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The Sustainable Fisheries/Ecosystem Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Midnight Ballroom of the Battle House Hotel, Mobile, Alabama, Monday morning, February 1, 2010 and was called to order at 10:25 a.m. by Chairman Julie Morris.
CHAIRMAN JULIE MORRIS:  We’re going to begin the Sustainable Fisheries/Ecosystem Committee meeting.  This is Tab G in the briefing book materials.  Members present are myself, Morris, Mike Ray, Roy Crabtree, we have Carmen DeGeorge sitting in for the Coast Guard seat on this committee, and is anyone here from U.S. Fish and Wildlife, Hamilton or Kelsey?  That member is not represented and Mr. Gill is here and Tom McIlwain is here.
ADOPTION OF AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF MINUTES
Tab G, Number 1 is the agenda.  We have both Karen Burns and Steve Atran providing staff support for this committee and so the agenda is Tab G, Number 1.  Are there any additions or deletions to the agenda?
MR. ATRAN:  One thing I want to apologize to you is this version of the agenda accidentally left Bob Gill listed as the person wherever the chairman is supposed to do something and it should have been Morris and I apologize for that.  Under Tab III(c), Status of ABC Control Rule, I have a short PowerPoint presentation from last week’s SSC meeting on that.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Anything else to be added or deleted to the agenda?  I don’t hear any opposition and we’ll adopt the agenda.  Next, we’re moving on to the minutes, Tab G, Number 2.  Any comments on the minutes?  Any corrections to the minutes?  Is there any opposition to the approval of the minutes?  Hearing none, the minutes are approved.

Then we’ll move to the Options Paper for the Generic ACL/AM Amendment and this is Tab G, Number 3 and we’ll give everybody a minute to pull that up and then Steve will start going through it.

OPTIONS PAPER FOR GENERIC ACL/AM AMENDMENT

REVIEW OF OPTIONS PAPER
MR. ATRAN:  If you’ll look at it, you’ll see there’s a lot of sections in here that are marked to be completed and so this is more of a progress report than an actual completed options paper.  We weren’t planning to give a completed options paper at this point anyway.

We do plan on having one for the April meeting and we are trying to work this options paper so that it’s synchronized with the two other ACL options papers that are being done jointly with the South Atlantic Council and that’s the spiny lobster and the mackerel ones, which I believe Rick has responsibility for as far as staff leads.

Just I think basically all we need to do is just briefly go over what items are in here.  We do have a section that we’re working on transfer of management of selected stocks and that’s a section with some alternatives to transfer mutton snapper, Nassau grouper, yellowtail snapper, octocorals and I don’t know if there’s anything else.  We’ll possibly turn the management of those species over to either the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission or the South Atlantic Council.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Steve, is there a part of the document that lists those things we’re considering transferring?

MR. ATRAN:  Yes, but that’s in the to-be-completed section and so we didn’t get it into this version of the options paper.
CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Just go over that list again more slowly, please.

MR. ATRAN:  We had mutton snapper, yellowtail snapper, octocorals, and Nassau grouper and, Carrie, do you recall if we had any other stocks that were going into the transfer of management section?  I think it was just those.

DR. ROY CRABTREE:  When you say transfer management, do you mean remove them from the FMP or what exactly do you mean?

MR. ATRAN:  Some of these -- I think stone crab might have been in there as well.  Something like the stone crab, we were thinking about possibly withdrawing the FMP.  In other cases, it might be either removal from the FMP, which would allow the State of Florida to extend their regulations into federal waters, or in the case of I believe Nassau grouper, we were talking about trying to find a way to delete the management of those Nassau that do occur in the Gulf of Mexico to the South Atlantic.  We’ve got a variety of methodologies that we’re trying to put into one action.  Action 2 is designating ecosystem component species.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Give us the page number, please.

MR. ATRAN:  That is on page 6 and we do have some options that we have put in here and for purposes of designating ecosystem component species, we’re looking at possibly using some maximum amount of landings and if a species falls below that, consider it to be an ecosystem component and not part of the targeted fisheries.

The alternatives that we have are no action, do not designate any stock as an ecosystem component.  Alternative 2 would be to designate as an ecosystem component any species with less than 25,000 pounds in landings during the years 1999 to 2008 and that is in total and not average.

Alternative 3 would be to designate as an ecosystem component species those with less than 100,000 pounds of landings during the years 1999 to 2008 and there’s a table below that, Table 2.2, that shows which species would end up being declared ecosystem component species under either of these two alternatives.  It’s not a large number and, again, these are species that are not targeted.

MR. BOB GILL:  Steve, the 25,000/100,000 pounds, I understand what they do over a ten-year series, but were they basically just arbitrary distinctions or was there a basis for them that isn’t immediately obvious?
MR. ATRAN:  I believe they were just selected as very low levels of harvest that could typify low harvest stocks.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  I had a related question.  It seemed to me like they were nice round numbers and I wondered what was behind them and we have that analysis that we’ll see later on the agenda of groupings and which species are related to which and it’s all pretty complicated, but there might be some way to use that detailed analysis to figure out another way to identify ecosystem component species and I would suggest that as you develop the options here that you look and see whether that might be something that would contribute to identifying ecosystem component species.

MR. ATRAN:  That’s a good idea.  I think maybe when we get to the presentation that I believe Andy Strelcheck is going to be giving, we might have some feedback into this section as well.

MR. GILL:  Are we leaving this section or are we still on it?

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Not if you still want to say something about it.

MR. GILL:  I have a question.  As I read the note on page 7, and I think it was in the guidelines it said that requirements for a possible classification were four items and I read those as “and” conditions.  Could you clarify that they are in fact add, which I interpret to say that they all have to be satisfied to be considered as ecosystem components or am I misinterpreting that?

MR. ATRAN:  No, they all have to be satisfied, but I guess (A) would be a non-target species or a non-target stock.  I think by virtue of the fact that we have very low landings, these stocks could be considered to satisfy Requirement (A).  Requirement (B), not determined to be subject to overfishing or approaching overfished or overfished, I think virtually all of these stocks are stocks that we don’t have a stock assessment on and we don’t have any reason to suspect that they’re being overfished.
Item (C), not likely to become subject to overfishing or overfished, according to the best available information in the absence of conservation and management measures, again, since these are non-targeted species and they’re not very often caught, I think that item has been met.

(D), not generally retained for sale or personal use, now these are fish that if they’re caught they probably would be retained, but I think it’s that item that says not generally retained that might give us a little leeway to declare some of these ecosystem components.

MR. GILL:  To that point, that was my point.  The last one, from my history, when we see the hinds or the groupers, we do in fact buy them from the boat and resell them.  Anything that has some value that’s usable to the consumer, then we try to accommodate that and make use of it.  

If that’s an “and” condition, then we may be in a bit of difficulty on at least some of those species.  If it’s an area of wiggle room, perhaps, then that’s something else, but the hinds and the groupers specifically I’ve bought and sold and do every time I get one, which is not very often.

MR. ATRAN:  I think you might have to ask Shep or some of the legal folks how much wiggle room we have.  It may also be that we may want to make some exceptions.  Even if a stock meets the minimum poundage requirements, it might be one that’s desirable enough, as you said, that we may not want to include it as an ecosystem component stock.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Roy or Shep, do you have any insight as to whether this is a really important consideration, the retain for sale or personal use, for something to qualify as an ecosystem component species?

DR. CRABTREE:  Yes, I think it is important and you’ll have to go through that.  Obviously some of these, if they’re only a few hundred pounds even landed, I think you could argue that it’s not generally retained by anyone and it’s not generally caught, but I would think some of these groupers, where the landings are 80,000 pounds or so, that’s probably going to be a tough case to make.  We probably have quotas that are no higher than 80,000 pounds for some species.  

I think it’s just something you’re going to have to go through.  The guideline is out and we don’t have any long history of using this and so people are just now -- It’s the first time anyone has done these things and I think you do have some flexibility.  Obviously when you use the word “generally”, that gives you some discretionary ability, but it’s all going to come down to building a record to support what you’re doing.

MS. KAY WILLIAMS:  I just wanted to make the comment that when we’re looking at the various groupings and stuff that you were talking about that we will see earlier, when we went with both the gag and the red grouper and we set up the TAC and whenever they caught whichever one it was first, the fishery was closed.

If you look at all of the other fish that those fishermen used to catch, they probably lost close to a million pounds of fish and so when we started doing these groupings, we really didn’t have a handle on what that was going to do to the fishery and I think we’ve got to be real careful about what we group and how we structure it.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Steve, based on this discussion, as you revise the options paper into a more complete options paper, it seems like this question of figuring out some tipping point of landings that would be evidence of retained for sale or personal use or not would be helpful.

MR. ATRAN:  Yes and also, from the discussion, you’re asking the IPT team to also consider some other aspects of the stocks, life history or its association with other species.  By the way, we are planning to have an IPT meeting next week to go over where we’re at right now and so we’ll be getting these comments into the IPT team.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Then we can move on then to Action 3.

