
 

 

12/15/15 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Final Amendment 28 
to the Fishery Management Plan for 

the Reef Fish Resources 

of the Gulf of Mexico 
 

Including Environmental Impact Statement, 

Fishery Impact Statement, Regulatory Impact Review, 

and Regulatory Flexibility Act Analysis 

 

August 2015 

 
  

 
 

 

This is a publication of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council Pursuant to National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration Award No. NA10NMF4410011.

 

Red Snapper Allocation 

  



 

 

 

This page intentionally blank 





 

 
Reef Fish Amendment 28 ii 

Red Snapper Allocation 

FEIS TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

Executive Summary ........................................................................................................................ x 

Purpose and Need ........................................................................................................................... 4 

Management Alternatives ............................................................................................................... 6 

Affected Environment ................................................................................................................... 19 

Environmental Consequences ....................................................................................................... 77 

Cumulative Effects Analysis (CEA) ............................................................................................. 92 

List of Preparers .......................................................................................................................... 130 

List of Agencies, Organizations and Persons to whom a Copy of the EIS was sent .................. 131 

Index……………………………………………………………………………………………151 

Appendices……………………………………..…………………………………………….…153 

 Appendix D includes: 

 Summary of scoping comments received by NOAA Fisheries on the Notice of Intent to 

prepare an Environmental Impact Statement  

 Comment Letter on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) from the 

Environmental Protection Agency 

 Response to comments from the Environmental Protection Agency on the DEIS for 

Amendment 40 

 Response to Comments from the Public on the DEIS for Amendment 40 

  



 

 
Reef Fish Amendment 28 iii 

Red Snapper Allocation 

 

ABBREVIATIONS USED IN THIS DOCUMENT 
 
ABC acceptable biological catch 

ACL annual catch limit 

ALS Accumulated Landings System  

AM accountability measure 

Committee Reef Fish Committee  

Council  Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council 

DEIS Draft Environmental Impact Statement 

EEZ  exclusive economic zone 

EFH Essential Fish Habitat 

EA Environmental Assessment 

EIS Environmental Impact Statement 

EJ Environmental Justice 

ESA  Endangered Species Act 

FEIS Final Environmental Impact Statement 

FMP Fishery Management Plan 

FTE full-time equivalent 

HBS Southeast Headboat Survey 

IFQ individual fishing quota 

LAPP Limited Access Privilege Program 

Magnuson-Stevens Act Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act 

MRFSS  Marine Recreational Fisheries Survey and Statistics 

MRIP Marine Recreational Information Program 

NEPA National Environmental Policy Act 

NMFS  National Marine Fisheries Service 

NOAA National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

OFL overfishing limit 

PDF  probability density function 

RFFA reasonably foreseeable future action 

RQ regional quotient 

SAV submerged aquatic vegetation 

SEAMAP Southeast Area Monitoring and Assessment Program 

Secretary Secretary of Commerce 

SEDAR  Southeast Data Assessment and Review 

SEFSC  Southeast Fisheries Science Center 

SERO Southeast Regional Office of NMFS 

SESSC Socioeconomic Scientific and Statistical Committee 

SSBR spawning stock biomass per recruit 

SSC Scientific and Statistical Committee 

SPR spawning potential ratio 

TAC total allowable catch 

TL total length 

TPWD Texas Parks and Wildlife Department 



 

 
Reef Fish Amendment 28 iv 

Red Snapper Allocation 

VEC valued environmental components 

VOC volatile organic compounds 

ww whole weight  



















 

 
Reef Fish Amendment 28 xiii 

Red Snapper Allocation 

A summary of the alternatives and the percent allocations is provided in a summary table below 

where ACL is the annual catch limit and Avg is the average. 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 1: No action (i.e., Status Quo) 
2016 13.960 7.120 51.0% 6.840 49.0% 

2017 13.740 7.007 51.0% 6.733 49.0% 

Alternative 2: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  3% 

2016 13.960 6.701 48.0% 7.259 52.0% 

2017 13.740 6.595 48.0% 7.145 52.0% 

Alternative 3: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  5% 

2016 13.960 6.422 46.0% 7.538 54.0% 

2017 13.740 6.320 46.0% 7.420 54.0% 

Alternative 4: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  10% 

2016 13.960 5.724 41.0% 8.236 59.0% 

2017 13.740 5.633 41.0% 8.107 59.0% 

Alternative 5: After RS TAC reaches 9.12 

mp, allocate 75% of ACL increases to the rec 

sector 

2016 13.960 5.861 42.0% 8.099 58.0% 

2017 13.740 5.806 42.3% 7.934 57.7% 

Alternative 6: After RS TAC reaches 9.12 

mp, allocate all ACL increases to the rec 

sector 

2016 13.960 4.651 33.3% 9.309 66.7% 

2017 13.740 4.651 33.9% 9.089 66.1% 

Alternative 7: After RS TAC reaches 10.0 

mp, allocate 75% of ACL increases to the rec 

sector 

2016 13.960 6.090 43.6% 7.870 56.4% 

2017 13.740 6.035 43.9% 7.705 56.1% 

Preferred Alternative 8: Allocate increases 

due to the recalibration of MRIP catch 

estimates to recreational sector. For each 

sector, average the percentages between 2015 

and 2017.   

2015 14.300 6.951 48.6% 7.349 51.4% 

2016 13.960 6.768 48.5% 7.192 51.5% 

2017 13.740 6.645 48.4% 7.095 51.6% 

Avg.     48.5%   51.5% 

Alternative 9: Allocate increases due to the 

recalibration of MRIP catch estimates and to 

the change in size selectivity to rec sector; for 

each sector, average the percentages between 

2015 and 2017 

2015 14.300 6.105 42.7% 8.195 57.3% 

2016 13.960 5.911 42.3% 8.049 57.7% 

2017 13.740 5.829 42.4% 7.911 57.6% 

Avg.     42.5%   57.5% 

 

 

An evaluation of the effects of the alternatives on the physical and biological/ecological 

environments relative to the no action alternative indicates that this action does not directly affect 

these environments and likely has only minimal indirect effects.  The magnitude of these effects 

should be change with the change in allocation.  For the physical environment, some effort 

shifting between sectors is likely to occur for red snapper; however, because the reef fish fishery 

is a multispecies fishery, any shifting is likely to be small given the overall effort of the fishery 

as a whole.  For the biological/ecological environment, the effects of changes in recreational 

selectivities towards catching larger fish are unknown.  However, increases in the rate of 

commercial dead discards would be expected to occur as fish in access of the commercial quota 

that could have been caught under a 51% commercial allocation (Alternative 1) would be 

discarded.  For the recreational sector, this action is expected to result in a decrease in dead 
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discards as fish caught in access of a 49% recreational allocation (Alternative 1) could be kept 

rather than discarded.   Analyses examining the effect of increasing the recreational allocation 

indicate that this shift could allow the overfishing limit, and consequently the acceptable 

biological catch, to be increased.  However, increasing the acceptable biological catch would 

have adverse effects on the eastern portion of the stock.  The analyses indicated the greater the 

shift in allocation towards the recreational sector, the lower the spawning potential ratio of the 

eastern part of the stock.    

 

All the alternatives propose to redistribute allocation from the commercial to the recreational 

sector, thus, the social effects of this action are expected to be negative for the commercial sector 

and positive for the recreational sector.  Although the extent of anticipated disruptions cannot be 

quantified, effects would be expected relative to the amount of quota that is reallocated, such that 

greater negative effects correspond with a greater shift in allocation.  Direct effects would be 

expected due to a decrease in available commercial quota.  Some instability in the individual 

fishing quota program would be expected and be evidenced by short-term volatility in the quota 

market.  Potential adverse long-term impacts would result if confidence in the future of the quota 

market and commercial fishing industry is undermined.   

