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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a review and discussion of actions from the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council’s (Council) Dec. 5-9 meeting in Atlantic Beach, NC.

Authors: Erika Burgess, Jessica McCawley, and Martha Guyas

Report date: February 8, 2017 

UPDATE: This document has been revised to include public feedback from the January 2017 public workshops and scoping meetings.  This document has also been updated to include a request for direction on two Exempted Fishing Permits (EFPs) that were made available following the first release of this document.



      

    
    

   
   
    

 

       
 

    

      

Final Action – Mutton Snapper and For-hire 
Electronic Reporting 

Changes to mutton snapper regulations approved 
 All changes consistent with recent FWC rule changes 
 18-inch minimum size limit 
 5-fish recreational bag limit 
 5-fish per person commercial bag limit, April – June 
 500-lb. per vessel commercial trip limit, July – March 

Mandatory electronic reporting for the for-hire fleet approved
 

 Requires weekly reports 
 A mobile app will be created for easy reporting 

Pending approval by U.S. Secretary of Commerce
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
During their December meeting, the Council took final action to approve changes to mutton snapper regulations and new electronic reporting requirements for the for-hire fleet.

The Council coordinated with FWC to develop rule changes for mutton snapper.  The federal rules approved by the Council in December are consistent with the FWC rules that took effect Jan. 1, 2017:
An 18-inch minimum size limit for recreational and commercial harvest;
A five-fish recreational bag limit within the 10-fish snapper aggregate;
A five-fish per person commercial bag limit from April through June; and
A 500-pound per person commercial trip limit from July through March.

There is strong public support for these federal regulation changes and for consistency between state and federal regulations.  The Gulf Council is considering similar changes for Gulf federal waters.

To improve data collection from the for-hire fleet, the Council approved mandatory, weekly electronic reporting requirements.  This is a new requirement for charter boats.  For headboats, which have been required to report electronically since 2014, the Council approved a shorter grace period for submitting reports.  Both charter boat and headboat permit holders will be required to report the previous week’s data (Monday – Sunday) on the following Tuesday.  If implemented, all for-hire operations with a snapper-grouper, dolphin/wahoo, or coastal migratory pelagic federal permit will be required to report information about each fishing trip, such as location fished, harvest and discards, and number of anglers fishing.  In general, there is support for mandatory electronic reporting because it can improve data collection and monitoring of quotas.  However, some Florida charter captains oppose this requirement because they view it as a burden.  The Council plans to alleviate this concern by creating an easy-to-use app for submitting reports via a smartphone or tablet.

Both the mutton snapper rule changes and the for-hire reporting requirements await approval by the U.S. Secretary of Commerce.  If approved, the mutton snapper changes will become effective later in 2017, whereas the for-hire reporting requirements will not take effect before Jan. 1, 2018.



    

  
 

January 2017 Public Hearings and Scoping 
Meetings 

Topics 
 Yellowtail snapper quota allocations 
 Red snapper management 
 Various snapper-grouper regulations
 

Locations 
 Jacksonville 
 Cocoa Beach 
 Stuart 
 Key Largo 
 Marathon 
 Key West 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In December, the Council approved several items for public hearings or scoping meetings.  The topics included yellowtail snapper allocations, as well as red snapper and other snapper-grouper management measures.  

In January 2017, these meetings were held in Jacksonville, Cocoa Beach, Stuart, Key Largo, Marathon, and Key West.  Stakeholders were provided additional opportunities to comments via webinar, on-line, and by mail.

The Council will review comments gathered from these meetings at their March meeting.




    
  

  
  
 

  

 

   

Yellowtail Snapper Sector Allocations 
 Considering strategies to maximize commercial and recreational 

access to unused quota and prevent quota closures 
 Quota sharing 
 No sector closures until overall quota is met 
 Temporary transfer of allocation between sectors 
 Permanent sector reallocation 

NEW  Combining Atlantic and Gulf quotas into a single 
quota 

 Delayed consideration of similar actions for dolphin
 

Photo courtesy of Don DeMaria 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Council is considering new ways to manage sector allocations for yellowtail snapper to increase access to unused quota while also preventing quota closures.  In recent years, the commercial yellowtail snapper fishery has caught most or all of its quota while the recreational sector has not neared its limit.  If the commercial sector harvests all of its quota—as it did in 2015—the fishery closes.  Under current rules, unharvested quota may not be carried over to the following fishing year or transferred between sectors.  The Commission wrote a letter to the Council to support implementing an action that would allow harvest of unused quota as soon as possible and FWC staff advocated for this at Council meetings.  The strategies under consideration are:
Sharing of quota through a common quota pool, which would reserve a portion of the total quota for either sector to access as needed.
Rule changes allowing a sector to continue harvesting fish beyond its allocation until the total quota is harvested.
Temporary quota transfers where a portion of an underutilizing sector’s quota could be transferred to the other sector on an annual basis.  This transfer would not be permanent.
Permanent sector reallocation from the recreational sector to the commercial sector.
Combining the Atlantic and Gulf quotas to manage as a single quota for the entire yellowtail snapper stock.

