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MREFSS Marine Recreational Fisheries Statistics Survey
MSST minimum stock size threshold
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NOAA National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Amendment 53 to the Fishery Management Plan for Reef Fish Resources of the Gulf of Mexico
(Reef Fish FMP) is being developed by the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council
(Council) to address the results of the Southeast Data Assessment and Review (SEDAR) 61
(2019) stock assessment and subsequent overfishing limit (OFL) and acceptable biological catch
(ABC) recommendations from the Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC).
Amendment 53 revises the red grouper allocation between the commercial and recreational
sectors and modifies the OFL, ABC, the total and sector annual catch limits (ACLs), and sector
annual catch targets (ACT).

The Gulf of Mexico (Gulf) red grouper stock was determined to be overfished and undergoing
overfishing in 2000. A 10-year rebuilding plan was subsequently put in place to allow the stock
to recover. In 2007, NMFS determined that the red grouper stock was rebuilt. The current OFL
and ABC are based on the results of SEDAR 42, conducted in 2015. However, fishermen had
expressed concern about the condition of the red grouper stock because recent harvests had been
well below the ACLs. In 2018, the Council received a recommendation from their Scientific and
Statistical Committee (SSC) to reduce the red grouper commercial and recreational annual catch
limits (ACL) and annual catch targets (ACT), effective for the 2019 fishing year. Because an
ongoing SEDAR 61 would not be completed until later in 2019, the Southeast Fisheries Science
Center (SEFSC) performed an interim analysis that used a harvest control rule to adjust the catch
advice based on an index of relative stock abundance. The interim analysis suggested the stock
might be in decline. The SSC found the analysis was sufficient to recommend a 2019 stock ACL
of 4.60 mp gw. When the Council approved this reduction, they also noted the severe red tide
conditions that occurred in the summer and fall of 2018 off the Florida west coast as part of their
reasoning to reduce the ACL. The red grouper stock has been shown to be adversely affected by
red tide (Karenia brevis) events similar to what occurred in 2018. Through an emergency rule
followed by rulemaking to implement a framework action, the Council and NMFS applied the
current red grouper sector allocation of 76% commercial and 24% recreational, and the sector
specific ACT buffers to set the commercial ACL and ACT to 3.16 mp gw and 3.00 mp gw,
respectively, and the recreational ACL and ACT to 1.00 mp gw and 0.92 mp gw, respectively.

The most recent assessment, SEDAR 61 (2019), used updated recreational data from the Marine
Recreational Information Program (MRIP) Access Point Angler Intercept Survey (APAIS) and
Fishing Effort Survey (FES), which collectively have resulted in higher catch and effort
estimates for the recreational sector compared to previous estimates based on the Coastal
Household Telephone Survey (CHTS). The assessment concluded that red grouper in the Gulf is
not overfished and overfishing is not occurring, but the stock remained below the spawning stock
biomass (SSB) at 30% of the spawning potential ratio (SPR) in 2017, where SPR is the ratio of
SSB to its unfished state. Because the impacts of the 2018 red tide event could not be directly
accounted for in SEDAR 61, the SSC recommended that projections from the assessment assume
the 2018 red tide event had impacts on the stock similar to the 2005red tide event. The SEFSC’s
results indicated allocation affected OFL projections, and because the MRIP-FES estimated
higher recreational landings and the current commercial-recreational allocation is based on
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historic landings, the Council requested the SSC provide OFL and ABC recommendations based
on different allocation scenarios.

The purposes of Amendment 53 are to revise the red grouper allocation between the commercial
and recreational sectors using the best scientific information available and to modify the
allowable harvest of red grouper based on results of the recent stock assessment and subsequent
OFL and ABC recommendations from the SSC. The need is to use the best scientific
information available to establish Gulf red grouper sector allocations, ACLs, and ACTs, ensuring
that the historical participation by the recreational and commercial sectors is accurately reflected
by the sector ACLs, and that recreational ACL is consistent with the data used to monitor
recreational landings and trigger accountability measures (AM).

Amendment 53 has two actions. Action 1 considers modifying the OFL, ABC, and ACLs for
Gulf red grouper based on different allocation scenarios, and it examines six alternatives. Action
2 would modify the Gulf red grouper ACTs based on the application of the ACL/ACT control
rule and considers three alternatives.

Action 1 — Modify the Sector Allocations, OFL, ABC, and ACLs for Red Grouper

Alternative 1 (No Action) and Alternative 2 would maintain the sector allocations established
in Amendment 30B of 76% commercial: 24% recreational (Table 1). Alternative 1 would
maintain the current OFL, ABC, and ACLs while Alternative 2 would revise the OFL, ABC,
and ACLs based on SEDAR 61 (2019) and SSC recommendations.
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Table 1. OFL, ABC, total and sector ACLs for Alternatives 1-5.
OFL* | ABC | Total ACL | Comm ACL | Rec ACL

Alternative 1**
MREFSS data 1986-2005 (76%
commercial:24% recreational) 14.16 | 13.92 4.16 3.16 1.00

MRIP FES equivalent (5.26) (2.10)
Alternative 2***

Retain current percentages (76%
commercial:24% recreational) 5.35| 4.90 4.90 3.72 1.18
Preferred Alternative 3***
MRIP-FES data 1986-2005 (59.3%
commercial:40.7% recreational) 4.66 | 4.26 4.26 2.53 1.73
Alternative 4***

MRIP-FES data 1986-2009 (60.5%
commercial:39.5% recreational) 4.70 | 4.30 4.30 2.60 1.70
Alternative 5***

MRIP-FES data 1986-2018 (59.7%
commercial:40.3% recreational) 4.67 | 4.28 4.28 2.56 1.72
Alternative 6***

MRIP FES data but retain
commercial ACL at 3.16mp
(68.7% commercial:31.3%

recreational) 5.03| 4.60 4.60 3.16 1.44
*Values for OFL, ACB, total ACL, commercial ACL, and recreational ACL are in millions of pounds (mp)
gutted weight (gw).

**The recreational portion of the current OFL, ABC, and ACLs are based on MRIP CHTS data.
*#*The recreational sector ACL is in MRIP FES currency.

Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-5 reflect recreational landings estimated using
MRIP FES from the SEFSC ACL monitoring datasets. Preferred Alternative 3 would base the
commercial and recreational sector allocations of red grouper on landings from the same
timeframe as used in Amendment 30B (1986 — 2005), but would use MRIP FES landings from
the SEFSC ACL monitoring dataset. The resulting allocations are 59.3% commercial and 40.7%
recreational and the OFL, ABC, and ACLs are shown in Table 1. Preferred Alternative 3
would revise the OFL and ABC based on SEDAR 61 (2019) and then set the stock ACL equal to
the stock ABC. Alternatives 4 and 5 would base the commercial and recreational sector
allocations on landings from the timeframes 1986 through 2009 and 1986 through 2018,
respectively. The resulting allocations from Alternative 4 are 60.5% commercial:39.5%
recreational and would revise the OFL and ABC based on SEDAR 61 (2019) and then set the
stock ACL equal to the stock ABC (Table 1). For Alternative 5, the resulting allocations are
59.7% commercial:40.3% recreational and would also revise the OFL and ABC based on the
stock assessment and then set the stock ACL equal to the stock ABC.

Alternative 6 would base the sector commercial and recreational allocation by holding the
commercial ACL at its current level (3.16 million pounds gutted weight) and then base the
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recreational allocation as the difference between the stock and commercial ACLs. This provides
an allocation of 68.7% commercial and 31.3% recreational.

Although the commercial and recreational allocations were in effect for the timeframe 2010-
2018, the commercial ACL has never been exceeded and the recreational ACL was only
exceeded in 2013, and was subject to in-season closures in 2014 and 2015. The various time
series under consideration in Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-5 have relatively
small differences in sector allocations (at most 1.2%). The difference in the commercial and
recreational allocations when Alternatives 1-2 are compared to Preferred Alternative 3 and
Alternatives 4-5 is, at most, 16.7%, due to shifting allocation from the commercial sector to the
recreational sector to account for an increase in the estimated historical harvests attributable to
the recreational sector. The Alternative 6 allocation is between the current allocation
(Alternatives 1-2) and those derived from historical time series (Preferred Alternative 3 and
Alternatives 4-5).

