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This is a review and discussion of actions and discussions at the South Atlantic 
Fishery Management Council’s (Council) Dec. 2-6, 2013, meeting in Wilmington, 
NC, and issues that will be discussed at the Council’s meeting on March 3-7, 
2014, in Savannah, GA.  This document may be updated prior to the February 
Commission meeting. 
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Harvest of warsaw grouper and speckled hind is prohibited in all South Atlantic 
federal waters.  Both species have been considered to be undergoing 
overfishing, but it is unclear whether overfishing is still occurring or if either 
species is also overfished.  

The Council is proposing modifying or creating additional areas closed to 
bottomfishing to protect speckled hind and warsaw grouper but delayed publicbottomfishing protect speckled grouper delayed public 
scoping meetings on this issue until August. Some of these proposed closed 
areas could be created in federal waters off east Florida and the Florida Keys.  
Existing closed areas and any new sites to be considered by the Council would 
only be closed to bottomfishing.  Surface trolling for pelagic fish in these areas 
would be permitted. The Council decided to wait until August to hold scoping 
meetings, citing concerns about timing conflicts with other Council priorities and 
current estimates of biological and economic impacts for proposed closed areas.  
The Council also requested additional input from the Snapper Grouper Advisory 
Panel on this issue. 
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Blueline tilefish are a deepwater species with most harvest occurring in federal 
waters. However, recent recreational and commercial data indicates harvest is 
increasing in both state and federal waters off Florida’s east coast.  A 2013 stock 
assessment for blueline tilefish in the Atlantic concluded that blueline tilefish are 
overfished and undergoing overfishing.  Based on the assessment outcome, the 
Council has requested that the Science and Statistical Committee (SSC) review 
the blueline tilefish stock assessment projections at their next meeting. The 
SSC ill consider if increase i ecreational landings estimates f 2013 is SSC will consider if an increase in recreational landings estimates for 2013 is 
attributable to new MRIP recreational harvest estimation procedures or if a 
strong year class could be moving through the fishery. 

Because blueline tilefish is undergoing overfishing, the Council requested an 
emergency rule to reduce the total blueline tilefish annual catch limit (ACL) for 
2014 from 631,341 to 224,100 pounds whole weight.  The Council is required by 
the Magnuson-Stevens Act to end overfishing, prevent overfishing in the future, 
and rebuild stocks through rebuilding plans. 

The Council is also developing long-term options for blueline tilefish, including 
an amendment that would changge the minimum stock size threshold ((MSST)) 
based on the new stock assessment information.  MSST is the biomass level 
below which a stock is considered overfished, so if the Council changes the 
MSST, the stock may actually not be overfished.  The Council will also consider 
additional management options for blueline tilefish such as recreational bag 
limits, commercial trip limits, and commercial closed seasons.  
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At the December 2013 meeting, the Council took final action approving 
Amendment 20B concerning king mackerel, Spanish mackerel, and cobia.  This 
amendment has been developed jointly with the Gulf of Mexico Fishery 
Management Council (Gulf Council). The Council’s preferred alternatives and 
the resulting final amendment must be approved by the Gulf Council before 
being sent to the U.S. Secretary of Commerce for final approval. 

For the king mackerel commercial sector, both councils chose a 1,250 pound trip 
limit for the Eastern Zone Southern Subzone (Gulf waters off southwest Florida).  
The current trip limit in this zone is 1,250 pounds, but the trip limit is reduced to 
500 pounds when 75 percent of the quota is taken.  Public testimony was in 
favor of eliminating the trip limit reduction provision. The Council also modified 
the commercial king mackerel fishing season for the Eastern Zone (federal 
waters off Florida) from a July 1 opening date to an Oct. 1 opening. For the 
Western Zone (federal waters off Texas – Alabama), the Council decided to not 
change the July 1 opening date based on public testimony received by the 
Council. Atlantic Commercial king mackerel fishermen opposed modifying the 
start date of the season in the Western zone due to economic impacts on 
Atlantic king mackerel fishermen who travel to the Gulf to fish.  The Gulf Council 
will review Amendment 20B at their February 2014 meetingwill review Amendment 20B at their February 2014 meeting. 
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The Council continued discussions on an amendment that would allow anglers 
fishing in the Bahamas to bring dolphin and wahoo fillets back to the U.S. 
through federal waters.  Current federal regulations require that dolphin and 
wahoo must be maintained in whole condition until landed.  However, federal 
regulations provide an exception that allows anglers to bring lawfully harvested 
snapper and grouper back from the Bahamas through U.S. waters as fillets 
instead of whole fish.  Recreational anglers who fish in Bahamian waters would 
like t b able t bring back filleted dolphin and ahoo i addition to like to be able to bring back filleted dolphin and wahoo in addition to snapper 
and grouper. 

