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ABBREVIATIONS USED IN THIS DOCUMENT
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ACL
ACT
AM
AP
CEA
CEQ
Council
CPUE
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CZMA
EA
EEZ
EFH
EIS
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FWCC
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gw
HAPC
IFQ
IRFA
km?
LNG
Magnuson-Stevens Act
MMPA
MOU
mp
MRFSS
MRIP
MSST
NEPA
nm?
NHPA
NMFES
NOAA
NOR

acceptable biological catch

annual catch limit

annual catch target

accountability measure

advisory panel

cumulative effects analysis

Council on Environmental Quality

Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council
catch-per-unit-effort

consumer surplus

Coastal Zone Management Act
environmental assessment

exclusive economic zone

essential fish habitat

environmental impact statement
environmental justice

Executive Order

Endangered Species Act

final environmental impact statement

fishery management plan

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council
Gulf of Mexico

gutted weight

habitat area of particular concern

individual fishing quota

initial regulatory flexibility analysis

square kilometers

liquefied natural gas

Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act
Marine Mammal Policy Act

memorandum of understanding

million pounds

Marine Recreational Fisheries Statistics Survey
Marine Recreational Information Program
minimum stock size threshold

National Environmental Protection Act
square nautical miles

National Historic Preservation Act

National Marine Fisheries Service

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
net operating revenue
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NRFCC
OFL
oYy

PS

RDT
RFA
RIR
SEDAR
SEFSC
SERO
SFA
SRHS
SSB
SSC
TAC
TL
USFWS
VEC
WTP

National Recreational Fisheries Coordination Council
overfishing limit

optimum yield

producer surplus

recreational decision tool

Regulatory Flexibility Act

regulatory impact review

Southeast Data, Assessment, and Review process
Southeast Fisheries Science Center

NMFS Southeast Regional Office

Sustainable Fisheries Act

Southeast region headboat survey

spawning stock biomass

Scientific and Statistical Committee

total allowable catch

total length

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

valued environmental components

willingness to pay
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

In 2009 a gag update assessment under the Southeast Data, Assessment and Review (SEDAR)
program (SEDAR 10 Update 2009) indicated the gag stock size had declined since 2005. A
large part of the decline was attributed to an episodic mortality event in 2005 (most likely
associated with red tide) that resulted in 18% of the gag stock being killed in addition to the
normal natural and fishing mortalities. The update assessment indicated the Gulf gag stock was
both overfished and undergoing overfishing, and the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management
Council (Council) was informed of this status determination in August 2009. In response, an
interim rule was implemented on January 1, 2009 to reduce overfishing of gag, followed by
permanent rules under Amendment 30B (GMFMC 2008b). Amendment 32 (GMFMC 2011b)
subsequently established a formal rebuilding plan for gag not to exceed 10 years.

A benchmark assessment for gag completed in 2014 (SEDAR 33 2014a) indicated that the gag
stock was no longer overfished or undergoing overfishing, and had rebuilt to above its maximum
sustainable yield level. However, in 2014 a major red tide event occurred off of the Florida west
coast in the region of greatest gag abundance. Due to uncertainty about the impact of this red
tide event on the gag stock, the Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) recommended a
acceptable biological catch (ABC) that assumed the 2014 red tide event would have the same
impact on the gag stock as the 2005 event. The Council requested that the SSC reevaluate its
ABC recommendation, and in January 2015 the SSC received an analysis of the red tide event
from the Florida Fish and Wildlife Research Institute which indicated that the impact of the 2014
red tide event was only 4% to 7% of the 2005 event. With this new information, the SSC revised
its recommended ABCs based on a projection scenario that assumed no significant impact from
the 2014 red tide event.

A benchmark assessment for black grouper was conducted by the Florida Fish and Wildlife
Research Institute in 2010 (SEDAR 19 2010). Based on genetic studies, black grouper are
considered a single stock in southeast U.S. waters. Spawning season is February through April.
The assessment was conducted using ASAP2, an age-structured assessment program, although a
surplus production model (ASPIC) was also run for comparison. Both males and females were
included in the spawning stock biomass estimates, and a proxy for Fmsy was used (Fzos% spr) as
specified in the 1999 Generic Sustainable Fisheries Act Amendment (GMFMC 1999b). The
assessment found that 50% of black grouper females are mature at 6.5 years old and 33.7 inches
total length (TL). The length at which 50% transition from female to male occurs is 47.7 inches
TL, and the age at which 50% of the specimens were male was 16.0 years. Results of the base
model run found that the stock was neither overfished nor undergoing overfishing. The fishing
mortality in 2008 was at half the overfishing limit (F200s/F30% spr = 0.50), and the spawning stock
biomass level was 40% above the maximum sustainable yield level (SSB200s/SSBr30% spr =
1.40). Nearly all of the sensitivity runs also found the stock to be neither overfished nor
undergoing overfishing.

Currently, the gag and black grouper recreational and commercial fishing regulations differ
between the Gulf and South Atlantic Council waters and state and adjacent federal waters. These
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regulations include size limits and closed seasons. This makes it difficult for fishermen to abide
by different regulations in the south Florida area, particularly the Florida Keys, where anglers
can fish in multiple jurisdictions on a single trip (Figure 1.1.1).
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Figure 1.1.1. Inter-Council jurisdiction boundary between the Gulf of Mexico and South
Atlantic Councils. A full description of the inter-Council boundary can be found: 61 FR 32540,
June 24, 1996, as amended at 63 FR 7075, February 12, 1998 or (CFR 600.105).

Another issue deals with the reporting of black grouper and gag recreational landings in Monroe
County, Florida (Tables 1.1.1 and 1.1.2). Monroe County falls in the middle of two regions with
Gulf of Mexico to the west and the South Atlantic to the east. Monroe County recreational
landings are collected from two different recreational landings surveys: 1) Marine Recreational
Information Program (MRIP) for private, charter, and shore trips and 2) Southeast Region
Headboat Survey for headboat trips. MRIP landings in Monroe County are not able to be
distinguished between Gulf of Mexico and South Atlantic regions. The assessments for black
grouper and gag assumed that the majority of the Monroe County MRIP landings come from the
South Atlantic region. Therefore, all of the MRIP landings from Monroe County are counted
towards the South Atlantic annual catch limit (ACL). The Headboat Survey collects more
specific fishing location information, and allows the headboat landings to be separated between
the Gulf of Mexico and South Atlantic regions. Therefore, for both species the headboat
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landings in the Gulf of Mexico region of Monroe County are counted within the Gulf of Mexico
ACL, and the headboat landings in the South Atlantic region of Monroe County are counted
within the South Atlantic ACL. However, the majority (99%) of the headboat landings in
Monroe County for both black grouper and gag occur in the South Atlantic region.