MR. ATRAN:  Action 3 deals with species groupings and since Andy is going to be doing a presentation on that, I would suggest we skip over it for now and Action 4 on ABC control rules, I have a short presentation on where we stand on that.  We did make quite a bit of progress at the SSC meeting two weeks ago and we do seem to be on target to come up with an ABC rule that will include both data-rich and data-poor species.  Again, unless you want to get into it right now, I have a short presentation later on.

Action 5 is ACL, annual catch limit, and annual catch target, if you chose to use those, control rules and we haven’t really started working on that yet, because that’s dependent upon what comes out of the ABC control rules.  We’ll have something on that for the April meeting.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Steve, on that point, it seems like the ABC control rule group is working on the scientific uncertainty, but we really haven’t begun, as a council, to figure out what we’re doing about management uncertainty.  Is this Action 5 where that will begin to be articulated or do we need a working group to -- Does this committee need to establish some kind of working group to develop an approach to management uncertainty?

MR. ATRAN:  This is certainly where the management uncertainty will fit in.  As of right now, we were planning just to have council staff and the IPT team work on developing this.  If you would prefer to put together a working group, that’s perfectly appropriate as well.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  I just want to make sure somebody is beginning to work on that.  Maybe at the April meeting we would have something to look at that the staff and IPT had come up with as ideas about management uncertainty and a control rule for that?

MR. ATRAN:  That’s my intent.  That’s our intent.  Action 6 is sector allocations.  I guess there were some emails and there was some concern about where we were going to discuss sector allocations and it is in this amendment or it will be.

We actually had some sections that had been written by some members of the IPT team and because of the email problems that we’ve been having over the past couple of weeks, it didn’t get to me until very late last week and it was too late to try to put that information into here, but we will have a fairly comprehensive sector allocation section in for the April edition of this.

MR. GILL:  Steve, to that point, and as you and I have emailed back and forth about it, there are sections within Amendment 32 that address this issue and so the question comes as to where the appropriate place is and my assertion has been that the council’s last motion relative to sector allocation was to put it in this amendment entirely.

I don’t know if it’s appropriate, Madam Chair, to entertain a motion, but I think the prudent thing to do would be to remove it from Amendment 32 and leave it all here in Action 6, which is where the council motion last left it.  

I think it has the added benefit that Amendment 32 is on a relatively fast track and the sector separation issue is complex and is going to take some wading through and we certainly don’t want it to hold up Amendment 32.  I think we need to move it entirely from 32 into Action 6 here and if you would like a motion to that effect, I would be happy to do it.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  The proper thing would be to have a motion if we’re going to discuss it and so go ahead and make the motion.

MR. GILL:  I move that sector separation issues be moved in their entirety from Amendment 32 and placed in Action 6 of the ACL/AM Amendment, per council motion at our last meeting.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Is there a committee member who wants to second that motion?  

DR. TOM MCILWAIN:  I’ll second it.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Tom McIlwain seconds and is there discussion?  It seems like a motion to remove something from Amendment 32 should be made in the Reef Fish Committee and not in the -- I see the connection, but it’s probably properly a motion for the Reef Fish Committee and not for this committee.

MS. WILLIAMS:  I agree too, because the discussion actually took place in the Reef Fish Committee.  There were members of the public who understood that, as we normally do, staff was going to incorporate these things without an actual motion being on the board and so if we’re going to discuss it, we should discuss it in Reef Fish.

MR. ROBIN RIECHERS:  To maybe get at what Mr. Gill is trying to do here at this point, Mr. Gill, maybe you would want to just say let’s duplicate the discussion in Amendment 32 into this document at this point in time and then you can have the subsequent discussion in Reef Fish and it allows for the flexibility of it being in either at this point in time.

MR. GILL:  Thank you, Robin, for that comment.  My original intention was to discuss this in the Reef Fish Committee, but that’s tomorrow.  We’re here now and so I wanted to get the issue on the table so the thinking was there on it and we could be thinking about what the proper action is.

To respond to Kay’s comment, that was true and part of the problem is the council perhaps has not been as clear and precise as it should have.  However, in council, amongst the last motions that we made, was a motion to move sector separation issues to the ACL/AM Amendment and that’s what the council approved and I think it’s fairly clear that that supersedes any discussion in the Reef Fish Committee, which is why I bring this up and I will bring it up in the Reef Fish Committee.
CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Are you withdrawing the motion or do you want to go ahead and vote on it or do you want to change the motion?


DR. MCILWAIN:  I would make maybe a friendly amendment to recommend removal of sector separation would be in order at this point and then defer it back to the Reef Fish Committee.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Another thing we could do is have the motion say to lift the sector separation actions out of 32 and duplicate them here and then when we get to full council, if there’s a conflict between what is coming out of the Reef Fish Committee and what’s coming out of this committee, we can resolve it at full council.

MR. GILL:  Madam Chair, I was going to recommend that we change, following on Robin’s recommendation, to change “remove” to “copy” and would that satisfy the needs of the seconder?

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Is the seconder agreeable to that change?

DR. MCILWAIN:  Yes.

MR. ATRAN:  I just wanted to point out in Amendment 32, the sector separation issue was only being applied to groupers and in the ACL Amendment, it’s being applied to everything that we have an allocation on and so “copy” might not be the appropriate term.  It might be better just to say remove it from 32 and only consider it in the ACL Amendment.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  It seems like copy and adapted or something like that would get the intention clear.

MR. GILL:  That would be fine.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  We have a motion that has a friendly amendment in it and, committee members, are you ready to vote on the motion?  Any further discussion?  All those in favor of the motion say aye; all those opposed.  The motion carries without opposition.  We’re back to Action -- What action are we on, 6 or 7?

MR. ATRAN:  Unless there’s any more discussions on section allocations, we’re moving on to Action 7, Framework Procedure for Setting Annual Catch Limits.  That begins on page 10 and basically, I just moved what we had in the scoping document into the options paper and changed the questions to a set of alternatives, but I did make an addition.

We have two frameworks that we have prepared.  The first is called Generic Framework Procedure for Specification of Annual Catch Limit, which was my attempt to take the existing framework procedure for setting TAC and just adapt it, make whatever changes were necessary to make it into a framework procedure for setting ACL.

It got to be rather long and complicated.  I think it’s about seven pages long.  If we adapt it, hopefully we can find some way to simplify it, but the second framework that I had put together was one that I called framework procedure for other applicable law, which was intended to allow the council and NMFS some flexibility to use a framework procedure when changes need to be made for something other than a stock assessment and I think the regulatory changes that were made in Amendment 31, because of the requirement under the Endangered Species Act that we do something for sea turtles, is a perfect example of that.

We have those two and when I was looking over that shorter one last week, it occurred to me that really, that one, with only minor wording changes, could probably be used for both processes, both for making changes in response to a stock assessment and for making changes due to other applicable law and so I added an Alternative 4 that says modify that second framework procedure with some relatively minor wording changes and then that could be the single framework procedure for any valid use and that’s only two pages long and so that is a much simpler framework procedure.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Any committee discussion on Action 7?  If you recall, this is something that we originally had drafted as part of 30B and then we decided it was more appropriate in the Generic ACL/AM Amendment and so we decided to place it in here, which is why it seems so much more developed then other portions of this options paper.  Any discussion on Action 7?

As usual, Steve, having -- You gave a good evolution of how Alternative 2, 3, and 4 were developed, but we may want to have fewer alternatives, because they all need to be analyzed.  I don’t have any direction for you, but if you get to the point where you want to drop one of these because it seems pretty similar to the other ones as an alternative, that would be okay.
MR. ATRAN:  With that guidance, I will discuss that at the IPT meeting next week.  The next section is Action 8, Initial Specification of Annual Catch Limits, which begins on page 19.  Now, when we have the complete options paper, I think that most of this is going to follow whatever we develop for an ACL control rule, but there are some species that we felt might not be adaptable to a generic control rule and they might need to be set separately.  For example, specifying ACL for red drum.

Red drum, we don’t allow harvest in federal waters, but there is a harvest allowed in state waters and so that seemed to be a special case and so we put together an Action 8.1 that’s specific for red drum and the alternatives other than the no action, which is do not set annual catch limits, both of these, Alternative 2 and Alternative 3, would set an annual catch limit equal to zero in federal waters, but they would treat state waters a little differently.

Alternative 2 would just not try to set an ACL for state waters, just say let the states manage their own landings, and Alternative 3 would set the ACL equal to state zero and federal waters and then would set an ACL equal to some average number of pounds and based upon some time period and the difference between the three suboptions is which timeframe, the average of landings during 1989 through 2008, 1998 through 2008, or 2004 through 2008.

One of the problems is that we were talking with some of the state agency people and red drum are not managed on a TAC, on a total allowable catch, basis.  They’re managed on an escapement basis.  The target, I believe, is to allow a 30 percent escapement of spawning stocks into the spawning community and whatever else is there is eligible to be harvested and so we don’t really have an ABC to go on on these.

