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The Reef Fish Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Midnight Ballroom of the Battle House Hotel, Mobile, Alabama, Tuesday morning, February 2, 2010 and was called to order at 8:30 a.m. by Chairman Vernon Minton.
ADOPTION OF AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF MINUTES
CHAIRMAN VERNON MINTON:  It’s good to be back, at least partially anyway.  If you’ll turn to Tab B-1, we have a proposed agenda.  Take a minute and look that over, please.  Any additions, deletions, or changes to the agenda?  I have one, under Other Business.  I would like to add a discussion on amberjack under Other Business, please.  Any others?

MS. KAY WILLIAMS:  I would like to add something to discuss having to do with set-aside quotas for research or pilot programs.  
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That would be under Other Business also?

MS. WILLIAMS:  Yes.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  With those revisions, anything else?  Any objection to the agenda as revised?  Seeing none, the agenda is moved.  Item B-2 is Approval of the Minutes and since I wasn’t here, I’m going to let Kevin take it.  You got anything on that?  Shep?  You’re kidding.  You’re always good for one or two.  Any objection to adopting the minutes as written?  Hearing none, the minutes are approved.

Item Number III is Presentation on Northeast Gulf of Mexico Reserves Program: Changes in Reef Fish Populations.  Mr. Gledhill, are you ready?

PRESENTATION ON NORTHEAST GULF OF MEXICO RESERVES PROGRAM: CHANGES IN REEF FISH POPULATIONS
DR. CHRISTOPHER GLEDHILL:  Yes, good morning, everybody.  I’m going to give you a little update on what’s been happening in the Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps Reserves this morning.  My partner in this has been Andy David and a whole slew of people supporting us in Pascagoula and Panama City.

First, I’ll give you a brief review of why these two areas were set up in the first place and I’ll give you the objectives of our monitoring program and describe some species and habitat relationships and then focus on gag, red grouper, and red snapper, what they’ve been doing in terms of their abundance and sizes.

First of all, back in 2000, this was the situation.  Gag landings were greatly increasing in the Gulf of Mexico.  Not only that, but the size that they were being captured at was smaller than the age or the size where gag changed sex from female to male. 

We had increased landings and we had a species of fish that formed spawning aggregations when they’re very vulnerable.  They were being captured at sizes that were resulting in a change in the sex ratio of males to females much smaller than it was historically.  The management decision was made to set aside two areas or several areas to protect spawning aggregations of gag and this was an experiment to determine their efficacy.
Several sites were considered and there are twenty-one listed here, from nearer the Tortugas, called Riley’s Hump, all the way up to the Desoto Canyon area.  Two sites were selected, Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps.  We’ve been monitoring these areas since 2001, along with a control area called Twin Ridges.

What might we expect and what might be expected from a closed area?  One, an increase in the abundance of individuals, of adults, and an increase in their size.  It’s also been theorized that there will be an increase in reproductive output and therefore recruitment, and enhanced yields in adjacent areas.  We’ve done no dependent fisheries monitoring and so we’re not going to address Item 4.  We’ve captured no fish during this study and so we’re not going to be able to answer any issues concerning fecundity and so I’m just going to report on trends in abundance and size.

One of the first things we did was have the areas mapped.  The multibeam sonar beam mapping was done by the U.S. Geological Survey and some areas that were missed by the U.S. Geological Survey were filled in by the University of South Florida.

We stratified the areas based on topographic features.  Initially in Madison-Swanson we had seven strata, which we sampled in 2001.  We reduced that to just the five strata.  The strata are: 1)in the northeast; 2)a ridge feature; 3)a large central area; 4)a series of pinnacles to the south; and there’s a small ridge in the middle there, Stratum 5.

Steamboat Lumps was also stratified.  Again, Stratum 1 was in the northeast and Stratum 2 was an area where red grouper had been digging pits.  Stratum 3 was a large central area and 4 was a sandy slope that was an old south paleoshoreline and a ridge-like feature was Stratum 5.  Twin Ridges lives up to its name.  It’s two parallel ridges.

This gives you an idea of what the habitat looks like in those areas.  In the northeast, in Madison-Swanson, it’s sand and gravel.  The ridge is a rocky ridge that can be up to fifteen meters in vertical relief.  The central area was broad, flat, and sandy.  The pinnacles and the mounds both contain rocky vertical relief and the pinnacles can be, again, up to fourteen or fifteen meters in relief.

Steamboat Lumps is mostly sand.  Stratum 2 shows you -- That picture there shows you one of the pits dug by a red grouper.  The central, the shoreline, and the northeast are both sandy and the ridge is shown in 5 and this is a figure from the crest of one of the Twin Ridges.

For comparative purposes, I’m going to report also on our indices of abundance collected during our SEAMAP survey that’s conducted annually since 1991.  However, I’m only going to focus on the eastern Gulf, for comparative purposes.

We’ve been sampling in the months of January and February, using our small boat the RV Caretta, and using a digital camcorder array.  Also on this array are a series of lasers that we can use to get estimates of size.  In 2008, we changed out our gear to a stereo camera array, in order to get better estimates of fish size.  Its component is stereo still camera heads, a movie camera, and the hardware to record everything and it too is mounted in an array.

We only select one camera for viewing.  It’s very time consuming and that camera is selected randomly out of any of them that are in focus or that are not obstructed, that doesn’t have an obstructed view.  We identify fish to the lowest taxonomic level and our estimator is what we call a minimum count.  It’s the maximum number of fish in the field of view at a given instance.  Lengths are either from lasers or from our stereo cameras.
This is a software package that we use to get length estimates from the stereo cameras.  It’s called the vision measurement system.  This is a gag grouper that was about two meters from the camera array and was 740 millimeters in length.

Now to the meat of the discussion, some of the results.  First, I’ll tell you a little bit about the species that were observed and seeing as these areas were set aside to protect gag, I’ll give you some maps on the distribution of gag and talk about the relationships between the habitat, the strata, the species, and then trends in abundance of our focus species.

We’ve sampled 444 sites from Madison-Swanson since 2001, 207 in Steamboat Lumps, and 121 in the Twin Ridges.  The most frequently observed species has been scamp.  Red snapper were observed in 48 percent of the sites in Madison-Swanson and 14 percent of the sites in Steamboat Lumps and 51 percent in Twin Ridges.

Gag were observed in 45 percent of the sites in Madison-Swanson, 8 percent in Steamboat, and 27 percent in Twin Ridges.  Red grouper, 38 percent of the sites in Madison-Swanson, 21 percent in Steamboat Lumps, and 48 percent of the sites in Twin Ridges.

This should have been a nice image of distribution of gag in the eastern Gulf of Mexico.  Gag were finally observed in the area here, the northeast Gulf of Mexico and the Florida Middle Ground.  We’ve seen very few gag here, down in Pulley Ridge or off the Tortugas.

In Madison-Swanson, gag have been concentrated on the areas of high relief and that’s the northeastern ridge here, the pinnacles, and the mounds.  Red snapper and red grouper are also distributed similarly within the Madison-Swanson.  Steamboat Lumps, gag are almost exclusively observed in the ridge area, Stratum 5, with a couple of observations in the northeast.  They’re found all over the Twin Ridges.

I wanted to examine a little bit of why fish are distributed the way they were.  A good way of presenting that or displaying that is with an ordination technique called correspondence analysis.  Here, the vectors show the different types of habitat that we classify.  The direction of the vector, or arrow, shows increasing amounts of that habitat type.

Here, the scores of sites or the strata that we used.  Sites that are closer together are more similar than those that are further apart and here, much of the Steamboat sites, Strata 1 through 4, are all in this upper right column, where there’s increased amounts of sand clay habitat.  The Madison-Swanson sites are concentrated over the left side of the figure, indicating more live bottom, more vertical relief, more coral, more soft coral.

You can do the same thing with species.  These are a few of the snappers and the groupers.  Gag were found predominantly in sites containing coral live bottom and the same thing with red snapper and to an extent, red grouper.  Fish species not tightly associated with these live bottom features would have been vermilion snapper and red porgy.  

You can do the same sort of thing with the sites and with species.  The center of abundance of gag was found mostly in Stratum 4 of Madison-Swanson and not associated with the Steamboat Lumps.

What’s been happening?  At the start of the talk, I said we might expect to see an increase in abundance of adults within the reserves.  This shows the actual nominal indices of abundance, nominal counts, and what’s noticeable here is that Madison-Swanson, the abundance of gag is significantly greater than on the other locations.

To get a better idea of trends, I scaled these things to the mean of each of the time series.  First of all, in the eastern Gulf of Mexico, from the SEAMAP surveys in general, there’s been a peak in 2004 and it’s been declining since.  Because the variances are high, very few of these annual points are significantly different from each other.  However, for Madison-Swanson, the most recent years are significantly greater than -- The most recent data points in the eastern Gulf of Mexico are significantly lower than the peak in 2004.

In Madison-Swanson, it rose from an initial point in 2001 to a peak in 2002 and it’s been level ever since.  There’s been very little change, no significant differences, in recent years.

We haven’t sampled in Steamboat Lumps since 2007.  It peaked in 2005 and was declining through 2007, but we have no recent data and Twin Ridges peaked in 2003 and declined and has been steady since.

Red grouper shows a different pattern.  In the eastern Gulf of Mexico, it peaked in 2004 and has declined since then, though it recently bumped up in 2009.  It has been steadily increasing in Madison-Swanson through the time series of our survey.  Steamboat Lumps peaked in 2004 and then started to decline and, again, we have no recent data and in Twin Ridges, they peaked in 2005 and declined and has been level.

Red snapper has been all over the place.  There are very few annual significant differences.  In the eastern Gulf of Mexico, it’s been fairly level.  It bumped up in 2008 and came back down again in 2009.  In Madison-Swanson, we had a peak in 2005.  It went down level and then last year, it bumped up again.  In Twin Ridges, we saw the same increase in 2008 that we saw in the eastern Gulf of Mexico and in Steamboat Lumps, it’s been fairly level, no changes.

As far as fish size is concerned, the first thing I want to point out is the table below.  That’s the number of fish that actually get measured annually.  Very few fish are actually measured and so it’s difficult to make any conclusions about changes in size over time.  

In gag, the lengths amongst all sites were similar, with no noticeable change.  In terms of red grouper, red grouper were significantly larger in Madison-Swanson than the other locations.  They appear to be increasing in size recently, but again, these differences are no significantly annually and are based on very few fish.  There were no changes in the other sites as well.

Red snapper, red snapper are significantly larger in Madison-Swanson than on the other locations, but there are no significant changes, no annual differences.

What can we conclude about the performance of the MPAs?  First of all, variances are very high of all of our estimates and so it’s difficult to detect any significant differences statistically.  However, in Madison-Swanson, gag at least have been maintaining their population size, while in the rest of the Gulf of Mexico they’ve been going down.

Red grouper population within Madison-Swanson seems to be increasing and, again, in the eastern Gulf of Mexico they’ve been declining and red snapper, it’s been fairly level within Madison-Swanson, with a recent increase in 2008 and 2009.  We can say very little about changes in size, because the sample sizes are so small.

One thing that must be pointed out is that in order to have a successful experiment, whether a no-take closed area is working, that area has to be closed to fishing and compliance with regulations and enforcement has varied; however, VMS was required starting in 2007 and in 2008 and 2009, doing our surveys of the MPAs and during our SEAMAP surveys, we observed no fishing vessels.  That’s for the first time.  That’s it and I’ll take any questions.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Questions?

DR. GLEDHILL:  One second, please.  I have acknowledgements.  We were funded by MARFIN in 2001 and by the Coral Reef Program in 2002 through 2008.  Our research has been done on the RV Caretta, the Gandy, and the NOAA Ship Oregon II and a whole suite of people have been used both at sea and back at the lab to view all the tapes.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  Are there questions?  

MR. CORKY PERRET:  I’m not on your committee, but thank you for your presentation.  Your last bullet, relative to fishing regulations compliance, is varied.  That’s very broad.  Am I to take that to understand that there was quite a bit of noncompliance prior to 2007, when VMS was then mandatory and required of these vessels?

DR. GLEDHILL:  Previous to 2008, every time we’ve been in the area, we’ve observed both commercial and recreational fishermen.  We have no survey to tell you the amount of that level of poaching.

Steve Smith from the University of Miami did do an aerial survey in 2006 or 2007 and I think he estimated about 6 percent of the commercial boats and 3 to 6 percent of the recreational boats that he observed were fishing in either Madison-Swanson or Steamboat Lumps.

MR. PERRET:  I think I understood you to say that after 2008 on your surveys you did not observe a single boat fishing in the area.  Did I understand that correctly, recreationally as well as commercial?

DR. GLEDHILL:  That’s correct, but remember, we’re only out there a couple of days a year, but previously to that, we’ve always seen somebody and we didn’t see anybody in the last two years.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I have a follow-up on Corky’s question.  Were these boats that were observed fishing there bottom fishing? 

DR. GLEDHILL:  I would say definitely.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You would say definitely?

DR. GLEDHILL:  Yes, in fact, we even observed them landing a gag grouper in Steamboat Lumps once.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Other questions?  

MS. JULIE MORRIS:  Thank you for your presentation.  As you probably know, we’re working on an amendment now for gag and red grouper and one of the ideas that we’ve been talking about is how we could -- We have in it actions that would close particular areas to fishing in order to address the situation in gag.

With your mapping, it seems like you were able to come up with a pretty strong indication that certain kinds of bottom have high abundance of gags.  Is there a way that we could scale that up to come up with a sense of if we were trying to catch red grouper and avoid catching gag grouper, there would be areas of bottom that we could restrict or close in order to protect gag that would allow red harvest to continue in other areas?

DR. GLEDHILL:  We’ve mapped very little of the shelf.  That’s one of the things we need to do, is continue to map the West Florida Shelf.  Every place we see gag, we see red grouper, but there are areas where we find red grouper that do not have gag.  If you’re going to be catching gag, red grouper will be there as well, as well as red snapper.

MS. MORRIS:  But there are areas where you have an abundance of red and very little gag?

DR. GLEDHILL:  Yes.

MS. MORRIS:  Then I have another question, if it’s okay, Mr. Chairman.  You showed the picture of the video array that you used for the SEAMAP abundance indices and is that right?  Then you showed a map of all of the locations where you did that sampling.  Could you just -- Since that’s a real important stream of data that comes into our stock assessments, could you just talk a little bit more about that study and how it works?

DR. GLEDHILL:  The SEAMAP study?  The SEAMAP study evolved -- The survey evolved from a trap survey back in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  The efficiency of the trap catches were very low and so we started using cameras, because cameras see everything that’s down there.

The biggest issue of that survey is developing a sampling frame and for us, it was developed over numbers of years using mapping that we did ourselves and then multibeam maps that were conducted in the western Gulf of Mexico and in the eastern Gulf of Mexico by the U.S. Geological Survey.

That’s our sample frame.  We stratify things into two stages, large blocks that are selected first and then randomly, sites within each of those blocks.  The sites within each of those blocks are individual reef sites that we overlay any bathymetry or any vertical relief within those blocks.  We set the cameras down and they soak anywhere from thirty to forty minutes and we view twenty minutes of tape to do our counts.

MS. MORRIS:  All of the sample sites are out in the deep water forty-fathom break area?

DR. GLEDHILL:  Yes, they range anywhere from fifty meters to, for our case, 150 meters.  Our shallowest sites are on the Florida Middle Ground, which can be eighteen meters deep, and in the Tortugas area, which can be ten to twelve meters deep.

MR. BILL TEEHAN:  That was a very presentation.  There were some interesting graphs and maps.  What’s the future of your program?  Are you going to be able to continue doing this or is this pretty much -- Have you expended your funds at this point?
DR. GLEDHILL:  We’ve been recently hustling to get funding for this year’s survey.  We’re a little bit late, but I hear we are going to be doing it and leaving out later this week.

DR. BOB SHIPP:  Kind of a follow-up.  You had two sites where data were missing in the last couple of years and why were the data missing from those two sites?

DR. GLEDHILL:  We sample this time of year in a small, sixty-five-foot shrimp boat.  If you’ve checked the offshore forecast today, we wouldn’t be out there.  A lot of it has to do simply with weather.  Steamboat Lumps is a lot farther away.  We tend to steam out of Panama City and it’s a good fourteen-hour steam for us in that little boat.  Madison-Swanson is a lot closer and so when we have a one or two-day window, we tend to be able to get there.  It’s only like a five-hour steam.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Other questions?  Thank you very much.  We appreciate your presentation.  Committee, if you’ll go back to your agenda, Item Number IV is Red Snapper Update.  Sean, I see you over there.  Are you going to do this for us?  Clay is going to do it?  Okay.  Dr. Porch will give the presentation for us.

RED SNAPPER UPDATE ASSESSMENT

PRESENTATION OF UPDATE ASSESSMENT
DR. CLAY PORCH:  Sean Powers and I are going to do a little tag-team here.  I’m going to lay the foundation and kind of review the SEDAR-7 and the 2009 update data that we used, the model that we used, some of the assumptions that were made, some of the new developments that were examined.  Then Sean will take over and give you the implications of all that work, the results of the projections and what the SSC based their determinations of OFL and ABC on.

Just a brief review.  As many of you know, this fishery goes back quite a ways.  It actually started commercially in the 1840s, but really didn’t take off until about 1872, when you had the railroads move in through Pensacola and the Pensacola Ice Company came down and made it easy to preserve fish and then transport them all throughout the Midwest and eventually to the east coast.

At that point, the fishery grew very rapidly.  At the time, the center of abundance of the fishery was regarded to be in the Gulf of Mexico, off the west coast of Florida and the coast of Campeche and the Yucatan in Mexico.

As the fishery developed, however, there seemed to be a pattern of serial overfishing and local overfishing and the fishery had to move further and further south, from Pensacola down throughout Florida.  Eventually, as those banks were fished out, more and more of the fishery moved off to the Campeche Banks.

Around the 1950s, late 1940s and 1950s, after World War II, you had an abundance of diesel engines and you had some technological innovations, such as wire line and depth finders, and people were able to fish the deeper banks off the western grounds, off of Texas and Louisiana, and there was a paradigm shift and it was then viewed that the center of abundance was off of Texas and Louisiana, as well as continuing off the Yucatan Peninsula.

In terms of assessments, the anecdotal assessments from the 1880s stemmed back to as early as Collins in 1885, where he stated that it’s probable that this species is being more or less rapidly depleted.  In the 1950s, most of the snapper banks off of Florida were considered impoverished by both the fishermen and those who were in charge of managing the fishery.
In the 1980s, we had our first quantitative assessments.  That was Nelson and Manooch in 1982 and then Parrack and McClellan in 1985.  Both of those assessments indicated that overfishing was occurring, both in the eastern and western Gulf.

In the 1990s, we had five assessments that indicated the stock was overfished and undergoing overfishing and then finally, in 2004, we had SEDAR-7, where there were a great many documents and studies that were looked at.  Over a hundred documents were produced, I believe.  It was an awful lot of people and a lot of models were examined and we still came up with the conclusion that the stock was overfished and undergoing overfishing.

Now, SEDAR-7 and the 2009 update followed the pattern of previous assessments in that they distinguished between the northern Gulf and the southern Gulf and in other words, the difference between the stocks under U.S. jurisdiction and Mexican jurisdiction.  

There always a desire to look at both stocks at the same time, but the problem is we don’t have much data for the fishery off of Mexico, but there’s always been a suspicion that that fishery either contributes through some movement of fish across that dotted line that you see over by the Rio Grande or larval contributions.  In fact, there’s been some work that has suggested the possibility that larvae may drift and at least subsidize the recruitment to the northern Gulf.

Now, another thing that’s different from SEDAR-7 and the subsequent update is we did go a step further and we divided the northern Gulf into an eastern and western component and partly that was based on some evidence that there wasn’t a whole lot of movement of juvenile and adult fish across the Mississippi Sound area.  It sort of served as a biogeographic barrier.

There is some movement, but the view was that it was low enough that we could actually assess these two subpopulations separately.  They are not viewed as unit stocks, because there appears to be some interchange, through larval exchange, but we don’t really have a good handle on that yet.  There does seem to be some genetic differences, but at this point, not enough to call them separate stocks.

In the modeling, we have two separate subpopulations that are accounted for separately.  However, the advice is based on a Gulf-wide management unit.

The base model was the same model that was used for SEDAR-7.  This is an update and so we didn’t look at new models, but the focus was updating the information that went into the base model from the SEDAR-7 assessment.  However, we did look at some new sources of information and I’ll get into that in a minute.

The basic data that goes into it that gets updated are the landings data, including hand line back to 1872, the longline fishery, which started for red snapper about 1980 and a recreational fishery that was projected to go back to about 1947.  We only have information really from 1981 forward and so it was just assumed that it basically ramped up linearly starting at around 1947 to the estimates that we actually have for 1981.

In terms of bycatch, we modeled the closed season discards, commercial and recreational, separate.  We have some information on that, although it’s not as well determined as we would like it to be.  Shrimp trawl discards, we have information on that.

Age composition information we have from the landings and also the shrimp bycatch and then we have our indices of abundance, which include the commercial logbook index for the vertical line fishery and the Marine Recreational Fisheries Survey catch per unit effort index.

Then we have three major types of fishery independent data and that’s the SEAMAP trawl for age zero and age one red snapper and then the SEAMAP larval survey and the SEAMAP video survey.  As Chris mentioned earlier, the video survey and the larval survey have fairly high variances associated with them.  They’re valuable in the sense that they’re fishery independent.  The coverage probably isn’t as broad as we would like and they’re fairly noisy indices.  We would like to basically quadruple the sampling there.

On the other hand, the fisheries dependent data, MRFSS and the vertical line, they have less variance associated with them, because there’s more observations, but, of course, fishing practices change through time and as we’ve discussed before, that’s a difficult thing to get a handle on.

We have on the one hand fishery dependent data that has a lower variance, but other uncertainties that are difficult to quantify, like how fishing practices change, and opposing that, fishery independent data that has high variance, but at least the approach has been consistent through time and so we’re not so worried about changes in the encounter rate of red snapper, other than changes in abundance.

Other considerations that were important during this update cycle, we looked harder at discards, because this time we now have some observer data, although the coverage is only about 1 percent and so there’s a lot of uncertainty there.  We took a look at that and saw how it stacked up against the self-reported data that were used last time, at least for the most recent years.

We looked further into closed season discards and the effect of IFQs and we looked at the age composition of discards.  Just to make this story short, we really didn’t find any way that we treated the discards that had a major impact of the model results.

Now, on the other hand, we also looked at changes in the estimates of natural mortality on young fish and in particular, there’s been several studies that suggest the natural mortality rate may have been higher than what we assumed back in SEDAR-7, close to twice as high.

We made some alternative runs where the natural mortality rate on age zero was 2, as opposed to before it was 0.98, and for age one, we set it to 1.2 per year, as opposed to 0.6, which was used in SEDAR-7.

Finally, we took a look at the National Marine Fisheries Service bottom longline data and one of the things we were in particular interested in was if there was evidence for a large cryptic biomass, maybe in deeper water, that the fishery wasn’t tapping into.  In other words, is there some large reservoir of spawning fish that we’re not accounting for in the assessment?

I’ll just briefly go over -- This is the distribution of catch rates from the bottom longline survey from 1995 to 2008.  In the top left, you have the zero to twenty-five meters and then to the right, it’s twenty-five to fifty meters.  Below that, where you’re starting to see a lot of red, right here, is fifty to a hundred meters, which is really the teeth of the fishery, and then you start seeing the catch rates going down when you get to a hundred to 150 meters and then almost no red snapper are caught between 150 and 450 meters.

In terms of just deepwater versus shallow-water, there doesn’t seem to be any evidence of a large cryptic biomass.  However, we did notice that if you look at the age distribution of the NMFS longline survey, and here’s for the west and here’s for the east, and then you compare that to the commercial longline fishery, the age distribution within that, you can see that there are proportionally more older fish in the NMFS longline catches than there are in the commercial fishery.

There does seem to be a difference with the NMFS longline survey that doesn’t really target certain size classes and what the commercial longline fishery is doing and so this does imply that there may be some degree of dome shape in the selectivity pattern and in other words, that the commercial fishery is in fact targeting somewhat smaller fish than the survey, which doesn’t actually try and target any particular size classes.

There may be some degree of a cryptic biomass out there, but it’s not so much being deeper versus shallower as maybe reflecting the view that large sow snapper are tending to move towards the mud and away from where the longline fishery is directing their effort.

This information set was used in the update assessment.  That’s a departure from SEDAR-7, where the time series was regarded as too short.  This time, in the update, when we have more information, we included this information for the west.  It was not included for the east, because there’s only a handful, forty snapper, caught over the entire time series and so it’s not particularly informative.

I don’t expect you to read this.  This is just to remind me to tell you that we made an awful lot of runs and here’s a summary of a few of them.  What’s shaded here in the top would just be the continuity run and the continuity run is merely an attempt to duplicate exactly what was done in SEDAR-7, except that we added years to it.

Then we made a number of different runs looking at things, like I mentioned before, changes in natural mortality rate, changes in the discard mortality rate, different treatments of discards, et cetera.  The only things that we found that really stood out and changed the results substantially were when we down weighted the age composition data and placed more weight on the indices of abundance, particularly the fishery independent indices of abundance.  You’ll see that reflected in the decision table that Sean Powers will show you later.

Just to review quickly, the continuity run, again, is where we take the basic SEDAR-7 base run and we just update all the datasets.  The only difference is in this case we used shrimp effort information from ten fathoms and greater, in accord with the recommendation from the SEDAR-7 panel, whereas back in SEDAR-7 we used the shrimp effort for the entire offshore area, including less than ten fathoms.  That didn’t make much difference in the results, but we felt that was more appropriate to include in any of the runs.

This is the results from the continuity run.  One thing I want to remind everyone is basically prior to the 1980s we don’t have a whole lot of data.  We just have landings and there are no indices of abundance and no age composition and so these estimates in this region, prior to the 1980s, are not very well determined.  

We have a lot more data when you start getting later in the series, particularly as you get into the 1990s, but we have some information to inform the 1980s as well.  

This graph is an estimate of the fishing mortality rate through time for the entire fishery, east and west.  East is the darker line and then west is sort of this pink line here and it’s an average over ages two through fifteen.

The continuity run predicts basically increasing effort, increasing fishing mortality, as you would expect, from the 1800s all the way through to the 1980s.  Again, this isn’t that well determined.  Then it estimates that essentially the fishing mortality rate in the east got to very high levels averaging over 0.5 in the most recent time period.  In the west, it was a bit lower, around 0.3, and then in the most recent year, it started to decline.

If you look at the recruitment and spawning biomass estimates, spawning biomass would be in the blue and recruitment would be the dots in red.  You can see that it’s estimating that in both cases, the east on the top and west on the bottom, that the spawning biomass started to drop very rapidly during the 1980s and then more or less stabilized during the 1990s, although, in a departure from SEDAR-7, it actually estimates something of a decline for the east and a little bit of an increase for the west.  Recall in SEDAR-7 it actually had the east increasing a little bit here.

Recruitment shows the same sort of patterns that we saw in SEDAR-7.  Estimates are generally higher now, in the more recent period, than they were in the 1970s and 1980s.  

Now, there were some substantial concerns about this continuity run and I think they’re summed up in this graph here.  What this shows is the fit to the indices of abundance and here, this would be the commercial vertical line fishery for the east and the commercial vertical line for the west and then the MRFSS index for the east and the MRFSS index for the west.  This is the video survey for the east and video for the west and then there’s trawl east and this is the larval survey east and larval survey west.  

What you immediately notice is that the predicted values in the red don’t fit these blue points very well, the observed values very well.  They don’t capture a generally increasing trend you see in the data.  This was obviously a big concern for the assessment panel.  It seemed like we fit the age composition data fairly well, but we’re not capturing these increasing trends that we’re generally seeing in the indices of abundance.