Table 1.1.1. Gag recreational landings by region, 2010-2014 in Ibs gw.

Gag Recreational Landings by Region
Monroe County Monroe County West FL
MRIP+Headboat Headboat only FL Panhandle/AL | TX/LA/MS
SA Gulf

2010 1,064 <2,500* 1,246,151 433,186 8,598
2011 1,007 <400* 427,043 305,511 23,773
2012 2,449 <400* 552,192 468,609 3,050
2013 1,135 0 1,124,003 398,225 4,896
2014 19,839 0 683,351 222,252 2,237
0,
o by Gulf n/a <1% 68% 31% 1%
Region

Source: NFMS-SERO. Monroe County MRIP landings are counted as South Atlantic landings,
while headboat landings are split between the Gulf and South Atlantic. *Exact Monroe County
Gulf headboat landings are not shown for reasons of confidentiality. FL Panhandle is defined as
Escambia to Dixie County. West FL is defined as Levy to Collier County.

Table 1.1.2. Black grouper recreational landings by region, 2010-2014 in Ibs gw.

Black Grouper Recreational Landings by Region
Monroe County Monroe County
MRIP+Headboat Headboat only West FL FL Panhandle/AL | TX/LA/MS
S. Atlantic Gulf

2010 21,264 <200* 27 9 138
2011 17,097 <100* 353 29 127
2012 51,894 <200* 391 24,959 503
2013 31,459 0 2,922 0 311
2014 49,585 0 348 0 397
0,
% by Gulf n/a 1% 13% 81% 5%
Region

Source: NFMS-SERO. Monroe County MRIP landings are counted as South Atlantic landings,
while headboat landings are split between the Gulf and South Atlantic. *Exact Monroe County
Gulf headboat landings are not shown for reasons of confidentiality. FL Panhandle is defined as
Escambia to Dixie County. West FL is defined as Levy to Collier County.
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K Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council N

e Responsible for conservation and management of fish stocks.

e Consists of 11 voting members who are appointed by the Secretary of Commerce, 1
voting member representing each of the five Gulf states, and the Regional
Administrator for the National Marine Fisheries Service Southeast Region.

e Responsible for developing fishery management plans and recommending
regulations to the National Marine Fisheries Service for implementation.

National Marine Fisheries Service

e Responsible for preventing overfishing while achieving optimum yield.
e Approves, disapproves, or partially approves Council recommendations.
&mplements regulations. /

1.2 Purpose and Need

The purpose is to address inconsistencies in recreational minimum size limits for gag and black
grouper in South Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico waters; to modify the gag recreational fishing
season to allow the recreational ACL in the Gulf of Mexico to be landed without being exceeded,
and to synchronize the opening of the recreational gag fishing season with the opening of the
recreational red snapper season.

The need is to minimize confusion among anglers over inconsistent size regulations for gag and
black grouper, to allow the recreational sector to harvest gag and black grouper at a level
consistent with achieving optimum yield while preventing overfishing, to address social and
economic impacts of keeping the recreational gag fishing season open to achieve optimum yield,
and to optimize recreational opportunities to catch multiple target species on the same trip.

1.3 History of Management

Federal management of gag began in November 1984 with the implementation of the Reef Fish
Fishery Management Plan and its associated environmental impact statement (EIS). The initial
regulations, designed to rebuild declining reef fish stocks, included prohibitions on the use of
fish traps, roller trawls, and powerhead-equipped spear guns within an inshore stressed area and
directed the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) to develop data reporting requirements
in the reef fish fishery.

In July 1985, the Florida Marine Fisheries Commission (now Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission - FWCC) established a Florida state regulation to set a minimum size
limit of 18 inches total length for gag, black grouper, and several other shallow-water grouper
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species. In December 1986 FWCC implemented a state recreational bag limit of five grouper per
person per day, with an off-the-water possession limit of 10 per person, for any combination of
groupers excluding rock hind and red hind.

Amendment 1 (EA/RIR/IRFA), implemented February 21, 1990, established several reef fish
management measures including a 20-inch total length (TL) minimum size limit on red grouper,
Nassau grouper, yellowfin grouper, black grouper, and gag. Florida modified its regulations in
1990 to be consistent with the federal regulations.

An August 1999 regulatory amendment, implemented June 19, 2000, increased the commercial
size limit for gag and black grouper from 20 to 24 inches TL, increased the recreational size limit
for gag from 20 to 22 inches TL, prohibited commercial sale of gag, black, and red grouper each
year from February 15 to March 15 (during the peak of gag spawning season), and established
two marine reserves (Steamboat Lumps and Madison-Swanson) that are closed year-round to
fishing for all species under the Council’s jurisdiction. An additional action to further increase
the recreational minimum size limit for gag and black grouper by one inch per year until it
reached 24 inches TL was disapproved by NMFS. [65 FR 31827].

On August 11, 2009, the Council was notified by NMFS that the Gulf of Mexico gag stock was
both overfished and undergoing overfishing based on the results of a 2009 update stock
assessment. The remaining summary focuses on the history of gag management since the stock
was declared overfished. For a full history of grouper management, refer to Amendment 30B,
History of Management Activities Affecting Grouper Harvest (GMFMC 2008b).

Regulatory Actions Since Gag Stock Was Declared Overfished

A rule under the Endangered Species Act was implemented October 16, 2009 that prohibits
bottom longlining for Gulf reef fish east of 85°30°W longitude (near Cape San Blas, Florida)
shoreward of the 35-fathom depth contour, and it restricts the number of hooks on board to 1,000
hooks per vessel with no more than 750 hooks being fished or rigged for fishing at any given
time. The rule replaced the 50 fathom boundary emergency rule in order to relieve social and
economic hardship on longline fishermen who were prevented from fishing for shallow-water
grouper by the emergency rule, and to keep fishing restrictions consistent with the Amendment
31 actions in place while proposed Amendment 31 is reviewed. [74 FR 53889].

Amendment 29 (EA/RIR/IRFA), implemented January 1, 2010, established an IFQ system for
the commercial grouper and tilefish fisheries.

In response to an uncontrolled oil spill resulting from the explosion on April 20, 2010 and
subsequent sinking of the Deepwater Horizon oil rig approximately 36 nautical miles (41 statute
miles) off the Louisiana coast, NMFS issued an emergency rule to temporarily close a portion of
the Gulf of Mexico exclusive economic zone (EEZ) to all fishing [75 FR 24822]. The initial
closed area extended from approximately the mouth of the Mississippi River to south of
Pensacola, Florida and covered an area of 6,817 square statute miles. The coordinates of the
closed area were subsequently modified periodically in response to changes in the size and
location of the area affected by the spill. At its largest size on June 1, 2010, the closed area
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covered 88,522 square statute miles, or approximately 37 percent of the Gulf of Mexico EEZ.
This closure was implemented for public safety.

