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This presentation is a review and discussion of the outcomes of the two-part 2016 Lionfish Removal and Reward Program and recommendations for continuing to encourage public involvement in lionfish removals, including rewarding harvesters for continued removal efforts by implementing an updated lionfish incentive program for 2017.  Authors: Krista Shipley, Kali Spurgin, Hanna Tillotson, and Melissa RecksReport date: March 27, 2017Photo by Jason ArnoldUnless otherwise noted, images throughout the presentation are by FWC.



FWC Lionfish Initiatives
FWC has been actively engaged in promoting public awareness, harvest, 
and consumption of lionfish
 Lionfish Removal and Awareness Day (LRAD)
 Removal of regulatory barriers
 Outreach and education
 Reef Rangers
 Diver training and removal excursions
 Tournament sponsorship
 Work with commercial industry
 Collaboration with other states
 Lionfish removal incentives
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In recent years, the Commission has been actively engaged in promoting public awareness, harvest, and consumption of lionfish throughout the state.  In 2015, the Commission signed a resolution naming the Saturday after Mother’s Day each year Lionfish Removal and Awareness Day (LRAD).  In the past two years, more than 16,000 lionfish have been removed from LRAD events statewide and more than 10,000 people have attended the two-day LRAD festival in Pensacola, with more attending satellite events around the state.  The Commission has also worked to remove as many regulatory barriers to lionfish harvest as feasible, including waiving the requirement for harvesters to possess a recreational fishing license if using lionfish-specific harvesting gear.Outreach and education programs are a key component of increasing awareness and encouraging stakeholders and the general public to take action.  The FWC lionfish team attended 45 events and spoke with over 13,000 people in 2016.  The Reef Rangers program was developed by staff to allow divers to “adopt a reef” and remove lionfish.  Free to join, this program intends to promote public involvement in long-term lionfish control and encourage coordinated efforts.  Staff also host “Become the Predator” lionfish removal workshops and removal dive excursions to educate and train divers to confidently and safely remove lionfish.  FWC also continues to support lionfish tournaments statewide.  In 2016, FWC sponsored 22 tournaments that removed over 19,000 lionfish. Additionally, staff continue to work with the commercial industry to connect lionfish harvesters with wholesale dealers interested in purchasing lionfish, get new divers engaged in commercial harvest, and educate potential commercial harvesters about license requirements and safe handling practices.  FWC’s lionfish team is also collaborating with other Gulf states to provide guidance on the design and implementation of their states’ lionfish programs.  Lastly, staff continue to develop various lionfish removal incentive programs to encourage and reward continued removal efforts, such as the proposed Lionfish Challenge.  Through these avenues, staff have established many great partnerships that prove essential to the continued success and progress of FWC’s lionfish initiatives. 



Lionfish Removal Goals

Tracking harvest   
 Tournaments
 Individual recreational
 Commercial

May 2016 – May 2017 
 Goal: 
 25,000 lionfish statewide

164,000 lionfish removed between May and Dec. 2016

Photo by Jimmy Nelson
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Lionfish are harvested through a variety of different avenues, including tournaments, individuals recreationally hunting lionfish, and also by commercial harvesters.  Lionfish, like many other marine fish, have a large portion of their harvest from the recreational sector, which can make tracking total lionfish landings difficult.  Some harvest, such as harvest from tournaments or fish that are commercially harvested and sold, is easier to track and quantify toward harvest goals.  An additional factor in the process of tracking harvest toward a goal is that some harvest, such as tournament catch, is reported in number of fish while commercial harvest is most often reported by weight.  In order to apply commercial landings toward a number-based harvest goal, staff used the average weight of a commercially sold lionfish to convert weight to a number of fish.In 2016, FWC made a goal of removing 25,000 lionfish from Florida’s waters between May 2016 and May 2017, with at least 12,500 lionfish being removed from the waters of a seven-county region in the Panhandle.  Through FWC programs and all other avenues of harvest that staff can track, nearly 164,000 lionfish were removed from Florida waters from May through December 2016.  



