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The following lists the topics in bold that the Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) 

reviewed/revisited at the request of the Caribbean Fishery Management Council (CFMC).  

A summary of the SSC's discussion and recommendations is provided after each topic.  

 

 Discussion of the legal responsibility of the SSC for providing the Overfishing Limit 

(OFL) and Allowable Biological Catch (ABC) recommendations to the CFMC:   

Background:  

The SSC was briefed by NOAA General Counsel on legal considerations concerning SSC 

recommendations on OFL and ABC.  It was informed that the SAFMC’s SSC recommends 

ABCs without deriving a quantitative estimate or recommendation of OFL.  In this case, 

the Council may not feel compelled to set the ACL below the ABC because of concern that 

exceeding the ABC would lead to an overfishing determination (especially if ABC equals 

OFL).  An overfishing determination requires immediate action to end overfishing.  

However, FMPs would still need to define overfishing.   During the briefing it was 

mentioned that the definitions might be fishing mortality based.  If so, the definitions 

would not be useful for status determinations in the US Caribbean since scientifically 

defensible estimates of fishing mortality do not exist for most CFMC stocks.   The most 

likely alternative is to define overfishing in terms of landings.  If so, would there be a 

justification for setting the overfishing threshold higher than the estimates of ABC 

recommended by the CFMC’s SSC?   

The SSC was also told during the briefing that it would have to justify withdrawing 

previously recommended estimates of OFL.  For example, if the SSC felt that previous 

estimates were incorrect, they could be withdrawn.   

The SSC noted that the National Standard 1 Guidelines call for ABC estimates derived 

from OFL.   So long as ABC estimates were derived from a calculation of OFL, the OFL 

values would probably be used in FMPs for status determinations even if the values were 

not explicitly recommended by the SSC.  Moreover, the logic for being able to recommend 

an ABC without being able to quantify OFL is unclear to the SSC from a scientific point of 

view.    OFL is based on MSY which is a well established global scientific concept with 

operational models for its application.  It is also the explicit legal basis for defining 
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overfishing according to the MSFCMA.  On the other hand, ABC is a construct of US 

fisheries policy which is not explicitly required by the MSFCMA or scientifically defined.      

Recommendation: 

In light of the briefing and the discussion that followed, the SSC concluded it had no basis 

for withdrawing its previous OFL recommendations or for refraining from future OFL 

recommendations.     

 

Revisit Spiny Lobster OFL and ABC recommendation:    

Background: 

The SSC was requested to review its previous recommendations of ABC and OFL.    The 

SSC’s recommendation of OFL was based on average or median catch (for the US Virgin 

Islands and PR respectively), assuming that the stock is “healthy” (i.e., it is not overfished 

and overfishing has not occurred).  The ABC recommendation equaled the OFL 

recommendation.   

The SSC considered the basis for assuming that the stock is healthy.  It noted that the 

SEDAR (2005) assessment working document concluded that fishing mortality was below 

the overfishing threshold.  However, the review workshop for the 2005 SEDAR assessment 

concluded that the assessment was unreliable and that a status determination could not be 

made.    

The SSC also reviewed length frequency data from the fishery.  Although the length 

frequency structure was relatively stable over time, data showed a rapid decline with size 

and implicitly with age.  The SSC did not formally analyze this data, but  the relatively low 

abundance of large individuals is suggestive of a fishing mortality rate that might be higher 

than expected for a stock deemed not to be undergoing overfishing.   

It also considered a length frequency comparison between 1971 and 2006 submitted by the 

St. Thomas Fishermen’s Association (STFA).  The Association contended that there was 

little change in length frequency even though there was a large increase in catch from 1971 

to 2006.  The Association believes this indicates that the stock is healthy.    The SSC’s 

reaction to the Association’s submission is that its estimates of OFL and ABC were based 

on the assumption that the stock is healthy (as argued by the Association), but that the 

length frequency data presented by the Association seems to indicate a reduction in  the 

frequency of large spiny lobsters in 2006, which does not support the Associations 

argument.  The SSC also noted that the 1971 length frequency data was from a fishery-

independent survey which might tend to obscure a decline in the size when compared to 

commercial length frequency data from 2006 where there is minimum size limit.    
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Conclusion: 

In light of the information noted above, the SSC concluded it had no scientific basis for 

changing its previous recommendations of OFL and ABC.    It reiterates that its 

recommendations are based on the assumption the spiny lobster stock is healthy, as argued 

by the STFA, which is apparently also the view of the CFMC.  However, it cautions that 

there is no firm scientific basis for this assumption and length frequency data may indicate 

otherwise.   

For the SSC to have recommended an OFL and ABC greater than median or average catch 

for a healthy stock it would have to have a quantitative basis to determine how much the 

fishery could be expanded without resulting in overfishing.  The SSC is not aware of any 

scientific basis for making such a determination, and none has been suggested.      

The SSC understands that the median or average catch method used to estimate OFL and 

ABC could mean that catches that occurred in the past during a period when overfishing 

was not occurring, could result in an overfishing determination in the future with negative 

impacts on the fishing industry.  This seemingly contradictory outcome is a consequence of 

the ACL management framework in a data poor situation.  This issue is discussed 

elsewhere in this report and in the SSC’s previous report.     

