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PROPOSED ALTERNATIVES FOR THE MANAGEMENT OF SEAGRASSES IN THE U.S. CARIBBEAN 

EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONE  
 
At its 141st meeting, the Caribbean Fishery Management Council (Council) voted to request 
alternatives to “address the problem of seagrass ACLs” for seagrass species listed in the 1994 
Fishery Management Plan (FMP) for Coral and Reef Associated Plants and Invertebrates of 
Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands (Coral FMP).  The Coral FMP currently includes four 
separate species (shoal grass (Halodule wrightii), widgeon grass (Ruppia maritima), manatee 
grass (Syringodium filiforme), turtle grass (Thalassia testudinum)) and one group of species (the 
sea vines (Halophila spp.)1).  The Magnuson-Stevens Act (MSA) established a requirement that 
FMPs contain mechanisms for specifying annual catch limits (ACLs), and implementing 
regulations or annual specifications, at a level such that overfishing does not occur in a fishery.  
Also required are measures to ensure accountability (AMs).  The 2011 Caribbean ACL 
Amendment (CFMC 2011) set ACLs for species within the Coral FMP but did not address those 
seagrasses included in the management plan.  Thus the Council has the task to consider 
alternatives to address this issue. 
 
Seagrasses are not harvested commercially or recreationally in either Puerto Rico or the U.S. 
Virgin Islands (USVI), and have not been well documented from the U.S. Caribbean federal 
waters.  Armstrong et al. (2006) reported Halophila baillonis from the no take marine 
conservation district (MCD) located in the U.S. Caribbean exclusive economic zone (EEZ) off 
St. Thomas, USVI.  García-Sais (personal communication) reports the seagrass Halophila 
decipiens (paddle grass) at a depth of 130 ft but in state waters.  If these seagrasses are left in the 
FMP, ACLs and AMs need to be specified as required by the MSA (USDOC 2007) or these 
seagrasses need to be reassigned as Ecosystem Component (EC) species.  EC species are non-
target species that are not considered part of the fishery but are included in the FMP for data 
collection only, for ecosystem considerations related to specification of OY for the associated 
fishery, as considerations in the development of conservation and management measures for the 
associated fishery, and/or to address other ecosystem issues (50 C.F.R. § 600.310(d)(5).    
 
The seagrasses were included as managed species in the Coral FMP because of their significance 
as habitat for invertebrate and vertebrate organisms of commercial, medical, recreational, and 
economic importance.  Seagrasses also play an important role in coastal stabilization (McRoy 
and Helfrich 1980 in DPNR 2005).  The health of these habitats is clearly of critical importance 
for the coastal marine resources of the nation.  The principal values of seagrasses and reefs 
(including live-rock) are considered to be non-consumptive.  They are essentially viewed as non-
renewable resources and as limited habitats of special concern (CFMC 1994).   

                                                            
1 Species of Halophila in the Wider Caribbean Region are: H. decipiens, H. baillonis, H. englemannii and H, stipulacea (exotic) 
(V. Vicente, pers. Communication).  
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The Coral FMP established the optimum yield (OY) and maximum sustainable yield in the U.S. 
Caribbean exclusive economic zone (EEZ) at zero for seagrasses and for stony corals, octocorals, 
and live-rock, except as authorized for scientific research,2 education, and restoration purposes.  
Given the limited distribution and typically slow regeneration rates of the majority of these 
species, they are considered in the Coral FMP to be essentially “non-renewable” resources for 
which an OY of zero is the only level which can reasonably be expected to ensure no net loss 
(CFMC 1994). 
 
Seagrasses have been identified as essential fish habitat (EFH) (CFMC 1998, 2004), and 
furthermore identified as habitat areas of particular concern3 within special areas in the state 
waters.  The MSA defines EFH as “those waters and substrate necessary to fish for spawning, 
breeding, feeding or growth to maturity.”  Seagrasses are considered to be EFH for stocks within 
the four FMPs (Reef Fish, Queen Conch, Spiny Lobster, and Corals).  Additionally, adults and 
juveniles of the threatened green turtle Chelonia mydas and the endangered West Indian manatee 
Trichechus manatus depend on seagrass meadows for forage (Fonseca et al. 1992; Vicente et al. 
1992 in CFMC 2004).  Although seagrasses are not harvested, there is considerable concern over 
the growing intensity of anthropogenic (human-caused) stresses to which they are being 
subjected. 
 
