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Good afternoon Chairman Bell, Vice-Chair Belcher, and members of the South Atlantic Council.  Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment at today’s meeting.  My name is CJ Sweetman and I am the federal fisheries section leader for the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission and I sit on Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council.  Today I am providing comments on behalf of Eric Sutton, Executive Director of FWC.  FWC is entrusted with managing Florida’s fish and wildlife resources for the benefit of the people.  Not only do our fisheries resources contribute significantly to the State’s and Country’s economy, but as the “Fishing Capital of the World” they also hold deep cultural value.  Just take a walk around the waterfront here in Key West and you can see how integrated the community is with the ocean and its fisheries resources.  Florida is a leader in fisheries management and a large part of the reason we are effective is because we work closely with our stakeholders to provide reasonable access to our fisheries resources.  
During yesterdays discussion about red snapper, it was concerning to hear some of the extreme options being considered for the entirety of the snapper-grouper fishery.  There are dozens of species in the snapper-grouper fishery, many of which are healthy stocks, and a vast majority of these species are important fisheries in Florida waters.  The concept of temporal or spatial closures for dozens of species to solve the problems of one, would not only devastate Florida’s economy but it is also counter to FWC’s mission to provide reasonable access.  As a result, FWC finds these time/area closure options as unacceptable for the State of Florida and its people.  
Public trust is an essential part of being able to effectively manage natural resources.  FWC understands that difficult decisions sometimes need to be made that not everyone will agree with.  However, these decisions should always be based on accurate and precise scientific data that comprehensively consider the biological, ecological, social, and economic effects.  What I heard yesterday, were discussions that would disproportionately impact Florida’s citizens based on discard data and I’ll quote from the SSC presentation “that is largely unvalidated and may not be accurate for the snapper-grouper complex.”  It now seems like the Council is considering compounding uncertainty with MRIP landings data even further with more uncertain discard data.  This is a problem and would completely erode any remaining public trust that the Council and NMFS have.  
There is no denying that we need sustainable fisheries, but continued access is also of paramount importance.  People are a part of the fishery, and the fishery is part of the people.  Everyday we hear from fishermen stating that red snapper abundance is higher than they can remember.  FWC urges you all to continue developing creative ways and borrow ideas from other Councils and state agencies to address the red snapper issue in the Atlantic.  At FWC, we developed the Gulf Reef Fish Survey (now the State Reef Fish Survey) to take control and ownership of the Gulf red snapper fishery.  It was a lot of time and effort to develop a timely and precise data collection survey, but the result of that time and effort is the longest private recreational Gulf red snapper season in Florida since the state took over management (57 days for 2022).  I want to underscore that a spatial or temporal closure is not the answer and complex problems need thoughtful solutions before taking drastic action.  
I appreciate the work you all do for our fisheries resources in the South Atlantic. As trustees of the resource, we all must do everything we can to help our commercial and recreational fishermen while conserving our fisheries resources for future generations.

Thank you for the opportunity to talk today.
                         
               