That led to a number of explorations, culminating in Alternative State 3, which Sean will talk about some more and I believe the ABC was ultimately based on this.  In this case, all we did was reduce the weight applied to the age composition data.  We didn’t eliminate the age composition data, not by a long shot.  It still gets a fair amount of weight in the model, but it was reduced.

We also increased the weight directly to the indices of abundance and in this particular run, the natural mortality on age zero and age one was doubled relative to SEDAR-7.

Immediately, what you can see is now we’re getting a reasonably good fit to the indices of abundance.  You’re getting the model predictions are that the indices are generally increasing, matching the increase that you see in the actual observed data.  It’s a much better fit to the indices of abundance.

As Chris mentioned to you, a lot of these fishery independent indices of abundance are fairly noisy.  That’s why you see a lot of ups and down from year to year, but generally speaking, the model predictions are following the same trend.

I should say that the fits to the age composition, while technically the likelihood function, the mathematical function that measures them, indicates that they’re not fit as well, by eye you can hardly tell the difference, because most of the action is happening in the tails of the -- For the older ages, for the age composition, which there aren’t that many fish anyway and so it’s really hard to see graphically the decrease in fit for the age composition data.
These are the results now when you use Alternative State 3 and you can see that the estimates for the east now are lower than they were before.  Remember they were up over 0.5 and now they’re closing to 0.4 or lower and it’s showing a drop in the most recent years in fishing mortality.

In the west, the estimates before were around 0.3 and now they’re stabilizing down to 0.2 and also showing a drop in the most recent years and so this is indicative of the stock increasing.  You’re catching around the same amount of catch or less and so the fishing mortality rate has gone down.

If you look at the spawning biomass estimates in contrast to the continuity run, they’re showing a general increase actually back from the 1990s and a fairly rapid increase in the most recent years, which, of course, is more in line with the anecdotal accounts that we’re hearing from anglers.

This is to remind me to tell you that the selectivity pattern for each fishery is actually estimated.  We’re not assuming a flat-top selectivity.  In other words, we’re not assuming that the fishermen are targeting fully selecting the oldest ages and in fact, when we estimate it, we get what’s known as a dome-shaped selectivity pattern.  This is the hand line and this is the recreational and this is the longline.

We get a dome-shaped selectivity pattern, which indicates that the fishermen are not targeting the oldest fish, which, again, is in line with the accounts that we got during the SEDAR-7 and update workshops.  The only differences with the longline fishery is it does show something of a flat-top trend and this is even when we’re including the NMFS bottom longline survey.  It does indicate that the longline fishery, in the west at least, is tending to get a fair proportion of the larger fish.

In terms of just a review of the rebuilding plan, we are on a thirty-one-year rebuilding plan.  We’re currently in year nine, because the plan started in 2001 and ends in 2032.  The revised plan, Amendment 27/14, that was approved in February of 2008, and it was intended to supplement this by ending overfishing by 2009 or 2010.

In order to figure out what steps need to be made to meet that plan, we have to do projections and, of course, projections are the most uncertain part of the assessment, because we’re trying to guess things like what will recruitment be in the future and how will the fishing practices of the fleet change.  Those are all things that are very difficult to get a handle on.

In this case, we’re assuming recruitment will more or less stay at recent high levels, the 1984 to 2008 mean, that the vulnerability of each fleet will be more or less what it has been since 2006, the minimum size limits we’re assuming are unchanged from now and the relatively effort allocation, that is between the different fleets east and west and between the recreational and commercial, we’re assuming that would be about the same as it was in recent years.

The projections also assume that the shrimp fishing mortality rate will be about, in 2011, 67 percent of the 2001 to 2003 baseline and reduced at a constant rate to 60 percent in 2032.  That’s consistent with the rebuilding plan as it exists now.  We also made runs where we assumed that shrimping effort will remain at the 2008 level, which is much lower than this.

Of course, the goal is to achieve a 26 percent spawning potential ratio by 2032.  In this case, because recruitment is assumed to be fairly constant, a 26 percent spawning potential ratio is more or less equivalent to having the stock achieve 26 percent of the unfished level.  That was calculated basically to be equivalent to the level of SPR that you would get if you fished at maximum sustainable yield.

This is where I’ll leave you and let Sean take over.  These were the projected yield streams in the blue and the spawning biomass streams in the green, based on the SEDAR-7 assessment.  As you can see, it was projected that spawning biomass would increase fairly rapidly with the five-million-pound quota.

It was expected that the quota could increase by 2011 and thereafter and the stock would still be allowed to increase to 26 percent SPR and this is because by assuming that we have -- I should step back.

You notice these catches are larger than any of the previous quotas and larger than the catches in most of the history of the fishery and that’s because the review workshop in SEDAR-7 and the assessment panel agreed that the stock appears to be more productive now than it was in the past.

Based on the new recruitment estimates and assuming those recruitment estimates will continue into the future, it’s expected that we should be able to, as the stock rebuilds, take even higher quotas than we have in the recent past.  Now this will remain to be seen as we continue to update assessments and get more information to see if recruitment will in fact stay at those high levels.  With that, I don’t know if you want to let Sean take over or take questions now.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think we should take some questions now and then we’ll get to Sean, if we have any.

MR. GILL:  Thank you, Clay, for your good presentation and I’m afraid my question is probably going to portray how little I know and understand all this stuff, but back on Slides 14 and 19, where you showed the recruitment and the spawning stock biomass, there was a noted difference in the tail-end, from 2005 on, in recruitment in the west, a rather significant drop, where there was a lot of noise in the east.

It looks like there’s a trend there in the west and do you have any thoughts about what may have caused that or how significant it is or is not?

DR. PORCH:  You’re referring to the west here, this drop in recruitment here?  There are two issues.  One, we don’t have a lot of information to determine these points.  It’s just the one trawl index, which doesn’t cover the entire range of the stock and also there’s a fair amount of uncertainty with it.  That’s basically what’s determining these points right here.

We don’t have any age composition data, obviously, that would feed into the estimates of those recruitments.  The age composition sometimes, because it has information on year class strength through it, it has a lot of influence on the points that are a few years back in the time series, the recruitments that are a few years back in the time series.

One point is I’m not sure this is all that well determined, but the second point that I want to make is that it is possible that there have been some changes, with the decrease in shrimping effort, that may have led to increased predation.  

We’re working on that and trying to see if we can identify if that’s in fact happened, but it’s possible that some of the predators have increased in abundance.  You’ll recall that was something that people were suggesting during the SSC Ecosim modeling exercise, the Ecosystem SSC.  It’s possible, but right now, we don’t have any clear evidence to say that’s true or not.

MR. GILL:  To summarize briefly, it’s inconclusive whether that means anything or not at this point.  Is that a fair assessment?

DR. PORCH:  Yes, I think it’s fairly inconclusive.  Usually the last three recruitments we don’t have a lot of confidence in, just simply because we don’t have the age composition data to verify them, to see if the year class is moving through the fishery.

MR. PERRET:  Thank you, Clay.  I appreciate the presentation.  Do you have graphs that -- The recruits are age zero and, of course, mortality of the younger fish are higher than the older fish.  Have you got subsequent graphs that show age one, two, and so on?  We all know the larvae, the natural mortality on larvae, is certainly higher than the older fish.  Would those numbers, or if you’ve got a comparison graph over the years for age one and two and so on, would they show the same trend in the west?

DR. PORCH:  I don’t have them here in this presentation.  They do follow a fairly similar trend, although not exactly the same, because you do get some mortality on the age one, just release mortality, because some of them are being caught, but I will say these aren’t actually larvae.  They’re really post-settlement age.  It’s not technically eggs.  They’re just saying they’re in their first year of life, before they turn age one.

MS. MORRIS:  Clay, there’s a lot of discussion in the assessment about differences between the east and the west.  Is that what Sean is going to talk about or are you the person to ask questions?

DR. PORCH:  I can answer some of them and I’m sure he can answer some of them.

MS. MORRIS:  You’re going to talk about it, Sean?  Okay.  I’ll wait until then.  There’s also a lot of discussion about discards and it seems like it comes to the conclusion that self-reported discard data is pretty unreliable when you compare it to observer data, but it sounds like you did sensitivity runs about different assumptions about discard data and it didn’t make much difference in the end.  Could you talk about that a little more?

DR. PORCH:  We did compare, where we could, the observer data with the self-reported and generally speaking, across the board, observer data indicates more discards than the self-reported datasets do.  That’s not always true in every fishery and every year, but generally it’s true and sometimes they can be a factor or two or three different.
We tried to incorporate that in some of the runs and in that case, yes, it made a difference, but not nearly as large a difference as changing the natural mortality rate on the young fish and especially how you weighted the age composition versus the indices of abundance.  It’s a switch that has some effect, but not as much effect as the other factors.

Now, one of the problems we have with discards -- I think all of us will readily admit that’s one of the things that we have the least handle on and that’s why we’ve been advocating increasing the observer programs, so that we don’t have to go back and try and figure out what the discards were and we would have a direct estimate.

The problem is we only have observer data really from 2007 forward and so there wasn’t much to really compare what the effect of the observer data would be if we would have had it.

DR. TOM MCILWAIN:  Clay, in running all your models and looking at the shrimp discards, you said that you all had used the rebuilding plan 74 percent reduction and obviously we’ve been getting even more reduction than that at this point in time.

Then you made the statement that you all did a run just maintaining the 74 percent rather than increasing effort in the shrimp industry.  Which one did you use for your ultimate predictions, the 74 percent continuously or did you factor in the increased shrimping effort?

DR. PORCH:  Sean will go over that when he talks about what the SSC saw and the decisions they made, but we showed the SSC both sets of information.  We made projections following the fishery management plan assumptions and then we made projections assuming that shrimping effort would stay what it is, at a much lower level than is actually projected in the fishery management plan.  You’ll see that when Sean makes his presentation.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Dr. Porch, thank you very much.  We appreciate it.  It was a good presentation.  You take a lot of voodoo out of this stuff, maybe, to make it more sensible, I hope.  Sean, are you ready?

DR. SEAN POWERS:  Like Clay said, I’m going to talk about two facets.  One, I chaired the update assessment panel and so I’ll talk to you about the scenarios we ran and why the update assessment panel decided on a preferred model approach.  That leads us to OFL and then once the SSC accepted the report, they accepted the OFL recommendations of ours and then the SSC panel formulated their ABC recommendations and I’m on the SSC as well and so I’ll talk about both of those elements.

One of the things that Clay touched on, but that it’s important to stress, is that this was an update assessment.  It wasn’t a benchmark and so we didn’t have a data workshop to explore new data or to review new data sources.  I bring this up because the panel struggled with this issue of what exactly an update is and the SEDAR -- You’ll see that we’ve decided we would show a couple of models.

One is an absolute strict update, where essentially we just update the data streams and keep the base model exactly as it is.  The one thing we did all agree on was that essentially we could not change the model and so we stayed with the CATCHEM model.  Then later on, in the terms of reference, and this comes exactly from the terms of reference the council gave us, it’s important to note it wasn’t the intent of this update to resolve all issues that were raised in the SEDAR-7 benchmark assessment.  One of our recommendations is that we do go to a new benchmark as soon as possible.

I’m going to show you the four models that essentially the SSC examined and that came out of the update.  The first is the continuity run and this should be viewed as the strictest interpretation of an update of SEDAR-7.  We fixed some problems that we discovered, but mainly, we just updated the data streams and didn’t change any of the parameters.

AS 1 is the continuity run, except we doubled the natural mortality term.  I’ll talk about that in a second, but the panel did have lots of presentations on published estimates of natural mortality since SEDAR-7 and it seems that natural mortality term for SEDAR-7 was too low and so that would mean that recruitment -- If the natural mortality term is doubled, that means that recruitment is higher and that may lead to higher directed yields possible.

AS 2 and AS 3 both get at this issue that Clay talked about, is that there seemed to be a disagreement or there was a disagreement between the age composition data that we were looking at from the fisheries dependent data.  The age composition was indicating heavy fishing mortality and the indices, on the other hand, were all showing upward trends and there seemed to be a conflict with those.

AS 3 is the same as AS 2 and so we look at the issue, the conflict, between the age composition and the fisheries independent indices as well as the fisheries dependent indices and we doubled the natural mortality and this is actually what the panel recommended as the base model for the OFL streams and this is what the SSC based their ABC recommendations on.

The reason I’m going to go through all of them, even though we only chose AS 3, is that all of these models that CATCHEM produced are deterministic and so they don’t produce a probability of overfishing.  The only way that we could look at uncertainty was to look at the range of models and essentially, that’s just a limitation of CATCHEM.  We didn’t have time or in the update terminology we couldn’t change the base run, the base model.

If you look, this is kind of the bottom line.  We did those four runs, continuity, AS 1, which stands for Alternative State, Alternative State 2, and Alternative State 3.  Then we did it under two shrimp effort scenarios, shrimp effort rebuilding, consistent with the rebuilding plan, and shrimp effort at 2008 levels.  2008 are actually lower than the rebuilding plan calls for.

You can see that we get a range of predictions in 2010.  If we go with the continuity run, we see this is directed yield, 2.42 all the way to 9.26.  These would be -- If you think about this, this would be the OFL limits.  This is where we’re setting the OFL limits.

The same thing for shrimp effort in 2008.  We get a similar range, because it really doesn’t come into play until a little later on, but by 2015, you can see that the differences start to be 6.28 compared to 12, all the way up.  Again, it’s 6 to 12.

You should see right here that shrimp effort really doesn’t affect the projected yield too much and I’ll show a table of actually the different decisions.  This is just a graph of the estimated yields at F, the OFL limit which is F at 26 percent SPR.

You can see that there’s basically two clusters of model.  This is the continuity and the AS 1 and so both of those are putting much more weight on the age composition from the fisheries dependent data.  These right here are putting more weight on the fisheries independent indices as well as the CPUE indices.  We see that that’s the major change in the model and so that’s one of the things the panel and the SSC devoted a lot of time to, is debating and arguing over what level of confidence and what level we were going to put in the age composition versus the indices.

I apologize for this.  This has one error.  What this table is trying to show is the effects of uncertainty in the parameters.  It gives you an idea of this is the year and this gives you the overall weight of what happens to the continuity run. 
When we increase the indices fit and decrease the weight of the age composition information to the model, you can see that it essentially doubles our directed yield almost 200 percent in 2010.  As we go through the data stream, you can see this should actually be natural mortality and what you should get out of it is that natural mortality has a pretty large effect for the first few years and then relatively low.

Shrimp effort has a relatively low impact and so without a doubt, the biggest factor that we have to decide on that matters to the model is the discrepancy between the age composition data that we get from the fisheries and the indices fits.

This is based on the projections of F for the Alternative State 3 model, the one we adopted.  Essentially, you can see the directed OFL that we base on, this is essentially a ratio between directed and F over 26 percent.

Any value below 1 would indicate that there is no overfishing in the population and essentially, our OFLs are set right at that level.  If we go above that with the OFL, if we choose a value above the OFL, then we would be into the overfishing, but all of the values that we recommend for our ABCs and our OFL are either right on that line or right below that line.

This shows you F directed versus F current and it shows a reduction and I’ve been hanging around with the modelers too long and so I put tons of graphs on slides now, but essentially, this is the spawning stock indices of abundance compared to SPR 26 percent and essentially, all this is showing you is that we’re on track with the rebuilding plan and by 2031, all of those indicate rebuilding.  You can’t really see the difference between the two shrimp effort scenarios.

What I want to go through is the rationale of why we chose AS 3 as the preferred model and obviously we have three issues there, the fit to indices or the conflict between the age composition data and the indices of abundance.  The second is shrimp effort and the third is natural mortality selection.

The key to the selection of the appropriate model is to determine the discrepancy between the age composition data and the fisheries independent indices.  Essentially, if you look at the age composition data that we give in the report, it indicates that after year three, four, five those older age classes are disappearing.  The model is interpreting that as heavy fishing mortality.

The continuity run interprets further that there is a lot of age samples and that’s good.  We want a lot of age samples, but compared to the fishery independent indices, there is a lot more age composition and so what happens is when you put those data in the model, essentially it’s going to put a coefficient of variation, a CV, on it and essentially, the more samples you have, the model’s first response is to believe those indices that it has more data for.

We have a lot of otoliths compared to a relatively low number of fishery independent data.  The fishery independent data is much noisier than the age composition and so the model views the fisheries age composition as more informative and in reality, sample sizes for both of them are probably too low.  

One of the problems is that we don’t have a fisheries independent age composition, because the fisheries independent sampling essentially just doesn’t capture enough fish for us to get a nice age composition and so all of the age composition is driven, or most of it is driven, by the fishery dependent data, which obviously is subject to fishermen behavior and things like that.

The panel felt that the better fits to the indices of abundance produced by AS 3 supported the decision to use the AS 3 as the base model and I can tell you that not everybody on the SSC agreed with this.  We had a lot of debate about this point, but essentially, the SSC took the panel’s word and what Clay showed you is that the model were producing better fit to the indices.
Some on the SSC argued that was obvious, because you’re giving more weight to the indices of abundance, but we were able to fit the indices better.  The majority of the SSC felt that that indicated that we were on the right track here and that AS 3 was the preferred model.

The reduction in shrimp effort in 2008 was even greater than the reduction called for in the rebuilding plan.  If the 2008 effort remains, all models projected a slightly higher directed yield that could be sustained.  However, the panel felt that there was a lot of uncertainty with forecasting socioeconomic conditions and economic conditions in the shrimp fishery and the assumption that effort would remain as low as it was in 2008 was just too uncertain.

Further, that obviously if we had it consistent with the rebuilding plan, there’s some regulation behind that and that was less uncertain.  We felt that we would go with the shrimp effort rebuilding, realizing that shrimp effort might actually be lower than what’s called for in the rebuilding plan for some time.

The last one is natural mortality and, again, if you up natural mortality, essentially you’re going to up the recruitment into there and possibly, as we showed, have a little higher directed yields, at least in the short term.

We reviewed several and had several presentations from National Marine Fisheries Service indicating that natural mortality was probably underestimated by SEDAR-7 and so we also had presentations that natural mortality is probably a function of the density in the population.

Adding a density-dependent component to the natural mortality really would have changed the model too far away from what we considered the update assessment, plus it would have just required too much time and so we felt that the data that we had on hand indicated a doubling of the natural mortality and that was for ages zeros and one fish and so we ran the model with those estimates.  Doubling it essentially kind of fell in between SEDAR-7 and the new current estimates of natural mortality.

That’s essentially the rationale why the SSC and the update panel went with AS 3 under the shrimp effort consistent with the rebuilding program.  

What this shows you is one of the things the model gave us was essentially the west and east component of the directed yield.  If you look, the blue line is overall Gulf and the red is west and the darker line is east.  If you add these two up, it equals the Gulf, but what you see here is the way the fishery and the landings and all the data are indicating to us right now is essentially that the east is experiencing higher harvest levels than the west.

We project that it will go back to the west.  This concerned us and concerned the panel, because the west is considered the more productive stock than the east and so if it’s experiencing higher harvest levels, we wanted to examine this a little more in detail.

If you look here, this is uncertainty east versus west and so this is percentage and that’s right at 50 percent.  You can see that greater than 50 percent of the Gulf-wide harvest in 2010 and 2011 are projected to come from the eastern section of the Gulf.  We predict that that will resume back to about 40 to 60 percent over time.  That still doesn’t correspond to the differences in productivity between east and west.

One of the things in fisheries in the Amendment 27 says that Gulf-wide the target is 26 percent SPR.  If you run the model projections out, the result becomes that the western subunit is projected to recover slightly above the 26 percent target by 2032 and so we see that it’s experiencing greater directed yields.  You’ll see in a second that translates to higher F, fishing mortality, in the east than the west.  The west will recover to about 27 and the east will only recover to 18 percent SPR.

Obviously the amendment says Gulf-wide and so this is something the SSC wanted some advice from the council for.  This obviously would require a change if you want both east and west to recover to 26 percent.

Essentially, what you see here is fishing mortality and you essentially see under the two different scenarios -- This is the continuity and this is the AS 2 and AS 1 and AS 3 and what you see here is that the east in the blue is experiencing higher fishing mortality than the west and that’s consistent throughout and that’s why essentially the east will only recover to an 18 percent SPR, where the west will recover to a 27 percent SPR.  That was something that really concerned the panel as well as the SSC.

This is the last slide and essentially, you can almost tell the difference, but essentially, if you look, this is the east and this is the age composition of the different groups, of the red snapper.  We see that the age composition here in the west, you get older age classes and you get predominantly more in the east and you’re not getting that same signal of the higher composition of the older age classes and that’s essentially all a product of experiencing higher fishing mortality than in the west.
Now, Steve can go through what the SSC’s motions were and I’ll be happy to entertain questions about the rationale behind that.  Joe Powers is also in the audience and I’m sure he can add some information as well, but essentially, what we decided to do for the ABC was to recommend 75 percent of the OFL.

Again, a lot of this was based on some of the panel members used the whole range of models to kind of get an idea of uncertainty and other panel members decided that Continuity Case Number 1 was not realistic and so we used a more narrow range, but essentially, the recommendation was 75 percent and, again, the uncertainty was based on all four model runs.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Questions for Dr. Powers? 

MR. PERRET:  Thank you very much for your presentation.  Just thinking about the higher mortality in the east versus the west, I’m sure your group had a great deal of discussion about that.  With additional regulations being placed on other species and impacting probably the eastern Gulf perhaps more than the western Gulf, western Gulf with other species that are able to be caught, was there any discussion about that type of activity, the other regulations and restrictions put on fish and fishermen in the east Gulf versus the west Gulf?  Could that be at least in part one of the reasons for the disparity between the 18 and 27 percent SPR?

DR. POWERS:  We talked about the possibility that some of the restrictions would actually -- Obviously, as Clay mentioned, as you project you get more and more uncertain.  Some of the panel did feel that obviously some of the restrictions, with longline and different things that are going to go on in the east, may result in lower harvest levels than we’ve been experiencing now.

We did hear from some fishermen though and one of the things we were concerned about, and I heard it talked about yesterday, was the behavior of the fishermen.  Some of the fishermen had reported that with IFQs they essentially don’t go as far out as they used to.  They don’t go to the west if they’re in the east and so it might be that the IFQs aren’t equally affecting east and west as well.  

They may just be going closer to home and so there was arguments on both sides and so, again, as Clay mentioned, fishermen behavior definitely comes into play.  We all recognize that fishermen behavior will change under the IFQ in ways that we just don’t have a good handle on right now.

MS. MORRIS:  Sean, it seems like most of your age distribution data came from fisheries.  Is that right?

DR. POWERS:  Correct.  I don’t know what percentage of it, but very, very little came from any fisheries independent sampling and that’s basically because fisheries independent sampling is designed to be random and essentially, we don’t catch as many fish, but you’re absolutely right that the vast majority comes from the fishery.

MS. MORRIS:  That created the basic paradox of the assessment, which is that the fisheries independent indices all showed an increase, some kind of increase, in recovery and the age distribution that came from fisheries didn’t show that same what you would expect, an expanded, healthier range of ages.  Did I understand that correctly?

DR. POWERS:  You did and at one level of interpretation, it is in disagreement.  Clay brought up in the panel that there is one scenario where it’s not in disagreement and that is if the east is expanding, if more and more fish are coming into the east, they may be more and more young fish right now and so the age composition might be correct and it’s just that those fish that are going into the area just haven’t grown up yet.

Besides that explanation, there does seem to be a conflict.  It would be a conflict that could be resolved if we had enough fisheries independent age composition.

MS. MORRIS:  The next question talks about both of those things.  It seems like if most of the age distribution data is based on fisheries and most of the fisheries in the eastern Gulf are recreational, would that be another way to explain -- Am I right in that more of the red snapper harvested in the west is harvested commercially and more of the red snapper harvested in the east is harvested recreationally?

DR. POWERS:  That’s correct.  Clay can probably give you the percentages.

MS. MORRIS:  That may be another explanation for why you’re finding a different age distribution for the west than for the east.  Is that something that you discussed?

DR. POWERS:  That is something we discussed and we looked into how much of the age composition was coming from the intercept of the recreational fishery versus the commercial and it’s still the vast majority is coming from the commercial.

MS. MORRIS:  Then the final question is how did you talk about and incorporate into your thinking the large and remarkable expansion of red snapper, even though they’re smaller sizes and younger, on the West Florida Shelf that you detected very strongly in the most recent year of data?

DR. POWERS:  That’s a good question, because that was an item that we debated over, some of the SSC members, whether that was a real expansion.  Obviously we know historically that red snapper were in that area and not any time in the recent fishery, but they were and so it does make sense that they would expand back to it.

One of the problems was that we didn’t have a whole lot of fisheries independent indices from that area, because essentially there hasn’t been a fishery there for a while.  That was another question that we’re seriously limited on and I did conclude that one of our recommendations were that we should move to a new benchmark.  
However, a lot of the members felt that if we don’t have at least another three years of expanded age composition and expanded fisheries independent, we don’t know how much we would gain by going to a new benchmark right now.
MR. JOHNNY GREENE:  I’m not a member of your committee, but thank you for your presentation.  I’m still trying to grapple with getting my hands around all this stock assessment stuff.  Can you explain to me how fishery regulations are affected with fishery dependent data?

DR. POWERS:  Your question is that as you change rules, that obviously affects the landings data or the age composition and how do we incorporate that?

MR. GREENE:  That is correct.

DR. PORCH:  For the landings, the landings are the landings and so in that case, the regulations aren’t the concern.  Where regulations come into play in our interpretation are the catch per unit effort indices of abundance and in other words, the hand line index.  Are those trends kind of flat because regulations made them that way?  In that case, we try to account for that by filtering the data and taking into account how long the closed season is, et cetera.

It’s not clear we’re able to get all of the factors properly accounted for and that’s why we made some runs where we didn’t even use the fishery dependent indices of abundance.  We just looked at the fishery independent data and it turned out that we got very similar results and so that wasn’t a major issue in this particular case.

With the Marine Recreational Fisheries Survey data, we have the self-reported discards as well and so you have total catch and not just what’s being landed, but the total catch per unit effort.  Some of the regulatory effects, in principle, shouldn’t be a big problem, for instance the bag limit, because we have reported how many they discard.

Now, of course, there’s some question how reliable the self-reported discards are, but, again, we made runs to examine just how important that would be by excluding all fishery dependent indices of abundance, the MRFSS and the vertical line, and it didn’t have a big impact.

MR. GREENE:  One other question, if I may.  In seeing your presentation earlier, we had a stock of fish in the eastern Gulf and the western Gulf and then you’ve got this whole thing from north to south and east to west and we’re only at a 5 percent SPR and is that correct?

DR. PORCH:  That’s what the estimates were.  I’m not sure where it says we are right at the moment.  I’ve forgotten the exact number, but it’s that vicinity.  I thought it was a little higher than that.

MS. WILLIAMS:  This is for Sean.  I heard you say about the east and the west and you were talking about the recreational fisheries.  When we hear testimony and for several years when I would hear fishermen talk about the east and west, usually Florida ended up being east and everywhere else was west, but when you’re doing your analysis now, it’s my understanding also with what Clay said, you’re setting the line pretty much a little bit along the Mississippi River and so you’ve got Mississippi -- When I’m looking at the various states, if you want to start from the state out to the EEZ, you actually have Mississippi classified a little bit both the east and west.  East now you said is from Mississippi to Florida and west is that small area from Mississippi to Texas.  Is that correct?

DR. POWERS:  Yes.

MS. WILLIAMS:  When you were looking at the catches, you’re seeing that the recreational industry is catching smaller red snapper from the east than they are to the west or did I hear that incorrectly?

DR. POWERS:  No, I don’t think there’s any size difference.  The limit is the limit.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Right, the limit is the limit, but when you’re looking at the age and the size, you’re seeing smaller fish to the east and larger fish to the west.  Is that what you said or did I misunderstand?