 

The reallocation alternatives in this amendment would increase the percentage of the red snapper 

quota allocated to the recreational sector (and decrease the commercial sector’s share by an 

equivalent percentage).  Therefore, any one of these alternatives compared to Alternative 1 

would be expected to result in economic losses to the commercial sector and generate economic 

benefits for the recreational sector.  The economic effects expected to result from reallocations of 

the red snapper quota between the recreational and commercial sectors are usually evaluated 

based on aggregate (sum of recreational and commercial) changes in economic benefit relative to 

a baseline allocation (51% commercial and 49% recreational).  Although it logically follows that 

the allocation of greater proportions of the red snapper quota to a given sector would be expected 

to result in greater economic benefits for that sector and lower economic benefits for the other 

sector, inferences about overall changes in economic efficiency are not provided here because it 

cannot be assumed that the resource allocation within each sector is efficient.  The resource 

allocation within the commercial sector, which is managed under an IFQ system, would 

constitute a reasonable approximation for an efficient resource allocation.  However, the open 

access management approach in the recreational sector cannot be conducive to an efficient 

allocation of red snapper within the recreational sector.  As suggested in Holzer and McConnell 

(2014) an in Abbott (2015), changes in net benefit estimates based on the traditionally accepted 

application of the equimarginal principle and associated inferences about economic efficiency 

are not valid when each sector’s quota is not efficiently allocated within the sector.  Therefore, it 

is not possible to provide policy-relevant rankings of the reallocation alternatives in this 

amendment based on the expected net economic outcome, i.e., the sum of the change in 

economic benefits to the recreational and commercial sectors.  It can only be stated that greater 

percentages of the red snapper quota allocated to the recreational sector would be expected to 

increase economic benefits to the recreational sector and decrease benefits to the commercial 

sector.    

 

In addition to potential changes in net benefits, several other factors should be considered in the 

evaluation of the economic effects that would be expected to result from the reallocation 
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alternatives.  These factors include the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 

Management Act mandates, discrepancies between allocations set by Council regulations and 

actual percentages of total red snapper landings attributed to each sector, potential impacts of the 

reduced availability of IFQ allocation due to reallocation, and distributional considerations 

within each sector relative to which individuals/entities may be better or worse off following a 

reallocation. 

 

This action does directly affect the administrative environment.  Putting in a new allocation 

would require rulemaking, but this is a routine event and should only minimally impact this 

environment.  Indirect effects of setting new allocations require monitoring of the resultant 

quotas, enforcement of the quotas, and setting management measures to minimize the risk of 

quotas being exceeded.  However, these activities would continue regardless of which alternative 

is selected.  Therefore, the indirect effects from each alternative should be similar.  

 

A cumulative effects analysis identified seven valued environmental components.  These were 

habitat, managed resources (red snapper and other reef fish species), vessel owners, captain and 

crew (commercial and for-hire), wholesale/retail businesses, anglers, infrastructure, and 

administration.  The cumulative effects of changing the allocation of red snapper on the 

biophysical environment are likely neutral because it should not have much effect on overall 

fishing effort and the amount of fish harvested.  For the socioeconomic environments, effects 

would be positive for the recreational sector and negative for the commercial sector. 
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increases in discards as a result of a reduced commercial ACL.  The discard mortality rate is 

generally higher in the commercial sector than the recreational sector, in part because of the 

depth fished and the gear used.  Therefore, it is difficult to assess whether this action, in terms of 

dead discards, would be beneficial, adverse, or have no effect on the red snapper stock.  These 

effects need to be qualified because they are largely based upon fishermen behavior and this 

behavior could change in response to the changed allocation.  Current monitoring of harvests and 

discards could provide insights into these effects in the future. 

 

With the introduction of the IFQ program, no overages of the commercial ACL have occurred 

and are not likely to occur in the near future.  For the recreational sector, ACL overages have 

occurred frequently in recent years and could adversely affect the stock’s recovery if they 

continue (NMFS 2013d; SEDAR 31 2013).  Recreational ACL overages have occurred because 

of difficulties assessing past fishing patterns and projecting them into the future to estimate 

season length (NMFS 2013).  These problems could lead to greater recreational overages.  

However, to reduce the likelihood of overages, the projected recreational season length is now 

based on an ACT set 20% below the ACL.  Harvest information for 2014, the first year the ACT 

was applied, indicates the recreational ACL was not exceeded. 

 

The relationships among species in marine ecosystems are complex and poorly understood, 

making the nature and magnitude of ecological effects difficult to predict with any accuracy as a 

result of this action.  The most recent red snapper stock assessment indicated the stock is 

rebuilding.  Consequently, it is possible that red snapper forage and competitor species could 

decrease in abundance in response to an increase in red snapper abundance.  This action, 

regardless of the alternative, should not affect the red snapper recovery, thus any effects on 

forage species and competitor species would not likely be different from not taking action.  

Changes in the bycatch of red snapper are not expected to directly affect other species in the 

ecosystem.  Although birds, dolphins, and other predators may feed on red snapper discards, 

there is no evidence that any of these species rely on red snapper discards for food.   

 

Economic Effects 

 

The reallocation alternatives in this amendment would increase the percentage of the red snapper 

quota allocated to the recreational sector (and decrease the commercial sector’s share by an 

equivalent percentage).  Therefore, any one of these alternatives compared to Alternative 1 

would be expected to result in economic losses to the commercial sector and generate economic 

benefits for the recreational sector.  The economic effects expected to result from reallocations of 

the red snapper quota between the recreational and commercial sectors are usually evaluated 

based on aggregate (sum of recreational and commercial) changes in economic benefit relative to 

a baseline allocation (51% commercial and 49% recreational).  Although it logically follows that 

the allocation of greater proportions of the red snapper quota to a given sector would be expected 

to result in greater economic benefits for that sector and lower economic benefits for the other 

sector, inferences about overall changes in economic efficiency are not provided here because it 

cannot be assumed that the resource allocation within each sector is efficient.  The resource 

allocation within the commercial sector, which is managed under an IFQ system, would 

constitute a reasonable approximation for an efficient resource allocation.  However, the open 

access management approach in the recreational sector cannot be conducive to an efficient 
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allocation of red snapper within the recreational sector.  As suggested in Holzer and McConnell 

(2014) an in Abbott (2015), changes in net benefit estimates based on the traditionally accepted 

application of the equimarginal principle and associated inferences about economic efficiency 

are not valid when each sector’s quota is not efficiently allocated within the sector.  Therefore, it 

is not possible to provide policy-relevant rankings of the reallocation alternatives in this 

amendment based on the expected net economic outcome, i.e., the sum of the change in 

economic benefits to the recreational and commercial sectors.  It can only be stated that greater 

percentages of the red snapper quota allocated to the recreational sector would be expected to 

increase economic benefits to the recreational sector and decrease benefits to the commercial 

sector.   

 

Social Effects  

 

All the alternatives propose to redistribute allocation from the commercial to the recreational 

sector, thus, the social effects of this action are expected to be negative for the commercial sector 

and positive for the recreational sector.  The quality of social impacts differs between the sectors, 

in that a loss of commercial access to red snapper could affect the livelihoods of commercial 

fishermen, especially small-scale owner-operators, hired captains and crew who do not own red 

snapper shares, and the well-being of commercial communities.  In addition, some negative 

effects would be expected for red snapper consumers if decreased commercial access is 

associated with decreased availability.  Although the extent of anticipated disruptions cannot be 

quantified, effects would be expected relative to the amount of quota that is reallocated, such that 

greater negative effects for the commercial sector correspond with a greater shift in allocation.   

 

Direct effects would be expected due to a decrease in available commercial quota.  Some 

instability in the individual fishing quota program would be expected and be evidenced by short-

term volatility in the quota market.  Potential adverse long-term impacts would result if 

confidence in the future of the quota market and commercial fishing industry is undermined.   

