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The Red Snapper Advisory Panel and Standing and Special Scientific and Statistical Committee met jointly on December 1, 2009, to hear the update stock assessment for red snapper.  Several members of the Red Snapper Advisory Panel asked questions throughout the presentation of the stock assessment.  The second day of the meeting December 2, 2009, the Red Snapper Advisory Panel met separately.  The minutes were accepted as written with one minor correction made by Donald Waters.  The panel unanimously elected Mike Nugent as the Chair and Herbert Malone as Vice-chair.  The advisory panel had several new members that were interested in reviewing their role and how their recommendations and motions are used or not used by the Council.  Bob Gill reviewed the process and role as a panel advising the Gulf Council.  After discussion, the Red Snapper Advisory Panel made the following two motions.
Motion:  The AP recommends that Council staff continue creating minutes and a summary and have them forwarded out to the AP for comments prior to being forwarded to the Reef Fish Committee at Council.  Motion passed.

Motion:  That the summary that goes to the Reef Fish Committee and a committee report with motions are created.  This panel recommends that the final post-Council report be distributed via e-mail to them.  Motion passed.

The panel was very concerned about the economic impact that the 5 million pound total allowable catch had on their businesses.  They discussed its impact and made a motion that was later withdrawn based on the fact that Amendment 27/14 had already addressed many of these socio-economic impacts.  They asked several specific questions about the Scientific and Statistical Committee taking into account these socio-economic impacts when setting an acceptable biological catch.
A majority of the advisory panel members felt the updated stock assessment still did not accurately depict what they were seeing out on the water, a rebounded stock that is no longer overfished.  They suggested several methods for improving surveys in the Gulf of Mexico to obtain better estimates of the large older spawning biomass of fish in the Gulf.  One of the main concerns was that the commercial bottom longline fishery in the western Gulf fishes 50 fathoms or greater and no longer lands large red snapper.  These red snapper had previously been included in prior stock assessments as fishery-dependent indices, but were no longer landed due to regulatory changes that were better enforced by vessel monitoring systems.  Additional concerns expressed included low sample sizes of aged red snapper from the recreational sector as pointed out in Table 19 of the assessment report.  After further discussions, they moved that in fishery-independent studies for red snapper Gulfwide, that artificial reefs and oil rigs be surveyed and included in the data, including multiple survey methods (including but not limited to vertical line, hooks, video monitoring, etc).  Motion passed with 1 opposed and 3 abstaining.

Motion:  Given that spawning red snapper occur on both the mud, on the shelf, and on artificial reefs (including rigs), the Panel recommends that the Council request NMFS investigate improved methods to measure spawning stock abundance including egg/larval surveys.  Motion passed.

Next, the panel began discussing the stock assessment.  They first considered using the 2008 Shrimp Effort model.  After further discussions, they decided instead to recommend using the model AS 3, Shrimp Effort Rebuild, due to a majority of the panel feeling it was more appropriate if and when the shrimp fishery rebuilds.  They moved as follows:  The Panel recommends the use of the Shrimp Effort rebuild model, AS 3, as shown on Table 25, to be used until the next assessment is done.  Motion passed unanimously.

The panel stressed the importance of increasing annual catch limits if the Scientific and Statistical Committee used model AS 3 and decided to increase acceptable biological catch as quickly as possible for economic reasons.  They moved to request that the Council make this measure available for use by the 2010 recreational season (Shrimp Effort Rebuild, AS 3) even by emergency action, if necessary.  Motion passed unanimously.
The panel was concerned that the Scientific and Statistical Committee had not determined acceptable biological catch, suggesting they could make better recommendations to the Council if this had already been selected.  They moved that in the future, the Red Snapper Panel be convened at the conclusion of SSC meeting, with one SSC presenter remaining and meeting with the Panel to review presentation materials.  Motion passed with 1 opposed.

Next, the members representing the recreational sector suggested opening the red snapper season earlier, even if the season length was not increased.  The rationale for this proposal was largely due to the number of hurricanes occurring early in the summer.  After hurricanes there was no place for people to stay, due to the destruction to hotels and businesses even if boats could get out on the water.  Another reason was that families that plan summer trips will often book fishing outings even if the red snapper season is closed.  After further discussion they moved that the Panel recommends opening the recreational red snapper season on the second Saturday of April.  Motion passed unanimously.
Next, the panel began discussing regional management of red snapper in the Gulf of Mexico.  The distance commercial vessels travel away from homeport to fish could cause the Individual Fishing Quotas to be recalculated, if a regional management plan was adopted.  Additional concerns included the eastern Gulf being closed and fishers traveling to the west to fish, potentially increasing fishing pressure.  After further discussion they moved that the Panel recommends that the Council not consider regional red snapper management at this time.  Motion passed with 1 opposed.
The panel discussed accountability and the progress various for-hire groups have made as far as suggesting ways to increase accountability in the for-hire sector to the Council and the National Marine Fisheries Service.  However, concerns were voiced about data being collected in for-hire logbooks, but not being utilized in stock assessments.  Validation methods were discussed and the various ways validation methods could be conducted for the for-hire fishery.  After some discussion the panel made the following motion.
Motion:  The Panel recommends that a mandatory Electronic Logbook program be implemented for all for-hire vessels.  Motion passed with 2 opposed.
The Panel began discussions regarding recreational sector regulations, voicing numerous concerns about the clarity of regulations, particularly announcements on the closing of the fishing season.  Therefore, they moved:  The Panel recommends that, for regulations, to use a 1:00 a.m. opening time and an 11:00 p.m. closing time for the recreational red snapper season.  Motion passed.
Next, the panel discussed requiring vessel monitoring systems for all for-hire vessels.  Members from the commercial fishery explained how the systems work.  Some members from the panel suggested it could be used as a validation tool.  A motion was made to require all for-hire vessels in the Gulf of Mexico to have vessel monitoring systems, but it failed by a vote of 3 to 7, with 4 abstentions.

The red snapper advisory panel adjourned at 3:00 p.m. Central Time.
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