Under the Coral FMP, harvest of stony corals, octocorals, live-rock, and seagrasses is not 
permitted except for purposes of scientific research, education, and restoration.  The Coral FMP 
also states that the harvest of reef-associated plants and invertebrates will be allowed under 
permit subject to possible future harvest limits should information on stock abundance and/or 
harvest levels merit the establishment of such limits in the future.  However, the 1995 federal 
regulations that implemented the management measures contained within the Coral FMP (60 FR 
58221), did not prohibit the harvest of the seagrasses.  There is no documented harvest of 
seagrasses in the U.S. Caribbean.  Historically, there is no harvest of seagrasses of any type in 
the EEZ (Coral FMP and references therein) or in state waters (R. Pemberton (USVI Department 
of Planning and Natural Resources) and C. Lilyestrom (Puerto Rico Department of Natural and 
Environmental Resources), pers. communication).  Harvest however, has been documented for 
the other prohibited species included in the Coral FMP. 
The presence, location, and distribution of seagrass resources in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ is not 
well known.  Federal waters extend from nine nautical miles (nm) to 200 nm in Puerto Rico 

                                                            
2 The Coral FMP does not define “scientific research.”  However, the MSA expressly excludes from the definition of “fishing” 
“any scientific research activity conducted by a scientific research vessel.” 16 U.S.C. § 1802(15).  Thus, scientific research 
activity conducted by a scientific research vessel cannot be prohibited under the MSA.    
 
3 Habitat Areas of Particular Concern (HAPC) are subsets of EFH which are rare, particularly susceptible to human-induced 
degradation, especially ecologically important, or located in an environmentally stressed area (50 CFR Part 600).  
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waters, and from three nm to 200 nm in USVI waters (Figure 1).  The maximum depth of 
seagrass distribution is considered to be 20 fathoms (98 feet) (Fonseca et al. 1992 in CFMC 
2004, Miller and Lugo 2009).   Because segrasses require a relatively high light intensity, they 
are generally limited to water depths that do not exceed 65 feet (20 meters) unless the overlying 
water is extremely clear and transparent (Livingston 1982).  Halophila decipiens (paddle grass) 
is expected to occur in deep unconsolidated sediments beyond 100 feet in clear waters (V. 
Vicente, pers. communication).  In the USVI, the deepest reported seagrass (H. baillonis) occurs 
in approximately 135 feet of water in the MCD off St. Thomas (Armstrong et al. 2006).  In 
Puerto Rico, the deepest reported seagrass are in 130 feet of water (García-Sais pers. 
communication; Boca Cangrejos, PR).  There are reports of seagrass presence in the EEZ, but 
seagrasses of any species may be rare in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ.  The depth of EEZ waters may 
explain why there are few if any seagrass meadows reported.   

Figure 1.  Location of seagrass habitats in the U.S. Caribbean. Map only contains information 
available from aerial photographs to a depth equal or less than 30 m.  (Source: Kendall et al. 
(2001; overlay by NMFS – Protected Resources (2012)). 
 
 



SF- Caribbean Branch 
Seagrass FMU Management Alternatives   
3/2012 

 

4 
 

MANAGEMENT ALTERNATIVES 
 
ACTION:  Modify management of all species of seagrass within the Coral FMP. 

Alternative 1:   No action.  Do not modify the management of seagrass species listed in 
the Corals and Reef Associated Plants and Invertebrates Fishery 
Management Plan.  Retain current management reference points or proxies 
for seagrass species.  

 
 Alternative 2:  Prohibit the harvest in the U.S. Caribbean exclusive economic zone of 

seagrass species listed in the Corals and Reef Associated Plants and 
Invertebrates Fishery Management Plan. 