Furthermore, fishermen also stated that they would like to be able to bring back 
any fish legally caught under Bahamian bag limits into U.S. waters.  Based on 
this request, the Council delayed action on the amendment so that Council staff 
could discuss the implications of allowing fish caught under Bahamian bag limits 
to be brought back into U.S. waters with legal staff and law enforcement. The 
Council needs to determine how it would address issues such as fishermen 
bringing back prohibited species into U.S. waters (such as queen conch and 
Nassau grouper), and Bahamian possession limits that are in pounds instead of 
numbers of fish.  The Council will continue to discuss this issue at future 
meetingsmeetings. 

5 



 
 

 

 

         

Other ongoing Council discussions include red snapper, recreational tags, and 
reconfiguration of the Oculina Bank northern boundary.  The Council reviewed 
the schedule for the upcoming South Atlantic red snapper stock assessment, 
which is scheduled to be completed by spring 2015. 

The Council is considering creating a recreational tag program for species with 
very low recreational ACLs, such as golden tilefish and snowy grouper. 
However, the Council has decided to suspend development of the program until 
NOAA legal staff can determine if the tag program would qualify as a limited 
access privilege program (LAPP). LAPPs allow harvest of a specific quantity or 
portion of a fishery’s total allowable catch and may be held for exclusive use by 
a person. An example of an LAPP is the commercial red snapper IFQ program 
in the Gulf.  If the tag program is considered to be a LAPP, it would have to 
adhere to special LAPP requirements established in the Magnuson Stevens Act adhere to special LAPP requirements established in the Magnuson-Stevens Act. 

In addition, the Council discussed a request from the deepwater shrimp industry 
to modify the northern boundary of the Oculina Bank Habitat Area of Particular 
Concern, where commercial deepwater shrimp fishermen have recently had high 
landings. At the September 2013 meeting, the Council approved rules (Coral 
Amendment 8) that would expand deepwater coral protected areas (including 
Oculina Bank) that are closed to trawling for deepwater shrimp.  The Council will 
discuss this issue at future meetings. 
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The Council is holding scoping meetings and public hearings in late January on 
management changes for snapper grouper, and king and Spanish mackerel. Florida 
hearings will be held in Key West on Jan. 27, Cocoa Beach on Jan. 28, and Jacksonville on 
Jan. 29. 

Scoping meetings allow members of the public to make suggestions and identify concerns 
about an issue before the Council develops specific management alternatives.  Issues for 
scoping include: 

 Removing or modifying the Nov 1 March 31 black sea bass commercial pot  Removing or modifying the Nov. 1 – March 31 black sea bass commercial pot
 
closure
 
 King and Spanish mackerel allocations and commercial permits 

Public hearings give members of the public an opportunity to learn about and offer formal 
comment on proposed management measures being considered by the Council. Issues for 
public hearings include: 

Modifications to data-poor species acceptable biological catch Modifications to data poor species acceptable biological catch 
 Gray triggerfish measurement method 
 Spanish mackerel annual catch limit increase 

Additionally, the Council will hold a scoping meeting webinar February 3 for modifying the 
current sector allocations for dolphin and wahoo. 

The Council is undergoing a strategic planning process to develop a long-term "vision" forThe Council is undergoing a strategic planning process to develop a long term vision for 
its snapper grouper fishery.  As part of this process, the Council will hold a series of 
informal public visioning workshops this spring. Public input about the overall goals of the 
snapper grouper fishery will be collected at these workshops and be used to help develop a 
proactive management plan for the fishery.  Topics to be discussed include conflicting 
regulations, discards, electronic monitoring and reporting, allocations, communication with 
stakeholders, and alternative management methods. 
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The joint-council committees on South Florida and goliath grouper issues met 
Jan. 7–9 in Key Largo. 

The South Florida committee (committee) discussed possible methods to 
streamline management of important South Florida species.  The committee 
discussed possible delegation of authority to the state of Florida for some 
species (such as yellowtail snapper or hogfish), bag limits for mutton snapper,species (such as yellowtail snapper or hogfish), bag limits for mutton snapper, 
size limits for vermilion snapper, review of the shallow-water grouper closure for 
both the Gulf and Atlantic coasts, and outreach programs for snowy and warsaw 
grouper identification. The committee formed a subgroup that includes FWC 
staff to take the lead on further developing management options. Staff will bring 
management issues that can be addressed through FWC action to the 
Commission at a future meeting. 

The goliath grouper committee requested scientists and other sources provide 
goliath grouper data to FWC, NOAA Southeast Fisheries Science Center stock 
assessment analysts, and both council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee 
members for evaluation.  If the data is sufficient, a new goliath grouper stock 
assessment lead byy  FWC would be conducted. If there is not adeqquate data,, a 
scientific sampling plan would be created to address any missing data needs.  

The joint-council committees will meet again in about six months to review 
progress before presenting management recommendations to the councils. 
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No specific direction on Council issues is requested at this time, but staff 
welcomes Commission direction on any Council issues.  The next Council 
meeting will be held in Savannah, GA, on March 3-7. 
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