Standing and Special Reef Fish SSC Meeting

December 1-3, 2009

New Orleans, Louisiana
Note:  All documents and presentations given at the meeting are available on the Gulf Council ftp server:

ftp.gulfcouncil.org  (anonymous login)

folder: Archived meetings
sub-folder: Reef_Fish_SSC_and_Red_Snapper_AP_meetings_Dec_2009
The first day of the meeting was a joint meeting of the SSC and Red Snapper AP, during which a number of presentations were made, including:

· Red Snapper data (Steve Turner)

· Gulf of Mexico Red Snapper 2009 Update Assessment - Model, Fits and Results (Clay Porch)
· Review of Indices of Abundance (Shannon Cass-Calay)
· Direct Observations of Catch-at-Age (Shannon Cass-Calay)
· Red Snapper Update Assessment 2009:  Projections, Preferred Model and Uncertainty (Sean Powers)

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

Red Snapper Update Assessment
The SSC was presented with four model runs under the Catchem model, and for each of the runs, two assumptions about future shrimp effort (that shrimp effort would occur at levels specified by Amendment 27 to the Reef Fish FMP, or that shrimp effort would stay at the 2008 level).

· Continuity model – This was a simple update of the SEDAR 7 base model with data through 2008.  This model incorporated minor changes to estimating commercial closed season discards, the methods used to select trips that could have caught red snapper when calculating catch per trip, SEAMAP trawl indices of abundance, the method of calculating age composition, and the incorporation of shrimp effort in depths greater than 10 fathoms rather than all shrimp effort.  Results of this model indicated there was an apparent conflict between the age composition data and the calculated indices of abundance. The reasons for this conflict are unclear.

· Alternative state model 1 (AS1) – The natural mortality rate on juvenile (age-0 and age-1) red snapper was doubled.  Overall, fits to the observed data were similar to the continuity run with increases in the indices in the east not being captured.  The main effects were an increase in the estimated recruitment of age-0 fish and a decrease in the estimated fishing mortality rate due to shrimp trawl bycatch.

· Alternative state model 2 (AS2) – The effective sample size for age composition analyses was effectively capped at 200, which deemphasized the effect of age composition in the model.  Also, the coefficients of variance were rescaled with no additional variance, and the fishery independent bottom longline data from the western Gulf were incorporated into the model.  This provided better fits to most of the indices of abundance.

· Alternative state model 3 (AS3) – This combined the changes from Models AS1 and AS2, and produced the combined effects of the two models.
The update assessment panel unanimously recommended that the AS3 model be used to estimate and then project OFL due to the fact that this model best fit trends in  indices of abundance and included increased M on juvenile red snapper, for which there is now compelling scientific information from several analyses reviewed by the Update Panel.  The panel also felt that there was a great deal of uncertainty with the assumption that shrimp effort would not increase from 2008 levels, and recommended that the model with shrimp effort as specified by Reef Fish Amendment 27.

During discussion of the update assessment SSC members raised a number of concerns.  These included:
· The presentations to the SSC and the AP did not go into enough technical detail, and the update assessment and associated materials were presented too late to be able to study in depth before the meeting.

· Selectivities of the fishery-independent indices need to be developed in order to determine whether increases in the indices represent increases in abundance or changes in methods.
· The conflict between the age-composition data and the indices of abundance, which occurs mainly in the east, continues to be a concern.

· What was left out of the model and why?  The SSC discussed several recent studies and/or data sets that were said to be available but not used in the assessment.  However, it was pointed out that in an update assessment incorporation of changes from the last benchmark assessment is limited due to a lack of time to fully evaluate new information and a lack of a full independent peer review process.
· There was an extended discussion on constraining effective sample size of age- and length-composition data.  It was explained that this did not actually limit the amount of data used, but constrained the variance around the data so that the data fits to the age composition would have less weighting in the model results,.  It was also pointed out that the effective sample size chosen by the Update Panel for the red snapper update was consistent with that recently used for gag and red grouper update assessments.
· Geographic range expansion.  Expansion of the stock in the east through juvenile recruitment could result in a population that has an increasing population but truncated age distribution.  However, this same population distribution could result from overfishing.  The model had insufficient fishery-independent sampling to determine the extent to which such a situation reflects range expansion vs. overfishing.
· Although the assessment panel felt that the evidence presented supported a doubling of the previous natural mortality rate for age-0 and age-1 juveniles (as used in the AS1and AS3 models), they recognized the substantial uncertainty with estimating natural mortality, and recommended that future assessments should investigate the influence of population density on M.

