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The Red Drum Management Committee of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council convened in the Midnight Ballroom of the Battle House Hotel, Mobile, Alabama, Tuesday afternoon, February 2, 2010 and was called to order at 4:20 p.m. by Chairman Harlon Pearce.
CHAIRMAN HARLON PEARCE:  I think we have everybody here.  Mr. McIlwain is here and I see Mr. Ray and Mr. Hendrix isn’t here yet, but I’m sure he’s coming, and Mr. Sapp is here and Mr. Simpson is here.  We’ve got a quorum and we’re ready to go.
ADOPTION OF AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF MINUTES
I want to adopt the agenda, but I want to add something to that agenda before we adopt it.  There was some stuff that came in late that I thought you guys needed to see and it’s a document that was electronically sent and I think it also was passed out and I want to add to the agenda under b, move the c down to do and make this c, Discussion of Risk Assessment to the Fishery from Age Structure and Mark Recapture Study.  We’ll be able to get something out of that, to see if we can take fish without harming the fishery.

Also, while I’m at it, we all have a letter from Orange Beach Fishing Alliance in support of opening a red drum fishery in the EEZ.  With that, unless anyone else has anything to add to the agenda, I’ll entertain a motion to adopt the agenda.
MR. ED SAPP:  So moved.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  It’s so moved and do we have a second?

MR. MIKE RAY:  Second.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  We have a second.  The agenda is adopted.  Approval of Minutes, I need a motion to adopt the minutes.

DR. TOM MCILWAIN:  So moved.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Do we have a second?

MR. SAPP:  Second.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  We have a motion and a second and the minutes are adopted.  Before we start, I kind of want to give a charge to the committee that I’m chairman of and let you know how I feel and where I think we should go.

DISCUSSION OF RED DRUM FISHERY IN THE EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONE
My charge to the committee is not to dwell on the species, but to focus on the fishery that’s been closed for twenty years.  Let’s think about the fish and think about where we’re going with that.  We know that overfishing is not occurring, but we don’t know if it’s overfished. 

We know that other than the states, we’re data poor.  We have no data in the EEZ and our job is to rebuild and open fisheries and not keep them closed and so we’ve got to work towards that goal.  Our Sustainable Fisheries and Ecosystem Committee tells us that we need to modify and update the FMP to set an ACL and so we need to think about that.

The beauty of this whole situation now, if we get moving ahead, is that the council is in a unique position with a blank piece of paper in front of it and it’s our job to fill it in as we see fit, to make this program work.  It’s very different than we’ve had to do in the past.  We’ve got no fishery and so we can mold this fishery to make it work for all user groups and all entities and so with that, let’s start filling in the blanks on that page, guys.

On the agenda first is going to be a letter from Mississippi requesting the red drum fishery be opened in the Exclusive Economic Zone.  Corky, do you want to take it from here with that?

LETTER FROM MISSISSIPPI REQUESTING THE RED DRUM FISHERY BE OPENED IN THE EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONE
MR. CORKY PERRET:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  I think all of your members, as well as all council members at the table, probably have a copy.  It is Tab L, Number 3.  Just a little background, just to reiterate what you said, the red drum fishery in the EEZ and the states has been closed I think since either 1987 or 1988.

At the time, there was an escapement target goal of 20 percent from state waters, inshore to offshore waters, and that was raised to 30 percent when the last assessments were made and they were made by the states independent of each other.  I think the assessments showed that for each state the escapement rates were at the 30 percent and even higher.

If I remember right, and Myron may have to help me on this, but Louisiana, I think, may have been in the sixties for some years and I think in the more recent years it may have been down to around 40 or so.

With that, our commission had a discussion some months ago and the representative of the charterboat association who we had been having some discussions with -- The charter industry, as has all fisheries, have been hit with regulations and closures and so on and so forth and he brought up this resolution, which was passed unanimously by our commission and it’s dated October 27, 2009, when Dr. Walker, who is the Executive Director of our agency, sent a letter to Dr. Crabtree and Dr. Shipp, basically requesting that the National Marine Fisheries Service and the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council amend the federal regulations to authorize and provide the following and what that letter requests and that resolution requests is to allow recreational fishermen to catch and possess one red drum per person per day in the EEZ for stock assessment and other scientific purposes and allow for recreational fishermen fishing from a charterboat to catch and possess one red drum per person per day in the EEZ, exclusive of captain and crew.
We also copied the directors of the other four state agencies and while I’ve had verbal support from some states, unfortunately, to my knowledge, none of the other state commissions and/or department heads have sent similar letters and I’m disappointed in that, but that’s just the way it is, I guess.

That’s the request from the State of Mississippi, to begin the process to open that fishery for recreational and for-hire charter, one fish per person per day.

