regulations.  Without their support from the industry, any proposed requirements are destined to fail and I believe Mr. McElderry’s presentation, on one of his earlier slides, said that very same thing.

For the recommendations that are in the summary in the front of the document, the first set of recommendations deals with how to use fishing logbooks and I’m not going to read the recommendations that’s in the document.  You can go through them easily yourself, but with respect to fishing logbooks, the FIN comments felt that it’s essential to have validation of the logbook data.

They felt this could be accomplished by at-sea sampling as well as by utilizing technologies such as electronic monitoring with cameras.  They also recognized that a daily recording of this information was important and it was key.

They said there may not be a need for daily reporting of these data at this point in time, but they felt that the fisherman, while he’s at sea, should be reporting on his logbooks every day instead of waiting until he gets back to the dock and then filling out his logbooks.

Under dealer report recommendations, again, there’s a set of bullets in the document.  The FIN comments were that while having quicker reporting periods would assist in managing species under ACL, it would facilitate in-season management measures, it needs to be realized that changing the reporting period for state trip ticket programs, for their dealer reporting systems, could be problematic and difficult to accomplish in a short timeframe.  In other words, they’re saying that trying to get five states to all agree to simultaneously change to a reporting system that provides faster reporting is going to take some time to get accomplished.

Then under integrated data systems, the FIN comments were that the committee believed that integrated data reporting is a great concept and they stressed the importance of involving all partners in the process.
They also felt that the FIN Committee and FIN should be integrally involved in the development of such a system, since part of FIN’s responsibility is to coordinate data collection efforts among the various agencies that are responsible for this.

As for the remaining items under recommendations, electronic monitoring and roving dockside monitoring, the FIN didn’t have any specific recommendations or comments regarding those.  However, I believe they did include electronic monitoring in the previous recommendations.  That concludes my report on the FIN Committee.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Any questions of Steve regarding the committee report?  

MR. LARRY SIMPSON:  No questions.  Good report, Steve.  The states are currently doing it -- They’re reporting their trip tickets on a monthly basis and so if you drop back to a weekly, then that’s going to cause some difficulties getting that system.  It can be done, but it’s fairly difficult to get that accomplished.

I think Dave wanted to stress, and you mentioned the daily recording, whether or not you report it daily, that they need to record it daily and I think developing and implementing an electronic standardized template as soon as possible for any kind of a logbook situation is important.  I want to add those comments.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  To that, Larry, and correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m also remembering that we do have dealers who can report at a higher frequency than once a month, but some of them may choose only to do it once a month at this point.

MR. SIMPSON:  The law states in most of the states monthly reporting and so while they may do it weekly or daily, it’s still only required, legally, statutorily, to submit monthly.

MR. CORKY PERRET:  Steve or whoever else was at the meeting, as I appreciate it, most of the members of the FIN Committee are the data gathering, the technical scientist type, yet the thing that’s stressed is enforcement.  How did that enforcement -- It’s important, I accept, but how did this group of data gatherers get on the enforcement issue?

MR. ATRAN:  I’m not sure you would say they got on the enforcement issue, but they realized that without some enforcement to make sure that the fishermen were reporting accurate results there simply wouldn’t be any real improvement in the data.

Some of the comments that were pointed out earlier today about the conflict between observers trying to collect the data versus trying to get enforcement in place could be problematic, but if the fishermen can be sure that they’re going to have to respond to somebody if they’re not getting their reports in in time, that would help improve both the timeliness and the accuracy of the reports.

MR. PERRET:  Enforcement, I hope they were in reference to the entire enforcement effort.  The field guys doing the work, issuing the citations, are only one part of it.  They may be doing the greatest job in the world, but if it’s not followed up in the judicial system, then you’ve got nothing.  I would have to assume they’re on the entire complex of this enforcement issue.

MR. SIMPSON:  Corky, I think in reference to enforcement, here it was talking about enforcement of the data collection and not enforcement of the rules and regulations of management, size limits, et cetera, just that they were filling out their sheets and they were filling it out timely and so forth.  Enforcement of the data collection and not the management action.
MS. KAY WILLIAMS:  Steve, the commercial industry now on the logbooks they’re filling out, it was my understanding, and you can correct me if I’m wrong, but if they do not submit their logbooks when they’re supposed to, they actually already have actions that can be taken against them and isn’t that correct?

MR. ATRAN:  That’s correct, but what the committee was concerned about was getting accurate information in the logbooks by having the fishermen at least fill out the logbooks while they were still at sea, rather than wait until they get back to port and then relying on memory to put down what they had caught during the course of the trip.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  To summarize, their issue is a more frequent reporting in the logbook and not necessarily a more frequent reporting to the agency of what they’ve caught, some sort of way to capture that information before recall bias starts.

MR. ATRAN:  Correct.

MR. SIMPSON:  If you would, Mr. Chairman, I would read you kind of -- Record fishing events on a daily basis, if possible.  It should be collected for set location and soak time and then fishing logbooks, complete all daily fishing logbook trip report forms by twelve noon the day following the fishing day.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Any further discussion of these items?  I am going to ask Bonnie, if you would, when you start out with your Item Number IV to kind of talk to us a little bit prior to doing that about how we’re looking at data collection improvements and some of the efforts that you all may be doing in regards to this kind of activity in addition to what we’re also looking at with MRIP and we’ll have a discussion about that later.

MR. HARLON PEARCE:  In Louisiana, enforcement doesn’t take control at noon or whatever, but when you land you better have your trip ticket done and that has made the program work.  If you have to wait and wait and wait when you unload, you’re not going to get the proper data, that’s for sure.  