 

Concerns about apparent inconsistencies in (a) OFL and ABC recommendations from 

the three southeast Regional Fishery Management Council SSCs and (b) about the use 

of average catch to estimate OFL:   

Background: 

The SSC reviewed concerns expressed by the Regional Administrator (RA) of the SERO at 

a recent CFMC meeting.  The comments pointed out that for data poor stocks not 

determined to be overfished and for which overfishing is not occurring, the three SSCs in 

the SERO  recommend ABCs using three different approaches, summarized below: 

1. CFMC SSC -  Estimates OFL based on average or median catch and in most cases 

estimates ABC = OFL. 

2. GMFMC SSC -  Estimates ABC based on average catch and OFL based on ABC 

times a multiplier of standard deviation (e.g., two times the standard deviation). 

3. SAFMC SSC -  Estimates ABC without estimating OFL.  

It has also been pointed out that estimating OFL based on average catch during a period 

when stocks were not being overfished implies that annual catches that frequently occurred 

in the past, will be deemed as overfishing in the future and remedial action will be required 

with likely negative impact on the industry. 
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Conclusion: 

The SSC shares these concerns.  However, it cannot resolve inconsistencies among SSCs 

alone.  In a previous report it indicated why it does not concur with the GMFMC SSC’s 

approach.  Elsewhere in this report it gives its reaction to the SAFMC SSC’s approach.  

The SCC notes that inconsistencies between approaches exist throughout the country (they 

are not limited to the three Southeast Region SSCs).   

With respect to the concern about potential negative impacts of basing OFL on average 

catch, the SSC points out that this is a consequence of the ACL fisheries management 

framework established by the agency (i.e., National Standard 1 Guidelines) for CFMC 

stocks which are extremely data limited.    

It also noted that NMFS has held several national meetings including many SSC members 

from around the country to coordinate approaches and exchange views.  However these 

meetings have not effectively addressed the legitimate concerns raised above.   

 

Recommendations Regarding Monitoring Programs: 

Background: 

The SSC was provided information on the implementation of the revised/new Trip Ticket 

programs in Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands.  Daniel Matos, PR DNER, made a 

presentation of the progress in implementing the program in Puerto Rico and indicated that 

they were checking the forms to make sure they were filled out completely.  About 30% of 

fishers were filling out the forms completely and DNER was asking fishers who submitted 

incomplete forms to complete the forms.  SSC members indicated that they have observed 

fishers recording several species, e.g. the three small Epinephelus spp. (grouper) and 

scarids (parrotfish) as a single species.  Usually several species are listed as one species on 

the form for species with the same value and for the convenience of the fisher who may be 

tired after a long day or night of fishing.  In some cases, because of the different local 

names for the same species in different regions of Puerto Rico, species identification by 

fishers may be incorrect on the forms. 

Dr. Gedamke stated that at this point the SEFSC is monitoring the implementation of the 

trip tickets to ensure they are completed correctly and submitted in a timely manner.  An 

initial evaluation of the data submitted by fishers on the new forms will be completed in 

the next few months.  Validation will commence in the near future and take about a year to 

complete. 
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Recommendations: 

The SSC acknowledged the concern regarding species identification and recommended 

training of port agents and fishers in fish identification and the rationale for why accurate 

identification of species on the forms is important to fisheries management.  The SSC 

would like to see a report or presentation as soon as the evaluation is completed in order t o 

facilitate our review of the program. 

 

SSC Discussion of Socio-economic Issues and ERAEF 

At the request of Council staff, Dr. Kostas Alexandridis of the University of the Virgin 

Islands made a presentation on a proposal to carry out a pilot ERAEF study on St. Thomas, 

USVI that focuses on socio-economic aspects of the St. Thomas/St. John spiny lobster trap 

fishery or the fish trap fishery.   

The SSC discussed Dr. Alexandridis’ research proposal extensively and found merit in the 

proposal  in terms of the potential value of the research that will be conducted, capacity 

building within the US Caribbean (particularly the US Virgin Islands), data spin of fs that 

would provide information for socio-economic impact assessments, and  improved 

stakeholder understanding of the management process.   If it is decided that it is 

appropriate for the CFMC to fund such a research project, or another source of funding  is 

identified, a formal proposal should be invited and subjected to independent peer review.   

The SSC also discussed the need for socio-economic impact assessments in the US 

Caribbean in relation to the implementation of fisheries management regulations.  If 

funding is available, statements of work are available elsewhere that could be modified for 

the US Caribbean. 

The SSC discussion highlighted the need for a strategic approach to socio-economic 

research in the US Caribbean. The SSC suggests that a working group of experts could be 

convened to develop an appropriate plan for the US Caribbean. 

Other Recommendations 

The SSC also suggested that GPS could be provided to willing fishers to gather data on 

information currently lacking, including the distance from shore, depth, habitat type, and 

location fished by individual fishers.  GPS’ have come down in price and today cost little 

more than $100 making it affordable. 

 

 


