American Eel Status Review

Atlantic Coast/Islands Workshop
Opening remarks
Welcome to the first of three “threats” workshops.

Introductions – who’s who
The goal of this 1st workshop is a comprehensive compilation of the scientific and commercial information available on the issue of Barriers to Successful Migration, 
Harvest and International Trade, and 
Changes in Oceanic Conditions. 
 
Here is what we need help with
1. the suitability of the information for the purposes of a status review, 

2. assistance in correctly characterizing the threat 

3. understanding the complex, diverse, and sometimes conflicting information
4. the uncertainties in the information, and 

5. the potential implications of any uncertainties. 
6. and providing your individual assessment of the implications of the threat
We do not anticipate having the answer as to whether the American eel should be listed at the completion of this workshop, or at the end of the third workshop.  The decision to list a species is internal agency process, however, experts both internal and external to the agencies have a very valued role and we greatly appreciate your attendance.

Your work over the next two days will help ensure that Service utilizes in the proper context the best and most current scientific and commercial data available in conducting the status review for the American eel.

You were recommended because you are an expert in one or more threats or the species life history, you are comfortable sharing your knowledge and perspectives, together, you represent a broad and diverse range of respected scientific viewpoints, and you have agreed to respect the participation of those with different opinions.  
We ask that you refrain from taking an advocacy position on the American eel’s potential protection under the Endangered Species Act.  And, please remember it is your individual assessment that we are interested in, not reaching a consensus (your facilitator will provide direction here).

During your panel session you will be asked specific questions about the life history stages vulnerable to the threats, the geographic scope of the threats, the severity of the threats to the various life stages, and the immediacy of the threat (definitions are being provided). 
 It is essential, because we are dealing with a species for which important information is lacking, that an outcome of this workshop is the identification of uncertainties around the implications of threat and the potential implications of those uncertainties.
  However, we must not let the fact that we have uncertainties deter us.  The Endangered Species Act asks the agencies to make its listing determinations based on the best data available.  Know to, that your individual assessments will be taken for what they are and with the uncertainties you express.  This is one of the reasons that we are tape recording the sessions, so that we can insure we have not put words in your mouth!
To put you in the right frame of mind our focus is the implications of these three threats individually (and if time allows, in concert) on the extant population…not reasons for decline….or how we can fix it.  The question of whether there is a decline, therefore, is not central to the discussion.  Discussion around the reasons for any decline should remain focused on providing a reference, thereby assisting us in understanding the implications.  
To help stay focused on the implications to the extant population, we will be using the information on the immediacy, severity, and geographic scope to of the individual threats.  
 
When not on the panel, you and our NMFS/FWS staff can ask for clarification from the panelists, suggest appropriate additional questions
, or make us aware of additional information.  The facilitator and the lead agency biologist for that threat will determine how extensive those ensuing discussions will go, so please respect their prompting, and if an issue remains, the workshop coordinator will work with you to ensure that your viewpoint is recorded.
Definitions for the purposes of the Atlantic Coast/Islands workshop:

Hypothesis - a tentative explanation of the data, advanced or adopted provisionally, often as a basis of a theory or as a guide to further observation or experiment.  A scientific hypothesis that survives experimental testing becomes a scientific theory.
Status review – under the Endangered Species Act (Act) a “status review” is the act of reviewing all the available information on species to determine if it should be provided protection under the Act.  The Act then goes on to say that the basis of the determination shall be based solely on the basis of the best scientific and commercial data available, and after taking into account conservation efforts made by any State of foreign government.  The determination for listing is based on whether the species meets the definition of threatened or endangered because of any of the five factors.  These five factors, at the most general level, are threats which fall into the categories of habitat loss/modification, over-utilization, disease/predation, adequacy of regulations, and other.  Each of these categories may encompass multiple threats.   

Immediacy:  When is the threat operating?  For example, 
· Just historically 

· Just currently

· Historically and currently

· Reasonably anticipated – e.g. “expected”


Severity:  What is the level of damage to the habitat and species?  For example, 
· Death
· Injury

· Increased exposure to say mortality

· Impingement/entrainment

· Indirect by …
Geographic scope:  Where is it operating?  For example,
· Site specific

· Locally

· Watershed

· Regionally

· Range-wide

Remember – 
Please provide descriptive answers! If you forget you will here “why”?
Stay focused on what we do know.
Individual interpretations are paramount
Any questions?
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�I thought these were issue-based workshops – you might provide  a little more context – i.e., what geographic scope or issues will be covered in the other two workshops? 


�It sounds below like the goal goes beyond compilation to assessment (e.g. paragraph that starts “We ask that you refrain…”


�Good!


�Good.  You might want to reinforce this by repeating it at the end of your opening comments.


�Heather, let’s talk about the definitions I’m sending you before you settle on these terms.  There are a bunch of others that may work as well or better. 


�I think it may be very helpful to develop a worksheet (or “prompt sheet” like we use in the recovery outline guidance) for these panels.  It would basically be a template for the thought pathway you want the experts to follow.  I’d be happy to help you develop this and/or there may be models from other expert panel workshops or risk assessments.


� I’m still concerned about maintaining a clear distinction between vulnerability and threats.  In our parlance, vulnerability basically means the rangewide probability of extinction, and it’s based on the current and projected demographic/genetic status of the species.  The higher the probability of extinction based on current demographics/genetics, the more vulnerable the species is to individual or multiple threats causing irreversible population declines or extinction.  So evaluating vulnerability is a PARALLEL process to evaluating threats effects.





In contrast, the conventional usage of vulnerability would be akin to “exposure.”  If there’s exposure to a particular stressor, then the effects need to be described (don’t know how far you want to get into evaluating them at this point).  No matter how vulnerable a species is to extinction (or not), stressors may have severe to benign effects on whatever life stages/ individuals/ populations/systems that are exposed to them.


�Just be sure that if a new question is raised partway through the discussion, you circle back to make sure it’s addressed as needed for all threats.