Amendment 30B (FEIS/RIR/IRFA), implemented May 2009, established annual catch limits
(ACLs) and accountability measures (AMs) for gag and red grouper, and managed shallow-water
grouper to achieve optimum yield and improve the effectiveness of federal management
measures. The amendment (1) defined the gag minimum stock size threshold (MSST) and
optimum yield (OY); (2) set interim allocations of gag and red grouper between recreational and
commercial fisheries; (3) made adjustments to the gag and red grouper total allowable catches
(TAC:S) to reflect the current status of these stocks; (4) established ACLs and AMs for the
commercial and recreational red grouper fisheries, commercial and recreational gag fisheries,
and commercial aggregate shallow-water grouper fishery; (5) adjusted recreational grouper bag
limits and seasons; (6) adjusted commercial grouper quotas; (7) reduced the red grouper
commercial minimum size limit; (8) replaced the one month February 15 through March 14
commercial grouper closed season with a four month seasonal area closure at the Edges, a 390
square nautical mile area in the dominant gag spawning grounds; (9) eliminated the end date for
the Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps marine reserves; and (10) required that vessels with
federal commercial or charter reef fish permits comply with the more restrictive of state or
federal reef fish regulations when fishing in state waters.

Amendment 31 (FEIS/RIR/IRFA), implemented May 26, 2010, (1) prohibited the use of bottom
longline gear shoreward of a line approximating the 35-fathom contour from June through
August; (2) established a longline endorsement; and (3) restricted the total number of hooks that
may be possessed onboard each reef fish bottom longline vessel to 1,000, only 750 of which may
be rigged for fishing. The boundary line was initially moved from 20 to 50 fathoms by
emergency rule effective May 18, 2009 to protect endangered sea turtles. That rule was replaced
on October 16, 2009 by a rule under the Endangered Species Act moving the boundary to 35
fathoms and implementing the maximum hook provisions.

While management measures for the gag rebuilding plan were being developed (Amendment
32), an interim rule was published on December 1, 2010 [75 FR 74654], to reduce gag landings
consistent with ending overfishing. This interim rule implemented conservative management
measures while a rerun of the update stock assessment was being completed. At issue was the
treatment of dead discarded fish in the assessment. The rule reduced the commercial quota to
100,000 pounds gutted weight (gw), suspended the use of red grouper multi-use individual
fishing quota allocation so it would not be used to harvest gag, and to temporarily halted the
recreational harvest of gag until recreational fishing management measures being developed in
Amendment 32 could be implemented to allow harvest at the appropriate levels.

The gag 2009 update stock assessment was rerun in December 2010 addressing the problems
with discards identified earlier in 2010. This assessment was reviewed in January 2011 by the
Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee and presented to the Council at their February
2011 meeting. The assessment indicated that the gag commercial quota implemented in the
December 1, 2010, interim rule could be increased and that a longer recreational season could be
implemented. In response, the Council requested an interim rule while they continued to work
on long-term measures including a gag rebuilding plan in Amendment 32. The interim rule set

2016 Gag/Black Grouper Framework Action 6 Chapter 1. Introduction



the commercial gag quota at 430,000 pounds gw (including the 100,000 pounds previously
allowed) for the 2011 fishing year, and temporarily suspended the use of red grouper multi-use
individual fishing quota (IFQ) allocation so it cannot be used to harvest gag. It also set a two-
month recreational gag fishing season from September 16 through November 15. This
temporary rule was effective from June 1, 2011 through November 27, 2011, and was extended
for another 186 days or until Amendment 32 was implemented [76 FR 31874].

While management measures for the gag rebuilding plan were being developed (Amendment
32), an interim rule was published on December 1, 2010 [75 FR 74654], to reduce gag landings
consistent with ending overfishing. This interim rule implemented conservative management
measures while a rerun of the update stock assessment was being completed. At issue was the
treatment of dead discarded fish in the assessment. The rule reduced the commercial quota to
100,000 pounds gutted weight, suspended the use of red grouper multi-use individual fishing
quota allocation so it would not be used to harvest gag, and to temporarily halted the recreational
harvest of gag until recreational fishing management measures being developed in Amendment
32 could be implemented to allow harvest at the appropriate levels.

The gag 2009 update stock assessment was rerun in December 2010 addressing the problems
with discards identified earlier in 2010. This assessment was reviewed in January 2011 by the
Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) and presented to the Council at their
February 2011 meeting. The assessment indicated that the gag commercial quota implemented
in the December 1, 2010 interim rule could be increased and that a longer recreational season
could be allowed. In response, the Council requested an interim rule while they continued to
work on long-term measures including a gag rebuilding plan in Amendment 32. The interim rule
set the commercial gag quota at 430,000 Ibs gw (including the 100,000 Ibs previously allowed)
for the 2011 fishing year, and temporarily suspended the use of red grouper multi-use IFQ
allocation so it could not be used to harvest gag. It also set a two-month recreational gag fishing
season from September 16 through November 15. This temporary rule was effective from June
1, 2011 through November 27, 2011, and was extended for another 186 days or until
Amendment 32 was implemented [76 FR 31874].

Amendment 32 (EIS/RIR/RFA), implemented March 12, 2012, established a rebuilding plan for
gag that would rebuild the stock in 10 years or less. The stock-ACL was set at the yield
corresponding to the annual estimate of maximum sustainable yield, and the stock-annual catch
target (ACT) was set at the yield corresponding to optimum yield. The stock ACL and ACT
were then allocated to the recreational and commercial sectors at 61% and 39%. The initial
reduction in gag catch levels resulted in a large decrease in the commercial quota, from 1.410
million pounds gutted weight (mp gw) to 0.430 mp gw (Table 1.3.1). This created a concern
that, once the grouper IFQ system was implemented in 2012, there would be insufficient shares
to accommodate the commercial take of gag, forcing an increase in regulatory discards and
additional discard mortality. This additional discard mortality had not been taken into
consideration in the stock assessment. Therefore, the commercial gag ACT was reduced by an
additional 14% to account for dead discards as a result of insufficient gag IFQ shares that had not
been accounted for in the assessment. This adjusted ACT became the commercial gag quota. In
addition, the amendment revised the use of multi-use IFQ shares and reduced the commercial
gag minimum size limit to 22 inches total length (TL), also to reduce discards. The amendment
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set the recreational gag season as July 1 through October 31, with a 22-inch TL minimum size
limit and a 2-fish bag limit within the 4-fish aggregate grouper bag limit. The amendment also
implemented overage adjustments for the gag recreational sector while the stock was under a
rebuilding plan.

Table 1.3.1. Gag ACL, ACT and actual landings in mp gw for 2009-2014.

