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Standing and Special Reef Fish Scientific and Statistical Committee 
Committee Summary (Reef Fish Committee Sections only) 

New Orleans, Louisiana 
March 23-25, 2011 

 

See Tab G, No. 4 (in Sustainable Fisheries/Ecosystem section) for the complete Reef Fish SSC 
summary.  This section only contains items applicable to the Reef Fish Committee agenda.  

- Greater amberjack update assessment 

- Terms of reference for gray triggerfish and vermilion snapper update assessments  

- Reconsideration of red grouper ABC 

 

Greater Amberjack Update Assessment 
 
Nancie Cummings gave a presentation on the 2010 stock assessment update for greater 
amberjack.  Discards from the commercial fishery were based on SEFSC, Coastal Program 
Logbook self-reported data.  Final estimates of commercial discards used in the population 
model assumed a 20% release mortality rate vs. an estimated 2% mortality rate from observer 
based estimates.  The assessment workgroup considered using observer based discard data, but 
rejected it for the following reasons: 

- To maintain continuity with methods used to estimate commercial discards in the 
previous benchmark assessment (SEDAR 9, 2005), which ran sensitivity runs at 0%, 20% 
and 40%. 

- High sensitivity of assessment to changes in release mortality rates of 0% to 40%, 
although the differences tended to converge over time. 

- Sample sizes from the observer studies were low, the spatial representation of the 
observer trips to the entire fishery was not complete, the observer study did not span a 
long time series, and there was uncertainty in the ability of the observers to accurately 
differentiate greater amberjack from other commonly caught Seriola spp. (Almaco, 
banded rudderfish, lesser). 

 
During the course of analysis work regarding calculations of total discards for the update 
assessment, a programming error was discovered in the SAS code used in the 2005 SEDAR 9 
assessment.  Correction of the code resulted in much lower discard totals than were calculated in 
2005.  Because of this error, the original results of the 2005 assessment could not be replicated 
with a strict continuity calculation. 
 
For recreational data, the ratio of identified greater amberjacks over other identified species in 
genus Seriola (by year, wave, mode, and state) used to designate unidentified Seriola that is 
greater amberjack.  The MRFSS, Texas Parks and Wildlife, and NMFS Headboat Survey 
landings combined showed differences between estimates from SEDAR 9 vs. the update 
assessment ranging from -45% to +41% for any given year, although the percent differences 
declined when multiple years are combined.  These differences appear to be due to differences in 
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the sample sizes used to estimate average weight and in selection of samples for conversion of 
numbers of fish into pounds. 
 
As a result of the differences between the SEDAR 9 benchmark assessment and the 2011 update 
assessment production model analyses, the B/BMSY biomass ratio was initially much lower for 
the update assessment in the initial years (1986), although the two assessments tended to 
converge within 4-5 years after the initial year.  Likewise, the F/FMSY fishing mortality rate ratio 
was initially higher for the update assessment although the two assessments tended to converge 
with additional years. 
 
It was noted that the Virtual Population Analysis (VPA) conducted for the previous benchmark 
assessment, SEDAR 9, indicated that problems estimating selectivities occurred because of 
insufficient otolith data to establish an age-length key.  Thus, the VPA used age-slicing to 
develop the input catch at age matrix for the VPA. The use of deterministic age-slicing in 
particular for this species which exhibits high variability in length at age introduced additional 
variability into the SEDAR 9 stock assessment based on the VPA.  For this reason, an age-
structured assessment model was considered inappropriate, and a surplus production model was 
needed for the SEDAR 9 benchmark evaluation. 
 
The assessment update concluded that the current (2009) stock biomass was at 4.587 million 
pounds whole weight.  This is only 31 percent of the equilibrium BMSY biomass level of 14.73 
million pounds.  Thus, the stock continues to be overfished. 
 
The assessment update also concluded that the current (2009) fishing mortality rate was 0.609.  
This is 1.83 times the F30% SPR (as a proxy for FMSY) level of 0.333.  Thus, the stock continues to 
undergo overfishing. 
 
