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ABSTRACT

The Gulf of Mexico red snapper stock is overfished XE "Overfished"  and undergoing overfishing XE "Overfishing" .  The status of this stock is influenced not only by fishing mortality rates in the commercial and recreational red snapper fisheries, but also by red snapper bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  rates in the shrimp trawl fishery.  The red snapper catch and bycatch rates of all fisheries must be substantially reduced to end overfishing between 2009 and 2010, which is the time frame in which the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (Council) committed to ending overfishing in the red snapper rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan" .  The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) implemented interim measures to temporarily address overfishing of red snapper during 2007 while the Council develops additional measures to end overfishing and rebuild the red snapper stock in this Joint Amendment 27/14 to the Council’s Shrimp and Reef Fish Fishery Management Plans (Amendment 27/14).  This rule set the directed red snapper TAC XE "TAC"  (6.5 MP), put in place recreational measures to constrain harvest to the recreational quota while allowing the season to remain unchanged, reduced the commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  to 13 inches TL, and established a target reduction goal for juvenile red snapper mortality in the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  of the western Gulf of Mexico.  These interim measures are supported by a recent District Court opinion, which found the current red snapper rebuilding plan was based on flawed assumptions.

The primary purpose of Amendment 27/14 is to revise the rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan"  strategy to incorporate additional red snapper catch and bycatch reduction XE "Bycatch reduction"  measures that have a reasonable probability of successfully ending overfishing XE "Overfishing"  and rebuilding the red snapper stock on schedule.  Alternative measures considered in this DSEIS, which is integrated in Amendment 27/14 are grouped under the following actions:  1) reduce the total allowable catch of the directed commercial and recreational red snapper fisheries, and adjust regulations used to manage the recreational quota, accordingly; 2) consider any potential post-hurricane XE "Hurricane"  reductions in directed fishery effort and landings when evaluating TAC alternatives in Action 1; 3) establish separate bag limit XE "Bag limit"  restrictions for the captain and crew of for-hire vessels; 4) reduce the red snapper minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  in the commercial fishery; 5) modify fishing gear restrictions; 6) establish a target red snapper bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  reduction goal for the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  of the western gulf of Mexico; 7) define seasonal closure restrictions that can be used to manage shrimp fishing effort in relation to the target red snapper bycatch mortality reduction goal; and 8) establish a framework procedure to streamline the management of shrimp fishing effort in the western Gulf of Mexico.   The measures identified as preferred in this DSEIS are expected to minimize to the extent practicable the unavoidable adverse impacts of ending overfishing on affected fisheries and fishing communities.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Purpose and Need

The Gulf of Mexico red snapper stock is overfished XE "Overfished"  and undergoing overfishing XE "Overfishing" .  Red snapper are taken as catch and bycatch in the commercial and recreational red snapper fisheries, and also taken as bycatch in the Gulf of Mexico shrimp trawl fishery.  The considerable influence of all three fisheries on the status of red snapper challenges fishery managers to balance competing interests and goals in rebuilding the red snapper stock.  The red snapper rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan"  established in 1990 has been revised and lengthened several times in response to new data and assessments that have provided a better understanding of stock biomass and influencing factors, including shrimp trawl bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality" .  The most recent red snapper stock assessment XE "Stock assessment"  (SEDAR 7 2005) indicates red snapper catch and bycatch levels in both the directed red snapper and shrimp fisheries are likely to jeopardize the success of the latest rebuilding plan implemented in 2005, which is designed to end overfishing between 2009 and 2010, and rebuild the stock to the biomass that would maximize the yield of the fishery by the year 2032.  The assessment indicates the red snapper fishing mortality rate of the western Gulf shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  is highest, followed by that of the eastern Gulf recreational red snapper fishery, then the western Gulf commercial red snapper fishery.  The eastern and western fisheries are separated by the Mississippi River delta (SEDAR 7 2005).  
In response to this information, the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (Council) initiated the development of this Joint Amendment 27/14 to the Reef Fish and Shrimp Fishery Management Plans (Joint Amendment 27/14).  The NMFS implemented interim measures to temporarily address overfishing XE "Overfishing"  of red snapper during 2007 while the Council develops additional measures to end overfishing and rebuild the red snapper stock in Amendment 27/14.  This rule set the directed red snapper total allowable catch (TAC XE "TAC" ) at 6.5 MP, put in place recreational measures to constrain harvest to the recreational quota while allowing the season to remain unchanged, reduced the commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  to 13 inches, and established a target reduction goal for juvenile red snapper mortality in the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  of the western Gulf of Mexico.