 

For the recreational sector, the gains in recreational quota would provide additional recreational 

opportunities to retain red snapper and could potentially provide some temporary relief to the 

shortened recreational fishing seasons.  However, these additional opportunities may not result in 

a longer fishing season in federal waters, as it would be expected that some States continue 

providing expanded red snapper fishing opportunities in their state waters.  Thus, increases to the 

recreational sector’s allocation may not be assumed to benefit recreational anglers Gulf-wide as 

an unknown amount of the reallocated quota may be caught through extended state water fishing 

seasons which vary by State.     

 

Red snapper is an iconic Gulf species, and the issue of red snapper reallocation is affected by the 

conflict between the commercial and recreational sectors over access to the resource.  The 

commercial sector currently retains the majority share of the resource (51%), although for most 

years, the majority of landings have been made by the recreational sector.  With a reallocation of 

red snapper, the recreational sector will assume the majority share, a benefit sought after by the 

recreational sector, regardless of the poundage corresponding to the selected reallocation.  Thus, 

the reallocation of red snapper has an additional socio-cultural significance, symbolizing the 

inter-sector struggle over a highly sought after resource.  
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Figure 1.1.  Season length (days) that the recreational red snapper season was open from 1996 

through 2012 in the Gulf. 

 

Current recreational fishing season length projections are dependent on estimated red snapper 

average weights and daily catch rates.  As the daily catches and average weight of landed red 

snapper increases the season becomes progressively shorter (NMFS 2012a).  Since 2007, when 

the rebuilding plan was revised, the estimated average weight of red snapper increased from 3.30 

to 7.07 lbs whole weight (ww) in 2013 (Table 2.1.3).  Following receipt of the 2013 benchmark 

assessment (SEDAR 31 2013) results, the 8.46 million pound (mp) quota was increased to 11.0 

mp, and a supplemental fall recreational season was opened.  Thus, the recreational harvest of 

red snapper was open 42 days in federal waters in 2013.  In 2014, the season was open nine days 

in federal waters.     

 

In January 2013, the Council convened a special meeting of their Reef Fish Committee 

(Committee) to focus on red snapper management issues.  The Committee requested that 

Amendment 28 focus on red snapper allocation only and decided to address allocation of 

groupers (i.e., gag, red, and black) in a separate amendment (see Appendix I).  During the 

meeting, the Committee discussed and modified the goals and objectives of the Reef Fish FMP, 

including suggestions for  objectives that better focus the purpose and need of this amendment.  

The requested changes to the document were discussed and adopted by the Council at the April 

2014 meeting (see Section 1.2).     



 

 
Reef Fish Amendment 28 3  

Red Snapper Allocation 

A 2014 update assessment was presented in PowerPoint format at the January 2015 meeting of 

the SSC (see SEDAR 31 Update 2015).  In addition to the updated data through the 2013 

terminal year, changes in the stock assessment results were primarily due to updated Marine 

Resource Information Program (MRIP) protocols causing an increase in landings estimates, 

while a shift in selectivity to larger, older fish by recreational fisherman led to a new selectivity 

timeblock in the stock assessment (i.e., for the years 2011-2013).  See Section 3.2 for more 

information on the stock assessment. 

 

The SSC reviewed the assessment and determined the ABC could be increased to 13 mp in 2015 

with further increases over the next two years.  However, the recreational red snapper landings in 

the original 2014 update assessment were only available through 2013, so the ABC projections 

for 2015 and beyond were made assuming that the 2014 landings would equal those in 2013.  

Provisional 2014 recreational landings provided by the Southeast Fisheries Science Center 

(SEFSC) were actually less than 2013 landings.  Due to the landings being lower in 2014 than 

previously assumed, the SEFSC projections concluded that the 2015 ABC could be set higher 

than the level set by the SSC.  However, there would then need to be subsequent annual 

reductions in order to adhere to the 2032 rebuilding schedule.   

 

The Council asked the SSC to re-evaluate its ABC recommendations in light of the new 

information on 2014 landings.  The SSC convened via internet webinar on February 19, 2015, 

and recommended an ABC for 2015-2017 provided in Table 1.1.1.  Subsequently, the Council 

met via internet webinar to make a determination for the 2015-2017 red snapper quotas.  These 

quotas were implemented through a 2015 framework action (GMFMC 2015).  The Council then 

approved a framework action to implement these quotas and the recreational annual catch target 

(ACT), which are listed in Table 1.1.1. 

 

Table 1.1.1.  Gulf of Mexico red snapper acceptable biological catch (ABC), total, commercial, 

and recreational quotas, and recreational annual catch targets (ACT) for 2015-2017 in million 

pounds (mp) whole weight. 

Year ABC 
Total 

Quota 

Commercial 

Quota 

Recreational 

Quota 

Recreational 

ACT 

2015 14.30 mp 14.30 mp 7.293 mp 7.007 mp 5.605 mp 

2016 13.96 mp 13.96 mp 7.120 mp 6.840 mp 5.473 mp 

2017+ 13.74 mp 13.74 mp 7.007 mp 6.733 mp 5.386 mp 

 

Allocation 

 

In recent years, the Council has expressed its intent to evaluate and possibly adjust the allocation 

of reef fish resources between the commercial and recreational sectors.  These Council 

discussions have included consideration of comprehensive changes to the structure of the 

recreational sector and to sector allocations for red snapper and several grouper species in 

Amendment 28 (See Appendix I for a timeline). 
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Season closures are determined separately for each component based on the component’s annual 

catch target (ACT).  The final rule to implement this amendment published on April 22, 2015 [80 

FR 22422]. 
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CHAPTER 2.  MANAGEMENT ALTERNATIVES 
 

2.1 Allocation of Red Snapper 
 

Alternative 1: No Action – Maintain the allocation set in Reef Fish Amendment 1.  The 

commercial and recreational red snapper allocations remain at 51% and 49% of the red snapper 

quota
7
, respectively.  Based on red snapper quotas between 2016 and 2017, resulting allocations 

(in million pounds whole weight and in percent) to the commercial and recreational sectors are:  

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 1: No Action (i.e., Status Quo) 
2016 13.960 7.120 51.0% 6.840 49.0% 

2017 13.740 7.007 51.0% 6.733 49.0% 

 

For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Alternative 1 
2016 6.840 5.472 3.947 3.158 2.893 2.315 

2017 6.733 5.386 3.885 3.108 2.848 2.278 

 

 

 

Reallocation of Quota 

 

Alternative 2:  Increase the recreational sector’s allocation by 3 percent
8
; allocate 48% of the 

red snapper quota to the commercial sector and 52% of the quota to the recreational sector. 

Based on red snapper quotas between 2016 and 2017, resulting allocations (in million pounds 

whole weight and in percent) to the commercial and recreational sectors are: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 2: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  3% 

2016 13.960 6.701 48.0% 7.259 52.0% 

2017 13.740 6.595 48.0% 7.145 52.0% 

 

 

 

                                                 
7
  The red snapper quota (commercial and recreational quotas) is equivalent to a red snapper ACL.  

 
8
  Unless otherwise indicated, specified percentages refer to percentages of the red snapper quota.  
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For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Alternative 2 
2016 7.259 5.807 4.189 3.351 3.071 2.457 

2017 7.145 5.716 4.123 3.298 3.022 2.418 

 

 

Alternative 3:  Increase the recreational sector’s allocation by 5 percent; allocate 46% of the red 

snapper quota to the commercial sector and 54% of the quota to the recreational sector.  Based 

on red snapper quotas between 2016 and 2017, resulting allocations (in million pounds whole 

weight and in percent) to the commercial and recreational sectors are: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 3: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  5% 

2016 13.960 6.422 46.0% 7.538 54.0% 

2017 13.740 6.320 46.0% 7.420 54.0% 

 

For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Alternative 3 
2016 7.538 6.031 4.350 3.480 3.189 2.551 

2017 7.420 5.936 4.281 3.425 3.138 2.511 

 

 

Alternative 4:  Increase the recreational sector’s allocation by 10 percent; allocate 41% of the 

red snapper quota to the commercial sector and 59% of the quota to the recreational sector.  