For projection analyses, two additional appendices were provided which presented additional 
projection analyses that considered various fishing mortality/catch based projection scenarios.  
Appendix 1 considered additional SFA/MSRA scenarios, and assumed management changes to 
begin in 2010.   Appendix 2 was prepared in which the preliminary 2010 landings were used, and 
management changes were assumed to start in 2011.  Projections were evaluated under a number 
of scenarios of different fishing mortality rates or constant catches.  The projections indicated 
that the stock will not recover to the target of BMSY by 2013 even at F = 0 (Table 2).  
However, the projections were highly sensitive to small changes in F or in constant catch.  For 
example, a constant catch scenario at 2.49 mp (the estimated 2010 landings level) is projected to 
result in the relative biomass of the stock (B/BMSY) varying from 0.23  to 0.30 through 2019, then 
sharply declining to 0.09 in 2020, and to near-zero by 2021.  Conversely, a constant catch just 
slightly lower at 2.38 mp (the value selected below by the SSC for OFL) is projected to allow the 
stock to recover to a rebuilt relative biomass of 1.0 by 2020 (Figure 1 and Table 1).  
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Figure 1.  ASPIC estimated and projected relative biomass (B/BMSY) values  corresponding to varying levels of 2011 
forward constant catch evaluation scenarios for the greater amberjack.  A relative biomass of 1.0 means the stock is 
rebuilt to the BMSY level.   Projections assume catch in 2010 = 2.493 mp.  Source:  Supplemental ASPIC Projection 
Results for Gulf greater amberjack 2011 Greater Amberjack update assessment.  Note: Yellow line is the projection 
at OFL, Blue line is the projection at the ABC recommended below by the SSC. 

 
 
 
After reviewing the 2010 update assessment, the SSC passed the following motion. 
 

The SSC moves that the 2011 SEDAR Greater Amberjack update presented at this 
meeting is the best scientific information available.  
 
Motion passed 13-2. 

 
Steven Atran noted that the projections in Appendix 2 of the assessment showed that the stock 
would fail to rebuild to BMSY by the 2013 target date even if F=0.  Under the National Standard 1 
guidelines, if a stock as not recovered at the end of its 10-year rebuilding period, catches should 
continue at FRebuild or at 75% of FMSY, whichever is less.  However, the projections showed a 
large sensitivity to small changes in initial conditions or fishing mortality rates or in catch 
(Figure 1 and Table 1), and the SSC questioned whether they were adequate to use for making 
management decisions.  Over the last decade, catches have showed no trend, and there is no 
indication that abundance has changed significantly, suggesting that the projections are unduly 
sensitive.   
 
Rather than address the question of whether the assessment information was adequate for 
management, the SSC adopted an approach of questioning whether the information was adequate 
for each of the tiers in the ABC control rule.  The SSC considered whether the assessment was 
suitable for a Tier 1 ABC.  Although a probability distribution function can be generated, due to 
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the sensitivity of the model projections and initial conditions to small changes, the SSC felt that 
the probability function would have large uncertainty and thus be inadequate and passed the 
following motion. 
 

The SSC concludes that the 2011 SEDAR Greater Amberjack update assessment 
falls under Tier 1 of the control rule. However, a PDF that could be projected from 
the model results would not be adequate for basing management advice.  
 
Motion passed unanimously. 

 
The SSC next considered whether a Tier 2 ABC could be applied to the assessment.  Because a 
Tier 2 assessment also requires a probability distribution function, the SSC rejected the use of 
Tier 2, leaving Tier 3 and a decision whether to use Tier 3a or 3b. 
 

The SSC moves that the use of Tier 2 also requires a PDF useful for management 
purposes, and the current model does not provide such. This leaves us with a 
fallback of Tier 3. Given that the Greater Amberjack assessment reports that we are 
currently in an overfished position, Tier 3a does not apply. The remaining case 
would be Tier 3b.  
 
Motion passed 11-3 with 2 abstentions. 

 
Under Tier 3b, the average of recent annual catches is used for the OFL, and ABC is set to a 
percentage of OFL.  The SSC used the average of the most recent ten years of data (2000-2009).  
The SSC also decided to recommend the OFL and ABC for just the next three years in order to 
emphasize that a full assessment is needed as soon as possible. 
 