  Sub-Alternative 2(a): Prohibit harvest and establish an annual catch limit 
 = 0 for seagrass species listed in the Corals and Reef Associated Plants 
 and Invertebrates Fishery Management Plan. 

Sub-Alternative 2(b): Prohibit harvest and establish an annual catch limit 
= X for the seagrass species listed in the Corals and Reef Associated 
Plants and Invertebrates Fishery Management Plan to account for the 
incidental impacts to seagrass, or for harvest associated with educational, 
scientific or restoration purposes. 

 
Alternative 3:  Designate the seagrass species listed in the Corals and Reef Associated 

Plants and Invertebrates Fishery Management Plan as Ecosystem 
Component species as defined in the Magnuson-Stevens Act National 
Standard 1 Guidelines. 

 
Alternative 4:  Remove all species of seagrass from the Corals and Reef Associated  

   Plants and Invertebrates Fishery Management Plan. 
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DISCUSSION OF MANAGEMENT ALTERNATIVES 

ACTION:  Modify management of all seagrass species within the Coral FMP 

Alternative 1.  No action.  Do not modify management of the seagrass species listed in the Coral 
FMP.  Retain current management reference points or proxies for these seagrass species.   

The Coral FMP set the OY for seagrasses at zero, the same as for stony corals, octocorals, and 
live-rock, except as may be authorized for research and habitat restoration.   

The Coral FMP states that these resources provide the greatest overall benefit to the nation by 
being effective habitat providing food and shelter for fish, conch, lobster, turtles, and manatees.  
Seagrasses, as well as coral reefs, are considered non-renewable resources and limited habitats of 
special concern (CFMC 1994).  The Coral FMP also states that: “the best available scientific 
information indicates that corals, live-rock, and seagrasses should not be harvested at any levels, 
unless necessary for medical research, habitat restoration, or other scientific purposes.”  

Seagrass species are not harvested commercially in either Puerto Rico or the USVI.  However, if 
they continue to be included in the Coral FMP, the Council must specify ACLs and AMs or 
designate them as Ecosystem Component species in order to comply with the MSA.  By taking 
no action, this alternative will not comply with the requirements of the MSA. 

 Alternative 2.  Prohibit harvest in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ of seagrass species listed in the Coral 
FMP. 

Sub-Alternative 2(a).  Prohibit harvest and establish an ACL = 0 for seagrass species listed in 
the Coral FMP. 

Although management measures to prohibit the harvest of seagrass species in the EEZ have been 
in place since 1994 (Coral FMP; CFMC 1994), there is no regulation in place to implement this 
prohibition in federal waters.  Under Sub-Alternative 2(a), the harvest of seagrass species 
included in the Coral FMP, from the U.S. Caribbean EEZ, will be prohibited by federal 
regulations.  The ACL would be set to zero, consistent with the prohibition on harvest of these 
species4.  This alternative is compliant with the provisions of the MSA, but does not effectively 
address the issue of harvest for research, education, and restoration purposes. 

                                                            
 
4 (a) At the 141st Council meeting, a member commented that in some areas of the USVI there are “certain types of seagrass” that 
fishermen use to bait traps, and that this action could actually be considered as harvesting.  However, that seagrass may be 
already dead, free floating or collected from shore.  This information will have to be corroborated. (b) During the same Council 
meeting, another member further commented that if this process gets too technical, even those fishermen who are using that 
seagrass as bait could be prosecuted by the Coast Guard because it would be considered possession of a prohibited species, given 
that the ACL equals zero.  (*But see footnote 5) 
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Seagrasses are not harvested commercially in either Puerto Rico or the USVI, thus this 
alternative is not expected to have any significant effects for U.S. Caribbean fisheries or the 
communities they support. 

Sub-Alternative 2(b).  Prohibit harvest and establish an ACL = X for the seagrass species listed 
in the Coral FMP to account for the incidental impacts to seagrass, or for harvest associated with 
educational, scientific or restoration purposes. 