Based on red snapper quotas between 2016 and 2017, resulting allocations (in million pounds 

whole weight and in percent) to the commercial and recreational sectors are: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 4: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  10% 

2016 13.960 5.724 41.0% 8.236 59.0% 

2017 13.740 5.633 41.0% 8.107 59.0% 

 



 

 
Reef Fish Amendment 28 9  

Red Snapper Allocation 

For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Alternative 4 
2016 8.236 6.589 4.752 3.802 3.484 2.787 

2017 8.107 6.485 4.678 3.742 3.429 2.743 

 

 

Allocation of Quota Increases 

 

Alternative 5: If the red snapper quota is less than or equal to 9.12 million pounds (mp), 

maintain the commercial and recreational red snapper allocations at 51% and 49% of the red 

snapper quota, respectively.  If the red snapper quota is greater than 9.12 mp, allocate 75% of the 

amount in excess of 9.12 mp to the recreational sector and 25% to the commercial sector.  Based 

on red snapper quotas between 2016 and 2017, resulting allocations (in million pounds whole 

weight and in percent) to the commercial and recreational sectors are: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 5: After RS TAC reaches 9.12 

mp, allocate 75% of ACL increases to the rec 

sector 

2016 13.960 5.861 42.0% 8.099 58.0% 

2017 13.740 5.806 42.3% 7.934 57.7% 

 

For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Alternative 5  
2016 8.099 6.479 4.673 3.738 3.426 2.741 

2017 7.934 6.347 4.578 3.662 3.356 2.685 
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Alternative 6:  If the red snapper quota is less than or equal to 9.12 million pounds (mp), 

maintain the commercial and recreational red snapper allocations at 51% and 49% of the red 

snapper quota, respectively.  If the red snapper quota is greater than 9.12 mp, allocate 100% of 

the amount in excess of 9.12 mp to the recreational sector.  Based on red snapper quotas between 

2016 and 2017, resulting allocations (in million pounds whole weight and in percent) to the 

commercial and recreational sectors are: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 6: After RS TAC reaches 9.12 

mp, allocate all ACL increases to the rec 

sector 

2016 13.960 4.651 33.3% 9.309 66.7% 

2017 13.740 4.651 33.9% 9.089 66.1% 

 

For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Alternative 6 
2016 9.309 7.447 5.371 4.297 3.938 3.150 

2017 9.089 7.271 5.244 4.195 3.845 3.076 

 

Alternative 7:  If the red snapper quota is less than or equal to 10.0 million pounds (mp), 

maintain the commercial and recreational red snapper allocations at 51% and 49% of the red 

snapper quota, respectively.  If the red snapper quota is greater than 10.0 mp, allocate 75% of the 

amount in excess of 10.0 mp to the recreational sector and 25% to the commercial sector.  Based 

on red snapper quotas between 2016 and 2017, resulting allocations (in million pounds whole 

weight and in percent) to the commercial and recreational sectors are: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 7: After RS TAC reaches 10.0 

mp, allocate 75% of ACL increases to the rec 

sector 

2016 13.960 6.090 43.6% 7.870 56.4% 

2017 13.740 6.035 43.9% 7.705 56.1% 

 

For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Alternative 7 
2016 7.870 6.296 4.541 3.633 3.329 2.663 

2017 7.705 6.164 4.446 3.557 3.259 2.607 
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Reallocation of Quota based on Changes in Recreational Data 

 

Preferred Alternative 8: The increase in allowable harvest (due to changes in recreational data) 

from the update assessment will be allocated to the recreational sector.  The increase for the 

recreational sector should be the amount attributable to the recalibration of MRIP catch estimates 

between 2015 and 2017.  Commercial and recreational allocations are based on the average 

percentages of the red snapper quota that would be allocated to each sector between 2015 and 

2017.   

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Preferred Alternative 8: Allocate increases 

due to the recalibration of MRIP catch 

estimates to recreational sector; Average 

percentages between 2015 and 2017 

2016 13.960 6.768 48.5% 7.192 51.5% 

2017 13.740 6.664 48.5% 7.076 51.5% 

 

For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 

 

Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Preferred    

Alternative 8 

2016 7.192 5.754 4.150 3.320 3.042 2.434 

2017 7.076 5.661 4.083 3.266 2.993 2.395 

 

 

Alternative 9:  The increase in allowable harvest (due to changes in recreational data) from the 

update assessment will be allocated to the recreational sector.  The increase for the recreational 

sector should be the amount attributable to the change in size selectivity and to the recalibration 

of MRIP catch estimates between 2015 and 2017.  Commercial and recreational allocations are 

based on the average percentages of the red snapper quota that would be allocated to each sector 

between 2015 and 2017.   

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 9:  Allocate increases due to the 

recalibration of MRIP catch estimates and to 

the change in size selectivity to rec sector; 

Average percentages between 2015 and 2017 

2016 13.960 5.933 42.5% 8.027 57.5% 

2017 13.740 5.840 42.5% 7.901 57.5% 

 

 

For the components of the recreational sector, resulting ACLs and ACTs (in million pounds 

whole weight) are as follows: 
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Alternative Year 
Total Recreational 

Private Angling 

Component 

Federal For-Hire 

Component 

ACL ACT ACL ACT ACL ACT 

Alternative 9   
2016 8.027 6.422 4.632 3.705 3.395 2.716 

2017 7.901 6.320 4.559 3.647 3.342 2.674 

 

Discussion 

 

The Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (Council) initially considered alternatives that 

increased the allocation above the commercial sector’s current 51%.  However, in considering 

the economic analyses conducted by the Southeast Fisheries Science Center (SEFSC) (which 

concluded that the red snapper allocation between sectors is not efficient) and the loss of fishing 

opportunities by the recreational sector, the Council concluded that such a reallocation would not 

meet the purpose and need of this action.  The issue was discussed during a special Gulf Council 

Reef Fish Committee meeting held in January 2013 in Tampa, FL.  It was  requested that 

alternatives that would increase the percentage of the red snapper quota allocated to the 

commercial sector be removed from the amendment.  Therefore, this amendment includes a no 

action alternative and alternatives increasing the recreational sector’s allocation above 49%. 

  

Alternative 1 would continue to allocate 49% of the red snapper quota to the recreational sector 

and 51% to the commercial sector.  This allocation was established in 1990 through Reef Fish 

Amendment 1 (GMFMC 1989) and was based on the historical average red snapper landings by 

each sector for the base period of 1979-1987.  Average percentages landed by each sector for 

various time series are provided in Table 2.1.1.  Annual commercial and recreational red snapper 

landings between 1986 and 2014 are provided in Table 2.1.2.   

  

Table 2.1.1.  Red snapper average percentages landed by the commercial and recreational 

sectors. 

Years Recreational Commercial 

1986-2014 55.2% 44.8% 

1991-2014 57.6% 42.4% 

1996-2014 56.1% 43.8% 

2001-2014 57.3% 42.7% 

2006-2014 57.9% 42.1% 

 

For the recreational and commercial sectors, the differences between the quotas and annual 

landings are provided in Figure 2.1.1.  The Council has had limited success in consistently 

constraining the amounts harvested by the commercial and recreational sectors to their allotted 

share of the red snapper quota.  As a result, the actual proportions of the aggregate quota 

harvested by each sector have fluctuated widely over time and consistently departed from the 

sector allocation set by the Council.  Figure 2.1.2 compares the resource allocation established 
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 Table 2.1.3.  Recreational red snapper landings, in pounds whole weight and in number of fish. 