Strategy 5 was added for consideration at the South Atlantic Council’s December meeting; however, the concept is not new.  Between 2013-2015, the Joint South Florida Committee, comprising members of the South Atlantic and Gulf councils and FWC, considered this option.  At that time, combining Atlantic and Gulf yellowtail snapper quotas had public support.  This action requires agreement by the Gulf Council.

The Council has delayed consideration of similar strategies (excluding permanent reallocation) for the dolphin fishery at this time so that it can consider a broader suite of management options for dolphin.



  

       
    

    
       

   
      

   
     

  
    

  

Public Hearing Feedback – Yellowtail Snapper 
Allocation NEW 

Commercial perspectives 
 Opposition to closures when one sector consistently under-harvests its quota
 

 Requests to not close a sector until the overall quota is met 
 Mixed opinions about combining the commercial and recreational quotas 
 Support for combining South Atlantic and Gulf quotas 

Private recreational and for-hire perspectives 
 Opposition to concept of giving recreational 

quota to the commercial sector 
 Belief in biological and socioeconomic benefits 

of leaving fish in the water 
 Some opposition to combining South Atlantic 

and Gulf quotas 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
During the public meetings and comment period, members of the commercial and recreational sectors expressed differing opinions on adjusting quota allocations for yellowtail snapper.

Commercial harvesters oppose closure of their sector while the recreational sector continues to under-harvest its quota, and while quota remains available in the Gulf.  To address this situation, many advocated for modifying the accountability measure to allow both sectors to remain open until the total quota is caught.  There was mixed support in the commercial sector for combining the commercial and recreational allocations.  There was some support for combining the South Atlantic and Gulf quotas, with the justification that because yellowtail snapper comprise a single stock in the southeastern U.S. and the majority of harvest occurs in south Florida, an artificial management boundary in the Florida Keys unnecessarily restricts harvest.  

Recreational anglers and charter captains opposed the concept of giving recreational allocation to the commercial sector.  Many believe there are biological and socioeconomic benefits to leaving fish in the water, such as allowing more fish to spawn and improving catch rates.  Though few recreational anglers addressed the option to combine South Atlantic and Gulf quotas, those who did were opposed, as it was also perceived as taking fish from one group and giving it to another.

Two new recommendations were offered to address closures in the commercial fishery: (1) establishing a commercial trip limit and (2) increasing the minimum size limit.  The Council will review public comment in March; however, final action on this item will not take place before June.



 
  

  
   

   
    
   
  
    

       

Approved for Public Scoping – Red Snapper
 

Current population status 
 Continues to be overfished and undergoing overfishing 

Management changes under consideration 
 Create large bottom-fishing closures 
 Establish very limited snapper-grouper fishing seasons 
 Require use of descending devices 
 Require a recreational stamp for bottom-fishing 
 Require a recreational tag for red snapper harvest 
 Mandate recreational reporting via a mobile app 
 Size limits, recreational bag limits, and commercial trip limits 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Council is proposing management changes related to Atlantic red snapper because, despite limited or no harvest since 2010, the 2016 stock assessment determined the stock remains overfished and continues to undergo overfishing.  

Through public scoping meetings, the Council sought feedback on options to reduce discard mortality of red snapper, such as closing large areas to all bottom fishing, implementing short bottom-fishing seasons, and requiring the use of descending devices.  Closing areas to bottom fishing where red snapper density and bottom-fishing effort are high would likely have a disproportionate impact on northeast Florida.  When a closed area for red snapper was proposed in 2010, it received strong opposition from stakeholders.  Very limited snapper-grouper fishing seasons could reduce overall bottom-fishing effort and reduce the number of red snapper caught and released.  Requiring the use of descending devices is also being considered and research has shown these tools to be highly effective at increasing post-release survival.

