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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The proposed action would implement management measures to achieve the
recreational harvest limits for the summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass fisheries,
published in the Federal Reqister as part of the 2004 annual quota specifications (69 FR
2074, January 14, 2004). This Environmental Assessment analyzes the possession,
size, and/or seasonal limits that will most likely achieve the 2004 recreational harvest
limits for the three species.

For the summer flounder fishery, the preferred alternative (Alternative 1) would
implement conservation equivalency, as recommended by the Mid-Atlantic Fishery
Management Council (Council or MAFMC) and the Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black
Sea Bass Management Board (Board) of the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries
Commission (Commission). Conservation equivalency requires the states to develop
state-specific management measures (i.e., possession limits, fish size limits, and
seasons) to achieve state-specific harvest limits. Under this approach, each state may
implement unique management measures appropriate to that state, so long as they are
determined by the Commission to provide equivalent conservation. Also, as required
under the conservation equivalency guidelines, the Council recommended
precautionary default measures of an 18-inch total length (TL) minimum fish size, a 1-
fish possession limit, and no closed season; these measures would apply to Federal
permit holders landing summer flounder in states that do not implement conservation
equivalency measures, or for which conservation equivalency measures are not
approved by the Board. In addition, based on a Monitoring Committee
recommendation, the Council and Board adopted a non-preferred coastwide alternative
(Alternative 2) to be implemented in the EEZ if conservation equivalency is not
implemented. These measures include a 17-inch TL minimum fish size, a 4-fish per
person possession limit, and no closed season.

For scup, the Council and Board also evaluated three alternatives. The preferred
alternative (Alternative 1) would implement a 10-inch TL minimum fish size, a 50-fish
per person possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through February 29, and
August 15 through November 30 for 2004. Alternative 2 includes a 10-inch TL minimum
fish size, 50-fish per person possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through
February 28, and July 1 through November 30. And Alternative 3 includes an 10-inch
TL minimum fish size, a 50-fish per person possession limit, and open seasons of
January 1 through February 29, and September 8 through November 30 for the 2004
recreational fishery.

When the scup management measures were presented at the Council meeting in
December, Council and Board members were informed that the measures under the
preferred alternative (Alternative 1) would achieve the required 58% reduction in
recreational scup landings in 2004 assuming the measures are implemented by all
states. However, after further analyses, council staff calculated that these management
measures would reduce recreational scup landings by 48% in 2004 and not by 58% as
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previously thought. However, the non-preferred management measures presented
under Alternative 3 will achieve the needed 58% reduction in scup landings in 2004.

In addition, the Board adopted state-by-state conservation equivalency measures for
scup in 2004 and directed the Commission staff to develop a draft addendum for
conservation equivalency using the same parameters that were approved in Addendum
VIl to the Commission’s Interstate Scup Fishery Management Plan (FMP). Because the
Federal FMP does not contain provisions for scup conservation equivalency and states
will be adopting their own unique measures, it is likely that Federal and state
recreational scup measures will differ for the 2004 season. As such, the Federal
measures would only apply to party/charter boats with Federal permits.

For black sea bass, the Council and Board evaluated three alternatives as well. The
preferred alternative (Alternative 1) would implement a 12-inch TL minimum fish size, a
25-fish per person possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through September
7, and September 22 through November 30 for the 2004 recreational fishery.
Alternative 2 includes a coastwide 12-inch TL minimum fish size, 25-fish per person
possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through September 1, and September
16 through November 30. And Alternative 3 includes a 12-inch TL minimum fish size, a
20-fish per person possession limit, and an open season of January 1 through
December 31.

Table ES-1 presents a qualitative summary of the impacts of the various alternatives.
The environmental impacts of the proposed measures were analyzed and the
anticipated level of significance of these impacts is discussed in accordance with the
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administrative Order (NAO) 216-6 formatting requirements for an Environmental
Assessment (EA). Because none of the preferred action alternatives are associated
with significant impacts to the biological, social or economic, or physical environment, a
“Finding of No Significant Impact” is determined.

The measures are expected to achieve the Council-recommended level of recreational
landings for summer flounder and black sea bass for 2004. However, the scup
preferred management measures would only achieve a 48% reduction in landings
instead of the 58% reduction in landings needed for 2004. For each species, the
Council analyzed the biological, social, and economic impacts of the preferred
alternatives and two other alternatives. The proposed action is not expected to result in
significant social or economic impacts, or significant natural or physical environmental
effects.
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Table ES-1. Overall qualitative summary of the expected impacts of various alternatives

considered in this document. A minus sign signifies an expected negative impact, a
plus sign signifies a positive impact, and a zero is used for null impact. (S=short-term;
L=long-term; NP=non-preferred action).

