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This is a review and discussion of actions and discussions from the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council’s (Council) April 3 - 6 meeting in Birmingham, AL. 
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Final Council Actions — April 2016

Mutton Snapper
= Decrease bag limit from 10 to 5 per person (within the snapper aggregate)
= |ncrease minimum size limit from 16 to 18 inches TL

= Consistent with FWC regulations and pending regulations for Atlantic
waters

Gag Grouper

" |ncrease the commercial minimum size limit from 22 to 24 inches

= Consistent with current recreational size limit and Atlantic regulations
Shrimp

= Clarify transit provisions for shrimpers in federal waters and set a
minimum threshold number for Gulf federal permits
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In April, the Council took final action on several amendments that are now pending approval by the U.S. Secretary of Commerce.  For mutton snapper, the Council approved changes that will decrease the recreational bag limit from 10 to 5 per person and increase the minimum size limit from 16 to 18 inches total length.  These new regulations will be consistent with the new FWC mutton snapper regulations and the pending regulations for Atlantic federal waters. 

The Council took final action to increase the commercial minimum size limit for gag grouper from 22 to 24 inches.  This would make the commercial size limit the same as the current recreational size limit, and would make Gulf regulations consistent with Atlantic state and federal regulations.

The Council took final action on an amendment that would clarify transit provisions for shrimpers in federal waters and set a minimum threshold number of commercial federal shrimp permits for the Gulf of Mexico.
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2017 Greater Amberjack Federal Recreational |
Season Closure B

r””ncil

= |n March, NOAA Fisheries determined ACT was exceeded on March 24 and
announced federal season will remain closed through Dec. 31

= Season scheduled to reopen Jan. 1, 2018

= |[n 2016, federal harvest closed for the year on June 1, state harvest
closed Sept. 10, and ACL was exceeded by 756,631 Ibs.

= NOAA Fisheries requesting FWC close state waters for the remainder of the
year

= New 2017 stock assessment update indicates stock still overfished and
undergoing overfishing
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There is a scheduled closed season for recreational harvest of greater amberjack during every June and July.  However, in early March of this year, NOAA Fisheries determined that the recreational annual catch target (ACT) would be reached on March 24 and announced that the Gulf federal season would remain closed until Jan. 1, 2018.  For comparison, in 2016, federal harvest closed for the year on June 1 (the fishery remained closed after the annual June - July closure), and the Commission closed state waters effective Sept. 10, 2016 (this decision was made at the Sept. 2016 FWC meeting).  The 2016 annual catch limit (ACL) was exceeded by 756,631 pounds.

NOAA Fisheries recently sent a letter to the Commission requesting that Florida close state waters to recreational harvest of greater amberjack for the remainder of the year.  The recent closure of greater amberjack in Gulf federal waters will have a negative impact on fishermen fishing in Gulf federal waters.  However, closing state waters to recreational harvest could help prevent a quota overage.  Quota overages must be “paid back” the following year, so leaving state waters open for the remainder of 2017 could result in a shortened federal season in 2018.  

The 2017 greater amberjack stock assessment update indicates that the stock is still overfished and undergoing overfishing.  The Council will be considering management changes (including changes to catch limits and adjusting closed seasons) at future meetings to optimize fishing opportunities while rebuilding this fishery.

Staff requests direction on the recreational season for greater amberjack in Gulf state waters for the remainder of 2017.  



Greater Amberjack Recreational State
Season Considerations

Benefit of keeping state waters open

= Maintaining state waters fishing opportunities

Benefits of closing state waters

= Help prevent additional quota overage and shortened season in 2018
= Quota overages must be “paid back” the following year

= Contribute to stock rebuilding and ending overfishing

Additional Considerations

= Federally-permitted for-hire vessels must follow federal rules when fishing in state
waters

= Approximately 13% of greater amberjack harvest occurs in state waters
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There are several factors to consider when addressing the seasons for recreational greater amberjack in Gulf state waters.  One benefit of state waters remaining open is opportunities for Florida anglers to harvest greater amberjack, even when federal waters are closed. 

One benefit of closing state waters is preventing quota overages of greater amberjack.  NOAA Fisheries estimates that the recreational quota was met as of March 24, which is when the federal fishery closed.  Any quota overage of greater amberjack by the recreational sector must be “paid back” the following year, so this means the 2018 federal season would be shortened to account for any overage.  Leaving state waters open during the remainder of 2017 could result in a further shortened federal season in 2018.  Greater amberjack is currently considered to be overfished and overfishing is occurring.  Closing harvest of greater amberjack could contribute to stock rebuilding. 

Another consideration is that federally-permitted for-hire vessels must follow the federal season, even in state waters.  This means that anglers fishing off of federally-permitted vessels cannot keep any greater amberjack during the federal closure, even if these vessels are fishing in state waters.  Finally, approximately 13% of greater amberjack harvest occurs in state waters.   

Based on this information, staff recommends closing recreational harvest of greater amberjack in Gulf state waters for the remainder of the year via Executive Order.  This closure for state waters could begin immediately. 
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Staff Recommendation

= Staff recommends closing Gulf greater amberjack to recreational
harvest for the remainder of 2017 via Executive Order

= |[nput on other Council items is welcome
= Next Gulf Council meeting is June 5 -9 in Naples, FL
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Staff recommends authorizing the Executive Director to close Gulf greater amberjack to recreational harvest for the remainder of 2017 via Executive Order.  This closure for state waters could begin immediately. 

As always, input on other Council items is welcome.  The next Gulf Council meeting is June 5 - 9 in Naples, FL.
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