Measures to improve recreational data collection are proposed to increase the accuracy of recreational harvest and effort estimates.  There are a range of alternatives under consideration, including requiring a recreational stamp for bottom-fishing in federal waters, a recreational harvest tag for red snapper, and mandating recreational anglers report their harvest and fishing effort through mobile apps.

Other red snapper management options open for public comment included size limits, recreational bag limits, and commercial trip limits.

If the Council pursues any of these measures, they would not go into effect before 2018.



 
          

 
    

     

     
   

    
     

   
     

Public Scoping Feedback – Red Snapper NEW 

 Perception that the population is more abundant than ever and the stock
 
assessment is flawed
 

 Overwhelming opposition to closed areas to protect red snapper 
 Commercial fishermen prefer red snapper remain closed instead of area 

closures 
 Recreational anglers requested access to the fishery with a small bag limit and 

a slot limit, and closures during the spawn 
 Support for a requirement to use descending devices 
 Concern that recreational discard numbers are inaccurate has generated a       


desire to improve recreational data collection
 

 Support for a recreational offshore permit, like the Gulf
 
Reef Fish Survey
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
During the public meetings, more people attended to comment on red snapper compared to all of the other issues covered at the meetings.  Over 100 participants attended the meetings in Jacksonville and Cocoa Beach, which is where red snapper are most abundant in the Atlantic.

Most of the commenters expressed frustration with the ongoing closure and the stock assessment findings of overfishing because, in their experience, red snapper appear to be the most plentiful reef fish.  Fishermen cited observations of red snapper becoming more abundant in both shallower waters and the southern portion of its range in the Atlantic.  They also noted that red snapper are easier to catch than other fish, like grouper.  

Commenters are overwhelmingly opposed to bottom-fishing area closures because they will cut off access to other snapper-grouper species.  Several commercial fishermen noted a preference to keep red snapper closed permanently, if that would prevent area closures.

Recreational anglers requested the Council allow limited harvest of red snapper in federal waters.  Suggestions to constrain harvest included small bag limits, such as one fish per person, and slot limits.  There were also recommendations for closures during the red snapper spawning season.

There was general support for requiring the use of descending devices and other tools that would reduce discard mortality.

Stakeholders shared concerns that the estimates of recreational discards and discard mortality rates are flawed.  Therefore, they requested improved recreational data collection.  Specifically, recreational anglers asked for an offshore fishing permit, similar to the Gulf Reef Fish Survey, to identify snapper-grouper fishermen and improve harvest and discard estimates. 



     
  

    
   

  
        

 
      

 

Approved for Public Scoping – Recreational and 
Commercial Snapper-Grouper Regulations 
 New and revised aggregate recreational bag limits 
 Removal of size limits for deep-water species 
 Lower recreational minimum size limit for black sea bass 
 Adjustments to the recreational and commercial shallow-water 


grouper seasonal closure
 

 Decrease the minimum size limit for recreational and
 
commercial harvest of gray triggerfish off Florida
 

 New and revised commercial trip limits and reserving quota for
 
later in the year to lengthen fishing seasons
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Council is considering a suite of options for snapper-grouper management.  The topics open for comment are based upon recommendations from stakeholders and align with the Council’s strategic plan for the snapper-grouper fishery.  They include:
Creation of new aggregate recreational bag limits for species frequently caught on the same fishing trip, such as deep-water fish, and revisions to existing aggregate bag limits, such as the three-fish grouper aggregate, the 10-fish snapper aggregate, and the general 20-fish aggregate.  This includes consideration for reducing the federal gray triggerfish bag limit to 10 fish, as was recently implemented by FWC in state waters.
Removal of minimum size limits for deep-water species, which could reduce regulatory dead discards related to barotrauma.  
Reduction of the black sea bass recreational minimum size limit to increase retention of recreational catch.  
Revision to the current January – April recreational and commercial shallow-water grouper closure to determine if regional variations in the timing of grouper spawning can be accommodated.  This could allow fishermen greater access to grouper in south Florida.
Decrease of the minimum size limit for gray triggerfish in federal waters off Florida to complement new FWC regulations in state waters.  Recently, FWC lowered the gray triggerfish minimum size limit because large fish are not available in the southern portion of the state. 
Establishment of new or revised commercial trip limits and reserving quota for later in the year to make fishing seasons last longer.  Currently, the Council reserves quota for later in the year for vermilion snapper and gray triggerfish.  For example, half of the vermilion snapper commercial quota is available to harvest beginning Jan. 1 and the remainder becomes available July 1.  Any quota unharvested between January and June is carried over into the second half of the year.  This prevents market glut and allows fish to be available for harvest during different parts of the year.