On top of that, there’s a question of exactly how do we deal with the state waters, since we have no control over the state waters to begin with.  As of right now, the alternatives, as I said, were Alternative 2, simply don’t try to set an ACL for the state waters, let them manage their own landings, or Alternative 3 is to set an ACL based upon some historical average of landings, but we would not have any authority to enforce that.  That would just basically be a target for the states.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Discussion on this action?

MR. GILL:  I guess, Steve, I could use some help in understanding the real difference between 2 and 3.  We’ve got federally no catch and what difference does it make from setting ACL/AMs if we set a level at the state level or not?  It seems to me it’s an added complexity over which we gain nothing and it just complicates the issue further.

MR. ATRAN:  I think the question we’re trying to figure out is, as I said, the federal government doesn’t have authority to manage in state waters, obviously, but we are required to set ACLs and so are we required to specify an ACL for the state waters, even though we can’t manage it?  If not, then Alternative 2 would probably be the best way to go.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  We usually have lots of discussion about red drum.

MR. CORKY PERRET:  We’ve already got an ACL and it’s zero.  Some of us are hoping to change that though.  The ACL is zero and it’s been zero since the late 1980s.

MR. LARRY SIMPSON:  One more clarification.  The council approved FMP states that the states of the Gulf of Mexico should manage to try to achieve a 30 percent escapement.  That’s what is in your FMP and so I think they’ve done that.
MR. GILL:  Shep, can you enlighten us a little bit about the difference that you see between Alternative 2 and 3 and the efficacy of either?
MR. SHEPHERD GRIMES:  I was raising my hand to try to comment that I think the guidelines clearly establish that we should endeavor to manage stocks cooperatively with the states and to targets that are consistent with the Magnuson Act.  While we’re not required to, I think Alternative 3 is something that we should strive to attain.

Also, I think Alternative 3 perhaps does more to provide a meaningful target for evaluating whether or not overfishing is occurring and what our overall management of the stock Gulf-wide is trying to achieve.

MR. SIMPSON:  If you’re trying to change your management philosophy, you need to amend your plan.

MR. GRIMES:  It is my understanding that there are some things missing from the plan as it is, MFMT definitions, currently compliant definitions of MSY, perhaps even OY, and in order to add an ACL to it, you’re going to have to update all those other missing or let’s say outdated parameters as well and so in speaking to what Mr. Simpson had said, I think if you’re going to go down this road of addressing red drum that you ought to fix all the existing deficiencies as well.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  The question for this committee at this point in time, and we’ll have another chance to talk about it in April, as we see a more fully developed options paper, is are there any other actions or alternatives regarding this red drum ACL issue that we want to ask our staff and IPT to work on between now and then?  Does anybody have any suggestions?  Then let’s move on to the next --

DR. CRABTREE:  We’ve had a lot of discussion about people’s desire to somehow reopen red drum.  If you’re going to do something like that, this is where you need to address that, because you’re going to need to set an ACL at something other than zero.  

If there’s an interest in doing that, we ought to voice that to staff now, because every alternative you have in here right now maintains that ACL at zero, which indicates you’re not going to try to open it at all.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  After I talk with Harlon, I’ll come back to you and see if there’s a motion you want to make to that effect.
MR. HARLON PEARCE:  You woke me up, Roy.  We’ve managed the states based on escapement rates.  If that escapement rate was above 30 percent, it was considered the states were doing their job well.  Every state has got 30 percent or better escapement rate, some as high as 68 percent.  In Mississippi, it’s 63 percent and in Louisiana it’s 44 and 35 and so on.

If we’re within our biological limits in the states and yet we’re allowing anywhere from 30 to 70 to 68 percent to escape, there’s got to be fish offshore and so those fish offshore are a biologically sound fishery, based on what we’ve been doing within the states.

I think that we really have to consider, for many reasons, how do we look at setting what Roy wants us to do, but opening a viable fishery in the Gulf for the for-hire sector, the harvesting sector, the people that need it badly now, based on what we’re seeing with what the states are doing.  I agree with Roy that we need to set some sort of an ACL.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Does someone on the committee want to make a motion requesting that staff and the IPT add another alternative that sets an ACL in federal waters based on updated parameters in the red drum management plan?  Does anyone on the committee want to make that motion?

MR. GILL:  I’ll have to wing something here.  I would move that we establish an Alternative 4 to set an ACL greater than zero with options to establish limits to that ACL definition.
CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Is there a second for Bob’s motion?

DR. MCILWAIN:  I’ll second it.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Dr. McIlwain seconds.  Any discussion?  It seems like the idea of based on parameters in an updated FMP might be -- At least it will be in the discussion if you don’t want it in the motion.  Other discussion of the motion?

MR. ATRAN:  It seems to me that from what Harlon Pearce has said is that if the target escapement is 30 percent escapement and we’re getting more than 30 percent escapement from some states, that difference ought to be an allowable catch.  That might be something where we may need to convene the -- We have a Red Drum SSC and maybe we can see if the Science Center can give us some guidance on that.
CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Is there further discussion of the motion?


MR. GILL:  I recognize this motion is extremely vague, but it’s trying to open that door and leave it up to the staff and IPT to help put some limits around it and if we need to tighten it down, I would be fully amenable to that.

MR. GRIMES:  We’re in cahoots with the states in managing this and so if we’re going to set an ACL, we’re going to need a comparable MSY and MFMT and I don’t know that those are out of date or that we are totally missing them, but I have reason to believe that.  Should that be the case, we’re going to need to incorporate that into this action as well.  Am I understanding you correctly?
MR. GILL:  It sounds to me like what you’re asking for, Shep, is to modify this to basically say to modify and update the FMP and setting an ACL, all after Alternative 4, to modify and update the Red Drum FMP and set an ACL greater than zero with options to establish limits to that ACL definition and does that satisfy what you’re looking for?
MR. GRIMES:  Am I also to understand, at least in theory, when we’re developing these there are going to have to be some that include state landings in that?  It would be the overall target, which instead of having a 30 percent escapement rate target, that we would have -- If we’re going to base ACL on poundages, then there must be information to support something different than what we currently have, like the 30 percent target, something that’s poundage-based as well.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Bob, could you work with Phyllis on the language that you would like to see changed in the motion?

MR. GILL:  I’m not sure I understood Shep’s latest part, because I think that will come out of the options development, but after “Alternative 4”, to modify and update the Red Drum FMP and set an ACL of greater than zero.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Tom, are you comfortable with that change?

DR. MCILWAIN:  Yes, I’ll accept that.  I think the point is to try to get it on the table to take an honest look at it.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Is there discussion of the motion?

MR. MIKE RAY:  I guess I’m sort of confused.  It seems like this is supposed to be a generic amendment and we’re getting very specific here with one species and I’m just wondering if this is even something we ought to have here and just leave it or just go back to the FMP for red drum.  I’m just sort of at a loss here and so I would like to hear some more discussion.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Mike, the reason it’s generic is because it cuts across a number of FMPs.  That doesn’t mean that it’s a high level and doesn’t get into details.  Correct me if I’m wrong, Steve, but as we start going through Action 8, there’s an Action 8-point something for each of the FMPs that we’re dealing with.  We do have to set ACLs.  That’s a requirement for each of these species that we manage and so we do have to do something about red drum.

MR. ATRAN:  From what I’m hearing, and this might be something to defer to the Red Drum Committee, which is going to meet tomorrow or today, but it sounds like we’re working towards needing not only the Generic ACL, but maybe a specific Red Drum FMP amendment to alter what our targets are right now and so some of this might need to be discussed in the Red Drum Committee.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Just further, this motion would be to add an alternative.  The other alternatives that don’t require an FMP to be amended are still here in this action and we’re just at the options stage.  Any further discussion on this motion?

MR. GRIMES:  Just to clarify perhaps, I agree that if we set an ACL equal to zero for the EEZ then it’s going to largely be consistent with what we already have on the books.  Even if we are perhaps missing or have other dated parameters, it doesn’t matter, because harvest is going to continue to be prohibited.

Where we have significant issues arise is when we want to open up harvest in the EEZ.  Then we’re going to have to revisit all of our other stuff, because we’ve proceeded down the path to change the way we’re managing the stock.  If it stays at zero, we may not need a red drum amendment.  If we’re going to allow harvest in the EEZ, then I’m inclined to agree with my friends in Texas over there that perhaps it’s something that’s best addressed via the Red Drum FMP.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  We have a motion on the board.  Is there any further discussion?  Is there any opposition to the motion from committee members?  The motion passes without opposition.

MR. ATRAN:  The next section -- We’re still in Action 8, which is specifying ACLs.  Action 8.2, beginning on page 21, is titled “Specify ACL for Royal Red Shrimp”.  I think based upon some communications we’ve had with the regional office, we’re going to subdivide this section into royal red shrimp and other penaeid shrimp and the reason why is because even though we don’t need to specify an ACL for the penaeid shrimp, the pink, brown, and white shrimp, because they are annual species, we’ve been advised that we do need to specify ABCs and MSYs for those species.

The regional office and the IPT team is working on some language and I don’t think there’s any options involved there, because we’re not specifying ACL and just ABCs, but it will make sure that we meet the requirements that we at least have ABCs for the penaeid shrimps.