Although the SSC accepted the recommended AS3 model with increasing shrimp effort as the model to use for management advice and overfishing limits, the SSC did not accept the entire OFL yield stream to 2032.  A SEDAR red snapper benchmark assessment is scheduled for 2014, and accepting the OFL yield stream through 2015 would provide enough time for that assessment to be conducted and the results incorporated into future management.  However, the decision to accept the projected yield streams as the OFL even through 2015 was not without dissent.  SSC members noted that the eastern and western sub-units of the red snapper stock were projected to rebuild at different rates and to different SPR levels.  The overall rebuilding target for red snapper is 26% SPR.  However, the western sub-unit is projected to rebuild to approximately 27% SPR, while the eastern sub-unit is projected to rebuild to approximately 18% SPR.  The following points were brought up in opposition to adopting the AS3 model yield stream. 
· Concern was expressed about approving a rebuilding plan that does not allow the rebuilding of both sub-units to 26% SPR.  It was noted that 26% SPR is a Gulf-wide target.  If the SPR corresponding to MSY was calculated separately for each sub-unit, the individual sub-unit targets might differ from the Gulfwide target.

· There is evidence that the red snapper fishery is dominated by periodic strong year-classes.  In this situation, setting a long time series of increasing OFLs may not be appropriate.
· As previously noted, there was some sentiment expressed that several data sets and new information items were not fully evaluated, which potentially could have affected assessment results.

· In post-SEDAR 7 analysis, the decision to adopt 26% SPR as the MSY biomass level was based on a “linked” scenario, where all sources of fishing mortality including bycatch are reduced  by 74% from the baseline.  If the assumptions of the linked scenario are not maintained, then 26% SPR may not be the appropriate MSY target level.

· The variance of projections increases as they move further into the future, and this increasing uncertainty pertains to projected OFL calculations.

A motion to set OFL equal to 9.26 million pounds (the AS3 model deterministic estimate of yield at F26%SPR for 2009) and leave it at that level until such time as the SSC can review the OFL through a subsequent Benchmark or Update Assessment failed by a vote of 5 to 13.  The SSC then approved the following motion:
The Committee moves to accept the 2009 Red Snapper Update Assessment Report and the OFL proposed by the Update Assessment Panel in Table 25 of the report through 2015, Model AS3, Shrimp Effort Rebuild, as the best available science. 

2010 = 9.26mp

2011 = 9.58 mp

2012 = 9.98mp

2013 = 10.62 mp

2014 = 11.19mp

2015 = 11.73 mp

Motion passed 15-3.

For ABC, the SSC was aware of Council’s October meeting guidance that ABC should be set within the range of 15% to 45% probability of overfishing.  However, there is not yet an ABC control rule to select a specific probability within the Council’s stated range.  Also, this assessment was done before the Council’s guidance was developed.  The Catchem model used in the assessment does not have the capability to do bootstrapping, which is the typical way to calculate probability levels associated with various ABCs.  The SSC discussed alternative methods of calculating the probability level (P*) based on variances between alternative model runs, but could not agree on an accepted method of determining the specific probability level for any specific ABC (other than when ABC = OFL, which is often regarded as the 50% probability level).  Future assessments should have the capability to determine specific probability levels.  
Given the scientific uncertainty discussed above, and uncertainty about probability levels, the SSC discussed what ABC to recommend for 2010.  A motion was made to set the 2010 ABC = 6.82 million pounds (the estimated 2009 catch) until the next assessment in order to be precautionary about any increase, but SSC members felt that given the AS3 model was accepted as the best scientific information available, this was too precautionary and lacking in theoretical justification; thus, it was withdrawn after discussion.  A subsequent motion was made to set the 2010 ABC = 7.16 million pounds, based on an application of the Prager and Shertzer (2009) framework with nominal probability of ABC > OFL set to P* = 0.25. The framework was applied to a normal distribution centered at the 2010 OFL estimate of the accepted model, and with standard deviation calculated as the among-model standard deviation of the eight 2010 OFL estimates in Table 25 of the assessment document.   This motion also was withdrawn after discussion.

The SSC felt that setting ABC at 75% of the OFL would be in line with the Council’s range of probabilities and with the Magnuson-Stevens Reauthorization Act and would be an appropriate approach pending development of an ABC control rule.  A motion was made initially to set ABC at 75% of OFL for each of the years 2010 – 2015, but the SSC decided to focus on the 2010 ABC and then discuss future ABCs separately.  The following ABC recommendation was passed for 2010:
The Committee moves to set red snapper ABC equal to 75% of OFL for 2010 (6.945 mp).  
Motion passed 14-3, 1 abstention
The SSC discussed setting ABC for subsequent years, but noted that confidence intervals widen and uncertainty increases with additional years.  There will be a SEDAR workshop on assessment uncertainty held in February 2010, but the SSC felt that a sub-group of the SSC should also address how to incorporate this uncertainty into the red snapper ABC recommendations.  The existing ABC Control Rule Working Group was felt to be the appropriate group to address this issue. 
The Committee moves to use the current SSC ABC Control Rule Working Group to develop methods to incorporate uncertainty for red snapper ABC for the 2011-2015 timeframe. 
Motion passed 15-3.