In comparison to the MRIP FES equivalent total ACL of 5.26 mp gw under Alternative 1,
Alternatives 2-6 would result in a decrease of the total ACL (Table 1). In comparison to
Alternative 1, Alternative 2 would result in an increase of the commercial sector ACL;
Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-5 would result in a decrease of the commercial
sector ACL; and Alternative 6 would be equal. In comparison to the MRIP FES equivalent
recreational sector ACL of 2.10 mp gw under Alternative 1, Preferred Alternative 3 as well as
Alternatives 2 and 4-6 would result in a decrease of the recreational sector ACL. The MRIP
FES equivalent of total ACL and recreational sector ACL under Alternative 1 is used for
comparison with Preferred Alternative 3 as well as Alternatives 2 and 4-6 in order to have
equivalent currency in recreational units.

In general, the effects on the physical environment from management actions primarily include
changes to interactions of fishing gear with the habitat. This action could affect the physical
environment if changes in the allocation result in a shift in the use of fishing gear types used to
harvest the stock annual catch limits (ACL). Under Alternatives 2-6, all the yield streams that
provide overfishing limits (OFL) are based on a fixed level of fishing mortality (F3o%spr). The
difference is that the application of the sector fishing selectivities to the different allocations
yields different OFLs, and subsequent acceptable biological catches (ABC). Under the stock
ACLs, Alternative 1, no action, would likely have the greatest effect on the physical
environment. This alternative is then followed by Alternative 2, Alternative 6, Alternative 4,
Alternative 5, and Preferred Alternative 3 in descending order of ACLs. Alternatives 3-5
have very similar stock ACLs (4.26-4.30 mp gw) and any effects would be expected to be very
similar. The effects from the recreational and commercial sectors on the physical environment
would be opposite. Where commercial ACLs are higher, recreational ACLs decrease. Thus, the
effects from the sectors on this environment likely offset each other to a certain extent.

Management actions that affect the biological environment mostly relate to the impacts of
fishing on a species’ population size, life history, and the role of the species within its habitat.
This action could affect the biological/ecological environment because changes in the allocation
result in a shift in sector selectivity patterns, which influences the resulting OFL, ABC, and stock
ACL. Alternative 1, no action, would have the greatest adverse effect on the red grouper

Amendment 53 — Red Grouper XV
Allocations and Annual Catch Levels and Targets



population as the commercial ACL and recreational ACL (using MRIP-FES units for comparison
purposes) would allow for harvests above Alternative 2’s ABC even though both alternatives
have the same allocation. Thus, the likelihood of overfishing under Alternative 1 would be
greater than Alternative 2, assuming NMFS can constrain harvests to the sector ACLs. The
likelihood of overfishing under Alternatives 2-6 would be similar as the management goal is the
same. Under Alternatives 2-5, all the OFLs are based on a fixed level of fishing mortality
(F30%spr), and thus each of these alternatives would result in a similar stock size (B3o%spr). The
difference in the alternatives is where more fish are allocated to the recreational sector, total
landings have to be constrained more to account for the greater dead discards from recreational
red grouper fishing.

In addition to the OFL and ABC, Action 1 would modify sector allocations and the sector ACLs,
and analysis of the economic impacts on the commercial and recreational sectors uses the current
sector buffers between the ACLs and ACTs. For the commercial sector, Alternative 2 would
result in a positive total expected change in net economic benefits due to the increase in the
commercial ACL, while Alternatives 1 and 6 would result in a zero total expected change, as
they both retain the current commercial ACL. Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-5
would be expected to result in negative changes, as the commercial ACL decreases relative to
current commercial ACL. For the recreational sector, Alternative 1 would be expected to result
in a zero total expected change in net economic benefits. The remaining alternatives would
result in negative total expected changes, with Alternative 2 resulting in the largest negative
change, followed by Alternative 6.

In general, higher catch limits would be associated with fewer negative social effects as they
would allow for more fish to be landed, while lower catch limits would be associated with
greater negative social effects as they would allow for less fish to be landed. Additional social
effects would not be expected under Alternative 1, as the catch limits for both sectors would
remain the same. Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 2 and 4-6 would reduce the OFL
and ABC, and set the stock ACLs equal to the respective ABCs, resulting in direct negative
social effects as the sector ACLs are reduced from Alternative 1. The proposed commercial
ACLs under Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-6 would result in negative social
effects. The commercial ACL would be the same under Alternative 1 and Alternative 6.
Compared to Alternative 1, the commercial sector would realize an ACL increase under
Alternative 2, suggesting positive effects would result. For the recreational sector, the most
negative social effects would be expected under Alternative 2. Preferred Alternative 3 and
Alternatives 4-6 would also result in negative social effects. These direct negative social effects
that may result for either sector in relation to an ACL reduction would be expected in the short-
term as less fish are available to be landed. In the long-term, these negative social effects would
be mitigated by increasing protection for the stock, resulting in increased catch limits and
positive effects in the future for both sectors.

Converting the recreational sector’s ACL from MRIP-CHTS units to MRIP-FES units would
directly affect the recreational sector only. In theory, there should be no direct effects under any
of the alternatives, as the change from MRIP-CHTS units to MRIP-FES units is intended to be a
conversion, such that the current recreational sector ACL of 1.00 mp gw in MRIP-CHTS units is
equivalent to a recreational sector ACL of 2.10 mp gw in MRIP-FES units (Table 4.1.4.2).
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While no direct effects would be expected for the recreational sector, indirect effects of the
conversion would result for both sectors, as the conversion affects the sector allocation.

The quality and nature of social impacts differs between the sectors in the long term, in that a
loss of commercial access to red grouper could affect the livelihoods of commercial fishermen,
especially small-scale owner-operators, hired captains and crew who do not own red grouper
shares, and the well-being of commercial fishing communities. In addition, some negative social
effects would be expected for red grouper consumers if decreased commercial access for the long
term is associated with decreased availability. For the recreational sector, the gains in
recreational allocation would provide additional recreational opportunities to retain red grouper,
while a loss in the underlying amount of ACL would represent decreased opportunities to retain
red grouper. For the for-hire component of the recreational sector, these effects would result in
similar social effects as to the commercial sector.

By retaining the same allocation as Alternative 1, additional social effects would not be
expected from Alternative 2 in terms of the sector allocation. However, as discussed in the
section above on revising the catch limits, the sector ACLs underlying the allocation for
Alternative 2 reflect a change in the amount of fish that would go to each sector compared to
Alternative 1, with more fish going to the commercial sector and less fish going to the
recreational sector. Compared to Alternatives 1 and 2, Preferred Alternative 3 and
Alternatives 4-5 would result in negative effects for the commercial sector and positive effects
for the recreational sector. Because Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-5 all result in a
shift in allocation from the commercial sector to the recreational sector, the types of effects on
the social environment would be similar among the alternatives. By holding the commercial
ACL at the same amount as under Alternative 1, Alternative 6 would reallocate approximately
7% of the new stock ACL from the commercial sector to the recreational sector, resulting in
intermediary negative social effects between Alternatives 1-2 and Preferred Alternative 3 and
Alternatives 4-5.

Three potential impacts on the administrative environment under Action 1 alternatives include:
1) potentially managing recreational landings using MRIP FES data, which would preclude the
need to convert landings back to MRIP CHTS for management; 2) in-season closures of the
recreational sector to fishing because of the decrease in recreational ACL that occurs under all of
the action alternatives (Alternatives 2-6); and 3) allocating a greater percentage of the ACL to a
sector that has more uncertainty in landings, which is more likely to result in
overfishing/overfished of Gulf red grouper. Potential impacts 1 and 2 would have minor effects
on the administrative environment, while implementation of a rebuilding plan would have major
effects. Alternative 1 would continue monitoring landings using MRIP CHTS currency, which
is not considered the best scientific information available. Alternatives 2-6 would use MRIP
FES currency, which is the best scientific information available. Because the recreational ACL
in Alternative 2 is lower than in those for Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-6, there
is a greater risk of an in-season closure of the fishery, which would result in a slight negative
impact to the administrative environment. The increased chances of a closure are due to the
higher percentage of the landings coming from the recreational sector, where data are more
uncertain and are based on estimates of catch. The effects from Alternative 6 would be
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intermediate to Alternative 2, Preferred Alternative 3, and Alternatives 4-5 as that stock ACL
falls midway between the stock ACLs.

Action 2 — Modify the Gulf Red Grouper Annual Catch Targets (ACTs)

Alternative 1 (No Action) would maintain the current buffer between the ACL and ACT for the
commercial and recreational sectors set in the April 2019 framework action. The buffer between
the sector ACLs and ACTs was determined by applying the Council’s ACL/ACT Control Rule
and used MRFSS data for the recreational sector. The buffers for this alternative applied to the
ACLs in Action 1 to derive the respective ACTs are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Commercial and recreational sector ACTs resulting from alternatives selected in
Actions 1 and 2.