For the royal red shrimp -- We’re running into problems on all of the shrimps from the standpoint that the current MSY is not a single number, but it’s a range of values.  Shrimp Amendment 13 had specified a maximum sustainable yield of 392,000 to 650,000 pounds of tails annually.

If we need a single MSY, the question came -- From which we would set an ACL, the question came of where to set that and the alternatives that we worked up -- Alternative 1 is obviously the no action alternative.

Alternative 2 would be to set an ACL at 75 percent of the overfishing limit and the overfishing limit would be -- We have three options: set that based upon the upper level of that MSY range, set it at the mid level of that MSY range, or set it at the bottom of that MSY range.

Then Alternative 3 would be to just set an annual catch limit and it would not be specifying an OFL here.  It would just be specifying an ACL, again, based upon average landings from some previous time period, either 1962 to 2008, the last five years of landings data, or the last ten years of landings data.

Also, in the discussion, we indicate that since we do need an ABC or a single number for an ABC for the royal red shrimp that we would defer that to the Scientific and Statistical Committee and ask them to develop an ABC.

MR. PERRET:  Steve, the title of this document says “Shrimp” and it’s very generic.  We know we don’t need all of this for the penaeid shrimp, which is the primary species.  I’ve had a couple of calls from people wanting to know why we’re doing this for shrimp and I tried to explain that it was royal red.  Let’s make sure in the document we do what we need to do to try and best explain that we’re dealing with royal red on this.

MR. GILL:  I assume the reason the royal red are included in here, in contrast to the penaeids, is they have a longer life span than one year and is that correct?

MR. ATRAN:  That’s my understanding.  I’m not a shrimp biologist, but my understanding is that they are more than an annual species.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Any further discussion of this section?  If not, we will move on to the next section.

MR. ATRAN:  The next section, which would be Action 8.3, is just one of the to-be-completed sections.  It would be to specify ACLs and ACTs for data-adequate stocks and any stock groupings that the council decides to put together and the action immediately after that, Action 8.4, would be to specify ACLs and ACTs for data-poor stocks and stock groupings.  I just felt that we’re probably going to have two separate ACL control rules and so we set those as separate actions and we have not worked on that yet, because, as I said, we don’t have the ACL rule put together yet.

The next section is Accountability Measures.  We are working on -- We have some discussion,  but we haven’t put together some alternatives yet and so that section -- That’s one of the sections that, again, I received some information from the regional office, from the IPT folks over there who are working on this, but it came in too late to get it into the options paper for the briefing book and we will have a complete set of options for the April meeting.  That completes what we are planning to put into the ACL/AM Amendment at this time.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Any other committee discussion on the ACL/AM Draft Amendment?

MR. BILL TEEHAN:  I’m not on your committee, but I just wanted to make a comment on Action 1, which seems to be adding to the ever growing list of possible species to be delegated to the State of Florida.

I’m wondering if at some point as this starts to gel a little bit more if it would be appropriate for the council to draft a letter to the FWC indicating its intent or its desire to delegate the management of these species.  

As it stands right now, I’ve been discussing the lobster partial delegation and the stone crab full delegation with the commission and they have not come to a decision on whether they want to be in charge of any of those two fisheries, let alone piling the rest of these on.

As you get into these finfish fisheries, there’s going to be a little bit more problems of enforcement in federal waters of state regulations.  I just wanted to put that on the record.  I don’t know if it’s appropriate to start drafting that letter now or wait until this document goes down the road a little bit further, but I think it’s something that the council needs to consider.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  I would suggest that when we meet again in April and have a firmer list of what we might think would be a good idea to at least discuss transferring that that would be the appropriate time for a more formal consultation.

MR. TEEHAN:  When and if the council does do that, I can then -- It would be appropriate for me to put some item on the commission agenda that discussed the full range of what the council is considering, so the commission can not just take this as a one-species-by-one-species, but go ahead and get it all on the table, so that they can deliberate it and decide what they would like to do.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Thank you, Mr. Teehan.  We are going to move on with the agenda then and the next thing up is the Species Groupings Analysis, which is Tab G, Number 4, and who is the presenter?

MR. PHIL STEELE:  Andy Strelcheck is going to give that.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Do we want to move on to something else while we’re waiting?  Are you ready with the ABC control rule PowerPoint, Steve?

STATUS OF ABC CONTROL RULE
MR. ATRAN:  Yes, I can go through that and that shouldn’t take too long.  It’s just a quick review of where we are at.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Steve, this is not on our disk, right?

MR. ATRAN:  No.  This is an edited version of a presentation that Luiz Barbieri gave at the SSC meeting last week and it’s part review and it’s part letting you know what the SSC did last week.  This is just an overview, for those of you who haven’t seen this in a while.

I actually have this as my desktop on my computer back in the office.  This is our new terminology.  We have an overfishing limit which corresponds to the MSY level.  That comes out of the stock assessments and acceptable biological catch, which is -- It says recommended in the National Standard Guidelines, but it’s actually set by the Scientific and Statistical Committee and that’s OFL is reduced by scientific uncertainty and then an annual catch limit, which is the council’s responsibility, is the maximum catch as reduced by management uncertainty.

The annual catch target, which is optional, but if you choose to use it, it’s generally the optimum yield target, where you actually want the fishery to end up.

At the last council meeting, the SSC had requested that the council give it some guidance as to what percent probability of overfishing you felt that you wanted to take, what level of risk that you felt that the ABC control rule should encompass.  You recommended that it encompass a range from 15 percent to 45 percent probability of overfishing.

This is just to show you graphically how that looks.  On these charts, the bell-shaped curve would represent your MSY estimate with the level of error around it.  The top of the curve is the point estimate of MSY and then if you go down a little bit, this is showing that if you want a 45 percent probability of overfishing, it would be just a little bit down, but the point estimate is 50 percent.

If you wanted to go to a 15 percent probability of overfishing, you would be much lower down on the bell curve and so the whole purpose of what’s called the P* approach is to develop methods for finding out where within this range of 15 to 45 percent the probability level for a specific stock should be set.

The approach, and this is for data-rich stocks, the approach that’s being used is to set up the system of dimensions and tiers.  Dimensions are various facets of the stock that can be given some point level, depending upon the status of the stock.  Those points are added up and then they’re subtracted from fifty to give you the probability level.

When we were here before, the SSC was looking, for the dimensions, to look at assessment information, how much reliable information we have, characterization of uncertainty about that information, stock status, whether it’s overfished or undergoing overfishing, and then the results of a type of analysis called the productivity and susceptibility analysis.

At the SSC meeting last week, the SSC felt that stock status should be taken out of this.  You could have a stock that’s overfished, but if you have a lot of certainty about your information or vice versa.  You could have a stock that’s not declared overfishing, but you have a lot of uncertainty.

They felt that stock status is something that needs to be considered in the management area in setting the ACLs, but not in the ACTs.  They removed that and they replaced it with characterization of uncertainty divided into two types of uncertainty, observation error, which is the uncertainty associated with how reliable the data is, and process error, which is uncertainty due to incorrect assumptions or using the wrong model or things within the calculations of that data.

This is just a slide to show what the productivity and susceptibility analysis looks like.  It’s just combining a large number of parameters, productivity parameters, such as age at maturity, size at maturity, maximum size, fecundity, reproductive strategy.

On the susceptibility side, it’s looking at factors related to the fishery, such as how available the stock is in the fishery, the likelihood that the gear will encounter a fish, selectivity of the gear, and post-capture mortality, and that’s discard mortality, and trophic level.  Are you fishing on a stock that’s at the high end of the predator/prey relationship, something in the middle of the trophic level, or something near the bottom?

Each of these sets of parameters can be combined to give a single numerical value from one to three.  This particular analysis was done by MRAG Associates.  National Marine Fisheries Service has a slightly modified version where they give a one to four number and then the value can be plotted on that graph that was up.  The graph is divided into equal thirds, each third representing either a low risk, medium risk, or high risk of overfishing.

MRAG did about twenty-plus stocks in the Gulf of Mexico.  They did this for the Ocean Conservancy and these were their results.  They ended up with a large number of the stocks ending up in the high risk category and then several stocks in the medium risk category.  The lowest was Spanish mackerel and with their analysis, none of the stocks that they looked at ended up in the low risk category.

They do use a more conservative method than what the National Marine Fisheries Service uses that does result where there’s no information in a assigning a higher point value and so a higher risk level.  I’m not going to go into the PSA analysis in depth.  This is just kind of a refresher, if you haven’t seen this.

MR. PERRET:  I hate to interrupt you, but I see that’s vertebrates only.  None of the invertebrates were included and is that why -- We don’t do it with penaeid shrimp, for example, but spiny lobster is another invertebrate.  Did they only deal with finfish?

MR. ATRAN:  They were only dealing with finfish in this example.  Now, they also only did what they were contracted with Ocean Conservancy to do and so if we use the PSA analysis -- From my understanding of it, I don’t see any reason why it can’t be applied to the invertebrates.