 

       
       

   
           
   
        

    
 

  
     

Public Scoping Feedback – Recreational and 

Commercial Snapper-Grouper Regulations
 NEW 

 Support for revisions to the timing of the shallow-water grouper closure 
 Recommendations to allow harvest of grouper in January and February
 

 Suggestions for closure dates to vary by region 
 Support for reducing the gray triggerfish minimum size limit to 12 inches and 

reducing the bag limit 
 Requests that the popular practice of reserving quota for later in the year be 

implemented in other fisheries 
 Requests for new or lower commercial trip limits to 

lengthen fishing seasons and reduce discards 
 Mixed opinions regarding a reduction in the 

recreational black sea bass minimum size limit 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Noting the absence of grouper in central and southeast Florida, including the Keys, outside of the January – April seasonal closure, stakeholders requested the closure be modified to allow grouper harvest during January and February.  There were also suggestions to implement regional closures that align with regional variations in the timing of grouper spawning.

Stakeholders requested the federal gray triggerfish minimum size limit be reduced to 12 inches, which would mirror the new size limit in state waters.  Some people also requested a lower bag limit to match the state’s 10-fish recreational bag limit for gray triggerfish.

Commercial harvesters expressed approval of the practice that reserves part of the vermilion snapper and gray triggerfish quota for later in the year.  They noted that it benefits them economically later in the year and that it reduces discards of vermilion snapper and gray triggerfish.  They supported employing this practice for red porgy and amberjack.  Additionally, commercial harvesters requested implementing a trip limit for almaco jack and lowering the trip limit for vermilion snapper to extend those fishing seasons.  For vermilion snapper, a lower trip limit in the second half of the year that results in a longer season could reduce regulatory discards of that species.

Commenters had mixed opinions about reducing the black sea bass minimum size limit.  Proponents noted that few fish meet the current 13-inch minimum size limit, which forces many black sea bass to be discarded.  Those opposed believe that an 11-inch black sea bass is too small and not worth keeping.

As with yellowtail and red snapper, the Council will review these comments in March.



 
     

 

                                             
   

 
    

Other Items 
Snapper-grouper for-hire limited-entry program 
 Council will continue to discuss a limited-entry program for the 

snapper-grouper fishery only 

Bahamas/China fisheries partnership 
 Bahamas announced they will no longer 

pursue a partnership that would grant 
Chinese corporations fishing rights 

 Council will send a letter in support of this 
decision 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At their December meeting, the Council continued its discussion on establishment of a limited-entry program for South Atlantic federal for-hire permits.  These permits are required to operate for-hire trips in federal waters for snapper-grouper species, dolphin, wahoo, cobia, and king and Spanish mackerel.  The Council decided not to pursue limited-entry for dolphin-wahoo or coastal migratory pelagic permits due to a number of factors, including the fact that these permits affect the charter fleet in other council’s jurisdictions.  However, many Council members want to continue investigation into a limited-entry program for the snapper-grouper for-hire permit.  Currently, there are over 1,500 snapper-grouper for-hire permit holders, most of which are Florida operations.  The number of permits has been stable over the last several years.  Recreational stakeholder opinions regarding limiting access to these permits are divided.

The Bahamian government recently announced that it will no longer pursue an agriculture and fisheries partnership with China, which would have granted Chinese corporations the rights to fish in Bahamian waters.  This proposal was of interest to the Council because the U.S. and the Bahamas share many migratory fish resources and Bahamian waters border U.S. waters off Florida.  After discussing the decision, the Council agreed to send a letter to the Bahamian government in support of their decision to no longer pursue this partnership.



   

     
   

     
  

         
   

     
  

       
   

  

Pelagic Longline Exempted Fishing Permit Request
 

 Request to allow research on pelagic longline catch and bycatch rates in federal 
waters closed to pelagic longlines off Florida’s east coast 
 Area closed in 2001 to reduce bycatch and incidental catch of overfished 

and protected species (ex. swordfish, sailfish) 
 Swordfish no longer overfished and management of longline fishery has 

changed to address bycatch of some species 
 Sailfish, marlins and several sharks in this area remain overfished 

 FWC has opposed similar EFP requests in the past 
 Concerns about expansion of commercial harvest, loss of conservation 

gains, and risk to economically- and socially-important recreational 
swordfish and billfish fisheries 