Action 2
Alt 1 Alt2 Preferred Alt 3
Comm Rec Comm | Rec | Comm | Rec
Alt 1 3.00 | 0.92**(1.93) | N/A |N/A| N/A | N/A
Alt2 3.53 1.09 3.72 | 1.07| 3.53 1.07
Action 1 | Preferred Alt3 | 2.40 1.59 253 | 1.57| 240 1.57
Alt 4 2.47 1.56 2.60 | 1.55| 247 1.55
Alt 5 2.43 1.58 256 | 157 | 243 1.57
Alt 6 3.00 1.32 3.16 [ 1.31] 3.00 1.31

* Values are in millions of pounds, gutted weight and in MRIP FES currency.
**The recreational sector ACT for Action 1, Alternative 1 is in CHTS currency; the recreational
sector ACT in MRIP FES currency is in parentheses.

Alternative 2 would use a buffer between the commercial ACL and ACT of 0%, and a buffer
between the recreational ACL and ACT of 9%, based on the application of the Council’s
ACL/ACT Control Rule. Alternative 2 represents a strict application of the ACL/ACT Control
Rule for the prescribed reference period, and does not account for multi-use provisions in the
commercial gag [FQ program. However, with a commercial buffer of 0%, the gag multi-use
allocation would be zero, and therefore, only gag could be landed with gag allocation. To allow
for gag multi-use allocation while using current information to set an appropriate buffer for the
recreational sector, Preferred Alternative 3 would use a buffer between the commercial ACL
and ACT of 5% to account for the multi-use provision in the gag commercial IFQ program, and a
buffer between the recreational ACL and ACT of 9% would be based on the application of the
Council’s ACL/ACT Control Rule.

With respect to the physical environment, this action is expected to have minimal effects.
Alternative 1 would maintain the buffers between the respective commercial and recreational
ACLs and ACTs. For the commercial sector, this buffer allows for gag and red-grouper multi-
use shares to be fished under the IFQ program. Thus, the buffer is not used to constrain harvest
and consequently fishing effort, but likely maintains fishing effort similar to if there were no
buffer. However, for the recreational sector, the buffer is used to account for management
uncertainty and decrease the likelihood the recreational ACL is exceeded if exceeded in the
previous year. Thus, a greater buffer would be expected to result in lower recreational fishing
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effort would be from the sector. Under these circumstances, Alternatives 2 and Preferred
Alternative 3 would likely have similar effects because the recreational buffer is the same at 9%.
The recreational buffer for Alternative 1 is 8% and so could result in slightly more adverse
effects than the other two alternatives given it could allow for a minimal increase in effort.

Effects on the physical biological/ecological environment from fishing are described in Section
4.1.2, which describes how increasing fishing effort leads to increasing effects on this
environment. The decision regarding Action 1 sets the overall OFL, ABC, and sector ACLs.
This action sets the buffer between the ACL and ACT. The buffer is not used to constrain the
commercial harvest and consequently fishing, but likely maintains fishing levels similar to if
there were no buffer and no multi-use shares (e.g., Alternative 2). However, for the recreational
sector, the buffer is used to account for management uncertainty and decrease the likelihood the
recreational ACL is exceeded. Thus, the greater the buffer, the less recreational fishing would
likely occur from the sector. Under these circumstances, Alternative 2 and Preferred 3 would
likely have similar effects as the recreational buffer is equal at 9%. The recreational buffer for
Alternative 1 is 8% and so would likely be slightly more adverse than the other two alternatives
given it could allow for a minimal increase in fishing.

Action 2 would modify the sector ACTs. The commercial sector harvest is capped by its sector
ACT, while the recreational ACT is used only as a post-season accountability measure for the
recreational sector. For the commercial sector, Alternatives 1 and 3 of Action 2 result in the
same impact, as they use the same ACL/ACT buffer. When paired with a respective alternative
from Action 1, Action 2 Alternative 2 has a greater positive total expected change in net
economic benefit and a lesser negative change, than Action 2 Alternatives 1 or 3.

For the recreational sector, Alternatives 2 and 3 of Action 2 result in the same impact, as they
use the same ACL/ACT buffer. When paired with a respective alternative from Action 1, Action
2 Alternative 1 has a lesser negative total expected change in net economic benefit than Action
2 Alternatives 2-3.

No additional social effects would be expected to result for the commercial sector under
Alternative 1 or Preferred Alternative 3, as no change would be made to the commercial
sector’s ACT. Limited negative social effects would be expected under Alternative 2, which
would decrease the commercial buffer to 0% and effectively remove the multi-use provision for
red grouper allocation, requiring gag to be landed with gag allocation only. These negative
social effects would be expected to accrue to those fishermen who use the multi-use provision
for landing gag with red grouper allocation, as they would no longer be able to do so.

No additional social effects would be expected to result for the recreational sector under
Alternative 1. Increasing the buffer to 9% (Alternative 2 and Preferred Alternative 3)
alongside any of Alternatives 2-6 under Action 1 would be expected to shorten the length of the
recreational fishing season in the year following a recreational sector ACL overage (Table 2.2.4)
resulting in greater negative social effects compared to Alternative 1.

Action 2 would affect the administrative environment in two ways: 1) through in-season closures
of the recreational fishery resulting from implementing AMs that are more likely to be triggered
than under current management, and 2) by implementing an ACT that changes the likelihood of
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Gulf red grouper stocks being declared as overfished, which would require development and
implementation of a rebuilding plan. In the commercial sector, there is no risk of an in-season
closure and little risk of exceeding the ACL because this sector is managed under an IFQ system.
The recreational buffer under Alternative 1 is the less than the buffer for Alternative 2 and
Preferred Alternative 3. Thus, Alternative 1 would be most likely to result in exceeding the
recreational ACL. However, the difference between Alternative 1 and Alternative 2 and
Preferred Alternative 3 is only 1 percent of the ACL. Given the constraints associated with
monitoring recreational data to relatively small values, the increased chance of exceeding
recreational component ACL is expected to be negligible. The impact to the administrative
environment associated with implementing a recreational fishery closure is higher under
Alternative 1 than under Alternative 2 and Preferred Alternative 3 due to the lower ACT in
Alternative 1. However, due to the relatively minor differences in these values among the
alternatives coupled with the difficulty in monitoring the recreational component to small values,
it is expected that the effect on the administrative environment due to a recreational component
closure will be negligible.

With respect to cumulative effects, the effects from setting an allocation and setting the red
grouper ACLs (Action 1) and ACTs (Action 2) on the biophysical environment are likely neutral
because it should not have much effect on overall fishing effort. For the socioeconomic
environment, depending on the sector, some effects would likely be positive and some negative.
However, short-term negative impacts on the fisheries’ socioeconomic environment may occur
due to the need to limit directed harvest and reduce bycatch mortality. These negative impacts
can be minimized for the recreational sector by using combinations of bag limits, size limits and
closed seasons. For the commercial sector, these impacts can be minimized through individual
fishing quota programs, size limits, and season-area closures.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

Amendment 53 to the Fishery Management Plan for Reef Fish Resources of the Gulf of Mexico
(Reef Fish FMP) is being developed by the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council
(Council) to address the results of the Southeast Data Assessment and Review (SEDAR) 61
(2019) stock assessment and subsequent overfishing limit (OFL) and acceptable biological catch
(ABC) recommendations from the Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC).
Amendment 53 revises the red grouper allocation between the commercial and recreational
sectors and modifies the OFL, ABC, the total and sector annual catch limits (ACL), and sector
annual catch targets (ACT).

In October 2000, the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) determined that the Gulf of
Mexico (Gulf) red grouper stock was overfished and undergoing overfishing. This determination
was based on the results of a 1999 red grouper stock assessment (Schirripa et al. 1999), which
assessed the status of the stock as of 1997, and several subsequent analyses by the NMFS
Southeast Fisheries Science Center (SEFSC) and the Council’s Reef Fish Stock Assessment
Panel. Secretarial Amendment 1 established a 10-year rebuilding plan for red grouper, based on
a 3-year interval rebuilding strategy, with the initial ABC set for 2003-2005 at 6.56 million
pounds (mp) gutted weight (gw).

Although Secretarial Amendment 1 set the initial ABC for 2003-2005, the recreational sector
experienced large increases in red grouper catch in 2004, and so the total catch was held at 6.56
mp gw, with new regulations to control recreational harvest implemented in 2005 and 2006. In
2007, NMFS determined that the red grouper stock was rebuilt, in part due to higher than
average recruitment and modifications to how natural mortality is calculated (SEDAR 12 2006).
Consistent with the statutory requirement to achieve optimum yield (OY) from each fishery,
Reef Fish Amendment 30B (GMFMC 2008c) set the red grouper total allowable catch (TAC) ! at
7.57 mp gw, which was the constant catch level corresponding to fishing at equilibrium OY.