I wasn’t a fan of enforcement in the beginning, when it started, because I was worried about it being a hammer to hurt the fishermen, but it really made the project work, because you better have it when that fish lands and the processor that bought it or the dock that bought it, the fishermen, they better have it done or they’ve got a ticket.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  With that then, we’ll turn to it’s going to be Item Number IV, Status Report of SEDAR Steering Committee.  If you could, Bonnie, could you kind of -- Since we’ve had a lot of discussion the last couple of meetings about both -- We’re going to hit recreational a little bit later, but also about commercial data collection and activities that the Center may be doing or how you’re incorporating a lot of these ideas that are coming forward.  Could you just kind of speak to that a little bit, please?

DR. BONNIE PONWITH:  Yes and I will say that I continue to advocate having these efforts as closely incorporated with the MRIP process as possible, to take full advantage of the kind of broad kind of comprehensive coverage that we’ve got representation from the appropriate skill sets to make sure that it’s rolled into the broader effort.  That, I think, is the most important point I would like to make right now.

The MRIP folks have put together a project that is going to do a pilot scale study on electronic logbooks in the headboat fishery and that’s going to be done on the east coast, including vessels from North and South Carolina, Georgia, and northern Florida.

They’re designing that work right now and I guess putting together the software and gearing up the vessels to be able to field test that product right now and I guess before I go any farther what I do want to do is make sure that I’m not interrupting what’s going to be reported by Pres.
There is a second study that is in preparation and that is also funded by MRIP and coordinated through the headboat working group or for-hire working group and that one is going to focus on groundtruthing of the electronic data.

Again, this is a unique opportunity for the region to show some real leadership, because the results of these -- The studies are being designed so that they have utility nationwide and certainly will benefit the region, the Gulf of Mexico, the South Atlantic, and the Caribbean, collectively, but they’re being done in a way that we anticipate having transportable results nationwide.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  That’s fine.  If you want to go on into SEDAR then.  We were just trying to get an update of that and I know Preston is going to do MRIP as well.

DR. PONWITH:  I can give you an update of the SEDAR Steering Committee right now.  I was going to talk about the SEDAR process and I thought I was going to do that in the Science Center report, but I can do that now if this is the better time.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Steve?  I assume we’ve scheduled it for this timeframe, have we not?  Unless we’re talking about two different things here that may have been confused.  We do have time now for the SEDAR Steering Committee meeting that was scheduled on the agenda.

DR. PONWITH:  Okay.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR STEVE BORTONE:  I guess there was some confusion.  I had asked Bonnie to speak on it and I didn’t realize -- When we spoke, I wasn’t aware of this part of the schedule and so she was going to speak when she was doing her review, but whatever works, I guess.

DR. PONWITH:  If you’ll indulge me for thirty seconds, I will actually forward a presentation.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Can I make a suggestion then?  If Preston is ready, we can go on with Preston’s presentation and then we can come back to you.

DR. PONWITH:  All right, very good.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Will that work?  You can take care of that with Steve while that’s going on.  Thank you for being here again, Preston.  We certainly appreciate you updating us.

STATUS REPORT ON MRIP PROGRAM
MR. PRESTON PATE:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  It’s always a pleasure to come and speak to any group, particularly this one, because it’s warm and muggy and reminds me of home and I always appreciate the opportunity to get information out about the MRIP, the progress we’re making, and what we hope will be the improvements made in the collection of recreational fishing data.
When I first became involved in NOAA Fisheries program to evaluate the MRFSS surveys back in 2005, one of the aspects of that program that I was struck by was the diversity of recreational data collection programs throughout the United States and its territories.

This slide will show you some indication of the number of efforts that are being made to collect recreational fishing data, their geographical location, their overlap, and the like.  That’s a very high level review of the scale of the actual number of projects that are being done, because within each one of those semicircles, there are a number of subprojects that are collecting data that feed into NOAA Fisheries’ efforts to present some national statistics and also management agencies’ efforts to create stock assessments and manage various species of fish.

In the review that NRC did and the report that they released, they recognized that diversity and the fact that many of these surveys were being conducted with different standards and different spatial coverages and different precisions and timing of delivery of catch data to the management agencies.

One of the significant recommendations for survey improvements was to look at ways to not necessarily consolidate those programs, because we didn’t want to lose the identity of the individual surveys and the application to unique fisheries within the various regions, but to develop a program on which those surveys will be based that will have some commonality and methodology and coverage and precision.
Hopefully that’s where we’re headed with the MRIP.  We expect that the MRIP system will continue to be a system -- The MRIP program will continue to be a system of regional surveys that will provide regional catch estimates that are more accurate, complete, and timely.

There are a lot of expectations about the data that will be collected in terms of its timeliness and improvements and I am completely confident that once the process is complete and we’re implementing the new sampling and analysis methodology that the reliability of these recreational catch estimates will be greatly improved, but it’s not going to solve all the problems.

As this slide indicates, it won’t be a silver bullet to solve all the issues that management agencies such as the councils and the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission and it sister agencies in the Gulf and on the west coast are dealing with.

The MRIP will continue to consist mainly of sample-based, rather than census-based surveys, with the exception of some of the for-hire fisheries like the charterboat fleets and the Southeast headboat fisheries, in which we are moving more to logbook reporting.

That will still not give us real-time data.  There will be some lag times between collecting, analyzing, and delivering that data to the management entities, but we are confident that with the improvements that we’re making in sampling efficiency and with some in-house auditing that we’re doing to speed up the process the data delivery will be better than it is now.
You may have learned through some of the earlier presentations that we’ve made on this program or information that you’ve read that we have a hierarchy of oversight of the program, which includes at the top the Executive Steering Committee, which is the policy making and guiding force behind this program.  Larry Simpson sits on that Executive Steering Committee, by the way.

The ESC released an implementation plan for the program that in general described a three-phased implementation approach, the first phase being on of evaluation, where the workgroups that we have working under the Operations Team, which I chair, inventory existing data collection programs and analyze the aspects of those for consideration when we’re developing pilot projects that will lead to ultimate improvement.