MR. BILL TEEHAN:  I’m not on this committee, but, Corky, I’m not aware of the State of Florida receiving a letter regarding redfish.  Who was it sent to, the Governor or our agency?

MR. PERRET:  Look at the CC’s.  In your case, it was Ken Haddad, Executive Director of the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission, October 27.

MR. TEEHAN:  I will look into that when I get back, because it never crossed my desk.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Any other comments on the letter from Mississippi?  Clearly his charge is to develop a fishery for stock assessment and scientific purposes and as we get into this committee meeting today, we’re going to try and move forward in that direction and possibly that will be something we can do down the road.  Any other questions of Corky before we go to the next agenda on the Mississippi letter?

MR. SAPP:  Corky, just for clarification, is my memory correct that Mississippi is the one state that still allows the commercial harvest of red drum in their state waters?

MR. PERRET:  That is correct, with a quota of 35,000 pounds.

MR. SAPP:  The way I read this, this is just to request for an extension of the Mississippi state rules into federal waters for recreational and there’s no underlying intent that there’s ever going to be a request to open this up to commercial take?

MR. PERRET:  This resolution was passed unanimously by our commission.  We have a charterboat representative, an environmental representative, a commercial representative, an industry representative, and I forget who the fifth one is off the top of my head, but it was passed unanimously.

MR. SAPP:  The last question is just clarification for my information.  The request is to open up the entire EEZ for all of the states and it’s not a request for just off of your state?

MR. PERRET:  The entire EEZ, correct.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Any other questions?  With that, we’ll move into the next agenda item, which are the Summaries of the Ad Hoc Red Drum Advisory Panels, one in July of 2007 and a follow-up in October of 2007.  I can kind of try to summarize for you or if you’ve got some questions as we go through it, I’ll take one at a time and you can stop me as we go and ask some questions.

SUMMARIES OF THE AD HOC RED DRUM ADVISORY PANEL
The one in July of 2007 was in New Orleans, the ad hoc review panel, and it was to access available data needed to conduct a SEDAR.  Back then, we were still looking at a 2009 SEDAR and we’re not now. 

It was also to try and design short-term research projects.  That was one of the charges they had.  It was also to develop long-term, continuous monitoring programs of age composition.  It was asked to use cooperative research programs, using harvesting and recreational sectors to gather the data.

They wanted to develop a study to estimate the abundance of adult spawning red drum stocks in all areas of the Gulf and it wanted to identify the states’ contributions to the offshore adult stocks, which will help in the comparison of the federal assessment in the future in the findings.

As we know, we’ve got clear understanding in the states, but we don’t have anything in the federal waters right now.  We’ve got clear escapement from the states to the federal waters.  As I see it, that’s pretty much the gist of what was done.  There’s other things in that document and I would open the floor to questions about that document right now and if not, I’ll go to the next one.

MR. ROBIN RIECHERS:  You’re on L-4 and is that correct?

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Yes, L-4.  There’s more in it and we can talk about it you would like.  

MR. RIECHERS:  I’m not on your committee and so I’m not going to take a lot of your time, Harlon, but the panel has a whole series of recommendations on page 2 and then just at the top of 3.  

I think one of the things we need to think about in regards to the request is how those fish caught under those conditions would actually fit into what the panel recommended in order for us to get that SEDAR information that they felt we would need to actually produce the next stock assessment, because obviously that’s really where we’ve got to go here.  Other than that, I’ll deal with that more or have more questions about that at full council, but you may want to think about that between now and full council.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  I understand.  I was going to read all that to you, but I knew you would look at it and basically, we’re trying to find ways that we already have data for that SEDAR and they also want to try and find ways to get other data for the SEDAR.  Any other questions on that particular document?  Hearing none, we’ll go to the next document.

That’s another ad hoc review panel, October of 2007 in Kenner, Louisiana.  I think the charge from Mr. Swingle to the committee was to establish long-term cooperative research programs using the harvesting and recreational sector and to discuss the other programs that were available through the other areas, like the set-asides in the Mid-Atlantic, with the 3 percent set-aside on their fisheries to do data collection, the use of exempted fishing permits in the North Pacific for research purposes for the black cod and also in Florida is look at how the goliath grouper lottery was going to work for the goliath grouper in Florida and how those alternatives would work for stakeholder involvement.  The goliath grouper model is a lottery, if I remember right.  Mr. Teehan, can you elaborate on that?
MR. TEEHAN:  It was one of the things that we were kicking around back in the day when we were talking about the limited research harvest of 400 fish, but I don’t think there’s been any life to a legislative move for a lottery or stamps or anything else at this point.
CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Thank you.  The other things that they wanted us to look at was to create annual research quotas or a TAC by numbers of fish in the Gulf to get data and the third thing was to create annual research quotas in pounds of fish to create data in the Gulf.  Some of the fish could be sold by auction or some was lottery, just different ideas that they would have, but trying to figure out ways to get data that we don’t have now in the Gulf.

