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The Shrimp Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Cypress Cove C Ballroom of the Hollywood Casino Hotel, Bay St. Louis, Mississippi, Wednesday morning, January 28, 2009, and was called to order at 8:30 a.m. by Chairman Karen Foote.

CHAIRMAN KAREN FOOTE:  Good morning.  We’ll be calling the Shrimp Committee together, please.  At this point, Corky Perret is not here.  He’s out of the state and I’m here, Karen Foote, and Steve Branstetter is present and Bob Gill is present and Bob Shipp is present and we have two members that I’m sure will be here any moment now, but we do have a quorum.
ADOPTION OF AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF MINUTES
The first item is the Adoption of the Agenda.  Any comments on the agenda?  Any objections to adopting the agenda?  Seeing no objections, the agenda is adopted.  Approval of Minutes, Tab D, Number 2, any comments on the minutes?  Any objection to adopting the minutes?  Seeing no objection, the minutes are adopted.  Texas Shrimp Closure, Jim Nance is here to present the Biological Review of the 2008 Texas Shrimp Closure, Tab D, Number 3.

TEXAS SHRIMP CLOSURE

BIOLOGICAL REVIEW OF THE 2008 TEXAS CLOSURE
DR. JIM NANCE:  It’s good to be here.  We’re going to be talking about the Texas closure this morning and presenting our review of the 2008 closure.  As is typical during the May season, we see shrimp in the very near-shore areas off of Louisiana that are being captured.

Each of these slides will present Stat Areas 13 through 21 along the lower axis and then depth from the beach out to forty fathoms along the left-hand-side axis and then pounds depicted in the middle.  Typical of most years, we see a catch starting to occur in May off of the river in Stat Area 13 and 14, in the very near-shore waters.

You can see that CPUE is the important one on this slide.  Texas, we don’t have a lot of activity during May and that’s typical of most May’s in Texas and so I want to dwell on the CPUEs off of Louisiana.  CPUEs were average to above average in most of the statistical zones, with Stat Area 17 and 13 and 14 having above average and Stat Areas 15 and 16 having average catch per unit of effort.

In June, we have the closure that’s in full effect off of Texas and so we don’t really have any landings off of Stat Areas 18 through 21.  You can see that we still have catch off of Stat Areas 13 and 14.  It’s moving a little further offshore.  We have catch in Stat Area 17 out to about eleven to fifteen fathoms.

You can see that catch per unit of effort is between 500 to 800 pounds per day fished and so it’s a little bit above average for all of the statistical zones in the Louisiana area.  With the opening of the closure on July 15th, we start to see production occurring in the offshore waters of Texas.  You can see that we still have some production in Statistical Zone 17, in the sixteen to twenty-fathom zone, and then we start to see very good catch in Stat Areas 11 through 30, off the lower Texas coast.

You can see that catch per unit of effort off of Texas during this timeframe is very high, with all of the statistical zones reporting above 2,000 pounds per day fished.
You can see that in August there was real good production off of Stat Area 19, Stat Area 20 and 21.  Really, the entire Texas coast, from about eleven fathoms out to thirty-five fathoms, is good production during that timeframe.

You can see the catch per unit of effort is above a thousand pounds in all the different zones, really above 2,000 pounds for most of Texas.  The production was very good this past year as far as catch per unit of effort.

Inshore catch this past year was a little below average for Louisiana, at around ten-million pounds in the inshore area during the May through August timeframe, and about 800,000 pounds for Texas.  Texas, you can see, averages around five to six-million pounds and has gone down to about 500,000 to 800,000 pounds with the buyback program that’s occurring in Texas.  The inshore fishery in Texas is not what it was historically.  Louisiana still has a lot of vessels in the inshore fishery, but production this year was a little below average.

MR. LARRY SIMPSON:  Jim, your landings are down, but is your catch per unit of effort --

DR. NANCE:  It’s higher, yes.  The offshore was a little below average this past year for both Texas and Louisiana, being a little under ten-million pounds for both offshore fisheries.  The Texas offshore catch for the July and August timeframe were about eight-million pounds.  You can see that most of that occurred during the August period.

The Louisiana offshore catch, you can see we had a predominance of less than sixty-seven count and so quite small shrimp offshore being taken in the May and June period, from fourteen-million pounds being taken in the June timeframe in that lower count size category.

You can see that in July and August that the distribution is still pretty good.  In Texas, May and June, as I said, really not a lot of production in Texas and that’s typical of most years.  You can see a pretty good spread across most of the different size categories during the July and August timeframe.

This year was about 0.2 percent of the landings were in the greater than sixty-seven count size category and so they’re targeting larger shrimp.  Typically, it’s 2 to 3 percent and this past year at 0.2 percent.