In Phase 2, new survey methods that are building upon the inventories made in the evaluation phase are being developed and tested by way of pilot projects and the results compared to the use of current methods.  This is an innovation phase which is taking advantage of the creativity and expertise that is brought to the process by consultants that we have hired to work with our workgroups, but as, if not more, importantly, the membership of the workgroups are provided by the states and the other management agencies that are partnering with us in this process.

As the projects are completed in the innovation stage, we’ll move into the activation stage, which will be the application of survey improvements and expanded sampling.  

We get a lot of questions and comments about the number of samples that are taken in the current surveys and how precision and accuracy can be improved if the sample size is increased and certainly that’s correct, but we started out this program with a basic premise that we didn’t want to expand the sample size methodology that has been shown by the NRC report to be lacking in some of its design criteria and inconsistent with some of the evaluation methodology that is being applied to those samples.

We want to fix those basic problems before we move into increasing sample size either in the existing waves or in some cases expanding the waves into certain areas that are not covered throughout the entire year under the current program.

We are making progress, perhaps not at the pace that some that would like to see a quicker implementation of improved recreational data collection, but we are being very deliberate in our approach to solving some of the problems that are so chronic to sampling recreational fisheries on such a broad geographical scale.

Part of the program that we’ve developed is one of transparency, in that we’re trying to use as much media as we possibly can to get information out to the public to educate them on the aspects of the MRIP development and keep them updated on the progress that we’re making.

We have a very active and complete website, on which we are posting quarterly project updates, various reports on the pilot projects that are being conducted and completed by the workgroups and projects that are proposed for this next year and identifying upcoming activities and, again, projects that are in various stages of development.

As I’ve mentioned before, we have four workgroups that are assigned subject matter responsibility.  The Design and Analysis Workgroup is the one that is working on the evaluation of survey and analytical methodology and also looking at the potential or perhaps real sources of bias that the NRC identified in its report.

One of the big benefits of the amendments to the Magnuson-Stevens Act the year before last was the creation of the federal registry that will create a basis for us to conduct our surveys in a much more effective and efficient manner.

The methodology that will be used for applying those registry-based surveys is being developed and analyzed by the Design and Analysis Workgroup.  They are nearing completion of a report that was put together by members of this workgroup with the assistance of some outside consultants that is examining the estimation methodology and applying the new and improved methodology retrospectively to the MRFSS estimates back to 2003.

We expect that report to be completed and the results of that to be presented to the Operations Team and ultimately to the Executive Steering Committee sometime this summer, which would then pave the way to looking more extensively at that retrospective analysis for all species other than the ones that are just being used as test subjects in this particular report.

Discards have been mentioned in several discussions during this meeting and it’s an issue that’s being examined by this workgroup, discards not only in the for-hire group, such as the Southeast Headboat Survey, but also on private boats.  Discards from private anglers, shore-based and boat anglers, is an area where data is sorely lacking and it’s lacking mainly because we’re finding it’s very difficult to sample, but we’re looking at some innovative ways to try and improve that information as well.
We have just completed the approval of the projects that will be conducted in fiscal year 2009 and those are, in some cases, underway and others, as Bonnie mentioned, are being developed now for implementation in the next few weeks.

We have a mail survey pilot project that will test alternative data collection modes with the goal of improving survey coverage and minimizing survey area.  Even with the license frames that we are working from with the federal registry and the various state licensing programs, there are gaps in the coverage with exemptions that are provided, for example, for young anglers and for older anglers.

We still have to find a way to estimate the effort and landings by those two groups of people and the mail survey pilot will determine whether or not that’s a feasible sampling methodology for covering those two classes of exemption and it will also help us address the growing prevalence of cell phones in households, which make anglers much more difficult to contact through the traditional telephone survey.

We have a couple of projects ongoing that will help assess the assumptions that anglers ingressing and egressing from private access points have the same fishing characteristics and impacts on the stock as those that are intercepted at the public sites.  We have a project in North Carolina that will begin soon that will test a new sampling design that will more closely adhere to principles of probability sampling and minimize the flexibility provided to samplers to select sites, fishing modes, and anglers.

One of the criticisms of the MRFSS process in the past has been that the dock samplers or port samplers have too much flexibility in moving among sample sites to suit their own needs or interests and that has introduced into the estimates an element of bias that we want to correct by making the standards by which they stay at certain sites for given periods of times more rigid.

There have been a couple of efforts to work on some dual frame surveys, again, to get at information of fishing activity, avidity, and success by anglers that are exempted from licensing requirements.  There was one done in the Gulf of Mexico, one in North Carolina and there was another one that’s building on the experience of those two projects that will take place in Washington this year.

The Data Management and Standards Workgroup went through, as an initial effort, all of the existing surveys to inventory data collection programs.  That is what led to the construct of one of the earlier slides that I used that showed the various data collection programs throughout the country.

That was a major project that they completed last spring and are building upon that with a project that’s just been approved to identify the requirements for a national recreational fisheries data management system that will include national standards and minimum data elements and they’ve developed a prototype data management system in 2009.

They’re also working on a quality assurance quality control program that will improve the quality of survey data and restore the confidence in data collection and data processing procedures.

When the NRC released its report in 2006, they didn’t identify specifically the highly migratory species program as one that was reviewed or needed improvement, but they made the general statement that all of the recreational data programs overseen and implemented by National Marine Fisheries Service should be improved and so the HMS sampling programs were included in the MRIP to improve along with the other modes of fishing, targeting other species.

The HMS Workgroup has developed a program to evaluate sampling distribution of tournament and non-tournament HMS trips in the large pelagic survey and recommend methodologies for sampling HMS tournaments in the future.

They have pilot surveys ongoing in the South Atlantic, the Gulf of Mexico, and the Caribbean which will characterize HMS fishing in those areas and help identify the need and methodology for future sampling estimates in the region.