Allocation of Red Grouper

For grouper species in aggregate, an initial allocation between the commercial and recreational
sectors was established in 1990 through Amendment 1 (GMFMC 1989) to the Reef Fish FMP.
The amendment specified a framework procedure for setting the TAC to allow for annual
management changes. A part of that specification was to establish a species’ allocation, which
were based on the percentage of total landings during the reference period of 1979-1987. For
grouper in aggregate, the commercial sector landed 65% and the recreational sector landed 35%
over the reference period.

! The Generic ACL/Accountability Measures (AM) Amendment (GMFMC 201 1a) established a mechanism for
specifying annual catch limits, which replaced the use of TACs.
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Noting that allocation procedures should be regularly reviewed, the Council examined the red
grouper allocation in 2007. Because grouper was not identified to the species level in
commercial landings until 1986, the new red grouper allocation was based on the percentage of
average red grouper landings from 1986 through 2005. This resulted in a 76% commercial: 24%
recreational allocation, which was set through the final rule for Reef Fish Amendment 30B
(GMFMC 2008c) and remains in effect. This was considered an interim allocation that would be
in effect until the Council could implement a separate amendment to allocate grouper resources
between recreational and commercial sectors, based on the recommendations of the Ad Hoc
Allocation Committee.

The Council established the Ad Hoc Allocation Committee composed of Council members to
assist in drafting an allocation policy that would streamline future allocation decisions. The
Council’s allocation policy was adopted in early 2009 and provides principles, guidelines, and
suggested methods for allocating fisheries resources between or within sectors (Appendix C). In
February 2012, NMFS released a technical memorandum on the principles and practice of
allocating fishery harvests, which provides additional guidance to the Council (Plummer et al.
2012). Additionally, NMFS and the Council Coordination Committee released further guidance
through an Allocation Review Policy? (01-119) and two procedural directives (01-119-01 and
01-119-02, respectively as Appendix D and Appendix E) in 2016. These documents were
developed to provide relevant information for allocation decision-making as well as what factors
should be considered. In April 2019, the Council selected time-based criteria as its primary
allocation review trigger bolstered by general monitoring of indicators for reallocation
justification through the Council’s general deliberative process including public input channels
as a secondary trigger (Appendix F). The review of the recreational and commercial allocations
of red grouper has a time interval of 7 years, with the next scheduled review beginning in April
2026. In addition to the allocation reviews scheduled based on the review triggers selected
above, the Council may initiate supplementary allocation reviews at any time.

Commercial IFQ Management Measures

Reef Fish Amendment 29 (GMFMC 2008a) established an individual fishing quota (IFQ)
program for grouper harvested by the commercial sector, which began January 1, 2010. The IFQ
program shifted away from a traditional command and control approach that resulted in an
overcapitalized commercial grouper fishery. Under the IFQ program, red grouper allocation is
distributed on January 1 of each year to those who hold red grouper shares. The amount of
allocation distributed is based on the annual quota and the amount of shares possessed in each
shareholder account (expressed as a percent of the quota). In addition, the IFQ program provides
flexibility to accommodate the multi-species nature of the grouper fishery and to reduce bycatch.
As discussed in more detail in Section 2.2, both the red grouper and gag share categories have a
multi-use provision that allows a portion of the red grouper quota to be harvested under the gag
allocation, and vice versa.

2 The Allocation Review Policy and two procedural directives may be accessed at
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/laws-and-policies/fisheries-management-policy-directives.
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For more information on the IFQ program, see the NMFS’s Southeast Regional Office webpage
on limited access programs.>

Current Recreational Accountability Measures

Both in-season and post-season accountability measures (AM) apply to harvest by the
recreational sector. The in-season AM for red grouper requires NMFS to close the recreational
sector when red grouper landings reach or are projected to reach the ACL. If landings exceed the
red grouper ACL in a fishing year, the post-season AM requires NMFS to shorten the length of
the following fishing year by the amount necessary to ensure landings do not exceed the ACT. If
the red grouper stock is overfished, NMFS must also reduce the ACL and ACT by the amount of
the overage in the prior year.

Overview of Stock Assessments and Stock Status

Red grouper in the Gulf has been assessed four times through the SEDAR process: SEDAR 12
in 2006, SEDAR 12 Update in 2009, SEDAR 42 in 2015, and most recently SEDAR 61 in 2019.
The current OFL and ABC are based on the results of SEDAR 42. The SSC reviewed the
assessment results at its January 2016 meeting and agreed with the determination that red
grouper was not overfished or experiencing overfishing. However, the OFL and ABC
recommendations from the 2015 stock assessment (Table 1.1.1) would have increased catch
limits in excess of the observed harvest levels over the management history of this species, and
were largely driven by a computation error later identified in SEDAR 61 (2019). The projected
yields from SEDAR 42 (2015) assumed recruitment levels equivalent to the long-term average;
however, red grouper recruitment spikes are sporadic, and recent annual recruitment has been
generally lower than that suggested by the long-term average (SEDAR 42 2015; NMFS 2018a).

Table 1.1.1. SEDAR 42 (2015) yield projections for red grouper at a constant catch level,
averaged over the 2016-2020 time series. Recreational data used to create these projections

include the Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP) Coastal Household Telephone
Survey (CHTS). OFL and ABC values are in mp gw.

Year OFL ABC
(mp gw) (mp gw)

2015 8.10 7.93

2016-2020(+) 14.16 13.92

Fishermen expressed their concern about the health of the stock because they were unable to
harvest the allowable quota based on the outcomes of SEDAR 42 (2015), suggesting that the
stock size may be smaller than anticipated. In addition, 2017 landings were the second lowest
since 2004, and a severe red tide occurred in 2018. The Council requested that the SEFSC
conduct an interim analysis for developing updated harvest advice for 2019 (NMFS 2018a). The
SSC reviewed this analysis at its October 2018 meeting and recommended a 2019 ACL of 4.6
mp gw that would remain in place until the next stock assessment. The Council began work on a

3 at http://portal.southeast. fisheries.noaa.gov/cs/main.html
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framework action to reduce the red grouper ACL and requested that NMFS implement an
emergency rule to specify a red grouper ACL for 2019 of 4.6 mp gw or the 2017 total
(commercial and recreational) landings, whichever was lower, while the framework action was
being developed. The 2017 total landings were 4.16 mp gw; therefore, the 2019 red grouper
stock ACL was temporarily set at 4.16 mp gw through the emergency rule and resulted in a
commercial ACL and ACT of 3.16 mp gw and 3.00 mp gw, respectively, and a recreational ACL
and ACT of 1.00 mp gw and 0.92 mp gw, respectively. These values from the emergency rule
were formally adopted through a framework action implemented in the fall of 2019 (GMFMC
2019a).

Red Grouper Recreational Data and Recalibration

NMEFS created the Marine Recreational Fisheries Statistics Survey (MRFSS) in 1979. In the
Gulf, MRFSS collected recreational data on catch and effort, including red grouper, since 1981.
MREFSS included both offsite telephone surveys and onsite interviews at marinas and other
points where recreational anglers fish. In 2008, the MRIP replaced MRFSS to meet increasing
demand for more precise, accurate, and timely recreational catch estimates. Until 2013,
recreational catch, effort, and participation were estimated through a suite of independent but
complementary surveys: telephone surveys of households and for-hire vessel operators that
collected information about recreational fishing activity; and an angler intercept survey that
collected information about the fish that were caught.

The MRIP Access Point Angler Intercept Survey (APAIS) began incorporating a new survey
design in 2013. This new design addressed concerns regarding the validity of the survey
approach, specifically that trips recorded during a given time period are representative of trips
for a full day (Foster et al. 2018). The more complete temporal coverage with the new survey
design provides for consistent increases or decreases in APAIS angler catch rate statistics, which
are used in stock assessments and management, for at least some species (NOAA Fisheries
2019).

MRIP also transitioned from the legacy CHTS to a new mail survey (Fishing Effort Survey
[FES]) beginning in 2015, and in 2018, the FES replaced the CHTS. Both survey methods
collect data needed to estimate marine recreational fishing effort (number of fishing trips) by
shore and private/rental boat anglers on the Atlantic and Gulf coasts. The CHTS used random-
digit dialing of homes in coastal counties to contact anglers. The new mail-based FES uses
angler license and registration information as one way to identify and contact anglers
(supplemented with data from the U.S. Postal Service, which includes virtually all U.S.
households). Because the FES and CHTS are so different, NMFS conducted side-by-side testing
of the two methods from 2015 to 2017 to develop a calibration model.