DR. POWERS:  Yes, on that last slide, on the projection, there are fewer older age classes and so there are fewer bigger fish in the east than the west.  That is what the model projects, correct.
MS. WILLIAMS:  The east and the west, you’re still referring to the line that you all are now using?  Is that right?

DR. POWERS:  That is correct.  I would like to add that Clay’s point, and one I forgot to mention, was that we did do fisheries independent runs on these using that, but it’s a little bit of a -- They reveal similar fits.  The age composition data though is still from the fishery and so it’s not truly fisheries independent.  The indices are fisheries independent.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  Are there additional questions?

DR. CRABTREE:  I would like to talk about the issue of when we might do a benchmark and what would need to happen before it would be productive to do a benchmark, because it is bothersome to have this much uncertainty in the assessment right now and so I think we need to address it as quickly as we can.

I guess, Clay, from your perspective, what needs to be done and what could be done on a relatively short timeframe that would allow us to know enough to come in and do a new benchmark that would have a good chance of addressing some of the issues with the uncertainty, particularly in the eastern Gulf of Mexico?

DR. PORCH:  As Sean mentioned, the most important thing that needs to happen, before we really can have an informative assessment, is to vastly increase the fishery independent sampling, particularly in the east, because that’s where we saw that real dichotomy between the age composition and indices of abundance.

It existed some for the west, but the real difference in signal was for the east and so to be able to distinguish whether this is a range effect, more young fish coming into the fishery and growing up and so you have truncated age distribution, or whether you have just fishing operating in some localized areas.  You have high fishing pressure in relatively few sites and so, of course, the age composition will be truncated.  Basically as soon as the fish gets to the minimum size limit, it gets caught and kept.

To be able to see if those sorts of things are happening, we need to get a picture across the entire range of the stock, particularly in the east, but really both east and west, including outside where the fishery is normally operating, because for the assessment, we want a picture of how the stock as a whole is doing.

Right now, if you look at our coverage for the longline survey, which is really arguably the best fishery independent source of information we have now, it’s pretty sparse, particularly in the east.  The catch rates are low and the coverage isn’t what we would like it to be.

Generally, we’ve recommended at least quadrupling the sampling, both broadening geographically where the sampling is done, but also increasing the number of samples that are being taken, but we also have been discussing other ways that we could increase sampling, but the bottom line is we need to get a much better fishery independent picture of the age composition and relatively abundance of the stock before any benchmark would be all that informative.

DR. CRABTREE:  What are we talking in terms of how long it would take to do something like that, Clay, and do you have any notions of what it would cost and what are the abilities of the Center, working cooperatively with the states, in order to get something like that done?

DR. PORCH:  I know our Pascagoula Lab has been looking into that and so I don’t have exact numbers.  Maybe somebody else would want to contribute there, but I think logistically we’re talking at least a couple of years.  It will take a while to get it up and running and then we need to have essentially a couple of years of data, just to look at how the age composition is changing.

If in fact we have a population that’s growing in the east, we would want to have a couple of years just to see the contrast in it.  One year of complete sampling, on the order of what I mentioned before, at least quadrupling, would help a lot and would be informative.  Two years would change the way we do business.

DR. POWERS:  We also don’t have any trawl samples from that section to measure recruits and that’s a real limitation.

DR. PORCH:  That’s a good point.  For the east, basically our trawl samples end around Alabama.  We don’t have any information off of Florida.  The State of Florida is doing some sampling, but I don’t think it includes the Dry Tortugas grounds.

DR. CRABTREE:  We’re at best looking at a benchmark in 2012 and more likely 2013, in order to give the Center time to have a couple of years to do this?

DR. PORCH:  If you really want to reduce the uncertainty in the next benchmark assessment, then that would be about the right timeframe, presuming that we’re able to secure funding to have this fishery independent sampling program augmented, as we’ve talked about.

DR. CRABTREE:  I guess I would direct this to Bonnie.  Bonnie, what are the prospects of funding now and the possibility of getting this done?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We’ve only been working on this particular species for twenty-something years and so you can’t push this real hard right now, right?  As soon as we finish this up, we’re going to take a break.

DR. CRABTREE:  I had asked Bonnie a question to comment on the prospects and then you made your comment about twenty years, but I think we would all like to hear from Bonnie in terms of what are our prospects.  I agree with you that it’s been going on for a long time and so let’s get focused on it and try to fix it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We’ve got kids that were birthed before this started and now they’re coming in and being PhDs and coming and helping us with it and so it’s kind of nice.

DR. CRABTREE:  Nonetheless, I would like to hear her respond, if we could.
DR. BONNIE PONWITH:  We do have an influx of funding to be able to look at improving stock assessments and the collection of fishery independent data in the Gulf of Mexico in 2011.  We’re working on the detailed plan for that right now, but it will include some additional resources for enhancing our ability to process biological samples.

It will increase the size of staff that we have for conducting stock assessments and, again, a portion of that will go to enhancing the fishery independent data collections in the Gulf of Mexico, because of all of the data collections that we’ve got, that one has potentially the highest impact in terms of the addition that it makes to the quality of the stock assessment.

MR. GILL:  Clay, my calculation on your numbers to get to a meaningful assessment are somewhat different than Dr. Crabtree’s.  From what you said, I understood you to say that 2013 would be the earliest and 2014 would be better.  That’s three to four years, if I stack up your needs.

I guess that leads to a two-part question.  One is since I believe we’re scheduled for a benchmark in 2012, are you in essence saying that that is not going to provide significant meaningful improvement on where we are now?

The second part of that would be are there any interim measures that might be taken with an eye towards keeping the 2012 date and making it more robust, as best we can, recognizing that it’s not getting to where you would like it to be in 2013 or 2014?

DR. PORCH:  2012 implies basically we would have time for one intensive year of fishery independent sampling, 2011, because we could get started maybe -- I doubt we could get started with that more than a few months in from here and so basically you wouldn’t get a full year of sampling in 2010, at best.

It would be good to have at least a couple of full years.  Still, if we had one year where we really did say quadruple sampling and expand our geographic covering, it would be informative for the assessment.  Like I said, two years would be better than one, but one year with very good fishery independent sampling could justify a benchmark.  If you don’t have that, there’s not really much point in doing it.

MS. WILLIAMS:  I just wanted to make a comment.  We were looking at state-by-state quotas possibly, just to see what those landings would equate to if we were to divide the TAC up between the states for the recreational industry.  We found when we were doing that that actually Alabama produced more red snapper by the recreational fishery than all of the rest of the states and then I think Florida was next and then I believe it may have been Louisiana, Texas, and then Mississippi or it was vice versa between Louisiana and Texas.

The fish are quite abundant.  We know if for no other reason than that.  We know just from those calculations off of Alabama and what’s the reason?  I don’t know, but you may want to think about that whenever you do go out and you’re doing some of your research as far as your sites.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I would say the artificial reef program has an awful lot to do with the abundance of those fish off of Alabama.  

MR. STEVEN ATRAN:  I just wanted to note that the SEDAR schedule that’s in the briefing book tentatively has a red snapper update assessment scheduled in 2013 and a benchmark assessment in 2014.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I hope you all have a good time with it.  Let’s take about a ten-minute break and get started again.  Clay and Sean, thank you very much.

(Whereupon, a brief recess was taken.)

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  This brings us to Item Number V, Red Snapper Regulatory Amendment, Tab B, Number 7, and under Item a, Review of the Draft Regulatory Amendment, Ms. Simmons.

MS. MORRIS:  We forgot the SSC Recommendations and the AP Recommendations.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I’m sorry.  Go ahead, Steve.

STANDING AND REEF FISH SSC RECOMMENDATIONS
MR. ATRAN:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  The Standing and Special Reef Fish SSC met December 1 to 3 in New Orleans to review the red snapper assessment and recommend an ABC range.  You got a very good overview of the assessment from Dr. Powers and Dr. Porch.  I just had summarized some of the concerns that the SSC had on page 2 and 3 of the report and a lot of these notes, bullets, that I had are items that can probably be addressed through the next benchmark assessment.

The bottom line is that the SSC accepted the AS 3 model, using a shrimp rebuilding scenario.  That was on Slide 4 of Dr. Powers’s presentation.  It’s also in the red snapper assessment itself on page 90.  It’s Table 25 in the red snapper assessment.

The SSC moved to accept the model AS 3 as well as the assessment itself and recommended overfishing limits for the years 2010 through the years 2015.  I won’t read them off, just to say that for 2010 it starts off at 9.26 million pounds and it builds up every year thereafter.  That motion passed fifteen to three.

When it came time to decide on where to set the ABC, the panel did have the council’s guidance that they would like the probability of overfishing to be between 15 and 45 percent, but this particular model that was used for this assessment didn’t really lend itself to doing the type of analysis that would allow a specific probability of that sort to be assigned.  I’m told that the future assessments will use a model that allows that sort of analysis.

What the committee decided to do was recommend an ABC that was equivalent to 75 percent of the OFL level and initially, they only did it for the year 2010 and so their first motion on ABC passed fourteen to three, with one abstention, to recommend an ABC in the year 2010 of 75 percent of OFL, which is 6.945 million pounds.  I guess we’re at five million pounds right now.

They discussed the fact that uncertainty increases with increasing years, but they weren’t quite sure how to deal with that uncertainty.  Now, there is an uncertainty workshop being held by the SEDAR people to address uncertainty in assessments later this month.  However, the SSC felt that a subgroup of the SSC should also address how to incorporate uncertainty into the red snapper ABC recommendations and they felt the ABC control rule working group would be an appropriate group to address this question.

They also made a motion to recommend that the council use the current ABC control rule working group to develop methods to incorporate uncertainty for red snapper ABC for the years 2011 through 2015 and then they moved on to decide if they wanted to recommend ABCs for years beyond 2010.

There was some sentiment not to go beyond that, because of the uncertainty, and ultimately, they decided to recommend ABCs for the years 2011 and 2012, but not beyond that.  Even though they recommended OFLs through 2015, they only felt confident enough to go through 2012 for the ABCs.  They recommended, again, based on 75 percent of OFL, an ABC in 2011 of 7.185 million pounds and in 2012 of 7.485 million pounds.

Then they discussed the two stock theory for red snapper.  As Dr. Porch and Dr. Powers pointed out, the assessment was actually done separately for the eastern and western Gulf, but the recommendations were made on a Gulf-wide basis.  There is pretty good evidence that the stock could be split into two and not necessarily at the Mississippi River, which is how it’s currently being split up.  Some other locations were suggested.

One of the problems, if the councils wants to go to a two stock system, is that the IFQ system would also have to be split up and that would have to most likely go out to a referendum of the IFQ shareholders, since it would be a substantial change to that system.  This is for future consideration for the council.

The SSC passed a motion that given that the eastern and western management subunits of red snapper are modeled as biologically distinct units, ensuring continued productivity of each subunit will require a rebuilding plan that achieves the recovery of each management subunit 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.  That motion passed fifteen to one with abstention and that concludes the SSC’s comments on the red snapper assessment.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Steve.  Are there questions?

MR. TEEHAN:  A question on the motion for the OFL recommendations for 2010 through 2015.  It was fifteen to three with one abstention.  Could you characterize what the three no votes were about and why we had one abstention on that vote?

MR. ATRAN:  Actually, you might be looking at a different vote, but the vote for OFL was just fifteen to three and I think that covered everybody.  I don’t think anybody abstained, but the three who voted against it, on page 3 I have bulletized the primary concerns that were voiced.

One concern was that the AS 3 model was actually the most optimistic of the four models that were presented to the SSC and there was some concern that the SSC might just be going with the model that produced the best results.

There was concern that red snapper have a tendency to be dominated by periodic year classes and so if that’s the case right now, we could find ourselves back in a situation of having to reduce TAC at some point in the future.

The other primary concern that I recall being discussed was, as was pointed out by Dr. Powers and Dr. Porch, with the two stock model, even though overall these OFLs would produce a trajectory to achieve 26 percent SPR Gulf-wide, they would end up producing slightly above 26 percent in the western Gulf and slightly below 26 percent in the eastern Gulf and so there was some concern whether or not we were really achieving our objectives if that was going to be the case.  Those, from my memory and from the bullets that I put in the summary, are the reasons for those three who voted against.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Additional questions?
DR. CRABTREE:  Steve, in the reduction of 75 percent, that also corresponds to what the council has decided in the past in terms of OY being set at 75 percent of FMSY.  Was that part of the discussion at all?

MR. ATRAN:  I think the 75 percent came out of some discussions that were done at the National SSC Workshop that I’m not fully familiar with, but there was a little bit of confusion, I think, on the 75 percent of MSY versus the 75 percent of FMSY.  They’re very close, but they split up as you move forward into the future.

I know at least one SSC member later told me that he didn’t realize there was a difference there.  Some of the others, they may have realized there was a difference and they still wanted to stick with the 75 percent of MSY or 75 percent of OFL.  It’s a simpler number.  

It’s slightly more conservative in the first few years and considering that the recommendations only went out to 2015, it’s not going out far enough in the future to really have a major separation between those two values, but the 75 did come out of, I believe, the National SSC Workshop.

DR. CRABTREE:  The 75 percent has come out of a lot of things.  It was part of the old National Standard 1 Guidelines and that played into the council’s selection of it and it seems to me, given the overall uncertainties of all these things, that effectively the ABC is equivalent to the council’s measure of OY.  They differ by tens of thousands of pounds, but in terms of the management response and what actions would be taken, there would be no difference between the two.

MR. ATRAN:  That’s correct if they had set it at 75 percent of FMSY, or the yield corresponding to that.  That would have been the OY level.  By setting it at 75 percent of MSY, it’s just a few thousand pounds below the OY level.

MS. MORRIS:  I wanted to follow up on Dr. Crabtree’s question and ask the members of the SSC who are here with us today if they could elaborate on that 75 percent of OFL for the ABC, if they would be willing to just echo what Steve said or add any more understanding to that.

DR. POWERS:  We have myself and Steve Szedlmayer and Joe Powers who are here and so that probably covers the range of opinions.  There were some that believed that we could go higher than 75 percent.  Some of us were obviously more conservative and so 75 percent, in some ways, was a compromise figure.  That’s kind of my recollection of it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Sean, can you give us a little more background as to where this conservative number comes from and why as opposed to -- You said you could go higher or you could go lower or whatever, but what’s the basis for it I guess is where I’m headed.

DR. POWERS:  When I said we could go higher, that was my opinion as one SSC member.  The reason was this dichotomy, this mismatch, between the age composition and the indices we showed.  That was the main thing.  

We had heard some conversation in there that the age composition from the fisheries dependent data was not totally random, which is an element that many believe is the reason we suspect that it might be biased.  The anecdotal information we’ve heard from people saying that there’s more and more red snapper in the eastern section weighed heavily on some SSC member’s minds when they were viewing this as probably going up a little higher.

The other SSC members felt that without data to resolve the discrepancy between the age composition and the indices that we must go more conservative.  Again, it was brought up that the model, even though it down weights the importance of the age composition, the age composition is still in the AS 3 model.  

It’s still a large driver of the model, but it was brought up by some of the SSC members that it’s natural when you down weight the importance of the age composition the indices of abundance will give you a better fit.  That’s just a product of the model and so the fact that we had better fits in the AS 3 model didn’t really convince a lot of the more conservative members of the panel.  That’s kind of the background.

DR. SHIPP:  Sean, I was at that meeting and I’m going to go through a recollection of something and tell me whether I’m correct or not.  I recall that the vote was thirteen to three to accept that model, but that during the discussion of uncertainty, those three more conservative members said that if we moved up the date of the new benchmark they wouldn’t be so concerned about that uncertainty and would be willing to go to a higher number and so tell me if my recollection is correct.

DR. POWERS:  I remember that conversation.  I don’t really remember if it was those three that said that, other than the panel had a general consensus that if we moved up the benchmark, moved the benchmark up, obviously there’s less uncertainty, because we’re not projecting as far in advance.  In fact, that’s why we argued over whether we would accept one year or two years or three years in making recommendations.

Your memory is correct, but I’m just not sure it’s those same three that were the dissenting votes, but remember -- In fact, I know one of the dissenting votes in that was because they wanted a higher ABC and two of them wanted a lower.

DR. CRABTREE:  One thing I would point out to you though is their selection of 75 percent of the overfishing level does coincide with the council’s selection of the optimum yield level, which is the target that we have selected.  I think really even if their ABC was higher that you would still need to set things at the OY, optimum yield, level.  

That’s the target that’s in the FMP and what we’ve selected and that’s similar to what we’ve done with the greater amberjack rebuilding plan.  We’re fishing at the optimum yield level, 75 percent of the OFL.  We’re doing that, I believe, for greater triggerfish.  That’s what we did with gag when we were looking at ending overfishing there.

Really, this level is what we as a council have selected in the fishery management plan.  Now, if you wanted to change that, you would have to come in through a plan amendment and take a look at that, but both of these things coincide pretty well.

DR. POWERS:  Let me respond.  Clearly, Dr. Crabtree, that was in the back of some of the SSC members’ minds when they were making that.  I would say it probably influenced over half of them, that essentially their expectation was that the council would adopt that more conservative approach and so why don’t we go ahead and adopt that same approach.

MS. MORRIS:  It seems like you ended up with a very strong majority, fifteen, supporting this ABC.  It’s good to know that you had that robust discussion leading up to that and so thank you.
I wanted to bring up another issue and it’s this strong recommendation from the SSC that we revise our rebuilding plan to look at the west and the east differently, in order to address this slower, truncated recovery that the models predict for the east.

Certainly we can’t do that in the amendment that we’re talking about today, but some discussion about a way forward and what process would we have to follow to follow-up on that recommendation.  Would it be a new reef fish amendment or what would we have to do?

MR. ATRAN:  What the council would have to do -- Ultimately, it would require an amendment in order to modify the IFQ program and as I said before, probably go out to a referendum, but in terms of determining exactly what should be done in order to provide the most efficient assessment of the stock, that would probably be, I imagine, kicking it back to the SSC and maybe the Science Center to determine exactly where this dividing line should be and what degree of mixing might be occurring between the eastern and western components.
MR. TEEHAN:  Steve said the “R” word and this is to Shep, I guess.  If we did split the units east and west, as far as the IFQ is concerned, would this be substantive enough to require another referendum?

MR. GRIMES:  This is necessarily going to be based on some speculation.  I guess if you divided it up, you would assign quota to east and west Gulf, but overall, you wouldn’t affect what quota share individuals had.  Based on my understanding of it, I guess I would be inclined to say no, that I don’t think you would have to go back to a referendum for it, but maybe if -- I think the details would end up dictating that.

If you had somebody who lived in the Keys and they were assigned western Gulf quota share, it would be a different story and so I guess it would depend on how you decided individuals were assigned east versus west share.

DR. SHIPP:  The maps we saw earlier indicated that the dividing line was the mouth of the river, but this is a really, really important issue if we ever go in that direction.  The scientific literature suggests that Mobile Bay is the transition line and not the Mississippi River.  

That has a lot of political implications about the Alabama and the Mississippi fishery.  Yes, it would have to go back to the Science Center, but that’s something that shouldn’t be just casually swept under the rug.  That’s a really important thing.

MS. WILLIAMS:  I really don’t understand what you’re talking about as far as quota shares as they relate to IFQs east versus west.  The quota shares that were given out was based on the total TAC and what your percentages of your landings were over time.

As you know, the fishermen do not just fish east and west and those landings we have heard that the fishermen actually fished from Florida all the way to Texas and I know there was a great abundance of the red snapper back when they were landing those fish from Alabama all the way to Texas.

You had a lot of your Florida vessels go over towards Louisiana and Texas and fished.  We’ve recently heard that some of your Florida vessels that would go over to fish off of Louisiana as well as Texas and some Alabama, because of the abundance of the fish, they’re not having to travel as far when they are fishing.

I really don’t understand how you would assign based on the way that the entire ITQ program was set up.  It was on the total TAC, like I said, and it was based on the landings and the landings had, like I said -- 

Those vessels fished the entire Gulf coastal states and so I don’t know why you would have to go back and assign an east coast IFQ and a west coast IFQ and then, once again, you would have to draw some kind of a line.  It just seems like we’re really trying to complicate the IFQ program, because it really has nothing to do with east and west.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Remember, as Dr. Shipp said, this is going to take a lot of work and we’re not going to try to do anything right away and so I would like to move on, please, and get to Item Number c and Carrie.

RED SNAPPER AP RECOMMENDATIONS
DR. CARRIE SIMMONS:  It’s Tab B, Number 6, the Advisory Panel Summary.  The Red Snapper Advisory Panel met jointly with the Scientific and Statistical Committee December 1 and 2 in Kenner, Louisiana.  Mr. Gill was there with me and Myron stopped in.  We had excellent attendance, with only one member that wasn’t there.

They heard the stock assessment jointly and then we broke out into a separate room and began our discussion.  The panel unanimously elected Mike Nugent as the chair and Herb Malone as the vice chair and then we had several new members and so they were interested in the process and because I think we hadn’t met in about two years, they were interested in knowing where their motions went and what the council did with those and where those appeared in the Reef Fish Committee and full council.  

They made some motions about that and they asked that before I give the council the report that they saw it and so that was the first motion and we did that and the second motion was that after the Reef Fish Committee Report is complete and the full council motions have been passed that they receive a copy of that by email, so they have a better understanding of where their recommendations and motions were used or not used and why.  We are planning on doing that.

They had several specific questions about the Scientific and Statistical Committee taking into account socioeconomic impacts when setting the acceptable biological catch and how that was completed.  The majority of the advisory panel members felt that the updated stock assessment still did not accurately depict what they were seeing out on the water, which was a rebounded stock that was no longer overfished.

In the commercial sector, they were concerned about the commercial bottom longline fishery in the western Gulf fifty fathoms or greater and that those large red snapper were no longer in the fishery dependent dataset and for the recreational sector, they were concerned about the low sample sizes of aged red snapper, which was apparent on Table 16 of the assessment report.

After further discussions, they made a motion that in the fishery independent studies for red snapper Gulf-wide that artificial reefs and oil rigs be surveyed and included in the data, including multiple survey methods not limited to vertical line, hooks, and video monitoring.  This motion passed with one opposed and three abstaining.

They made an additional motion about given that spawning red snapper occur both on mud and on the shelf and on artificial reefs, including rigs, that the panel recommends the council request NMFS investigate improved methods to measure the spawning stock abundance, including the egg and larvae surveys.  This motion passed unanimously.

They also were in favor of the same shrimp effort rebuild model that the SSC ended up selecting and they requested that the council make this measure available for the 2010 recreational season, even if by emergency action, as soon as possible.

In the future, they felt like because the SSC hadn’t selected their preferred model yet that it would be more beneficial that the Red Snapper Panel be convened at the conclusion of the SSC meeting, with one SSC presenter remaining at the meeting with the panel to review the presentation materials.  This motion passed with one opposition.

Then they suggested opening the red snapper season earlier, even if the season length was not increased, and this was mainly due to hurricanes and after a major hurricane there’s no hotels and businesses open, even if the fishery is open.  They recommended that they open the red snapper recreational season the second Saturday of April.

Then they began discussion on the regional management of red snapper in the Gulf of Mexico and they were very concerned about commercial vessels traveling away from home port.  It could cause these individual fishing quotas to be recalculated and additional concerns included the eastern Gulf possibly being closed and fishers traveling to the western Gulf to fish and increasing fishing pressures either on the eastern or western Gulf.

The panel made a motion to recommend that the council not consider regional red snapper management at this time and the motion passed with one opposition.

They also began discussing accountability measures and the process that various for-hire groups had made as far as suggesting ways to increase accountability in the for-hire sector and these validation methods that were involved and they recommended that a mandatory electronic logbook program be implemented for all for-hire vessels.  The motion passed with two opposed.

Then they began discussions regarding the regulations and the confusion over when the red snapper season opened and when it closed.  The panel recommended that for the regulations to use a 1:00 AM opening time and an 11:00 PM closing time for the recreational red snapper season.  The motion passed with no opposition.

Next, the panel discussed requiring vessel monitoring systems for all for-hire vessels and members from the commercial fishery explained how these systems worked, but a motion was made to require all for-hire vessels in the Gulf of Mexico to have a vessel monitoring system.  This motion failed by a vote of three to seven with four abstentions.  Mr. Chairman, that concludes my report.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  Questions?  Seeing none, we will move on then to Item V, Tab B, Number 7, Review of the Draft Regulatory Amendment.  You’re up again, Carrie.

RED SNAPPER REGULATORY AMENDMENT

REVIEW OF DRAFT REGULATORY AMENDMENT
DR. SIMMONS:  Based on Amendment 27/14, the council set a total allowable catch at five million pounds until the 2009 red snapper update assessment was complete.  We just heard about that and under the harvest restriction and rebuilding plan, there was a greater than 50 percent probability of ending overfishing and based on what we’ve just heard, these management goals have been achieved and so after the December SSC recommendations, a small team of us quickly got together and we attempted to come up with a reasonable range of alternatives.
The purpose of this regulatory amendment is to consider an increase in total allowable catch, which is called the stock annual catch limit now, and make the resulting recreational and commercial quotas consistent with the goals of the Gulf Council and Magnuson.  Mr. Chairman, would you like to go straight to the management alternatives or are there questions?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Any questions?

DR. CRABTREE:  I have just some general edits and things that I think we ought to change to the document.  For one, if everybody has it in front of them, it talks a lot about -- If you look at the title of it, it says “To Set 2010 Management Measures for Red Snapper” and I think it probably would be more accurate to say to set catch levels for red snapper, because we are trying to get these -- Really, the only thing in the document is to raise the TAC and raise the quotas and we’re trying to get it done in 2010 and we may well come in next year and be raising the TAC again, provided we are able to keep the fishery from not going over the quotas and things we’ve set.

The way the regulations are set up, these quotas are going to go into the regulations and they’ll be there until we change them.  That may be next year, but we’ll have to wait and see on that.  I think we ought to go through the document and instead of titling things to set 2010 catch levels, we ought to just say to change catch levels.

Then the other thing I think we need to careful with and the document gets back to this discussion we just had with the value of OY versus the ABC.  In fact, there’s some statements in here about how the ABC is more conservative than OY and there’s one that says that it might be argued that we aren’t going to be able to achieve OY.

I think we ought to just recognize right upfront in this that the ABC and OY are effectively the same numbers.  There are some differences and some nuances in how you would calculate them, but from a management perspective, they are so close that neither one is any more conservative than the other and we wouldn’t be led to any different management decisions or anything else, because the difference between them is so slight.

Rather than emphasizing the difference, I think the tone of the document ought to really emphasize that they’re effectively the same.  That’s just a couple of general comments on the document that I think need to be cleaned up.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Roy.  Other questions or comments?  Carrie, does that finish you up?

DR. SIMMONS:  Did you want to go through the alternatives?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Yes, please.

DR. SIMMONS:  On page 41 are the management alternatives and so we’re going to set red snapper total allowable catch and just take off for 2010.  Is that correct?  Alternative 1 is the status quo alternative from Amendment 27/14, using the same allocations of commercial being 2.55 and recreational being 2.45 million pounds, respectively.

The anticipated recreational season for that particular alternative was thirty-four to forty days before the quota was projected to be met and for all of these alternatives, the actual season length will be determined sometime after the 2009 data is completely analyzed.  Is that correct, Andy, and they’ll be released by the National Marine Fisheries Service sometime in April, before the fishing season begins?

DR. CRABTREE:  This is how I envision this will go.  Because we still don’t have all of the numbers that we need and there are some issues with Wave 5 and I don’t believe we have the Texas numbers in their entirety yet and I don’t believe we have the headboat numbers yet and so we haven’t taken a framework action in a long time, but assuming that you go ahead and select a preferred alternative and vote to submit this to the Secretary at this meeting, we will then publish a proposed rule.

There will be what I would guess would be a thirty-day comment period.  We would try to publish the proposed rule by the end of February if we could and the comment period in March and respond to the comments and publish a final rule in late April or May.

