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_
Background

* |n February, the Commission directed staff to
develop a draft rule to modify the recreational gag
grouper season off the Big Bend (Franklin, Wakulla,
Jefferson, and Taylor counties)

= Big Bend season (April 1 - June 30) established in
2012 to allow harvest when gag grouper are in state
waters and to boost local economy

= |n 2012, the season elsewhere in the Gulf was
July 1 - Oct. 31

= Currently, the season elsewhere in the Gulf is
June 1 - Dec. 31
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Presentation Notes
At its February meeting, Commissioners directed staff to develop a draft rule to modify the recreational gag grouper season off the Big Bend (Franklin, Wakulla, Jefferson, and Taylor counties) region.

The Big Bend season of April 1 - June 30 was established in 2012 to allow harvest when gag grouper are accessible in state waters and to help boost the local economy.  In 2012, the recreational gag grouper season was July 1 - Oct. 31 in the remainder of Florida Gulf state waters.  The season in the rest of the Gulf of Mexico (state and federal waters) was extended last year to June 1 - Dec. 31.

Recently, FWC has received requests from several stakeholders about extending the harvest season in the Big Bend region.  Based on these requests, the Commission expressed interest in modifying the recreational season for the Big Bend counties.
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Current Gag Grouper Recreational Regulations -
Gulf State Waters

= Bag limit: 2 per person per day within the 4 grouper aggregate bag limit
= Minimum size limit: 24 inches total length
= Harvest seasons:

= Big Bend: April 1 - June 30 (state waters off Franklin, Wakulla, Taylor,

and Jefferson counties)
= Other Gulf waters: June 1 - Dec. 31
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Presentation Notes
Recreational anglers harvesting gag in Gulf state waters have a bag limit of two fish per person per day within the four grouper aggregate bag limit.  There is a 24-inch total length minimum size limit for recreational harvest of gag grouper.  There are two different seasons for gag grouper in state waters of the Gulf.  One season begins April 1 and runs through June 30 each year for state waters off of Franklin, Wakulla, Taylor, and Jefferson counties only.  This season was established in 2012 to allow for harvest of gag grouper in Big Bend state waters when gag grouper are available, and to provide an economic boost to this region.  The remainder of Gulf state waters follow a June 1 through Dec. 31 recreational season.  This season is similar to the federal waters season, which runs June 1 through Dec. 31.  




Presenter
Presentation Notes
This map shows the current Gulf gag grouper season boundary.  The four county Big Bend recreational gag season of April 1 - June 30 is shown in yellow.  The rest of the state waters along Florida’s Gulf coast are shown in the darker blue, and this season is June 1 - Dec. 31.  The lighter blue indicates the Gulf federal waters gag season which is June 1 - Dec. 31. 

Note: The state waters off of Monroe County follow the Atlantic season which is May 1 - Dec. 31.


_
Gulf of Mexico Gag Grouper — Stock
Status and Biology

= Not overfished or undergoing overfishing, but 2017 assessment update results
are very uncertain

= Form spawning aggregations from December through April
= Peak spawning in February and March
= Start life as females, then can transition to males

= Gag grouper smaller than 35 inches tend to be females; gag grouper larger than
45 inches tend to be males

= 50% of females are mature at 24 inches (3 years old)
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The 2017 stock assessment update indicated that Gulf gag grouper are neither overfished or undergoing overfishing. Over the past few years, some recreational and commercial fisherman have expressed concern that the stock assessment for gag grouper is overly optimistic.

Gag form spawning aggregations from December through April with peak spawning in February and March.  Gag start life as females first, then a portion of the population changes to male.  Individuals smaller than 35 inches tend to be females, where as gag larger than 45 inches tend to be male.  Around 50% of females are mature at 24 inches, which is approximately three years old.
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Recreational Harvest of Gulf Gag Grouper off
Florida, 2006-2016
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The graph above shows state and federal recreational harvest of gag grouper off of Florida since 2006.  Red represents recreational harvest in federal waters, and blue represents harvest in state waters.  The black line indicates the recreational quota established by NOAA Fisheries for each year since 2009.  Prior to 2009, a recreational quota for gag grouper had not been established.



Recreational Harvest of Gulf Gag Grouper,
2006 - 2016
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The graph above shows recreational catch of gag grouper by area and harvester type in Florida from 2004 to 2014.  The Panhandle region is represented in shades of blue, and the West Central region of the Gulf is represented by shades of orange.  In the Panhandle, 32% of gag were landed in federal waters and 12% were landed in state waters. 

The majority of gag grouper were caught in waters off of West Central Florida, which is Levy County south to Collier County.  Over 48% of gag were caught in these federal waters and 8% were caught in state waters.



_
Stakeholder Feedback

= Public workshops held in March
= Carrabelle
= Perry

= Tallahassee

= Comments also received via online
commenting portal and email
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In March, staff held three public workshops in the Big Bend area to gather public input on the recreational gag grouper season.  The meetings were held in Carrabelle on March 13, Perry on March 14, and Tallahassee on March 16.  Staff have also received comments online via emails and the online commenting portal.