Commercial Recreational
Year | Comm. Comm. Actual Rec. Rec. ACT Actual
ACL ACT/Quota | landings ACL landings

2009 na 1.320 0.715 2.590 2.060 1.543
2010 na 1.410 0.497 2.640 2.140 1.664
2011 0.616 0.430 0.319 0.964 0.781 0.660
2012 0.788 0.567 0.523 1.232 1.031 0.939
2013 0.956 0.708 0.575 1.495 1.287 1.435
2014 1.110 0.835 0.586 1.720 1.519 0.821

Source: NMFS SERO, Amendment 32 (2011b), and SEDAR 33 (2014a). Prior to 2011 there was not a
commercial ACL.

A December 2012 framework action (GMFMC 2012a), implemented July 5, 2013, revised the
recreational gag open season. It would still open on July 1, but instead of closing on October 31
it would close on the date when the ACT is projected to be reached. This framework action also
modified the February 1 through March 31 recreational closed season on shallow-water grouper
to apply only in waters beyond the 20-fathom boundary. In waters shoreward of 20 fathoms,
recreational shallow-water grouper fishing would remain open except for gag, which is subject to
a separate closed season. This modified closed season took effect at the beginning of 2014.

Amendment 38 (EA/RIR/RFA) was implemented March 1, 2013. It revised the post-season
recreational accountability measure that reduces the length of the recreational season for all
shallow-water grouper in the year following a year in which the ACL for gag or red grouper is
exceeded. The modified accountability measure reduces the recreational season of only the
species for which the ACL was exceeded.

An April 2013 framework action (GMFMC 2013), implemented September 3, 2013, removed
the requirement to have venting tools onboard and to use them when releasing reef fish.

1.4 Gag ACL and ACT

Amendment 32 established a rebuilding plan for gag, including yield streams for increasing
ACLs and ACTs for 2012 through 2015. For 2015, the rebuilding plan set a stock ACL of 3.12
mp gw. This was an increase of 300,000 Ibs, or 10.6%, above the 2014 ACL. The resulting
sector ACLs and ACTs for 2015 are shown in Table 1.4.1.

Table 1.4.1. Gag acceptable biological catch (ABC), ACL, and annual catch target (ACT) for
2015 from the gag rebuilding plan (Amendment 32).
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Year ABC/Stock ACL ACL ACT ACL ACT/Quota

2015+ 3.12 1.903 1.708 1.217 0.939

Source: Amendment 32 (GMFMC 2011b). Units are in million pounds gutted weight. The
stock ACL is allocated 61% recreational, 39% commercial.

The 2014 benchmark assessment (SEDAR 33, 2014a) indicated that the gag stock was no longer
overfished or experiencing overfishing as of 2012. However, as discussed in Section 1.1, in
2014 a major red tide event occurred off of the Florida west coast in the region of greatest gag
abundance. After reviewing an analysis of the red tide event from the Florida Fish and Wildlife
Research Institute, the SSC concluded that it would have no significant impact on the gag stock,
and recommended an overfishing limit (OFL) and acceptable biological catch (ABC) for 2015-
2017 based on the rebuilt stock status. The resulting yields from the ABC control rule produced
ABC projections that were very close to the OFL yields. The SSC felt that this buffer was too
small to provide protection against overfishing (exceeding OFL). Therefore, the SSC decided to
recommend a yield stream based on the optimum yield (OY) yields (Table 1.4.2).
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Table 1.4.2. OFL, ABC, and OY projections for gag based on SEDAR 33 benchmark
assessment and assuming no red tide mortality in 2014.

Year OFL ABC from oY (ABC
control rule recommended
by SSC
2015 6.77 6.43 5.21
2016 5.84 5.57 4.75
2017 5.38 5.13 4,57
Equilibrium 4.45 4.21 4.46

Units are in million pounds gutted weight.

Upon review of the SEDAR 33 assessment and ABC recommendations, both recreational and
commercial members of the Reef Fish Advisory Panel (Reef Fish AP) pointed out they have not
observed the rapid recovery of the gag stock that the stock assessment has indicated. The Reef
Fish AP therefore recommended that the Council set a precautionary gag ACL (GMFMC 2014).

The SSC subsequently reviewed several catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) indices for gag updated
through 2014. The updated indices indicated that recreational landings per angler hour have
been declining since 2010 for headboats, and since 2008 for charter boats and private vessels.
Fishery-independent indices have also shown declining values in recent years. In addition, an
index of recruitment success for northeastern Gulf of Mexico gag grouper by year based on a
model that uses oceanographic conditions to project larval transport model runs projects below
average recruitment since 2010 (Figure 1.4.1) (GMFMC 2015).
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Figure 1.4.1. Expected recruitment anomalies for northeastern Gulf of Mexico gag grouper by
year based solely on the effects of oceanographic conditions (update from SEDAR33-DW18).

As a result of the updated analysis, the SSC recommended that, given the recent declines in
fishery-dependent and fishery-independent indices of abundance for gag, that the Council use
caution when setting the ACL and ACT for 2015-2017.

Based on the recommendations of the Reef Fish AP and the SSC, plus public testimony
presented at the June 2015 Council meeting, the Council voted not to change the gag ACL or
ACT at this time. The status quo ACLs and ACTs shown in Table 1.4.1 will remain in effect,
and all alternatives to change them have been moved to the considered but rejected section of
this framework action.

A SEDAR gag update assessment is tentatively scheduled to be conducted in 2016, with results
presented to the Council in March 2017.
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CHAPTER 2. MANAGEMENT ALTERNATIVES

2.1 Action 1 — Gag Recreational Minimum Size Limit

Alternative 1. (No Action) The recreational minimum size limit for gag remains at 22 inches
total length (TL).

Preferred Alternative 2. Set the recreational minimum size limit for gag at 24 inches TL.

Discussion:

This action evaluates whether the gag recreational minimum size limit in the Gulf, currently 22
inches TL, should be made consistent with the minimum size limit in the South Atlantic, which
is 24 inches TL. Thus, the range of alternatives is based on retaining inconsistent size limits
(Alternative 1) or adopting a minimum size limit to be consistent with the South Atlantic’s
minimum size limit (Preferred Alternative 2). Therefore, only the Preferred Alternative is
considered reasonable to address the purpose and need.

These alternatives also encompass the range of estimated sizes at 50% female gag maturity. The
SEDAR 33 assessment estimated the size at 50% maturity to be 22 inches TL, but earlier
assessments estimated the size at 24 inches TL.

