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Subject: Concerns/recommendations involving the review of SEDAR 15/SAR 1
National Marine Fisheries Service
South Atlantic Fisheries Management Council
Concerning the review of SEDAR 15/SAR 1:
We commend the current SEDAR “South Atlantic” red snapper (Lutjanus campechanus) panelists for their efforts in reevaluating the status of this stock. We also realize that those individuals who participated in the original SEDAR 15 workshops faced a daunting task. This task was complicated by their having access to limited data which, in many instances, were of questionable reliability, as well as by time-sensitive charges arising from the 2006 Reauthorization of the Magnuson/Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act. We have reviewed SAR 1 as well as much of the literature involving the current population status of South Atlantic L. campechanus, including the June–August 2009 NOAA age structure study compiled and authored by Jennifer C. Potts, the Southeast Fisheries Science Center Sensitivity Analyses Report, and various critiques of SEDAR 15 written by Dr. Frank Hester, Sid Preskitt, William Kenney, and ourselves. We believe the SEDAR process has great potential as a tool for evaluating the status of fish stocks, but feel the need to point out some items which, we believe, the present SEDAR panelists should take into consideration. Our concerns/recommendations are as follows.
1) The data that served as the basis for SEDAR 15 are of questionable reliability. Some were obtained by admittedly undependable methods (example: MRFSS surveys), some were not obtained for the time period indicated in SAR 1 (example: otolith data go back no further than 1977, but the age structure of the South Atlantic red snapper stock was extrapolated back to 1945), and some may not be representative of the actual red snapper stock (example: considerable differences are apparent when comparing the age structure noted in SAR 1 to the proportion of red snapper greater than ten years of age described in Pott’s 2009 report). If the current SEDAR workshops use the same database as SEDAR 15 and continue to ignore ancillary information on red snapper stocks, problems will undoubtedly reappear. 
2) All available information pertaining to the South Atlantic red snapper stock should be taken into account. Due largely to differences in areas fished, recreational anglers have reported a much larger proportion of old (> ten years) red snapper than was reported in SAR 1. In some instances this information has been quantified, but was overlooked or ignored during the SEDAR 15 workshops. 
3) Data and analyses should not be used selectively. As just one example, indices of relative density reported in SEDAR 15 showed positive trends. These indices include catch per unit effort (CPUE – reported from 1992 to 2008) and spawning potential ratio (SPR – reported from 1986 through 1995). However, despite the positive trends indicated by these indices, SEDAR 15 concluded that red snapper is overfished in the South Atlantic region.   
4) Numbers should not be made up to fill gaps or to substitute for missing data. In both the case of historic red snapper stock sizes and the age distribution of red snapper prior to 1977, adequate data were lacking so numbers were extrapolated or estimated by those participating in SEDAR 15. As such, the population numbers given in SAR 1 may have no basis in reality. In fact, it is unlikely that the figures provided in SAR 1 for either historic or current age distribution or population size are actually representative of the South Atlantic red snapper stock.  
5) Stick to using applicable, realistic data. For example, SEDAR 15 assumed 90% mortality for red snapper released from commercial boats and 40% mortality for snapper released by recreational anglers. However, these estimates were based on minimal information from the Gulf of Mexico red snapper fishery; as such, they may not be applicable to the South Atlantic fishery. Additionally, the increasing use of venting tools, circle hooks, and other conservation measures by recreational hook-and-line anglers does not appear to have been considered during SEDAR 15.
6) Take the behavior and ecology of red snapper into account. If old red snapper live in particular areas and these areas are not sampled or are sampled less frequently than others, the catch data will not be indicative of the natural population of the fish. Likewise, if red snapper become more difficult to catch as they age and this is not taken into consideration, the data will be skewed and it will appear that the proportion of older fish is smaller than it actually is.  
The questionable reliability of the estimated historic South Atlantic red snapper populations challenges the conclusion that this stock is overfished and undergoing overfishing. If historic numbers were not, in fact, as high as SEDAR 15 models suggest, and since current metrics indicate that the stock  has actually increased over the past few decades, a total closure of the fishery would seem not to be justified.  
Sincerely,
Raymond E. Waldner, Ph.D.
Professor of Biology
Palm Beach Atlantic University
Thomas C. Chesnes, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of Biology
Palm Beach Atlantic University
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