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25 June 2010

The Honorable Jeff Sessions

United States Senate

335 Russell Senate Office Building 

Washington, DC  20510

Dear Senator Sessions:

Thank you for your recent request of the Gulf Council to recommend long-term projects or steps that should be taken by NOAA to alleviate the adverse economic, fishery, and environmental impacts related to the oil spill currently occurring in the Gulf of Mexico. Indeed, the Gulf Council is gravely concerned with the adverse effects of the Deepwater Horizon explosion and subsequent oil spill. To respond to your request, I received input from Gulf Council members and staff.  It would be superficial, and not particularly useful, to recommend that NOAA be directed to conduct projects on “all things forever”. Consequently, the Gulf Council has chosen to focus on projects that are directly relevant to your thoughtful request. More specifically, this response is aimed at species and essential habitats that are directly associated with management issues relative to the Gulf Council’s charge to sustainably manage fishery resources. Below, please find the collective response from the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council members and staff.

Overview of Projects

Ramifications of the Deepwater Horizon spill will be severe, long-lasting, and will require rapid responses to meet immediate research needs and a long-term commitment to alleviate adverse economic impacts, rebuild fisheries, and restore the environment.  The following section describes these themes in greater detail and outlines actions necessary to mitigate and restore Gulf of Mexico resources. Specifically, the Gulf Council believes that projects should focus on several paramount areas: 

1. The red snapper fishery because of its economic importance, its central focus in much of the Council’s previous management activity, and its significance as an indicator of the health of bottom-dwelling fish populations. The red snapper fishery is currently rebuilding and additional research on stock status of this species will be required to assess impacts of this spill to establish appropriate harvest levels and to ensure sustainability of this stock.
2. Highly migratory species such as sharks and mackerel for their prominence in the near surface waters of the Gulf. Blacktip sharks are particularly abundant in this region and are one of the most commercially important shark species in the Gulf.  Shark populations have been depleted worldwide and their life-history leaves them particularly vulnerable to stock collapse due to their long life-span, low birth rate, and susceptibility as top predators to toxins that accumulate up the food chain.  Impacts of this oil spill on sharks and other highly migratory species are unknown.  
3. Species-specific populations of fish eggs, larvae, and juveniles in the upper surface waters, including those that associate with the floating seaweed (Sargassum) as nursery habitat. Sargassum provides an abundant and ecologically important habitat in the pelagic waters of the Gulf of Mexico and is essential fish habitat for several federally managed species.   However, oil floating at the surface is toxic to Sargassum and may substantially impact the abundance of these seaweeds and associated organisms, potentially affecting recruitment success and fishery yields of species for several years

Adverse Economic Impacts

The economic importance of marine fisheries throughout the Gulf of Mexico is substantial.    Having a clear, unbiased source of economic information for marine fisheries throughout the region can help business owners, fisheries managers, and others make informed decisions in an increasingly challenging fisheries management climate.  Clearly, the availability of accurate, unbiased economic data from Gulf of Mexico fishing activities would have improved our immediate assessment of the spill’s impact.  Acquiring these data is imperative to improving our long-term understanding of the Gulf and the benefits it provides to the Nation.   


Economic/Social Project Priorities

1. Develop and apply necessary tools to determine economic impacts to fishing communities 

2. Assess the impacts of the oil spill on commercial and recreational fisheries and related businesses impacted by the oil spill.
3. Develop a network of advisement to counsel individuals experiencing emotional issues regarding the economic situations they are experiencing.  

Impacts on Managed Fisheries

Improved understanding and implementation of timely management measures in the face of the oil spill requires continued and expanded investments in fishery-independent data gathering programs (i.e., data collected according to scientific protocols) both in sampling frequency and geographic distribution of surveys.  Overall, current fishery independent monitoring data are inadequate to fully characterize the Gulf.  A quadrupling of the current program is necessary to provide the spatial and temporal resolution required to detect changes in the Gulf’s fishery resources.   To address these problems, decisive, immediate action should be taken to improve these data. This will improve indices of abundance that are critical to accurate stock assessments.  Due to the inherent nature of fisheries, effective management requires rapid collection, analyses, and dissemination of fisheries data to inform management decisions.  This problem is most prominent with fishery-dependent catch and effort data (i.e., data collected from commercial and recreational fishing activities) that are used to determine fishery effort and landings of managed species. Currently, landings estimates are based on two-month periods which are inadequate for in-season quota monitoring and prevent accurate determination of season-length for species such as red snapper as the season must be closed prior to receiving any current year landings. Implementation of electronic data collection systems in Gulf fisheries is currently being explored but needs to be immediately implemented to improve accuracy and timeliness of data

Another critical component of fisheries data are observer-based estimates of catch and by-catch.  On board observers provide unique information which is nearly impossible to collect via other methods, yet fishing vessels with observers remain rare in Gulf fisheries and thwart our ability to determine by-catch rates, mortality, and size ranges of discarded species that are critical for assessments of managed species and ecosystems.  To this end, observer coverage should be dramatically increased for Gulf fisheries.  