Environmental Dimension

Coastwide (NP; monitoring
committee recommendation)

Protected
Biological Economic Social Resources EFH
Summer Alternative 1
Flounder Conservation Equivalency 0 + + 0 0
(preferred; status-quo)
Precautionary Default + 0/- 0/- 0 0
Measures
Alternative 2 0/+ 0/- 0/- 0 0
Coastwide (NP; no-action)
Scup Alternative 1 - 0/+ (S) 0/+ (S) 0 0
Coastwide (preferred) 0/- (L?) 0/- (L?)
Alternative 2 - 0/+ (S) 0/+ (S) 0 0
Coastwide 0/- (L?) 0/- (L?)
(NP; no-action; status-quo)
Alternative 3 0 0/+ 0/+ 0 0
Coastwide (NP)
Black Sea Alternative 1 0 0 0 0 0
Bass Coastwide (preferred)
Alternative 2 0 0 0 0 0
Coastwide
(NP; no-action; status-quo)
Alternative 3 o/+ 0/- 0/- 0 0
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Environmental Assessment
1.0 Annual Specification Process
1.1 Introduction

The purpose of this document is to analyze recreational management measures
designed to achieve the recreational harvest limits for summer flounder, scup, and black
sea bass in 2004. This document examines the impacts to the environment that could
result from implementation of a range of proposed alternatives recommended for
recreational fisheries for these species. These measures include recreational size
limits, recreational possession limits, and seasonal closures.

Comprehensive measures enacted by Amendment 2 of the Summer Flounder Fishery
Management Plan (FMP) and modified in Amendments 3 through 7 were designed to
rebuild the severely depleted summer flounder stock. Amendments 8 and 9 to the
Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass FMP implemented recovery strategies to
rebuild the scup and black sea bass stocks, respectively. These amendments
established Monitoring Committees which meet annually to review the best available
scientific data and make recommendations regarding the total allowable landings (TAL)
and other management measures in the plan. The Committee's recommendations are
made to achieve the target mortality rates established in the amendments to reduce
overfishing. The Committee bases its recommendations on the following information:
(1) commercial and recreational catch data; (2) current estimates of fishing mortality; (3)
stock status; (4) recent estimates of recruitment; (5) virtual population analysis (VPA);
(6) target mortality levels; (7) levels of regulatory noncompliance by fishers or individual
states; (8) impact of fish size and net mesh regulations; (9) sea sampling data; (10)
impact of gear other than otter trawls on the mortality of each species; and (11) other
relevant information.

The Council met jointly with the Commission's Board in July 2003, to consider the 2004
commercial quotas and recreational harvest limits for these species. The Monitoring
Committees made recommendations to the Council which, in turn, made
recommendations to the Regional Administrator. The Regional Administrator reviewed
the recommendations to ensure that the FMP objectives were achieved. The "2004
Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Specifications", submitted to the National
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) by the Council in October 2003, described the
environmental, economic and social impacts of the 2004 commercial quotas and
recreational harvest limits for these fisheries (summer flounder, scup, and black sea
bass) and also analyzed the impacts of commercial measures aimed at achieving the
commercial quotas. The 2004 commercial quotas and recreational harvest limits, and
the specific measures to attain the commercial quotas, were implemented by the NMFS
on January 14, 2004 (69 FR 2074).

The Council and Board met again in December 2003 to recommend specific measures
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to attain the recreational harvest limits that had been specified in July 2003. The
Council and Board considered the recommendations of the Summer Flounder, Scup,
and Black Sea Bass Monitoring Committees, and information provided by Council staff,
advisors, and the public in the development of their recommendations for these
recreational fisheries.

1.2 Purpose and Need

The purpose of this document is to analyze recreational management measures
designed to achieve the recreational harvest limits for summer flounder, scup, and black
sea bass in 2004. This document examines the impacts to the environment that could
result from implementation of a range of proposed alternatives recommended for these
fisheries. These measures include recreational size limits, recreational possession
limits, and seasonal closures.