They also have large pelagic survey expansion ongoing in the State of Florida.  There were two projects approved for the Highly Migratory Species Workgroup this year on the west coast, one to sample data for the albacore fishery that will give better information for stock assessment and management of that species and another for the tournament fishing for sharks on the west coast that will test not only the improved methodology for sampling tournaments, but also get at some of the night fishing private access issues that were identified in the NRC report.

One of the projects that was approved last year for the Gulf of Mexico which would sample HMS activity year-round, particularly during the tourist season, was extended for this year.  It got a late start because of various funding issues and was unable to complete a twelve-month cycle for which it was intended and was extended so it could meet that goal.

The For-Hire Workgroup is one that’s been particularly active this year and certainly important to the Gulf of Mexico with all the issues involved with red snapper.  One of the major initiatives that they had that was completed was an inventory of the various surveys that collect information from the for-hire fishery.
We hired some consultants to work with the for-hire workgroup to do that analysis and put together a report that gave an analysis not only of the number of projects and the variety of data collection efforts that were ongoing but also the quality of those and included recommendations for improving those current surveys.

Also an electronic reporting pilot project ongoing in Puerto Rico that was approved last year, it was also delayed in starting because of the cooperation that we found we were lacking with some of the for-hire operators in that area that had initially said that they wanted to participate, but then did not.  We’re having to do a little bit more outreach to get that project back on track.

Projects that were approved for the for-hire workgroup this year is to -- One big one is to develop a pilot study to test the feasibility of logbook reporting in the Gulf of Mexico that will include an important component of validation, assess reported data, and various means of electronic reporting.

There will also be a pilot study to test the feasibility of electronic reporting in the headboat fishery, development of probability-based sampling design for the Southeast Headboat Survey, and development of data imputation procedures to account for non-reporting or late reporting in that Southeast headboat fishery.

They will also be working on a project that would help validate information submitted through the Hawaiian Commercial Marine License Reporting Program, which is being used by Hawaii for collection of recreational fishing effort.

I want to use the For-Hire Workgroup as an example of the phased approach that I made reference to earlier, the evaluation, innovation, and application phase.  The first step in the project was, as I mentioned in my previous comments, the independent expert review of the for-hire surveys.  The final report was recently released and reviewed and is available on the website, our MRIP website, for those of you all that want more detail about that project.

That report was used as the basis for developing the projects that will be implemented in this round of funding.  The report had a number of recommendations.  Certainly a significant one of those was that the use of logbooks should be the preferred way of getting catch and effort information from the for-hire industry, but that logbook program should be supported with a very adequate program of validation of the information to ensure completeness.

It should be enforced and it should be affordable and the data generated through logbook use should be timely and the report recommended developing a complete list of for-hire vessels, a complete list of landings sites, and sampling of those landing sites using a probability-based selection of sampling units, much like we are testing now with the private boats in the pilot project in North Carolina.

There were also comments or critiques and recommendations for improving other existing surveys, recognizing that once the pilot projects for the logbook use is completed there may be areas in which the logbooks will not be implemented and the current survey methodology will continue, but with improvements that are recognized in the for-hire report.

The next step in that process, after we’ve done the analysis, is the innovation, which will lead to new pilot projects to further develop the methods and survey improvements recommended by the consultants.
The results from those pilot projects will be evaluated and made available to the regions and other management entities for consideration for implementation in the areas for which they have responsibility.

We have a three-team approach in the MRIP.  I’ll just go on through the responsibilities that the Operations Team has as one part of that three-team approach.  I chair the Operations Team, of course, if I haven’t mentioned that already, but the other two aspects of the program are equally important and certainly the registry program is critical to the success of our efforts for improving data collection and it’s an aspect of the program that’s gotten a lot of attention and usually in presentations like this gets the most questions, because it is not without controversy and it’s going to affect all saltwater anglers and our state partners as they go about trying to improve their state programs such that if they do not already have programs that qualify for exemptions from the registry requirements they can do so with the necessary changes to their state authorization.

The final rule for the registry program that sets out all of the details of angler registry requirements which will be necessary on January 1 of 2010 and also the state exemption process was issued last winter.

The memorandums of agreement that will be entered into with the states and NOAA Fisheries have been developed and made available to the states for their submission for consideration from the exemption.

One aspect of the registry requirement or one effect of the registry requirement has been that a lot of the states that do not currently have fishing licenses are becoming very active to put license programs in place and those that do not meet the exemption requirements have been very active in their general assembly’s this year to correct those deficiencies so that their anglers can become exempt.

The initial registration requirement date under this program was January the 1st of 2009.  At the request of the states to have time to go through the legislative cycle and either create new licenses or correct deficiencies in existing licenses resulted in the delay of the registry requirement until January the 1st of 2010.

I think Florida has just now passed legislation that removes their shoreline exemption, which is going to be a big improvement in the state and the NOAA Fisheries opportunity to sample recreational effort here.

States in the Northeast, most notably Maine, New York, and a couple of others are working on state licenses and, again, there are several that are working on ways to improve existing licenses to qualify for the exemption.  Hopefully we’re moving ultimately to a program that will allow us to use, as our source of data for sampling recreational anglers, only the state programs.

We really don’t have a burning desire to register recreational anglers, but we’re required to unless the states can step forward with providing alternative databases for us.  The Registry Team is chaired by Gordon Colvin, who, like me, was blissfully in retirement until recruited to work with the MRIP program and help get this program underway and completed.

Our Communication and Education Team is chaired by Forbes Darby and I think has done an excellent job in developing a program that has ensured effective communication and open dialogue with our partners and our constituents.  As I said earlier, our website is quite complete and active and constantly updated.

We’ve done a number of articles for general distribution to the angling public in various media.  We’ve had over fifty meetings with constituents at the national and regional level and just began a few months ago the regular distribution of a newsletter, electronically distributed, that will keep everyone interested updated.  Mr. Chairman, that’s it for the MRIP overview.  I ran through it seemingly very quickly, but certainly I will answer any questions anybody has.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Thank you, Mr. Pate.