Year 
Recreational Landings Average 

Weight Pounds Number 

1986 3,490,842 1,469,588 2.38 

1987 2,089,548 1,175,076 1.78 

1988 3,139,142 1,412,895 2.22 

1989 2,940,340 1,207,466 2.44 

1990 1,624,534 725,405 2.24 

1991 2,917,126 1,231,079 2.37 

1992 4,618,290 1,837,446 2.51 

1993 7,161,264 2,496,649 2.87 

1994 6,075,760 1,828,077 3.32 

1995 5,463,742 1,578,667 3.46 

1996 5,338,889 1,348,792 3.96 

1997 6,804,229 1,853,371 3.67 

1998 4,854,098 1,447,264 3.35 

1999 4,972,407 1,210,655 4.11 

2000 4,750,106 1,199,578 3.96 

2001 5,252,285 1,302,021 4.03 

2002 6,535,146 1,676,023 3.90 

2003 6,105,444 1,535,670 3.98 

2004 6,460,244 1,740,770 3.71 

2005 4,675,920 1,209,434 3.87 

2006 4,131,131 1,225,413 3.37 

2007 5,808,795 1,758,320 3.30 

2008 4,055,877 941,241 4.31 

2009 5,596,857 1,141,275 4.90 

2010 2,650,851 486,791 5.45 

2011 6,734,109 1,014,046 6.64 

2012 7,524,241 1,058,309 7.11 

2013 9,658,791 1,366,165 7.07 

Sources:  Recreational landings from the Southeast Fisheries Science Center including landings from the Marine 

Recreational Information Program, Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, and the Southeast Headboat Survey.   
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Figure 2.1.1.  Differences between annual red snapper landings and quotas by sector, 1990 – 

2013.  For each sector, positive values indicate that landings are greater than the quota; negative 

values indicate that landings are less than the quota.  

 

Figure 2.1.2.  Comparison between the proportions of red snapper landed by each sector and the 

commercial/recreational split of the quota (established allocation of 51% and 49% to the 

commercial and recreational sectors, respectively). 
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Based on a status quo aggregate red snapper quota of 13.96 million pounds (mp) in 2016, 

Alternative 1 would allocate 7.12 mp and 6.84 mp to the commercial and recreational sectors in 

2016, respectively.  Alternatives 2, 3, and 4 consider increases to the recreational red snapper 

allocation by 3%, 5%, and 10% from the status quo (Alternative 1), increasing the recreational 

allocation to 52%, 54%, and 59% of the red snapper quota, respectively.  Table 2.1.4 provides a 

summary of the commercial and recreational red snapper quotas that would result from the 

alternative allocations included in this action.   

 

Table 2.1.4.  Commercial and recreational red snapper allocations (mp, whole weight) based on 

2016-2017 red snapper quotas (total ACLs).  

 

Alternative Year 
Total Commercial Recreational 

ACL ACL Percent ACL Percent 

Alternative 1: No Action (i.e., Status Quo) 
2016 13.960 7.120 51.0% 6.840 49.0% 

2017 13.740 7.007 51.0% 6.733 49.0% 

Alternative 2: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  3% 

2016 13.960 6.701 48.0% 7.259 52.0% 

2017 13.740 6.595 48.0% 7.145 52.0% 

Alternative 3: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  5% 

2016 13.960 6.422 46.0% 7.538 54.0% 

2017 13.740 6.320 46.0% 7.420 54.0% 

Alternative 4: Increase the recreational 

sector's allocation by  10% 

2016 13.960 5.724 41.0% 8.236 59.0% 

2017 13.740 5.633 41.0% 8.107 59.0% 

Alternative 5: After RS TAC reaches 9.12 

mp, allocate 75% of ACL increases to the 

recreational sector 

2016 13.960 5.861 42.0% 8.099 58.0% 

2017 13.740 5.806 42.3% 7.934 57.7% 

Alternative 6: After RS TAC reaches 9.12 

mp, allocate all ACL increases to the 

recreational sector 

2016 13.960 4.651 33.3% 9.309 66.7% 

2017 13.740 4.651 33.9% 9.089 66.1% 

Alternative 7: After RS TAC reaches 10.0 

mp, allocate 75% of ACL increases to the 

recreational sector 

2016 13.960 6.090 43.6% 7.870 56.4% 

2017 13.740 6.035 43.9% 7.705 56.1% 

Preferred Alternative 8: Allocate increases 

due to the recalibration of MRIP catch 

estimates to recreational sector; Average 

percentages between 2015 and 2017 

2016 13.960 6.768 48.5% 7.192 51.5% 

2017 13.740 6.664 48.5% 7.076 51.5% 

Alternative 9:  Allocate increases due to the 

recalibration of MRIP catch estimates and to 

the change in size selectivity to rec sector; 

Average percentages between 2015 and 2017 

2016 13.960 5.933 42.5% 8.027 57.5% 

2017 13.740 5.840 42.5% 7.901 57.5% 
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Alternative 5 would continue to allocate 51% of the red snapper quota to the commercial sector 

and 49% of the red snapper quota to the recreational sector as long as the aggregate red snapper 

quota is below or equal to 9.12 mp, which was the total allowable catch from 1996 through 2006.  

Once the threshold is reached, 75% of quota amounts in excess of 9.12 mp would be allocated to 

the recreational sector and 25% to the commercial sector.  In 2016, with a red snapper aggregate 

quota of 13.96 mp, Alternative 5 would allocate 5.861 mp and 8.099 mp to the commercial and 

recreational sectors, respectively.  In percentage points, Alternative 5 would allocate 42.0% and 

58.0% of the red snapper quota to the commercial and recreational sectors in 2015, respectively.  

Provided the quota is at least 9.12 mp, any increase or decrease from the 14.30 mp aggregate 

quota will result in different percentages allocated to each sector.  For example, with a red 

snapper quota of 13.74 mp in 2017, Alternative 5 would allocate 42.3% and 57.7.0% of the red 

snapper quota to the commercial and recreational sectors, respectively  

 

Like Alternative 5, Alternative 6 would maintain the 51/49 commercial/recreational split of the 

red snapper quota as long as the red snapper quota is less than or equal to 9.12 mp.  However, if 

the red snapper quota is greater than 9.12 mp, Alternative 6 would allocate the totality of the 

quota greater than 9.12 mp to the recreational sector, rather than 75% of the quota above the 

baseline of 9.12 mp, as in Alternative 5.  In 2016, with a red snapper aggregate quota of 13.96 

mp, Alternative 6 would allocate 4.651 mp and 9.309 mp to the commercial and recreational 

sectors, respectively.  In percentage points, Alternative 6 would allocate 33.3% and 66.7% of 

the red snapper quota to the commercial and recreational sectors in 2016, respectively.  Again, 

provided the red snapper aggregate quota is at least 9.12 mp, any increase or decrease from the 

13.96 mp aggregate quota will result in different percentages allocated to each sector. 

 

Alternative 7 would continue to allocate 51% of the red snapper quota to the commercial sector 

and 49% of the red snapper quota to the recreational sector as long as the aggregate red snapper 

quota is below or equal to 10.0 mp.  However, if the red snapper quota is greater than 10.0 mp, 

75% of quota amounts in excess of 10.0 mp would be allocated to the recreational sector and 

25% to the commercial sector.   

 

Based on an aggregate red snapper quota of 13.96 mp in 2016, Alternative 7 would allocate 6.09 

mp and 7.87 mp to the commercial and recreational sectors, respectively.  In percentage points, 

Alternative 7 would allocate 43.6% and 56.4% of the red snapper quota to the commercial and 

recreational sectors in 2016, respectively.  Provided the quota is at least 10.0 mp, any increase or 

decrease from the 13.96 mp aggregate quota will result in different percentages allocated to each 

sector. 

 

Preferred Alternative 8 would allocate quota increases due to the recalibration of MRIP catch 

estimates to the recreational sector.  The resulting allocation is therefore determined by first 

allocating the quota that would result if MRIP catch estimates were not recalibrating according to 

the status quo percentages (51% commercial and 49% recreational) and second, adding the 

amount of quota estimated to result from the recalibration to the recreational sector.  For 2015 to 

2017, the amounts of quota attributable to the MRIP recalibration were derived from projections 

provided by the SEFSC (Appendix H).  Percentages of the red snapper quota allocated to each 

sector on an annual basis would fluctuate based on the quota and on the amounts attributed to the 

recalibration.  However, for Preferred Alternative 8, the Council elected to base the  
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commercial and recreational allocations on the average percentages of the red snapper quota that 

would be allocated to each sector between 2015 and 2017.  Consequently, Preferred 

Alternative 8 would allocate 48.5% and 51.5% of the red snapper quota to the commercial and 

recreational sectors, respectively.   