In that final rule -- By that time, we will have all of the landings numbers in hand and in that final rule, we would announce when the closure date of the fishery is going to be, based on the new quota that you select and that would be done.

Then we would also, when that rule becomes effective, release the additional quota into the commercial fishermen’s IFQ accounts.  My guess is that’s going to be made.  Now, that is later than we’ve done this in previous years.  I think last year we announced the closure date in March sometime, but we obviously can’t announce the closure date of the fishery until we determine what the quota is going to be and that has to go through the process.

There are -- When you go through these alternatives, you will see our preliminary estimates of what these seasons would be for each of these alternatives and based on the data we have now and assuming the Texas and headboat data are like previous years, under status quo of five million pounds, the recreational season would be from thirty-four to forty days.

Under the Alternative 2, which is a TAC of 6.95 million pounds, the season would be from fifty-one to sixty days and under Alternative 3, which is a TAC of 6.02 million pounds, the season would range from forty-three to fifty-one days.

The reason there’s a range on that is because that depends on what you assume about what the average fish size is going to be next year.  We have, for the last few years, seen increases in the average fish size and so I think that range is from assuming no increase in average fish size for next year to assuming a 15 percent increase in average fish size next year and we haven’t made a decision about how that would go, but that’s my view right now on kind of where we stand and the best guidance I can give you on timing and where things might turn out.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is there committee discussion?

MR. RIECHERS:  Roy, if you could, refresh my memory or we may have to have Andy come to the mic and try to speak to it, but if we were to consider April 1, which was the recommendation from the AP panel, what would that do to season length?  

I know there were some seasonal differences when we discussed this in the past, but I don’t exactly remember what those were and if you might be able to kind of give us some indication of whether you thought that would either lengthen the season or reduce the total number of days if we were to do something like that.  Maybe the AP had some discussion in that regard, Carrie, I don’t know.

DR. CRABTREE:  I guess if you want we can ask Andy to come up.  In my view, we don’t really have any way to estimate that, because we don’t have any fishing that’s taken place at that time of year for some time now and the fishery has obviously changed quite a bit and so I’m not sure that it would make any difference really in the number of days and Andy can comment on that.

If you want to get this done for this year, we really can’t -- That’s not an alternative that’s been looked at or is included in this regulatory amendment.  I think something along those lines would be something for a future season, because I don’t know that we could get that done in time for this year.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Andy, do you have comments?

MR. ANDY STRELCHECK:  In speaking to historical data, we always saw a trend that the highest landings were May and June and declined throughout the season until October, when the season was ending, but that was during a six-month season and to be expected, landings would be highest as soon as the season opened, because the fishery has been closed for six months and as fish are harvested, there’s going to be less legal-sized fish available to land during the season.

Now that the season has gotten down to two months, two-and-a-half months, I think it’s probably reasonable to assume that shifting the season to a different time period probably wouldn’t affect the season length at all.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You’ve got a lot of different weather to deal with, on the private recreational especially, that would be caught out with that, but it might be a good idea, Roy, to go ahead and open it up in April and let it run all the way through October and that way we could get this vital information that we all need so bad.

DR. CRABTREE:  If you’ll recall, Vernon, all the regulations provide and the statute provides for me is the authority to close the fishery when the quota is caught and so the start date was set in Amendment 14/27 in June.  Now, you could change that through a framework, I believe, Steve, but obviously if you’re talking April sometime, we don’t have time to get that done now.

MR. GILL:  Roy touched on the point, but we’re trying to get a TAC increase online just as fast as we can and so I think the mindset of this committee, with all deference to Robin’s question, is that we leave the document as is and deal with it and get it ongoing to get the TAC increase on the street as soon as possible and to the extent that we burden it with any changes, we’ll diminish either the time or the possibility to do that.

Just for a heads-up, once we finish dealing with this regulatory amendment, I intend to request the floor to discuss initiating additional action to deal with such questions as opening of the season, et cetera, and I think we would be prudent in doing so and I’ll discuss it more when we get to that point.

MR. RIECHERS:  I don’t want anyone to fall under the misimpression that -- We had explored this notion and I think Dr. Shipp explored it first, about moving that season date.  Our AP recommendation came and they also wanted to talk about that.  

We basically made our decision at the November meeting that we were going to probably stick with June 1 and we wouldn’t have time to do it if we deferred that notion to this meeting, but I do think we owe it some discussion as we move forward, in case there is any opportunity to lengthen that season by changing those dates or if it fits the fishery in a better way, because our notion is not just about that TAC, but it’s about what’s more profitable to those people.  That’s what we need to be looking at.

DR. SIMMONS:  Just a quick comment.  The AP I think recognizes that it would probably take some time and so this may not happen until 2011.  They just wanted to put it out on the table and most importantly are happy that we have the amendment in front of you right now.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We should pick up some comments at public testimony also about this and so we could see, as Robin described, what would be best for these folks.

MS. WILLIAMS:  When you take your lunch break, if you will, I had staff send out by email a couple of papers.  It’s about a research set-aside program that the Mid-Atlantic does and it’s ways that both the commercial industry and the recreational industry can fish, especially for your recreational industry and your for-hire sector, even when the season is closed.

I’m not suggesting that we are here to give fish away to anyone.  I think we’re in desperate need of some data answers and I think that there’s ways to get that, by looking at the way that other councils have operated, and so if you could over your lunch break take a look at that document.

I also know that staff emailed it to everyone that she has the email addresses on and I’ll try and talk with others about it and I don’t know if we can even -- I don’t know if we can do this now or not and I’m not trying to hold up with us setting a TAC, because I know that we’ve got to move forward with that, but I’m just asking that you look at it and think about it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Kay.  Further discussion?

MR. GILL:  Are you ready for motions now, Mr. Chairman?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I’ve got a hold-on over here and so hang on just a minute.

MR. RIECHERS:  Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to go down the list and get the Socioeconomic Panel Report and the other reports and then deal with it and come back to this?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Robin, where are those at?  I don’t see them on my agenda.
MR. RIECHERS:  B-7a and B-7b is what they’re listed as here.  They’re under Item V on your agenda, under the whole context of the regulatory amendment.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Who do we have here to present those?  Steve, are you going to do it?

MR. ATRAN:  Assane will do that.

SOCIOECONOMIC PANEL REPORT
DR. ASSANE DIAGNE:  I’ll give you a summary of the SEP report.  They SEP met via a webinar and Mr. Minton was the council member in attendance.  The purpose of our meeting was to evaluate the methods that we will use to analyze the economic effects included in this amendment.

Following a review of the management alternatives proposed in the document, we discussed essentially four things.  The first one included the methods used to assess the economic impacts and that essentially relied on an input/output model developed by NMFS, but modified by the Southeast Region to accommodate it to our needs.  Dr. Holliman did that.

Following that, we presented the analysis that we wanted to use to measure the impacts on the commercial sector and essentially, what we did there is we evaluated the alternatives based on the changes in gross revenues.

The third subject, if you would, that was discussed had to do with the methods that were used to evaluate the effects on the recreational sector and those were based essentially on changes in consumer and producer surpluses.  Finally, we did discuss the social implications of the alternatives proposed in the regulatory amendment.

After extensive discussions, the SEP passed a motion, which reads as follows: The SEP supports the methods described for the analysis of the social and economic effects of the proposed regulatory changes, given existing data limitations.  They did put a stress on the data limitations.

The major data limitation that I would mention has to do with potential behavioral changes in the fishery.  We do not know at this point what commercial fishermen would do if you give them, for example, more quota, whether they will readjust the lengths of their trips or readjust the frequency of their trips, essentially impact their cost structure to change their net operating revenue.

Another thing that could happen is it may be the case that with increased quota they can change their targeting behavior and that will also impact their bottom line.  The absence of that information led us to essentially just limit the analysis on the commercial sector to changes in revenues.

Another limitation that I will mention before finishing is the fact that for estimating economic impacts we do not have information pertaining to the headboat sector and so those were excluded, essentially, from the economic impacts that are provided in the document.  That would conclude my report.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Assane.  I’ve finally got the right agenda here.  The one I had previously didn’t have you on it and so I apologize for that.  

MS. MORRIS:  Assane, it seems like the SEP specifically talked about the situation where we are increasing the recreational harvest, but the season might be shorter because of overages in the past year and how do we show a positive economic benefit from that?  It’s in the report, but if you could just talk about it a bit, that would be helpful.

DR. DIAGNE:  Essentially, to that issue, for the analysis on the recreational sector, the baseline that we used is not the seventy-five-day season that basically is in effect right now, but the season that would be expected accounting for the overages in the previous season, the season that would be expected without any increase in TAC.  I believe that that baseline would be somewhere in the neighborhood of thirty to forty-one days.

That was the baseline and then we compared that to Alternatives 2 and 3, which would, compared to that new baseline, if you would, be improvements.  That would explain the positive effects that you see throughout the document.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Further comments or questions for Assane?  Steve, are you going to make a presentation on 7b, Dr. Branstetter?  Shep, you’ll do that?  Thank you.

PROPOSED REGULATIONS
MR. GRIMES:  If you would look at Tab 7b in your briefing book, there are only two changes to the regulations and if you look into the regulatory amendment, it specifies the quota.  The only changes would be to change the commercial quota and it will be 3.542 million pounds and the recreational quota will be 3.403 million pounds.  That’s about as straightforward a regulatory change as we ever make.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is that why you handled it?

MR. GRIMES:  Yes, sir.

COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  It’s nice to be back.  That leads us into the Committee Recommendations.  Bob, you’re always good for a recommendation one way or the other.

MR. GILL:  Sorry to jump the gun there earlier.  I would like to move that we set Action 1, Alternative 2 as our preferred alternative.

MR. TEEHAN:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We have a motion and a second by Mr. Teehan.  Is there discussion?

MS. MORRIS:  I support the motion and I hope it passes unanimously, but I want to ask why this particular action doesn’t address the part of National Standard 1 that requires us to think about the management uncertainty in different sectors.  We know we have much stronger management certainty in the commercial sector than we do in the recreational sector and these alternatives don’t take that into account.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think they do in a way, because they’re looking at 75 percent of the proposed ABC as opposed to going to 100 percent of it, which we have done, and so they’ve already got conservatism in it.

MS. MORRIS:  Right, but, Vernon, it assumes the same level of management uncertainty across all sectors when we know that our management certainty is not the same in all sectors.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Can someone answer that?

DR. CRABTREE:  Largely I think because staff put this together on a very tight timeline and had no guidance from the council on how you might want to proceed with it.  You do have issues with respect to red snapper in terms of how this is set up and the accountability measures.

We have essentially followed the statute in terms of ACLs and AMs for red snapper.  The statute requires us to have a quota for red snapper and it requires a quota for the recreational fishery and a quota for the commercial fishery and we have treated those quotas as if they were ACLs.

The statute also requires that we close the fisheries to prevent either quota from being exceeded and we have treated those as the accountability measures and so they really weren’t ever established in one of your fishery management plans.  They’re basically in the statute.

Now, you could come in and try to change that in terms of how you specify ACLs.  You could, as Julie suggested, take into account management uncertainty in the recreational fishery.  You could come back in and look at do you want to provide paybacks?  Often people ask me is there a payback and there is not.  We do not deduct the recreational overage from their quota for the next season.  We do that in greater amberjack, but we don’t do that in red snapper and so essentially, the council hasn’t really addressed those.  We’ve just operated based on what the statute has laid out for us.

The other thing I would point out to you is in terms of overfishing and how we defined it, what we ought to do is at least in the interim period between assessments, we ought to define overfishing as exceeding the overfishing level, which in this case in this fishery now, is nine-point-something million pounds.

Even if we have some overrun of the quota, that doesn’t mean we’re overfishing, because the overfishing level would be that kind of thing.  Now, we’re going to take every step we can to try and not exceed the ABC, because our ability to increase the quota again next year is contingent on our staying within the quotas this year, but I think what you’re talking about, Julie, is something that the council would have to address with staff and I would have to rely on Shepherd as to whether that could be done through a framework action or not, but I don’t think it could be done through this framework action.  Maybe it could, Shepherd, but I don’t know.  I would have to rely on you.

MS. MORRIS:  I just wanted to raise the topic.  I don’t want us to flail ourselves talking about it at this meeting, but it does seem like something that needed to be raised and discussed at this point.

MR. GRIMES:  I think operationally that would be what you -- You would set a TAC, but you would end up with a quota that was reduced at, again, some level below the catch allowance or the TAC for the recreational sector, which would be the equivalent of setting the ACT, or annual catch threshold, a little bit below what the actual quota was.

I suspect that is something that you could -- You could do it via the framework.  You’re setting quotas and you’re setting total allowable catch and it’s up to you whether you want to go down that road.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Roy, some of the industry is confused, because they don’t understand why we set ACLs and ACTs for the grouper species and some of the others, but we don’t have to do it for red snapper, because they thought that the Act said that we have to set it for everything, especially our overfished species.  Could you explain that a little better for them?

DR. CRABTREE:  You do have to have ACLs for all of your species, but ACTs are an optional thing.  Now, we did set ACTs for gag and red grouper and that was a council choice.  

Now, there are provisions in the guidelines, I believe it’s in one of the response to comments, where the Fisheries Service recognizes that some councils may feel that they already have management measures on the book that meet the requirements for annual catch limits and accountability measures and red snapper is one of those cases.  I will argue that we do have annual catch limits in place for red snapper.

A quota is an annual catch limit.  It’s a limit on the amount of fish you’re allowed to catch within a year and so it is effectively an annual catch limit, as is the in-season closure provision is the accountability measure, along with the IFQ now in the commercial fishery.  Is that getting at your question?

MS. WILLIAMS:  Except for one other thing.  I know that there’s been discussion that on the recreational fisheries, especially because of the way that -- When we get our data, that it would sort of be like a rolling average or something across two or three years.

DR. CRABTREE:  That is something that you have done in I think some of the other fisheries or at least are considering, but that’s not the instance in this fishery and I would have to rely on Shepherd, but I don’t know that the Act would allow you to do that for red snapper, because the Act says you will have a recreational quota and you will close the fishery when it’s hit.

I don’t know if you would have the flexibility to treat that as a rolling average or not and I’m not sure if Shepherd has thought about that, because it hasn’t come up, but that is a choice you could make at least in other fisheries and the Guidelines provide for that.

MS. WILLIAMS:  The reason I mention that is because with the rolling average, we would have a little more flexibility than what we seem to have now is all.
MR. GRIMES:  I haven’t thought much about that at all, but I guess my initial answer is I think I have real problems with that, because the statute does require a closure when the quota is reached and a rolling average would not do that, at least not so that I understand it.  

Now, maybe you could develop a program whereby there was some flexibility in the quota annually based on averaging it, but you have to have some sort of hard cap every year and when you reach it or project that you will reach it, you must close the fishery.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  The problem is we don’t have time data on the recreational fishery to actually allow us to do that.  We have to project and hope that it works out and we find out later if it did or did not.  Right, Roy?

DR. CRABTREE:  That’s true right now with any of these recreational fisheries.  There’s quite a bit of projections.  We project with commercial fisheries often, but it’s a matter of projecting a couple of weeks, but in the case of red snapper, the season is short enough that you have to project the closure date before the season even starts.

Now, there is a lot of interest and a lot of discussions in MRFSS and MRIP and one of the upgrades would be going to a one-month wave as opposed to the current two-month waves and that would be a significant improvement, in my view, and make it a lot easier to deal with these, but in the case of red snapper, because you would still have the processing delays, you still probably wouldn’t be able to actually do an in-season adjustment with the season at its current length.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I’ve got a motion on the floor and a second.  It’s on the board, to make in Section 3, Action 1, to make Alternative 2 the preferred alternative.  Total allowable catch would be 6.945 million pounds in 2010.  Is there discussion to the motion?  Any opposition to the motion?  Hearing none, the motion carries.

MR. TEEHAN:  Do we need to make a motion to recommend to the council to send this to the Secretary or do we do that at full council?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think we do it at full council, if I’m not mistaken.  This will be part of the report and then as the report goes on, we’ll make that motion then.  

MR. GILL:  Would this be the appropriate time to talk about an additional action regarding red snapper?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Yes, if you keep it kind of short.

MR. GRIMES:  I just wanted to mention at some point the regulations that are included in your book will need to be deemed necessary and appropriate and submitted with your regulatory amendment.  You can just wait and do that at full council or you can do it in committee, as you deem appropriate.

MR. GILL:  We’ve had a discussion about numerous issues regarding red snapper around the table this morning and I suspect there is interest in perhaps half a dozen of them and so it seems to me to be appropriate to take these things into consideration and to do that, we’ll need to initiate action to allow a look at things like opening dates, regional management, TAC distribution, a host of them that I don’t even know all the answers to.  To do that, I would like to move that we initiate action to review red snapper update changes and potential management plan changes.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Do we have a second?

MS. MORRIS:  I’ll second it, but I don’t know what it means.  Please tell us what you mean.

MR. GILL:  We’ve talked here today, for example, about the opening date of the recreational red snapper season.  We clearly can’t do it in the current regulatory amendment and get it through, but it warrants discussion.

We have a TAC change for 2010 and 2011 coming downstream and we really haven’t talked about, nor can we, about whether we just want to go with the existing management plan handling of it or we want to make changes to that.

We obviously talked and have a recommendation from the SSC regarding regional management of red snapper and we haven’t done that in this one either and there’s a number of other issues that need to be fleshed out.

What I’m suggesting is that we take a look at all these issues regarding red snapper and make some decisions about what we really want to look at and what we want to handle and proceed down that path and yes, it’s going to take some time to do it, but I’m looking to get started down that path and hopefully a year-and-a-half from now or something we’ll come up with some results and with whatever we wish to do, given the new state of affairs in red snapper.

DR. SHIPP:  I agree with Bob and to identify some other specifics, one of the problems we have with the recreational is the average size and part of that is due to the sixteen-inch minimum size limit.  If we went down to be consistent with the commercials, it would remove a lot of the controversy between the two sectors and it would also probably lower the average size of the fish.  That’s just one of many and I guess my question is, should we begin a new plan amendment to address these things?

MR. GILL:  Dr. Shipp, that’s what I was leaning towards, but I was going to allow staff to develop whatever the proper mechanism is to explore the suite of possible things that ought to be included and I’m looking just to take the first step and start on that step, so that we can address all of these issues, because there’s a host of them that we’ve talked about, and I’m looking to have the discussion and have the analysis and make some decisions and you’ve got to start someplace and that’s what this is attempting to do.

MS. MORRIS:  I agree with your intent, but my problem with your motion is the wording and “to initiate action”, I don’t know what that means.  It seems like what you really want is to ask staff to come to the next Reef Fish Committee meeting with a list of potential ideas of things that could be addressed in a new red snapper amendment and then the committee would discuss that and decide whether to begin work on a new red snapper amendment that would include those things.  Is that what you mean by initiate action?

MR. GILL:  No, I was a step further than that, I think, Julie.  I was looking to actually -- I don’t know whether you’re talking a framework or a FMP amendment or how this is going together, because it depends, in part, as to what’s being included.

I’m looking to take that step forward and make that change, whatever is, rather than go through the let’s see what the list is and then identify it.  It seems to me let’s acknowledge that we want to do something and we don’t know exactly what at this point and staff can drive that path in the right one that it should be.

MS. MORRIS:  The normal initial step would be to ask staff to begin developing a scoping document and then have scoping meetings on the issues in that scoping document.  Is that what you -- You want to just put it on the agenda for the next Reef Fish Committee meeting or do you want to ask for that initial step of preparing for scoping to happen?

MR. GILL:  Either would work.  I think the getting out the list first would be a tad slower, but either one would work.

MS. WILLIAMS:  If I’m understanding this correctly, to make sure that everybody is on the same page, as part of this -- I too wouldn’t call it a management plan or management plan changes, because we don’t know what we’re going to do yet.  

It would be to initiate actions to have staff to put together some scoping ideas for the management of the red snapper fishery, to include perhaps the sector separation that we asked Steve to do back in January.  

It could have changes in size limits, all of the various management measures that our AP would recommend that they would want to see some analysis done on, and the more and more that I read about some of these programs that can possibly give us answers to some of these questions that perhaps the TAC -- If could just take that little initiative that it’s going to take, that could perhaps increase the quota three or four times more than what we’re expecting by getting this information in to them, plus allowing people to fish after the quotas are caught.  If we’re going to do this, I would like to see just an entire suite of things to go to scoping.

MR. ATRAN:  I was just going to say rather than get hung up on are we talking about a scoping document or a plan amendment, whatever we bring is not going to be a completed document anyway and so let’s just call it a discussion paper that would discuss some of the issues that have been brought up at this meeting or other issues that the council may wish to discuss with regard to red snapper.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That sounds like a good idea.  Do you want to re-word your motion to reflect what Steve just said?

MR. GILL:  I would be happy to.  I move that we request staff to develop a discussion paper on potential red snapper changes and bring it to us at the next council meeting.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is there a second?

MS. MORRIS:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You have a second.  Any opposition to the motion?  Hearing none, the motion carries.  I’ve got about twelve minutes to twelve.

DR. CRABTREE:  I wanted to bring to your attention another provision in the red snapper rebuilding plan that we’re going to need to deal with and I’m not sure how you’re going to want to do it, but you will recall in Amendment 14/27 we established a target mortality reduction level for the shrimp fishery and essentially, the rule says that if stock rebuilding targets are met over the next three years and overfishing is ended, the target bycatch mortality goal for the shrimp fishery would then be decreased to 67 percent, beginning in 2011.

The change would occur only after the council and NMFS reviewed update information regarding the status of the red snapper stock and the rebuilding projections and we’ve now done that.  It appears that we’ve met our goal of ending overfishing and it seems to me that we would do this through a framework action, I guess under the shrimp plan.

I don’t know if we want to proceed with that in the Shrimp Committee, Vernon, or a joint committee or how we would want to go forward on that, but it looks to me like that’s something we need to address.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Bob, have you got a help here?

MR. GILL:  No, I don’t think so, Mr. Chairman.  I think I’ll add to the confusion that Roy introduced.  It seems to me that 27/14 created the language of the council’s desires in that regard and Roy has just explained that we have met them.  I don’t see why additional action is necessary.  The council has already established what it would like to happen and it’s now just up to the agency to implement it.

DR. CRABTREE:  I’ll defer to my attorney on the procedural question.

MR. GRIMES:  The language -- I guess Mr. Gill is incorrect.  The language in the amendment specifies that -- I’ll read it to you: Specific reduction target values indentified in Preferred Alternative 6 may not be appropriate in the future, following new assessments and scientific advice, much like future adjustments to TAC in the directed fishery.  Nevertheless, future adjustments would need to be made through the framework process outlined in Action 8 in the document.

It’s not an automatically executing thing and at this point if you change the target, understand there may be some effect down the road, but the fact that the shrimp industry is already so far above that target, it is going to have no regulatory effect.  It’s not like you’re implementing closures now in order to achieve that reduction and while it’s something your plan had envisioned, it’s not like it’s going to result in immediate benefits to anybody in the fishing industry.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  To go back to your question, Roy, I think we should probably find out where we’re at from the Shrimp Committee and get Dr. Nance to look at it and see where we’re at and his projections and then we’ll see if we need to address it.

MS. MORRIS:  I would like to follow-up on one of the SSC recommendations and so I’m going to offer a motion.  It’s that the council request advice from the SSC on study design and schedule for additional fisheries independent research to address the current uncertainty in age structure of red snapper.
MR. TEEHAN:  Second.

MS. MORRIS:  I have a second and did you hear that, Vernon?  Okay.  This is to -- It seems like Clay was very clear that we need additional fisheries independent data and Sean as well to figure out what’s going on with this signal about the age structure and it seems like we ought to give a high priority to moving forward with that and so having a study design and a schedule for it might be an initial step.

MR. RIECHERS:  I’m certainly not opposed to the motion, but I guess I want a little clarification from the Center.  It seemed to me like they were already in the path of study design and that sort of thing, given the additional dollars they were receiving.

Certainly it would be great if our SSC could review it and in fact, I was going to ask Bonnie if we have a Data Collection Committee meeting at the next meeting to update us on those additional dollars and the resources you talked about and where they’re going, because I think that would be useful for not only the council to hear, but the public to hear.

If we may, we may turn to Bonnie and see if she thinks she can maybe address some of these issues and how the SSC could interplay with your staff in that development.

DR. PONWITH:  We would certainly rely on the broader scientific community to provide input in how we can get the absolute most out of the dollar for any advancements in the fishery independent sampling that we could do and so getting input from the SSC would be valuable.

I’m interested in what kinds of advancements in advanced technologies in sampling have become ripe since the last time we did design work on these, because basically, this would represent an opportunity to revisit how we’re doing and the idea is to make as few changes as possible over time, so you don’t disrupt the continuity of the data that you get, but if you get an influx of resources, use that as the time that you would actually revisit your current procedures.  

Absolutely we would like to get some additional input from the broader scientific community.  That said, we need to balance the desire for getting that information with the other desire, which is to enhance our fishery independent survey as promptly as possible, so that we could get a benchmark that actually incorporated new information.  That’s the tension that we’re grappling with, but at this point, I would say yes, we do intend to consult heavily on this.

MS. MORRIS:  The intention is not to slow down the work that you’re planning to do to address this, Bonnie.  The intention is to speed it up and get it done more quickly and so that’s the goal.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We have a motion on the floor.  Any objection to the motion?  Hearing none, the motion carries.  That takes us to about five to twelve.

MS. WILLIAMS:  I was just going to mention, in regards to what Mr. Gill said, the Shrimp AP did move that the council request that NMFS implement the Action 6 preferred alternative in that Amendment 27/14 by reducing the shrimp bycatch target.  

It was also discussed I believe at the SSC and I’ll have to go back to look to see if I can find that discussion and I thought Clay, in his presentation, also referred to this particular paragraph as far as this Preferred Alternative 6 that was in 27/14, but I’m sure the Shrimp Committee will take an in-depth look at that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We’re going to break for lunch now.  We’re scheduled to be back here at 1:30 and so we’ll see everybody then.

(Whereupon, the meeting recessed at 11:55 a.m., February 2, 2010.)

- - -

TUESDAY AFTERNOON SESSION

- - -

The Reef Fish Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council reconvened in the Midnight Ballroom of the Battle House Hotel, Mobile, Alabama, Tuesday afternoon, February 2, 2010 and was called to order at 1:30 p.m. by Chairman Vernon Minton.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We’ll go back to the agenda and that takes us, I believe, down to Item VI and I’m going to switch things around just a little bit and ask staff to give me the report on the scoping meeting summaries and then we’ll go back to the options paper.
OPTIONS PAPER FOR AMENDMENT 32
MR. GILL:  I think it would be appropriate at some point, and at your consideration, Mr. Chairman, that we talk about the issue raised in the Ecosystem Committee about removing sector separation out of this document and if you recollect, in the Ecosystems Committee, we copied, with additions, the discussion in this document into the ACL/AM. 

The next step is, if the committee so agrees, to remove it from this document and that would preclude spending time discussing it if that’s the way the committee wishes to go.  Whether you wish to do it at the onset or wait until after the scoping meetings, in which it was included, is your call, sir, but my suggestion is we do it early in the game, so when Steve goes through 32 we don’t sit discussing something that the committee may wish to excise.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I don’t really know how to go with that, Bob.  I think it would be good if we got some input from the public as to what they feel about it and then maybe you could make your motion at that point, but he said we’re going to go through it in the review and so it seems like we got the information and we might want to at least listen to it and then come back and you can make your motion if you would like.

MR. GILL:  You’re talking in committee after scoping summaries?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Yes.

MR. GILL:  That’s fine with me.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  Steve, are you going to handle this?

SCOPING MEETING SUMMARIES
MR. ATRAN:  All three of us will handle it.  I handled some of the scoping meetings and Carrie handled some and Assane handled some and I’m not going to do a verbatim or even go into a lot of detail on the scoping meetings that I covered.