In general, total recreational fishing effort estimates generated from the FES are higher — and in
some cases substantially higher — than the CHTS estimates (NOAA Fisheries 2019). This is
because the FES is designed to more accurately measure fishing activity than the CHTS, not
because there was a sudden rise in fishing effort. NMFS developed a calibration model to adjust
historic effort estimates so that they can be accurately compared to new estimates from the FES.
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The new effort estimates alone do not lead to definitive conclusions about stock size or status in
the past or currently.

Following the completion of SEDAR 61 (2019), an update to the weight estimation metrics for
red grouper for the recreational sector was finalized. This data update modifies the recreational
data from what were used in SEDAR 61 (2019) but has no impact on the assessment results
because the assessment model input recreational landings and discards as numbers of fish, not as
weights. Weight is estimated internally in the model, after the model results for the recreational
sector are generated in numbers of fish. This means that stock status is determined before the
application of this weight estimation procedure. In SEDAR 61 (2019; SEDAR 42 2015), the
shore mode was excluded from recreational analyses in the assessment because of very sporadic
landings throughout the time series combined with the exceptionally low probability of
harvesting a legal size (20 inches total length) red grouper via that mode. As such, the SEFSC
has determined that the best scientific information available for updating sector allocations are
the Accumulated Landings System/IFQ program data for the commercial landings and the FES-
adjusted MRIP data, excluding the shore mode, for recreational landings. These datasets are also
used to monitor the quotas for all stocks, including red grouper, and are therefore referred to as
the ACL monitoring datasets.

Red Grouper Most Recent Stock Assessment (SEDAR 61 2019)

The SEDAR 61 (2019) assessment was completed in September 2019 and used updated
recreational data from the MRIP APAIS and FES, which collectively estimate larger than
previously calculated catch and effort data for the recreational sector.

The assessment concluded that red grouper in the Gulf is not overfished and overfishing is not
occurring, but the stock remained below the spawning stock biomass (SSB) at 30% of the
spawning potential ratio (SPR) in 2017, where SPR is the ratio of SSB to its unfished state.
Because of the unknown impacts of the 2018 algal bloom attributable to red tide (Karenia
brevis) occurring off the west Florida shelf in summer and fall, SEDAR 61 (2019) provided
projections for retained yield and associated depletion under assumed conditions (e.g., recent
average recruitment and catch allocations of 76% commercial and 24% recreational) for five red
tide scenarios (red tide-associated “fishing mortality” noted in parentheses): a) no red tide
mortality in 2018; b) half 2014 magnitude (0.1285); c) same as 2014 (0.257); d) same as 2005
(0.339); and e) double 2005 magnitude (0.678). The assessment indicated that maintaining
landings at the levels observed in 2017 (and in the 2019 emergency action) resulted in a low
probability of overfishing in 2020-2024 under all red tide scenarios with the exception of the
most severe simulation of double the 2005 red tide mortality, which resulted in an 83% chance of
overfishing.

After reviewing the full report at its September 2019 meeting, the SSC decided to treat the 2018
red tide event as similar to the red tide event observed in 2005 for the purpose of the projections.
The SSC reviewed the assessment and the analyses of the 2018 red tide event at its September
2019 meeting. The SSC accepted SEDAR 61 (2019) as the best scientific information available
and indicated that the stock is not overfished and is not experiencing overfishing as of 2017
(Table 1.1.2). The SSC further agreed that the 2018 red tide event (which persisted from
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November 2017 through February 2019) was equivalent in severity to the event in 2005, and
adjusted projections of future harvest accordingly (see Section 2.2). A December 2019 interim
analysis of red grouper abundance (SEFSC 2019), reviewed by the SSC in January 2020,
provided support for the assumption that the 2018 red tide event was severe, and likely similar to
the 2005 red tide event (outlined in “scenario d”” above). The SSC recommended an OFL of 5.35
mp gw and an ABC of 4.9 mp gw, but recommended that the decision table from the stock
assessment presentation be conveyed to the Council to illustrate the probabilistic risk of a given
catch level, based on various assumptions about the severity of the 2018 red tide. This catch
level recommendation assumed status quo sector allocations for red grouper, which were based
on MRFSS data from 1986-2005. At its October 2019 meeting, the Council reviewed the SSC’s
recommendations and requested that the SSC examine alternative sector allocation scenarios
using MRIP FES data and the resulting catch level projections. The SSC reviewed these
alternative sector allocation scenarios in January 2020 and, after affirming that the MRIP FES
recreational landings represented the best scientific information available, recommended the
projections in Table 1.1.3 as scientifically valid estimates of OFL and ABC.

This amendment considers alternatives that would modify the allocation of red grouper between
the recreational and commercial sectors based on updated historical recreational harvest data.
Based on the allocation decision made in Action 1 (Section 2.1), this amendment further
proposes modifications to the OFLs, ABCs, ACLs, and ACTs for red grouper based on the stock
assessment results and the resultant yield projections, considering the severity of the 2018 red
tide event.
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Table 1.1.2. Status determination criteria and stock status of red grouper based on SEDAR 61
(2019) and Amendment 44 (2017).

SEDAR 61

Criteria Definitions Status

Values
M Avg M for Fully Selected Ages 0.144
Steepness 0.99
Virgin Recruitment 1,000s 20,443
SSB Unfished Numbers of fish 2,494,130

Mortality Rate Criteria
Fumsy or proxy Fspr30% 0.259
MFMT* Fspr30% 0.259
FCcURRENT geometric mean (F2015-2017) 0.203
FcurrRent/MFMT 0.784 No overfishing
Biomass Criteria
SSBwmsy or proxy (relative # SSBspraos 748,241
of eggs)
1(\;[_81\%1“ (relative # of eggs) @ (1-M)*SSBspr30v 640,494
1;/([)§/OST (relative # of eggs) @ 0.50*SSBspraos. 374.120
SSBcurrent (relative # of SSBaotr 613.517
eggs)
SSBcurrent/SSBspr30% SSB2o17 0.82
MSST = 0.50* SSBspr30% 1.64 Not overfished

SSBcurrent/MSST @ 50%

*Maximum fishing mortality threshold (MFMT); fishing mortality (F); maximum sustainable yield (MSY);
minimum stock size threshold (MSST).

Table 1.1.3. Alternative constant catch yield projections accepted as scientifically valid by the
SSC at its January 2020 meeting. Recreational data used to create these projections include
MRIP FES, which informs both the sector allocations and resulting yields.

I.Janding.s S Million pounds gutted weight

Time Series OFL (P*=0.5) | ABC (P*=0.3)
1986-2005 59.3 40.7 4.66 4.26
1986-2009 60.5 39.5 4.70 4.30
1986-2018 59.7 40.3 4.67 4.28

1.2 Objectives of the Reef Fish Fishery Management Plan

At its August 2019 meeting, the Council last modified the objectives of the Reef Fish FMP.
Through Reef Fish Amendment 51 (GMFMC 2019b), the Council adopted the updated
objectives as shown below. Any allocation or reallocation must be consistent with the Reef Fish

FMP objectives.
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The overall goal of the Reef Fish FMP is:

To manage the reef fish fishery of the United States within the waters of the Gulf of Mexico
Fishery Management Council jurisdiction to attain the greatest overall benefit to the nation with
particular reference to food production and recreational opportunities on the basis of the
maximum sustainable yield as reduced by relevant ecological, economic, or social factors.

The new Reef Fish FMP objectives are as follows:

1. To prevent overfishing and rebuild overfished stocks.

To achieve robust fishery reporting and data collection systems across all sectors for

monitoring the reef fish fishery, which minimizes scientific, management, and risk

uncertainty.

To conserve and protect reef fish habitat.

To minimize conflicts between user groups.

To minimize and reduce dead discards.

To manage Gulf stocks at OY as defined in MSA.

To revise the definitions of the fishery management unit and fishery to reflect the current

species composition of the reef fish fishery.

8. To encourage and periodically review research on the efficacy of artificial reefs for
management purposes.

9. To promote stability in the fishery by allowing for enhanced fisher flexibility and
increasing fishing opportunities to the extent practicable.