_
Summary of Stakeholder Requests — Big Bend Season

= Open in Big Bend during the fall

= September, October, November, and/or
December

= Potentially weekends
= Keep current spring season (some support)

= Keep harvest closed during spawning
season (many support)

= Make season consistent Gulfwide
(June 1 - Dec. 31)

= Do not extend season because of concerns
about gag grouper stock
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FWC staff received a variety of stakeholder requests for changes to the Big Bend season.  There is support to open the Big Bend region during the fall including September, October, November and/or December.  There is support to keep the season open continuously or potentially weekends only in the fall.  Many recreational anglers support keeping the current spring season of April 1 - June 31, and many support keeping the harvest closed during January through March as a spawning season closure.  Some anglers requested making the season consistent with the June 1 - Dec. 31 season elsewhere in the Gulf, and others urged caution in extending the season because of concerns about the status of the gag grouper stock.
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Recreational Gag Grouper Season Draft Rule

Modify season for Big Bend (Franklin, Wakulla, Jefferson, and Taylor counties)

= Continue April 1 - June 30 season
= Add Fall open season Sept. 1 - Dec. 31
Considerations

Big Bend stakeholders largely support fall opening

Weather and fish availability during spring season can be variable, but the early
season provides valuable opportunities

Fall opening would overlap with proposed state red snapper season
Federal quota not being met despite longer seasons and quota increases

Federally-permitted for-hire may only fish in state waters when state and federal
waters are both open
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At its February meeting, the Commission directed staff to prepare a draft rule to modify the recreational gag grouper season off the Big Bend (Franklin, Wakulla, Jefferson, and Taylor counties) region.  Staff recommends modifying the current season to allow harvest from Sept. 1 through Dec. 31, in addition to the current April 1 through June 30 season.

In general, Big Bend stakeholders largely support a fall season in addition to the current April 1 - June 30 season.  Many stakeholders stated that the weather and fish availability during the spring season can be variable, but the April - June season provides valuable fishing opportunities.  There was also strong support for a fall opening that would overlap with the proposed state red snapper season since gag grouper and red snapper are often caught in the same locations. 

The federal recreational quota is not being met despite longer seasons and quota increases.  This indicates that lengthening the Big Bend recreational season likely would not cause a federal quota overrun if current harvest trends continue.  However, this could also indicate that the 2017 stock assessment update is overly optimistic about the status of gag grouper.

Federally-permitted for-hire vessels may only fish in state waters if state and federal waters are both open, which means these vessels would not be able to take advantage of the April - May portion of the state season.  Since federal waters are open June 1 - Dec. 31, federally permitted for-hire vessels would be able to fish in state waters of this area during June and from September through December.
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Staff Recommendation

Modify season for Big Bend (Franklin, Wakulla, Jefferson, and Taylor counties)
= Continue April 1 - June 30 season
= Add open season Sept. 1 - Dec. 31

If approved and directed, return for a
final public hearing on gag grouper at
the July Commission meeting
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In summary, staff recommends approving the draft rule for the state waters season for Franklin, Wakulla, Jefferson, and Taylor counties.  The draft rule would modify the season for this region by adding a fall season from Sept. 1 through Dec. 31 in addition to the current April 1 - June 30 season.

If approved and directed, a final public hearing on the Big Bend recreational gag grouper season would be held at the Commission meeting in July.


The following slides are considered backup
material and are not anticipated to be part of
the actual presentation to the Commission
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Gag Grouper Season History

Feb. 1 - March 31 annual spawning season closure (closed 2 months)

=  State waters: closed Feb. 1 - March 31, June 1 - Sept. 15, and Nov. 16 - Dec. 31 (closed 7 months)
= Federal waters: open Sept. 16 - Nov. 15 only (closed 10 months)

= State waters: open April 1 - June 30 off Franklin, Wakulla, Taylor, and Jefferson counties; open July 1
- Oct. 31 in all other Gulf state waters
= Federal waters: open July 1 - Oct. 31 (closed 8 months)

= State waters: open April 1 - June 30 off Franklin, Wakulla, Taylor, and Jefferson counties; open July 1
2013 -2015 - Dec. 3 in all other Gulf state waters
= Federal waters: open July 1 - Dec. 2 (closed 7 months)

= State waters: open April 1 - June 30 off Franklin, Wakulla, Taylor, and Jefferson counties; open June
1 - Dec. 31 in all other Gulf state waters (closed 9 months for 4 counties; closed 5 months
elsewhere)

= Federal waters: open June 1 - Dec. 31 (closed 5 months)

2016- present
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The recreational harvest season for gag grouper in the Gulf of Mexico has been modified in federal and state waters several times over the past few years.  Before 2011, gag grouper, along with other several other groupers, was closed in state and federal waters from Feb. 1 through March 31 each year for a spawning season closure.

The Council and NOAA Fisheries approved a series of interim rules in 2011 to comply with the requirement to end overfishing while long-term gag grouper management measures were being developed.  The first interim rule prohibited recreational harvest of gag grouper from Jan. 1 through May 31, 2011.  Gag grouper harvest remained open in state waters during this period.  A second interim rule, which took effect June 1, 2011, kept gag grouper harvest closed in Gulf federal waters for the remainder of 2011, with the exception of a recreational harvest season from Sept. 16 through Nov. 15.  The Commission approved regulations for state waters that were consistent with this second interim rule for 2011 only. 

For 2012, the Commission approved an April 1 through June 30 open season in state waters off Franklin, Wakulla, Jefferson, and Taylor counties and a July 1 through Oct. 31 open season that was consistent with the federal season for all other Gulf state waters.  

From 2013 through 2015, there were two different recreational seasons for gag grouper harvest in state waters of the Gulf.  For state waters off Franklin, Wakulla, Taylor, and Jefferson counties, the recreational season was April 1 through June 30 each year.  The recreational season for the remainder of Gulf state waters (excluding Monroe County) was July 1 through Dec. 3.  The federal waters season from 2013 through 2015 was July 1 through Dec. 2.

For 2016, the Council extended the gag recreational season to provide more harvest opportunities for anglers.  The new gag grouper season in federal waters began June 1 and ended Dec. 31.  The Commission followed federal consistency and extended the season for all Gulf state waters from June 1 - Dec. 31, except for the waters off of Franklin, Wakulla, Taylor, and Jefferson counties which was open April 1 - June 30.
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