I’ve got three of them and I was just compiling, in general, what some of the comments were and how many people commented on the various actions.  I’m going to comment on Key West, Ft. Myers, and the Kenner, the New Orleans airport, scoping meetings.  Carrie will handle St. Petersburg and Panama City and I think Carrie had one other one as well and Assane is going to handle the ones out in Texas.

In Key West, we had twenty-one people attend and ten people spoke.  Nothing really related to Action 1.  Action 2, which is the sector separation item, two people spoke in opposition to sector separation.

The next section is Action 6, which deals with recreational management measures, bag limits, size limits, closed seasons.  At least in scoping meetings that I went to, I told people that what we were looking for is if we need to put some regulations in, where should we put the emphasis and what regulations are the worst and what are the best they would like to see.  The one person who commented here said that it was essential to have the longest possible season.

Fish traps was the item that gained the biggest interest down in the Keys.  Ten out of the ten people who spoke were opposed to them.  Action 8, which deals with data collection and monitoring, five people spoke in opposition to VMS on the for-hire vessels.  One person did support electronic logbook reporting.  

Grouper endorsement, we also had some people speak against.  I have five here and I’m not sure if that number was right and then some of the other general comments from Key West, some people were talking about ITQs.  They had the LAPPs and catch shares on their minds.  

Three people were opposed to catch shares and two people spoke in favor of a regional management, in which the Keys would be their own management area.  That would include both the parts that are currently in the Gulf Council’s jurisdiction and in the South Atlantic Council’s jurisdiction.

Key West was one of the areas where we did the question and answer session.  However, we did not take notes and so any comments from the question and answer session are not reflected in these reviews.  They’re just the official testimony.

In Ft. Myers, the summary states that ninety-six people attended.  I think we probably had more than ninety-six, because the room was about as packed as it could be and there were some folks wandering about in the hallway and so we probably had over a hundred.  Twenty people spoke.

As far as the status of the gag stock assessment, five of those who spoke felt that gag is getting in better shape.  They said that they’ve had better fishing this year than they’ve had in recent years.

For sector separation, five people, again, were opposed to it.  One person spoke in favor of sector separation.  It’s the only place where we had anyone speak in favor.  They felt that the charterboat industry did need their allocation.

Multiuse IFQ shares, one person favored eliminating the multiuse shares for the red grouper, but not for the gag.  On bag limits, closed seasons, size limits, five people indicated that it was important to try to keep the season open as long as possible.  One person specifically said that November through April is the most important season in southwest Florida.

Three people spoke in favor of increasing the size limits, if we had to do anything.  We did bring up the discussion of an increased discard mortality and there was a lot of disputing the release mortality numbers that we have.

One person suggested we adopt a slot limit and another person that if necessary -- Two people said that if necessary they could live with a reduced bag limit and one other person said that if we have closed seasons to try to avoid having consecutive months closed.  In other words, if we have a two-month closure like we have now, try to have the month in between open.  

Then as far as closed areas, right now the time/area closures that we have, Madison-Swanson, Steamboat Lumps, and the Edges -- I think this was in opposition to applying these to recreational fishermen.  No, this had to do with the two-month closed season to protect spawning aggregations.  One person stated that the recreational fishermen did not fish in those offshore waters where the spawning aggregations occur and so to him, it didn’t make sense to close the recreational fishery to protect the gag spawning aggregations.

Fish traps, thirteen people were opposed and, again, that was the biggest single item on which people commented.  On data collection issues, we had one person against VMS.  Two people supported electronic logbooks.  The fish tags as a way to monitor the stock, one person supported and one person opposed.

A fish stamp, six people spoke in favor of it, although one of them specified only if it was used for data collection purposes and not if it’s used as a way to limit effort and one person was opposed.  Grouper endorsement, one person was against it and VMS, I already mentioned.

Again, we had one person speak against ITQs and four people spoke in favor of regional management, with southwest Florida being the regional management area.  They felt that they have a different tourist season and this stock’s distribution is different in their area.

Thirteen of the twenty who spoke mentioned the lack of quality of the data, the flawed data, the bad data.  I forget how many adjectives they used, but they came up with quite an assortment.

Then in Kenner, Louisiana, we had seventeen people attend and nine spoke.  The sector separation was one of the items that drew the most interest.  Six people were opposed to that.  Fish traps, we also had six people speak in opposition and then we had one person speak in opposition to VMS.  Two people supported some sort of electronic logbook for a telephone or web-based reporting system.

One person spoke against fish tags.  They mentioned that they thought it was inappropriate for these types of data monitoring items to be in this particular amendment.  They suggested they be put in something else, although they didn’t specify where.  Fish stamps, two people were opposed and the grouper endorsement, two people were opposed.  VMS, I already mentioned.

Again, we had a large number of people -- Seven of the nine who spoke talked about the flawed data on which the assessment is based and that’s just a brief summary of the positions in the three scoping meetings that I covered.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Steve.  Are there questions? 

DR. DIAGNE:  We covered the hearings in Galveston and in Biloxi.  I’ll just summarize the comments and issues that were addressed.  In Galveston, twelve members of the public were in attendance and the comments that we received included the support for the sector separation, as well as opposition, but we had three who spoke in support of sector separation and two that were opposed.

In additional issues, opposition to catch shares, arguing that they would force fishermen out of the fishery, was expressed.  The data collection systems were questioned, to put it along those terms.  Someone spoke in favor of fish stamps for data collection purposes only and the same individual also indicated support for telephone or any web-based data collection system and that is the summary for Galveston.

The other hearing we conducted was in Biloxi.  We had a very small group, three members of the public.  Because of that, we were able to have a very informal discussion.  We used the PowerPoint slides as a support, but went through them maybe one by one.  After each slide, we stopped and people discussed several issues and part of the comments.

The major one was a strong opposition to fish traps and they indicated that it took such a long time to phase them out and it was difficult to understand how come we are considering reintroducing them at this moment.

We did discuss allocation and the first fish rule was also brought to the table and they indicated their support for such a management approach.  Finally, the economic report written by Brad Gentner addressing allocation was brought up and Ms. Williams indicated that that report was reviewed by the SEP and that their conclusions were presented before the council.  That will conclude the report.  Thank you.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Assane.

DR. SIMMONS:  I had two public hearings that had the roundtable format and that was St. Pete and Panama City and in Orange Beach, we had a small number of people that were attending and so it was a more informal question and answer session as well.

I’ll start with St. Pete.  We had fifty-three members of the public present and we had the roundtable questions and testimony.  We had two different rooms.  Ed Sapp received the testimony and Julie Morris led the roundtable discussions and this is across all the public hearings, but much of the testimony voiced concerns over data collection and effort estimates, particularly in the recreational sector.  Others were concerned that recent changes in regulations had not been given a chance to work before new regulations were being developed.

Approximately eight members of the public stated, and this is specifically for St. Pete, they were opposed to fish traps.  Two stated that if designs were significantly modified that they might not be opposed.

Four members stated that they were in favor of VMS and two of them were from the charter industry and two from the commercial.  Two were opposed from the charter industry for VMS and approximately three testified in favor of electronic logbooks.  Five members of the public were for sector separation and two were opposed.

Two stated that they were in favor of increased size limits for gag, particularly if it meant that they could have a longer fishing season.  One was in favor of lowering the size limit to reduce bycatch.  Four were in favor of a grouper stamp or permit or something of that, along the same lines.

Two were concerned about venting and felt that it really needed to be revisited, particularly for red and gag grouper, and two members supported the marine reserves and they were in favor of closing possibly a shallower area versus these deeper areas that were in the scoping document.

Additional comments were that maybe artificial reef areas off the west coast of Florida should be increased to add habitat for both red snapper and grouper, due to habitat being the possible limitation.  That concludes my report on St. Pete.

I’ll go straight to Orange Beach.  Again, we had a small number.  We had nine members of the public that attended.  John Greene was there as the chairman and we had five members of the public comment.  Five of them were for for-hire sector separation and four of them were for VMS, in favor of that.  Five were in favor of electronic logbooks and some individuals expressed that the private recreational sector should also be a limited entry system or have some type of limited entry for particular species that are highly targeted.

One stated that if the trap designs were tested scientifically and were modified to reduce the concerns with the previous trap enforcement that they might be in favor of the commercial sector using those.

For Panama City, we had sixty-five members of the public present.  Bill Teehan received testimony and Ed Sapp led the roundtable discussion and Dr. Branstetter was there with me as well to answer questions.

Six opposed fish traps and six opposed sector separation.  Several recreational fishers were in favor of increased size limits, particularly if they meant longer seasons, and some of the for-hire captains noted that they already had VMS, because they also fish commercially.

Two of the members stated that they were opposed to VMS and those were charterboat operators.  There was many concerns about calculating fishing effort, again, and data collections, as I mentioned earlier, and many commented on the expanding red snapper population impacting the grouper and stated that something needed to be done to address this and take this into account.

One supported time/area closures, particularly during the spawning season and spawning grounds, where the gag are aggregating for spawning, and one stated that they felt that something needed to be done with the multiuse shares for gag.  Mr. Chairman, that concludes my reports.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  Who is going to handle the written comments in a summary fashion?  Do we have anyone ready to do that?  No?

MS. MORRIS:  There is a cover sheet to the written comments that Charlene prepared that summarizes them if someone would like to read that into the record.  That would probably suffice.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Steve, would you do that for us in a brief summary?

WRITTEN COMMENTS RECEIVED
MR. ATRAN:  There is a brief summary, Tab B, Number 10, about a page-and-a-half long.  Charlene indicated the council has received forty-six emails and letters on Reef Fish Amendment 32.  The majority of them are in opposition to fish traps, opposition to the use of VMS, opposition to sector separation, and opposition to catch shares.

They felt that the council should pay closer attention to National Standard 8 and that’s, I believe, the National Standard that says we should consider the effect on communities, and in particular, the effect on the charterboat community.  Three of the letters were extremely detailed and I guess you can go through those details if you wish when you have a chance.

There was one that said that the council should not make any changes until the recreational data is improved and a suggestion that gag be managed in sub-regions.  There was also a suggestion that management uncertainty needs to be explicitly accounted for when setting the annual catch limits, annual catch targets, and accountability measures and that the gag and red grouper need to be managed not only as a single species, but also as part of a multispecies fishery.

Then there’s some bullets that detailed a third detailed letter, recommending that the council establish its management thresholds and targets consistent with National Standard 1, that we include a Magnuson-compliant rebuilding plan and timeline for gag, one that assures a high probability of success, include management based on total fishing mortality.  From that, I assume they mean the discard as well as the directed mortality.

Ensure that the management measures reduce bycatch, specify a range of annual catch limits and alternatives for red grouper, ensure that overfishing is ended and prevented through a range of accountability measures, provide improved protection for the male gag, do not allow reintroduction of fish traps, look at options to reduce effort capacity in overcapitalized fisheries, include alternatives that improve data collection and monitoring, and include alternatives for sector separation.

Then there’s some comments that didn’t fit into any particular categories, to prohibit the use of longlines and move them out to fifty fathoms.  Incidentally, I also received some of those comments in some of the scoping meetings I went to, but I didn’t include them in my summary because they weren’t part of Amendment 32.

Limit longline hooks to 500, include allocation considerations in Amendment 32, and they’re in there right now, oppose the expansion of the two-month seasonal closure, opposition to electronic logbooks, support for sort of web-based reporting, support for a grouper stamp program, but only for data collection and not for limited entry, support closed areas, reduced bag limits, reduced size limits, a slot limit. 

There was opposition to a grouper endorsement and consider a closure with alternating months and consider designating grouper as a sport fish.  As far as the first fish strategy, the written comments expressed -- There were both supporting letters and opposing letters.

By the way, on the scoping meetings that I attended, during the Q&A sessions, I think we pretty universally had opposition to a first fish caught strategy, but I did not see that in any of the official testimony.

Copies of all the comments received until I guess last Friday are in the briefing book.  I understand we have continued to get some emails coming in, but they’ve come in since the council began and so we don’t have those available.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Steve.  Now we’re going to go backwards again, back to review the options paper, and then we’ll come back.  Steve, are you going to start off that?

REVIEW OF OPTIONS PAPER AND COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATIONS
MR. ATRAN:  The options paper has nine actions in it.  Two of them have a couple of sub-actions.  Action 1 is on page 18 of the document and it is Establishing a Rebuilding Plan for gag.  This doesn’t get into the specifics of what the TACs will be and what the specific bag limits and size limits will be.  That comes later.
In order to specify a rebuilding plan, the Magnuson Act states that we need to specify a rebuilding time period that should be as short as possible, allocate both overfishing restrictions and recovery benefits fairly and equitably and for fisheries under an international agreement, reflect traditional participation in the fishery.

The international part we don’t need to be concerned with, as far as allocation.  We already have allocations set up for gag and red grouper and so mainly, that comes down to we need to specify a rebuilding time period and a target for rebuilding the gag and so we have three alternatives.

Alternative 1 is the no action alternative, do not specify a rebuilding plan.  Alternative 2 is to establish a rebuilding plan that will rebuild the stock to a level consistent with producing maximum sustainable yield in ten years or less, and that’s the maximum timeframe we’re allowed, and Alternative 3 would establish a rebuilding plan that would rebuild the gag to a level consistent with producing maximum sustainable yield in seven years or less.

The reason why we have seven years is because we had two sets of yield streams.  We had several sets of yield streams that came out of the assessment.  The rebuilding yield stream provided for a series of TACs that would be projected to rebuild the TAC in ten years or less.

We also had a yield stream at FOY as we defined OY, which is 75 percent of FMSY.  That yield stream would actually rebuild the stock in seven years.  If you wish to go to that, that’s even more of a reduction than we were looking at with the 0.82 million pounds, but it is there as an option.  Mr. Chairman, do you want to discuss these on an item-by-item basis or do you want me to just go through the document?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  What’s the committee feel?

MS. MORRIS:  We should discuss them item-by-item.

MR. GRIMES:  On this item, we need to add a five-year alternative.  The law requires the baseline to be as short as possible and in this case, rebuilding that is five years and it’s as short as possible, taking into account other factors.  As an analytical baseline, five years can be done and it should be in there and that should be used to compare.  I’m not saying that’s what we have to go with, but that is our starting point and I think you definitely need to include that alternative in the action.

MR. ATRAN:  What you didn’t mention is that five years is in the absence of fishing mortality.

MR. GRIMES:  I understand that completely, but we have case law on this very issue in basically an identical situation on the west coast with groundfish and they lost and the judge gave a lot of description about what the standard and what the law requires in terms of as short as possible being your starting point.

If you’re going to extend it, then you start with Tmin, which is as short as possible, zero fishing mortality, and then build your record for why you’re going to extend it from there.

MR. TEEHAN:  In the spirit of what Shep just said and to move this thing along, I will make a motion to establish in Action 1 an Alternative 4.  You can just use the language that’s already there and just replace either ten or seven with five.  It would be to establish a rebuilding plan that will rebuild the gag stock to a level consistent with producing maximum sustainable yield in five years.
MS. MORRIS:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We have a motion and a second.  I don’t think we need to discuss this much at all, if at all.  Is there any opposition to the motion?  Seeing none, the motion carries.

MR. ATRAN:  I guess do you want to consider preferred alternatives at this time or wait until we come back with the pre-public hearing draft?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Let me get back to you, Steve, on that.

MR. ATRAN:  As a prelude then, the next section is Action 2, Recreational Sector Separation.

MR. GILL:  To recap yesterday, we had discussion on sector separation in the Ecosystem Committee and we ultimately made and passed a motion to copy the sector separation analysis and data in Amendment 32 and incorporate it, plus additional things, into the ACL/AM Amendment.

That was largely as a result of the last council meeting, where the council passed a motion to consider sector separation in the ACL/AM document.  There’s another overriding reason for the motion I’m about to make and that is that we’re on a relatively short timeline with Amendment 32 and the issue of sector separation is indeed a difficult and complicated one and I suspect that this amendment will be considerably slowed if we included it.  I move that we delete the sector separation action and discussion in Amendment 32.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Do you want to fill that out and put it in the other amendment also as one motion?

MR. GILL:  We did that yesterday and the committee yesterday didn’t want to dictate to the Reef Fish Committee how they did it and so I think that action is already covered and our action today is whether or not we want to delete it from Amendment 32.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Is there a second?  

MS. MORRIS:  I’ll second, but I would feel more comfortable if the motion referred back to the fact that this section would be incorporated into the ACL/AM Amendment.  If the mover would accept that, that would make me more comfortable with my support for the motion.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I thought that’s what he just said that they did yesterday, but you want it upfront?  All right.  He wouldn’t let me get away with that.  We’ve got a motion and a second.

MS. WILLIAMS:  I have a couple of questions.  Shep, is Amendment 32 -- Is there a reason why 32 you feel needs to be implemented before we do our ACLs?  Is there some law requirement that’s saying that we need to do that?  That’s my first question.

MR. GRIMES:  Not expressly, I suppose, but you’re on a timeline to address the overfished and overfishing requirements and so we do have deadlines with that, which make the rebuilding and ending overfishing parts much more pressing than issues such as sector separation are necessarily going to be viewed.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Thank you.  This motion was incorporated as well as a lot of the other actions into this amendment as we give staff editorial license and they sit here and they listen to the discussions and so it was actually put in here, as well as other sections, so staff did so by our normal procedures as different things that we allow them to do as far as editorial license.

The industry was under the impression that we were going to start tackling this sector separation in this document.  I still really don’t understand why -- If we don’t want to do it, just say we don’t want to do it and it’s not a good idea, but if in fact we’re going to move as quickly as possible to get those types of answers answered for the industry, then I will support this motion, but I have to know that this is what industry wants us to do.

I would have liked to have waited until we got to full council, after listening to some public testimony on this, before I make a decision before I even hear from the public on it.  Those are my comments and thank you.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think if we go back through what we heard earlier from the scoping and also the written comments, most of what I heard were people were not for it and I think that there’s a lot of room that needs to be discovered, like you said.  I think it’s more appropriate in another amendment, because it’s going to take a lot of time to get this right.  We don’t want to rush into this and we don’t want to impede moving on 32 and so we’re kind of caught with it.  Further discussion?

MR. LARRY SIMPSON:  No discussion, Mr. Chairman, and I’m not a member of your committee, but why is it more intuitive or logical to put sector separation in the Generic ACL versus a reef fish FMP?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Bob, do you want to help us with that?

MR. GILL:  A couple of reasons, Larry.  One is that at our last meeting in Corpus, the council made a motion.  I started it and then it was amended and the decision of the council was to put it in the ACL/AM.  Now, we can revisit that and we can decide to move it elsewhere.  

Frankly, if you remember correctly, I wanted to have it as a standalone, because I thought it was going to take some time to deal with the issues involved with sector separation, but the council decided on putting it in the ACL/AM and that’s where we left it.  That’s the last action we took relative to sector separation.  All I’m trying to do is get us back to where we said we were supposed to be at the last meeting.  Now, whether or not -- 

MR. SIMPSON:  How did we get from there to here then?

MR. GILL:  As Kay pointed out, there was a bit of confusion and direction on the part of the council I think it’s fair to say.  We had discussions in the Reef Fish Committee over Amendment 32, some of which included discussion about sector separation.

Kay had noted that we had requested a discussion paper on the GOMARS/SOS proposals, to try and get our arms around the whole issue and how to deal with it, and then we gave staff editorial license to address all these issues in the options paper, because there was a lot of holes at that time in the options paper, and said you understand our intent and go ahead with it.

Subsequent to the Reef Fish Committee meeting, at the council session, we then voted to put sector separation into the ACL/AM.  I think staff had some confusion about where it belonged and they proceeded along the Reef Fish Committee meeting, but procedurally, the council motion overrides all that and so I think belongs back in council and if the council wants to change it, fine, have at it.  That may be a point of discussion, but at this point, I’m just trying to get it back to where the council said they wanted it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think we could discuss this to death, but let’s go ahead and vote it up or down and move on.  Any objection to voting on it?

MR. GRIMES:  I was going to point this out and I guess I’ll muddy the waters further, but recreational sector separation is an allocation and this council has recently voted up its allocation policy and it specifies everything for how that’s going to be dealt with and you guys put a lot of work in it and you’re going to need to address that policy in deciding your within-sector allocation here.  That’s exactly what you’re going to do and so that policy needs to inform this process, whether it’s via this action or some other action.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  Again, any objection to voting on this and moving on?  I’m going to try it again and see if I can get a perfect slate.  Any opposition to the motion?  One in opposition and the motion carries.

MR. ATRAN:  We’re now up to Action 3 on page 25 and this deals with annual catch limits and annual catch targets.  There’s two subsections, Action 3.1 for red grouper and Action 3.2 for gag.  The alternatives are structured basically the same.
Alternative 1 is the no action and Alternatives 2 and 3 would each set an ACL for the respective species and the ACL would be set equal to the yield corresponding to ABC.  The difference is that Alternative 2 would set an ACT equal to the OY level and Alternative 3 would not set an ACT.

The other thing that’s in here is Alternatives 2 and 3 each have two suboptions.  As you recall, Amendment 30B adopted a rolling average for setting ACLs that would trigger accountability measures, using a three-year moving average of the ACL and comparing it to a three-year moving average of the actual landings for purposes of determining whether accountability measures are triggered.

We found out that that works if the ACL is level or it’s increasing over time, but if it has to be decreased, we end up in a situation where the sector ACLs exceed the ABC and so we have to start with a fresh set of ACLs.  

It might be easier to look at Tables 8 and 9, which indicate, for Options A and B, with our current level of projected ACLs, where we would need to be.  We are getting these projections reevaluated this spring when the 2009 landings data is available and so we don’t have final numbers in yet.

MS. MORRIS:  I’m going to make a motion to add an additional alternative, and I guess it would be Alternative 4, in which -- The motion would be to add an Alternative 4 in which ACT would be set based on an ACT control rule that took into consideration management uncertainty.  If I can get a second, I’ll explain what I’m getting at here.

Alternative 2 sets out a buffer for ACL which is based on OY and OY is, of course, a concept that we’ve used for quite some time and it’s defined in Magnuson and it’s the optimum yield with respect to benefits to the nation and any relevant economic, social, or ecological factor.

National Standard 1 says that we should consider annual catch limits adjusted for management uncertainty buffered down to annual catch targets and so none of the alternatives set out here in this action incorporate that thinking and I think we need to have an alternative that does incorporate that thinking.

It seems like we had a conversation yesterday and I’ll ask staff again whether staff and IPT are working on an ACT control rule.  It’s something that we should be working on for the ACL/AM Amendment and it seems like it needs to be incorporated here in this set of alternatives.

MR. ATRAN:  We haven’t started working on it yet.  We were planning to have staff and the IPT work on an ACL control rule that would incorporate the uncertainty.  

My thinking was that ACT is more or less synonymous with OY and so there wouldn’t be much to do there unless you want to redefine what OY is.  I was going to ask, did you want your motion to refer to setting the ACT or the ACL?  The ACT is a target and the ACL is what actually triggers some accountability measure.

MS. MORRIS:  If the motion should say an ACL control rule, that’s fine with me.  That’s what I was referring to.  It’s the control rule that will guide us in incorporating our assessment of management uncertainty in the setting of catches.

MR. GILL:  Julie, you may be going down the same path that I was, but I’m not sure this accomplishes it.  You’re going at it a bit of a different way.  One of the concerns I had about the way Alternative 2 and Alternative 3, how they were set up, was they lumped each sector with the same degree, or lack thereof, of management uncertainty.

My approach was going to be to create a fourth alternative that -- Commercial with an IFQ, in this case, has very little uncertainty and recreational has some more, whatever that is.  I was going to add an alternative that said do Alternative 3 for the commercial sector and Alternative 2 for the recreational sector, to try and accommodate that uncertainty.  Does your motion, in effect, accomplish the same end?

MS. MORRIS:  Right, that’s the intention, that the control rule would lead to a determination of targets for different sectors, based on management uncertainty for different sectors.

MS. WILLIAMS:  A couple of things.  We just said that we’re not going to address sector separation, because we’re going to wait until we do the ACL/AM Amendment and we’re talking about ACLs and ACTs here.  

To me, I don’t think the sector separation was out of order, because we are addressing ACLs and ACTs here in this document, but the other thing is when you talk about the management uncertainties, to me, our SSC sets the ABC, that’s the acceptable biological catch, and we set the ACLs, based on management uncertainties, and your ACTs, I guess that’s maybe another level of management uncertainties.

Actually, the ACTs was just another, I guess, added buffer, as you said before, about whether or not if you actually thought that the data was coming in quick enough to be able to control it so that you do not exceed your ABC.

I would suppose that this is okay into that, except that when you say your ACL control rule that took into consideration management uncertainties and then you talk about the ACT in a different aspect, just as long as those two aren’t confused, because the ACT really isn’t required by law.  We even had some discussion by the SSC where I was actually asked how certain were we that our management measures was going to control the catch to where that it’s not exceeded, because maybe they needed to go and put in another little sector there to add some more points to their system to even play into setting even a more precautionary ABC.  Just as long as we’re not just setting buffer after buffer after buffer, but I just needed to make that comment.  Thank you.

DR. CRABTREE:  Steve, the ABC that we have now, is that essentially set equal to the overfishing level or what is that based on?

MR. ATRAN:  Currently, our ABCs have generally been set at the MSY level.  That’s going to have to change under the new rules.

DR. CRABTREE:  I’m talking specific to red grouper and gag.  We have ABCs right now and what are they based on?

MR. ATRAN:  In Amendment 30B, the ABC was set equal to MSY.

DR. CRABTREE:  No, I mean in the new assessment that we just got the update, the SSC has reviewed it and they’ve given us ABCs, correct?  What are they based on?

MR. ATRAN:  The ABCs were based -- For red grouper, they were based on a decision table, an ABC that had less than a 50 percent probability of overfishing.  It was a very rough table.  Basically the resolution went from 100 to zero on a lot of it.

DR. CRABTREE:  That means the OFL level, correct?  It’s the yield at FMSY?

MR. ATRAN:  It was below OFL.  OFL was the 50 percent level and ABC was the first number in a decision table that gave less than a 100 percent probability.  Now, for gag, it was a little bit different.  We didn’t have those probability tables and so ABC was set equal to the F rebuilding yield and the argument was that F rebuilding is, by its very nature, going to be less than the MSY level and so even though we don’t know the probability, we know that that’s less than a 50 percent probability.

DR. CRABTREE:  Number one, that explanation you just gave me for red grouper doesn’t -- I don’t know what it was set at then, because I don’t have that decision table.  Then I don’t know what the F rebuild is for gag and so the first thing we need to do in this document and this section is be clear about what the ABC is, because I don’t know how we’re supposed to know whether we reduce from the ABC or we don’t if we don’t know what the basis for the ABC is.

We need to figure out what exactly that decision table means with red grouper and then we need to know what the F rebuild is relative to FOY in some of those things.  To me, this is all very confusing and I’m having a hard time figuring out what any of it means, because I don’t know what the ABC is.

We already have ACLs and AMs and ACTs for both gag and red grouper.  If we just went into what we did in Amendment 30B and updated those ACLs and ACTs based on the current assessments, does that correspond with one of these alternatives that’s already in the document?

MR. ATRAN:  No, because Amendment 30B set the ACL equal to MSY, which is now OFL.  We cannot do that under the new guidelines and so we do need a different way of defining that.

DR. CRABTREE:  That depends.  All the guidelines say it can be set equal to the ABC or below the ABC and so we have an ABC and we could set it equal to that, right?  Again, it gets back to I don’t know what they’re setting the ABCs at.  Did they set the ABC equal to the OFL or not?

MR. ATRAN:  No, ABC for red grouper was set equal to a level that was less than a 50 percent probability of overfishing.