The SEFSC provided Yield-per-recruit (YPR) and Spawning Potential Ratio (SPR) analysis
results from the SEDAR 33 assessment model for both the 22 and 24 inches TL size limits
(Table 1.4.3). This analysis assumes equilibrium conditions and recruitment is constant, and was
run for the current stock conditions (e.g. recent estimate of fishing mortality rate). The analysis
incorporated discard mortality of released gag and focused only on the recreational sector. The
results showed that increasing the size limit from 22 to 24 inches TL will give a very slight
reduction in YPR, however, this results in a substantial increase in SPR. Therefore, raising the
size limit has the potential to slighty reduce landings but will likely positively impact the stock
by increasing abundance of the spawning stock.

Table 1.4.3. Yield-per-recruit (YPR) and Spawning Potential Ratio (SPR) analysis results from
the SEDAR 33 assessment model for the two size limits of 22 and 24 inches TL.

Size Limit
(inches TL) YPR SPR
22 0.405 | 0.782
24 0.383 | 1.547

An additional issue to consider is the misidentification of gag and black grouper by recreational
fishermen. Black grouper and gag are similar looking, and gag are often called black grouper in
the northern Gulf. This can result in confusion if gag and black grouper have different
regulations. For this reason, Action 1 (gag minimum size limit) and Action 2 (black grouper
minimum size limit) have the same range of alternatives. On a percentage basis, Monroe County
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landings of gag account for less than 1% of the Gulf gag landings (Table 1.1.1), but 85% of the
black grouper landings (Table 1.1.2).

Alternative 1 (No Action) leaves the gag recreational minimum size limit at 22 inches TL. This
is inconsistent with the South Atlantic minimum size limit which was set to 24 inches TL for
both the recreational and commercial sector in 1999 (SAFMC 1999). The 22-inch TL
recreational minimum size limit was implemented in the Gulf of Mexico (Gulf) for gag and
black grouper in 2000 (GMFMC 1999a). At that time the commercial minimum size limit for
gag and black grouper was set at 24 inches TL which was estimated to be the size at which 50%
of female gag reach reproductive maturity (Schirripa and Goodyear 1994). The Council
proposed a further increase in the recreational minimum size limit by one inch per year until it
reached 24 inches TL. However, that proposal was disapproved by NMFS on the basis that
setting both the commercial and recreational minimum size limits at 24 inches TL would
disproportionately impact the recreational sector, which catches smaller fish on average than the
commercial sector. In 2012, Amendment 32 reduced the commercial minimum size limit for gag
to 22 inches TL to reduce discard mortality. More recent analysis has estimated the size at which
50% of the female gag reach reproductive maturity to be 22 inches TL (SEDAR 33 2014a).
Therefore, Alternative 1 would keep the gag size limit at the size of 50% of the females
reaching reproductive maturity, but it would be inconsistent with the South Atlantic’s 24-inch TL
minimum size limit. For recreational fishermen in the south Florida area who fish in both Gulf
and South Atlantic Council jurisdictions, this can create confusion as to which size limit should
be followed. In addition, while the state of Florida has a 22-inch TL size limit in state waters of
the Gulf and a 24-inch TL size limit in the South Atlantic, the state’s 24-inch TL size limit
applies to state waters off Monroe County in both the Atlantic and Gulf.

Preferred Alternative 2 sets the gag recreational minimum size limit at 24 inches TL, which is
consistent with South Atlantic’s and State of Florida’s Monroe County minimum size limit.
However, it is inconsistent with the minimum size limit for the State of Florida north of Monroe
County, plus Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas, which all have a 22-inch TL
recreational minimum size limit in their state waters (unless the states also adopt size limit
changes). As noted above, the Council’s proposal in 2000 to increase the gag minimum size
limit to 24 inches TL for both the commercial and recreational sectors was disapproved by
NMFS on the basis that it would disproportionately impact the recreational sector, which catches
smaller fish on average than the commercial sector. The issue of disproportionality is not
relevant in this current situation. This is exclusively a recreational action and comparisons
reflect recreational sector benefits under the status quo to those of the new management regime.
In addition, in 2000, the recreational gag season was open year-round. Today, there is a
potential for an early closure if the recreational ACL is projected to be reached before the
scheduled season end. Early closures are disruptive to the recreational sector, particularly for
charter vessels which may have trips reserved months in advance. An increase in the size limit
would reduce the rate of retained yield and help to extend the recreational fishing season. Gag
reach 22 inches TL at about 3.5 years and are estimated to take about half a year to grow to 24
inches TL (Table 2.1.1).
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Table 2.1.1. Gag size (inches TL) at age (years) based on growth function in SEDAR 33.

Age 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

Inches | 10 16 20 24 28 31 33 36 38 39 41 42 44 45 45 46 47 48 48 49

Increasing the minimum size limit will reduce the retained catch rate and extend the season
(Tables 2.3.1 and 2.3.2), but will also increase regulatory discards and discard mortality. Discard
mortality rates vary with depth. The 2006 gag stock assessment (SEDAR 10 2006) calculated
the overall discard mortality for gag from all sources of recreational fishing at 21%. However,
analysis conducted for the current SEDAR 33 (2014a) assessment calculated a lower rate of
mortality, 16% from headboats and charter vessels, and 12% from private recreational vessels
(Table 2.1.2) (Sauls 2013).

Table 2.1.2. Calculated average depth of released gag by fishing fleet and associated discard
mortality rate estimate.

Sauls (2013) SEDAR 10 (2006)
Fishing Fleet Avg. depth (m) % Mortality % Mortality
Vertical line 31 0.27 0.57
Longline 58 0.27 0.76
Headboat 27 0.16 0.21
Charter vessel 25 0.16 0.21
Private recreational 17 0.12 0.21

From SEDAR 33 (2014a), Table 5.2. Original source: Sauls 2013.

Based on the von von Bertalanffy growth equation used in SEDAR 33, it takes approximately 7
months for a gag to grow from 22 inches TL to 24 inches TL. Given the speed at which gag
grow from 22 inches TL to 24 inches TL, and a relatively low release mortality rate in shallow
water, any increase in dead discards from increasing the size limit is expected to be minor.

=Ly * (1 - e*¢9) where L, (mm TL) = 1277.95, k = 0.1342, and to = -0.6687
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2.2 Action 2 — Black Grouper Recreational Minimum Size Limit

Alternative 1. (No Action) The recreational minimum size limit for black grouper remains at
22 inches TL.

Preferred Alternative 2. Set the recreational minimum size limit for black grouper at 24 inches
TL.

