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Abstract 
 
The Review Panel for SEDAR 11 (Large Coastal Sharks) was held 5–9 June 2006 at Panama City, FL.  The panel 
was conducted by the Center for Independent Experts (CIE) and concluded that:  
 
“The population model and resulting population estimates were the best possible given the data available. 
 
“Stock status was determined from the results of a range of model fits reflecting the Panel’s uncertainty about life history 
parameters. All results indicate that the stock is overfished and that overfishing is occurring. The target year to rebuild 
the stock is estimated to be 2070.” 
 
At the request of Directed Shark Fisheries, Inc., we reviewed the data and modeling of SEDAR 11 upon which the 
CIE based their conclusions. After review, we concluded that: 
 
• The assessment proceeded without using the largest data set available, the BLOP data, which inter 

alia shows that average age of the catch has not declined over time, as it should if the stock were 
being overfished.   

 
• The BLOP data also show that the selectivity curve used for the commercial catch is wrong and 

needs to be re-examined.  
 
• Catch-rates for recent years remain level indicating a population in equilibrium; overfishing is not 

occurring, whereas the model trajectory indicates a continuing decline in abundance. 
 
• The assessment used several catch-rate series (LPS and NMFS – NE) that were either inappropriate, 

or did not include the available  (but withheld) size and sex data (VA LL).   
 
• The age-at-maturity ogive was derived from a study that is technically flawed. 
 
• The biological parameters used in the model were selected subjectively and there may be some 

evidence that different values are more appropriate. 
 
If NMFS relies on this technically flawed assessment to make the formal finding that the stock is overfished and 
overfishing is occurring a legal process will begin that will require a severe reduction in TAC equivalent to closing 
the fishery.  There is time yet to revisit the assessment before that reduction is in place if NMFS is willing to devote 
the effort to address the concerns that the CIE raises in their Report and we have raised in ours. Redoing the 
maturity ogive study may not fit into this period, but the other corrective work could be done a matter of months. 
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Background. 
 
The Review Panel for SEDAR 11 (South East Data and Assessment Review) of Large Coastal Sharks was held 
5–9 June 2006 at Panama City, FL.  The panel was conducted by the Center for Independent Experts (CIE) and 
concluded that: 
 
• The population model and resulting population estimates were the best possible given the data available.  
• The change in stock status in the 2006 assessment from the more optimistic status in 2002 appears to be 

mainly attributable to revisions to the life history parameters in the current assessment. The population is 
assessed to be less productive than was assumed in 2002.   

• In 2006, the 3-part SEDAR process of data workshop, assessment workshop, and review workshop was 
adopted for large coastal sharks. This process resulted in a more thorough review at all stages of the 
process, which was not possible with the previous stock assessments. For this reason and those concerning 
the life history parameters given above, the Panel is confident that the 2006 assessment gives a more 
reliable estimate of stock status than obtained from the 2002 and earlier assessments.  

• Stock status was determined from the results of a range of model fits reflecting the Panel’s uncertainty about 
life history parameters. All results indicate that the stock is overfished and that overfishing is occurring. 
The target year to rebuild the stock is estimated to be 2070.  

 
Directed Shark Fisheries, Inc. (DSF) represents several entities involved with the commercial fishery for 
Atlantic large coastal sharks.  The group disagrees with these conclusions, which are at variance with their 
observations of the fishery. There is no indication of a continuous decline in either catch rate or fish size 
(average carcass weight) predicted by the modeling.  Of particular concern to the fishermen is the determination 
that the fishery for sandbar shark needs to be closed for a 65-year rebuilding period.   Directed Shark Fisheries, 
Inc. has asked us to review the data and modeling of SEDAR 11 upon which the CIE based their conclusions to 
attempt to reconcile the two different perceptions of the status of the sandbar stock, report our findings and 
make such recommendations as may be appropriate. 
 
The Problem 
 
The CIE in reaching their conclusions stopped short of taking the vital but simple step of comparing the model 
results with actual information from the fishery.  A cursory examination would show that the commercial 
landings and catch rates have remained stable for over a decade, and catch-rate (abundance) indices are mostly 
flat or trend upward over this period.  These observations are inconsistent with the model output, which 
indicates a steady decline in biomass over the same period. The problem this created is that the CIE and 
SEDAR are pronounced by NMFS to have provided a peer review approval of this assessment, “…the best 
possible given the data available.”  The fishery now likely faces a major reduction in TAC under current law.  
 