MR. PERRET:  I guess where I’m going is lack of species up there doesn’t put them in the very low or very high category and they just were not included in this analysis?

MR. ATRAN:  That’s correct.  This is basically where the SSC left you at the October meeting.  Again, here are the tiers that they had previously defined: assessment information, characterization of uncertainty, stock status, and PSA results.

Then each tier within that, which is the level of information you have or the level of uncertainty, was assigned a score.  The scores for each of these sections would be added up and subtracted from fifty and that would give you your probability level.

The sections in red are those areas where the degree of information is so low that this particular methodology could not be applied, because you would not be able to develop either an MSY estimate or an estimate of the error surrounding that MSY.

During the SSC meeting a couple of weeks ago, those items in red were removed from this analysis and the problem was that that left the range of probabilities -- Instead of 15 to 45 percent, it was 27 to 45 percent.  The SSC decided to take the remaining values and redo those numbers so that they would get back to the full range that the council requested.  This is just to show you that we are a work in progress and this is part of where we’re at.

They did use these numbers that they had and went through an exercise with some of the species where we do have plenty of information to see what probability levels they would have added to.  They looked at gag, mutton snapper, yellowtail snapper, and goliath grouper.  

It’s simply showing we have four tiers and the score that was assigned for each of those tiers and then in the case of gag, they ended up with a probability level of 28.25.  That means that gag we would want an acceptable risk level of about 28 percent probability of overfishing.  You can see mutton snapper would be around 33 and yellowtail would be 36 and goliath grouper would be 22.

Don’t get too fixated on those numbers.  These are just for examples and the points that are used to calculate them are being changed, but this is just to show you some little bit about how this method would work.

Then once a point value is assigned, this is a graph that is actually four completely different species, but it does show where these probabilities can be calculated.  A given probability level can be associated with a specific ABC and at least in these four species, it happens to be a pretty linear relationship.

If we look at black sea bass and we wanted a 25 percent probability level, we would go up and it would be a little bit under 220 whatever those units are.  Once we have the probability level and we have the errors, it’s pretty easy to calculate what the ABC should be.

Again, as I said, those items in red, which are very low information tiers, were removed from this control rule and the stock status was removed from the control rule and replaced with characterization of uncertainty due to process error and so when the SSC broke up, this is where they were at.  

They had the four dimensions and they had tiers for a couple of them and they were going to revisit those.  They had not yet developed tiers for the uncertainty, due to process error, and you can see all the point values were temporarily reset to zero.  They’re going to be readjusted so that, as I said, so that when they’re added up and subtracted from fifty, again, we’ll be back to using a range of 15 percent to 45 percent probability of overfishing.

One of the problems with this method is that it’s for data-rich species only.  It requires that the stock assessment be able to produce an estimate of MSY and be able to produce an estimate of error around that MSY.  A lot of the stocks, we’re not going to be able to do that and so we need to move onward to some data-poor method that doesn’t require that.

That’s the question, how do you split the data-rich and the data-poor species up and how do you handle the data-poor species?

One of our SSC members introduced this table, and this is half the table, which came from I believe it was the North Pacific SSC.  They’re using the same terminology of dimensions and tiers, but they’re using this to separate the data-rich from the data-poor species and what this is saying is for their top tier, where quantitative assessment information is available to develop an MSY and an error around the MSY, go ahead and use this P* method.

In this method, the Pacific SSC said that if a proxy was being used for MSY, go to some other method.  Our SSC felt that the proxy was still valid as long as you could develop a statistical error around that and so we’re combining Tiers 1 and 2 in this.

Then Tiers 3, 4, and 5 all deal with species where there’s not enough information to develop either the MSY or to develop the error around the MSY and depending upon how much information we have, there’s Tier 2 or Tier 3 or Tier 4 that depends upon less and less information.  One of the problems with this data-poor method is that --

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Steve, I’m going to interrupt, because we thought this would be short and we have a number of other presentations and so I’m going to encourage you to wrap it up as quickly as you can.

MR. ATRAN:  Okay.  One thing in this that the SSC is asking for some input from the council is National Standard Guidelines, and I think this is the second to last setting, states that the ABC control rule may establish a stock abundance level below which fishing would not be allowed.

This minimum threshold is being set in some of the other councils and so they wanted to know whether or not this council wishes to set some minimum threshold and if so, where to set it.  I put this in the form of a set of alternatives.
There would be no action and we wouldn’t have any minimum threshold level or Item b would be to set a minimum threshold at 5 percent of BMSY, and that’s being used by the North Pacific Council, or we could set it at 10 percent of BMSY, which is being proposed by the Pacific Council and the South Atlantic Council, or you could select some other level of stock abundance.

If you use this just for reference purposes, I looked at what the current estimate is of red snapper relative to the BMSY level and it’s currently at 17 percent of BMSY, or the proxy that we’re using, and so even a 10 percent would be below where we’re at for red snapper.

This is the last slide.  I just wanted to quickly mention that the Ecosystem SSC was asked whether or not they thought there should be an ecosystem dimension added to the list of dimensions and tiers and they did recommend that an ecosystem dimension that integrates trophic interactions, fisheries, habitat, social vulnerability, and climate sensitivity be incorporated into the control rule.

When this was brought before our standing SSC, they felt that this was a rather complicated system.  They weren’t quite sure how the ecosystem considerations worked into the estimate of a single value for MSY and they felt that perhaps this is something that should be addressed at some future iteration of the control rule, but not used in the current iteration.  

That was the last slide and, again, this is the one question that the SSC is posing to the council, is do you want some minimum threshold incorporated into the ABC control rule and if so, where should it be set?

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Thank you, Steve.  I need to do a little agenda management here.  We started the committee meeting late, a little over an hour ago, and we’re supposed to end in a half-hour and we have presentations on species groupings and we have a presentation on National Standard 2 Guidelines that we need to get to and the thing that Steve just presented to us touched both on the SSC request, which is Item V(b), and also touches on part of the Ecosystem SSC meeting.
I’m inclined to go through the agenda in the order that’s presented here and get back to this request from the SSC later in the agenda.  Is there any objection to that at this point?  Okay.  Then we would go to the Species Groupings Analyses and, Andy, are you ready for this?  We do have a Tab G-4, if you want to find it on your laptops or turn to it on your paper pages.

SPECIES GROUPINGS ANALYSES
MR. ANDY STRELCHECK:  I’m going to try to go through this fairly quickly.  This was a sixty-plus slide presentation for the SSC that we’ve tried to boil down to less than twenty slides.  Even then, it could be a long presentation and so I’ll go through it fairly fast.

We were asked to essentially evaluate species groupings.  We focused on reef fish and the need for this is we have essentially thirty species in our reef fish complex that are unassessed and so what do you do with those species in terms of management and in terms of setting annual catch limits and can you develop species complexes that allow ACLs to be set for those species?

Our main goal, obviously, is to provide guidance for you in terms of setting ACLs for reef fish.  We kind of broke it into three objectives.  One was can we even identify species assemblages and also, if you can identify them, are they consistent between the commercial and recreational fisheries and the third part of this is are there essentially indicators or stock dynamics that we need to be aware of when defining a species assemblage?  We looked at some catch per unit effort information in doing so.

In terms of the methods, I won’t get into gory details, but the bottom line is we looked at some life history characteristics and we also looked extensively at some fishery-dependent data and in particular, logbook data from the commercial longline and vertical longline sectors, as well as headboat data.

Today’s presentation will focus on those things highlighted in blue, which are the hierarchal cluster analyses that were completed.  For those, we looked at landings, broken down into bins of year, month, and area, and for the commercial fishery, depth as well as gear type as well as some just presence/absence cluster analysis work.

We also did some other work with percent co-occurrence and nodal analysis and then, as I mentioned, the indices of abundance, which look at trends over time in various species and whether they’re consistent with one another or not.

I just wanted to provide some examples of essentially what our work essentially has produced thus far.  Right now, this is in review at the Southeast Fisheries Science Center.  We got a little bit of guidance from the SSC, which we’re going to continue working on these analyses, but this is essentially results from a cluster analysis of the commercial longline fishery and you can see some fairly good clustering, which is to be expected, based on the exploitation patterns of these various species.

Down at the bottom, for instance, you have a shallow-water grouper bin, essentially, that’s clustered together with your gag, red grouper, black grouper, and scamp.  You also have deepwater species consistently clustering together and a mid-water complex.  This varies a little bit by gear type, as we have seen, and there’s certainly some things that you have to do in terms of interpreting the results.

I’ve circled a few things here in red, just to be aware of, species such as greater amberjack.  At least in the longline fleet, it tends to just cluster by itself, although it’s part of that mid-water branch.

You have species like mutton snapper which is less frequently landed and then gray snapper is an unusual one, in the sense that it covers both the eastern Gulf, southwest Florida, and clusters with tropical species, as well as the western Gulf, where it’s caught around rigs and can cluster with mid-water species.  Essentially, this is just one example.  We produced a lot of cluster analyses with very similar --

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Andy, stop on this one, because I know that a number of council members were confused by this in the pre-meeting materials.  This is a statistical test that you’ve run that looks at a number of different dimensions of how commercial longline catches these things?