Discussion:

Similar to gag, the primary issue regarding this action is whether the black grouper recreational
minimum size limit in the Gulf should be consistent with the size limit in the South Atlantic,
which is 24 inches TL. Black grouper and gag are similar looking, and gag are often called black
grouper in the northern Gulf. This can result in confusion if gag and black grouper have
different size limits. The range of alternatives is to be either consistent or remain inconsistent.
Fifty percent of the female black grouper are estimated to be reproductively mature at 6.5 years
of age, approximately 34 inches TL (Table 2.2.1). The minimum size limits being considered in
this action are both under the size when 50% of the females reach reproductive maturity.
However, the SEDAR 19 black grouper stock assessment concluded that the black grouper stock
is neither overfished nor undergoing overfishing. The fishing mortality in 2008 was at half the
overfishing limit, and the spawning stock biomass level was 40% above the maximum
sustainable yield level (SEDAR 19 2010). Therefore, it is unnecessary to reduce landings by
increasing the size limit. In addition, black grouper are included as part of the ACL for “other”
shallow-water grouper (black, scamp, yellowmouth, and yellowfin grouper). This aggregate
ACL has never been reached, and from 2011 to 2013 black grouper contributed to only about 7%
of the total recreational shallow water grouper landings (pers. comm. NMFS SERO). Since the
issue is consistency of regulations, there are only two reasonable alternatives.

Alternative 1 (No Action) leaves the black grouper recreational minimum size limit at 22 inches
TL. This is inconsistent with the South Atlantic minimum size limit which was set to 24 inches
TL for both the recreational and commercial sector in 1999 (SAFMC 1999), but is consistent
with the commercial minimum size limit of 22 inches TL in the Gulf. As discussed under Action
1, the 22-inch TL recreational minimum size limit was implemented in the Gulf for gag and
black grouper in 2000 (GMFMC 1999a). The Council proposed a further increase in the
recreational minimum size limit by one inch per year until it reached 24 inches TL. However,
that proposal was disapproved by NMFS. For recreational fishermen in the south Florida area
who fish in both Gulf and South Atlantic Council jurisdictions, the difference in minimum size
limit regulations can create confusion as to which size limit should be adhered to. In addition,
for black grouper, while the State of Florida has a 22-inch TL recreational size limit in state
waters in the Gulf and a 24-inch TL recreational size limit in the South Atlantic, the 24-inch TL
size limit applies to state waters off Monroe County in both the Atlantic and Gulf. Alabama,
Mississippi, and Louisiana also have a 22 inch TL recreational minimum size limit for black
grouper, while Texas has no black grouper size limit (Table 2.2.2). Black grouper are primarily
a south Florida stock, particularly a Monroe County stock (Table 2.1.2). Although landings of
black grouper have been reported from the northern and western Gulf (likely from the Flower
Gardens and surrounding banks and grails), gag are frequently referred to as black grouper,
which can create confusion in properly identifying gag and black grouper.
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Preferred Alternative 2 sets the black grouper recreational minimum size limit at 24 inches TL,
which is consistent with the South Atlantic’s minimum size limit and with the commercial
minimum size limit in the Gulf. It is inconsistent with the minimum size limit for the State of
Florida north of Monroe County, plus Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, which all have a 22-
inch TL recreational minimum size limit in their state waters (unless the states also adopt size
limit changes). Texas has no size limit for black grouper (Table 2.2.2). As noted above, the
Council’s proposal in 2000 to increase the black grouper minimum size limit to 24 inches TL for
both the commercial and recreational sectors was disapproved by NMFS on the basis that it
would disproportionately impact the recreational sector, which catches smaller fish on average
than the commercial sector. However, the benefits of having a size limit that is consistent with
both the proposed gag size limit and the South Atlantic and Florida state size limits off Monroe
County may outweigh any negative impacts on landings. Furthermore, gag are sometimes
landed as black grouper. Having the same size limit for gag and black grouper eliminates any
possible confusion over species identification. Black grouper are estimated to reach 22 inches
TL at just under 3 years and take about half a year to grow to 24 inches TL (Table 2.2.1).
Increasing the minimum size limit will reduce the retained catch rate, but since the season is
already open year-round (except for a February — March closure in waters greater than 20
fathoms), there will be no effect on season length.

Table 2.2.1. Black grouper size (inches TL) at age (years) based on growth function (in SEDAR
19)

Age 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

Inches | 13 18 22 26 30 33 36 38 40 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 48 49 49 50

Increasing the minimum size limit will increase regulatory discards and discard mortality. The
SEDAR 19 (2010) black grouper assessment used a base discard mortality rate of 20% for hook
and line fishing. However, due to a lack of empirical data, sensitivity runs were performed that
varied this estimate from 10 — 90%, and found that varying the discard mortality rate had a high
impact on the results. A new black grouper standard assessment is planned for 2015-2016, under
which the discard mortality rate estimate will be reevaluated. Despite the uncertainty regarding
the discard mortality rate, given the speed at which black grouper grow from 22 inches to 24
inches, any increase in dead discards from increasing the size limit is expected to minor.

Table 2.2.2. Gulf States recreational minimum size limits for gag and black grouper in inches
TL

FL AL MS LA X
Gag 227 227 227 227 227
Black Grouper 227 227 227 227 none
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2.3 Action 3 — Modifications to the Recreational Gag Fishing Season

Alternative 1: (No action) The recreational gag season will remain July 1 through December 2
(155 days) unless shortened due to a projection that the annual catch level (ACL) will be reached
sooner.

Preferred Alternative 2: Remove the December 3-31 fixed closed season. The recreational gag
season will remain open through the end of the year or until a projection that the ACL will be
reached sooner?. Note Alternative 3, 4 or 5 may also be selected in combination with this
alternative.

Alternative 3: Remove the January through June gag seasonal closure. Begin the season on
January 1 and close when the recreational ACL is projected to be reached?.

Option 3a. Maintain the February 1 through March 31 closed season on recreational
harvest of gag seaward of the 20-fathom boundary. Fishing for gag will be allowed
shoreward of the boundary during those months.

Option 3b. Remove the February 1 through March 31 closed season on recreational
harvest of gag seaward of the 20-fathom boundary. Fishing for gag will be allowed in all
federal waters during those months. The 20-fathom closure will continue to be in effect
for other shallow-water grouper.

Option 3c. Close the gag recreational season from February 1 through March 31 in all
Federal waters.

Alternative 4: Remove the January through June gag seasonal closure. Set an opening date for
the recreational gag season such that the ACL is projected to be reached on or after December 31
(based on the 2016 ACL).

Option 4a. Maintain the February 1 through March 31 closed season on recreational
harvest of gag seaward of the 20-fathom boundary. Fishing for gag will be allowed
shoreward of the boundary during those months if gag season is open.

Option 4b. Remove the February 1 through March 31 closed season on recreational
harvest of gag seaward of the 20-fathom boundary. Fishing for gag will be allowed in all
federal waters during those months if gag season is open. The 20-fathom closure will
continue to be in effect for other shallow-water grouper.

Option 4c. Open January 1 through 31, close February 1 through March 31 to
recreational harvest of gag in all federal waters, and re-open on the date such that the
2016 ACL is projected to be reached on or after December 31.