The interim measures are supported by a recent Court Opinion, which found the current red snapper rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan"  was based on flawed assumptions, should have considered the practicability of additional bycatch reduction XE "Bycatch reduction"  in the shrimp trawl fishery, and does not demonstrate a 50% probability of rebuilding the red snapper stock by 2032. The interim measures are temporary and insufficient alone to achieve the overfishing XE "Overfishing"  and rebuilding objectives of the current red snapper rebuilding plan.  Thus, the purpose of Amendment 27/14 is to revise the rebuilding plan strategy to incorporate additional red snapper catch and bycatch reduction measures that have a reasonable probability of successfully ending overfishing and rebuilding the red snapper stock on schedule.  

Amendment 27/14 proposes to reduce the red snapper catch and bycatch of all fisheries to end overfishing XE "Overfishing"  between 2009 and 2010 and rebuild the red snapper stock by 2032 in compliance with the red snapper rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan" .  Actions evaluated include selecting a rebuilding plan and setting a TAC XE "TAC"  consistent with the plan, constraining the recreational harvest to a level consistent with this sector’s quota, and reducing bycatch and discard XE "Discard"  mortality XE "Discard mortality"  in the directed red snapper and shrimp fisheries.  Because the commercial fishery currently operates under an individual fishing quota program, harvest is constrained by the number of shares allocated and requires no further action.   The amendment is also intended to satisfy the Court requirement to put in place a revised red snapper rebuilding plan no later than December 12, 2007.  Consequently, if the revised red snapper rebuilding plan proposed in this amendment cannot be implemented by December 12, 2007, then additional rulemaking may be required to implement one or more of the measures evaluated in this amendment on an interim basis until Joint Amendment 27/14 can be implemented.

Preferred Alternatives

Amendment 27/14 considers the environmental consequences of a range of temporary measures to address overfishing XE "Overfishing"  of red snapper during 2007.  The measures identified as preferred would be: 

1) Revise the red snapper rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan" .   Maintain a constant TAC XE "TAC"  at 5.0 million pounds (MP) between 2008 and 2010; the commercial quota would be 2.55 MP, and the recreational quota would be 2.45 MP.  After 2010, TAC would correspond to the level of catch associated with fishing at a rate that produces MSY XE "MSY"  (proxy = 26 percent SPR XE "SPR" ).  Management measures to achieve the 2.45 MP recreational quota would be a two-fish bag limit XE "Bag limit" , 16-inch minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  and, June 1-September 15 recreational fishing season (107 days).  Review and adjust the rebuilding plan and directed fishery management measures, as necessary, based on periodic stock assessment XE "Stock assessment" s and Magnuson-Act mandates (i.e., annual catch limits).  ; 

2) Consider a potential 10 percent post-hurricane XE "Hurricane"  reductions in directed fishery effort and landings when evaluating alternative TACs in Action 1;

3) Reduce the recreational red snapper bag limit XE "Bag limit"  from four fish per person per day to two fish per person per day, and prohibit the captain and crew of for-hire vessels from retaining the recreational bag limit;

4) Reduce the commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  from 15 inches to 13 inches total length; 
5) Require the use of non-stainless steel circle hooks XE "Circle hooks"  when using natural baits, and require the use of venting tool XE "Venting tool" s and dehooking devices when participating in all commercial and recreational reef fish fisheries;

6) Establish a target reduction of red snapper shrimp trawl bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  on red snapper 74 percent less than the average of benchmark years of 2001-2003 with a reduction in this target to 60 percent on or before 2032;
7) Establish if necessary a seasonal closure beginning on the same start date as the closure of the EEZ off Texas in the 10 to 30-fathom zone of selected areas within statistical subzones 10-21 in the Gulf of Mexico. The need for the closure and its extent and duration will be determined based on the annual evaluation of the level of shrimp effort and associated red snapper mortality. Any closure would be implemented in accordance with the framework outlined in Action 8 taking into consideration the mortality reductions associated with improved BRDs and other gear improvements; and 

8) Establish a framework procedure to adjust the effort target and closed season XE "Closed season"  for the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  in the Gulf of Mexico within the scope of the preferred alternatives identified in Actions 6 and 7.  The Southeast Fisheries Science Center (SEFSC) will conduct an annual assessment of the previous year’s shrimp effort from the 10 to 30-fathom area in the Gulf (Statistical Subzones 10-21) and determine the area and duration of a closure and report this to the Regional Administrator for administrative action.

The full range of alternative measures considered in this amendment is described in Section 2.0.  Additional alternatives considered but eliminated from more detailed study are described in Appendix A, along with the rationale for their elimination.

Affected Environment

The physical, biological, social, economic, and administrative resources affected by the proposed temporary measures are described in Section 3.0, and summarized below.