10. To avoid to the extent practicable the "derby" type fishing season.

11. To provide for cost-effective and enforceable management of the fishery.

12. To promote and maintain accountability in the reef fish fishery.

NownkEwWw

1.3 Purpose and Need

The purposes are to revise the red grouper allocation between the commercial and recreational
sectors using the best scientific information available and to modify the allowable harvest of red
grouper based on results of the recent stock assessment and subsequent OFL and ABC
recommendations from the SSC.

The need is to use the best scientific information available to establish Gulf red grouper sector
allocations, ACLs, and ACTs, ensuring that the historical participation by the recreational and
commercial sectors is accurately reflected by the sector ACLs, and that the recreational ACL is
consistent with the data used to monitor recreational landings and trigger accountability
measures (AM).
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1.4 History of Management

The following summary describes management actions that affect the management of red
grouper in the Reef Fish FMP. More information on the Reef Fish FMP can be obtained from
the Council.*

Amendments to the Reef Fish FMP

Amendment 1 was implemented in January 1990. It set a 20-inch total length minimum size
limit on red grouper; set a five-grouper recreational daily bag limit; set an 11.0 mp ww
commercial quota for grouper, with the commercial quota divided into a 9.2 mp ww shallow-
water grouper quota and a 1.8 mp ww deep-water grouper quota; and defined shallow-water
grouper as black grouper, gag, red grouper, Nassau grouper, yellowfin grouper, yellowmouth
grouper, rock hind, red hind, speckled hind, and scamp; and defined deep-water grouper as misty
grouper, snowy grouper, warsaw grouper, and yellowedge grouper. The amendment also
allowed a two-day possession limit for charter vessels and headboats on trips that extended
beyond 24 hours, provided the vessel has two licensed operators aboard as required by the
United States Coast Guard (USCG), and each passenger can provide a receipt to verify the length
of the trip. In addition, the amendment limited fishermen fishing under a bag limit to a single
day limit; established a longline and buoy gear boundary at the 50-fathom depth contour west of
Cape San Blas, Florida, and the 20-fathom depth contour east of Cape San Blas, inshore of
which the directed harvest of reef fish with longlines and buoy gear was prohibited, and limited
the retention of reef fish captured incidentally in other longline operations (e.g., shark) to the
recreational daily bag limit; limited trawl vessels to the recreational size and daily bag limits of
reef fish; established fish trap permits, allowing a maximum of 100 fish traps per permit holder;
prohibited the use of entangling nets for directed harvest of reef fish; limited retention of reef
fish caught in entangling nets for other fisheries to the recreational daily bag limit; established
the fishing year to be January 1 through December 31; and established a commercial reef fish
vessel permit.

A July 1991 regulatory amendment, implemented in November 1991, provided a one-time
increase in the 1991 quota for shallow-water grouper from 9.2 mp ww to 9.9 mp ww to provide
the commercial fishery an opportunity to harvest 0.7 mp ww that was not harvested in 1990.

A November 1991 regulatory amendment, implemented in June 1992, raised the 1992
commercial quota for shallow-water grouper to 9.8 mp ww after a red grouper stock assessment
indicated that the red grouper SPR was well above the Council's minimum target of 20%.

An August 1999 regulatory amendment, implemented in June 2000, prohibited commercial
sale of red grouper each year from February 15 to March 15 (during the peak gag spawning
season) and established two marine reserves (Steamboat Lumps and Madison-Swanson) that are
closed year-round to fishing for all species under the Council’s jurisdiction.

4 http://www.gulfcouncil.org/fishery_management_plans/index.php.
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Generic Sustainable Fisheries Act Amendment was partially approved and implemented in
November 1999. This amendment set the MFMT for most reef fish stocks at a fishing mortality
rate (F) corresponding to F3o spr.

Amendment 19, also known as Generic Essential Fish Habitat Amendment 2, was implemented
in August 2002. This amendment established two marine reserves off the Dry Tortugas where
fishing for any species and anchoring by fishing vessels is prohibited.

Amendment 21 was implemented in July 2003, and continued the Steamboat Lumps and
Madison-Swanson reserves for an additional 6 years, until June 2010.

Secretarial Amendment 1 was implemented in July 2004. It established a rebuilding plan for
red grouper with a 5.31 mp gw commercial quota and a 1.25 mp gw recreational target catch
level; reduced the commercial quota for shallow-water grouper from 9.35 to 8.80 mp gw;
reduced the commercial quota for deep-water grouper from 1.35 to 1.02 mp gw; and reduced the
red grouper recreational bag limit to two fish per person per day.

An emergency rule, published in February 2005, established a series of trip limit reductions for
the commercial grouper fishery to extend the commercial fishing season. The trip limit was
initially set at 10,000 lbs gw. By August 1, if the fishery had landed more than 50% of either the
shallow-water or red grouper quotas, then a 7,500-1b gw trip limit would take effect; and if by
October 1, if more than 75% of either the shallow-water or red grouper quotas had been landed,
then a 5,500-1b gw trip limit would take effect.

An interim rule, published in July 2005, established a temporary reduction in the red grouper
recreational bag limit from two to one fish per person per day. The approved measure was
subsequently extended through July 22, 2006.

An October 2005 regulatory amendment, implemented in January 2006, established a 6,000-1b
gw aggregate deep-water grouper and shallow-water grouper trip limit for the commercial sector.

A March 2006 regulatory amendment, implemented in July 2006, established a red grouper
recreational bag limit of one fish per person per day as part of the five grouper per person
aggregate bag limit; prohibited for-hire vessel captains and crews from retaining bag limits of
any grouper while under charter; and established an annual recreational closed season for red
grouper from February 15 to March 15, beginning with the 2007 season.

Amendment 18A was implemented in September 2006. It prohibited vessels from retaining reef
fish caught under recreational bag/possession limits when commercial quantities of Gulf reef fish
are aboard; adjusted the maximum crew size on charter vessels that also have a commercial reef
fish permit and a USCG certificate of inspection (COI) to allow the minimum crew size specified
by the COI when the vessel is fishing commercially for more than 12 hours; prohibited the use of
reef fish for bait except for sand perch or dwarf sand perch; required devices for the safe release
of endangered sea turtles and smalltooth sawfish; changed the permit application process to an
annual procedure and simplified income qualification documentation requirements; and required
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electronic vessel monitoring systems aboard vessels with federal reef fish commercial and
charter vessel permits (implemented May 6, 2007).

The majority of the regulatory actions in Amendment 27 were implemented in February 2008.
However, the regulatory actions which addressed the use of non-stainless-steel circle hooks
when using natural baits to fish for Gulf reef fish and also required the use of venting tools and
dehooking devices when participating in the commercial or recreational reef fish fisheries were
effective June 1, 2008.

An emergency rule was implemented in May 2009 through October 2009 prohibiting the use of
bottom longline (BLL) gear to harvest reef fish east of 85°30" W longitude shoreward of the 50-
fathom (91.4 m) contour as long as the 2009 deep-water grouper and tilefish quotas are unfilled.
After the quotas have been filled, the use of BLL gear to harvest reef fish in water of all depths
east of 85°30" W longitude was prohibited.

Amendment 30B was implemented in May 2009. It set an interim allocation of red grouper
between the recreational and commercial sectors; made adjustments to the red grouper TACs;
established ACLs and AMs for the commercial and recreational red grouper sectors and the
commercial aggregate shallow-water grouper fishery; adjusted recreational grouper bag limits
and seasons; adjusted commercial grouper quotas; reduced the red grouper commercial minimum
size limit; replaced the one-month commercial grouper closed season with a four-month seasonal
area closure at the Edges; eliminated the end date for Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps
marine protected areas; and required that vessels with a federal charter vessel/headboat permit
for Gulf reef fish must comply with the more restrictive of state or federal reef fish regulations
when fishing in state waters.

An emergency rule under the Endangered Species Act was implemented in October 2009 that
prohibited bottom longlining for Gulf reef fish east of 85°30°W longitude (near Cape San Blas,
Florida) shoreward of a line approximating the 35-fathom depth contour. It restricted the
number of hooks on board to 1,000 hooks per vessel with no more than 750 hooks being fished
or rigged for fishing at any given time.

Amendment 29 was implemented in January 2010 and established an IFQ program for the
commercial harvest of grouper and tilefish species in the reef fish fishery.

Amendment 31 was implemented in May 2010. It prohibited the use of BLL gear shoreward of
a line approximating the 35-fathom contour from June through August; reduced the number of
longline vessels operating in the fishery through an endorsement provided only to vessel permits
with a history of landings, on average of at least 40,000 Ibs of reef fish annually with fish traps
or longline gear during 1999-2007; and restricted the total number of hooks that may be
possessed onboard each reef fish BLL vessel to 1,000, only 750 of which may be rigged for
fishing.