DR. CRABTREE:  But we don’t know what the level is?  I want to see the F value.  What’s the F value compared to the F value that is FMSY, so we can tell what the difference is, because I can’t -- It’s hard to judge how much to reduce when you don’t know how much they’ve already reduced.

MR. ATRAN:  When there’s a break, if I have the red grouper assessment on my disk, I might be able to show you that decision table.

DR. CRABTREE:  Maybe when we come back to this at full council we could have you go through what the basis for the ABC for gag and red grouper is, so that we can actually tell.  It seems like we’re going through a lot here to reinvent what we’ve already done in Amendment 30B and it’s not completely apparent to me that we need to do that, because I thought what we did in Amendment 30B made pretty good sense.

Now, gag may be different, because it’s in a rebuilding plan, but without knowing what the F rebuild is relative to FOY, it’s hard for me to make a judgment on any of that.  Let’s see if we can have that information at full council when we come back to it, if possible, Mr. Chairman.

MR. GILL:  While I support the intent of the motion, the question I would ask is, and perhaps you addressed it, Steve, when you talked about it, is there a timeline problem?  Given that we’ve got two meetings to do this, if we’re going to get it out by the August meeting, that with the ACL control rule being developed, will it be available in time for us to utilize it as part of this alternative in a meaningful fashion?

MR. ATRAN:  I think so.  We’ll have an ACL control rule in the options paper for the ACL/AM Amendment and so we can apply that to this additional alternative.  The only problem would be if you disagree with the ACL control rule that the IPT develops.

MR. GRIMES:  I’m not trying to eclipse anybody’s effort to do this, but I don’t understand and I think this is all fairly confusing, but to follow the language of the ACL Guidelines, what’s in National Standard 1 now, I believe you’re asking for an ACT control rule, because it is an ACT that incorporates management uncertainty.

The difference between OFL and ABC is scientific uncertainty and then on the right here, out of the guidelines, an ACT control rule means a specified approach to setting ACT for a stock or stock complex such that the risk of exceeding the ACL due to management uncertainty is at an acceptably low level.  I believe the makers of this motion want ACL to be ACT.

MS. MORRIS:  That’s where I started and Steve tried to talk me out of it and I yielded to him, but I think what this alternative has in it, a specification, a strategy for arriving at an ACT, in one of the earlier alternatives, Alternative 2, and that is based on the concept of OY.

If we’re going to have alternatives that include the specification of an ACT, it seems like we need to respond to what the National Standard Guidelines say about setting ACTs, which is that they should be based on an ACT control rule that incorporates management uncertainty.

I think that this action, 3.1, and I will bring up the same issue with 3.2, which deals with gag, needs to -- If we’re going to have alternatives that address ACT, and I think we should, there ought to be more than just OY as the method to get to ACT.  There ought to also be an alternative in the options paper and in the draft amendment where we set ACT based on an ACT control rule that incorporates management uncertainty and that’s what I’m trying to do in this motion.

I guess, Phyllis, I’m going to ask you to go back and change it to ACT control rule.  I’m not really sure what Steve is talking about when he says the staff is working on an ACL control rule, because, as Shepherd just pointed out, I don’t know how that fits with the whole new scheme that we’re talking about.  Are you really talking about an ACT control rule?

MR. ATRAN:  We haven’t even considered an ACT control rule.  The ACT is the target and elsewhere, target is defined as optimum yield and so it seems clear that ACT is optimum yield.  ACL is not very clearly defined.  It’s simply a level that triggers accountability measures.

I think there is some ambiguity in the guidelines, but, to me, the ACL would be the best place to try to incorporate the uncertainty.  These alternatives that are currently in Action 3 all set ACL equal to ABC and right now, there’s really no guidance for when you might want to set ACL at a lower level.  In the face of management uncertainty, you might want to set your ACL at some lower level and trigger your accountability measure earlier in the game, while keeping your ACT at the OY level for everyone.  That’s your target.

For example, where we have IFQs for the commercial fishery and we regulate the recreational fishery through a combination of bag limits, size limits, and closed seasons, we could have both of them targeted to achieve OY, but the ACL perhaps for the recreational fishery would need to be much tighter, so that we might want to trigger accountability measures earlier, to keep that fishery from getting out of control, whereas the commercial fishery there already is very tight control and so we might be better off leaving the ACL at the ABC.

That’s the way that I saw it, but I do realize that there are alternative ways of looking at it and so my only suggestion would be both of those acronyms need to be either ACT or ACL and the staff will work with whichever way you want to go.

MS. WILLIAMS:  I have two comments.  As far as it being confusing when you read it, and I could be mistaken, but under this Action 3.1, when you’re reading both Alternative 1 and 2, it talks about as specified in Action 2 and I believe we just voted to remove that out of this document and so that’s a little bit of clean-up that’s going to have to take place as far as the alternatives here.

I may have misunderstood Shep, because you’ve got your OFL and between the OFL and the ABC, I thought that was your scientific uncertainties and between the ABC and the ACL, that is your management uncertainties.  Sometimes we have set -- We haven’t always set ACTs, but the ACTs, we’re coming in and setting them for when we’re not getting the information, such as for red snapper, because the waves come in after the year is over to give us the information and those are usually when we include an ACT.  That’s a couple of comments and thank you.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I was wondering if there’s any representatives from PETA here, because we’re beating this horse to death, guys.  We need to move on.

MR. GRIMES:  If I may, I just wanted to respond to some of what Mr. Atran said.  That’s a different way of viewing it, but that is not the way that’s set out in the guidelines.  The guidelines refer to what an ABC is and how the ABC is calculated and how it’s reduced, potentially, from OFL.  

That’s where the scientific uncertainty is considered and you could certainly set your ACL below the ABC, but using the terminology and the mindset, if you will, that’s established in the guidelines, management uncertainty is in the ACT and it’s set below the limit so you may exceed your target, but you’re not going to exceed your limit and you’re not going to close down the fishery.

I think in our case, when it comes to recreational fisheries, we’re going to look at what data we have and we’re going to tailor our size limits, bag limits, seasons, and everything else, based on the best available scientific information, in order to achieve that ACT.  Because of the uncertainty with it, let’s say half of the time we exceed our ACT and hopefully we won’t exceed it enough to reach the ACL and trigger the accountability mechanism. 

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  I think that cleared a lot of this up, hopefully.  Any other discussion on 2.3.1?

MS. MORRIS:  We have a motion to vote on.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  All in favor of the motion signify by saying aye; opposed same sign.  The motion carries.

MR. ATRAN:  Mr. Chairman, should I consider that motion to apply to both Action 3.1 and 3.2, since my understanding was you were going to make the same motion for 3.2?

MS. MORRIS:  I’m going to make the same motion for 3.2.

MR. ATRAN:  Can we just save time and say that that applied to both sections, both actions?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Anybody over here care about that?  You guys are being so good and quiet and I really appreciate it.  I may move some people from over there to over here or something.  I don’t see why we can’t just have it apply to both, Julie, unless you’ve got a problem with that.
MR. PERRET:  That’s the way I understood it.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That’s the way Corky understood it.  Go ahead, Steve.

MR. ATRAN:  That takes us to Action 4 on page 33, which is grouper and -- Right now, it’s titled “Grouper and Tilefish Accountability Measures”.  When I put this together, I’m afraid I was thinking about the IFQ revisions.  

We do not officially have ACLs for the tilefish or the deepwater grouper, but just the shallow-water grouper.  It was pointed out to me last week that this section should only apply to the species that we are actually looking at in this amendment, which is red grouper and gag, and we will revise the wording and the specific wording in the alternatives as indicated.

With that in mind, the alternatives would remain Alternative 1, no action, don’t establish accountability measures for gag, red grouper, and shallow-water grouper.  Alternative 2, I do have accountability measures that are in the discussion and so Alternative 2 would be to adopt the accountability measures that are in the discussion, which I’ll get to in a second, for -- This will only read for red grouper and gag.

Then Alternative 3 would be to adopt the proposed accountability measures, again, only for the red grouper and gag, but for stocks under a rebuilding plan, allow overages to be repaid from future seasons over a period of: a)two years; b)three years; or c)a multiyear payback is allowed only if a full payback in one year would result in the annual catch limit being reduced by more than 50 percent.

There is, in the proposed accountability measures on page 34 and 35, a provision that says that for a stock that is overfished there will be a payback of any overages in the following year.  That Alternative 3 modifies that by allowing the payback to be spread out over two or three years.  That’s the difference between Alternatives 2 and 3.

As far as the proposed accountability measures for the commercial fishery -- Again, the wording will be adjusted to reflect only red grouper and gag.  For those species under an individual quota system, the individual quota shares serve as in-season accountability measures by preventing a fisherman from selling grouper beyond the amount for which shares are held.  Since all grouper are under the IFQ, I think I can remove the part that says for stocks that are not under an individual fishing quota system.

Then the next bullet states for any grouper that has an annual catch limit and is not in a rebuilding plan, if the commercial landings exceed the applicable commercial sector ACL, the Assistant Administrator for Fisheries will file a notification with the Office of the Federal Register at or near the beginning of the following year to maintain the commercial quota for the following year at the level of the prior year’s quota, unless the quota is scheduled to be reduced.

This, I think, is necessary primarily because of the existence o the multi IFQ shares.  If some actions are taken to make sure that those shares are not set so that it’s possible to overfish one of the sectors, that second bullet could be removed, probably.

Then the third bullet states for any grouper that has an annual catch limit and is in a rebuilding plan, and this would apply to gag, if the commercial landings exceed the applicable commercial sector annual catch limit, the Assistant Administrator for Fisheries will file a notification with the Office of the Federal Register at or near the beginning of the following fishing year to reduce the commercial quota by the full amount of the overage in the following year, unless the best scientific information available shows that a reduced overage adjustment or no adjustment is needed to mitigate the groups of the overages.

Then the last bullet refers to stocks that have only a stock annual catch limit and no sector ACLs, but that’s not going to apply if we’re only going to restrict this to red grouper and gag and so that last bullet can come out.

By the way, this language is adapted, as much as possible, from some proposed language that the National Marine Fisheries Service presented at I don’t know if it was the last council meeting or the one before to adjust the accountability measures for groupers in light of the new IFQ system.

For the recreational fishery, these will read -- It should read: Grouper or gag that has an annual catch limit and is not in a rebuilding plan, if recreational landings following the conclusion of the fishing year exceed the recreational sector annual catch limit, then the Assistant Administrator will file a notification maintaining the prior year’s annual catch limit and annual catch target, if used, unless the annual catch targets are scheduled to be reduced.
For any red grouper or gag that has an annual catch limit and is in a rebuilding plan, if recreational landings at the conclusion of the year exceed the recreational annual catch limit, then the Assistant Administrator for Fisheries will file a notification reducing the recreational sector annual catch limit and annual catch target by the full amount of the overage in the following fishing year, unless the best scientific information available shows that a reduced overage adjustment or no adjustment is needed to mitigate the effects of the overage.

In addition, if the stock is part of the shallow-water grouper aggregate, which it will be, the notification will reduce the length of the recreational shallow-water grouper fishing season in the following year by the amount necessary to ensure the recreational grouper landings do not exceed the recreational annual catch targets for that fishing year.

Again, this was based upon some language that we had presented to us one or two council meetings ago.  As written, these accountability measures, where there is a payback provisions, which would only apply to a stock in rebuilding plan, would pay back the full overage in the next fishing year.  That would be what Alternative 2 does and Alternative 3 would modify that by allowing the overage to be paid back over either two years or three years, depending upon which option is selected.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Bear with me just a minute, Steve.  We started off discussing Action 4 and it dealt with the grouper and the tilefish accountability measures and then you realized that we weren’t dealing with the deepwater grouper or the tilefish and so you started off talking about how you’re going to change that and then you started talking about other bullets and then you went forward and it seemed like you were talking about Action 5 then on page 37 to the multiuse and then you talked about bag limits, size limits, closed seasons.  That’s another action and that’s on page 40.  How far have you taken us to in that little discussion?

MR. ATRAN:  I apologize.  I was reading off of pages 34 and 35, which contain the section labeled “Proposed Accountability Measures”.  Basically, they define what accountability measures would be enacted if the commercial fishery exceeds its allocation and if the recreational fishery exceeds its allocation.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Actually, we’re still at Action 4, but you’re saying that you’ve got to clean that up and then we go to Action 5 and you said that you’ve still got to do some work there and so is there anything we need to do on Action 4 or 5 so that there’s no misunderstanding as to what we did?

MR. ATRAN:  I haven’t addressed Action 5.  I’m going to ask Assane to address that, since he wrote that section, when we’re finished with accountability measures.

MS. MORRIS:  Steve, I think the problem, besides the problems that you’ve identified with Action 4 that you all will address, is I think that you need to incorporate the proposed accountability measures in the bolded alternatives.

It just says adopt the measures and it seems like all Action 4 is about is whether those measures are two-year or three-year multiyear payback or not, but you have to dig into the discussion to figure out what the measures are.

What we’re actually proposing in Action 4 are a new set of accountability measures for gag and red grouper and those new accountability measures should appear in the alternative statements.  I think that would help everybody understand what’s going on.

MR. ATRAN:  Noted.

MR. GILL:  For the proposed accountability measures for the commercial sector, Steve, is the intent there that you’re trying to encompass all possible management measures, perhaps in the future, where there is no IFQ or something? 

You talk about IFQ and then you talk when they’re not under IFQ and yet these clearly are.  It sounds, to me, like you’re trying to cover any future potential changes in the system and is that the intent?  If it’s not the intent, then why would you include things that are not with the IFQ as part of that discussion?

MR. ATRAN:  I think this is a case where I was working simultaneously on this amendment and on the ACL Amendment and trying to think of some generic accountability measures that could be plugged into the ACL/AM Amendment, but much of that that deals with -- All of it that deals with species that are not under IFQ, as you said, are not applicable here, because we are going to restrict this to just red grouper and gag and the shallow-water grouper aggregate and that is entirely under IFQ.

MR. GILL:  You’re going to rewrite the commercial accountability measures to reflect that?

MR. ATRAN:  Yes and they will be considerably simplified when we do.

DR. CRABTREE:  We just did a rulemaking to make some adjustments to the accountability measures based on the IFQ and I was going to ask Shepherd -- Can you remind us what we did there?

MR. GRIMES:  We published a proposed rule that eliminated the closure, commercial quota closure, notice provisions, which are our accountability measures, for the IFQ fisheries, because each individual has their IFQ share and when they use it, that’s effectively a quota closure for them for the year.  We will no longer have provisions where the Regional Administrator will announce a commercial quota closure, because there will be no such creature.

I have a copy of that proposed rule and I expect we’ll publish a final rule in the coming weeks and it will remove a fair amount of the existing language under the accountability measures section.

DR. CRABTREE:  It seems to me we probably already have accountability measures in place that have been modified to reflect the IFQ and that address the situation in the recreational fishery.  I think we need to have some discussion about since gag is in rebuilding plan now, do we want to have a payback?

It seems to me this could be tremendously simplified to lay out here’s what currently are our accountability measures as modified by this rule and then what might we need to change about it?  

The only thing I can really think of is the fact that gag is now overfished and we might want to think about a payback provision on it, but it seems like this is way more complicated than it needs to be and in fact, it seems to me the whole ACL and AM sections of this document ought to be more focused on here’s what we have in place and why do we need to change it?  It could all be a lot simpler than it is now.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You might should have said that earlier today, about an hour ago.  Any more discussion on this section?  I’m about ready to take a break if everybody else is.  Let’s take about a ten-minute break and come back and we’ll carry on with speed.

(Whereupon, a brief recess was taken.)

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Roy, have you got something to cut off an hour’s worth of discussion for us this time?
DR. CRABTREE:  I don’t know about that, but I have sat with Clay and Steve and taken a look at the SSC report and the basis for the ABC we have for red grouper and based on reading the report, I’m unable to determine how they derived that number and so I would like to ask that the council write a letter to the Science Center and ask the Science Center to explain to us, working I guess in consultation with the SSC, but I would like a clearer explanation of what they’ve done here.

When you just read the report, it says for 2010 landings of 5.96 million pounds produced a zero probability of overfishing, while 6.46 million pounds produced a 100 percent probability of overfishing and that doesn’t seem possible to me.
I think there’s something in the way -- In talking to Clay, I think it’s just not explained correctly and I’m sure there’s some basis for it, but I think we need to get the record straightened out and figure what that is and I think that’s critical.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  This isn’t something that Bonnie could talk to us today about?

DR. CRABTREE:  I don’t know if it’s something they could get with Sean and some of the SSC members and figure out and advise us on when we got back to full council or not, but that would be ideal if that could happen.  Maybe, Steve, you could check with the folks and Bonnie and whoever is here and see if we can do that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That would be a great way to lead off the Reef Fish Report when we get to that section.  I guess, Steve, this takes us to 2.5.

MR. ATRAN:  Yes, I guess we’re going to drop Action 4 for now.  That brings us to Action 5 on page 37, which is Adjustments to Multiuse IFQ Shares, and Assane Diagne worked on this section and so I’m going to ask him to explain the alternatives.

DR. DIAGNE:  For this action, essentially we just want to correct the multiuse percentages as specified in Amendment 29.  If you recall, I think we specified 8 percent of the gag TAC or IFQ allocation to be used as multiuse and 4 percent of the red grouper, but with the expected ACLs for the commercial sector for gag and red grouper, those percentages will no longer work.

Essentially, the alternatives here would look at the maximum possible multiuse share for gag or red grouper.  I will take gag as an example.  The maximum amount of multiuse share that one can have is equal to the buffer and by buffer, I mean the space that we have between the ACL and the gag IFQ allocation.

Depending on the alternative selected, it may be the case that for gag we will have zero percent multiuse share, if we don’t have any buffer between the ACL and the gag allocation, and the same thing for red grouper.

We’ve decided to have the alternative written as a formula, so that we will no longer be in this situation.  In the future, every time an ACL or an allocation, and by allocation, I mean IFQ allocation, changes, then we will be in a position to adjust the multiuse shares for the next season.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Assane, what were you talking about a buffer with an IFQ?  There’s not a buffer with an IFQ is there?

DR. DIAGNE:  The buffer is not directed at the IFQ program.  What I mean is if, for example, we have an ACL and an ACT for a specific stock, then you would have a distance.  What we want to prevent is for the combined harvest of gag grouper in the commercial sector to exceed the ACL.  We cannot have that.  The maximum you can have will be the ACL.

If you give out IFQ coupons, and I put that in quotes, let’s say allocation, equal to the ACL, then you do not have any room for granting multiuse shares.  If you give anything less than that, that’s what I mean by the buffer, the difference between the ACL and the amount of IFQ allocation that has been distributed.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Kay, there’s a pretty good discussion on that on page 37, right after the last -- Where it says “Discussion” and if you’ll just go through that, it helped me anyway.  Are there other comments?

MS. WILLIAMS:  There was some questions by industry and that’s why I wanted him to talk a little bit about it.

MR. ATRAN:  The next section is Action 6, which is intended to provide some scenarios recreational bag limits, size limits, and closed seasons to achieve the desired reductions that we will want in red grouper and gag.

Right now, we just have a placeholder in here, because we did not -- Since we’re getting those OFL and ABC projections reevaluated once the 2009 data is in, we don’t yet know what our final reduction percentages are going to have to be.  

Also, I know Andy Strelcheck had been working on some additional analysis on the impact of various size limits and closed seasons.  He has prepared some material, but I don’t know if you want to get into it now or if you just want us to go ahead and try to put together some scenarios for the April version of this paper.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Unless the committee has objections, I would rather see something written down, so we can go through it, rather than trying to do it off the cuff.  I assume Andy would appreciate that too, but I don’t know for sure.

MR. ATRAN:  Then that takes us to Action 7, which is Bycatch Issues, on page 41.  Section 7.1 deals with a variety of alternatives for reducing commercial bycatch and we had gone over some of these in the previous council meeting.  

Action 1 is the no action, don’t implement any additional measures.  Action 2 would establish a gag bycatch quota and at the previous council meeting, we were told that the bycatch quota really could not be enforced real time, because even with an observer program in place, it would take about six months to expand observer data to full estimates of bycatch.
I reworded this to make it a post-season accountability measure, if you still want to consider it.  There would be a bycatch quota and it would be implemented after the season is over.  

If, when the bycatch estimates are expanded, it turns out that the commercial fishery has exceeded its bycatch quota, then the Assistant Administrator for Fisheries would file a notification to reduce the red grouper individual quota shares in the following year by the amount necessary to ensure that the gag bycatch quota is not exceeded for that fishing year.  This refers specifically to bycatch of gag while fishing for red grouper.

Alternative 3 would establish an electronic or video monitoring system for commercial reef fish vessels in the eastern Gulf of Mexico in order to use that in combination with VMS to identify areas with high gag bycatch and if those areas could be identified, then the Assistant Administrator for Fisheries would be authorized, through a notice action, to close areas with gag bycatch levels that exceed some threshold, and we would have to determine exactly what threshold we’re talking about, to bottom fishing for a period of up to ninety days.

Alternative 4 would set aside a portion of the existing commercial gag quota to account for bycatch, rather than have a separate bycatch quota.

Alternative 5 would reduce the commercial size limit for gag to either twenty-two inches or twenty inches or to no size limit.  The rationale would be the same rationale by which red grouper were reduced to eighteen inches, in order to convert dead discards into retained catch.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Roy, is there a reason to have a commercial bycatch quota when just in the motion a couple before this we were going to have a certain percentage amount that you could, I guess, use for like a multiuse? 

I really don’t see -- Your bycatch, I thought, is usually calculated in with the assessment and so if we’re going to have a commercial bycatch quota, then I guess we would need a recreational bycatch quota.  I just don’t understand the need to have a bycatch quota under something that’s under an IFQ, but I could be totally wrong.  Could you enlighten me, please?

DR. CRABTREE:  The multiuse business and this, to me, are very different things.  We’re going to end up with a gag quota of 300,000 pounds or so and a red grouper quota that’s several million pounds anyway and the problem is going to be how are you going to harvest all that red grouper without having too many gag discards?

I think we’re going to have significant problems in this fishery with discards under the IFQ program and that we are going to have to take steps to address that.  Now, whether bycatch quotas like this will work or not, I don’t know, but it may be one way to look at it.

The other ways that I think we can look at it are to close areas down where we think they’re likely to encounter large numbers of gag, but I think to get where we need to be, you’re going to be talking about closing a very substantial amount of bottom and the other way to get at this is to reduce the amount of red grouper quota we issue and basically to reduce the overall effort in the fishery down.  We may have to do all of these things.

It’s a different situation in the recreational fishery, because at least if we follow the same way we did on Amendment 30B, we closed shallow-water grouper down, just basically to try and discourage anyone from going out and going grouper fishing.

If we go down that path and have an extensive closure of all shallow-water grouper, then I don’t think you have the same problem in the recreational fishery.  The problem is under the IFQ.  You’re allowed to fish for one species, the red grouper, with very, very small amounts of gag quota.

We heard longliners testify during the reef fish/turtle issue that as much as 40 percent of their catch was gag.  I recall specifically one guy testifying that 40 percent of what he caught was gag and the rest was reds.  We don’t have enough gag quota for that to happen and so it’s a big problem.  Whether these will solve it or not is a different issue, but we’re going to have to deal with it.

MS. WILLIAMS:  To that point, is there somewhere in Magnuson or maybe it’s the National Standards where you are allowed to continue to harvest a species at the detriment of another lesser species when that cannot be avoided.  Although I realize red and gag are two important species and so I know it’s in there somewhere, but red and gag may not even fit under that.  I’m just trying to figure out how anybody is going to go out there with a very small amount of gag TAC and continue to be able to fish for anything.

DR. CRABTREE:  I think what you’re referring to is what’s called the mixed stock exception, which allows you to overfish one species in order to have fisheries for some other species, presumably more significant fisheries, but the guidelines are clear that you cannot apply the mixed stock exception in the case of the fish that is overfished.  Gag is overfished and so the mixed stock exception would not apply here.

MS. MORRIS:  Steve, it seems like in setting an ABC for gag the assessment and the SSC must have had a calculation of what they expected the commercial dead discards of gag to be, because people keep telling me that the ABC for the harvested catch has already calculated in what the other part of the total catch is, which is the dead discards.
It seems like that number that was calculated in when the ABC for gag was set could be the number for the bycatch quota.  It’s what the projections are based on, the commercial dead discards of gag that are expected that allow this ABC of gag to be harvested commercially.

I think it would be really useful in this section, where you talk about a bycatch quota, to dig out what that number is that the assessment is assuming the commercial dead discards of gag will be and stick it in so that we can see it and then it seems like these alternatives are established so that either through observers or electronic monitoring or some other mechanism we’re counting that accumulating dead discard in comparison to the expected commercial gag dead discards.

MR. ATRAN:  Actually, we do have the dead discard estimates on page 3 in the introductory portion of this document.  On the commercial side, they’re not very large compared to the recreational side.  For 2008, dead discards totaled just under 14,000 pounds and a little over 12,000 pounds in 2007, and 18,000 pounds in 2006.  They’re relatively low.

The problem is that while the dead discards are low, the discard mortality rate is relatively high, because the fishery is prosecuted in relatively deep water.

MR. TEEHAN:  Maybe I can save Steve a little explanation time here.  If we’re moving on to Action 7.2 --

MS. MORRIS:  I’ve got something before that.  Here’s my question.  Why do we have a section in the document on commercial bycatch and we don’t have a section on recreational bycatch?  Recreational bycatch is a big issue in the gag fishery and so why isn’t there a bycatch issue section on recreational bycatch?

MR. ATRAN:  There’s supposed to be a section in here.  I don’t know what happened and why it didn’t make it into this version, but we did have a section.  The only idea that we had on this was a first fish caught rule, one that would eliminate the recreational size limit for gag and require a fisherman to keep the first fish that they catch until their bag limit is reached.

Again, I don’t know what happened to it.  It didn’t end up in this version of the document, but we can put it in.  I will say also that in the scoping meetings we had pretty much universal opposition to that particular rule.  We were asking if folks had other ideas for how to reduce recreational bycatch of gag and we really didn’t get any ideas.  What we did get was several people disputing the discard mortality rate in the recreational fishery.

MS. MORRIS:  I would strongly recommend that we have a section the next time we see this on recreational bycatch and that it include things like depth of capture and changes to lower size limits and all of the things that we talk about that could reduce that recreational bycatch.  We need to have more than just the first fish caught in terms of options.

MR. TEEHAN:  My comments pertain to Action 7.2, Consideration of Fish Traps as Allowable Gear.  I would like to make a motion to delete Action 7.2.

MR. GILL:  We’re not done on 7.1.

MR. TEEHAN:  I thought we were.

DR. CRABTREE:  Before we move on, back to Julie’s point, a large part of the problem with this document is Action 6, which I suspect will be the most difficult and most controversial part of the whole document, has virtually nothing in it.

I think most of what we’re going to do to address bycatch in the recreational fishery is going to be part of this action and my question, Steve, is so we’re waiting on some new numbers and when are we going to have those?

MR. ATRAN:  My understanding is that they will be available in the spring.  Perhaps Bonnie Ponwith can tell us exactly when.

DR. PONWITH:  Yes, we were requested to do a reanalysis based on the actual landings as opposed to the projected and that analysis, we’re geared up to do that.  The bottleneck in getting that analysis done is the actual arrival of the data.  We anticipate the data to show up sometime in April or May and as soon as it arrives, that’s the priority, is to do that reanalysis and get it back to the council staff.

DR. CRABTREE:  We’ve discussed previously trying to have this implemented by January 1, which really, to be assured of that, would mean final action in June and we’re going to wait on that late date, Steve, to even get this?  How does this work out timing-wise?

MR. ATRAN:  Considering that the next council meeting is going to be in April, that won’t be in time for the council meeting and so my suggestion would be that we go ahead and develop some scenarios based upon our current catch levels and then in June, when we take final action, if we need to, we can modify them.