The SSC moves to set OFL for Greater Amberjack at the mean of the last ten years 
of landing estimates, which is 2.38 mp whole weight, and set ABC at 75% of that 
ten-year mean which is 1.78 mp whole weight for a time period of three years 
beginning in 2011. 
 
Motion passed unanimously. 

 
Note:  The National Standard 1 guidelines state that, if a stock as not recovered at the end of its 
10-year rebuilding period, catches should continue at Frebuild or at 75% of FMSY, whichever is 
less.  Since the stock cannot rebuild within the time frame, there is no Frebuild.  The 2011, 2012 
and 2013 yields at 75% of FMSY are 1.28 mp, 1.69 mp, and 2.15 mp respectively (Table 2).  
However, those 75% of FMSY yields are based on projections that were rejected by the SSC. 
 
Subsequent projections considering various constant catch scenarios based on the ten year 
average catch (N. Cummings) showed that the greater amberjack stock was projected to rebuild 
to BMSY by 2020 under the ABC (Figure 1).  Again, those analyses were based on projections 
that the SSC considered to be too sensitive to small changes. 
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Terms of Reference for Vermilion Snapper and Gray Triggerfish Update Assessments 
 
The SSC reviewed the terms of reference that were prepared by the Gulf Council’s SEDAR 
Coordinator for the 2011 Vermilion Snapper and Gray Triggerfish Update Assessments.  These 
will be strict update assessments conducted by the SEFSC, and will not have assessment 
workgroups.  The SSC had some concerns as to whether these assessments should be update 
assessments or full assessments.  Doug Gregory felt that if the SSC was going to recommend an 
ABC based on the assessment, they should have say in what kind of assessment is done.  
However, Clay Porch noted that doing a full benchmark assessment would delay the results.  
Shannon Calay added that the Science Center may wish to provide analyses beyond that of a 
strict update, particularly addressing the SEDAR 9 assumption regarding shrimp bycatch.  The 
SSC discussed whether to add to the TORs to provide for the additional analyses, but decided 
that the TORs did not prohibit such analyses.  The SSC did note that the statement at the bottom 
of page 1 on each TOR regarding critical issues was inappropriate because “critical issues” are 
not appropriate to update. Instead they should be handled through a standard or benchmark 
procedure.  If “critical issues” are identified in the previous assessment it should preclude the use 
of a strict update methodology. 
 

The SSC moves to approve the TORs for Gray Triggerfish and Vermilion Snapper 
with the following change: removing the sentence “It is not the intent of this update 
to resolve any critical issues identified in the initial SEDAR 9 assessment.” in both 
TORs  
 
Motion passed unanimously. 

 
The SSC also noted that in the note at the bottom of each TOR, line 2, the words “to and” should 
be reversed to become “and to”. Editorial license was granted to Council staff to make the 
change. 
 
Because the SSC felt that it should have more input into the types of assessments conducted, the 
following motion was also passed. 
 

The SSC recommends to the Council that the Chairman of the GMFMC SSC be a 
member of the SEDAR Steering Committee.  
 
Motion passed unanimously. 

 
The SSC recognized that the Steering Committee schedules assessments for all three Councils, 
and emphasized that the above motion pertained just to the Gulf SSC.  The SSC did not intend to 
speak for the SSCs of the South Atlantic or Caribbean Councils. 
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Reconsideration of Red Grouper ABC 
 
Steven Atran noted that the SSC had reviewed and accepted a re-run of the red grouper update 
assessment in January that incorporated observer based dead discard estimates and a commercial 
size limit reduction from 20 inches to 18 inches in 2009.  The OFL projections for 2012 were 
now higher than the previous run, and the SSC was being asked to reconsider its 
recommendation for OFL and ABC.  One concern was that the 2012-2016 yield streams for OFL 
were decreasing over time while the OY yield streams were increasing.  After discussion, it was 
determined that the reason for this was because the stock is currently above its equilibrium MSY 
level but below its equilibrium OY level.  As a result, fishing at FMSY would cause the stock to 
drop to its equilibrium MSY level, while fishing at FOY would cause the stock to rebuild to 
equilibrium OY.  This brought up the question of whether OFL should be set at the current FMSY 
yield (which would decrease over time) or at the equilibrium MSY (which would be sustainable 
over time).  The SSC decided to set OFL at the equilibrium level because it is sustainable. 
 