An emergency rule, implemented in May 2010, temporarily closed a portion of the Gulf
exclusive economic zone (EEZ) to all fishing in response to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill.
The initial closed area extended from approximately the mouth of the Mississippi River to south
of Pensacola, Florida and covered an area of 6,817 square statute miles. The coordinates of the

Amendment 53 - Red Grouper 11 Chapter 1. Introduction
Allocations and Annual Catch Levels and Targets



closed area were subsequently modified periodically in response to changes in the size and
location of the area affected by the spill. At its largest size on June 1, 2010, the closed area
covered 88,522 square statute miles, or approximately 37% of the Gulf EEZ. The size of the
closed area was subsequently reduced in stages, and on April 19, 2011, all remaining waters that
had been closed were reopened.

An August 2010 regulatory amendment, implemented in January 2011, reduced TAC for red
grouper from 7.57 mp gw to 5.68 mp gw, based on the projections from the 2009 red grouper
update assessment. Based on the 76:24 commercial and recreational allocation of red grouper,
the commercial quota was reduced from 5.75 to 4.32 mp gw, and the recreational allocation was
reduced from 1.82 to 1.36 mp gw.

An interim rule was published in December 2010, suspending the use of red grouper multi-use
IFQ allocation so it could not be used to harvest gag; and continuing the suspension of red
grouper multi-use IFQ allocation from June 1, 2011, through November 27, 2011, and
subsequently extended through June 12, 2012.

An August 2011 regulatory amendment, implemented in November 2011, increased the 2011
red grouper TAC to 6.88 mp gw with subsequent increases each year from 2012 to 2015; and
increased the red grouper bag limit to four fish per person.

Generic ACL/AM Amendment, largely implemented in January 2012 with other elements
implemented later in the same year, established in-season and post-season AMs for all stocks
that did not already have such measures defined. The AM states that if an ACL is exceeded, in
subsequent years an in-season AM will be implemented that will close all shallow-water grouper
fishing when the ACL is reached or projected to be reached.

Amendment 32 was implemented in March 2012. It set the red grouper commercial ACL at
6.03 mp gw and the recreational ACL at 1.90 mp gw; modified grouper IFQ multi-use
allocations; added an overage adjustment and in-season measures to the red grouper recreational
AMs to avoid exceeding the ACL; and added an AM for the red grouper bag limit that would
reduce the four red grouper bag limit in the future to three red grouper, and then to two red
grouper, if the red grouper recreational ACL is exceeded.

A December 2012 framework action, implemented in July 2013, eliminated the February 1
through March 31 recreational shallow-water grouper closed season shoreward of 20 fathoms
(except for gag). However, the closed season remained in effect beyond 20 fathoms to protect
spawning aggregations of gag and other species that spawn offshore during that time.

Amendment 38 was implemented in March 2013. It revised the post-season recreational AM to
reduce the recreational season the following fishing year of only the species for which the ACL
was exceeded (to specify gag or red grouper); and modified the reef fish framework procedure to
include the addition of AMs to the list of items that can be changed through the standard
framework procedure.
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A December 2014 framework action, implemented in May 2015, reduced the red grouper bag
limit from four fish to two fish per person per day and eliminated the bag limit reduction AM.

A June 2016 framework action, implemented in October 2016, increased the commercial ACL
to 8.19 mp gw and the commercial quota to 7.78 mp gw. The recreational ACL was increased to
2.58 mp gw; and the recreational ACT to 2.37 mp gw.

Amendment 44, implemented in December 2017, standardized the MSST for certain reef fish
species, including red grouper, to 50% of the biomass at MSY.

A June 2017 framework action, implemented in February 2018, removed the 1,000 total hook
limit per BLL vessel, while maintaining the limit of 750 hooks which may be rigged for fishing.

Amendment 36A returned shares from non-activated accounts and provided the Regional
Administrator the authority to withhold the amount of red snapper or grouper-tilefish allocation
before distribution at the beginning of a year in which a commercial quota reduction is expected
to occur. Withheld red snapper and grouper-tilefish annual allocation will be distributed to
shareholders if the effective date of the final rule implementing the quota reduction has not
occurred by June 1. These actions were implemented in July 2018. The amendment also
implemented a requirement that all reef fish permitted vessels make an advance landing
notification, which was implemented in January 2019.

A December 2018 temporary rule, implemented in January 2019, withheld a portion of the
Gulf red grouper commercial quota from the IFQ for 2019 as a result of a proposed commercial
quota reduction. NMFS withheld 59.4% of the red grouper IFQ allocation (4.78 mp gw) in
anticipation of the reduction.

An emergency rule, implemented in May 2019, reduced the red grouper commercial and
recreational ACLs and ACTs consistent with a stock ACL of 4.16 mp gw, to provide a temporary
reduction in harvest levels while a framework action was developed to reduce catch limits on a
long-term basis. The commercial ACL is 3.16 mp gw; the commercial quota is 3.00 mp gw.

The recreational ACL is 1.00 mp gw; the recreational ACT is 0.92 mp gw.

An April 2019 framework action, implemented in October 2019, reduced the catch limits for
red grouper consistent with the May 2019 emergency rule.
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CHAPTER 2. MANAGEMENT ALTERNATIVES

2.1 Action 1 — Modify the Sector Allocations, OFL, ABC, and ACLs
for Red Grouper

Note: This action considers modifying the overfishing limit (OFL), acceptable biological catch
(ABC), and annual catch limits (ACL) for red grouper in the Gulf of Mexico (Gulf).

Alternative 1: No Action — Maintain the sector allocations of the total ACL for red grouper
between the commercial and recreational sectors. The allocations for red grouper are 76%
commercial and 24% recreational. The allocation was derived from the average landings using
Marine Recreational Fisheries Statistics Survey (MRFSS) data from the years 1986 through
2005, established in Reef Fish Amendment 30B. Maintain the current OFL, ABC, and ACLs.

Alternative 2: Maintain the sector allocations of the total ACL as 76% commercial and 24%
recreational. Revise the OFL and ABC as recommended by the Scientific and Statistical
Committee (SSC) based on Southeast Data Assessment and Review (SEDAR) 61 (2019). Set
the stock ACL equal to the stock ABC.

Preferred Alternative 3: Revise the sector allocations of the total ACL between the
recreational and commercial sectors as the average landings using Fishing Effort Survey (FES)-
adjusted Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP FES) data during the years 1986
through 2005, based on the Southeast Fisheries Science Center (SEFSC) ACL monitoring
datasets. The allocations for red grouper are 59.3% commercial and 40.7% recreational. Revise
the OFL and ABC as recommended by the SSC based on SEDAR 61 (2019). Set the stock ACL
equal to the stock ABC.

Alternative 4: Revise the sector allocations of the total ACL between the recreational and
commercial sectors as the average landings using MRIP FES data during the years 1986 through
2009, based on the SEFSC ACL monitoring datasets. The allocations for red grouper are 60.5%
commercial and 39.5% recreational. Revise the OFL and ABC as recommended by the SSC
based on SEDAR 61 (2019). Set the stock ACL equal to the stock ABC.

Alternative 5: Revise the sector allocations of the total ACL between the recreational and
commercial sectors as the average landings using MRIP FES data during the years 1986 through
2018, based on the SEFSC ACL monitoring datasets. The allocations for red grouper are 59.7%
commercial and 40.3% recreational. Revise the OFL and ABC as recommended by the SSC
based on SEDAR 61 (2019). Set the stock ACL equal to the stock ABC.

Alternative 6: Revise the sector allocations of the total ACL between the recreational and
commercial sectors, such that the commercial ACL is retained at 3.16 million pounds gutted
weight. The allocations for red grouper are 68.7% commercial and 31.3% recreational. Revise
the OFL and ABC to retain the commercial ACL. Set the stock ACL equal to the stock ABC.
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Table 2.1.1. OFL, ABC, total and sector ACLs for Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives
1-2 and 4-6.

OFL* | ABC |Total ACL | Comm ACL | Rec ACL
Alternative 1** 14.16 | 13.92 4.16 3.16 1.00
MRIP FES equivalent (5.26) (2.10)
Alternative 2*** 5.35 4.90 4.90 3.72 1.18
Preferred Alternative 3*** 4.66 4.26 4.26 2.53 1.73
Alternative 4*** 4.70 4.30 4.30 2.60 1.70
Alternative 5*** 4.67 4.28 4.28 2.56 1.72
Alternative 6*** 5.03 4.60 4.60 3.16 1.44
*Values for OFL, ACB, total ACL, commercial ACL, and recreational ACL are in millions of pounds (mp)
gutted weight (gw).