2 The recreational season closing date for gag is normally based on when the date when the ACL is projected to be
reached. However, under the accountability measures for gag, if the recreational landings for gag exceed the ACL,
then in the following year the season will close based on when the ACT is projected to be reached.
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Preferred Alternative 5: Remove the June 1 through 30 portion of the recreational fixed closed
season on gag. Begin the open season on June 1, and close when the recreational ACL is
projected to be reached®.

Discussion:

Gag have a protracted spawning season (December to May), but their peak spawning occurs
during February-March in depths of 35 to 45 fathoms. There is currently a closed season for all
shallow-water grouper from February 1 through March 31 of each year in offshore waters
seaward of a series of boundary lines that approximate the 20-fathom depth contour (GMFMC
2012a). During this period, recreational harvest of shallow-water grouper (red, black, gag,
yellowfin, yellowmouth, and scamp) is prohibited in depths seaward of 20 fathoms. Shoreward
of this boundary, harvest of shallow-water grouper is allowed, except for gag which is under a
January 1 through June 30 closed season. If the open season for gag is modified to include days
from February or March, that opening will apply only shoreward of the 20-fathom boundary
during those days unless modified by options in the above alternatives. In waters seaward of 20
fathoms harvest would continue to be closed to all shallow-water grouper including gag.

Florida has a regional recreational open season for gag during April 1 through June 30 in state
waters off Franklin, Wakulla, Taylor, and Jefferson Counties. The analysis of harvest levels and
season length assumes that Florida will adopt a season consistent with the federal season. If
Florida continues with the regional season, an additional 24,289 Ibs gw of gag landings are
projected to occur. This prediction is based on an average of the gag recreational harvest in these
four counties during April and May for the recent three years of 2013, 2014, and 2015 (personal
communication, SERO).

Alternative 1 leaves the recreational gag season at its current dates of July 1 through December
2. Preliminary landings estimates for 2014 indicate that the recreational sector landed 870,720
Ibs. of gag, just 48% of the 2014 ACL (1.72 mp), and 43% of the 2015 ACL (1.903 mp).
Without changes to increase the number of fishing days in the recreational season, it is unlikely
that the recreational sector will be able to catch its allocation.

Preferred Alternative 2 removes the December 3-31 fixed closed season. This alternative
removes the December 3 closure date, allowing the season to remain open for any length of time
or until the ACL (or ACT if season is under accountability measures) is projected to be reached.
This alternative can be selected in combination with either Alternative 3 or Alternative 4.

Alternatives 3 and 4 revise the recreational gag fishing season by modifying either the opening
or closing date. Normally, the recreational gag season is closed on the date when the ACL is
projected to be reached. However, if the ACL is exceeded, then under the accountability
measures for gag, the following season is closed when the ACT is projected to be reached.
Tables 2.3.1 and 2.3.2 show estimated season dates for Alternatives 3 and 4 under both ACL
and ACT closures. However, given the low catch rates in recent years, it is probable that the
season closure will be governed by the ACL, at least for the first year of implementation.
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Alternative 3 sets a gag recreational season that opens on January 1 and closes when the
recreational ACL is projected to be reached (unless accountability measures are in effect, in
which case the closing date is based on when the ACT is projected to be reached). Option 3a
leaves the February-March shallow-water grouper closed season beyond the 20-fathom boundary
in place for gag and other shallow-water grouper. Gag recreational harvest would be closed
seaward of the 20-fathom boundary but would be open shoreward of the boundary during these
months. These days are counted as open days when calculating the number of days in the gag
fishing season. Option 3b eliminates the February-March closed season seaward of the 20-
fathom boundary for gag (but not for other shallow-water groupers), so that gag could be caught
in all waters during this period. The 20-fathom boundary closure would remain in place for
other shallow-water grouper. Option 3c closes February-March to harvest of gag in all waters
(but not for other shallow-water groupers). The recreational gag season would open in January,
close February and March, and then reopen on April 1 and remain open until the ACL is
projected to be reached (or ACT if accountability measures are in effect). Table 2.3.1 shows the
projected season dates and number of fishing days under each combination of Action 1 size limit
alternative and Action 2, Alternative 3 option.

Alternative 4 sets an opening date for the gag recreational season that is projected to allow the
2016 gag season to remain open (other than fixed closures) through December 31 without
exceeding the ACL. Option 4a leaves the February-March shallow-water grouper closed season
beyond the 20-fathom boundary in place for gag and other shallow-water groupers. Gag
recreational harvest would be closed seaward of the 20-fathom boundary but would be open
shoreward of the boundary during these months if the gag season is open. These days are
counted as open days when calculating the number of days in the gag fishing season. Option 4b
eliminates the February-March closed season seaward of the 20-fathom boundary for gag (but
not for other shallow-water groupers), so that gag could be caught in all waters during this period
if the gag season is open. The 20-fathom boundary closure would remain in place for other
shallow-water grouper. Option 4c closes February-March to harvest of gag in all waters (but not
for other shallow-water groupers). The recreational gag season would open in January, close
February and March, and then reopen on the date that is projected to allow the 2016 gag season
to remain open (other than fixed closures) through December 31 without exceeding the ACL.
Table 2.3.2 shows the projected season dates and number of fishing days under each combination
of Action 1 alternative and Action 2, Alternative 4 option.

Under Alternative 4, the opening dates would only be calculated once, when first implemented.
These opening dates would then remain in effect in future years unless modified in a framework
action. Consequently, it is possible that an ACL (or ACT) closure could occur in future years if
the ACL or ACT is reduced or if catch rates increase.

Preferred Alternative 5 was recommended by anglers in public testimony during the October
2015 Council meeting where final action was taken. It would move the opening date of the
recreational gag season from July 1 to June 1. In combination with Preferred Alternative 2,
this would allow a season of up to seven months or until the ACL is projected to be reached.
This season, combined with a 24-inch minimum size limit from the Action 1 preferred
alternative, is projected to provide a June 1 through December 31 open season (214 days). The
projected harvest is 1.489 mp gw. This is 22% below the ACL (1.903 mp gw) and 13% below
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the ACT (1.708 mp gw). Although neither the ACL nor the ACT harvest levels are projected to
be reached, the Council felt that a conservative season was warranted, given anecdotal
information of lower abundance in recent years, recruitment indices that have been below
average since 2010 (Figure 1.4.1), and a recommendation from the Reef Fish AP that the Council
use a precautionary approach (GMFMC 2014). If the status quo 22-inch minimum size limit
were to be maintained, the projected harvest would be 1.903 mp gw. This is just 2% below the
ACL and 9% above the ACT, increasing the risk that the ACL would be exceeded.

These season projections in the following tables are based on estimates for 2016 only and are
subject to revision. The projection model does not account for effort shifting that may take place
during a seasonal closure, nor does it consider any changes in the average size of gag over time.
Additionally, reductions in harvest from closure dates are relative to future projected landings.
Actual future landings may be higher or lower than projected, resulting in harvest reductions
being over or underestimated.

