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Good afternoon, 
· Chairman Bell, Vice Chair Belcher, Council Members, welcome to Key West. Thank you for being here and thank you for the important work you do.
· My name is Robert Spottswood, I was born and raised here in Key West, and I am a Commissioner and Past Chairman of the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission.
· I grew up on the waters surrounding the Florida Keys and was heavily influenced by our natural resources. 
· In our home back in the day, we ate conch, green turtle steak and goliath grouper on a regular basis. One block away from our home on Caroline Street was the heart of the fishing industry with hundreds of shrimp boats, turtle kraals, commercial fishermen, the Thompson Fish House & Ice Plant and all that goes along with a healthy and thriving commercial and recreational fishery.
· Times have changed, our communities have changed and so has the health of our habitats and our fisheries. Our resources are under more stress than ever. Our jobs at FWC and the Federal Councils are more important than ever, and I thank all of you for being up to the task and for conserving and managing our resources in a thoughtful manner.
· The work of this Council and other fishery management agencies depends in large part on the trust and confidence of our fishermen and our stakeholders. Our stakeholders must trust us to not simply protect and preserve but to conserve and manage our resources, as trustees of those resources, for the benefit of the public, our fishermen and future generations.
· This means we have to make tough decisions, sometimes restricting, limiting and even closing fisheries, but also, and sometimes even more difficult, to give access back to fishermen and to open resources when after being restricted or closed a fishery can be sustainably reopened.
· This brings me to dolphin and Atlantic Red Snapper.
· Over the last 10 years or so we have seen a significant decline in both numbers and size of fish in the dolphin fishery off the Florida Keys. FWC recently adopted management rules to reduce bag limits for dolphin from 10 fish to 5 fish per person and to reduce vessel limits to 30. This is mainly a federal fishery and we urge this council to follow our lead and go consistent with our rule. In fact, I would urge you to go even further and adopt a rule similar to the rule we adopted for blackfin tuna creating a bag limit of the greater of 2 fish per person or 10 fish per vessel.
· Further, I would also ask that you stop the practice long lining for dolphin.
· Atlantic red snapper. Although the most recent stock assessment for red snapper in the Atlantic says red snapper continue to be to be the subject of overfishing, we must also listen to our fishermen and stakeholders, use common sense and exercise sound judgment in developing management rules for this fishery which take into account the social and economic needs of the affected states. This fishery was largely closed in 2009 due to overfishing. The fishery was reopened again in 2011 on a limited basis and we have seen ups and downs with this fishery over the years since. In 2015, more fish were landed than anticipated and this raised additional concerns. However, our fishermen have seen this fishery get more and more healthy and we believe this fishery is healthier than indicated by the last stock assessment. We also believe that the recreational catch of red snapper and discard mortality is being over estimated.
· In 2015 when I joined FWC, we had a 3 day season for red snapper in the gulf for recreational fishermen. Today, we have a recreational season of 57 days. With the cooperation of the fishermen in the commercial, charter for hire and private recreational sectors, and working with the gulf states and our federal partners, we were able to increase our recreational season to 57 days without taking any fish away from the commercial and charter for hire sectors. A win for all. Cooperation with our stakeholders in the Gulf got a whole lot better. And, the gulf red snapper fishery is open and healthier than ever thought. We have the opportunity to go in this same direction with Atlantic Red Snapper.
· As the Council continues controversial discussions regarding holistic snapper-grouper management to offset estimated recreational discard mortality for red snapper, I urge the Council and NMFS Leadership to think outside the box.  Any decision the Council makes will significantly impact our Florida fishermen, economy, and local communities.  Measures like area or time closures of all bottom fishing will not work for us here in Florida.  The entire Keys’ economy is derived from the water in some manner from tourism to commercial and recreational fishing and related activities.  Closing large areas could cripple our local communities and our State’s economy during already challenging times. This is not an option moving forward for Florida, and we will continue to strongly oppose any closures. 
· I urge you all to keep thinking big picture and consider all the range of options before deciding to take drastic and unwarranted action to close areas for all snapper-grouper species to offset red snapper discards.
· Our commercial and recreational fisheries in Florida are too important to us to take such drastic measures based upon uncertain discard data. 
· Again, thank you for being here in Key West and for the important work that you do.
 