2016 Lionfish Programs

Lionfish removal and reward program
 Statewide Lionfish Challenge
 Panhandle Pilot Program

Other activities
 Tournament sponsorships
 Designing new workshops
 Hosting removal excursions

Photo by Jimmy Nelson
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Staff worked diligently on a variety of programs in 2016 in order to reach the goal of removing 25,000 lionfish from Florida waters.  One aspect of FWC’s path to reach this goal was a two-part lionfish removal and reward program.  The first part of the 2016 program was a statewide Lionfish Challenge and the second part was a stakeholder-inspired Panhandle Pilot Program, a targeted removal campaign for an area where lionfish densities are high.  A more detailed recap of both the statewide Lionfish Challenge and the Panhandle Pilot Program will be discussed on the following slides.Among other initiatives, in 2016, FWC continued sponsoring tournaments around the state and encouraging the start of new tournaments.  Staff also worked to design new workshops to reach harvesters of all proficiency levels as well as the general, non-diving public.  One of the workshops developed in 2016 involved teaching new harvesters to safely and effectively remove lionfish through an educational presentation followed by a removal excursion.



Recap: 2016 Statewide Lionfish Challenge 
Goal: Encourage lionfish removal and reward the efforts of successful lionfish 
hunters statewide
 LRAD (May) 2016 – Sept. 2016
 50 lionfish = 1 extra lobster/day during mini-season
 Qualification for prizes and raffles
 Crown the Lionfish King/Queen

Results
 95 participants
 16,609 lionfish submitted
 3,324 harvested by the 

2016 Lionfish King
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The goal for the 2016 statewide Lionfish Challenge was to encourage further involvement by the public in lionfish removal and to reward successful lionfish hunters around the state.  The challenge ran from LRAD, May 14, 2016, through the end of September.  All harvesters who submitted 50 lionfish during that timeframe gained entrance into the challenge and received a Lionfish Challenge T-shirt, commemorative coin, the ability to harvest a lobster over the bag limit each day during the 2 day mini-season (if qualifying harvest was submitted prior to mini-season), and entrance into raffles held for a variety of lionfish-related prizes throughout the summer.  Raffles included prizes such as fishing licenses, lionfish harvesting equipment, and fuel cards to subsidize the cost of their future lionfish removal trips.  Participants in the challenge were given one raffle entry for each 50 lionfish that were submitted. Finally, the harvester who submitted the most lionfish through the challenge was crowned the Lionfish King/Queen at the November 2016 Commission meeting.Ninety-five harvesters participated in the 2016 statewide Lionfish Challenge and 16,609 lionfish were submitted throughout the four and a half month program.  Of the lionfish submitted, more than 3,000 were submitted by the 2016 Lionfish King, David Garrett.



Recap: 2016 Panhandle Pilot Program
Goal: Encourage lionfish removals in the Panhandle
 LRAD (May) 2016 – May 2017
 100 lionfish = tag for 1 red grouper or cobia 

over the bag limit from state waters
 500 lionfish = name an artificial reef

Results (to date)
 8,975 lionfish submitted
 51 of 130 available tags have been claimed

by harvesters
 6 teams have qualified to name an

artificial reef

Photo by Lad Akins
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In an effort to promote concentrated lionfish removals in an area that has high densities of lionfish, the second part of the 2016 Lionfish Removal and Reward Program was the Panhandle Pilot Program.  Similar to the statewide portion of the program, the Panhandle Pilot Program also began on LRAD, May 14, 2016.  Unlike the statewide program, however, the Panhandle program is a year-long initiative that runs through May 19, 2017. The seven counties involved in the pilot program are Escambia, Santa Rosa, Okaloosa, Walton, Bay, Gulf, and Franklin counties. Through the Panhandle Pilot Program, divers that submit 100 lionfish from the waters off of these counties are eligible to receive a tag to harvest either a red grouper or a cobia over the bag limit (while tags remain available) from state waters.  One hundred red grouper and 30 cobia tags were available at the start of the pilot program and all size limits and seasons still apply.  In addition to tags, the first 10 divers or teams of divers that submitted 500 lionfish harvested from this region earn the opportunity to name an artificial reef.  Although this pilot program runs through May 19, 2017, almost 9,000 lionfish have been submitted as of March 20.  Also, 51 of the 130 available tags have been claimed and six teams have submitted enough lionfish to qualify to name an artificial reef.In addition to these Panhandle-specific incentives and statewide efforts, FWC has directed additional tournament sponsorships and outreach efforts in the Panhandle to encourage removals from the region.