Table 2.3.1. Estimated gag recreational seasons under combinations of Action 1 size limits and
Action 3, Alternative 3 options.

Action 3 Alternative 3 Option
Alt. 3a

Minimum 20-fathom closure Alt. 3b Alt. 3¢
Size Limit in effect No 20-fathom closure | Feb-Mar closed in all waters
22 inches ACL | 1/1-8/27 (239 days) 1/1-8/23 (235 days) 1/1-1/31 : 4/1-10/6 (220 days)
TL ACT | 1/1-8/15 (227 days) 1/1-8/10 (222 days) 1/1-1/31 : 4/1-8/28 (181 days)
24 inches ACL | 1/1-12/9 (343 days) 1/1-11/30 (334 days) 1/1-1/31 :4/1-12/31 (306 days)
TL ACT | 1/1-11/2 (306 days) 1/1-10/21 (294 days) 1/1-1/31 : 4/1-11/30 (275 days)

Season closes at 12:01 am on the day following the last date of the season. The upper numbers
are the estimated season dates and days to reach the ACL. The lower numbers (in italics) are the
estimated season dates and days to reach the ACT. Seasons will be based on the ACL dates
unless the ACL was exceeded in the previous year, in which case season dates will be based on
the ACT.

Table 2.3.2. Estimated gag recreational seasons under combinations of Action 1 size limits and
Action 3, Alternative 4 options.

Action 3 Alternative 4 Options
Alt. 4a
Minimum 20-fathom closure Alt. 4b Alt. 4c
Size Limit in effect No 20-fathom closure | Feb-Mar closed in all waters
22 inches | ACL | 5/28-12/31 (218 days) | 5/28-12/31 (218 days) | 5/28-12/31 (218 days)
TL ACT | 6/21-12/31 (194 days) | 6/21-12/31 (194 days) | 6/21-12/31 (194 days)
24 inches | ACL | 2/6-12/31 (329 days) 2/19-12/31 (316 days) | 1/1-1/31 :4/1-12/31 (306 days)
TL ACT | 4/18-12/31 (258 days) | 4/18-12/31 (258 days) | 4/18-12/31 (258 days)

Season closes at 12:01 am on the day following the last date of the season. The upper numbers
are the estimated season dates and days to reach the ACL. The lower numbers (in italics) are the
estimated season dates and days to reach the ACT. Seasons will be based on the ACL dates
unless the ACL was exceeded in the previous year, in which case season dates will be based on

the ACT.
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along the reef tract, and are caught along high relief areas in deeper waters off of the west coast
of Florida to the Florida Middle Grounds and off of the east coast of Florida. Generally, larger
and older individuals are caught more often in deeper waters (SEDAR 19 2010).

Habitat Areas of Particular Concern (HAPC)

Generic EFH Amendment 3 (GMFMC 2005) for addressing EFH, habitat areas of particular
concern (HAPC), and adverse effects of fishing in the following fishery management plans of the
Gulf Reef Fish Resources, Red Drum, and Coastal Migratory Pelagics is hereby incorporated by
reference. Amendment 32 (GMFMC 2011b) also describes environmental sites of special
interest relevant to the reef fish fishery including gear restricted areas, area closures, and HAPCs.

Environmental Sites of Special Interest Relevant to Reef Fish, Red Drum, Coastal
Migratory Pelagics, Spiny Lobster, Red Drum, and Coral and Coral Reefs (Figure 3.1.1)

Longline/Buoy Gear Area Closure — Permanent closure to use of these gears for reef fish harvest
inshore of 20 fathoms (36.6 meters) off the Florida shelf and inshore of 50 fathoms (91.4 meters)
for the remainder of the Gulf, and encompasses 72,300 square nautical miles (nm?) or 133,344
km? (GMFMC 1989). Bottom longline gear is prohibited inshore of 35 fathoms (54.3 meters)
during the months of June through August in the eastern Gulf (GMFMC 2009).

Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps Marine Reserves - No-take marine reserves (total area
is 219 nm? or 405 square kilometers (km?) sited based on gag spawning aggregation areas where
all fishing is prohibited except surface trolling from May through October (GMFMC 1999a;
2003a).

The Edges Marine Reserve — All fishing is prohibited in this area (390 nm? or 1,338 km?) from
January through April and possession of any fish species is prohibited, except for such
possession aboard a vessel in transit with fishing gear stowed as specified. The provisions of this
do not apply to highly migratory species (GMFMC 2008b).

Tortugas North and South Marine Reserves — No-take marine reserves (185 nm?) cooperatively
implemented by the state of Florida, National Ocean Service, the Gulf of Mexico Fishery
Management Council (Council), and the National Park Service in Generic Amendment 2
Establishing the Tortugas Marine Reserves (GMFMC 2001).

Reef and bank areas designated HAPCs in the northwestern Gulf include — East and West Flower
Garden Banks, Stetson Bank, Sonnier Bank, MacNeil Bank, 29 Fathom, Rankin Bright Bank,
Geyer Bank, McGrail Bank, Bouma Bank, Rezak Sidner Bank, Alderice Bank, and Jakkula Bank
— pristine coral areas protected by preventing the use of some fishing gear that interacts with the
bottom and prohibited use of anchors (totaling 263.2 nm? or 487.4 km?). Subsequently, three of
these areas were established as marine sanctuaries (i.e., East and West Flower Garden Banks and
Stetson Bank). Bottom anchoring and the use of trawling gear, bottom longlines, buoy gear, and
all traps/pots on coral reefs are prohibited in the East and West Flower Garden Banks, McGrail
Bank, and on significant coral resources on Stetson Bank (GMFMC 2005).
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Florida Middle Grounds HAPC - Pristine soft coral area (348 nm? or 644.5 km?) that is protected
by prohibiting the following gear types: bottom longlines, trawls, dredges, pots and traps
(GMFMC and SAFMC 1982).

Pulley Ridge HAPC - A portion of the HAPC (2,300 nm? or 4,259 km?) where deepwater
hermatypic coral reefs are found is closed to anchoring and the use of trawling gear, bottom
longlines, buoy gear, and all traps/pots (GMFMC 2005).

Alabama Special Management Zone — For vessels operating as a charter vessel or headboat, a

vessel that does not have a commercial permit for Gulf reef fish, or a vessel with such a permit
fishing for Gulf reef fish, fishing is limited to hook-and-line gear with no more than three hooks.
Nonconforming gear is restricted to recreational bag limits, or for reef fish without a bag limit, to
5% by weight of all fish aboard.
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Figure 3.1.1. Map of most fishery management closed areas in the Gulf.
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