Any monies that they would have gotten from those programs would have been used to fund other research programs, if we had a lottery or if we had an auction.  From the auction, any monies would have gone to do that.

The end result of this particular document was to -- The panel recommended that the council have staff develop a scoping document to amend the red drum plan for the purpose of developing a long-term research program.  That was the end of that particular committee.  Any questions on that committee?  This is easy.

Next is the new agenda item that I put on and one of the questions that we asked in these committees was what was the risk assessment or what would the risk be to the take of red drum in the federal waters?

I think you were handed out or also electronically given this particular report, Recommended Age Structure and Mark Recapture Sample Sizes for the Gulf, but the pertinent data is on the second page of that report, that shows that doing a study of this size or magnitude, which is pretty large -- We’re looking at 20,000 fish and 50,000 fish, tagging 20,000 and examining 50,000.

It looked like you would lose probably 5,000 fish that might die in the process, 5,000 that you were looking at, and it had very little impact on the stock.  The risk assessment for that particular dataset was very low.  Does everybody have a copy of this?

MR. RAY:  No, I’m totally lost.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Karen sent that yesterday to everybody, but the main reason I wanted to get it out, and it was hard for me to find it, was just to show that we do have room to harvest fish in the EEZ for data collection.

If I’m reading this right, and the committee can help me with this, it looked like 5,000 fish would not be a problem taking with that particular dataset.  If that’s what we lost, it would not affect the fishery and it could be done annually if we needed to get it done.  Does everyone have a copy or do we need to get some more for you?

MR. SHEPHERD GRIMES:  I received the email and it’s titled “Tab L Handout” from Karen on February 1 at 4:20 PM.  

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Karen sent it as Tab L.  I can get you copies if you would like.  The basic reason I wanted you to see it is it shows that there’s clearly a way to take fish in the EEZ without harming the stock now and that was one of the charges, was this risk assessment.  This shows us that, but I would like you all to look at it.  It’s a two-page report, showing how many species would be tagged, how many fish would be tagged, and how many fish would be looked at and the potential for 5,000 of these fish to be examined or would die, if I’m reading that right.

Again, the basic assumption is to show you that there are fish available to take without harming the species as we know it now.  Any questions from the people that have it?  Again, it was a risk assessment that we asked them to do and that was in order to do a full-fledged SEDAR at the time, but it shows us that the fish can be taken offshore without harming the stock.  Any questions?
MR. JOE HENDRIX:  How would you envision splitting this 5,000 fish up between the states?  It’s going to be important to have a good representative sample around the Gulf, I would think.
CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  I don’t think that’s for us to decide today, Joe.  I think that today I just want to get the ability to do that and then, like I say, this committee, we’ve got a blank page.  We figure out how it’s going to be done.  

I’m not going to presume to tell you which way is the best way to go right now, but we don’t have the ability to do it right now and so I would like us to have that option to develop some scoping documents that allow us to harvest fish in the EEZ to do some of these type of things.

MR. HENDRIX:  Is this something we should ask Dr. Crabtree about the possibility of doing with an EFP?

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Dr. Crabtree, can you answer that or Shep?

MR. GRIMES:  Maybe I’m a little confused, but it depends on what you’re talking about doing.  If you’re just going to go out and harvest fish for stock assessment purposes, that science, as long as you’re not selling the fish and such, that science is something that’s done via a letter of acknowledgement.  It’s not subject to management under the Magnuson-Stevens Act, but if you’re talking about commercial harvest or recreational harvest and then some research program coincident to that, then it’s, at a minimum, going to require an exempted fishing permit.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  I think my real goal here is we know we’re taking harvest away from fishermen right and left at this council and if our for-hire sector can get a couple of redfish that they can catch and then give us the data back on that fish and let their customers keep the fish, I’m all for it.  I’m really looking for an expanded program that allows our fishermen out there to do their job in a better way for us and for them.

MR. RIECHERS:  I’m looking at the recommendations and I’m not certain that I’m reading the same thing that you’re reading and I just want some clarification.  Recommendations on the last page says age composition data, sample forty to sixty schools and sample ten to twenty fish per school.  If my math is right, that’s 400 to 1,200 fish.

Then it talks about the mark recapture and included in the risk assessment is the mortality rate on the mark recapture and I think that’s where some of the larger numbers of fish occur from and, again, I’m not on your committee and so I don’t want to take up a lot of time, but I want to know if you -- Am I not reading that correctly or is there something different going on there?