MR. GILL:  Preston, thank you for that info and I may have missed it, but did you have a timeline of completion of MRIP activities from the standpoint of preparing and completing your activities and actually putting in the full implementation?

MR. PATE:  I think as far as completing MRIP that will be an ongoing program for a long time, because we’ll constantly be evaluating the methodologies that we’re using and change as fishing pressures and other factors make it necessary, but as far as implementing these new procedures, there isn’t a date certain for changeover from the MRFSS to the MRIP program, mainly because the projects that we have ongoing will have cumulative effects.

We’re building upon the experience that we learn from these pilot projects and as the pilot projects are completed and we become confident that there’s new estimation and sampling methodology that can be applied, we will apply that and we’re building upon all that experience.

It will be necessary to run the MRFSS and the MRIP program side-by-side for a couple of years at least to calibrate the two programs that will allow us to look retrospectively at the impacts that the MRFSS estimates had on stock assessments and the like before we move forward.

The lessons that we learned from a couple of important projects that we have ongoing now, which are the intercept survey design, which will be more probability based and as I mentioned earlier, take some of the flexibility away from the port samplers, should be coming very quickly and once the benefits of that pilot project that is starting in North Carolina is realized, it’s just a simple matter of implementing those for the MRFSS program and also in making those available to the other surveys to implement as well.

We’re working with a variety of state programs that are collecting data that are used by regions and NOAA Fisheries in its management and what we ultimately want to do is have all of those surveys at a regional and state level based on the quality and methodology of the programs that are being developed under MRIP.

Doing all of that is going to take time.  There’s going to have to be a lot of integration of our partners into this process.  There isn’t -- I can’t identify a date certain when all of this will start, because it has already started, in some respects.  We’re looking at the estimation procedures that I mentioned earlier.

I’m very anxious to see how they’re going to come out comparing the estimates of effort and landings from the MRFSS programs for some selective species since 2003 to the new estimation methodology.  Again, once that all gets sorted out, we can start implementing those programs very quickly.  It’s an evolution and I don’t want to sound bureaucratic and evasive in your answer, but we’ve chosen a process that is very deliberative and one that is based on some very sound scientific principles.

Those take time.  They involve a lot of people, but will have the result of being much better than the programs that we’re using now and as the speaker the preceded me mentioned in his comments, that I thought were spot-on with his analysis, it will improve public confidence in the information that your groups use, the councils and the regions use, in making management decisions.

MR. PEARCE:  Preston, thank you for your presentation.  We’ve seen a desire from the for-hire sector to get better and better data recently in a strong way and there’s been a couple of volunteer programs, one in Louisiana which I would like to hear from Myron about and also Environmental Defense has had some folks out there doing that.  Are you coordinating any effort with these guys to find out how that’s working and if not, why not?

MR. PATE:  We are.  The first step in the pilot project which is being conducted by the for-hire workgroup for the logbook program in the Gulf of Mexico is a workshop that will help design that project.  

It is without shape now and we are expanding the program to include as many people as we think we can find to bring expertise into the process to help shape that project in terms of where we want to apply it and how extensive it’s going to be in terms of the number of people that we want to participate and how we are going to develop a program to validate the self-reported data and estimate the cost once the project is complete and potentially expanded to the other areas.

The invitations or the list for participation in that workshop has been developed and the invitations will be going out shortly to those parties that we want to be involved in the groups that you mentioned are certainly on that list and actually I’ve been personally in contact with a couple of those that I wanted to make sure were included, because we -- Again, we’re being innovative in our approach to solving some of these problems and the ideas that have been generated by some of these stakeholder groups are thinking out of the box and give us an opportunity to look at some ideas that we haven’t tried in the past.  We want that expertise and interest in the program involved with us every possible way that we can.

MR. PEARCE:  Thank you.  As a council member, I would sure like to be a part of that meeting and know what’s going on and involved in that meeting.  Mr. Chairman, I would sure like to hear from Myron when we’re finished too about how the Louisiana program is going.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  We may entertain that.  First I have Ms. Morris though.

MS. JULIE MORRIS:  Thank you for your presentation and thanks for coming to our meetings and listening to our concerns.  I was at a meeting recently with one of the state managers from the State of Washington and based on what he was telling me, they use aerial surveys to determine their effort.

They fly transects repeatedly on particular days of the month and they count how many recreational boats there are and how many fishing poles or anglers they see on each boat.  Instead of a telephone survey, they’re using a standardized aerial survey technique.  Is that something that the working groups have considered to apply elsewhere in the country?

MR. PATE:  Yes, they’ve considered that, as well as many other innovative ways to count anglers.  Non-traditional methods of sampling are good in areas where the access points are very discreet and fishing effort is concentrated and that works very well for Washington and I suspect that once the MRIP program is concluded they will probably continue that and that’s fine, because the data that’s being generated from that is not filled with some of the biases that some of the other programs are.

One point that I didn’t make that I would like to make now is in the selection of these pilot projects so far one of the principles that is guiding our decisions to fund these projects is the ability to take the results from that project and transfer it to other areas, so that what we want to learn with the logbook survey in the Gulf of Mexico can be applied to the for-hire fishery in North Carolina and on the west coast and in Hawaii.

Those are receiving priorities at this time.  More localized projects that are being used in other areas, like the ones that you just mentioned, have been determined so far as having less potential for transference to other areas and so those haven’t gotten the attention for funding for pilot projects yet that some of the other sampling methodologies have.

That’s not to dismiss the importance to Washington or the opportunity to maybe apply that technology to some other discreet areas, but we’re concentrating on projects right now that have broader application than that one is considered to have.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Thank you, Mr. Pate.  I think now, Myron, if you want to give a quick update.  I guess you’re just going to give an update on kind of the Louisiana trip ticket system.