The CIE accepted both the data and analyses provided by SEDAR 11 and the conclusion that the stock is 
overfished and that overfishing is occurring with some caveats, and raised a number of issues for future 
examination. The issues raised by the CIE are important; so important in fact; that we wonder why the CIE did 
not express greater concern about the confidence that can be put on the SEDAR 11 assessment and recommend 
that some issues be addressed before the assessment was accepted.   
 
These concerns might have been more strongly phrased had the CIE been advised that some of the data they 
highlighted for future work were actually available but not presented at SEDAR 11.  We will now make use of 
additional data to explain some of the inconsistencies between the perception created by the model results and 
the perception held by the commercial sector. 
 
 
The Data 
 
The Review Panel qualified their conclusions by stating: 
 
Research recommendations are included in the reports from the Data and Assessment Workshops (and in 2.3 
below), so what follows is not intended to replace them but rather to emphasize specific needs for sandbar 
shark.   
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Two recommendations in particular are extremely important.  These are: 
 
Issue: A number of catch-rate indices were used, and it was not obvious which components of the sandbar 
population they were monitoring.   
• Using information on the size composition of catches from these indices, if available, would be helpful  
• Maps of where (and when) the catch-rate series are located, along with the location of the fisheries, would aid 

in interpreting these series  
 
  
Issue: The assessment used an age-structured model, but no age information was used.  
• The predicted age compositions for the population and the catch in the model may provide useful diagnostics 

for the performance of the model. Research should be directed into developing these diagnostics, including 
verification with any available data on age composition. One example of a diagnostic indicator is the mean 
size/age in the catch and population, and from any catch-rate index that may collect size composition 
data…  

 
Size, sex, location and other information are contained in two data sets used at SEDAR 11 and this additional 
information was available to SEDAR 11 and the CIE, but was not presented.  One set is the Bottom Longline 
Observer Program (BLOP)1, the other the VIMS longline survey (VA LL).  The BLOP comprises observed sets 
during the period from 1994 through 2004 from N. Carolina south and into the eastern Gulf of Mexico and 
covers all seasons and most of the range of the commercial fishery using a gear (bottom longline) that accounts 
for nearly 90% of the commercial landings.  The latter, the VA LL, comprises sets from an intermittent summer 
longline survey from 1974 through 2004 confined to a small area off Virginia.   
 
The BLOP data for 1248 observed sets were used to develop a catch-rate index at SEDAR 11, but the size and 
sex composition of the catch was not made available at SEDAR 11.  The VA LL data were presented to 
SEDAR 11 in summarized form with no detailed information.  NMFS standardized the series after the Data 
Workshop ended using the limited data provided that did not include age, size or sex.  Through the cooperation 
of NMFS and University of Florida, we were provided with extracted BLOP data that includes length and sex 
and reproductive state information, general location (we were not given precise locations for the sets because of 
confidentiality concerns) and some environmental information.  For the VA LL series, we do not have the data 
set available to SEDAR 11.  The Principal Investigator for the VA LL survey declined to provide age, size or 
sex information until he has analyzed and published his 30-years of data. 
  
The BLOP data set is useful for several reasons:  
1. It is arguably representative of about 90% of the commercial catch of sandbar (but see bullet 3).  
2. It provides length and sex information on all sandbar taken including discards (which were few) and should 

be a reasonably unbiased sample of the commercial catch. 
3. It covers the South Atlantic Region and the eastern Gulf of Mexico Region (where most of the sandbar 

catch occurs).  This is most of the range of the fishery. It does not include the North Atlantic Region. 
4. It covers all months when fishing is allowed. 
 
The VA LL data set includes information from 637 bottom longline sets beginning in 1973 and running through 
2004.  No sets were made in some years.  The number of sets in any year varied from 3 to 47.  There were 371 
sets made between 1995 (none in 1994) and 2004, the same period covered by the BLOP data; however, the two 
areas do not overlap. 
The standardized index used in the assessment was done after the Data Workshop and the procedure omitted the 
years prior to 1981. The index is not size or age specific, but assumes that the selectivity curve used for the 
commercial fishery should apply. 
 
In addition to the above data sets, we received a copy of the State-Space Age-Structured Production Model 
(SPASM) from Dr. Liz Brooks, NMFS, and we will refer to several SEDAR 11 documents. 
 
Analyses and Results 
 
1.  BLOP Data 

                                                 
1 A.k.a. PLLOP and Commercial Shark Fishery Observer Program (CSFOP). 
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