Pending the results of the ABC Control Rule Working Group, the SSC felt that some advice could be given on ABC for subsequent years, but due to the increasing uncertainty, the committee did not feel that ABC recommendations should be provided as far out as 2015.  A motion to set ABC = 75% of OFL for the years 2011 – 2013 failed by a vote of 7 to 10.  A motion was then made and passed to set ABC only as far out as 2012. It was noted that this meant that after 2012 ABC would remain at the 2012 level unless revised in a subsequent amendment.
The Committee moves to recommend the red snapper ABC for 2011 and 2012 to be 75% of the OFL from the panel report. 
2011 = 7.185 mp

2012 = 7.485 mp
Motion passed 12-6.

The SSC noted that the assessment evaluates the red snapper stock separately for the eastern and western sub-units, and they discussed differences between the eastern and western sub-units of the Gulf red snapper stock.  These include differences in recruitment, geographic expansion and growth, as well as how the fishery is conducted.  However, the dividing line is not necessarily the Mississippi River.  .  It was noted that dividing the red snapper fishery into eastern and western sub-units would require dividing IFQ shares into eastern and western shares, and any change to the IFQ system would require approval in a referendum.  After discussion, the SSC passed the following motion.
The Committee moves to make the following recommendation:  Given that the eastern and western management sub-units of red snapper are modeled as biologically distinct units, ensuring  continued productivity of each sub-unit will require a rebuilding plan that achieves recovery of each management sub-unit to its MSY level (or corresponding proxy).  The SSC recommends that, as soon as practicable, the Council revise its rebuilding plan to achieve that goal, and that the Council call on the SSC and its other scientific advisors as necessary for that purpose.

Motion passed 15 to 1 with 1 abstention

SEDAR PANEL NOMINEES
Julie Neer discussed the timelines and process for webinars and meetings for upcoming and benchmark assessments.  SSC members were then asked for volunteers to be nominated for participation in several upcoming assessments.
Greater Amberjack Update Assessment – The SSC recommends that the week of October 18-22, 2010 be selected as the week for the in-person workshop.

· Harry Blanchet

· Will Patterson

· Michael Prager (note: Mike expects to be retired from NMFS by October)
· Sean Powers

SEDAR 22 Yellowedge Grouper and Tilefish Benchmark Assessment

Data workshop – participants have already been selected (from SSC: Fulford, Blanchet , Whorton, Mareska)

Assessment workshop

· Richard Fulford

· Harry Blanchet

· Shannon Cass-Calay

Review workshop – selection deferred since the entire SSC is expected to attend the workshop anyway.

Spiny Lobster Update Assessment

· Douglas Gregory

· Sean Powers

· Elbert Whorton

ABC Control Rule
Doug Gregory reviewed the November National SSC Workshop as it pertained to the ABC Control Rule.  He noted that attendees were given verbal information about the proposed National Standard 2 guidelines, but nothing in writing yet as the guidelines have not yet been published.  It appears that each Council’s SSC is developing its own approach to characterizing scientific uncertainty, and this is still a work in progress.  For assessment modeling, some NMFS labs appear to be using Stock Synthesis software, although a variety of assessment models are used throughout the country.
There were recommendations made on how the Councils could set ACL and ACT for data poor stocks either with or without catch data by basing ACL on setting a level below some average catch or by assigning the data poor stock to a stock complex that has an indicator stock.  Doug Gregory’s written summary of the meeting is on the ftp server.
Steven Atran reviewed the proposed ACL/AM amendment timeline prepared by the regional office. He noted that the timeline called for the ABC control rule to be completed by February 2010, but that the ABC Control Rule Working Group would not be finished by then.  He suggested that April was the absolute latest to complete the control rule and still have a chance of completing and implementing the ACL/AM generic amendment by the end of 2011 as required by law.

Luiz Barbieri gave a presentation on the current status of the ABC control rule.  He noted that at the National SSC meeting, Jim Berkson stated that he planned to set up a working group to develop methods for setting ABC for data poor stocks and planned to present a draft of the results to a National Stock Assessment Workshop in May.

Some of the methodologies for data poor stocks suggested by Rick Methot at the National SSC meeting in which actions would be based on “expert judgment” were discussed (Rick Methot’s Powerpoint presentation is on the FTP server)

Mike Prager gave an overview of methods he has developed in a series of papers (with co-authors K. Shertzer, E. Williams, C. Porch, and J. Caddy) to base fishing targets and limits (including ABC) on estimated probabilities of overfishing occurring. (The accepted Prager and Shertzer 2009 paper is on the FTP server).
Will Patterson expressed concern that the PSA analyses used in many control rules are overly influenced by the susceptibility side of the analyses.  Other issues discussed included whether PSA is redundant in the case of data-rich stocks for which stock attributes or fisheries data are already incorporated into assessments.  

Joe Powers indicated that perhaps the most useful application of PSAs would be in the case of data-poor species for which robust stock assessment was possible.

Will Patterson suggested that to accelerate progress by the SSC ABC Control Rule Working Group, its ideas for control rule methodologies needed to be put down on paper soon.
Doug Gregory noted that there were more issues with the ABC control rule development than there was time to discuss and suggested that a day be added to the currently scheduled January 20-21 SSC meeting to discuss ABC control rules.
The SSC meeting adjourned just after noon on December 3, 2010.
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