Physical Environment

The measures proposed in this Amendment would apply to the directed red snapper and shrimp trawl fisheries in federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico (Gulf) XE "GOM" .  The Gulf is a semi-enclosed, oceanic basin connected to the Atlantic Ocean by the Straits of Florida and to the Caribbean Sea by the Yucatan Channel.  Federal waters extend to 200 nautical miles offshore from the nine-mile seaward boundary of the states of Florida and Texas, and the three-mile seaward boundary of the states of Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana.  
Table 3.4.1 summarizes the physical environment utilized by red snapper during each stage of its life history.  Red snapper eggs and larvae are pelagic, while juveniles are found associated with bottom features or over barren bottom.  Adult red snapper are found in submarine gullies and depressions; over coral reefs, rock outcrops, and gravel bottoms; and are associated with oilrigs and other artificial structures.  Adult penaeid shrimp are found in nearshore and offshore silt, mud, and sand bottoms while juveniles are found inhabiting estuaries.

Biological/Ecological Environment

Red snapper demonstrate the typical reef fish life history pattern.  Adult females mature as early as 2 years and most are mature by 4 years (Schirripa and Legault 1999).  Red snapper have been aged up to 57 years, but most caught by the directed fishery are 2- to 4-years old.  Penaeid shrimp have short life spans (~ 1 year) and have either demersal (brown and white shrimp) or pelagic (pink shrimp) eggs.  The proposed temporary measures also are likely to indirectly affect many other species of reef fish, as well as sea turtles XE "Sea turtles"  and the smalltooth sawfish (NMFS 2005c).  All of these species occur in the affected area and are described in Section 3.4.  

Social/Economic Environment

The reef fish fishery and its red snapper component are composed of commercial and recreational sectors.  Within the commercial sector are fishing vessels, dealers, support industries, and fishing communities.  Recreational anglers participate in the reef fish fishery through several fishing modes, such as shore, private/rental, charter boats, and headboats.  Charter boats and headboats comprise the for-hire fishery.  In addition, there are also fishing communities that provide a place of residence, business, or employment associated with the recreational pursuit of reef fish.

As with the commercial reef fish sector, the commercial shrimp trawl fishery is comprised of fishing vessels, dealers, support industries, and fishing communities.  Most federally permitted shrimp vessels are based in the western Gulf and mostly target brown shrimp.  However, with changes in the market, increased operating costs, and damage from hurricanes, many facets of this fishery are changing and will have important consequences to the associated fishing communities.

There are approximately 1,075 commercially permitted reef fish vessels.  On January 1, 2007, the commercial red snapper individual fishing quota (IFQ) program was implemented where fishermen were awarded red snapper shares based on their catch history.  Prior to the IFQ program, this fishery was managed through a license system, of which 136 entities held red snapper Class 1 licenses, and 628 entities held red snapper Class 2 licenses.  There are 227 dealers possessing permits to buy and sell reef fish species.  In the for-hire industry, there are approximately 1,500 permitted reef fish vessels, of which, approximately 225 also have commercial reef fish permits.  The number of commercial vessels participating in the Gulf shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  is not known.  But 2,666 vessels are expected to qualify for moratorium permits, and of these vessels, 1,806 were active (i.e., had Gulf shrimp landings) in 2005.  

Administrative Environment

The M XE "M" -SFCMA divides responsibility for managing federal fisheries in the Gulf of Mexico between the Secretary of Commerce (Secretary) and the Council.  The Secretary has delegated this management authority to NMFS.  NOAA’s Office of Law Enforcement, the U. S. Coast Guard, and various state agencies enforce fishery regulations.
Environmental Consequences

Detailed analyses of the environmental consequences of all alternatives considered in Amendment 27/14 and integrated DSEIS are presented in Section 5.0.  The following tables (Tables a-h) summarize the overall effect of the alternatives relative to either the preferred or no action alternative for the physical, biological, economic, social, and administrative environments over the short term (3-5 years) versus the long term (5+ years).  Whether the overall effect is positive, negative, or neutral relative to the no action or preferred alternative (labeled with an “x”) is indicated with a “+”, “-”, or “0” sign, respectively.  In addition, the table summarizes the cumulative effects XE "Cumulative effects"  and unavoidable adverse effects.

Table a:  Summary comparison of environmental consequences associated with Action 1 alternatives respective to the preferred alternative (bold).  Positive, negative, and neutral effects relative to the preferred alternative are described with +, -, or 0 signs, respectively.  “na” represents none identified or not applicable, “x” indicates preferred, “st” is short-term, and “lt” is long-term.