What We’ve Learned So Far
 What we’re doing is having an impact
 Public awareness and total lionfish harvest 

has greatly increased
 More people are harvesting and consuming 

lionfish
 Control efforts working: fewer lionfish on 

commonly-visited reefs
 Divers reporting they have to go to deeper 

depths to find large numbers of lionfish
 Some incentives have been more effective than others
 Continue to find new ways to motivate people to stay involved in lionfish 

removals
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Through FWC lionfish efforts in recent years, staff have experienced many great successes and learned valuable lessons.  In the past few years, general public awareness of lionfish and the invasion has increased.  More people are actively engaging in harvest and consumption of lionfish, driving the large increase in statewide harvest.  Consequently, there is now evidence that localized control efforts are working and divers are seeing less lionfish on commonly-visited, easily-accessible reefs.  Many divers around the state have also reported that they need to dive on deeper reefs to find the large numbers of lionfish that used to be found on shallow reefs.After two years of incentive programs, staff have also found that some incentives are more effective than others.  For example, several of last years program participants have already inquired whether there will be another challenge coin for the 2017 season.  On the other hand, staff have experienced difficulty maintaining high stakeholder interest and participation in a year-long program, as opposed to shorter, seasonal programs.  This may be partly due to unpredictable weather and sea conditions in the colder weather months (November through March), increasing the difficulty of harvesting lionfish. Moving forward, staff strive to continue to find new ways to keep people engaged in lionfish removals.  Of the 95 participants in the Lionfish Challenge, 43 submitted only the minimum qualifying amount of 50 lionfish to the 2016 statewide Lionfish Challenge.  While this does not necessarily mean that participants stopped harvesting lionfish after 50, it may indicate that the 2016 incentive of additional raffle entries for continued removals was not enough to encourage continued lionfish submissions.  Additionally, staff received feedback from novice harvesters that their excitement to participate in the Lionfish King/Queen competition was dampened by the participation of significantly more experienced commercial harvesters.  Overall, staff are making strides in getting divers involved in lionfish harvest through a variety of programs and events and staff would like to extend that focus to include motivating harvesters to stay engaged and regularly harvest lionfish. 



Focus for 2017
 Tournament sponsorships
 Hosting workshops, removal excursions, and attending events
 “Lionfish: Classroom Invasion”
 “Lionfish Awareness and DEMA Dive-in Day” at the Capitol
 A single, statewide Lionfish Challenge
 Runs LRAD 2017, May 20, through 

Labor Day, Sept. 4 
 Awards given at the Lionfish 

Safari on Sept. 10 
 Two participation categories: recreational 

and commercial

Goal for 2017/2018: remove 50,000 lionfish statewide 
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In 2017, the FWC lionfish team continues to improve on its variety of programs with focus on a few key areas.  FWC staff will continue encouraging new lionfish tournaments as well as providing support to established tournaments across the state, as these serve as a primary means of control for lionfish of all sizes.  Recruiting more divers to harvest lionfish remains a priority and staff plan to further develop and expand “Become the Predator” workshops and removal excursions across the state to train divers to confidently and safely remove lionfish.  Additionally, staff will continue to maintain it’s reach and attendance at events across the state to raise awareness and continue to build beneficial partnerships with the stakeholders that make many of our programs possible. Staff aim to engage and involve more Florida youth through the “Lionfish: Classroom Invasion” program.  This newly developed educational program is geared toward middle and high-school aged students and combines a classroom presentation about the lionfish invasion and a guided, hands-on lionfish dissection. FWC, in partnership with the Dive Equipment and Marketing Association (DEMA), will be hosting “Lionfish Awareness and DEMA Dive-in Day” at the Capitol to engage and educate stakeholders about the lionfish invasion on April 25, 2017.  The event will include lionfish tastings from Executive Chef Justin Timineri of Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, fillet demonstrations, lionfish dissections, kids activities, virtual reality, diving and conservation booths, commercial harvester meet and greet, and FWC’s “Be the Predator” booth. Finally, another 2017 focus will be on the execution of a single, statewide Lionfish Challenge.  The 2017 Lionfish Challenge will begin on LRAD (May 20, 2017) and continue through Labor Day with awards presented at the Lionfish Safari in St. Petersburg on Sept. 10.  In 2017, staff recommend the separation of the Lionfish Challenge into separate recreational and commercial categories to better accommodate the experience levels of participating harvesters and help maintain participation of new or novice harvesters throughout the summer.  Participants may only qualify for one category, the details of each will be discussed in the following slides. On the heels of a successful 2016 season, staff have set a goal of removing 50,000 lionfish statewide between May 2017 and May 2018. 