Distribution of catch has been interesting to look at.  This is a depiction of the shrimp that are taken off of Texas and where they’re landed.  You can see that about 90 percent of the shrimp that are taken off of Texas are landed in the middle and lower Texas coast ports, essentially, Freeport and Palacios down to the Brownsville area.

In Louisiana, we can see that about 80 percent of the shrimp that were taken off of Louisiana used to be landed in Louisiana ports.  That has started to decrease over the recent timeframe and upper Texas coast ports are also starting to take some of that harvest.  Louisiana and upper Texas coast ports, we can see that about 90 percent of the production off of Louisiana is taken by those ports.

As far as percent of landings in Texas and Louisiana during the timeframe we’re talking about, about 35 percent of the shrimp are landed in Texas coast ports and about 50 percent are landed in Louisiana ports.  Upper Texas coast ports, Jefferson County is around 20 percent of the landings this past year, about 23 percent.  It is one of the higher ports in the Texas coast.

Palacios is the highest in the middle Texas coast ports and Brownsville and Port Isabel are the higher ones in the lower Texas coast ports.  If you think about all the ports in Texas, Jefferson County, Palacios, Brownsville and Port Isabel really make up the majority of the landings for the Texas coast.

White shrimp production, the beach has been closed since about 1990 with the Texas closure.  We take a look at the white shrimp landings during the July and August timeframe and in the July timeframe, still a lot of production of white shrimp.  About 800,000 pounds were taken in the July period.  Most of those were in the less than twenty count size category and so very large white shrimp available for production.  It was above average in July and in August, the production was a little below average, still predominant in the less than twenty count size category.

Conclusions, environmental factors, as we point out each year.  We had a forecast for brown shrimp.  Overall, we predicted a below average production this past year.  We saw slightly below average in Louisiana and a little below average in Texas.

As I mentioned, the catch off of Texas, 0.2 percent were in the greater than sixty-seven count size category and so larger shrimp were, on average, landed this past year and a decrease in effort again this year, with the closure, and a real increase in catch per unit of effort. 

Catch per unit of effort, typically in a closure year back in the 1990s, would start to trail off into the average effort in the end of August or early September.  We’re seeing catch per unit of efforts stay and stay off to October and November.

With the Texas closure, the models predict a yield between -- If you use the high mortality rate, we really didn’t see any benefit from the closure this year.  If you use a lower mortality rate, it’s a 12 percent increase in production.

Distribution of landings during the Texas closure showed an increase in Texas coast ports this past year, with little change in Louisiana ports.  We’ve seen some changes over the historical period in landings in Texas ports, but on average, those four ports that I pointed out are taking most of the shrimp.  White shrimp catch off of Texas was above average in July and below average in August and with that, I’ll be happy to answer any questions about the closure this year.

MR. ED SAPP:  I’m not a member of your committee, but I would like to take advantage of Jim, while he’s here, to ask something that’s a little bit off subject.  I’ve got to say that in my council meetings that you’re the presenter that’s the most easy to understand for a layperson.  I appreciate that and my question is that we’ve seen an 80 percent reduction in the shrimp fleet for all the various reasons and at this point, the catch per unit of effort is way up and the fuel prices are coming down and we’ve got the hurricanes behind us.  Do you anticipate seeing an increase in the size of the shrimp fleet back to what it was or more than it is now?

DR. NANCE:  I haven’t seen really an increase.  We’re starting to see some of the landings from that third trimester in 2008.  Typically during this period of January and February, we don’t have a lot of production, normally.  The real telling is going to be whether we start to see the fleet start to gear up and go out in the May and June period.  That’s when the telling is going to be of whether the low fuel prices are going to allow more production to take place.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Any other questions?  Then we’re ready for the next item, the Results of SEAMAP Sampling in the Texas Closure, Tab D, Number 4.  You had the SEAMAP Sampling?

DR. NANCE:  I don’t think I’m doing that one.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Your yield per recruit came from the SEAMAP sampling?

DR. NANCE:  Yes.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Then we covered that in Tab D, Number 4.  Next is Shrimp AP Recommendations, Tab D, Number 5.

SHRIMP AP RECOMMENDATIONS
ACTING EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR RICK LEARD:  Rather quickly, the Shrimp AP basically heard the same presentation that Jim just gave and without very much discussion at all, they voted to recommend, unanimously, that the council request that NMFS continue the Texas closure out to the 200-mile limit for 2009.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you.  Committee Recommendations or any discussion on the AP?

MR. ROBIN RIECHERS:  Maybe I have a different report, Rick, but it said the motion wasn’t unanimous.  There was one objection and I just wanted to make that clarification.

ACTING EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR LEARD:  You’re correct.