 

In addition to the amount of quota attributable to the recalibration of MRIP catch estimates, 

Alternative 9 would allocate the amount of quota attributable to the change in size selectivity to 

the recreational sector.  Amounts of quota due to the change in selectivity were also derived from 

the projections provided by the SEFSC and included in Appendix H.  As Preferred Alternative 

8,  Alternative 9 bases the  commercial and recreational allocations on the average percentages 

of the red snapper quota that would be allocated to each sector between 2015 and 2017. 

Alternative 9 would allocate 42.5% and 57.5% of the red snapper quota to the commercial and 

recreational sectors, respectively.  Quota amounts and percentages allocated to each sector 

between 2016 and 2017 are provided in Table 2.1.4.   

 

As illustrated in Figure 2.1.2, the percentages of the red snapper aggregate quota harvested by 

the commercial and recreational sectors do not reflect the established allocation of 51% and 49% 

assigned to the commercial and recreational sectors, respectively.  Alongside allocation 

discussions and reallocation decisions, the Council has implemented management measures 

(accountability measures) intended to reduce the recreational quota overages, thereby 

minimizing the difference between the proportion of red snapper landings attributed to each 

sector and the allocation established by the Council.  

 

Recent allocation studies completed by the SEFSC and reviewed by the Socioeconomic 

Scientific and Statistical Committee (SESSC) have concluded that existing allocations between 

the commercial and recreational sectors of several reef fish resources, including red snapper, are 

not economically efficient.  In a 2012 study evaluating the economic efficiency of the allocation 

of red snapper resources, Agar and Carter
9
 compared estimated commercial and recreational 

marginal willingness to pay for red snapper and indicated that the relative magnitude of the 

estimates suggests that economic efficiency could potentially be improved by reallocating red 

snapper resources.  The SESSC reviewed and accepted the methodology of the study.  The 

SESSC further stated that although the study results indicated that the marginal value of a 

recreationally caught red snapper is likely higher than the marginal value of a commercially 

caught red snapper, given the data used, e.g., data collection time periods (recreational data 

collected from a 2003 survey; commercial data collected during the last 5 years of the red 

snapper IFQ program), it cannot specify the potential efficiency gains from possible quota shifts 

because it does not know how the marginal valuations would change with the switch.  The 

SESSC also indicated that incentive-based approaches to reallocation would be more appropriate 

for increasing net benefits than mandated allocations.  A study evaluating potential changes in 

net benefits expected to result from alternatives proposed in this amendment is provided in 

Appendix G.   

 

                                                 
9
 Agar and Carter presentation to the SESSC in October 2012 titled “Are the 2012 allocations of red snapper in the 

Gulf of Mexico economically efficient?” 
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CHAPTER 3.  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 
 

The action considered in this environmental impact statement (EIS) would affect commercial and 

recreational fishing for red snapper in federal and state waters of the Gulf of Mexico (Gulf).  

Descriptions of the physical, biological, economic, social, and administrative environments were 

completed in the EISs for Reef Fish Amendments 27/Shrimp Amendment 14 (GMFMC 2007), 

30A (GMFMC 2008a), 30B (GMFMC 2008b), 32 (GMFMC 2011b), the Generic Essential Fish 

Habitat (EFH) Amendment (GMFMC 2004a), and the Generic Annual Catch 

Limits/Accountability Measures (ACL/AM) Amendment (GMFMC 2011a).  Below, information 

on each of these environments is summarized or updated, as appropriate. 

 

 

3.1 Description of the Red Snapper Component of the Reef Fish 

Fishery 
 

A description of the fishery and affected environment relative to red snapper was last fully 

discussed in joint Reef Fish Amendment 27/Shrimp Amendment 14 (GMFMC 2007).  This 

section updates the previous description to include additional information since publication of 

that EIS. 

 

General Features 

 

Commercial harvest of red snapper from the Gulf began in the mid-1800s (Shipp 2001).  In the 

1930s, party boats built exclusively for recreational fishing began to appear (Chester 2001).  

Currently, the commercial sector operates under an individual fishing quota (IFQ) program.  In 

2011, 362 vessels participated in the IFQ program (NMFS 2012c).  The recreational sector 

operates in the following three modes:  charter boats, headboats, and private vessels.  In 2012 

private vessels accounted for 61.1% of recreational red snapper landings, followed by charter 

boats (24.8%) and headboats (14.1%).  On a state-by-state basis, Florida accounted for the most 

landings (41.5%), followed by Alabama (28.1%), Louisiana (14.8%), Texas (12.0%), and 

Mississippi (3.7%) (Table 3.1.1). 

 

Table 3.1.1.  Recreational red snapper landings in 2012 by state and mode. 

State 
Landings (lbs whole weight) 

% by State Charter Headboat Private All Modes 

FL (west) 641,437 205,114 1,289,253 2,135,804 41.5% 

AL 359,469 72,199 1,013,460 1,445,128 28.1% 

MS 997 5,894 182,767 189,658 3.7% 

LA 236,302 21,999 501,704 760,005 14.8% 

TX 39,128 419,671 157,726 616,525 12.0% 

Total 1,277,333 724,077 3,144,911 5,147,120  

% by Mode 24.8% 14.1% 61.1%  100% 

Source:  NMFS 2013a. 
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The red snapper stock has been found to be in decline or in an overfished condition since the first 

red snapper stock assessment in 1986 (Parrack and McClellan 1986).  The first red snapper 

rebuilding plan was implemented in 1990 through Amendment 1 (GMFMC 1989).  From 1990 

through 2009, red snapper harvest was managed through the setting of an annual total allowable 

catch (TAC).  This TAC was allocated with 51% going to the commercial sector and 49% to the 

recreational sector.  Beginning in 2010, TAC was phased out in favor of an ACL as a result of 

revisions to the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-

Stevens Act).  The red snapper rebuilding plan has not formally adopted the use of the term 

ACL.  However, by allocating the acceptable biological catch (ABC) between the commercial 

and recreational sectors, and then setting quotas for each sector that do not exceed those 

allocations, the terminology and approaches used in the red snapper rebuilding plan are 

consistent with the use of ACLs.  Such alternative terminology is allowed under the guidelines. 

 

Amendment 1 also established a 1990 commercial red snapper quota of 3.1 million pounds (mp) 

whole weight (ww) (Table 3.1.2).  There was no explicit recreational quota or 

allocation specified in Amendment 1, only a bag limit of 7 fish and a minimum size limit of 13 

inches total length.  Beginning in 1991, an explicit recreational allocation in pounds was based 

on 49% of the TAC was specified, and this allocation was specified through Council action until 

1997 when the recreational allocation was changed to a quota (Table 3.1.2).  Based on the 51:49 

commercial to recreational sector allocation, the commercial quota implied a TAC of about 5.2 

mp in 1990, followed by explicit TACs of 4.0 mp in 1991 and 1992, 6.0 mp in 1993 through 

1995, and 9.12 mp from 1996 through 2006 (Table 3.1.2).  The TAC was reduced to 6.5 mp in 

2007 and 5.0 mp in 2008 and 2009 as the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council 

(Council) shifted from a constant catch rebuilding plan to a constant fishing mortality rebuilding 

plan (GMFMC 2007).  Under a constant fishing mortality rate rebuilding plan, the ABC is 

allowed to increase as the stock rebuilds, thus the ABCs for 2010, 2011, and 2012 were 

increased to 6.945, 7.530, and 8.080 mp, respectively
10

.   