Cooperative research programs remain among the most informative and cost-effective means of gathering critical biological information as they involve industry, non-governmental organizations, academia and state and interstate commissions.  These programs aid in assessments and monitoring. Additionally, cooperative research programs provide high quality data for management and should be maintained and expanded where possible. Special attention should be given to involving the commercial and recreational fishing fleet as platforms to conduct the fishery independent monitoring aspects of projects. Moreover, this is an opportune time to begin implementation of an electronic data gathering system. Thus, a positive result of the oil spill would be the implementation and adoption of a data gathering system for the fishery-dependent sectors of the Gulf.


Fishery Project Priorities

1. Long-term fishery-independent monitoring for assessing oil and dispersant impacts on population status of managed fishery and forage species

2. Expanded stock assessments to monitor the health of Gulf of Mexico fish species for use in management and assessment of spill impacts

3. Enhanced fishery-dependent data collection and monitoring programs for assessing fishing effort, catch, and by-catch to aid in management during the spill and assess impacts on fishing and population health

Restoration

Despite the importance of improving economic and fisheries related data in the Gulf of Mexico, the metric of the response to the Deepwater Horizon spill will be in the magnitude and timing of the restoration of the natural and biological resources of the Gulf of Mexico.  A primary objective of this restoration effort is to ensure that the Gulf of Mexico ecosystem is returned to an acceptable ecological state.  This includes restoring or enhancing critical habitats, fisheries yields, and economic outputs while rebuilding the legacy and demand of Gulf of Mexico seafood products.  Accomplishing this goal requires a thorough understanding of interactions among physical, biological, and human components of the ecosystem.  Unfortunately, our understanding of these factors is inadequate to fully assess or monitor ecosystem status thus impairing our ability to determine appropriate restoration goals. 

To begin to meet this goal, a Gulf-wide, fisheries-independent monitoring program is needed to enhance our capacity to correlate fisheries data with environmental phenomena, habitat quality, and oceanographic characteristics. This objective could address both long-term and short-term objectives of assessing ecological, fishery, and socio-economic impacts of the oil spill, permit development of historical baselines necessary for restoration goals, and improve our ability to predict effects of anthropogenic or natural disturbances on Gulf of Mexico marine resources.  Monitoring should include scientists from all appropriate disciplines (i.e., chemistry, biology, oceanography, economics) and include biological and chemical, as well as physical components of the Gulf of Mexico.  

Increasingly, the importance of investigating ecosystem function from a holistic perspective is being realized as a necessary part of ecosystem management.  While ecosystem-wide data can be difficult to gather, emphasis should focus on developing and testing ecosystem models.  A top priority is to improve our basic understanding of habitat requirements, distribution patterns, and the relationship between species and their environment.  These objectives will require a multi-faceted approach, including data-mining of appropriate historical data, development of ecosystem models and collection of additional data from fishery-dependent and fishery-independent sampling programs. 


Restoration Project Priorities

1. Long-term monitoring of the changes to the health of essential fish habitat impacted by the oil spill

2. Cooperative research between fishermen and scientists for monitoring the impacts of the oil spill and the use of dispersants

3. Development of seafood traceability technologies to verify species and location of fish sources to ensure human safety and enhance confidence in Gulf seafood

4. Investigate the feasibility of aquaculture projects to help reinstate the status of stocks determined to be severely impacted by the oil spill.

5. Develop and evaluate ecosystem models that will serve as a meaningful predictor of future environmental conditions and trends among biological and non-biological components of the Gulf ecosystem.

The Gulf Council members and its staff stand ready to assist, help direct and advise NOAA to further develop this proposed suggestion of priority projects. Furthering the sustainability of fishery resources is our chief goal. It is only through the continued sustainability of these resources that the full economic potential of those sectors dependent upon the natural resources of the Gulf can be realized. Most importantly, it is paramount that any and all project efforts be coordinated among state and local agencies, academia and non-governmental institutes. This will facilitate efficiency and allow project results to complement each other.

I appreciate the opportunity to provide our views on this important subject. If I or my colleagues can be of further assistance, please do not hesitate to ask.

Sincerely,
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Robert L. Shipp, Ph.D.
Chair, Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council
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