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Robin, that’s basically a summary of it, but what I just gave you was a little more detailed and I think you’ve already had that sent to you as well, but that’s the actual study plan itself and it tells you -- I think it says 5,616 fish and at the bottom, 600 fish or something like that.  Help me if I’m wrong and let me know.

MR. SAPP: Harlon, I guess I’m a little bit confused.  I know this is something I would like to see us push forward, at least to develop some ideas, but I’m hearing two different things.  We’ve got this specific request from the State of Mississippi that we allow recreational harvest in the EEZ and you’re talking about a real specific research request here.  What’s your preferences for best way to proceed forward?
CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Ed, I think that the letter from Mississippi was pertinent for us to see, but I think the real deal is to move forward with some sort of a research program and to look into the plan, amend the plan, to allow us to do that, to get the data we need to access this fishery and see where we stand and if we can go forward or not.

We’ve got a fishery that’s closed for twenty years and hasn’t really been looked at dramatically and I think it’s time to do that and Corky’s was just one idea that was thrown out by Mississippi and I wanted you all to see that.

CONSIDERATION OF STARTING A DRAFT AMENDMENT TO REOPEN THE RED DRUM FISHERY IN THE EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONE
DR. MCILWAIN:  I think the whole idea is to be able to execute some kind of fishery here in the Gulf that we can design and use to answer some of these questions that we have and in light of that, I would like to offer a motion to develop a scoping document to amend the Red Drum FMP to allow the harvest of red drum in the Gulf EEZ.
CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Do we have a second?

MR. JOHNNY GREENE:  I’ll second.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Johnny Greene seconds it.

DR. MCILWAIN:  My idea would be to, one, honor the request of Mississippi to open it up for the recreational and the for-hire industry.  It would allow us the tool to get out and harvest some of the fish out there to be used in some research projects to really -- We’ve got an escapement rate of roughly 50 percent and so we’re currently taking close to fifteen-million pounds inshore and so there ought to be at least another possibly fifty million pounds offshore that we could take a look at.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Any discussion?  

MR. SAPP:  I agree with the way that Tom has done it with this motion and I think if we want to open the door that it’s the proper way to do it.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Thank you, Mr. Sapp.  Again, it’s a blank page and we fill it in, but we’ve got to have the ability to fill it in and that allows us the ability to go to work and to see what’s out there in that fishery.  Is there any other discussion of the motion?  
MR. HENDRIX:  Tom, is the intent of your motion to allow the harvest of red drum in the Gulf EEZ for data collection purposes or to permanently open it?

DR. MCILWAIN:  You could add for both actually, would be my intent.

MR. GRIMES:  I just think it’s a good idea for you to give staff some guidance, maybe some additional guidance, but if you’re going to reopen red drum for harvest in the EEZ, you’re going to need to update maximum sustainable yield, optimum yield, and you’re going to need overfished and overfishing definitions, annual catch limits, accountability mechanisms.  Everything is going to have to be brought up to date.

I’m not trying to put the kibosh on that, but I’m just telling you that there’s a lot of work to be done before this gets materialized and so when staff goes back and starts to put the amendment together, they’re going to need to go back and get in touch with me and get in touch with people over at the Fisheries Service and talk to them about what the existing plan has in it and what deficiencies exist, or potential deficiencies exist, and what we might need to do to explore reopening it.

I would also say there’s probably a significant science burden associated with this, because we’re going to have to have some scientific basis looking at what stock size and what harvest is -- Not only what harvest is occurring in the states, but how we might explore at least doing it in the EEZ.  It just seems like there’s a lot of work and a lot of detail that will need to be involved with this.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Shep, I agree completely.  We’ve got a lot of work to do, but it’s been twenty years and so we’ve spent a lot of time already and so we can make it work and just take the time to get it done right and that’s the key, is to get it done right and not halfway.  Is there any other discussion?

DR. MCILWAIN:  I would just like to thank Mr. Grimes for building the record.  We do need all of that information and I think we realize that and as Harlon has pointed out, we’ve waited twenty-nine years now or thirty-two years, I believe, since we’ve closed the fishery.  It’s not like we’re really rushing into it.

CHAIRMAN PEARCE:  Thank you, Tom.  Any other discussion on the motion?  Hearing none, is there any opposition to the motion?  Seeing no opposition, the motion carries.  Thank you.  There’s been some statements made that if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.  Guess what, guys?  It is broke and we just started to fix it and I applaud this committee for doing what it’s doing and we’ll bring this to full council tomorrow.  With that, is there any other agenda items that anybody wants to -- Any other business?  If not, we’re adjourned.
(Whereupon, the meeting adjourned at 4:50 p.m., February 2, 2010.)

- - -
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