 
 

The SSC moves that the OFL for red grouper be set at 8.10mp which is the 
Equilibrium Yield @ FMSY from the red grouper update project report. 
 
Motion passed unanimously.  

 
The SC next discussed where to set ABC.  Previously it had set ABC equal to 85% of OFL, but 
that would set ABC below OY under the re-run.  The SSC considered setting ABC equal to OFL 
since OFL was already set at a conservative level relative to the annual yield at FMSY for 2012.  
However, this infers that there is no scientific uncertainty.  The SSC also considered setting ABC 
equal to OY or waiting until a probability distribution function could be developed so that a Tier 
1 ABC could be set.  Ultimately, the SSC decided to set ABC equal to the equilibrium OY of 
7.93 million pounds.  Although this was only 3% below the OFL, when combined with the 
conservative level that OFL was set to relative to the annual MSY yield in 2012 it represented 
scientific uncertainty, and it would facilitate the Council’s Amendment 30B policy of setting 
ACL equal to ABC and ACT equal to OY. 
 

The SSC moves that the ABC for red grouper be set at 7.93mp which is the 
Equilibrium Yield @ Foy from the red grouper update projection report. 
 
Motion passed 14-1. 
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Standing SSC members present     Special Reef Fish SSC 
Harry Blanchet, Chair      W/T/F Read Hendon         W/T/F  Barbara Dorf   W/T/ 
Sean Powers, Vice-chair  W/T/ Walter Keithly         W/T/F  Bill Lindberg   W/T/F 
Benjamin Blount       W/T/F William Patterson   W/T/F  John Mareska   W/T/F 
Shannon Cass-Calay       W/T/F Joseph Powers          W/T/F  Douglas Peter  W/   /F 
Richard Fulford       W/T/F Steven Szedlmeyer  W/T/F 
Doug Gregory        W/T/F Elbert Whorton       W/T/ 
 
Attendance:  W = Wednesday T = Thursday   F = Friday 
 
Others Present 
Jason Adriance 
Steven Atran, Council staff 
Nancie Cummings, SEFSC 
Claudia Friess, Ocean Conservancy 
Clay Porch, SEFSC 
Charlotte Schiaffo, Council staff 
Bob Shipp, Gulf Council (Wed only) 
Donny Waters 
Kay Williams (Thur and Fri only) 
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Table 1.  ASPIC estiamted and projected relative biomass (B/BMSY) for varying levels of constant catch 
for 2011+.  Shaded cells indicate year where B/MSY >1.0.   Source: Supplemental ASPIC Projection 
Results for Gulf greater amberjack 2010 SAR update. 

Year	  

Rebuilding	  
Schedule	  
(=3.5mp,	  
2011+)	  

Constant	  
Catch	  of	  
2010	  (2.49	  
mp)	  

Constant	  
Catch	  of	  
Average	  
catch	  
(2000-‐
2009,	  2.38	  
mp)	  

Constant	  
Catch	  of	  
75%	  of	  
Average	  
catch	  
(2000-‐
2009,	  1.78	  
mp)	  

Constant	  
Catch	  of	  
65%	  of	  
Average	  
catch	  
(2000-‐
2009,	  1.54	  	  
mp)	  