Lionfish Challenge: Recreational Category
Goal: Expand on 2016 program, encourage continued involvement in lionfish 
removals, and reward the ongoing efforts of lionfish harvesters statewide
 Membership in a reward program for anyone who harvests and submits 

at least 25 lionfish
 Tiered prizes
 Entry in the online FWC Lionfish 

Hall of Fame
 Qualifying lionfish can be submitted 

beginning on LRAD at
 FWC-attended tournaments 

around the state
 Lionfish checkpoints
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Expanding on the 2016 lionfish removal and reward program, the proposed 2017 Lionfish Challenge would encourage continued involvement in lionfish removal and reward the ongoing efforts of lionfish harvesters around the state.  The 2016 opportunity had unintended limitations that the proposed program for 2017 hopes to address: limited participation beyond the first 50 lionfish submitted and difficulty maintaining motivation for recreational harvesters competing for raffles and prizes with commercial harvesters. FWC recognizes that 2016 participants had a wide range of lionfish harvest experience, and would like to encourage people with all levels of recreational and commercial harvesting expertise to participate in the program.  Participants that can qualify for the recreational category include those without a saltwater products license (SPL) or those that possess a SPL but have not sold lionfish commercially.For the proposed 2017 challenge, any person that harvests and submits at least 25 lionfish during the qualifying period will be granted membership into the reward program.  New for 2017, a tiered prize system for additional submissions of lionfish will provide a greater incentive for harvester’s to continue to submit lionfish to the program.  By increasing the ability of participants to receive incentives, staff expect an increase in participation after a harvesters initial qualification. Similar to the opportunities available in the 2016 program, participants would be able to harvest and report qualifying lionfish beginning with LRAD (May 20, 2017).  Staff will continue to ensure that lionfish harvested during FWC-attended tournaments throughout the state count toward qualification for the program.  As in 2016, harvesters will still have the option to submit lionfish at checkpoints located statewide.  Staff will also continue to work with regional FWC staff and field laboratories as well as dive-related businesses and agencies to establish additional checkpoints in coastal counties. 



Rewards: Recreational Category

 Rewards based on number of lionfish submitted
 25 = Additional lobster during mini-season, 

commemorative coin, T-shirt
 75 = FWC Lionfish Control Team neck gaiter 

and reusable heat pack for stings 
 150 = FWC Lionfish Control Team tumbler
 300 = Neritic pole spear 
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In addition to rewards offered in previous years, there will be a variety of improvements to the program for 2017, including offering more rewards for participation.  Similar to previous years, harvesters who submit the qualifying number of lionfish (25 for 2017) prior to mini-season will be able to harvest an additional lobster over the bag limit each day during the 2017 mini-season (July 26-27, 2017) in addition to their receiving their commemorative coin and T-shirt. Beyond the first 25 lionfish submitted, participants will have the opportunity to harvest toward larger goals and be rewarded through a tiered prize system.  Harvesters that successfully submit 75 lionfish will receive a customized FWC Lionfish Control Team neck gaiter and a reusable heat pack to treat lionfish stings.  Participants that harvest and submit 150 lionfish to the challenge will receive a customized FWC Lionfish Control Team tumbler.  Finally, participants who successfully harvest and submit 300 or more lionfish will receive a Neritic pole spear. Through this new tiered system, staff are optimistic that harvesters that qualify for the Lionfish Challenge will continue to participate after their initial qualification.  Staff also believe that the variety of prizes offered through the tiered system will recruit more participants than in previous years. 