DR. CRABTREE:  I would agree with you.  I think we need to go ahead and go with the numbers we have now and then if we can get these projections and have time to do it, we ought to do it, but if we don’t make any progress on this until June, we’re going to be lucky to get this done by the end of the year.  That’s one issue that I think we have to deal with.

The other issue, Steve, is if we have to reduce the quotas and catch levels for red grouper in order to reduce the bycatch and discards of gag in the commercial fishery, where in this document do we have alternatives to respecify OY for red grouper and catch levels for red grouper in order to reduce discards of gag?  Is there anywhere -- We’re going to need to put something in here and it seems it could be in this bycatch section that would allow us to look at that.

MR. ATRAN:  The council has already accepted as OY the catch at 75 percent of FMSY.

DR. CRABTREE:  Yes and what I’m asking is that we may need to revisit that and we may need to change it, because what are we going to -- If we can’t through closed areas and other things get the discard reductions we need, it seems to me we would then have to come in and look at reducing the catch levels on red grouper down to a level that would allow us to do that, which means we would need to come back in and revisit OY and a number of other things for red grouper.  Do you follow me?

MR. ATRAN:  I think I do, but you’re talking about, if I understand you correctly, this would be a new section that has not previously been considered for this document.

DR. CRABTREE:  It seems to me to be tied in to Action 7 that we’re talking about, which is bycatch issues.  We’re going to have to come up with some way to reduce gag discards.  

We’ve got a section in the document for closed areas in order to do that and maybe it could be another action in the document, I don’t know, but we clearly already have some actions in here that are intended to reduce discards of gag in the commercial fishery and I’m saying this is another way that we may have to look at to do that, because I’m not convinced any of these others are going to be entirely effective.

MR. ATRAN:  If we get guidance from the council, we’ll put in whatever you ask.

DR. CRABTREE:  I would make a motion, Mr. Chairman, that we add into the document alternatives to adjust the red grouper catch levels, including OY, in order to reduce gag discards as required.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Bob Gill seconds it.

DR. CRABTREE:  I would leave it to staff to figure out exactly where in the document it would be best to insert that.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I want to go back just for a second to something Bonnie said.  She said that the data will not arrive until April and why can’t they just send it like UPS or something and get it there quicker?  Why such a long time, Bonnie?

DR. PONWITH:  That’s been the typical turnaround time for closing out the year and finalizing the data, running the estimations through the QA/QC process and having them turned out to the Center for use.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Typically about four to five months?

DR. PONWITH:  Right.  That’s why we’ve set up the timing of the SEDAR process linked to that as well, to make sure all the recreational data are available.

MS. WILLIAMS:  There’s a couple of things.  I don’t understand how if we’re supposed to allow the fishery to fish at OY and if red grouper is not overfished why we would then go in and lower the OY based on gag.  I don’t know that we’ve ever done that for anything else.  We may have.  I would like a little discussion on the rationale.  If you can do that, has it ever been done?
All I’ve always heard is you’re supposed to allow the fisheries to at least be able to fish to OY and the other thing is I don’t think we have had any kind of analysis.  I think that would probably need to be done, because we just reduced the longline vessels in numbers, in hooks, even where they can fish for a certain length of time.

Surely we’ve gained something by affecting the catch per unit of effort in the management measures we’ve already taken where an analysis has not been done, because of what we did in order to try and protect the turtles.

Plus, we have that closure out there by the Edges, the forty break, and that’s not a one-month closure.  It’s several months and so I think that if we were to do an analysis on just those few things, since your longline industry primarily were the ones that caught red grouper and not gag, but yet we’re concerned about not being able to control the gag catch by longliners, because somebody testified that they caught a lot of gag.

It just will require another analysis for this document before we go and start adjusting some of the other alternatives or actions in here until we have that information, because we have no earthly idea what kind of reduction we’ve already achieved just by the actions that we took because of the turtles.

DR. CRABTREE:  I agree, Kay, and no one is suggesting at this point that we have to actually do this.  What we’re saying is we need to add some alternatives and get the analysis so that we can determine what’s sufficient and what needs to be done.  I don’t know if we’re going to need to do this or not, but I want to ensure that we have the analysis in the document so we can take a look at it.  That’s number one.

Secondly, if you read through the guidelines and things on optimum yield, you’re clearly supposed to take into account ecosystem benefits and all of these other kinds, which clearly would mean you would need to take into account the impacts of the OY for one species on other species.

This isn’t anything new.  Prior to the IFQ with Amendment 30B, we would have closed the entire grouper fishery down if the gag quota was caught and under the gag quota we’re heading toward, it would likely have been caught very quickly.  We’ve closed the entire grouper fishery down in the past when the red grouper quota was caught, including gag.

What we’re doing now though is allowing, with the IFQ fishery, for these guys to fish in a way that works to their economic benefit more and doesn’t result in them shutting down, but it does create additional issues for us in terms of how we’re going to get these gag reductions.

I’m not saying this is something we have to do, but I think we need to have this in the document and analyze it, so that we can decide what we need to do down the road.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Bill, I think we’re ready.  Steve, do you have anything else there?  Okay, thank you.  Any opposition to the motion as written on the board?  Hearing none, the motion carries.  

MR. ATRAN:  I have a question.  On this motion, are you intending for this to apply primarily to the recreational fishery or do you want to look at both recreational and commercial?

DR. CRABTREE:  No, this motion is only applied to the commercial fishery right now, because it’s strictly a function of the IFQ fishery and its impacts on it.  I think with the recreational fishery we’re going to have to look at multispecies closures, but we’ll deal with that in that other section, which you’re going to have all fleshed out for us by the next meeting, based on the numbers you have at hand now.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You don’t talk to Bonnie like that.  Bill?
MR. TEEHAN:  I’ll ease into this.  That leads us to Action 7.2, Consideration of Fish Traps.  I would like to make a motion to delete Action 7.2 from the Reef Fish Amendment 32.  If I get a seconder, I’ll give some rationale.

MS. MORRIS:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We have a motion and a second.

MR. TEEHAN:  Given the depleted condition of many of the Gulf reef fish stocks and the restrictive harvesting measures that are being imposed on other sectors, on all fishing, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission does not believe that the renewed use of fish traps and their associated bycatch and ghost fishing issues would be a prudent action at this time.

We respectfully urge the council to continue prohibiting the use of fish traps in the Gulf commercial reef fish fishery.  I believe you all have a letter signed by the Chairman of the FWC sent to Dr. Shipp stating basically what I just said.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Further discussion?

MR. GILL:  I don’t disagree that given the fast road that 32 is on that taking this issue out of here is inappropriate.  I would support it from that standpoint and I know there’s probably significant disagreement, but it seems to me that the issue is not clear cut black and white.  If you stand aside from the emotion that gets generated, and there’s plenty of that, that like many things there’s pros and there’s good things about traps and there’s bad things about traps.

If we’re going to consider whether that makes sense or not, give it a reasoned consideration, just deleting it from any consideration is inappropriate.  We really haven’t given it any consideration in that.  I think that discussion of fish traps, given the changes that have gone on in the last fifteen or sixteen years and whatever the benefits and detriments of traps are or are not and can or cannot be overcome, is an issue for discussion, as opposed to putting it in the trashcan.

Given that, I would like to do an amended motion that says to delete Action 7.2, Consideration of Fish Traps as Allowable Gear, and refer it to the Reef Fish AP for their recommendation.  It gets it out of this document, but doesn’t delete it entirely from discussion is what the intent of my amendment is.

DR. CRABTREE:  Regardless of your views of fish traps and their impacts, I do agree that we need to remove it from this document, because I think -- If you’re going to allow fish traps back in, we would have to develop an entirely new limited entry program and we would have to get into who qualifies and I think it would get very complicated and it’s well beyond the scope of what we’re able to do in this document.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Did we get a second to the amendment?  The amendment fails due to lack of a second.  The original motion is to delete Action 7.2, Consideration of Fish Traps as an Allowable Gear.  All in favor raise your hand; all opposed same sign.  The motion carries.
MS. WILLIAMS:  I supported that motion and the reason I did is because industry has brought us fish traps.  We haven’t had those fish traps tested and so it was really premature for us to put that in this document.  Now, if they can get some kind of research done on those particular traps that’s going to prove that they have come up with the new design and they’ve addressed all the problems, because this council wrestled with that it seemed like forever.  That is the reason why I supported the motion.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Next time say it before the vote and it would be more appropriate.  

MR. ATRAN:  That brings us to Section 8.  By the way, I guess we’ll still have a Section 7.2, but it’s going to deal with the recreational bycatch issues.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You’re going to renumber it?  Is that what you just said?


MR. ATRAN:  Yes.  That brings us to Action 8, which is Recreational Data Collection and Monitoring Programs on page 46.  This was part of the request from the Reef Fish Committee to add into this document some of the considerations that came out of some of the public requests for improving data monitoring and some of the ideas in the GOMARS and the SOS programs.

Alternative 2, which is to establish a fish tag program, actually came from the council, but I think the rest of these came out of those programs or some of the public comments that we received.

Alternative 1 is a no action alternative, again, do not implement new data collection and monitoring programs.  Alternative 2 would establish a recreational fish tag program and then the suboptions would be to establish it only for gag, to establish it for gag and red grouper, to establish it for all shallow-water grouper, or to establish it for all grouper.

Then if the tag program is established, additional suboptions where there would be no limit to the number of tags, they would be issued for monitoring purposes only, in order to try to improve some estimates of the number of fish that are being caught, or limit the number of tags to the estimated number of fish needed to fill the annual catch target.

Alternative 3 would establish a grouper stamp or a grouper endorsement to recreationally harvest, again, either a)gag, b)gag and red grouper, c)all shallow water grouper, or d)all grouper.  The stamp would be required either for for-hire vessels only or for private recreational vessels only or for both for-hire and private recreational vessels.

The number of grouper stamps issued could be either option e)no limit, issue the grouper stamps for monitoring purposes only, in order to identify the universe of recreational grouper fishermen, or f)limit the number of grouper stamps issued based upon eligibility requirements in the for-hire sector.  That last option implies that the grouper stamps would only be required of the for-hire sector.

Alternative 4 would require vessels in the for-hire fishery who are fishing for grouper to be equipped with an electronic vessel monitoring system to be on seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day, unless exempted under NMFS VMS protocols.

Unless NMFS has a system in place to pay the equipment costs associated with the VMS costs, the cost of the VMS unit, unit installation, maintenance, and month-to-month communications will be paid or arranged for by the owners, as appropriate.  NMFS will maintain and will publish in the Federal Register a list of type-approved units and communication protocols.

The geographic area for the VMS units would be Gulf-wide and they would be required for either a)headboats or b)all for-hire boats.  I believe the wording on this was taken out of the wording in the amendment that established VMS on commercial reef fish vessels.

Then Alternative 5 would require that vessels in the for-hire fishery operating in the EEZ participate in an electronic logbook program that would include catch and bycatch reporting with the logbook program administered by the National Marine Fisheries Service.  Vessel permits would not be renewed for vessels that fail or refuse to participate in the program and the electronic logbook program could be applied to a)all permitted reef fish for-hire vessels or b)a subsample of the permitted reef fish for-hire vessels.

The asterisk is there because it’s a notation that this requirement would not be effective until NMFS develops and certifies an electronic logbook system which meets the needs of the Marine Recreational Information Program.

Then Alternative 6 would be to establish a telephone or web-based reporting system for either a)the private recreational reef fish fishery, b)the for-hire reef fish fishery, or c)both the private and for-hire reef fish fisheries.  We did not indicate on this alternative whether it would be a voluntary or mandatory.  I think our thinking was that a mandatory system would not be possible to enforce and so it was going to be set up as just a voluntary program.  Again, as I said, most of these alternatives, other than Alternative 2, came from the GOMARS or the SOS program.

MR. GILL:  Steve, could you talk in Alternative 3, the grouper stamp alternative -- It starts with the stamp issuance based on the eligibility requirements in the for-hire sector.  Why and what value would there be in doing it for the hire-sector segregation?  I’m not sure I understand what it would bring us and where it would help.

MR. ATRAN:  The grouper stamp would identify who was fishing for grouper.  Right now, on the for-hire sector, there is a charter reef fish permit required.  Some of those vessels may be fishing for red snapper and not generally go fishing for grouper, but it could be applied -- If you don’t think it’s necessary, you might wish to apply this only to the recreational fishery.  

There’s no permit requirements right now in the EEZ or you could apply it to both the for-hire and the private recreational, but the idea would be to identify a universe of grouper fishermen within whatever sectors you’re looking at, so that if there’s a sampling program to try to improve the data for grouper catches, we could fine tune that and focus solely on the fishermen who have indicated, through purchase of a grouper endorsement, that they are targeting the species.

MS. MORRIS:  I’m trying to figure out what’s meant by a stamp.  I understand that a tag is something that you would attach to a fish that you were harvesting and it would stay with that fish and you would report some data about that fish corresponding to the tag.  That makes sense to me.

Sometimes when people talk about stamps, they’re talking about an extra stamp that they place on their hunting or fishing license that allows them to participate in duck hunting or something else.

In Alternative 3, you seem to be talking about a stamp as if it’s a vessel permit and so Alternative 1 seems like it’s a tag per fish harvested and Alternative 3 seems like it’s a stamp that allows a vessel to participate in the grouper fishery.  Is that what you are intending here?

MR. ATRAN:  Yes, it is.  The terms “grouper stamp” and “grouper endorsement” were used by the public when this was being suggested, but in effect, since there’s no existing permit to attach it to, it would be a grouper permit, most likely a vessel permit, to fish in the EEZ.

MS. MORRIS:  What you intend in Alternative 3 is a permit or an endorsement that’s associated with a vessel and is that right?

MR. ATRAN:  Yes, that’s what I was thinking, since all of our other federal permits are associated with vessels.  If you want to leave this in here, we could associate it with an individual if you prefer it that way.

MS. MORRIS:  No, I think -- I have been in conversations with recreational fishermen who have been advocating the idea of a stamp on their saltwater fishing license that they would pay a little extra money for and that would help us to identify the pool of license holders who are participating in the shallow-water grouper fishery.  Maybe that should be added as an additional alternative.

I think the point of this whole section, one of the points, is to generate data for recreational fishing in the Gulf of Mexico that helps us have more certainty in our management and have better data to work with.  

It seems like it’s important in here to include the concept that whatever data we’re collecting needs to flow easily into the frames that MRIP is setting up, because it’s kind of like we’re tired of waiting for MRIP and we want to do something that works for the Gulf, but we want the information that we’re generating to smoothly be contributed to the frames that are being established by MRIP.  I think a little bit more prominent in the alternative language of that would be helpful.

MR. RIECHERS:  Just as a point of discussion in that, Julie, the way I would see this is the frame that’s being developed, this would be duplicative of that, because these same people are going to be in those license frames from the state and then they would be buying the stamp, but what it would give you is if you wanted to survey those people in another way or in a different kind of fashion, just for red grouper or gag, you would then have those people identified who were specifically targeting those species.

MS. MORRIS:  Then I think there’s two other concepts that need to be worked in here somehow.  One is is this reporting of harvest going to mandatory or voluntary and is it going to be reported after every trip or at the end of every month of trips?  Somehow that needs to get worked in as well.

MR. ATRAN:  That would apply specifically to Alternative 6 and 5, I guess.  Those are the ones that establish an actual reporting program, either a web-based or an electronic logbook.

DR. CRABTREE:  That’s the real issue with this.  Just establishing the stamp in and of itself isn’t going to do anything except cost us money, because remember too, unlike states, we can’t raise any funds through a stamp like this.  The money will go into the General Treasury and so it will in fact be a net loss of funds.

In order for it to produce anything, it would seem to me you would have to go into the entire structure of the MRIP effort survey and you would have to divide separate effort estimators based on these stamps and at this point, I don’t think there’s any intent in MRIP to do that, because the costs would be too great and I don’t think you can afford to have separate species-by-species effort estimation programs for these kinds of things.

I would agree with Julie if we’re going to leave this in here it needs to be more closely tied into how would you then use these stamps and what would the survey program be and is that consistent with anything that realistically MRIP is contemplating doing?  Otherwise, I don’t think it really gains us much of anything.

MR. ATRAN:  I think both Roy and Julie are correct that if anything is adopted here it’s going to have to be adopted under the umbrella of the MRIP program and so perhaps instead of require a permit or require a web-based reporting system, perhaps these alternatives should be worded to request that NMFS incorporate these particular measures into the MRIP program and let MRIP decide how best to incorporate them.

I will say also that some of these, such as a web-based reporting system or a telephone reporting system, are specifically designed to try to improve the ability of fishermen who want to participate in the data collection program to be able to get their information in.

A lot of what we heard at the scoping meetings was that folks said they have never been approached by an intercept survey or rarely, if ever, called on the telephone to ask if they went fishing or what they caught and folks are not able to see the current program, because it intercepts so few people these days.  This would be a way for people to actually get more actively involved in the program and be able to provide some of their information.  That’s the rationale behind making it a voluntary program.

MR. FISCHER:  I think this has to really be worked on.  The theory of a stamp is if it’s not tied to a sampling program -- If it’s just a stamp you have to purchase, everyone who bottom fishes from Key West to Brownsville will have to buy the stamp in case, in case once in a year I catch a gag.

It’s not going to give us any indication of the size of the fishery.  It’s going to give us an indication of the people who are dreaming about fishing.  It’s got to be tied to a sampling frame.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Let’s move on to the final section and knock it out and then we’re going to have to break, I’m afraid.  We’ll have to defer the rest of it until to full council.

MR. GRIMES:  I guess my question would be -- Maybe it’s a rhetorical question, but at this point, these are a lot of the data collection and monitoring type things that you’ve discussed that have arisen in the red snapper context and so why would you decide to go down this road and then limit all this stuff only to grouper species?

Maybe that’s something you would want to consider for future action, but also, I think this kind of stuff is going to really slow down the development of this amendment and so it may be something you want to consider deferring to some other point in time.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I think some of Roy is rubbing off on you.  What’s the committee’s -- Does anybody have a recommendation to defer this, because this is going to -- In fact, it may take a generic stamp amendment, after I’m gone.

DR. CRABTREE:  I’ll move to defer this action to a subsequent data collection amendment.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I’m going to rule you out of order.  You should have said that an hour ago.  

DR. CRABTREE:  You’ve been gone a while, Vernon, and you’ve gotten grumpy.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I am getting grumpy.  Is there a second to Roy’s motion, since I guess I have to allow it?  Bill seconded it.

MS. MORRIS:  I urge the committee to vote against this motion to defer.  It seems like in every scoping meeting the recreational fishermen who attended those meetings were just really -- The thing that they care the most about is better, improved data collection and a system that they can believe in and particularly in the situation with anticipated sharp reductions in the recreational gag harvest.

We need better data about what’s going on and sometimes it’s good to start a pilot program with something small and then scale up to something larger.  I think it’s premature to defer this section.  We may decide to defer it in April, but I think between now and April this section should be reorganized and improved and it should remain in the document.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I would agree with you, with the exception that this is going to be an enormous step if we go this route, the collection of the information and analysis of the information.  We’ve got a lot to do here and it will not come out easily, I’m afraid.  In any case, we do have a motion on the floor to defer Action 8 to a subsequent data amendment.  All in favor signify by raising your hand; opposed same sign.  The motion carries on a four to three vote.  Moving along --

MR. ATRAN:  We’ve got one more section.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We’ve got one more section and we’re going to go through it and then quit.

MR. ATRAN:  Action 9 deals with time and area closures and Carrie had worked on this and so, Carrie, are you prepared to lead us through us?

DR. SIMMONS:  It starts on page 51.  We tried to come up with some rationale as far as why some of these areas might be closed and we looked back at the Ecosystem Committee that Julie Morris recommended that we do, based on area closures for spawning aggregations and the size.

Alternative 2 was originally -- I think we discussed that in Amendment 30B and Andy David and Stacey Harter had quite a bit of information that there were high abundance of gag grouper in this area.  It’s a much smaller area, but there was indication that they had a high abundance in that area of gag.

Then Alternative 3 is a new area that we are proposing based on anecdotal information from fishers that has suggested closing this area and also the work done by Felicia Coleman and Chris Koenig in this proposed area.

I just want to point out that the Twin Ridges that Dr. Gledhill told us about would be included, I believe, in Alternative 3 and not in the Edges.  Again, I think he showed us -- He had several slides that there were high abundance of gag grouper in that area.  We tried to improve our map, as you suggested, in Figure 5 on page 54 and we’re just looking for some feedback on this action.

MR. GILL:  Carrie, Alternatives 2 and 3 basically expand upon the closure of the Edges that we adopted in 30B, but that closure is January 1 through April 30 and the dates here, with the exception of 3b, don’t mesh with that at all.  

It would seem to me that as we consider that that the dates ought to be compatible with one another and not be a mishmash of dates for one section and some different dates for a second section and yet different for a third.  

I would recommend that we go ahead and make the dates compatible and if you want to change the options for additional dates, that’s fine, but at least we have options there for identical to what we did with the Edges in 30B.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That’s a good point, Bob.  Further input for Carrie?
MS. WILLIAMS:  I don’t understand the need of this time and area closure in this document, for a couple of reasons.  This isn’t the first time we’ve looked at some of this and addressed it.  We chose a particular area and we still have no idea what we’re getting from that.

We are already being told we don’t have an analysis done on the closure that we’ve got going on presently out there right now in order to see the benefit.  Not only did we close that area to help gag, but we went back and we asked HMS to close it to all fishing.

I guess if you’re going to say that, I guess you’re going to have to add all of these areas and say close it to all fishing.  I just don’t see the need to have that right now in this document.  Now, if there’s something that surfaces that says we need to close this for a certain reason, because it may be that because of the very small TAC for gag that you may not even have a fishery left out there to go fishing.  This is just something else to put in this document and I don’t see the need.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Kay, do you feel strongly enough about this to make a motion?

MS. WILLIAMS:  Yes.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Let’s do that then.

MS. WILLIAMS:  I’ll make a motion that we delete Action 9, time and area closures, from this document.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We’ve got a motion on the board.  Is there a second?  The motion fails for lack of a second.

DR. CRABTREE:  The thing you have to understand, Kay, is if you take these closures out, then you’re left with how are we going to reduce the gag discards and I think at that point --

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  The motion failed.

DR. CRABTREE:  -- it’s substantial reductions in red grouper catch levels.

MS. WILLIAMS:  We need to hear this discussion.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  No, we don’t.  The motion failed.

MS. WILLIAMS:  It may have failed, but --

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That’s right and so we don’t need to discuss it.

MS. WILLIAMS:  This is something else I want to talk about.  That motion failed.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You may get to talk by yourself, because I’m going to move on.

MS. WILLIAMS:  The motion failed, but to make this consistent with the closures that we’ve got, do we need to add to not allow any fishing, to ask HMS to follow suit, as we did before, for simplicity?

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Maybe you can bring that up at full council.  Because of lack of time, we’re going to have to defer the rest of the agenda to full council.  If everyone will please go through that when you have time and then we’ll take it up then.  Thank you very much.  I’m sorry to dig into the next one so bad.  We’re nine minutes over and so we stand adjourned until we get to full council.

(Whereupon, the meeting recessed at 4:10 p.m., February 2, 2010.)

- - -

WEDNESDAY MORNING SESSION

- - -

The Reef Fish Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council reconvened in the Midnight Ballroom of the Battle House Hotel, Mobile, Alabama, Wednesday morning, February 3, 2010 and was called to order at 10:30 a.m. by Chairman Vernon Minton.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Looking around, it appears we have a quorum of the committee and we’re going to try to worry our way through the rest of this stuff.  I think we would pick up on Tab B-1 and that would be Item VII, Report on the Limited Access Privilege Program AP.  Assane, are you ready?
REPORT OF THE LIMITED ACCESS PRIVILEGE PROGRAM AP
DR. DIAGNE:  Yes, Mr. Chair.  I’ll summarize the report for the Reef Fish Limited Access Privilege Program Advisory Panel meeting that we had in Tampa.  It is Tab B-11, as indicated by the chair.  I will refer to the advisory panel just as the AP during the report.
The AP held its first meeting in Tampa, in our brand new conference space at the office.  The first thing that was discussed following the adoption of the agenda is Ms. Morris and Dr. Bortone reviewed the council’s charge to the AP and reminded the members of their responsibilities in this AP.

After that, the panel members were asked to share with the group their long-term vision for improved management of the reef fish fishery.  They essentially had to answer a very simple question, which read: In ten years, or ten years from now, how will we know that we have done a better job at managing these stocks?

Several criteria were listed and those included healthy stocks, more flexibility in the management, better access to the resource for all user groups, and increased economic benefits derived from the resource, better data, and finally, more and better cooperation between the sectors.

Subsequently, the members went and joined their council designated subgroups and discussed issues specific to the for-hire, private, and commercial sectors.  Afterwards, each subgroup came and reported back to the full panel.  I will just summarize some of the comments and recommendation that they’ve made.

The for-hire group noted that catch share programs needed to be better explained to the public, because there is a variety of programs that could possibly qualify as a catch share or limited access, if you would, and so they felt that more outreach and education in that direction would be needed.  The inability to control the number of private anglers was seen as a hurdle towards more accountability in the fishery.

Another idea that came up was that perhaps the council could poll the for-hire operators to get their opinions and ideas concerning catch share programs and finally, an economic discussion that would highlight the potential benefit of such programs for the for-hire sectors was requested.

The for-hire sector also discussed, as I mentioned, increased outreach and education.  In terms of the private recreational sector, amongst the recommendations and comments were improvement in the data collection systems that we currently have and adapt, for example, the Harvest Information Program, HIP, which is used in migratory birds, I believe, for example, in Texas or in dove hunting in Mississippi.  They felt that programs like that could be adapted to the fisheries.

One of the comments questioned the need or the use for catch shares in the private fishery and some members indicated that they would rather explore alternative methods, such as fish tags and other methods.  The question of the allocation of the resource between the user groups was also discussed.

In terms of the commercial sector, the need for accountability from all sectors was stressed and the subgroup also indicated that the commercial sector should go forward with an all-inclusive catch share program, all reef fish, with or without the recreational sector.

Another point that was made highlighted the need for some assistance, if you would, relative to how to use IFQ shares as collaterals in bank loans.

The group discussed the next meeting and most probably we will have our next meeting before the April council meeting and the AP expects to report some recommendations at least back to the council by the June meeting.  This concludes my report, Mr. Chair, and thank you.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Assane.  Are there questions for Assane?  

MS. WILLIAMS:  Actually, one of my questions was about Assane’s report, because it says that they didn’t have any information on headboat data, but, Larry, don’t you have information on headboat data, because I thought I saw it in one of your books over here.  I believe information does exist, doesn’t it?

MR. SIMPSON:  Bonnie has that.  That’s under their program.

DR. DIAGNE:  Ms. Williams, what headboat data?  Maybe you are going back to the SEP report, because I believe that over there in the economic activity discussion I did mention that the headboat data was not available to us.

With respect to that, that has to do with the input/output model that we used to estimate the various impacts of the fisheries sectors.  The part of the headboat data that we do not have is the data that would allow us to estimate a multiplier specific to the headboat sector.  Essentially, that information for the other sectors are collected through MRFSS.  That’s what we wanted to see.

DR. SHIPP:  Assane, in your private recreational subgroup comments, I don’t know if I didn’t hear it or you didn’t say it, but there was a sentence in there about should a catch share program be considered, the transferability of shares between sectors would be essential.  Was that widely discussed or was that just kind of a minimal element to their meeting?

DR. DIAGNE:  As you mentioned, that is noted in the report and it was widely discussed.  Despite the reservations expressed concerning catch shares, the subgroup felt that should such a program be developed one of the key elements would be the transferability of the shares, but transferability associated with the possibility to fish those shares.

As you know, let’s say in the red snapper, for example, once the five-year period lapses, anybody could potentially buy those, but to fish them, given our current regulation, you would need a commercial reef fish permit.  It was widely discussed and the group felt that that should be addressed.