The management programs for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass were
examined in detail in the Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) prepared for each of
the fisheries in Amendment 2 for summer flounder (1992), Amendment 8 for scup
(1996), and Amendment 9 for black sea bass (1996). Those analyses considered the
impacts of the overall management measures including rebuilding schedules and
annual exploitation rates on the environment (biological, socioeconomic, Essential Fish
Habitat, and protected resources). Those EIS were updated in Amendment 13
(approved on March 4, 2003; 68 FR 10181; MAFMC 2002). Additionally, the impact of
the 2004 recreational harvest limits for these species were analyzed in the 2004
Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Specification Package (approved by
NMFS on January 14, 2004; 69 FR 2074; MAFMC 2003).

1.3 Management Objectives of the FMP
The management objectives of the FMP are as follows:

1) reduce fishing mortality in the summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass
fisheries to ensure that overfishing does not occur;

2) reduce fishing mortality on immature summer flounder, scup, and black sea
bass to increase spawning stock biomass;

3) improve the yield from the fishery;

4) promote compatible management regulations between state and Federal
jurisdictions;

5) promote uniform and effective enforcement of regulations;

6) minimize regulations to achieve the management objectives stated above.

To attain these management objectives the FMP specifies the following measures may
be specified annually:

* commercial quotas;
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* minimum sizes;

* gear regulations;

* recreational harvest limit;

* recreational possession limit, season, and no-sale provision.

2.0 Methods of Analysis

This EA analyzes the possession, size, and/or seasonal limits that will most likely
achieve the 2004 recreational harvest limits for summer flounder, scup, and black sea
bass. Itis an assessment of the impact of various alternatives on the environment
relative to the no-action alternative, as required by NEPA. A full description of each
alternative, including a discussion of a no-action alternative, is given in section 3.0 of
the EA. The following discussion details the changes in management measures, if any,
that will most likely be required to achieve the 2004 recreational harvest limits for
summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass.

As published in the 2004 quota specifications (69 FR 2074, January 14, 2004), the
recreational harvest limit for summer flounder in 2004 is 11.21 million Ib (5.08 million
kg), 20.8% more than the 2003 recreational harvest limit (MAFMC 2003). However,
2003 recreational landings are projected to be 11.56 million Ib (5.24 million kg), 25%
more than the 2003 recreational harvest limit. Assuming the same level of fishing effort
in 2004, a 3% coastwide reduction in landings (pounds) would be required for summer
flounder. Under conservation equivalency, the only states that would be required to
reduce landings (in number of fish) would be New York (48.5%) and New Jersey
(1.30%).

The 2004 specifications for scup implemented a recreational harvest limit identical to
the recreational harvest limit implemented in 2003 (MAFMC 2003). However, due to
differences in the research set aside established between those two time periods, the
2004 recreational harvest limit is 0.5% lower than the recreational harvest limit for 2003.
The 2004 specifications for scup implement an adjusted recreational harvest limit of
3.99 million Ib (1.80 million kg). The 2003 recreational scup landings are projected to
be 9.59 million Ib (4.34 million kg), 139% more than the 2003 recreational harvest limit.
Assuming the same level of fishing effort in 2004, a 58% coastwide reduction in
landings would be required for scup.

The black sea bass recreational harvest limit for 2004 is 4.01 million Ib (1.81 million kg),
17% more than the 2003 recreational harvest limit (MAFMC 2003). The 2003
recreational black sea bass landings are projected to be 3.99 million Ib (1.80 million kg),
16% more than the 2003 recreational harvest limit. However, assuming the same level
of fishing effort in 2004, no coastwide reduction in landings would be required for black
sea bass.

3.0 Alternatives Being Considered
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This section provides a description of all considered management alternatives. Further
discussion and evaluation of these alternatives is found in section 6.0 of the EA.

3.1 Summer Flounder
3.1.1 Alternative 1 - Conservation Equivalency (Status-Quo): Preferred

Based on a Monitoring Committee recommendation, the Council and Board voted to
recommend conservation equivalency to achieve the 2004 summer flounder
recreational harvest limit.

The Council and Board's preferred alternative (Alternative 1- conservation equivalency)
would allow the states to implement conservation equivalent management measures.
State-specific reductions associated with the 2004 coastwide recreational harvest limit
of 11.21 million Ib (5.08 million kg) are based on the number of fish landed in 1998, and
the number of fish projected to have been landed in 2003 (Table 1). State-specific
landings from 1998 are used as a base because 1998 is the last year that recreational
summer flounder regulations were consistent along the coast. Recreational landings in
1998 were 6.978 million fish coastwide. As such, the 2004 recreational harvest limit in
number of fish (the 2004 recreational harvest limit divided by the mean weight of
summer flounder from 2002-2003) would have to be reduced by 36.4% to achieve this
limit. State-specific 1998 landings were reduced by 36.4% to derive state-specific
targets for 2004. These targets were then compared to 2003 landings to determine if
state-specific reductions were necessary. Landings projections for 2003 indicate that
New York and New Jersey will be the only states required to reduce recreational
summer flounder landings in 2004 by 48.5% and 1.3%, respectively (Table 1).