MR. MYRON FISCHER:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and very briefly, the same project is ongoing.  It’s come a long way.  You have to remember that it came out of Michelle Kasprzak’s store, which she sits on the for-hire panel and so she knows exactly what requirements MRIP had when the project was being written and it was written -- The actual program was written by Claude Peterson, who has written the commercial trip tickets for the Gulf States and took part in the Puerto Rican project.

He has a history and a track record for what he’s done and Michelle was very up to date with what’s going on with MRIP and so we feel it’s a unique program and very flexible and designed in such a way that it can be used across the Gulf and across the coast.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Harlon, do you have a question?

MR. PEARCE:  Myron, has any boats started using it yet?  Are any boats in the water doing your program yet?

MR. FISCHER:  Yes, there’s been a handful of beta testers that have been using it and giving feedback and some of the feedback they have is real minor parts of how to enter the data and Claude is going to -- He may have already, but he’ll be updating the program for simplicity.  It’s strictly a mouse-driven program.  The keyboard is not used at all.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  With that, next we’ll turn to Bonnie and get the update on the SEDAR Steering Committee, but, Preston, we want to again thank you for taking time out of your schedule to come and kind of update us on MRIP.  As you can tell, we have a lot of folks who are real interested in that progressing as quickly as it can but certainly in a deliberative fashion so that we do it right. 

A lot of us, both around this table and as well as people out there in the audience are very interested in utilizing some new technology and us getting this a little bit better than we have it right now.  Again, we appreciate you coming and we’ll certainly look forward to working with you and getting updated again in the future as things start moving a little bit more.  With that, Bonnie.

STATUS REPORT FROM THE SEDAR STEERING COMMITTEE MEETING
DR. PONWITH:  Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.  As you’re all very well aware, the reauthorization of the Magnuson-Stevens Act has put an unprecedented level of requirements on the need for timely science to support the management measures that the councils are responsible for under that reauthorization.

We’ve been in discussion for some time talking about what can we do to improve the throughput of the science through the SEDAR process and have been thinking kind of long and hard about that, because we want to retain the attractive features of the current process, which include it being highly participatory and very highly transparent, but also be able to step up the pace at which we’re able to run assessments through that.

What you’re going to see today is kind of a revision that we discussed at the last SEDAR Steering Committee meeting where we feel we’ve succeeded in improving the throughput at the same time as retaining those other features that we like so much about the SEDAR process.

As a means of background, we met on the 18th of May in conjunction with the CCC meeting and the focus of that meeting, and it was a one-day meeting of the SEDAR Steering Committee, was almost exclusively on looking at this process and discussing these revisions.

Again, the objectives are to increase the assessment throughput and improve the scope and the timeliness of the reviews and the critiques of those assessments, improve the documentation so we’ve got a good record, decrease the lag between when those results are done and when management actions take place, and improve the overall workload management.

This is just a review of some of the changes that we’ve made and I’ll go into each of those in a little more detail as we step through the process.

The first thing that we did was created a two-year scheduling scheme and in that two-year process, we have benchmarks alternating in years with updates and so we would run benchmarks in the Gulf of Mexico one year and in that same year, be doing updates in the South Atlantic.

What that does is enables us to balance the workload both on the council staff that are working on administering the SEDAR process as well as the assessment scientists to be able to offset the emphasis of those two types of assessments.

The process for this would begin in March for a benchmark and we recognize that that is in advance of when the data are actually available often, but that doesn’t prevent us from actually going through and talking about those data, about the types of data available and the quality of the data, to be able to get those discussions going early.

The notion is that in a benchmark year we would run all the benchmarks that were going to be done that year through one process.  We would be doing multiple benchmarks in parallel with one another, rather than doing them sequentially throughout the entire year.

Again, this all begin with the data workshop, much as the way we begin it now.  The data workshop would begin in March.  Again, the data workshop would be for all the species that are undergoing a benchmark that year.  It would focus on the quality of the data and the treatment of those data and we would incorporate members of the assessment panel to be present at that, so that if there were questions they could be connected with the data people and address those questions collectively.

It would also be an opportunity to begin the discussions on the models and methods that are going to be used, which are often driven by the data that are available.

Another addition would be the presence of a CIE reviewer and the idea behind that is to bring them into the process early on, so that if they see a fatal flaw or if they see a logic error they can actually raise questions about that early in the process rather than at the final stage, where they’re reviewing the final outcome.  Again, they are not a contributor to this process.  They’re a reviewer.

Again, the idea of the data workshop is that they would have homework when they walk away from that, because often the data for the preceding year are not ready by early March and so they would discuss the ground rules for what data would be incorporated, but actually have the final data groomed and ready to go for the assessment people by the beginning of June.

Then we step into the assessment workshop and this is probably the biggest departure from the current process.  Rather than having this as a live workshop that lasts a week, we would have this be a virtual workshop that is over an extended period.

The idea is that we would have a kick-off meeting that’s conducted via a webinar and that webinar would be broadcast for anybody who wished to log in and observe it and in that initial kick-off, the typical discussions that are done by the assessment panel would be done and that is discussing the modeling approach, discussing breaking down of assignments, discussing the data inputs and the work plan for how they’re going to get through with that.

Then running those models sitting in a room like this, they would actually step away from the webinar with their individual assignments and run those models and then meet again after they have their output, also in a prescheduled webinar, to discuss what the outcomes were and if there were any surprises or if there were any follow-on analyses that needed to be done.

What we picture is a series of prescheduled webinars where the public could sign in and watch this process and listen in on the discussions and if they had questions, could formulate those questions and submit them.

The questions would be focused exclusively on the actual assessment and then they would continue this process through to the completion of the assessment and, again, you’ll see that last bullet is an important one and that is that on the front page of that finalized assessment documentation there would be a notation as to the status of that stock, so that if we were undergoing overfishing that would be displayed prominently and people would know this is one I really need to pay attention to.