MR. RIECHERS:  Madam Chair, do you want to take a motion for this now or do you want to hear the reports regarding effort throughout the Gulf and the overall effort discussion first?

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Whatever the committee wants.  We have it as a committee -- We could take recommendations now or we could be silent and take them after the end of the effort report.  If you’re suggesting we wait, we’ll wait.  I don’t see anybody objecting to that.  Next is Report on the Number of Moratorium Permits Issued and Preliminary Effort Estimates for 2008.  Steve, are you --

REPORT ON THE NUMBER OF MORATORIUM PERMITS ISSUED AND PRELIMINARY EFFORT ESTIMATES FOR 2008
DR. NANCE:  Let me go over, before we do the number of vessels, let me go through the effort part and show you where we’re at with that.  In this time of the year, we have the landings from January through August.  That gives us a real good indication of the first two trimesters.

I’ll be able to present the first two trimesters of 2008 and what I’ve done is I’ve added the third trimester of 2007, to give you a sense of where we’re at if the 2007 effort would be applied to that.

The first two trimesters in 2008, we had 7,587 days fished.  The baseline was 82,811 and so that -- I said that wrong.  The first two trimesters was 7,587 fished and the baseline for those first two trimesters is 54,800.  That is a reduction of 86 percent for those first two trimesters.
If you add on the third trimester for 2007, just to give you a reflection of what that would do, you can see the total effort -- We would see a decrease in total effort again this year and we would see a decrease in 2008, again, this year.  If we have the same amount of effort this year as we had last year in Trimester 3, we would come out with an 80.4 percent reduction from the baseline.

If this year’s third trimester is a little below what it was in 2007, we would have greater than 80 percent.  If it’s a little more effort this past year, we would have less than 80 percent, but it’s targeting around 80 percent and as an estimate for right now, that looks like about where it’s going to fall this year, is about an 80 percent reduction in effort from the baseline, for the Stat Areas 10 through 21 and depths 10 through 30.
I’ll make my plea again to the states with trip tickets and so forth to make sure that those trip tickets are coming in on time and so I can have those by the first part of March for 2008, so that we can get those effort numbers out as quickly as possible so we can have a very good estimate of the effort in 2008.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you and now the number of moratorium permits issued and, Steve, do you have that information?

DR. STEVE BRANSTETTER:  The original number of permits issued was 1,933, over the time that went into place, a couple of years ago.  In early 2008, there were almost 1,800 active permits that were not expired.  As 2008 went on, that number dropped from 1,790 down to about 1,750 and as of January 2009, the number of active permits has dropped off to just below 1,600.  There are some permits going away in this fishery.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Have you looked at those ones that have gone away?  Is there any trend in them?  Are they smaller vessels or in Louisiana or in Texas or --

DR. BRANSTETTER:  No, I have not.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  To go away, a permit holder doesn’t reapply?  They need to take an action to remain active and is that correct?

DR. BRANSTETTER:  That’s correct.  The permits are valid for one year and then when they expire, they are renewable for one more year and there’s many of these -- All I’m giving you are active permits.  They may be in that renewable period where somebody hasn’t applied for their renewal part of the permit.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Rick, did you --
ACTING EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR LEARD:  That was the question I was going to ask Steve, was this active or was this permits that were both active and eligible to be reactivated?

MR. BOB GILL:  I have a question for Dr. Nance, if I could, before he disappears.  Thank you, Dr. Nance, for your normal excellent presentation and I would like to ask my normal question, if you could bring us up to date on ELBs and the status and how that program is working.

DR. NANCE:  Right now, we have 450 electronic logbooks out on the shrimp vessels and so with 1,600 active vessels and 450 logbooks, we’re getting a pretty good percentage coverage of those vessels.

We have this past year really got a lot off in Louisiana.  LGL has hired a Vietnamese individual from the Louisiana area and he’s been very good about getting these logbooks on a lot of Louisiana vessels in Louisiana and so we’ve got all 450 out, probably a little over 450, because we’ve been getting requests to have them and others have just been calling and wanting them on their vessels.  I think it’s been very good.
We’re also talking a little bit with Louisiana about trying to put that on the inshore vessels and so Dr. Galway and John Cole have been over there in discussions with Louisiana Wildlife and Fisheries to try to maybe put those -- We would have, I think, very good coverage for the entire shrimp fishery.

As you saw in the Texas closure presentation, Louisiana has a very high inshore fishery.  We don’t have a real good method of estimating effort there and so with electronic logbooks there, I think we would have very good coverage for most of the production in the Gulf of Mexico.

MR. GILL:  Dr. Nance, given the drop in permits, how has that affected the ELB program?  Do you have a lot of vessels that are dropping permits and then they go back and take ELBs off or are your ELBs predominantly on the ones that are remaining in the fishery and not on the ones that drop off?