Lionfish King/Queen
 The recreational harvester who submits the most lionfish 

during the 2017 Lionfish Challenge

Rewards
 Lionfish King/Queen trophy
 $500 gift card for dive tank refills
 Feature article in FWC’s recreational 

saltwater regulations publication

2017 Lionfish King/Queen will 
be crowned on Sept. 10 at the 
Lionfish Safari in St. Petersburg
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The title of Lionfish King/Queen will be awarded to the recreational harvester who submits the most lionfish during the 2017 Lionfish Challenge.  As the top harvester in the Lionfish Challenge, this person will be awarded the Lionfish King/Queen trophy, a $500 gift card for dive tank refills, and be featured in an article in FWC’s recreational saltwater regulations publication. The Lionfish King/Queen will be crowned and recognized in St. Petersburg at the Lionfish Challenge close-out event at Lionfish Safari on September 10th. 



Goal: To recognize and reward harvesters participating in the commercial lionfish 
fishery
 Open to SPL holders who sell and submit at least 25 lbs of lionfish 
 Submissions through the commercial trip ticket system
 Additional recreational lobster during mini-season, 

commemorative coin, and T-shirt
 Entry in the online FWC Lionfish Hall of Fame

 The person who checks in the most lionfish (by weight) 
will be named the Commercial Champion
 Commercial Champion trophy
 Feature article in FWC’s commercial saltwater 

regulations publication

Lionfish Challenge: Commercial Category

Commercial Champion will be recognized on Sept. 10 
at the Lionfish Safari in St. Petersburg

Photo courtesy of Rachel Bowman
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The commercial category of the statewide Lionfish Challenge aims to recognize and reward harvesters participating in the commercial lionfish fishery. Participants that hold an SPL holder or have sold lionfish in the past will be automatically entered into this category upon submission of their qualifying lionfish harvest.  To qualify for this category, harvesters must sell and submit at least 25 pounds of lionfish.  Harvesters that hold marine life endorsements and typically harvest lionfish for the aquarium trade are also eligible for participation and since their sales are reported in numbers rather than by weight, these participants can submit trip tickets totaling 25 lionfish to qualify for the program.  To submit harvest in the commercial category, participants must send a copy of their trip ticket.  Similar to the recreational category, submission of the qualifying 25 pounds of lionfish prior to lobster mini-season will earn participants the ability to harvest an additional recreational lobster over the bag limit each day during mini-season, a commemorative coin, and challenge T-shirt.  Participants will also be entered into the online Lionfish Hall of Fame, located on FWC’s website. At the conclusion of the Lionfish Challenge, the person who has checked in the most lionfish by weight will be named the Commercial Champion.  Alongside the recreational Lionfish King/Queen, this person will be recognized at the challenge close-out on September 10th at the Lionfish Safari in St. Petersburg.  Additionally, they will receive a trophy and be featured in FWC’s commercial saltwater regulations publication. 



Encourage the public to continue harvesting lionfish by authorizing an 
updated Lionfish Challenge for 2017
 Allow a person who submits the qualifying amount of lionfish between 

LRAD and Labor Day to
 Gain membership into the 2017 Lionfish Challenge
 Qualify for a variety of rewards

 Crown the top recreational harvester the Lionfish King/Queen
 Name the top commercial harvester the 

Commercial Champion

Staff Recommendation

If approved and directed, the lobster-reward portion of 
the program would be established via Executive Order
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Staff recommend creating the 2017 Lionfish Challenge, as described, to encourage the public to continue harvesting lionfish and reward their continued efforts.  This program would allow recreational divers who harvest at least 25 lionfish and commercial harvesters who harvest at least 25 pounds of lionfish to gain entrance into the program and earn benefits as defined through the program, including the ability to harvest an additional lobster per day during the 2016 recreational mini-season.  Recreational participants can also earn rewards based on a how many lionfish the harvester submits.  Staff also recommend establishing a summer-long contest to crown the top recreational harvester the Lionfish King/Queen and name the top commercial harvester the Commercial Champion.If approved and directed, the Executive Director, in consultation with the Chairman, would establish the lobster mini-season reward for the 2017 Lionfish Challenge through an Executive Order.
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