We want to make sure that people are able to see what the process was and what the thinking was and the rationale for decisions for selecting the approach and then we also want people to be able to see what that final product looks like and so our plan is to create a pre-review draft.

It would be a draft assessment report and we would hold a large webinar where the lead scientist for that assessment would actually roll out the result and here are the methods and here are the results and here are the conclusions in this large webinar.

Immediately following that, that product would be posted to a publicly-accessible webpage so that if people look it over and see things where they see maybe an assumption that was not followed properly or a logic error or a math error, something in the assessment that they’re concerned about, they can raise those concerns.

What we anticipate doing is using the existing electronic comments process that we use for things like proposed rules for people to actually submit comments.  The comments we’re looking for are comments on the assessment and not comments on the impacts of the outcomes.
We’re looking for math errors, logic errors, assumption busters, things like that.  We would gather up those comments for a given period of time and bin them up according to the type of comment.  If like twenty people made the same comment, we would bin that up and say this is basically one comment and then we would have the assessment panel review those comments and create a work plan on how they would address those comments.

We anticipate that there are some comments that will require additional analysis or sensitivity runs to be done.  We anticipate there would be some comments where the person misinterpreted the panel and in which case the response to that comment would be basically that, that there was a misinterpretation and our real intent was this.

What we would do is either address each comment through some sort of additional analysis or capture comments where they were considered but rejected and the rationale for that rejection and incorporate them into an appendix of the report.

This would require the review panel to meet another time to finalize how those additional analyses were incorporated and finalize that report to incorporate either the additional analyses or the other responses to those comments.

We would also have a CIE member look at that draft report for the same reason as we would have them at the data workshop and that is to have an advanced look for logic errors or math errors.  Ultimately then, the product of this process would be a final report that would then go to the review process.

There’s a summary of the assessment workshop too and that’s just how you deal with the comments.  The next step is the peer review and the notion is that the peer review would be held as a component of an SSC meeting.  Right now, what we do is have a review panel and then have the product of that review panel looked at a second time by the SSC.

What we would like to do is combine that process in having that stock assessment report go to the SSC.  The SSC could name a subpanel of the SSC to be the actual reviewers.  We would anticipate there being CIE members involved in that step as well, much as they are in the current process.

They would look over that stock assessment and ask all the questions of the lead assessment scientist and this would be a live, in-person meeting.  Then we would anticipate the review panel’s final report due two weeks following that review and then the results of the review and the results of the assessment would be made available to the councils at the first council meeting following that whole process, which we would expect to be the March or the April meeting.

We are going to have to go through a transition to implement this.  We do have a benchmark that we have listed as the one that will be the first one running through this and that will begin in March.

We do have some, because of the transition, some overlap of benchmarks with updates, where we would actually have benchmarks and updates happening in the same year, but, again, what we would expect is that as time goes on we would try and minimize that as we walk into the future, so that we would have all benchmarks one year and all updates the next.

We hope to have three to four benchmarks or updates run per year per council in the South Atlantic and in the Gulf and the long-term goal is to be able to combine similar stocks and the example here is the coastal migratory pelagic stocks.  That would be just to be able to lump species with similar life histories into one year in the process.

That begs the question of what are we going to do with our Caribbean assessments and right now, we’re treating them as a special case.  We’re doing work in the Caribbean Council looking at the ACL and the stock assessment requirements and at this stage, I think we’re better served to treat those as special case and put them into the rotation when we’ve got data accumulations that are going to allow us to have a successful SEDAR.

The same is true of the shark and HMS stock assessments.  They will be a regular rotation through the stock assessment process, but we have special analysts and so we would time that with the availability of stock assessment scientists and the requirements for refreshes on those stock assessments.

Likewise, we have, on behalf of the commissions and states, occasionally used the SEDAR process to review assessments that they’ve done and we would, again, negotiate those into the cycle as needed.

That kind of concludes the overview and it’s a lot of information and it is a big change and I’m willing to take any questions you may have about the process.

MR. STEVEN ATRAN:  Bonnie, our SSC, just last week or the week before, completed its review of the gag and red grouper update assessments and they also reviewed some proposed changes to our framework procedure for setting ACL, which includes OFL and other items.

As they envisioned it -- I’m thinking about your statement that the assessment report will include a recommendation of stock status, because I think that’s premature at that point.  The way in which stock assessments are being done these days is that once the appropriate model is selected the assessment group is generally producing several variations of that, several permutations with different assumptions.

The assessment group is not making the determination which is the most appropriate model to use.  That’s, in the case of the update assessment, the SSC is making that determination and we’re assuming that in a full benchmark it would be the review team, the peer review, that would make that determination.

Which model is selected could make a difference as to what the status of the stock is, as could during the pre-review period any identification of errors that require reanalysis.  To indicate a stock status at the assessment point I think is premature and that ought to be held off unless you specify it as a preliminary finding, but even then I think it’s a little premature.
DR. PONWITH:  So noted.  Thank you.  Any other questions?

MS. WILLIAMS:  Bonnie, one of my main concerns is that SEDAR, back when this council gave the blessing of SEDAR and how it was structured, it was to have more transparency.  It was to involve the public, the people whose lives and stuff that we are affecting by our regulations.

Very often, we find at these meetings where the public is participating, as well as the people that we choose from our various panels, when they give the scientists the information that sometimes they do not have and then they go and plug those in, but sometimes they have questions that even they didn’t know they were going to have until the public that was involved raised a particular issue.

To me, this way that this is structured, they can still ask their questions.  They have to send them in and then they’re tabulated and then they’re decided on and I guess whether to answer them or to include them some thirty to forty-five days later.  I don’t see how this, by not allowing that communication when it starts, is going to really speed up the process any.  Could you explain how you feel that it will?