In order to constrain recreational landings to the overall recreational harvest limit, the
Commission established conservation equivalency guidelines that require each state,
using state-specific tables, to determine and implement an appropriate possession limit,
size limit, and closed season to achieve the landings target for each state. The state-
specific tables are adjusted to account for the past effectiveness of the regulations in
each state.

The Commission requires each state to submit its conservation equivalency proposal by
January 15, 2004 (Table 2). The Commission’s Summer Flounder Technical
Committee will evaluate the proposals and advise the Board of each proposal’'s
consistency with respect to achieving the coastwide recreational harvest limit. After the
Technical Committee evaluation, the Board will meet to approve or disapprove each
state’s proposal. During the comment period for the proposed rule, the Commission will
notify NMFS as to which state proposals have been approved or disapproved. If, at the
final rule stage, the Commission recommends and NMFS accepts conservation
equivalency, then NMFS would waive the Federal recreational measures that would
otherwise apply in the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). Federally permitted vessels as
well as vessels fishing in the EEZ, would be subject to the recreational fishing measures
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implemented by the state in which they land.

The FMP requires that the Council and Board specify precautionary default measures
when conservation equivalency is recommended as the preferred alternative. These
would be the measures required to be implemented by a state that either does not
submit a summer flounder management proposal or for states whose measures do not
achieve the required reduction. For 2004, the precautionary default measures include
an 18-inch TL minimum fish size, a 1-fish per person possession limit, and no closed
season. Itis estimated that the precautionary default measures would reduce landings
by 56% coastwide, assuming the measures are implemented by all states (Table 3).
State-specific reductions would range from 41% in Delaware to an 88% in North
Carolina (based on 2001 data; Table 4).

The Commission would allow states that had been assigned the precautionary default
measures to resubmit revised management measures. In this case the Commission
would notify NMFS of any resubmitted proposals that were approved after publication of
the final rule implementing the recreational specifications. Afterwards, NMFS would
publish a notice in the Federal Register to notify the public of any changes in a state’s
management measures.

3.1.2 Alternative 2 - Coastwide Management Measures (No-Action): Non-Preferred

Based on a Monitoring Committee recommendation, the Council and Board adopted a
non-preferred coastwide alternative to be implemented in the EEZ if conservation
equivalency is not implemented. These measures include a 17-inch total length (TL)
minimum fish size, a 4-fish per person possession limit, and no closed season. ltis
estimated that the non-preferred coastwide alternative would reduce recreational
landings by 11% coastwide, assuming the measures are implemented by all states
(Table 3). State-specific reductions associated with these management measures
would range from 0% in Maryland to 63% in North Carolina (based on 2001 data; Table
4).

3.2 Scup
3.2.1 Alternative 1 - Coastwide Measure: Preferred

The Council and Board voted to recommend a 10-inch TL minimum fish size, a 50-fish
per person possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through February 29, and
August 15 through November 30, for 2004 scup recreational measures. When these
management measures were presented at the Council meeting in December, Council
and Board members were informed that these measures would achieve the required
58% reduction in recreational scup landings in 2004 assuming the measures are
implemented by all states. However, after further analyses, council staff calculated that
these management measures would reduce recreational scup landings by 48% in 2004
and not by 58% as previously thought (Tables 5 and 6a-b).
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The Board adopted state-by-state conservation equivalency measures for 2004 and
directed the Commission staff to develop a draft addendum for conservation
equivalency using the same parameters that were approved in Addendum VII (ASMFC
2002) to the Commission’s Interstate Scup FMP. Addendum VII (ASMFC 2002)
required states from Massachusetts through New Jersey to develop state-specific
management measures. Due to low scup landings in the southern states, the Board
approved the retention of existing recreational scup measures from Delaware through
North Carolina for 2004. Because the Federal FMP does not contain provisions for
conservation equivalency and states will be adopting their own unique measures under
an addendum to the Commission’s Interstate FMP, it is likely that Federal and state
recreational scup measures will differ for the 2004 season. As such, the Federal
measures would only apply to party/charter boats with Federal permits.