MR. STRELCHECK:  Correct.  We look at the catch composition on trips and we aggregate that into bins that are year, month, the statistical area of fishing, and then for the commercial fleet, we also include depth as a factor, as well as gear type.  From that, you’re then able to do a statistical analysis where it’s going to come up with the essentially most likely grouping of species, based on the data that’s reported.

This essentially tells you that there’s distinct branches in this cluster analysis and that the highlighted areas are areas where species were grouping closely together and certainly identifiable as being caught with one another and likely a good way of categorizing them as an assemblage.

MS. KAY WILLIAMS:  My comment to Nick -- He did a great job, by the way.  When he was looking at the landings and he was looking at the statistical areas, and I’m speaking for the commercial industry, and he was looking at the composition and how many pounds they landed and when they landed it, fishermen travel.

Just because they tell you they fish in Grid 10 or 12 or -- They fish inshore and they fish near shore.  Just because they catch a particular fish in one place, they may fish from Florida to Texas and come back in before they offload.  Sometimes if that’s what you’re using to judge your species composition, I really don’t know that you’re always going to come out with the right answers.

MR. STRELCHECK:  Certainly you point out some limitations of using the fishery dependent data and we’ll explore other datasets as well, but one of the things that we really focused on was looking at multiple ways of analyzing this data and how much consistency or inconsistency there was in the results.

The bottom line is that we did find a lot of consistency.  There were some obvious differences, but things that certainly would be expected, based on how the fishery is prosecuted.  Any other questions before I move on?

I won’t go into this, but, once again, this is essentially a similar slide as the previous one, except now we’re looking at the vertical line fleet.  You do get some differences in terms of species groupings.  This is partly explained by where the fishery operates and some of the restrictions that are put on the longline fleet that aren’t placed on the vertical line fleet, such as the fifty-fathom boundary.

Once again, you’re getting some fairly strong clustering of shallow-water grouper species and mid-water species in this analysis.  Deepwater was maybe not as distinct, but then they’re not as heavily targeted as the longline fleet targets deepwater grouper and just to let people know, if you’re looking at the graphics that were provided in the briefing book, we’ve cut off these graphs just to make it a little bit easier to see.  I realize that the font size is extremely small on these, but this gives you a sense of some of the work we’ve done.

These are just two figures.  We, I think, have seven or eight cluster analyses presented in the book summarizing not only commercial work that we’ve done, but also work we did with the headboat fleet.

Ideally, you can come up with assemblages that are results of the clustering work, but you also want to be aware of indicator species and are population trends consistent for species that might be aggregated within an assemblage?

To get at this information, we looked at catch per unit effort indices of abundance to see how well trends in abundance tracked over time and we did this for all of the various groups that were clustering together, but here’s the six shallow-water grouper species that are going to be on this graphic and we haven’t plotted the error around this, just to make it a little bit easier to read, but you can see everything has been scaled to one, for simplicity, but for black grouper you have kind of a fluctuation in terms of catch rate over time, oscillating around that one.

If you plot gag against that, you don’t tend to get the same catch per unit effort.  There’s at least a little bit of a difference there and statistically, these were different in terms of the catch rates over time.

What you would want to see, ideally, if you’re grouping species together, is that those lines are going to match as closely as possible, but if you lay red grouper on the graph now, you can see that gag and red grouper are actually tracking each other fairly well.

Obviously there’s differences in catch rates, but they are showing similar patterns and so it would support, obviously, grouping gag and red grouper together, based on not only the cluster analyses, but also this catch rate information.  I’ll just throw up the rest of them.

You can see it’s kind of a scattered mess, but there’s some consistency, for instance with scamp and black grouper, where they’re showing similar indices of abundance over time and in other instances, there’s obviously stark differences between the catch pattern for one species and the catch pattern for another species, which would indicate that possibly they aren’t well grouped together in terms of an assemblage.
There’s really no definitive conclusions in terms of this type of work, but it is obviously additional guidance that can help structure a species assemblage and we’ve done this for headboat data and we want to do this for the commercial logbook data as well as potentially exploring the use of MRFSS for this type of work, but at least it gives some indication of changes in abundance over time and how they follow one another based on species.

In terms of the ACL guidance, you can set species-specific ACLs.  This is ideal for species that have had assessments.  You can also set an ACL for the stock complex and set an ACL within that complex for any indicator stocks that would be specified or you just specify an ACL for the stock complex as a whole with no indicator stock.

The bottom line -- I’ve kind of quickly gone through the methods, but the results thus far that we’ve come up with is that the analyses mostly support the current deepwater and tilefish complexes that exist.  There are some potential subgroups that possibly could be broken out in terms of ACLs, if the council so desired, but you have, for instance, yellowedge, warsaw, and snowy that are occurring at similar depths.  The indices of abundance are tracking nicely with one another.

You have golden tilefish which is abundant at a similar depth, but it is occurring in a different habitat and then you have species like blueline tilefish and speckled hind which are at shallow depths and more structure oriented.  There’s possible sub-groupings there that could be broken out within the larger deepwater grouper/tilefish complex.

I won’t go in detail, but we also run into issues with some of these species and if they’re rare, the cluster analysis really doesn’t support working with rare species, less abundant species, and so these are harder to pull together, but we provided at least some guidance and recommendations based on life history and the fact that they are caught commonly on trips that are harvesting more abundant species.

Just to give an indication of essentially what that previous slide was saying, you have in the black dashed boxes on the left in the blue, the current deepwater grouper complex and tilefish complex and then some possible sub-complexes that could be broken off of that, based on the results of our work.
For jacks, really it’s very limited support for a jacks complex.  We think species identification issues confounded the results.  We found that amberjack tended to be a fairly poor indicator of abundance for the unassessed jack species, but given that the species share similar life history and habitat characteristics, it might be justifiable to group those together, but we really didn’t have much support in terms of our overall analysis to actually group them into a complex.

This would essentially be potentially one complex of the four jack species with possibly a subgroup like we have now, where there is a species-specific ACL for greater amberjack.

For mid-water, this included species like red and vermilion snapper, gray triggerfish, and silk and blackfin snapper.  There was strong support for this complex.  These species clustered together and often in distinct groups and you can see that we break it out into essentially two potential mid-water complexes, one that includes red, lane, vermilion, and gray triggerfish and the other was silk and blackfin snapper.

There was also some indices of abundance that significantly correlated with one another, which provides support that an indicator species could be used to track the complex as a whole and with gray triggerfish, because the life history is so different than the other species, it might be desirable, like we’re doing now, to have a species-specific ACL for triggerfish and the rest of the triggerfish.

This is essentially the group of species that clustered well in a mid-water complex, with gray triggerfish being broken out and then red snapper -- We threw blackfin snapper in with red snapper, because the indices of abundance tracked very similar to red snapper, and then vermilion snapper possibly could be grouped with lane or silk.  Given the amount of harvest for vermilion, it would probably be a good indicator species for those other two species, although silk is a fairly uncommonly caught species relative to lane and vermilion.

For the shallow-water grouper complex, our analyses supported the current shallow-water grouper complex.  We always saw red grouper and gag clustering together and as I showed earlier, scamp and black grouper were included with those clusters.

We have a problem with misidentification of black grouper, gag being reported as black grouper, and so we always saw clustering of those two species, because of how we’re essentially correcting the landings for that misidentification.  Whether that’s truly a natural cluster or not is yet to be determined.  Obviously we know they overlap from Tampa southward quite significantly.

Then we saw many, many positive correlations in terms of the shallow-water grouper species, which, one again, supports grouping those species into a complex.  

You have your eight species for shallow-water grouper and possibly sub-complexes, once again, could be broken out.  This is based mostly on those indices of abundance and how species were tracking one another, but we do have indicator stocks right now of gag and red grouper that are then used as ACLs as well as an ACL for the complex as a whole and so this is not all that inconsistent and certainly these could just be potential sub-complexes considered based on the results of our data, but it does provide overall support for our existing shallow-water grouper complex.

Then snappers, this one is probably one of the worst in terms of providing any support for a complex and I think largely it’s because of the wide distribution in where these species occur.  A lot of these are tropical species, but species like gray snapper occurs both in the southwest Florida area as well as in the western Gulf in quite a bit of abundance and so that makes it difficult for the clustering techniques to really reconcile what species should it be grouped with.

If it’s being caught in the western Gulf, it’s not going to obviously be grouped with tropical species.  If it’s grouped in the eastern Gulf, it will aggregate with those tropical species, just because of where it’s geographically being caught.

There was obviously a lot of tropical species, hogfish, mutton, and yellow snapper, that may actually need to just be a distinct subgroup within this complex, because of how they’re harvested, where they’re caught, and their life history patterns.

Overall, these eight or nine species clustered consistently with one another.  Some are much more rare than others, but in terms of a possible overall complex, you could potentially group all of these species together as a shallow-water snapper complex, but then have distinct species-specific ACLs for these four individual species.