	Action 1.  Revise the red snapper rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan"  and end overfishing XE "Overfishing"  of red snapper by 2009 or 2010.  
	Environment
	Cum effect
	Unavoid adverse

	
	Phys
	Bio
	Econ
	Soc
	Admin
	
	

	Alt. 1: No Action - Do not revise the rebuilding plan, XE "Rebuilding plan"  maintain constant 9.12 MP TAC XE "TAC"  until 2032; maintain 16-inch minimum size limit, XE "Size limit"  4-fish bag limit, XE "Bag limit"  and recreational fishing season from April 21 through October 31 (194 days).
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -

	Alt. 2:  Revise the red snapper rebuilding plan; XE "Rebuilding plan"  maintain constant TAC XE "TAC"  of 7.0 MP between 2008 and 2032; adjust bag limit, XE "Bag limit"  size limit, XE "Size limit"  and season to obtain necessary reductions for recreational quota
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -

	Pref. Alt. 3:  Revise the red snapper rebuilding plan; XE "Rebuilding plan"  maintain a constant TAC XE "TAC"  of 5.0 MP between 2008 and 2010; after 2010, TAC correspond to catch associated with F26% SPR; XE "SPR"  adjust bag limit XE "Bag limit"  to 2 fish; adjust size limit XE "Size limit"  and season to needed reductions for recreational quota
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Alt. 4:  Revise the red snapper rebuilding plan; XE "Rebuilding plan"  maintain a constant TAC XE "TAC"  of 3.0 MP between 2008 and 2010; after 2010, TAC correspond to catch associated with F26% SPR; XE "SPR"  adjust bag limit, XE "Bag limit"  size limit, XE "Size limit"  and season to obtain needed reductions for recreational quota 
	st +

lt +
	st +

lt +
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt +
	st 0

lt +
	st -

lt +
	st -

lt +


If bycatch could be successfully reduced to levels necessary under the ‘linked’ rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan" s (Alternatives 1 and 2), stock recovery XE "Stock recovery"  (B/Bmsy > 1.0) would be faster and occur well in advance of the 2032 rebuilding deadline.  However, based on rebuilding projections conducted by the SEFSC in January through March 2007 and management alternatives under consideration in this amendment, it is impractical to assume bycatch can be reduced to the extent required in Alternatives 1 and 2 in order to rebuild the stock.   ‘Delinked’ rebuilding strategies (Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternative 4) make realistic assumptions about reductions in bycatch.  Under these assumptions, TACs no greater than 5 to 5.5 MP could be implemented from 2008 through 2010 to end overfishing XE "Overfishing" .  The rebuilding plan summarized in Preferred Alternative 3 assumes fishing mortality on red snapper resulting from shrimp trawl bycatch will be reduced by 74 percent, while Alternative 4 assumes fishing mortality on red snapper from shrimp trawl bycatch will be reduced by 50 percent.   Currently, a 74 percent reduction in shrimp trawl bycatch appears achievable.  Measures in Actions 7 and 8 would ensure this source of bycatch is constrained to this level.  All the alternatives require the stock condition be assessed periodically to ensure the stock is recovering within the constraints of the rebuilding plan.  Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 2 and 4 all contain suboptions to constrain the recreational harvest to the recreational quota (See Section 2.0 for details).  In general, for a given TAC XE "TAC" , the more restrictive bag and size limit XE "Size limit" s are, the longer the fishing season can be.  Additionally, the Council is not proposing measures to reduce or eliminate the recreational minimum size limit.  In the short-term, lowering the minimum size limit is expected to speed stock recovery by a very small amount.  However, over the long-term, TACs associated with lower minimum size limits are expected to be slightly less than TACs with a 16-inch recreational minimum size limit.  

Table b:  Summary comparison of environmental consequences associated with Action 2 alternatives relative to the no action alternative.  Positive, negative, and neutral effects relative to the preferred alternative are described with +, -, or 0 signs, respectively.  “na” represents none identified or not applicable, “x” indicates no action, “st” is short-term, and “lt” is long-term.

	Action 2:  Post-hurricane XE "Hurricane"  reduction in directed fishery effort assumed for Action 1 TAC XE "TAC"  alternatives.
	Environment
	Cum effect
	Unavoid adverse

	
	Phys
	Bio
	Econ
	Soc
	Admin
	
	

	Alt. 1:  No action – Do not take into consideration any potential post-hurricane XE "Hurricane"  reductions in directed fishery effort and landings
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Alt. 2 Assume a 25-percent reduction in post-hurricane XE "Hurricane"  fishing effort and landings
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -

	Pref. Alt. 3 Assume a 10-percent reduction in post-hurricane XE "Hurricane"  fishing effort and landings
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -


The 2005 hurricane season was the busiest and costliest on record, resulting in significant physical and economic damage to coastal communities.  The MRFSS XE "MRFSS"  fishing effort and landings data suggest some decrease in effort has occurred since Hurricane XE "Hurricane"  Katrina due to the direct effects XE "Direct effects"  of hurricanes, as well as increased fuel costs.  Alternative 1 would maintain the no action baseline for fishing effort (2001-03).  No reductions in fishing effort would be assumed and the Council would need to select one of the management alternatives summarized in Action 1 for reducing red snapper harvest.  This alternative would have the same impacts on the physical environment as those described in Action 1.  Alternative 2 and Preferred Alternative 3 would assume a 25-percent and 10-percent reduction in fishing effort, respectively (which is assumed to correspond to a 25-percent and 10-percent reduction in landings, respectively), when analyzing alternatives for reducing red snapper fishing mortality.   The NMFS, in developing interim regulations for 2007, assumed a 10 percent reduction in landings would occur from hurricane impacts.  However, the magnitude of reductions varies by fishing sector, and it is unknown how long post-hurricane reductions in landings and fishing effort may continue into the future.  