 

In July 2013, the Council reviewed a new benchmark assessment (SEDAR 31 2013) which 

showed that the red snapper stock was rebuilding faster than projected, partly due to strong 

recruitment in some recent years.  Initially in 2013, a scheduled increase in the ABC to 8.690 mp 

was cancelled due to an overharvest in 2012 by the recreational sector.  After an analysis of the 

impacts of the overharvest on the red snapper rebuilding plan, the 2013 ABC was increased to 

8.460 mp.  However, once the new benchmark assessment was completed, the Scientific and 

Statistical Committee (SSC) increased the ABC for 2013 to 13.5 mp with the caveat that catch 

levels would have to be reduced in future years unless recruitment returned to average 

levels.  After incorporating a buffer to reduce the possibility of having to later reduce the quota, 

the Council further increased the 2013 commercial and recreational quotas to a combined 11.0 

mp (5.61 mp and 5.39 mp, respectively) (GMFMC 2013a), and this ABC carried through to 2014 

(Table 3.1.2).  A 2014 update assessment was presented to the SSC in January 2015.  The SSC 

reviewed the assessment and determined the ABC could be increased to 13 mp in 2015 with 

further increases over the next two years.  However, the recreational red snapper landings in the 

original 2014 update assessment were only available through 2013, so the ABC projections for 

2015 and beyond were made assuming that the 2014 landings would equal those in 2013.  

                                                 
10

 Note the allocation for the commercial and recreational quotas shifted from the TAC to the ABC in 2010. 
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However, the 2014 recreational landings were actually less than in 2013.  Due to the landings 

being lower in 2014 than previously assumed, the SEFSC projections concluded that the 2015 

ABC could be set higher than the level set by the SSC, but that there would then need to be 

subsequent annual reductions in order to adhere to the 2032 rebuilding schedule.  The SSC to re-

evaluated its ABC recommendations in light of the new information on 2014 landings and 

recommended an ABC for 2015-2017 provided in Table 1.1.1.  The Council then approved a 

framework action to implement these quotas and the recreational annual catch target (ACT), 

which are listed in Table 1.1.1. 
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Both the commercial and recreational sectors have had numerous allocation or quota overruns.  

Table 3.1.2 shows a comparison of quotas and actual harvests from 1990 through 2012.  The 

recreational sector has had allocation/quota overruns in 14 out of 22 years in which an allocation 

or quota was specified, while the commercial sector has had quota overruns in 10 of 23 years.  

However, the commercial sector has not had overruns since 2005, including the years 2007 

onward when the commercial harvest of red snapper has operated under an IFQ program.  

 

Recreational Sector 

 

Red snapper are an important component of the recreational sector’s harvest of reef fish in the 

Gulf.  Red snapper are caught from charter boats, headboats (or party boats), and private anglers 

fishing primarily from private or rental boats.  Red snapper are primarily caught with hook-and-

line gear in association with bottom structures.  Recreational red snapper harvest allocations 

since 1991 have been set at 49% of the TAC, or 1.96 mp in 1991 and 1992, 2.94 mp for 1993 

through 1995, and 4.47 mp in 1996.  In 1997, a 4.47 mp recreational quota was created and it 

was maintained at this level through 2006.  In 2007, the recreational quota was reduced to 3.185 

mp.  It was reduced again to 2.45 mp in 2008 and 2009.  Since 2010, the recreational quota has 

been increased each year: 3.403 mp in 2010, 3.866 mp in 2011, 3.959 mp in 2012, and 5.390 mp 

in 2013 and 2014 (Table 3.1.3).   

 

Before 1984, there were no restrictions on the recreational harvest of red snapper.  In November 

1984, a 12-inch total length size limit was implemented, but with an allowance for five 

undersized fish per person.  In 1990, the undersized allowance was eliminated, and the 

recreational sector was managed through bag and size limits with a year-round open season.  In 

1997, the recreational red snapper allocation was converted into a quota with accompanying 

quota closure should the sector exceed its quota.  Recreational quota closures occurred in 1997, 

1998, and 1999, becoming progressively shorter each year even though the quota remained a 

constant 4.47 mp.   

 

A fixed recreational season of April 21 through October 31 (194 days) was established for 2000 

through 2007.  However, National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) returned to variable length 

seasons beginning in 2008.  Under this management approach, due to a lag in the reporting of 

recreational catches, catch rates over the course of the season were projected in advance based on 

past trends and changes in the average size of a recreationally harvested red snapper.  The 

recreational season opened each year on June 1 and closed on the date when the quota was 

projected to be reached.  In 2008, the season length was reduced from 194 days to 65 days in 

conjunction with a reduction in quota to 2.45 mp.  The season length then increased to 75 days in 

2009.  In 2010, the recreational red snapper season was originally projected to be 53 days.  

However, due to reduced effort and large emergency area closures resulting from the Deepwater 

Horizon MC252 oil spill, catches were below projections, and a one-time supplemental season of 

weekend only openings (Friday, Saturday, and Sunday) was established from October 1 through 

November 22.  This added 24 fishing days to the 2010 season for a total of 77 days.  In 2011, the 

season was reduced to 48 days despite an increase in the quota, due to an increase in the average 

size of a recreationally harvested fish.  In 2012 the season was initially scheduled to be 40 days, 

but was extended to 46 days to compensate for the loss of fishing days due to storms (Table 

3.1.3).  For 2013, an increase in the ABC occurred too late to extend the June recreational 
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season, so the Council requested that NMFS reopen the recreational season on October 1 for 

whatever number of days would be needed to harvest the additional quota.  NMFS estimated that 

the additional recreational quota would take 14 days to be caught, and therefore announced a 

supplemental season of October 1 through 14.  In 2014, the season was 9 days starting on June 1.  

The season length used new MRIP information to estimate catch rates and was based on an ACT 

set 20% below the quota. 

 

Table 3.1.3.  Red snapper recreational landings vs. allocation/quota and days open, bag limit, 

and minimum size limits 1986-2014.  Landings are in mp ww.  Minimum size limits are in 

inches total length.  Recreational allocations began in 1991, and became quotas in 1997. 

Year Allocation/ 
Quota 

Actual 

landings 
Difference % over or 

under 
Days open Bag 

limit 

Minimum 

size limit 

1986 na 3.491 na  365 none 13 

1987 na 2.090 na  365 none 13 

1988 na 3.139 na  365 none 13 

1989 na 2.940 na  365 none 13 

1990 na 1.625 na  365 7 13 

1991 1.96 2.917 +0.957 +49% 365 7 13 

1992 1.96 4.618 +2.658 +136% 365 7 13 

1993 2.94 7.161 +4.221 +144% 365 7 13 

1994 2.94 6.076 +3.136 +107% 365 7 14 

1995 2.94 5.464 +2.524 +86% 365 5 15 

1996 4.47 5.339 +0.869 +19% 365 5 15 

1997 4.47 6.804 +2.334 +52% 330 5 15 

1998 4.47 4.854 +0.384 +9% 272 4 15 

1999 4.47 4.972 +0.502 +11% 240 4 15 

2000 4.47 4.750 +0.280 +6% 194 4 16 

2001 4.47 5.252 +0.782 +17% 194 4 16 

2002 4.47 6.535 +2.065 +46% 194 4 16 

2003 4.47 6.105 +1.635 +37% 194 4 16 

2004 4.47 6.460 +1.990 +45% 194 4 16 

2005 4.47 4.676 +0.206 +5% 194 4 16 

2006 4.47 4.131 -0.339 -8% 194 2 16 

2007 3.185 5.809 +2.624 +82% 194 2 16 

2008 2.45 4.056 +1.606 +66% 65 2 16 

2009 2.45 5.597 +3.147 +128% 75 2 16 

2010 3.403 2.651 -0.752 -22% 53 + 24 = 77 2 16 

2011 3.866 6.734 +2.868 +74% 48 2 16 

2012 3.959 7.524 +3.565 +90% 46 2 16 

2013 5.390 9.659 +4.269 +79% 42 2 16 

2014 5.390 3.826 -1.564 -29 9 2 16 

Sources:  Southeast Fisheries Science Center including landings from the Marine Recreational 

Information Program, Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, and the Southeast Headboat Survey 

(May 2013).  Values highlighted in red are those where landings exceeded quotas. 
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During the six years when the recreational harvest was an allocation, not a quota (1991 – 1996), 

actual recreational harvests in pounds of red snapper exceeded the allocation every year except 

1996.  During the period when the recreational harvest was managed as a quota (1997 – 2012), 

actual recreational harvest in pounds of red snapper exceeded the quota in 9 out of 16 years, 

including 5 of the last 6 years (Table 3.1.3).  It should also be noted that overages have been 

quite substantial when they occur (often 30% or greater than the quota) while underages are 

generally minor (often 12% or less of the quota).  Historical recreational landings estimates have 

recently been revised to reflect changes in methodology under the Marine Recreational 

Information Program (MRIP).  Landings for 2014 indicate the recreational quota was not 

exceeded in this year. 