We do have assessments for three of those four species, although the hogfish assessment I don’t think reached any conclusions.  At least with these you could have a mixture of both indicator stocks with species-specific ACLs as well as a larger aggregated stock complex as a whole.

Where are we heading with this?  This is obviously still preliminary, as I mentioned.  We’ve submitted this to the Science Center in a report format and we’re going to be getting comments back from them in early March.

In the meantime, we’re also going to explore developing commercial vertical line indices of abundance, similar to those headboat indices of abundance that I showed you earlier, to see how well abundance trends are tracking for various species.  Then there was recommendations by the SSC to use life history clusters based on productivity/susceptibility analysis criteria and so we’ll be exploring that as well, with the goal of having a final report to be able to deliver to you at the April meeting.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Questions for Andy?  
MR. SIMPSON:  Andy, did you use trip ticket data or logbook or both?  What did you use?

MR. STRELCHECK:  We used commercial logbook and headboat logbook data, but no trip ticket data.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Other questions or comments?  I just want to say this is an amazing work in progress and it seems like it’s going to help us in so many ways with the data-poor species and with the ACL/AM challenge that we have and I’m very impressed.

It was a little hard to understand some of the graphics prior to your explanation and so thanks for explaining it.  We were all kind of scratching our heads about the dendograms and the --

MR. STRELCHECK:  It’s complicated work and I would be remiss to acknowledge that pretty much all of this work was completed by Nick Farmer and Rich Malinowski in our office.  I get to stand up here and present it, but they did the heavy lifting on this and they’re continuing to work so that we can provide more guidance for you guys.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  For the purposes of the generic amendment we’re working on, there is an action in there that has to do with species groupings and the hope is that by April we’ll be able to see this information flowing into that action and is that right?

MR. STRELCHECK:  Correct and my understanding -- I didn’t attend the SSC meeting, but they largely -- They made a few recommendations, but largely asked that the Science Center and regional office continue working with one another and bring forward recommendations based on these results.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Any other discussion on this species complex groupings analysis?  Thank you, Andy.  Looking at our agenda, the next thing to do would be to go to the Review of the Ecosystem SSC Meeting and Karen.  That is Tab G, Number 5.

REVIEW OF DECEMBER 2009 ECOSYSTEM SSC MEETING
DR. KAREN BURNS:  The last meeting for 2009 of the Ecosystem SSC occurred in December in Tampa.  They had two things.  First was to develop a conceptual framework for advancing the ecosystem approach to fisheries management for the Gulf of Mexico and the second item was focused on issues relating to interactions between the recovering red snapper stock and existing stocks of vermilion snapper and grouper species using ecosystem modeling.

They did not develop a comprehensive conceptual framework at the meeting.  However, they did come up with two possible approaches.  The first was to build a decision tree framework with flags at potential trouble spots.  The second approach was what the Ecosystem SSC spent most of its meeting on, which was to implement an experimental and adaptive approach when developing specific ecosystem recommendations and they plan to do this by creating adaptive models to focus on issues and recommendations and then to review the models for accuracy.

They also came up with the idea of providing an ecosystem dimension through modeling that could be incorporated into the SEDAR stock assessment process.  They would do this by creating adaptive models to address ecosystem issues regarding the stock in question, reviewing the results, and adjusting the model based on the results.

Based on the red snapper/vermilion snapper/grouper interactions, there were actually two committee members who felt that they could help out with some of this, because they were already working on some funded research.  

The first was Behzad Mahmoudi from FWRI and he said that he had gotten some Sea Grant funded research to look at grouper interactions in the eastern Gulf of Mexico and that he might be able to include some of the red snapper interactions with that, into his Ecopath and ecosystem models.

In the western Gulf, Dr. Ken Rose and Dr. Jim Cowen are already funding some of Matt Campbell’s post-doctorate research based on individual modeling approach and they said that right then they were working on red snapper and they could perhaps include some vermilion snapper interactions in that model.

Dr. James Simons said that he was in the process of building a database of food habits for many different species in the Gulf of Mexico and that he could include some red snapper, vermilion snapper, gag, and red grouper food habits that might be an aid to both of the models.
Dr. Felicia Coleman said that she did not believe that red snapper and red grouper compete for prey or habitat, based on the work that she and Chris Koenig had done in Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps, but she said that red snapper and gag may be competitors.

She said at Steamboat Lumps there were far more red snapper in gag habitat than red grouper habitat, but she said at Steamboat Lumps habitat was not limiting, but that this could be a problem in other areas in the Gulf.

With regard to vermilion snapper, Dr. Coleman stated that vermilion snapper juveniles were numerous in red grouper excavation areas at both Steamboat Lumps and Madison-Swanson.  In addition to competition for prey and habitat, Dr. Walters brought up the aspect of hook competition.

He said that hook competition by an aggressive species can limit catchability of other less aggressive species by up to 50 percent.  He said Megan Darcy, a finishing PhD student of his, discovered this as part of her dissertation research and that these data could be applied to the red grouper/red snapper question and provide a model on how handling time affects CPUE for the snapper and grouper species of interest.

The Ecosystem Committee was very supportive of this project, because it also responds to reports from fishermen off the southwest coast of Florida that complain that they’re having problems getting their hooks past red snapper to get down to the red grouper and Dr. Walters said that this model could be completed in a short amount of time for a small amount of money.

The Ecosystem Committee also -- They ended the meeting with some recommendations for future workshops for 2010 and 2011 and I think those are in your book there.

Basically, two of the ones that they were very interested in were workshops to focus on specific issues such as fishermen’s behavior on climate change issues and holding another workshop in 2011 and the recommendations were to conduct a systematic type of workshop based on the SEDAR schedule, where the group would choose one species scheduled for 2010 and hold a workshop before the SEDAR to provide the Gulf Council with ecological information.

To hold a workshop to deal with specific issues, such as socioeconomic fisherman behavior, or when possible, to conduct stochastic stock reduction analyses to provide more insight concerning uncertainty about MSY and FMSY.

The Ecosystem Committee also felt that they could investigate the application of a gaming approach that was described by Dr. Walters to evaluate ecosystem interactions and this gaming approach might involve the use of a simplified web-based model that non-scientists could use to investigate the results of various management actions.

They also, and Steven touched a little bit about this, with the Allowable Biological Catch Working Group, with adding an ecosystem dimension to trophic interactions, fisheries, habitat, social vulnerability, and climate sensitivity.  Then looking at the criteria for the trophic interactions in fisheries, the members of the Ecosystem Committee noted that the emphasis should be on evaluating what the effects of management actions on a given species would be on other species.  

They wanted to meet again about mid-2010 and then there were also elections held at this meeting and Dr. Priscilla Weeks of Houston Advanced Research Center was elected the Chair and Dr. Felicia Coleman of Florida State University was elected as Vice Chair.  Dr. Weeks is currently working on writing the scope of work for the Ecosystem Scientific and Statistical Committee.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Thanks, Karen.  There are some recommendations that the committee has made that we should probably take up and decide if we want to do any actions on.  One of those is that would we like the Ecosystem SSC to choose a species that’s upcoming on the SEDAR schedule and have a workshop trying to develop some ecosystem context for that species prior to the assessment that could then flow into the assessment as part of the data?  Is that something the committee would recommend?  I don’t know whether to take silence for a yes or a no.

Just to give you some context, the people at the meeting felt like SEDAR doesn’t have a really great way to think about these ecosystem dimensions as it goes through the process and that one way to do a pilot to see if there was a method to evaluate feeding some ecosystem information into a SEDAR process would be to have this workshop where the Ecosystem SSC would try to develop some information about one particular species that was about to go into SEDAR and then evaluate whether that made any difference or not and how SEDAR responded to that.

Those of you who are on the SEDAR Steering Committee or have some experience with that, is that something you think would be worthwhile for us to move forward with?

DR. CRABTREE:  I do think it would and I think when you read through that report, some of the things, particularly the hook competition -- That’s exactly what we’ve been hearing from fishermen for years and so as we rebuild some of these stocks and, for example, red snapper repopulates the whole West Florida Shelf, it’s hard to image that that’s not having impacts on other species and things. 

I think we really need to start moving down that path of trying to understand how to factor that in.  Otherwise, I think we could come to some very wrong conclusions.

DR. SHIPP:  Along those same lines, I ask the question of are we at a point where we want to select a particular species?  If we do, based on this and based on what we’ve been hearing for the last few years, vermilion snapper might be an excellent one to use.

There’s a lot of information and a lot of data available on interaction between red snapper and vermilion, as well as vermilion and gag.  If we’re at a point where we want to talk about a species, I would throw that one as a trial balloon.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  I think the process I would suggest is that this committee would make a motion to the full council that we request that the Ecosystem SSC choose a pilot species and contribute to the SEDAR process prior to the initiation of that species.

It should be something where ecosystem dimensions would be salient, would matter, and we could suggest that they look at vermilion, but maybe leave it up to them to choose what’s on the schedule that would have that characteristic.  