Table c:  Summary comparison of environmental consequences associated with Action 3 alternatives relative to the preferred alternative (bold).  Positive, negative, and neutral effects relative to the preferred alternative are described with +, -, or 0 signs, respectively.  “na” represents none identified or not applicable, “x” indicates preferred, “st” is short-term, and “lt” is long-term.

	Action 3:  Captain and crew bag limit XE "Captain and crew bag limit" 

 XE "Bag limit" 
	Environment
	Cum effect
	Unavoid adverse

	
	Phys
	Bio
	Econ
	Soc
	Admin
	
	

	Alt. 1:  No action – Captain(s) and crew may retain a daily bag limit XE "Bag limit" 
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -

	Pref. Alt. 2: Bag limit XE "Bag limit"  for captain(s) and crew of for-hire vessels is zero
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x


The 0-red snapper bag limit XE "Bag limit"  proposed in Preferred Alternative 2 for the captain and crew of for-hire vessels would increase the probability the recreational red snapper regulations proposed in Action 1, Preferred Alternative 3, will sufficiently constrain the recreational fishery to its quota.  As a result, this alternative would reduce the likelihood more severe restrictions would be imposed on the recreational fishery in the future to end overfishing XE "Overfishing"  and rebuild the red snapper stock on schedule.  In addition, the preferred alternative, in conjunction with the Action 1 preferred alternative, would allow the recreational season to remain open longer.

Table d:  Summary comparison of environmental consequences associated with Action 4 alternatives relative to the preferred alternative (bold).  Positive, negative, and neutral effects relative to the preferred alternative are described with +, -, or 0 signs, respectively.  “na” represents none identified or not applicable, “x” indicates preferred, “st” is short-term, and “lt” is long-term.

	Action 4:  Commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit" 
	Environment
	Cum effect
	Unavoid adverse

	
	Phys
	Bio
	Econ
	Soc
	Admin
	
	

	Alt. 1:  No action. Maintain 15-inch TL commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit" 
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -

	Pref. Alt. 2:  Reduce commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  to 13-inches TL
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Alt. 3:  Eliminate commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit" 
	st +

lt +
	st +

lt +
	st +

lt +
	st -

lt +
	st 0

lt +
	st +

lt +
	st +

lt +


Although Alternative 3 would reduce overfishing XE "Overfishing"  to a slightly greater extent than would Preferred Alternative 2, the biological benefits of Alternative 3 are not expected to outweigh the adverse social effects that alternative would create by exacerbating conflict between the commercial and recreational red snapper fisheries.  Some members of the recreational sector believe it is inequitable to reduce or eliminate the commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  without similarly reducing or eliminating the recreational minimum size limit.  The Council is not selecting as preferred measures to reduce or eliminate the recreational minimum size limit.  As explained in Action 1, TACs associated with lower minimum size limits in the long term are expected to be slightly less than TACs with a 16-inch recreational minimum size limit.  
Table e:  Summary comparison of environmental consequences associated with Action 5 alternatives relative to the preferred alternative (bold).  Positive, negative, and neutral effects relative to the preferred alternative are described with +, -, or 0 signs, respectively.  “na” represents none identified or not applicable, “x” indicates preferred, “st” is short-term, and “lt” is long-term.

	Action 5:  Fishing gear restrictions
	Environment
	Cum effect
	Unavoid adverse

	
	Phys
	Bio
	Econ
	Soc
	Admin
	
	

	Alt. 1:  No action - do not implement further fishing gear changes to reduce bycatch
	st -