2010	   2.98E-‐01	   2.98E-‐01	   2.98E-‐01	   2.98E-‐01	   2.98E-‐01	  
2011	   2.97E-‐01	   2.97E-‐01	   3.07E-‐01	   3.59E-‐01	   3.79E-‐01	  
2012	   2.03E-‐01	   2.95E-‐01	   3.22E-‐01	   4.53E-‐01	   5.02E-‐01	  
2013	   7.07E-‐03	   2.93E-‐01	   3.46E-‐01	   5.87E-‐01	   6.72E-‐01	  
2014	   2.52E-‐04	   2.89E-‐01	   3.84E-‐01	   7.62E-‐01	   8.82E-‐01	  
2015	   8.97E-‐06	   2.83E-‐01	   4.40E-‐01	   9.66E-‐01	   1.11E+00	  
2016	   3.19E-‐07	   2.72E-‐01	   5.21E-‐01	   1.18E+00	   1.32E+00	  
2017	   1.14E-‐08	   2.55E-‐01	   6.32E-‐01	   1.36E+00	   1.49E+00	  
2018	   4.05E-‐10	   2.27E-‐01	   7.73E-‐01	   1.51E+00	   1.61E+00	  
2019	   1.44E-‐11	   1.78E-‐01	   9.37E-‐01	   1.61E+00	   1.70E+00	  
2020	   5.14E-‐13	   8.72E-‐02	   1.11E+00	   1.68E+00	   1.75E+00	  
2021	   1.83E-‐14	   3.08E-‐03	   1.27E+00	   1.73E+00	   1.78E+00	  
2022	   6.52E-‐16	   1.10E-‐04	   1.40E+00	   1.76E+00	   1.80E+00	  
2023	   2.32E-‐17	   3.91E-‐06	   1.50E+00	   1.77E+00	   1.81E+00	  
2024	   8.26E-‐19	   1.39E-‐07	   1.58E+00	   1.78E+00	   1.82E+00	  

 
Table 2.  ASPIC projected yields for different values of F/F2009 corresponding to SFA/MSRA evaluation 
scenarios for the greater amberjack stock. The column labeled MFMT corresponds to projections made 
with the MFMT fishing mortality level of F. Shadings indicates where B1/BMSY >1.0.  Projections 
assumed 2010 catch = 2.493 mp.  Source: Table 3 in Appendix 2 - SEDAR 9 Gulf of Mexico Greater 
Amberjack Stock Assessment Update Projections  

Year MFMT 5%MFMT 10%MFMT 50%MFMT 65% MFMT 
75% 
MFMT 

85% 
MFMT 

F=0.0  
(F2009) 

2010 2.49E+06 2.49E+06 2.49E+06 2.49E+06 2.49E+06 2.49E+06 2.49E+06 2.49E+06 

2011 1.63E+06 9.57E+04 1.90E+05 8.87E+05 1.12E+06 1.28E+06 1.42E+06 0.00E+00 

2012 2.01E+06 1.54E+05 3.02E+05 1.26E+06 1.53E+06 1.69E+06 1.83E+06 0.00E+00 

2013 2.41E+06 2.27E+05 4.40E+05 1.70E+06 2.00E+06 2.15E+06 2.28E+06 0.00E+00 

2014 2.81E+06 3.02E+05 5.83E+05 2.15E+06 2.47E+06 2.62E+06 2.73E+06 0.00E+00 

2015 3.20E+06 3.66E+05 7.06E+05 2.57E+06 2.92E+06 3.07E+06 3.16E+06 0.00E+00 

2016 3.55E+06 4.12E+05 7.95E+05 2.91E+06 3.30E+06 3.46E+06 3.54E+06 0.00E+00 

2017 3.85E+06 4.40E+05 8.53E+05 3.17E+06 3.60E+06 3.78E+06 3.86E+06 0.00E+00 

2018 4.09E+06 4.57E+05 8.87E+05 3.35E+06 3.83E+06 4.02E+06 4.11E+06 0.00E+00 

2019 4.29E+06 4.67E+05 9.07E+05 3.47E+06 3.99E+06 4.20E+06 4.31E+06 0.00E+00 

2020 4.45E+06 4.72E+05 9.18E+05 3.55E+06 4.09E+06 4.32E+06 4.45E+06 0.00E+00 

2021 4.57E+06 4.74E+05 9.23E+05 3.60E+06 4.17E+06 4.41E+06 4.55E+06 0.00E+00 

2022 4.66E+06 4.76E+05 9.26E+05 3.63E+06 4.21E+06 4.47E+06 4.62E+06 0.00E+00 

2023 4.72E+06 4.76E+05 9.28E+05 3.64E+06 4.24E+06 4.51E+06 4.67E+06 0.00E+00 

2024 4.77E+06 4.77E+05 9.29E+05 3.66E+06 4.26E+06 4.54E+06 4.71E+06 0.00E+00 
 