3.2.2 Alternative 2 - Coastwide Measure (No-Action/Status-Quo): Non-Preferred

This non-preferred alternative (no-action/status-quo) for scup includes a 10-inch TL
minimum fish size, 50-fish per person possession limit, and open seasons of January 1
through February 28, and July 1 through November 30 for the 2004 recreational fishery.
It is estimated that this alternative would reduce recreational landings by 30%,
assuming the measures are implemented by all states (Tables 5 and 6a-b).

3.2.3 Alternative 3 - Coastwide Measure: Non-Preferred

This non-preferred alternative for scup includes an 10-inch TL minimum fish size, a 50-
fish per person possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through February 29,
and September 8 through November 30 for the 2004 recreational fishery. It is estimated
that this alternative would reduce recreational landings by 58%, assuming the coastwide
regulations are implemented by all states (Tables 5 and 6a-b).

3.3 Black Sea Bass
3.3.1 Alternative 1 - Coastwide Measure: Preferred

The black sea bass landings in 2003 are projected to be 3.99 million Ib (1.80 million kg)
or about 0.56 million Ib (0.25 million kg) above the recreational harvest limit established
that year. This implies that the management measures in place for 2003 (minimum fish
size, possession limit, and seasons) did not constrain landings to the harvest limit for
2003 (3.43 million Ib or 1.56 million kg). However, since projected landings for 2003 are
only slightly less than the 2004 recreational harvest level of 4.01 million Ib (1.81 million
kg), the Council and Board recommended to implement regulations in 2004 that were
nearly identical to the regulations that were in place in 2003 with a slight modification to
the dates associated with the opening and closure of the seasons. In order to constrain
recreational black sea bass landings to the 2004 recreational harvest limit the Council
and Board recommended a 12-inch TL minimum fish size, a 25-fish per person
possession limit, and open seasons of January 1 through September 7, and September
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22 through November 30.

This preferred black sea bass alternative contains the same minimum size and
possession limits implemented in 2003. However, the seasonal component under this
preferred alternative is slightly different from the seasonal component implemented in
2003 (see Non-Preferred Alternative 2 below). More specifically, under this preferred
alternative the fishery is closed from September 8 through September 21 and from
December 1 through December 31. However, in 2003 the fishery was closed from
September 2 through September 15 and from December 1 through December 31 (see
status-quo Alternative 2 below). Therefore, under these two seasonal closures the
fishery is closed during September (wave 5) and December (wave 6) for the same
number of days (i.e., 14 days during September and 31 days in December). Since the
value associated with closing one day per wave is the same across every day of that
wave, the effectiveness of having the fishery closed during the two September periods
discussed above is the same (Tables 7a-b). The Council and Board decided to slightly
modify the seasonal component of the closure during September in order to allow for
the fishery to stay open during labor day in 2004.

3.3.2 Alternative 2 - Coastwide Measure (No-Action/Status-Quo): Non-Preferred

The black sea bass landings in 2003 are projected to be 3.99 million Ib (1.80 million kg)
or about 0.56 million Ib (0.25 million kg) above the recreational harvest limit established
that year. This implies that the management measures in place for 2003 (minimum fish
size, possession limit, and seasons) did not constrain landings to the harvest limit for
2003 (3.43 million Ib or 1.56 million kg). However, these measures are projected to
constrain landings to 3.99 million Ib (1.80 million kg) in 2003. Since projected landings
for 2003 are only slightly less than the 2004 recreational harvest level of 4.01 million Ib
(1.81 million kg), it is expected that these management measures would constrain 2004
recreational landings to the 2004 recreational harvest limit. The effectiveness of this
management measure is the same as that under the Preferred Alternative 1 (see
discussion in section 3.3.1 of the EA). However, under this alternative the fishery is
closed during labor day. More specifically, black sea bass Non-Preferred Alternative 2
includes a coastwide 12-inch TL minimum fish size, 25-fish per person possession limit,
and open seasons of January 1 through September 1, and September 16 through
November 30 for the 2004 recreational fishery.

3.3.3 Alternative 3 - Coastwide Measure (Monitoring Committee
Recommendation): Non-Preferred

A non-preferred alternative recommended to the Council by the monitoring committee
includes a 12-inch TL minimum fish size, a 20-fish per person possession limit, and an
open season of January 1 through December 31. It is estimated that this alternative
would reduce recreational landings by approximately 3% (Tables 7a-b and 8).