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -
	st +

lt -

	Pref. Alt. 2:  Require the use of circle hooks, XE "Circle hooks"  venting tools XE "Venting tool"  and de-hooking devices in reef fish fisheries
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Alt. 3:  Require a minimum hook size XE "Hook size" 
	st 0

lt 0
	st 0

lt 0
	st 0

lt 0
	st 0

lt 0
	st 0

lt 0
	st 0

lt 0
	st 0

lt 0


Preferred Alternative 2 would require the use of circle hooks XE "Circle hooks" , venting tool XE "Venting tool" s, and dehooking devices when harvesting reef fish from the EEZ.  This gear would reduce the level of discard XE "Discard"  mortality XE "Discard mortality"  for reef fishes.  For Preferred Alternative 2 and Alternative 3, suboptions indicate the extent this gear could be required in the fishery (Options a-d).  The preferred suboption for Preferred Alternative 2 is all commercial and recreational reef fish fisheries.  Alternative 1 would not require any additional gear or gear modifications for the directed red snapper fishery or reef fish fishery to reduce regulatory discard mortality.  However, many reef fish fishermen are thought to use circle hooks and dehooking devices, and they are required in the commercial and for-hire reef fish fisheries through Amendment 18A for aiding in releasing incidentally caught protected species.  Alternative 3 would require a minimum hook size XE "Hook size"  while fishing for red snapper and/or reef fish.  Larger hooks would reduce the number of undersized fish caught in the fishery; however, because of a lack of standardization in hook sizes between manufacturers, this requirement could be confusing for the fishing public.  

Table f:  Summary comparison of environmental consequences associated with Action 6 alternatives relative to the preferred alternative (bold).  Positive, negative, and neutral effects relative to the preferred alternative are described with +, -, or 0 signs, respectively.  “na” represents none identified or not applicable, “x” indicates preferred, “st” is short-term, “lt” is long-term, “DF” indicates the directed red snapper fishery, and “SF” indicates the shrimp trawl fishery.   

	Action 6:  Target reduction goal for juvenile red snapper mortality in the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  of the northern and western Gulf of Mexico
	Environment
	Cum effect
	Unavoid adverse

	
	Phys
	Bio
	Econ
	Soc
	Admin
	
	

	Alt. 1:  No Action – do not establish a target reduction goal for the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery" 
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st -

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st +-

lt +

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st -

lt -

	Alt. 2:  Target reduction of shrimp trawl bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  on red snapper 50 percent less than the benchmark years of 2001-2003.
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st -

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st -

lt -
	SF

st -

lt –

DF

st -

lt -

	Alt. 3:  Target reduction of shrimp trawl bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  on red snapper 60 percent less than the benchmark years of 2001-2003.
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st -

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt –

DF

st -

lt -
	SF

st -

lt –

DF

st -

lt -

	Alt. 4:  Target reduction of red snapper shrimp trawl bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  on red snapper 74 percent less than the benchmark years of 2001-2003.
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0

	Alt. 5:  Target reduction of red snapper shrimp trawl bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  on red snapper 74 percent less than the benchmark years of 2001-2003 – adjust percentage as appropriate after subsequent assessments.
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0

	Pref. Alt. 6:  Target reduction of red snapper shrimp trawl bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  on red snapper 74 percent less than the benchmark years of 2001-2003 – adjust percentage to 60 percent by 2032.
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x


The 2005 assessment for red snapper indicated a need for a 74 percent reduction in shrimp trawl bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  compared to average levels experienced during the 2001-2003 period in order to maintain the current rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan"  for red snapper and end overfishing XE "Overfishing"  between 2009 and 2010.  However, as a result of changing economic conditions in the shrimp fleet leading to declines in effort and reductions in bycatch through currently used BRDs, it is anticipated that F in 2007 will be approximately 72 percent below the 2001-2003 average.  Thus targets identified in Alternatives 2 or 3 would establish a target mortality reduction that has probably already been achieved.  The Council also expects effort and participation in the fishery to continue to decline due to potential reductions in permits from the implementation of the shrimp vessel permit moratorium and the current external factors impacting the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery" , which are anticipated to continue at least through 2012.  Thus the reduction target in Alternative 4 and 5, as well as, Preferred Alternative 6 may also be achieved by 2008.  If future conditions in the shrimp fishery were to change such that effort were to increase, the target bycatch reduction XE "Bycatch reduction"  set in Alternative 4 and 5, as well as, Preferred Alternative 6 would keep this fishery in line with reductions in F needed to rebuild the red snapper stock.
Table g:  Summary comparison of environmental consequences associated with Action 7 alternatives relative to the preferred alternative (bold).  Positive, negative, and neutral effects relative to the preferred alternative are described with +, -, or 0 signs, respectively.  “na” represents none identified or not applicable, “x” indicates preferred, “st” is short-term, “lt” is long-term, “DF” indicates the directed red snapper fishery, and “SF” indicates the shrimp trawl fishery.     