MR. PERRET:  Sometime back, we had set up a committee to look at, I think, some of the, if I remember correctly, recreational interests and new ideas and so on and for whatever reason, we got varying comments and viewpoints and so forth.  

The concluding remark from these members is their appreciation for the cooperative report and so on and even though there are specific issues that some were not supportive of for the future, they still want a presentation on all of these types of activities and it shows their willingness to work together and I think that’s real encouraging.  

It sounds like we’ve got a really good committee that even though they have diverging opinions on things they are willing to hear each other’s opinions and work together.  Whatever we did with this committee, obviously we’ve done better than what we did in the past with other committees. 

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Corky, they all start that way.  

MR. GILL:  Assane, could you tell us a little bit about the plan for the next meeting and when it is scheduled for and what the thoughts are on its agenda?

DR. DIAGNE:  I think I will have to confer with the Vice Chair, Ms. Morris, and the Chair, Dr. Bortone.  The preliminary discussions we had indicate that we’ll have this meeting before the April meeting and some of the agenda items, as noted in the report, would include, perhaps, working and highlighting the common areas of interest between the subgroups and making more progress, if you would, on the objectives, goals and objectives, of this panel as we move forward.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR STEVE BORTONE:  I think something else we want to bring is work on that idea of canvassing the public and getting some input and that would be presented as well.  I don’t think it requires a vote, but just maybe a nod of assurance.

We discussed it very briefly, but there was concurrence to rename the committee the Catch Share Committee as opposed to the LAPP, given that that’s the federal emphasis and it’s probably a more meaningful term to the public than LAPP.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Other questions?

MS. WILLIAMS:  How would that affect our funding if we change the name, since our funding -- Which is it called, LAPP or catch share, Mr. Bortone?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  On paper it’s called LAPP, but we’re going to hear tomorrow from Roy and basically the federal adoption is now catch shares.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Any other discussion?

MR. SAPP:  I’m not a member of the committee, but just a quick question for Assane.  The meeting, I’m curious as to how you conducted it.  Did you convene everybody together and then you split up physically into separate groups and then reconvened the group or how exactly did that work?

DR. DIAGNE:  That’s exactly how the meeting was conducted.  Initially, the full panel met for the first part, for the charge and the goals and objectives and so forth, and subsequently, each subgroup went into a separate room.  We used the conference room and additional offices in the building.  Afterwards, we reconvened the full panel and the recommendations were shared with everybody.

MR. SAPP:  There was no opportunity for interaction between the subgroups except for at the beginning and at the end of the meeting and is that right?

DR. DIAGNE:  No, but the interaction came in when they came back to present their recommendations.  At that time, all panel members had an opportunity to basically ask questions and ask for clarification and that sort of thing.
MR. PERRET:  Assane, were all members present?

DR. DIAGNE:  No, we had some missing members and I believe the first part of the report indicates the members that attended.  We had maybe two that were absent and one absence was due to the fact that their flight was cancelled and by the time they could make it Tampa, it would have been too late.  It was only a one-day meeting.

APPROVAL OF THE UPCOMING ASSESSMENT SCHEDULES
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you.  The next item on our agenda is the Approval of the Upcoming Assessment Schedules.  Is someone from staff going to go through this or will we wing it alone?  It’s B-12.  The memo describing SEDAR-22 and Greater Amberjack update schedules is Tab B, Number 12, if you’ll turn to that, please.

This is from Julie Neer.  She talks about having the yellowedge grouper and tilefish March 15 to 19 and the assessment webinars in June and August of 2010 and the SSC review February 14 to 18 of 2011 and they’re going to go basically the whole week.

For greater amberjack, that process will begin in April of 2010.  The scoping calls and the initial assessment period will be July to September of 2010 and the in-person workshop will be held in late October or early November of 2010, where the assessment panel will meet to finalize the update assessment and produce the report.  The SSC will review that February 14 to 18 of 2011.

Both the SEDAR-22 and the amberjack are to be reviewed by the SSC in conjunction with several other CIE reviewers the week of February 14th.  Do we need to approve that, Steve, or what do we do in terms of schedule there?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  That’s an interesting point.  We’re going to have a conference call Monday to discuss some of these issues that are happening with the scheduling.  One of the things, and Rick and I have talked at length about this, is that most often the SEDAR schedule is done without consultation to us and so sometimes it has caused some scheduling issues and I think we need to be consulted more frequently when these schedules are set, but I don’t think this presents any problem.  Where’s Rick?  I don’t think it presents any problem as it stands.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  At one point we had a group within the council that was working with them directly on the scheduling and so forth.  Anybody else see any problems with these dates as they’ve been described?  Okay.

Tab B, Number 13, which is the benchmark of yellowedge grouper and tilefish, B-13, if you’ll turn to that, it goes through a series of dates.  It looks like we would have a product sometime in December of 2010.  Again, I guess I would ask Steve, do you see any problem with these dates?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  No, I don’t think so.  There was one conflict that Tina had, who is our person on the council staff that works with them, but I think that’s the only space/person conflict that we have or time conflict.

MR. ATRAN:  Mr. Chairman, just a quick comment.  I believe all of the benchmark assessments are now conforming to the new SEDAR schedules, where the data workshops are all going to be scheduled in the springtime, to try to get all of those out of the way at once, and then there will be assessment workshops, primarily by webinar, a pre-review period, and then, if necessary, a follow-up assessment workshop to review any problems that were identified during that comment period.

The update assessments I think are still on the old schedule.  I believe once we’re finally converted over, the idea is to alternate years when benchmark assessments are done and when update assessments are done.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Steve.  Then we go to Tab B-14, update on the schedule for greater amberjack.  Again, that shows a series of dates and culminating in a product, it looks like the complete report submitted to the council on March 18, 2011.  Anyone have conflicts with that?  

Hearing none, then finally goliath grouper, Tab-15.  Steve, help me out here.  Is this something we’re supposed to be discussing now in terms of the schedule?  I don’t really see anything.  They talk about discussion with the SSC in January of 2010 and now with us here and I don’t see anything to back this up.  Is there something else out there?

DR. SHIPP:  Scroll down.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  There it is.  Thank you, Bob.  It looks like they’re going to try to come up with a complete assessment report in December.  What is the status, Bill, on your sampling program in Florida?  Are we going to ever get to the point where we can actually survey some of these fish and get some good data off of them or not?

MR. TEEHAN:  As a result of the events of the last month, the cold freeze we’ve had, we’ve got plenty of otoliths washing up and so this is going to be a catch-free model is what they’re going to do, is what’s planned, but like I say, an unscheduled major fish kill in the State of Florida has included a lot of dead goliath grouper and so there’s going to be some tissue samples and there will be otoliths and at this point I don’t know how that’s going to factor into everything, because it just happened.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Did you say unscheduled fish kill?  You all can schedule those now?

MR. TEEHAN:  We did not schedule this particular fish kill.  That’s correct.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  You do think you’ve got a lot more data to work with?

MR. TEEHAN:  I think I do and I would have to talk to Luiz Barbieri to find out how much of that is going to be useful, but quite a bit of it is around the Tampa Bay area and so it’s immediately accessible to our research institute.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  I hesitantly say that’s good.  That concludes that section.  Any other comments on goliath?  Hearing none, we go to Other Business and I’ve got two items.  Amberjack, Mr. Greene.

OTHER BUSINESS

AMBERJACK DISCUSSION 
MR. GREENE:  I have been looking over the amberjack stuff and I would like to simply -- Being the new guy, I guess, and the charterboat guy and everything else and understanding that we have an amberjack assessment coming up here before long and everything looks pretty good -- I guess maybe we’ll see a presentation by Andy a little later on and some options that we have, but I would like to explore the option of maybe pushing back the opening of the season for amberjack from January 1 to potentially a June type date.

My thoughts and reasoning behind this is pretty simple.  It’s that if we don’t have a real good assessment come back on amberjack that potentially the user groups involved in the private recreational sector, charterboat sector or whatever, could use those days maybe in a more effective manner than opening a season in January.  I would just like some comments or something that we could work on or elaborate with that.

MR. RIECHERS:  Johnny, I certainly appreciate that, because I had some folks from the Texas contingent talk to us about that and I think they’re going to speak to it in public testimony and so I think we’ll be getting some information and maybe we can work together on adjusting that date, to where it fits the entire Gulf a little bit better.

MR. TEEHAN:  Robin kind of touched on what my concern was.  One question and then a comment.  Johnny, are you thinking about this change in the season for this coming -- We’ve already begun the season for 2010.
MR. GREENE:  I don’t think there’s any way we could do it for this coming season, but for the year 2011 coming up, hopefully we could do something at that point.

MR. TEEHAN:  That was my concern and I think that alleviates some of my concern, is that we probably need to hear from the rest of the Gulf as to how they feel about the amberjack season and Robin just indicated that there were some Texas folks here to speak to it.  I would also probably like to hear from south Florida and any of the other states, for that matter.

DR. CRABTREE:  You could do this through a framework action and I think as long as you made your decision by -- It would be best if you could do it by the June council meeting.  We would have plenty of time and that should give you time to have some hearings and that sort of thing.

Andy has already done some preliminary analysis.  I don’t know if you want to spend time with that at this meeting or just have them develop some alternatives for the next meeting.  That would be up to you.

There is the issue with a new assessment that is in the works and I think we would get the results of that early next year.  The rebuilding plan does specify an increase in the TAC for 2011, but I think given that we have a new assessment underway it would make more sense to wait until we have the assessment results and then look at it and if we get a good assessment result, it may be that we can fish year-round and we can deal with that then, but if we wait on the assessment results, we’re going to be at this meeting next year and then it will be too late to do anything if we don’t get good assessment results.  I think this is real doable.  The timeline of trying to get this done by the June meeting would work well, I think.
CHAIRMAN MINTON:  How long do you think Andy’s presentation would take to go through it?

DR. CRABTREE:  Ten minutes.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Let’s do it then now and then we’ll come on to our last item.

MR. FISCHER:  While we wait on Andy to get set up, I think this is something, and I’m not on your committee, that we really have to look into, because off of Louisiana, we totally mysteriously lost our wintertime tuna fishing and took away all those fish and with what’s happening in the reef fish complex, I think we have to tweak this amberjack season to match some logical part of the year.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Andy, are you ready?  Go ahead.
MR. STRELCHECK:  I’ve put together about six or eight slides.  The presentation has two purposes.  One is we have to address essentially the landings overages that occurred during the 2009 season and deal with those through accountability measures for 2010 and then there’s been some suggestion of modifying the season and possibly having some fixed closures or moving the fishing season start date.  We wanted to look at some alternative seasons for you and at least get discussions going.
Just as a refresher, you implemented accountability measures and catch limits through Amendment 30A for both the commercial and recreational fisheries.  There is in-season quota closures.  However, if landings exceed the quota, then that overage is essentially deducted from the quota in the following year for the commercial fishery and the season is adjusted in the following year for the recreational fishery and right now, the recreational fishery has a January 1 through December 31 season.

Commercial landings, this one doesn’t look like it’s the most up-to-date.  We got some revised numbers just Monday for the meeting, but we’re estimating that commercial landings are in the 531,000 pound range and so there’s probably going to be about a 20,000 to 30,000 pound overage, which would put your commercial quota somewhere around 470,000 pounds.  

That’s our best estimate at this point.  We won’t have final estimates until March or April, when all the trip ticket records are submitted by the states and compiled, but this is essentially an estimate that’s based on quota monitoring reports from June onward and trip ticket records from January 1 through June.
MS. WILLIAMS:  I want to make sure that I didn’t misunderstand what you said.  On the quota overages on commercial, you will deduct that from next year’s season, but on the recreational industry, there is no quota payback, just simply reduced days or did I misunderstand?

MR. STRELCHECK:  The quota is adjusted downward based on the average and then we have to shorten the season based on when we think that new quota level will be met and so yes, thank you for correcting.

For the recreational fishery, unfortunately, typically we would have Wave 5 landings at this point.  We don’t.  There’s been some problems with the Wave 5 estimation through MRFSS, but what we did explore is was there any relationship between landings reported from January through August versus total landings reported during the fishing year?

You can see, just based on this regression, that there is a very strong relationship and that’s because the bulk of the amberjack landings occur during the summer months, during Waves 3 and 4.  We used this, essentially, as a metric to give you an idea of what are the landings for 2009 expected to be, given the information we have reported now.

We’re waiting on headboat and we’re waiting on Texas landings data and we’re also waiting on Wave 5 landings for MRFSS, because the fishery was open through October 24.  The bottom line is there’s a strong relationship, which allows us to then project forward what we think might be landed.

As of the end of August, we were just under the quota in terms of the reported landings, 1.318 million pounds.  We’re projecting total landings for 2009 to be on the order of 1.59 million pounds.  The quota was 1.368 and so you’re looking at somewhere on the order of a 220,000 pound overage.

From that information, what we did is we took the catch rates in 2009 and applied them to 2010.  Obviously catch rates can vary from year to year, but we’re projecting, based on this new lower quota, which will be a little over a million pounds, that this quota could be met as soon as July 21 of this fishing season.  The fishing year would be substantially shorter than obviously what it was this year, but that’s preliminary.

Once again, we’ll get final landings estimates in the coming months and be able to revise this and determine when the fishing season will be set for the 2010 year.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Andy, what’s the standard error around those numbers?

MR. STRELCHECK:  I don’t have it on the presentation, obviously, but I could look it up for you, but there certainly is uncertainty around those and we’re using the deterministic estimates.

Just to give you a sense of when the landings occur and who accounts for the majority of the landings, the MRFSS survey represents 92 percent of the overall landings, headboat 6 percent, Texas 2 percent, and you can see the red and blue lines which account for 98 percent of the total landings.  

The peak of landings occurs during May/June and July/August and falls off obviously during the winter months and in the fall months.  Any season would be lengthened if you’re closing summer months and shortened if you’re closing obviously times of year when less fish are being landed.

To give you an idea of what we are projecting in terms of potential seasons for 2011, and this assumes no quota increase in 2011, using the existing quota, we came up with a variety of seasons with different start dates and to give you an idea of the length that the season would be open.
The longest season is obviously down at the bottom of that table and that reason that you’re able to essentially leave it open for eleven months of the year is May accounts for a huge amount of the landings.  

Obviously with a one-month closure there’s a lot of uncertainty in terms of fishing effort shifting to pre and post the closure time period.  We haven’t taken into account potential increases in population abundance or increases in size of the fish being caught at this point and so this is simply taking 2009 catch rates and applying them forward to 2011 and certainty this would need to be refined further, but it gives you an idea of what the season might look like if catch rates were consistent with what we saw this past fishing season.

DR. CRABTREE:  Now, on this slide though, Andy, that’s not assuming that any of the effort just shifts around, right?

MR. STRELCHECK:  We’ve taken in no account of effort shifting.

DR. CRABTREE:  Understand, for example, that last scenario with 333 days, if all those trips that would have occurred in May get shifted around, you might end up with less than that some.

MR. SAPP:  Just a thought.  One of the things we always hear from the charterboat guys is just leave us something to fish for and with that as a thought, presumably we’re going to have a red snapper open season in June and July, so people have got a prime fish to fish for then.  Have we considered a closure of those two months?

MR. STRELCHECK:  We certainly can evaluate anything the council would like us to evaluate.  Based on when the landings occur, the distribution of landings, closing June and July would obviously result in a large reduction in the landings, minus any effort shifting that would occur.

MR. SAPP:  I would just be interested to hear some public comments maybe toward that possibility when we do that this afternoon.

MR. ATRAN:  Andy, this slide that you have up right now has for 2011 if the season were to open on January 1, it would close on August 26.  Two slides earlier, you estimated for the 2010 that a January 1 opening would end on July 21st.  Does that difference represent the overage that’s being deducted for the 2010 season?

MR. STRELCHECK:  That’s correct.  We’re assuming that for 2010 we would be able to hold the fishery to that quota level, that lower quota level, based on the overage and so 2011 would be the 1.368 million pound quota.

MR. ATRAN:  My other question was I know with the red snapper calculations you’re trying to estimate changes in the average size of a red snapper being caught.  Is that factoring into these estimates of season openings for greater amberjack?

MR. STRELCHECK:  Not at this point, but we certainly can look at trends and see if there’s any trending upward in terms of average sizes, if that’s something you want us to explore.

DR. CRABTREE:  One more thing with respect to this.  Last year, we closed the fishery after MRFSS showed that the quota had been caught and as a result, we had an overage.  It’s my intent this year to project the closure date and close the fishery down when we project it’s caught and that’s got a host of difficulties, because we’ll have to project a pretty good ways out and we could miss it, but it still seems better, to me, than waiting until two-and-a-half months after the fact and risk another overrun.  

I just want to be upfront with you guys and if you have a different view on that, please let me know now, because I know we’ll get criticized no matter which way it goes, but it seems to me the emphasis here ought to be on not allowing a big overrun.

If we close the fishery prematurely and realize that, then we can try to reopen, but it just seems risking another big overrun like that doesn’t make sense and so I would be interested in your input on that.

MR. GILL:  Andy, I don’t know that you’ve looked at it, but one of the problems with Johnny’s request is that when you change start dates, geographically one man’s meat is another man’s poison.  If you changed them willy-nilly, you always have this up and down.
I presume that that’s also true with amberjack.  It was certainly true with snapper and it was one of the conundrums we were trying to deal with.  Are you planning to look at that and then provide that information before we get too far down the pike?

MR. STRELCHECK:  To be clear in terms of what you’re asking, it’s kind of a geographic distribution of the fishery and when the harvest occurs in various areas?

MR. GILL:  The issue is that Johnny is requesting that we change the start date and with good reason, but the question then is are goring somebody’s ox such that we’re hurting another area worse than we’re helping the one area?  We have to balance that and we may decide to change it, but I think we ought to know that we’re doing that as opposed to changing it and then find out that sorry, down there in the Keys and you guys have been hammered and I apologize.  We need to look at it upfront.

MR. STRELCHECK:  Certainly with this analysis we’ve just looked at the Gulf of Mexico as a whole and haven’t looked at the geographic impacts at this point, but we could break it down on a much finer scale.

MR. FISCHER:  That’s exactly what we did with red snapper.  When the season opens, it just crushed the people who were dependent on wintertime fishing from both the South Padre and south Florida areas, those that caught snapper.
What we’re speaking of here is this scenario is great for 2011 if we don’t overfish 2010.  That’s considering everything stays within the quota for 2010.  Roy, I agree if you say you’re not going to use in-season MRFSS because it gets to you too late and you have to make a projection before the year and is that what you said for a closing date?

DR. CRABTREE:  Yes, we would get the wave-by-wave data, but once we thought we were in a position where the quota will be caught before we get another delivery of data, we would just project out based on expected catch rates and put out a Federal Register notice saying we project the quota will be caught on this day.

Now we will almost certainly not be exactly right, but that’s just the nature of the beast, but if we wait until we get the next round of quota deliveries and all that, then we’re almost certainly going to have a big overrun.  That’s my intent this year, is to make the priority of avoiding a large quota overrun, so that we don’t get stuck.

DR. SHIPP:  Roy, you may not be exactly right, but it would be close enough that it wouldn’t have a major impact on the next year, if you’re 20,000 or 30,000 pounds off, unlike this year.

MR. STRELCHECK:  To add to this, Roy had asked us before the meeting to see if we had projected this year’s fishing season, based on the regression modeling I had shown you earlier, when would the season have closed?  

We had unexpectedly high Wave 4 landings, but it would have still closed probably about two weeks sooner than when we did close it and so obviously those would have been landings that wouldn’t have then come off the next fishing year’s quota.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Andy.  Any other comments?  The last item of business that I have here is set-asides and research and so forth and Ms. Williams.

DISCUSSION OF SET-ASIDE QUOTAS
MS. WILLIAMS:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  I’m bringing this before you because it was really just some ideas to throw out there to see what the council members thought about it, if there were other ways or suggestions that perhaps we could address some of these problems that are going on as far as uncertainties by the industry.

I really have no preference.  I’ve provided through email to the council members as well as the members that we have on our email list for the Gulf Council what those two research programs or the protocols were that the Mid-Atlantic Council had.

They actually set the program objectives and the priorities of the program and the procedures and this is all worked out through the council.  They do a framework adjustment in which they do these set-asides.

It’s 3 percent, I think, up to 25 percent, but you’ve got to have some programs that you need research done on and there’s no other way to possibly get this research in a timely manner if not for these set-asides, plus it allows the industry, depending on how you set the program up, both commercial and recreationally, to fish when the seasons are closed by bidding on these set-asides.  That’s one of the programs they have.

There are others out there.  I know that there’s been a lot of discussion from the recreational industry.  They don’t know how certain programs would work and they have fear to buy into them, for us to begin a plan amendment or anything, because there’s just so many unanswered questions in their minds.

Maybe you could set up some type of a program to address some type of a mini pilot project to help address some of those research items, but other than that, it was just a way of trying to figure out how we could get additional information on the data that we are lacking.

Like I said, a great deal of the research is done this way up in the Mid-Atlantic area.  The government is not paying for it and so I just feel like that I don’t know what we need to do and we probably would not do it at this meeting.  I guess, Roy, I’ll probably ask him to speak to something like this or if he has any ideas that he wants to share with us, but like I said, it wasn’t an attempt to give fish away.

It wasn’t an attempt to take anything away from anyone.  It was simply an attempt to try and answer some of these questions that’s coming from our stock assessments and have a way for our fishermen to fish when the seasons are closed.  Thank you for allowing me this time.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  Thank you, Kay.  Comments?  

MR. FISCHER:  I guess mine was a question and I was trying to figure who to ask it to and maybe Bonnie, but what type of research would be necessary that would require a set-aside rather than research that’s just done in-season?  I guess I’m trying to figure out -- I would like to get some of these fish and I would like to figure out what I could do with them.

MR. GRIMES:  I might be able to provide you some guidance on that.  Scientific research that occurs aboard a scientific research vessel is exempt from the definition of fishing under Magnuson.  It’s not something that’s regulated.

I believe what Ms. Williams is talking about -- The stuff that I’m familiar with on the Atlantic coast deals with industry.  I think it’s trawlers or whatnot will go out and fish and they’re essentially doing the trawl surveys for the Northeast Fisheries Science Center, but there’s an elaborate process established for it, whereby there’s a percentage of the quota that’s taken, a research set-aside.  

When you calculate ABC, they take a certain chunk of that that’s off the table and it doesn’t get divided up amongst the fishing industry participants.  It’s going to go to research purposes or stock assessment purposes and I believe what they have up there has been addressed in the revisions to the EFP, Exempted Fishing Permit, regulations, whereby they’ll go out and instead of paying industry to go out and do this, they get to go out and trawl for the fish and keep the fish and the scientists do whatever it is they do and then the commercial industry would sell the fish.  That’s the compensation, fishing or paying them.  That’s how they afford to do it, I suppose.

It’s something I guess we could do, but it would require significant changes and it would have to be accounted for somehow in our existing quotas.

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  We did this back in the 1980s, I believe, on red drum with the Grumpy II, where we used that vessel and brought the fish in and they set a quota upfront and said all the fish you can catch and then they sold the fish for their vessel time and effort and so forth.  We’ve got precedent in the Gulf, too.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Just like in the Mid-Atlantic, for example, I guess their summer flounder is like our red snapper.  It’s very important to them.  One of the things that they had under their set-aside was to evaluate the size distribution of the discarded fish in the summer flounder, both the recreational fishery and it says by sex.  This could be considered for all catch components, which would include the commercial fishery.
That’s why I said they test gear modifications and they do it for bluefish, black sea bass.  They use it for aging information and just several different studies that their assessment people have said we need this information and with this information it’s going to give us better assessments.

That’s just something that -- Like I said, with the season closed, if it was something that our fishermen could do that would allow them to continue to fish, both recreational and commercial -- I know we’ve talked about tags and we’ve talked about days at sea.  I don’t know what all kinds of programs that we could possibly think of, tournaments or I don’t know.  It was just an idea to throw out there and say what do you think and let’s talk about it.  Thank you.

MS. MORRIS:  The Mid-Atlantic program that Kay has been talking about, they set aside part of the allowable catch and then people propose research projects that are implemented and involve harvest of that TAC, but I think some of other councils -- I think in New England they set out a part of the TAC and they auction it out to whoever wants to fish it, but the money from that auction is devoted to either a research purpose or a pilot program that the council or the Science Center has designed.

If we wanted to, that would be another way to use a set-aside, a set-aside that would be used to auction off to whoever wanted to fish it and the money would be used to pay for observers in that fishery or pay for a pilot program for the charter captains to try reporting all their catch or something that we wanted to do, but we didn’t have the money to do it.  That’s another way to use the set-aside.

Another idea would be to I think we’ve talked in our allocation discussions about if there’s an increase in TAC, taking a percentage of that increase and trying piloting sort of a transfer to another sector or the situation we’re facing in the eastern Gulf where there’s a lot of red snapper that weren’t there before and people don’t have enough quota to land it and devote it to that purpose or something like that.

There’s lots of different ways and we might begin to start talking about whether we want to do that and all the different ways we might put it to use.

DR. CRABTREE:  There may be a lot of good things that you could do with this, but I would not characterize this as a way to give people more fishing days.  In fact, the result of setting aside a portion of the quota for the vast majority of people will be they will get fewer fishing days and then the subset of people who actually participate in one of these will be allowed to fish some extra days, but the vast majority of people won’t participate in these kinds of things and so they will see fewer fishing days, because their quotas will be reduced.

MR. RIECHERS:  Kind of like Julie, and I agree with Roy as well, but I think we have some opportunity to look at these set-asides.  It’s very difficult to do when we have fisheries resources where we’re actually talking about scarcity and reduced days.  It’s going to be hard to talk about a set-aside in those programs, but there may be other fisheries where we could consider it.
It seems to me maybe what we should do, since we’re just now exploring this notion, is to try to get a -- Kay, we certainly appreciate you bringing forward the two that you were able to find, but maybe get an overview of what the different councils are doing around the country and maybe have that come to Data Collection and then hopefully what we would want to do is really work -- It’s not really fisheries dependent data that we seem to be lacking, but it’s fisheries independent data in most cases.

We could work very closely with Bonnie’s group, if we’re going to go down this road, about thinking about how would we do this to get the needed information that we really need on some key species or key elements that we may not have time or ability to get that some of these other commercial vessels or recreational vessels could provide the platform for.

It seems to me, and I’ll make it in a motion if we think we need to, Steve, or could we just add that maybe as a topic of discussion to the next Data Collection meeting?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  I’ll just go ahead and canvass the other councils for that information.

MR. PERRET:  We have an ideal fishery if we want to do it in.  We can do it while the fishery is open and we’ve got the Gulf shrimp fishery.  We don’t have enough effort in the shrimp fishery to harvest the optimum yield of brown shrimp.  Maybe if we paid shrimpers for research data, we might have more effort and catch the optimum yield of brown shrimp.  

I just think if we’re going to pay fishermen to do something that we ought to do it during the open season and get the information.  I don’t think we need to go through a whole new bureaucratic -- I won’t say mess, but bureaucratic process that could take forever to get the information that we should be able to get when a season is open.  

CHAIRMAN MINTON:  That concludes Reef Fish and I think, Dr. Bortone, you’ve got a --
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  Those council members who want identification badges, we’re going to need to take your picture.  We’ll do that I guess up front here.  Robert Turpin will take the pictures for us and it shouldn’t take but a couple of minutes to do that.

MS. WILLIAMS:  I’m not going to tie this committee up, but I’ll just wait and do it at full council under Other Business or when we start talking about the closed areas, because there’s some information and guidance that we need to give Carrie so that she knows what it is that some of us are looking for.

DR. SHIPP:  We’re in recess until one o’clock.  At one o’clock sharp, we’ll begin the full council session. 

(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 11:25 a.m., February 3, 2010.)
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