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This is a summary of a proposed rule to adopt federal standards for Gulf of Mexico 

gray triggerfish.  This action would make state recreational gray triggerfish 

regulations in the Gulf of Mexico consistent with federal action that is expected to 

establish an annual recreational closed season from June 1 to July 31 during peak 

spawning and establish a two-fish recreational bag limit for the species.  
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In 2011, an updated gray triggerfish stock assessment concluded that the gray 

triggerfish population is not rebuilding on schedule and continues to be overfished 

and experience overfishing. Gray triggerfish is currently under a six-year rebuilding 

plan that was implemented in 2008 by the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management 

Council (Council). It is unlikely that gray triggerfish will be rebuilt by the deadline set 

in the original rebuilding plan, so this plan has been revised by the Council. The 

revised rebuilding plan expects the stock to rebuild in five years, by 2016. The 

Magnuson-Stevens Act requires fishery management councils to rebuild overfished 

stocks in 10 years or less.  

 

At the April 2012 Council meeting, the Council approved an interim rule for gray 

triggerfish that reduced the annual catch limit (ACLs) and annual catch targets 

(ACTs) until long-term management measures could be implemented. The Science 

and Statistical Committee set the maximum catch level for gray triggerfish 

(acceptable biological catch) at 305,300 pounds.  As required by Magnuson-

Stevens, this interim rule ended overfishing of gray triggerfish by setting the ACLs 

and ACTs below the acceptable biological catch.  This resulted in early closures for 

triggerfish in 2012.  Recreational harvest of Gulf gray triggerfish closed on June 11. 

The commercial sector closed on July 1.  In the past, gray triggerfish was open for 

harvest year-round.   
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At the October Council meeting, the Council took final action approving long-term 

management options to rebuild the gray triggerfish stock (Amendment 37).   

 

For the recreational sector, the Council approved establishing a two-fish bag limit for 

gray triggerfish, which would continue to be included in the 20-reef fish aggregate 

bag limit. A two-fish recreational bag limit should reduce the rate of gray triggerfish 

harvest and increase the length of time before the annual catch target (ACT) is met. 

Additionally, a recreational closed season during June and July was selected by the 

Council to protect spawning gray triggerfish due to their vulnerability during that 

time. Triggerfish have unique spawning behavior where males protect territory and 

create nests. Males then coax females into the nests, not allowing them to leave. A 

season closure during the months of June and July should decrease the rate of 

harvest because landings during these months has historically been quite high.  

 

For the commercial sector, the Council voted to establish a 12-fish trip limit and a 

harvest closure during peak spawning  in June and July.  Based on Commission 

direction, the Commission staff representative supported these actions.  If approved 

by the Secretary of Commerce, these changes would likely take effect in late April or 

early May.   
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There is currently no bag limit for the recreational harvest of gray triggerfish in 

Florida state waters. There is a minimum size limit of 14 inches fork length (FL) in 

the Gulf of Mexico and harvest is allowed all year.   

 

A saltwater products license (SPL), restricted species endorsement (RS), and Gulf 

commercial reef fish permit are required for commercial harvest of gray triggerfish 

in state waters of the Gulf of Mexico. For commercial harvest, there is a 14-inch FL 

minimum size limit for gray triggerfish and state waters close to commercial gray 

triggerfish harvest when federal waters close. 

 

The following slides outline changes that could be made to FWC rules to be 

consistent with the Council-approved regulations for Gulf federal waters.  
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Chapter 68B-14.0036, F.A.C., (Recreational Bag Limits: Snapper, Grouper, Hogfish, 

Black Sea Bass, Red Porgy, Amberjacks, Tilefish, Exception, Wholesale/Retail 

Purchase Exemption) would be amended to reduce the recreational harvest and 

possession limit for Gulf gray triggerfish to two-fish per person per day. 

 

A new subsection, 68B-14.0041, (Recreational Gulf Gray Triggerfish Season) would 

be created to put in place a yearly recreational season closure from June 1 to July 

31, which is during peak spawning.  

 

Both of these proposed rules would likely result in a longer federal season for gray 

triggerfish because it would take longer to reach the recreational ACT with a bag 

limit and a closed season. This would be beneficial to for-hire boats that are 

required to follow federal rules for gray triggerfish, even in state waters, and to 

private recreational anglers that fish for gray triggerfish in federal waters. Few 

anglers catch more than one gray triggerfish per trip so this change is not expected 

to be burdensome on recreational harvesters. Gulf gray triggerfish would also be 

closed while red snapper and gag grouper are expected to be open, which would 

minimize economic impacts on recreational fishermen by providing other species to 

target during the closure. More than 60% of Gulf gray triggerfish are caught off 

Florida, so Florida plays a key role in the Gulf gray triggerfish rebuilding plan and the 

state season could have an impact on the federal season.  

 

If this proposed rule amendment is approved at the February Commission meeting, 

this decision would be final and the rule will be filed without further hearing.  
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New federal commercial rules expected to take effect include a closed season from 

June 1 to July 31 and a 12-fish commercial trip limit. FWC require fishermen 

harvesting gray triggerfish commercially in Gulf state waters to have a federal reef 

fish permit. One condition of the commercial federal reef fish permit is that 

harvesters must follow federal reef fish rules, even when they are fishing in state 

waters. This means that when the new federal commercial trip limit and closed 

season take effect, harvesters in state waters must abide by these rules and no 

changes to FWC rules are needed for consistency. Additionally, Chapter 68B-

14.0045(2)(b), F.A.C., (Commercial Harvest Requirements; Licenses, Season 

Closures, Bag and Trip Limits) states that once federal waters close to commercial 

harvest, adjacent state waters close to commercial harvest.  
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If the June 1 through July 31 annual closed season and the two-fish recreational bag 

limit for Gulf gray triggerfish take effect in federal waters, staff recommends 

adopting consistent state regulations for Gulf gray triggerfish and using the process 

of adopting federal standards under Chapter 120.54(6), Florida Statutes. These 

proposed rules would only be filed for state waters if they are also approved by the 

Secretary of Commerce and implemented in federal waters by NOAA Fisheries 

Service. If the Commission approves the proposed rule, this rule would be filed 

without further public hearing and would become effective as soon as possible.  

 

Staff has evaluated the rules under the standards of 68-1.004, F.A.C., and found 

them to be in compliance. 
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The graph above shows recreational catch of gray triggerfish off of West Florida 

from 2000 to 2011. Catch has generally decreased from a peak in 2004, with the 

exception of 2011. As of the 2011 SEDAR update assessment, the stock was 

considered overfished and overfishing was still occurring. 
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The above graph shows the total catch of Gulf gray triggerfish by state (both state 

and federal waters included) from 2000 to 2011. Texas was not included in the data 

set.  

10 