 

For-hire vessels have operated under a limited access system with respect to the issuance of new 

for-hire permits for fishing reef fish or coastal migratory pelagics since 2003.  A total of 3,340 

reef fish and coastal migratory pelagic charter permits were issued under the moratorium, and 

they are associated with 1,779 vessels.  Of these vessels, 1,561 have both reef fish and coastal 

migratory pelagics permits, 64 have only reef fish permits, and 154 have only coastal migratory 

pelagics permits.   

 

Savolainen et al (2012) surveyed the charter and headboat fleets in the Gulf.  They found that 

most charter boat trips occurred in the exclusive economic zone (68%) and targeted rig-reef 

species (64%; snappers and groupers).  Pelagic (mackerel and cobia) trips accounted for 19% of 

trips.  If examined by state, more trips targeted rig-reef species with the exception of Louisiana 

where rig-reef species and pelagic species had almost the same proportion of trips.  In a similar 

survey conducted in 1998, Holland et al. (1999) found species targeted by Florida charter boat 

operators were king mackerel (41%), grouper (~37%), snapper (~34%), cobia (25%), and 

Spanish mackerel (20%).  For the rest of the Gulf, Sutton et al. (1999) using the same survey 

reported that the majority of charter boats targeted snapper (91%), king mackerel (89%), cobia 

(76%), and tuna (55%).    

 

For headboats, Savolainen et al (2012) reported that most head boats target offshore species and 

fish in federal waters (81% of trips), largely due to vessel size and consumer demand.  On 

average, 84% of trips targeted rig-reef species, while only 10 % targeted inshore species and 6% 

pelagic species.  Holland et al. (1999) reported approximately 40% of headboats did not target 

any particular species.  The species targeted by the largest proportion of Gulf coast Florida 

headboats were snapper (60%), grouper (60%) and sharks (20%) with species receiving the 

largest percentage of effort red grouper (46%), gag 33%), black grouper (20%), and red snapper 

(7%).  For the other Gulf States, Sutton et al. (1999) reported that the majority of headboats 

targeted snapper (100%), king mackerel (85%), shark (65%), tuna (55%), and amberjack (50%).  

The species receiving the largest percentage of total effort by headboats in the four-state area 

were snapper (70%), king mackerel (12%), amberjack (5%), and shark (5%). 

 

Commercial Sector 

 

In the Gulf, red snapper are primarily harvested commercially with hook-and-line and bandit 

gear, with bandit gear being more prevalent.  Longline gear captures a small percentage of total 

landings (generally < 5%; SEDAR 31 2013).  Current regulations prohibit longline gear for the 
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harvest of reef fish inside of 50 fathoms west of Cape San Blas.  East of Cape San Blas, longline 

gear is prohibited for harvest of reef fish inside of 20 fathoms from September through May.  

From June through August, the longline boundary is shifted out to 35 fathoms to protect foraging 

sea turtles. 

 

Between 1990 and 2006, the principal method of managing the commercial sector for red 

snapper was with quotas set at 51% of TAC and seasonal closures after each year’s quota was 

filled.  The result was a race for fish in which fishermen were compelled to fish as quickly as 

possible to maximize their catch of the overall quota before the season was closed.  The fishing 

year was characterized by short periods of intense fishing activity with large quantities of red 

snapper landed during the open seasons.  The result was short seasons and frequent quota 

overruns (Table 3.1.4).  From 1993 through 2006, trip limits, limited access endorsements, split 

seasons and partial monthly season openings were implemented in an effort to slow the race for 

fish.  At the beginning of the 1993 season, 131 boats qualified for red snapper endorsements on 

their reef fish permits that entitled them to land 2,000 lbs of red snapper per trip.  

 

In 2007, an IFQ program was implemented for the commercial red snapper sector.  Each vessel 

that qualified for the program was issued shares of the commercial quota.  The amount of shares 

was based on historical participation.  At the beginning of each year, each shareholder is issued 

allocation in pounds based on the amount of shares they have.  Each shareholder is then allowed 

to harvest or their allocation to other fishermen, or purchase allocation from other fishermen.  In 

addition, shares can be bought and sold.  As a result of this program, the commercial red snapper 

season has not closed since 2007, but a commercial vessel cannot land red snapper unless it has 

sufficient allocation in its vessel account to cover the landing poundage.  Thus, the IFQ program 

has ended quota overruns (Table 3.1.4).  Recently, a 5-year review of the IFQ program was 

completed (GMFMC 2013b) and the Council is working to determine if changes are needed to 

the program. 
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Table 3.1.4.  Commercial red snapper harvest vs. days open, by sector, 1986-2014.  

Year Quota Actual 

landings 
Days Open (days that 

open or close at noon 

are counted as half-

days) (“+” = split 

season) 

1986 na 3.700 365 

1987 na 3.069 365 

1988 na 3.960 365 

1989 na 3.098 365 

1990 3.1 2.650 365 
1991 2.04 2.213 235 
1992 2.04 3.106 52½  + 42 = 94½ 
1993 3.06 3.374 94 
1994 3.06 3.222 77 
1995 3.06 2.934 50 + 1½ = 51½    
1996 4.65 4.313 64 + 22 = 86 
1997 4.65 4.810 53 + 18 = 71 
1998 4.65 4.680 39 + 28 = 67 
1999 4.65 4.876 42 + 22 = 64 
2000 4.65 4.837 34 + 25 = 59 
2001 4.65 4.625 50 + 20 = 70 
2002 4.65 4.779 57 + 24 = 81 
2003 4.65 4.409 60 + 24 = 84 
2004 4.65 4.651 63 + 32 = 95 
2005 4.65 4.096 72 + 48 = 120 
2006 4.65 4.649 72 + 43 = 115 
2007 3.315 3.183 IFQ 

2008 2.55 2.484 IFQ 

2009 2.55 2.484 IFQ 

2010 3.542 3.392 IFQ 

2011 3.664 3.595 IFQ 

2012 4.121 4.036 IFQ 

2013 5.610 5.449 IFQ 

2014 5.610 5.568 IFQ 
Sources:  Southeast Data Assessment and Review 31 Data Workshop Report (1990-2011 landings), commercial 

quotas/catch allowances report from National Marine Fisheries Service/Southeast Regional Office Individual 

Fishing Quota landings website. Commercial quotas/landings in gutted weight were multiplied by 1.11 to convert to 

ww.  Values highlighted in red are those where landings exceeded quotas. 

 

 

3.2  Description of the Physical Environment 
 

The Gulf has a total area of approximately 600,000 square miles (1.5 million km
2
), including 

state waters (Gore 1992).  It is a semi-enclosed, oceanic basin connected to the Atlantic Ocean 

by the Straits of Florida and to the Caribbean Sea by the Yucatan Channel (Figure 3.2.1).  

Oceanographic conditions are affected by the Loop Current, discharge of freshwater into the 