MS. WILLIAMS:  I just wanted to comment to what Dr. Shipp said.  When the commercial industry for red snapper was under their trip limits within twenty-four hours and their days, ten days or fifteen days, depending on what year it was and what the council did, they would fish for the red snapper, but when they were not fishing for red snapper, they would go and fish for vermilion.

Vermilion got pretty much the same price as red snapper.  Now, they fish in different places for those two fish and so I don’t know that they live together.  I would have to say that you may catch -- I suppose you could catch a snapper possibly while you’re catching vermilion, but it was always my understanding that the vermilion was in a little deeper water and they usually bite at night and there was just a lot of different things.

I can say that because I did come from a -- I was married into at one time a commercial fishing family that was bandit fishermen and they were primarily they did fish for red snapper and vermilion and so I got to ask them a lot of questions about it.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Roy, could you make a motion along the lines of what we’ve been talking about?

DR. CRABTREE:  We want a motion to request that they continue --

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  The motion would be to ask the Ecosystem SSC to hold a workshop on a species scheduled for SEDAR in the next twelve or eighteen months and develop some ecosystem analysis that could contribute to that SEDAR.

DR. CRABTREE:  Yes, that’s exactly what I was thinking, Julie.  I would so move.

MR. GILL:  Second.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  There’s a second.  Is there any further discussion?  Any opposition?  The motion passes without opposition.  Their next recommendation or request is that they would like to hold a workshop that would try to get some progress on the socioeconomic dimensions of fishermen behavior.

They see that as part of how our management is weak or goes awry, not having enough information or modeling predictions about how will fishermen respond to a certain set of restrictions, in terms of seasons and bag limits and size limits and stuff like that.  Would the committee like to recommend to the council that we support the Ecosystem SSC going ahead with that kind of a workshop?

MR. GILL:  Looking at their recommendations, it seems to me the one that looks directly germane to their task is the first one, which we just went through and obviously will provide some helpful information to us to continue down that path.

I can’t say that I see the second two as the same.  For example, the one that you’re mentioning right now, it seems to me it’s better designed for the SEP and the third one doesn’t look like it’s specifically ecosystem.  My thinking is that we stick with the one we’ve got and work on that one and proceed down that path, because that’s the one with the biggest payoff and directly related to their charge.

MR. RIECHERS:  I would kind of agree with Mr. Gill that I think that probably is directed more for the SEP, but I think what the ecosystem group is trying to do is think about it in that broader context of the whole ecosystem and the fishers, the anglers, are part of that, commercial fishermen and recreational fishermen.  I think what we may need to do is kind of defer that notion to the SEP, but then know that at some point we want to marry up those different kinds of modeling exercises.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Our response to this particular recommendation would be that we would like someone from the Ecosystem SSC and someone from our SEP to confer and bring a proposal back to us for a workshop on that topic.  I think it’s a really important topic and the question is who is the best team to put together to lead a workshop like that.
Perhaps does this need to be a motion?  Would someone on the committee like to make a motion that we ask the Chair of the SEP and the Chair of the Ecosystem SSC to develop a proposal for a socioeconomic fishermen behavior workshop?

MR. GILL:  So moved.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  We have a motion and do we have a second?  We have two seconds from Mike Ray and Roy.  Is there any further discussion?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  Just a point of comment.  The committee came up with several recommendations about having workshops and when I queried them about the cost, they were on the order of $70,000 to $80,000 for each workshop.  

Just as long as it’s clear to them that they can plan and they can come back to us with an idea of where they want to go, but I think their sights are a little high with regard to this and I am trying to encourage the ecosystem workshop to do its job, because I think it’s a very important area and we should do that, but I hope they got the message that $80,000 per workshop is probably out of line.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Any opposition to this motion?  Thank you for that comment, Steve.  Not hearing any opposition, the motion passes.  Then there was this idea of asking somebody to do a hook competition study and this is the woman from Mote.  Do we have any more information about whether that is feasible and what it would cost, Karen?

DR. BURNS:  At the meeting, basically she said she was interested in doing it, because Carl Walters got in touch with her.  He said that it would be very feasible to do it.  It would be easy to put that into the existing model that she had for the specific fishes that she was working with.  As far as the actual budget, that is something that they talked to Steve about.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  We just received a copy of the proposal.  It’s a modest amount, $5,000, but we’re reviewing it in-house right now to see if it’s applicable.  We have some questions about how useful the information will be and there’s some question as to the budget schedule she’s paying herself at, which is off the chart, but the total amount of the project is only $5,000.  It’s not unreasonable, but we just want to make sure we’re getting information that will be useful to answer that question.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  You don’t need any further action from the council on that?
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  No, let me -- That’s a good point.  With your approval, I’ll go ahead and it’s $5,000 and so that’s not much money, but we do want to in-house know that we are going to be able to use this information to answer that question.
CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  I just want to make sure everybody understands why this would be useful to us and so, Steve, do you want to try to -- I’ll try.  It seems like the fishermen are telling us that they can’t get to the grouper because there’s so many snapper and the data that -- This is mostly an eastern Gulf issue.

The question is, are the landings that we’re seeing being depressed in groupers partially related to the snapper being more aggressive toward the bait and the hooks and so it’s not that there aren’t fewer grouper, but it’s just that they’re not as aggressive in going after the bait.  It would be another way to work on the credibility of the fisheries-dependent data regarding the landings of grouper.  Now, correct me if I’ve got that wrong, Karen and Steve.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  You’re right and that’s the question we need answered.  How the author has proposed to do it, however, is handling time, that is how much time it takes to get a fish in, and we’re not convinced by the argument that that’s going to get to that particular question.  We need to look into it a little further.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Any further discussion?

MS. WILLIAMS:  I’m trying to understand a little better.  We’re going to be looking at hooks or I believe that’s what I heard you say and I’m trying to figure out what she’s going to use to determine, if she’s using hooks, of whether or not what Julie said, because the red snapper are more aggressive than the grouper.  What is a hook going to tell you about that?
We know little hooks catch smaller fish and they use a smaller hook to catch a b-liner and you can use a larger hook to catch a bigger fish.  I think there are some studies going on that’s relative to maybe when the fish bites a hook, maybe with some hook timers in the future.  That’s probably going to answer a lot of questions for us.  I hear you say it’s just $5,000, but it could be $5,000 we may want to spend on another research project that would give us answers.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Karen or Steve, did you want to answer that?

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BORTONE:  I agree with you that it’s just $5,000, but more importantly, we need answers to these questions and so it’s not a question on my part.  This is my tax dollars too and I want to make sure we’re getting our money’s worth and we’re answering our questions.  That’s why we want to discuss this more.

To get to your other point about what’s going on, if you could think of a hook being down there and let’s say red snapper have now become more abundant in a certain portion of the system and they’re more aggressive at going at hooks than other species, those are some important things to know that would help in management.

Handling time I’m not sure is the way to get at that, but I need to learn and read a bit more about this.  That’s what is being proposed, is handling time, how much time it takes to get a fish in and they’re fished in different ways.  As you know, in red snapper, there might be fifteen hooks on a line, on a vertical line, where a grouper they may not have quite as many.

There is historical data that is available that will allow some analysis and I don’t know that a small $5,000 study will get the answer, but it may lead to the answers, but clearly hook competition is something we need to know about.  Whether this is the path to go down, I’m not convinced yet.

DR. BURNS:  There is a difference in species on how aggressively they go after hooks and you can see that red snapper are much more aggressive than red grouper at initially going after and taking the bait and the concept that the fishermen have here is that there’s a layer, because red snapper tend to stay in the upper water column, whereas red grouper are definitely a true benthic species, staying on the bottom, that they can’t get the hooks past the red snapper to get the hooks down to the bottom for the red grouper to even have a chance to get at the hook.  That’s what the fishermen’s concern was.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Are we moving on then to the -- I need to ask the chairman for some advice, whoever the chair or the vice chair is who would like to give advice right now.  We’re supposed to be breaking for lunch now and we have two issues remaining that the committee was supposed to take up.  We can either defer those to full council or we can edge into the after lunch time and what do you want to do?

DR. SHIPP:  Traditionally, we defer those to full council and so that would be my advice on these last two issues.  I don’t think they’re particularly controversial, but there’s still a lot of information there and so my advice would be to defer to full council, unless anyone on the committee objects.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Any objections from the committee?  Froeschke can do his presentation during full council and that’s okay?  You don’t mind?  Okay.  Thank you, everybody.

MS. WILLIAMS:  Julie, excuse me.  I have just one more comment.  I would ask that Steve come back to the council after he’s been able to review some of these items, because you said you’re not quite so sure yet if this research project is worthy or even if you can do it for the $5,000 and that before this council funds research projects that they’re brought before the council and the council is allowed to comment and perhaps even take a vote, where it’s in regards to research.

CHAIRMAN MORRIS:  Kay, I would suggest that you make that motion in full council if you want that to be implemented.  Any further committee business?  Any opposition to adjourning this committee meeting?  Thank you, everybody.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 12:25 p.m., February 1, 2010.)
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