**The recreational portion of the current OFL, ABC, and ACLs are based on MRIP CHTS data.
*#*The recreational sector ACL is in MRIP FES currency.

Discussion:

At its October 2019 meeting, the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (Council)
discussed the implications of the FES-adjusted MRIP recreational data on allocation. Given that
Amendment 30B to the Fishery Management Plan (FMP) for Reef Fish Resources in the Gulf of
Mexico (Reef Fish FMP; GMFMC 2008c) used SEDAR 12 (2006) and the MRFSS data for the
recreational sector in determining the sector allocations, the Council requested that the SSC
review red grouper projections for the OFL and ABC using the best available landings data. The
Council also directed staff to begin work on a plan amendment to update the red grouper
allocation and establish catch levels based on the best available landings data. At the January
2020 SSC meeting, the SEFSC presented estimates of OFL and ABC associated with the time
series of 1986-2005, 1986-2009, and 1986-2018; the SSC affirmed that those time series yield
scientifically valid estimates of OFL and ABC as shown in Table 1.1.3.> The time series chosen
directly affects the resulting sector allocations, which affects the yield projections for OFL and
ABC. As more of the ACL is allocated to the recreational sector, the proportion of discards by
that sector increases. Even though recreational discard rates are assumed to be lower than
commercial discard rates, the magnitude of recreational discards is considerably greater than
commercial discards, resulting in additional removals and a lower annual projected yield.®

Alternative 1 (No Action) would maintain the sector allocations established in Amendment 30B
(GMFMC 2008c), with commercial and recreational allocation of the red grouper stock ACL
divided 76% and 24%, respectively. Alternative 1 would use MRFSS landings data from
SEDAR 12 (2006) to set the allocation. When Amendment 30B was developed, the resulting

5> The OFL and ABC associated with Alternative 2 was recommended at the September 2019 meeting; the OFLs
and ABCs associated with Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-5 were recommended at the January 2020
meeting, based on timeframes from a Council motion in October 2019. http://gulfcouncil.org/meetings/ssc/archive/
¢ See SEDAR 61 (2019) for more information on the sector discard mortality rates and estimated sector discards.
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sector allocations were based on all available years during which grouper were identified by
species and also on the longest and most robust time series for landings at the time (1986-2005).
A long time series reduces the influence of short-term shifts in landings resulting from changes
in recruitment or regulations. As seen in Table 2.1.1, Alternative 1 would also maintain the
current OFL, ABC, and ACLs. The stock ACL in Alternative 1 was set by the Council in 2019
through an emergency rule and subsequent framework action discussed in Chapter 1, and is
equivalent to the landings from the 2017 fishing year (GMFMC 2019a). The framework action
did not change the OFL and ABC, so those values provided in Alternative 1 are based on
recommendations by the SSC after reviewing the SEDAR 42 2015 stock assessment of red
grouper. The recreational portion of the current OFL, ABC, and ACLs are based on MRIP
Coastal Household Telephone Survey (CHTS) data, and the current recreational ACL of 1.00
million pounds in MRIP CHTS units is equivalent to 2.10 million pounds in MRIP FES units.
Alternative 1 is not legally viable because it is not based on the best scientific information
available, and would retain the current OFL and ABC, which are above the values produced by
the SEDAR 61 stock assessment and recommended by the SSC.

As in Alternative 1, Alternative 2 would maintain the allocation established in Amendment
30B (GMFMC 2008c), with commercial and recreational allocation of the red grouper stock
ACL divided 76% and 24%, respectively. However, Alternative 2 would revise the OFL and
ABC based on SEDAR 61 (2019) and SSC recommendations. The stock ACL is equal to the
stock ABC.

While the allocations in Alternatives 1-2 reflect recreational landings estimated using MRFSS,
the allocations in Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-6 reflect recreational landings
estimated using MRIP FES from the SEFSC ACL monitoring datasets. To compare recreational
landings to the current recreational ACL and annual catch target (ACT), the SEFSC converted
the MRIP FES estimates into MRIP CHTS units. If Amendment 53 is implemented, MRIP FES
units would be used to compare recreational landings to the recreational ACL and ACT.
Therefore, although Alternative 2 retains the current percentage allocation, it would result in a
decrease in the recreational ACL when compared to the MRIP FES equivalent of 2.10 million
pounds in Alternative 1, and an increase in the commercial ACL. In effect, because the
recreational ACL would decrease compared to its MRIP FES equivalent, and because the
increase in estimated stock productivity is attributable to historic estimates of recreational catch
and effort, not reallocating using the MRIP FES data results in a de facto reallocation to the
commercial sector.

Preferred Alternative 3 would base the commercial and recreational sector allocations of red
grouper on landings from the same timeframe as used in Amendment 30B (GMFMC 2008c¢),
1986 through 2005, but would use MRIP FES landings from the SEFSC ACL monitoring
dataset,” which is considered the best scientific information available (Table 2.1.2). By using the
SEFSC ACL monitoring dataset, Preferred Alternative 3 best reflects the landings from each
sector from 1986-2005. The resulting allocations are 59.3% commercial and 40.7% recreational.
Preferred Alternative 3 would revise the OFL and ABC based on SEDAR 61 (2019) and then
set the stock ACL equal to the stock ABC.

7 Dates for when data sources were accessed are noted in Table 2.1.2.
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Alternative 4 would base the commercial and recreational sector allocations on landings from
the timeframe 1986 through 2009 (Table 2.1.2), ending the time series upon implementation of
the commercial grouper-tilefish individual fishing quota (IFQ) program, which includes
management of red grouper (GMFMC 2008a). Beginning in 2010, the IFQ program has
constrained the commercial sector from exceeding its red grouper quota, as a commercial vessel
must have a sufficient amount of allocation before landing red grouper. In contrast, the
recreational sector could exceed its quota, which would trigger accountability measures, as
landings are monitored in-season and it may not be possible to close the fishing season before the
quota is met. The resulting allocations are 60.5% commercial and 39.5% recreational.
Alternative 4 would revise the OFL and ABC based on SEDAR 61 (2019) and then set the stock
ACL equal to the stock ABC.

Alternative S would base the commercial and recreational allocations on landings from the
timeframe 1986 through 2018, which incorporates the longest time period of landings currently
available (Table 2.1.2). The Deepwater Horizon MC252 oil spill began in April 2010 and
resulted in extensive fishery closures; therefore, landings from 2010 should be viewed with
caution. This timeframe also includes landings after implementation of the grouper-tilefish
commercial IFQ program discussed in Alternative 4. The resulting allocations are 59.7%
commercial and 40.3% recreational. Alternative 5 would revise the OFL and ABC based on the
stock assessment and then set the stock ACL equal to the stock ABC.

Alternative 6 would revise the sector allocations of the total ACL between the recreational and
commercial sectors, such that the commercial ACL is retained at 3.16 mp gw. The resulting
allocations are 68.7% commercial and 31.3% recreational. Alternative 6 would revise the OFL
and ABC to retain the 3.16 mp gw commercial ACL and then set the stock ACL equal to the
stock ABC. The OFL and ABC for Alternative 6 are within the range of the OFL and ABC
values for Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 2 and 4-5, which were recommended by
the SSC at its September 2019 and January 2020 meetings.

Although the commercial and recreational allocations were in effect for the timeframe 2010-
2018, the commercial ACL has never been exceeded, and the recreational ACL has only been
exceeded in 2013, and was subject to in-season closures in 2014 and 2015. Commercial and
recreational ACLs, ACTs, and landings are displayed in Table 2.1.3. The various time series
under consideration in Preferred Alternative 3 and Alternatives 4-5 have relatively small
differences in sector allocations (at most 1.2%; Table 2.1.2). The difference in the commercial
and recreational allocations when Alternatives 1-2 are compared to Preferred Alternative 3
and Alternatives 4-5 is, at most, 16.7%, shifting allocation from the commercial sector to the
recreational sector to account for an increase in the estimated historical harvests attributable to
the recreational sector.

In comparison to the MRIP FES equivalent total ACL of 5.26 mp gw under Alternative 1,
Alternatives 2-6 would result in a decrease of the total ACL. In comparison to Alternative 1,
Alternative 2 would result in an increase of the commercial sector ACL; Preferred Alternative
3 and Alternatives 4-5 would result in a decrease of the commercial sector ACL. The
commercial sector ACL for Alternatives 1 and 6 would be