DR. NANCE:  We have had some that were inactive this year and I think it’s good to have them and it’s a random sample and so we have some that have not fished and I think that’s good to be able to have those electronic logbooks.  We’re not getting effort, obviously, but we’re getting what those vessels are doing and I think that’s important.  We have some that have stayed in port and we have the majority of them are out fishing and being able to see where they’re fishing and how often.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  I had a question, Dr. Nance, on the price of fuel.  Could you spend a little more time reflecting on that and its impact on your effort?

DR. NANCE:  The price of fuel, as each of us know, has kind of come down this past several months.  We had, obviously, a hurricane in the Louisiana area during the August timeframe and one off of Texas during the September timeframe, which disrupted a lot of production during that period.

December, it seems like they were out fishing and with shrimp dropping off as they normally do that time of the year, and then there’s not a lot of production going on right now.  As I mentioned, if fuel prices stay low, we’re going to have to look and see what’s happening in the May/June period, with the opening of Louisiana, to see if production -- If they’re out in greater numbers than they have been in the past few years.  Then in July, we’ll have to look at what the closure is doing, when that reopens in July, and see what the production is, how many vessels are out actively participating in that.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you.  Any other questions?  We had one other piece of information that Rick wants to add.  It was a second AP motion.  It wasn’t really relevant to what we’re talking about, but he wanted to cover it before we get into any committee recommendations.

ACTING EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR LEARD:  Thank you, Madam Chairman.  On Tab D, Number 5, at the very bottom there, the AP discussed bycatch reduction devices and TED technology and that sort of stuff and the requirement to meet a 30 percent reduction in finfish by weight.

They noted, as NMFS has reported several times, that it’s beginning to be -- We are beginning to see that in active shrimp vessel operations that it’s difficult for these devices that they’ve been using to meet the 30 percent criteria.  

They unanimously passed a motion to recommend that the council request that NMFS perform a new bycatch practicability analysis for the current BRD and TED technologies, to reevaluate the requirement to reduce the total finfish bycatch by 30 percent by weight, and to recommend to the council a revised finfish bycatch reduction target that would be practicable.  This analysis should include consideration of socioeconomic costs as compared to the biological benefits of BRD technologies.  That was their motion.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you for bringing that to our attention.  Any discussion on that item?

DR. ROY CRABTREE:  Normally, we -- I think this is almost without exception and where we’ve done bycatch practicability analysis is in the fishery management plan.  I don’t think we’ve ever just done one outside of it.

I guess the last one we did, Rick, would have been -- Amendment 14 would have been the last shrimp action.  When that was done, the projection was that effort was falling off and shrimp prices were down and fuel prices may have worsened or gone up some since then, but a lot of the conditions that are in place now were in place there.

We could work on something like that, I suppose.  I have had them ask me to do this, but normally we’ve done this working with the council and not just a unilateral thing where NMFS does it.
DR. BRANSTETTER:  One thing too is -- This came out recently at a meeting at the Gulf and South Atlantic Foundation.  The 30 percent is not a target.  It is a BRD certification criterion.  It’s not a goal that the council or NMFS is trying to achieve.  It is a criterion to certify a bycatch reduction device.

The BRDs that are certified -- Obviously we do have BRDs that can meet that 30 percent finfish reduction and that was the reason this council chose that number.  It’s not a target, necessarily, that you are trying to achieve for reduction by the shrimp fleet.

DR. CRABTREE:  If we did some sort of practicability analysis and reached a conclusion that 30 percent wasn’t practicable, you would have to amend the plan to change that and then the practicability analysis would have to be part of the FMP.

It seems to me that if you want to act on this then the way to do that would be to start putting together some alternatives and a practicability analysis and looking at if we want to do an FMP amendment and readdress the 30 percent criteria or anything else with BRDs.  It seems to me that that’s the place to do it, rather than just a stand-alone document that NMFS would produce.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  Thank you.  Any further comment on bycatch practicability at this time?

COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS
MR. RIECHERS:  I’ve had the pleasure the last couple of years of Corky making this motion regarding the Texas closure and it’s a shame that he’s not here to do it today.  I would like to proffer a motion that basically asks the full council to continue to Cooperative Texas Closure for 2009 to the 200-mile limit.

CHAIRMAN FOOTE:  The motion has been made and seconded.  Any discussion on this?  We’ll have a moment of silence for Corky’s lack of being able to vote on it.  All in favor say aye; all opposed like sign.  The motion passes with no objection.  Any further business to come before this committee?  Seeing none, we stand adjourned.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 9:00 a.m., January 28, 2009.)

- - -
Tab D, No. 2
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