Commission direction requested 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although, not specifically a Council issue, staff requests direction on an issue that affects management of fisheries in federal waters off Florida’s east coast.  NOAA Fisheries Service, Highly Migratory Species (HMS) Division is seeking comments on a exempted fishing permit (EFP) request that would allow pelagic longlining to occur in federal waters off Florida’s east coast, which are currently closed to pelagic longlines, in effort to study catch and bycatch rates in the pelagic longline fishery.  This area was closed to pelagic longlining in 2001 to reduce bycatch and incidental catch of several overfished and protected species, including swordfish (particularly juveniles), sailfish, and sea turtles, which are highly concentrated in this area.  Swordfish, Atlantic blue marlin, white marlin, sailfish, and bluefin tuna were considered overfished at the time and NOAA Fisheries was actively working to reduce bycatch of protected sea turtles in the pelagic longline fishery.  Since this area was closed, swordfish has been rebuilt and additional management measures have been applied to the pelagic longline fishery to address bycatch of some species (ex. gear restrictions to reduce sea turtle interactions and implementation of the individual bluefin tuna quota (IBQ) allocation program).  However, several highly migratory species that occur in the closed area including sailfish, blue marlin, white marlin, and several shark species remain overfished.

The Commission has opposed several similar EFP requests since 2005.  The Commission has cited concerns about expanding commercial longline harvest in this area and loss of conservation gains for swordfish and billfish that have occurred since this area was closed, particularly given the economic and social importance of the recreational billfish and swordfish fisheries off Florida’s east coast.  

Staff requests Commission direction on whether to support this EFP, and if directed, will draft a letter to NOAA Fisheries Service, HMS Division regarding this proposal on behalf of the Commission.     



   

      

 
 

 
 

 
  

   
   

   

   

  

Commercial Allocation Exempted Fishing 
Permit Request 
 Request to test viability of an individual fishing quota (IFQ) allocation program 

for snapper-grouper fishermen 
 Proposed program description 
 Voluntary, 2-year pilot test 
 Limited to 8 snapper-grouper species 
 Individual allocations based upon landings history 
 Eligibility requirements include documentation of
 

recent landings and agreement to use VMS
 

 Unique, grass-roots effort to resolve long-standing 
Photo courtesy of Amber Von Harten/SAFMC issues in South Atlantic commercial fishery 

 Catch share programs are controversial in the South Atlantic 
Commission direction requested 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
FWC staff have been made aware that a group of commercial snapper-grouper fishermen will submit a request to NOAA Fisheries for an exempted fishing permit (EFP) to test the viability of an individual fishing quota (IFQ) allocation program in the South Atlantic.  These fishermen believe that this program would promote a year-round fishery or, at a minimum, allow commercial fishermen to control when they harvest.  

If approved by NOAA, participation in the program would be voluntary and be limited to the 2018 and 2019 fishing years.  Only eight snapper-grouper species would be included in the program: gag grouper, vermilion snapper, gray triggerfish, blueline tilefish, greater amberjack, lesser amberjack, almaco jack, and banded rudderfish.  Allocations to individual permit holders would be based upon landings history from 2012-2015.  

The proposed program stipulates several eligibility requirements, including documentation of recent landings and the agreement to use a Vessel Monitoring System (VMS).

Through a unique, grass-roots effort, commercial fishermen have developed this proposal as a means to address long-standing issues in the South Atlantic snapper-grouper fishery.  Their efforts were spurred by frustrations with the current management scheme, which has led to shortened fishing seasons and instituted small trip limits.  They believe this innovative program can provide a solution to problems within the commercial fishery, thereby creating benefits for participants in the commercial sector.

IFQ programs, also known as catch shares, are controversial in the South Atlantic.  During the Council’s process to develop their strategic plan, those opposed to IFQs out-numbered supporters.  At the January public hearings and scoping meetings, a few stakeholders spoke against this proposed EFP.

This EFP is expected to be presented to the Council at their March meeting, where the Council will have the opportunity to provide recommendations to NOAA Fisheries.  Staff is requesting Commission direction on whether to support the EFP.



 
 

 
   

Direction Requested 
 Pelagic longline EFP 
 Commercial allocation EFP 
 Input on other Council items is welcome 
 Next Council meeting is March 6-10 in Jekyll Island, GA
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Staff requests Commission direction on whether to continue opposing the pelagic longline EFP and whether to support the approval of an exempted fishing permit to test the viability of commercial IFQ allocations for eight snapper-grouper species.  

Input on Council other items is welcome.

The South Atlantic Council will next meet March 6-10 in Jekyll Island, GA.
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