3.4 No-Action Alternative
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Section 5.03(b) of NAO 216-6, “Environmental review procedures for implementing the
National Environmental Policy Act,” states that “an Environmental Assessment (EA)
must consider all reasonable alternatives, including the preferred action and the No-
Action Alternative.” Consideration of the “no action” alternative is important because it
shows what would happen if the proposed action is not taken. Defining exactly what is
meant by the “no action” alternative is often difficult. The President’s Council on
Environment Quality has explained that there are two distinct interpretations of the “no
action”: One interpretation is that the no-action alternative is essentially the status-quo,
i.e., no change from the current management. The other interpretation is the situation
that would exist if the proposed action did not take place.

The status-quo management for these fisheries involves a set of indefinite (i.e., in force
until otherwise changed) management measures. These measures would continue as
is, even if the proposed specifications are not implemented. However, the current
management program includes specifications of possession limits, minimum fish sizes,
and fishing seasons that are specific to the 2003 fishing year, and based on the 2003
TALs. Roll-over of the recreational measures specified for the 2003 fishing year would
be inappropriate because the existing measures would not be likely to effect the 2004
Council-recommended harvest limits.

For the purposes of this EA, the no-action alternative is defined as implementation of
the following: (1) For summer flounder, coastwide measures of a 17-inch TL minimum
fish size, a 4-fish per person possession limit, and no closed season; (2) for scup, a 10-
inch TL minimum fish size, a 50-fish per person possession limit, and open seasons of
January 1 through February 28, and July 1 through November 30; and (3) for black sea
bass, an 12-inch TL minimum size, a 25-fish per person possession limit, and an open
season of January 1 through September 1, and September 16 through November 30.

The implications of the no-action alternative are substantial. For summer flounder,
reductions in landings would range from 0% in MD to 63% in NC (based on 2001 data;
Table 4). For scup, the status-quo measures would not be restrictive enough to effect
the recommended 58% reduction in landings relative to 2003 (as described in section
2.0 of the EA). For black sea bass, the status-quo measures would constrain landings
to the harvest limit for 2004.

In consideration of the Council-recommended recreational harvest limits established for
the 2004 fishing year, implementation of the same recreational measures established
for the 2003 fishing year would be inconsistent with the goals and objectives of the FMP
and its implementing regulations, and, because it could result in overfishing of the scup
fishery, also would be inconsistent with National Standard 1 of the Magnuson-Stevens
Act. The impacts of the no-action alternative for each species is presented in section
6.0 of the EA.

3.5 Research Set-Aside Program
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As part of the research set-aside program (RSA), a number of research projects were
submitted to NMFS that would require an exemption from some of the current or
proposed regulations for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass. Under the RSA
program, the Council, in consultation with the National Marine Fisheries Service
Northeast Regional Administrator, and the Commission have recommended three of
these research projects (August 4, 2003 letter from Mears to Furlong). In order to
expedite the approval and implementation of these research projects, Council staff
agreed to analyze the impacts of these exemptions on the environment for inclusion in
the specification package for these species.

In the annual specification process for 2004, the Council approved research set-asides
equal to the amounts requested in the three projects that were conditionally accepted by
NMFS (August 4, 2003 letter from Mears to Furlong). These RSA amounts would be
174,750 Ib (79,265 kg), 160,000 Ib (72,575 kg), and 134,792 |b (61,141 kg), for summer
flounder, scup, and black sea bass, respectively. These research RSA amounts were
deducted from the TALs for each species to adjust the commercial quota and
recreational harvest limits for 2004. This procedure was described in detail in the 2004
Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Specifications Package (MAFMC 2003).
A summary of the various research set aside projects conditionally approved for 2004 is
presented in Appendix A. This description includes project name, description and
duration, amount of RSA requested, and gear to be used to conduct the various
projects.

4.0 Affected Environment
4.1 Physical Environment (Habitat)

A complete description of the physical environment (i.e., habitat) for summer flounder,
scup, and black sea bass; the impact of fishing on summer flounder, scup, and black
sea bass Essential Fish Habitat (EFH); and the impact of the summer flounder, scup,
and black sea bass fisheries on other species’ EFH can be found in Amendment 13 to
the Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass FMP (section 3.2). A brief summary
of the habitat description for these three species is given here.

Summer Flounder

Summer flounder spawn during the fall and winter over the open ocean areas of the
shelf. Planktonic larvae are often found in the northern part of the Middle Atlantic Bight
from September to February, and in the Southern part from November to May. From
October to May larvae and postlarvae migrate inshore, entering coastal and estuarine
nursery areas. Juveniles are