DR. PONWITH:  First of all, the first meeting, the data workshop, remains a face-to-face workshop and so any member of the public that wants to come and observe that workshop is welcome.  There’s still an opportunity for face-to-face involvement and then second of all, in terms of improving that throughput, what we’re trying to do is keep people involved and by having the webinars, they’re still going to be able to watch the deliberative process of the assessment panel.

The assessment panel I would anticipate would still include AP membership and that’s an opportunity for representation at that meeting and then also would include the opportunity to submit questions and we’re talking about setting up for each of the webinars if the public has questions on a decision or an approach that was made at an individual webinar they can submit a question or input on that in advance of the actual draft report coming out.
What this is going to do is cut down on the amount of travel and if you think about it now, the assessment workshop right now, to participate in that requires a person to leave their work for a week and fly to some coastal community for a week and pay the airfare or drive to actually stay in a hotel, whereas through this process it kind of brings the process to the masses.

You could be sitting at your desk at work if you had a computer at your work and actually watch that webinar, log in and watch that webinar, and be involved in the process that way, see it in its operation.

MS. WILLIAMS:  To that point, Bonnie, I still feel like personally myself there’s several people that may or may not have a computer to sit there and watch the webinar.  In the past, the participants are used to being able to comment and get their answers then and not wait and while this is going to cut down on travel and maybe them being away from work for five days, when they’re at these meetings they are focused strictly on that work.  Do you not see this taking away from that if they’re not focusing on that particular work for, like you said, that week time period, rather than doing a little here and then leaving and come back and doing a little more?

DR. PONWITH:  I’m not sure whether you’re talking about the assessment scientists or whether you’re talking about the public who might be interested in watching that, but I would say is this.  We spent six months batting around different ideas and looking for the perfect blend of improving the throughput through this process while retaining that transparency.

A lot of people weighed in on these ideas and try as I might to find an absolutely perfect solution, I don’t know if one exists.  I do know that the process as it stands right now -- We’re being criticized because we can’t get enough assessments done.

We’re looking at the ages of the current assessments and we’re being criticized because those assessments are too old.  We need to make some sort of a change to be able to get the pace of those assessments stepped up so that we are dealing with the freshest information we can when we’re making these very challenging decisions.

This is the approach we were able to land on and I guess as a next step we’re looking at revising guidelines for the SEDAR process and if you have suggestions that you think could make this stronger, I’m certainly willing to hear them.

MS. MORRIS:  A couple of I hope specific questions.  It sounds like there would be benchmarks for two species going on at the same time.  Was that what you were saying, we would do two benchmarks and they would both start in March and they would both -- If we were sending people to a data workshop for gag grouper and the other assessment was gray triggerfish, we would be sending people who knew about both species -- Two sets of data people to the same data workshop?
DR. PONWITH:  The answer to that is we would likely be doing three to four species at the same workshop and so yes, we would send the data experts for each of those species to that data workshop and in some cases, they might be different people and in some cases, they might be the same people.

MS. MORRIS:  Another question.  The CIE representative who would be there for the earlier stages, would that person also be a member of the three-person CIE review at the end or would it be a different person?

DR. PONWITH:  I think ideally it would be the same person, so there would be some continuity.  Again, the reason we would do that is that person would not be considered a participant.  They would be a reviewer.

MS. MORRIS:  Then to link to a conversation we had earlier in the Administrative Policy Committee, if SSC members were participating in a webinar at the assessment stage, would we be paying them a stipend for the multiple times that they checked in with the webinar or would somehow that be prorated?  I know that’s not really your business, but have you thought about that?

DR. PONWITH:  I have not thought one bit about that.  That’s beyond my scope, but I’m willing to discuss that.

MR. FISCHER:  With all the webinars, what is the timeframe anticipated for the assessments?

DR. PONWITH:  Clarification?

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  I think it was start to finish timeframe is I think what he was after.

DR. PONWITH:  The data workshop, the very first kickoff data workshop, where people were physically present would be the beginning of March and we would anticipate the review to be conducted at an SSC meeting in the November/December timeframe, so that those results were available for the next full council meeting, which is typically April or March.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Thank you, Bonnie.

MS. WILLIAMS:  For those of you, if you haven’t looked at your email, I did send you some of this in text form that was given as explanation I guess at the South Atlantic meeting and also, are you asking the council to give their blessings as far as changing how we have the SEDAR process working or are you just here saying this is the way that I think it’s going to work best?  

In other words, do we have a positive yes or no vote on this or is this just the way that it’s going to be done?  If it is, then we’ve got to go and change the things how we say SEDAR is structured.  Are you asking us do we wish you to proceed this way or are you just here giving us information on how it’s going to be proceeded from now on?

DR. PONWITH:  The charter of the SEDAR Steering Committee is to run the SEDAR process and this is a product of the SEDAR Steering Committee and has been blessed by the SEDAR Steering Committee.  

That said, I’m certainly interested in making sure I’ve got the full support of the councils behind this process and so, again, I welcome any comments that the councils may have in terms of strengthening this process and we may consult with council members as we work out the actual codification of this concept in the form of the SEDAR guidelines.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  Bonnie, what you recommend is if we have any real issues to get with you as the meeting proceeds and then if there’s necessarily any major fatal flaw we might see, we might even put that in the form of a motion, but if it’s just suggestions to you as individual members, come and mention those to you as we kind of go through the course of the meeting and is that fair?

DR. PONWITH:  That would be a great way to proceed.

MR. ATRAN:  Just a quick comment.  I believe that Karen is going to give me all the presentations done today and I can put them up on our FTP server tonight.

CHAIRMAN RIECHERS:  We would certainly appreciate that.  Is there any other business to come before the Data Collection Committee at this time?  Hearing none, the Data Collection Committee is adjourned.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 5:30 p.m., June 15, 2009.)
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