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This is a review and discussion of anticipated actions and discussions at the Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council’s (Council) June 23-27 meeting in Key West. 

Authors: Martha Bademan, Jessica McCawley, and Tony Bresnen 

Report date: May 12, 2014 
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NOAA Fisheries recently announced that 2014 Gulf federal recreational red snapper season will be 

June 1-9 (nine days). 

This season was calculated considering several factors. First, in response to a recent federal lawsuit, 

the Council approved an emergency rule that applies a 20% buffer on the 5.39 million pound (mp) 

recreational quota for 2014.  Essentially, this sets a recreational annual catch target of 4.312 mp, so 

the season was calculated to meet this target.  NOAA Fisheries also considered that Mississippi and 

Alabama state rules match federal rules, Florida’s state season is 52-days, and Texas and Louisiana 

have year-round seasons in their state waters. NOAA Fisheries also considered that the requirement 

that federally-permitted for-hire vessels to follow federal reef fish rules when fishing in state waters 

(commonly referred to as “30B”) will remain in place for the 2014 season. 
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In June, the Council will discuss several long-term red snapper management options.  In response to the 

recent lawsuit, the Council will consider long-term accountability measures (AMs), including buffers and a 

payback provision. These AMs will be developed in the same document as red snapper sector 

reallocation.  Final action is expected in August. 

The Council preferred alternative for sector reallocation would reallocate 75% of quota increases to the 

recreational sector if the total red snapper quota is 9.12 mp or greater.  Currently, 51% of the annual 

catch limit is allocated to the commercial sector, with the remaining 49% allocated to the recreational 

sector. Commission staff has supported this alternative at the direction of the Commission. 

An analysis of potential use of slot limits and hook size requirements for the recreational red snapper 

fishery will also be reviewed by the Council at this meeting. A slot limit or hook size requirements could 

potentially protect large fish that produce a disproportionately large amount of eggs, but may not be 

beneficial if discard mortality is high enough to offset such protection. 

The Council will discuss sector separation for the recreational red snapper fishery.  If sector separation 

occurs, the recreational red snapper quota would be subdivided into federally-permitted for-hire and 

private angler quotas.  These quotas could then be managed separately.  The Council is also considering 

a voluntary sector separation program, in which for-hire vessels could opt in or out. Past Commission 

direction has been to stay neutral on this issue. 

Finally, the Council will consider an individual fishing quota (IFQ) type program for the for-hire component 

of the red snapper fishery.  The Council will develop options for an IFQ-type management scheme in 

which for-hire vessels are allocated pounds, days, or numbers of red snapper for harvest.  This option 

would also require sector separation. 
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Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP) data suggest that there was a drastic increase in 

recreational harvest of several species in 2013 compared to previous years and that the annual catch 

limits (ACLs) for some of these species was exceeded.  NOAA Fisheries introduced new MRIP procedures 

for angler intercepts in March 2013 to address potential biases in the previous survey design.  This 

change could be affecting landings data.  It is unclear if the high landings are falsely inflated due to the 

new MRIP recreational harvest estimation procedures, if the new survey is showing a more realistic 

picture of the fishery that has not been revealed in historical landings, if there was a change in the 

fishery in 2013 that resulted in a true spike in landings, or some combination of these is occurring. 

NOAA Fisheries MRIP staff and the Gulf states are meeting later this summer to discuss MRIP issues and 

how to compare 2013 and historical data. 

In fisheries where ACLs were exceeded in 2013, accountability measures are being applied in 2014. 

Federal recreational fishing seasons have been shortened for red grouper (expected to close Sept. 16), 

gray triggerfish (closed May 1) , and greater amberjack (closure date to be determined) to avoid ACL 

overages in 2014. For gray triggerfish and greater amberjack, which are both overfished, 2014 ACLs 

were reduced to account for the 2013 overages.  These fisheries will reopen on January 1, 2015. In-

season closures are also possible for hogfish and Spanish mackerel because their ACLs were exceeded 

in 2013. However, the Council recently voted to increase the ACL for Spanish mackerel, so an early 

closure is less likely in this case. 

For red grouper, the recreational bag limit was also reduced from four to three fish for the remainder of 

2014 as an accountability measure.  Several red grouper fishermen have contacted FWC staff and 

requested that the bag limit for red grouper go back to two fish instead of four.  In 2012, the red grouper 

bag limit was raised from two to four to increase recreational fishing opportunities (at the time, 

recreational landings were well below the ACL).  However, given the current situation, reverting back to 

the two fish bag limit would prolong the federal fishing season.  Staff requests Commission direction on 

taking action at the Council meeting to reduce the red grouper bag limit to two fish. 4 



    

 

    

   

  

   

 

 

Staff requests direction on taking action at the Council meeting to reduce the 

recreational bag limit for red grouper from 4 to 2 fish in Gulf federal waters.  Several 

recreational anglers and charter captains have requested this change from staff to 

provide a longer recreational fishing season and promote conservation of this 

species. Commission input on Council items is always welcome.  The Council 

meeting will be June 23-27 in Key West.  The Council will also meet Aug. 25-29 in 

Biloxi, MS. 
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The following slides are considered backup 
material and are not anticipated to be part of 

the Commission meeting presentation 
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The Council is considering creating a slot limit for recreational red snapper harvest 

and will examine the pros and cons at a future meeting. A slot limit could potentially 

protect large fish that produce a disproportionately large amount of eggs, but may 

not be beneficial if discard mortality is high enough to offset such protection. An 

analysis by NOAA Fisheries indicates that slot limits may extend the recreational 

season.  A slot limit of 16-24 inches appears to yield the longest recreational season 

(53-58 days compared to the 40 days originally estimated for this year).  This could 

be a promising management option, but additional analysis is needed. 

If inter-sector trading is allowed, private recreational anglers or for-hire vessels could 

lease or purchase red snapper Individual Fishing Quota (IFQ) shares or allocation 

from commercial harvesters for use on recreational trips, even outside the 

recreational red snapper season. 

The Council had been discussing regional management of recreational red snapper 

harvest, but decided to take no further action on this item unless the five Gulf 

states decide how the recreational red snapper quota would be divided among the 

states. Selection of state-by-state allocations has been complicated by 1) landings 

shifting toward the eastern Gulf of Mexico as the red snapper stock rebuilds and 

expands off West Florida and 2) uncertainty in the 2013 MRIP landings estimates 

and the validity of historical landings estimates. 
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