	Action 7:  Seasonal closure  restrictions for shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  
	Environment
	Cum effect
	Unavoid adverse

	
	Phys
	Bio
	Econ
	Soc
	Admin
	
	

	Alt. 1:  No action – do not consider establishing fishing restrictions. 
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st -

lt -
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st -

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st +

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt -
	SF

st -

lt –

DF

st 0

lt -

	Pref. Alt. 2:  Establish a seasonal closure beginning on the same start date as the closure of the EEZ off Texas in the 10 to 30-fathom zone of selected areas within statistical zones 10-21 in the Gulf of Mexico. The extent and duration determined by the annual evaluation of shrimp effort and red snapper mortality. 
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Alt. 3:  Establish a seasonal closure within January 1-April 30 in the 10 to 30-fathom zone within statistical zones 10-21. The extent and duration determined by the annual evaluation of shrimp effort and red snapper mortality. 
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st +

lt +

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st +

lt +

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0

	Alt. 4:  Establish a seasonal closure within October 1-November 30 in the 10 to 30-fathom zone within statistical zones 10-21. The extent and duration determined by the annual evaluation of shrimp effort and red snapper mortality.
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st +

lt +

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st +

lt +

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st -

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt 0

DF

st 0

lt 0
	SF

st 0

lt -

DF

st 0

lt 0


Because of the relatively high bycatch of juvenile red snapper in the shrimp trawl fishery, managers have, on several occasions, considered alternatives to minimize such bycatch through area and seasonal closures.  Preferred Alternative 2 would provide for a potential closure in the northern and western Gulf (Statistical Subzones 10-21) within the 10 to 30-fathom zone in conjunction with the beginning of the Texas Closure, which closes the entire EEZ off Texas from typically May 15 to July 15.  Closures established under this alternative could alleviate fishing mortality problems stemming from shifts in fishing effort to Louisiana mid-shelf regions during the Texas Closure each year, which could occur under Alternatives 3 and 4.  Preferred Alternative 2 and Alternatives 3 and 4 would be implemented in accordance with the framework outlined in Action 8.

Table h:  Summary comparison of environmental consequences associated with Action 8 alternatives relative to the preferred alternative (bold).  Positive, negative, and neutral effects relative to the preferred alternative are described with +, -, or 0 signs, respectively.  “na” represents none identified or not applicable, “x” indicates preferred, “st” is short-term, and “lt” is long-term.   

	Action 8:  Framework procedure for shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery" 
	Environment
	Cum effect
	Unavoid adverse

	
	Phys
	Bio
	Econ
	Soc
	Admin
	
	

	Alt. 1:  No action – no framework
	st 0

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st -

lt -
	st 0

lt -
	st 0

lt -

	Pref. Alt. 2: Establish a framework to adjust the effort target and closed season XE "Closed season"  within the scope of alternatives identified in Actions 6 and 7.
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x


The framework mechanism of Preferred Alternative 2 would allow the Council (at its discretion) to more quickly manage shrimp effort through a seasonal closure, if the timing and geographic extent of such a closure fell within the scope of those evaluated in Actions 6 and 7.  
Major Conclusions and Areas of Controversy

Red snapper management decisions are always controversial, primarily because multiple sources of fishing mortality influence the status of the red snapper stock.  The directed fishery, comprised of the commercial and recreational sectors, and the shrimp trawl fishery have different management goals and objectives.  Some red snapper fishery participants view the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  as the major impediment to red snapper stock recovery XE "Stock recovery" , and oppose any additional restrictions on directed red snapper harvest.  Some shrimp fishery participants perceive additional restrictions on shrimp trawl bycatch as unfair given the substantial decline in effort and profitably this fishery has experienced in recent years due to competition from imported shrimp, increased fuel prices, and damage to vessels from hurricanes.  In actuality, the relative contributions of the red snapper and shrimp fisheries to red snapper bycatch mortality XE "Bycatch mortality"  are area dependent.  During 2001-03, the red snapper fishery was responsible for the majority of red snapper mortality in the eastern Gulf, and the shrimp fishery was responsible for the majority of red snapper mortality in the western Gulf (See Section 3.4.1.2).

There is also controversy within the red snapper fishery related to the implementation of differential minimum size limit XE "Size limit" s.  Some recreational anglers had perceived NMFS’ proposal in the interim rule to reduce the commercial red snapper minimum size limit as unfair, unless the agency also reduced the recreational red snapper minimum size limit.  Scientific analyses suggest both red snapper and commercial fishery participants would benefit from reducing the minimum size limit in the commercial fishery because the high discard XE "Discard"  mortality XE "Discard mortality"  rate of that fishery nullifies any benefit that would be derived from protecting smaller size fish.  However, reducing the minimum size limit in the recreational fishery would not benefit the red snapper stock or stock recovery XE "Stock recovery"  because the discard mortality rate of the recreational fishery is substantially lower than that of the commercial fishery.  SEDAR 7 (2005) estimates the red snapper discard mortality rate ranges from 71 percent (eastern Gulf) to 82 percent (western Gulf) in the commercial red snapper fishery, and from 15 percent (eastern Gulf) to 40 percent (western Gulf) in the recreational red snapper fishery.  While the discard mortality rate of the commercial fishery is much higher than that of the recreational fishery, the total number of red snapper released by the recreational fishery during 2001-2003 was substantially higher than that of the commercial fishery.  While the Council has considered smaller size limits in Action 1, it has selected to maintain the recreational size limit of 16-inches total length as part of its Action 1 preferred alternative.
Controversy over these management issues is exacerbated at this time because the affected fisheries are still recovering from the damaging effects of the 2004 and 2005 hurricane XE "Hurricane"  seasons.  Although data from MRFSS 2006 showed little reduction in catch and effort, license sales, charter trip bookings, and other indicators of effort appear to be down, especially since the implementation of the Interim Rule that included a 2-fish bag limit.  Because of this information and the year-to-year uncertainty in the MRFSS data, the Council believed that a continued assumption of a 10% reduction in effort due to hurricanes and other economic conditions was warranted, at least until the updated stock assessment is received in 2009.  While measures to address overfishing XE "Overfishing"  will adversely affect the social and economic environments in the short term, the adverse social and economic effects of not taking action to address overfishing and rebuild the stock are expected to be more severe in the long term.  The preferred alternatives identified in this joint amendment are expected to benefit red snapper fishermen, fishing communities, and the Gulf states in the long term, and help the fishery produce the greatest overall net benefit to the Nation.

FISHERY IMPACT STATEMENT

Regulations impose restrictions on fishery participants, which can result in adverse effects on fishermen and fishing communities.  Amendment 27 to the Reef Fish Fishery Management Plan and Amendment 14 to the Shrimp Fishery Management Plan (FMP) proposes to: (1) Implement measures to revise the red snapper rebuilding plan XE "Rebuilding plan"  and end overfishing XE "Overfishing"  by 2009 or 2010 through a reduction in the total allowable catch (TAC XE "TAC" ) with concomitant reductions in the recreational bag limit XE "Bag limit"  and fishing season (Action 1); (2) Assumes a reduction in directed fishing effort for red snapper as a result of hurricanes in 2004 and 2005 and the elimination of the bag limit for captain and crew of for-hire vessels (Actions 2 and 3);  (3) Reduces bycatch in the directed red snapper fishery by reducing the commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  and requiring the use of circle hooks XE "Circle hooks" , venting tool XE "Venting tool" s, and dehooking devices (Actions 4 and 5); (4) Establishes target bycatch reduction XE "Bycatch reduction"  goals for juvenile red snapper caught in the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery"  and a framework procedure to implement time and area closures to meet the target reduction goals.

Management measures to reduce the TAC XE "TAC"  for red snapper are expected to have substantial short-term impacts on the commercial and recreational fisheries.  Reducing TAC from 9.12 MP to 5.0 MP is expected to reduce the recreational fishing season from 194 days to approximately 107 days and reduce the bag limit XE "Bag limit"  from 4 fish to 2 fish.  Likewise the commercial share of TAC will drop from 4.65 MP to 2.55 MP.  Since the commercial red snapper fishery is regulated by an IFQ XE "IFQ"  program the impacts would come only from the reduced harvest.  On the other hand, these reductions coupled with a constant fishing mortality rate (F) strategy will allow TAC to recover to approximately 10.0 MP by 2012 to 2013 and ultimately to approximately 17.2 MP at maximum sustainable yield (MSY) XE "MSY" .  Consequently, it is likely that the long-term benefits to the stock and the users, both commercial and recreational, outweigh the short-term impacts of the reduced TAC.  

Although the actions to assume a reduced amount of effort or to actually reduce effort as with Action 2 (post-hurricane XE "Hurricane"  reduction); Action 3 (eliminating the bag limit XE "Bag limit"  for captains and crew of for-hire vessels); and Actions 6, 7, and 8 (setting a framework procedure to cap fishing mortality through time/area closures to reduce effort in the shrimp fishery XE "Shrimp fishery" ) would have unique, albeit minimal impacts, these impacts would be indirect in that they primarily influence the TAC XE "TAC"  and the associated bag limit and fishing season in Action 1.  In fact, there would likely be no immediate impacts from Actions 6, 7, and 8 because it appears that the effort target has essentially been met, and there is no information that would indicate that effort is likely to increase in the near future due to high fuel costs and low shrimp prices.  Additionally, the need for and extent of time/area closures will be evaluated in the future through a separate process.  The same is true for actions to reduce bycatch through reducing the commercial minimum size limit XE "Size limit"  (Action 4) and requiring circle hooks XE "Circle hooks" , venting tool XE "Venting tool" s, and dehooking devices (Action 5).  These actions would reduce fishing mortality, but they would have a minimal impact on TAC, extending the recreational fishing season, and increasing bag limits.    
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