Under Sub-Alternative 2(b), an ACL of some quantity greater than zero will be assigned to the 
seagrasses included in the Coral FMP to account for incidental impacts to seagrass, or for the 
permitted harvest for educational, habitat restoration, or other scientific purposes.5  Any possible 
effects resulting from implementation of this alternative would depend on the level of allowable 
harvest chosen and would have to be further explored.  This alternative is compliant with the 
provisions of the MSA. 

Alternative 3.  Designate the seagrass species listed in the Coral FMP as EC species as defined 
in the MSA NS1 Guidelines. 

The MSA Section 303 (a) (2) requires that an FMP contain, among other things, a description of 
the species of fish6 involved in the fishery.  A Council may, but is not required to, use an 
“Ecosystem Component (EC)” species classification.  As a default, all stocks in an FMP are 
considered to be “in the fishery”, unless they are identified as EC species (50 CFR Section 
600.310(d) (5)) through an FMP amendment process (Table 1). 

EC species include managed but non-target species that are not considered part of the fishery but 
are included in the FMP for data collection only, for ecosystem considerations related to 
specification of OY for the associated fishery, as considerations in the development of 
conservation and management measures for the associated fishery, and/or to address other 
ecosystem issues.  In the case of seagrasses, their inclusion (or reclassification) within the Coral 
FMP as an EC species could serve a number of these purposes.  Because EC species are not 
considered to be in the fishery, specification of reference points, ACLs, and AMs are not 
required, but their status should be reconsidered if any new scientific information becomes 
available (e.g., catch trends, vulnerability, etc.) to determine changes in their status or their 
vulnerability to the fishery.  If necessary, they could be reclassified to be part of the fishery 
(USDOC 2009 (MSA National Standard 1 Guidelines)). 

 

                                                            
5 But this may not be necessary as the take of corals or octocorals is allowed with special permit, and this was not accounted for 
when the ACL was set as zero. 
6 The term fish means finfish, mollusks, crustaceans, and all other forms of marine animal and plant life other than marine 
mammals and birds (MSA, Sec. 3. Definitions 16 U.S.C. 1802, 99-659, 101-627). 
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Table. 1. 50 CFR Section 600.310(d)(5)) National Standard 1 – Optimum Yield. (d) Classifying 
stocks in an FMP.  (5) Ecosystem component (EC) species.  Source: USDOC (2009). 

50 CFR Section 600.310(d)(5)) National Standard 1 – Optimum Yield.  (d) Classifying stocks in an FMP. 
(5) Ecosystem component (EC) species 

i. To be considered for possible classification as an EC species, the species should: 

A. Be a non-target species or non-target stock; 

B. Not be determined to be subject to overfishing, approaching overfished, or overfished; 

C. Not be likely to become subject to overfishing or overfished, according to the best available 
information, in the absence of conservation and management measures; and 

D. Not generally be retained for sale or personal use. 

ii. Occasional retention of the species would not, in and of itself, preclude consideration of the species 
under the EC classification.  In addition to the general factors noted in paragraphs (d)(5)(i)(A)–(D) 
of this section, it is important to consider whether use of the EC species classification in a given 
instance is consistent with MSA conservation and management requirements. 

iii. EC species may be identified at the species or stock level, and may be grouped into complexes.  
EC species may, but are not required to, be included in an FMP or FMP  amendment for any of the 
following reasons: For data collection purposes; for ecosystem considerations related to 
specification of OY for the associated fishery; as considerations in the development of conservation 
and management measures for the associated fishery; and/or to address other ecosystem issues. 
While EC species are not considered to be "in the fishery,'' a Council should consider measures for 
the fishery to minimize bycatch and bycatch mortality of EC species consistent with National 
Standard 9, and to protect their associated role in the ecosystem.  EC species do not require 
specification of reference points but should be monitored to the extent that any new pertinent 
scientific information becomes available (e.g., catch trends, vulnerability, etc.) to determine changes 
in their status or their vulnerability to the fishery.  If necessary, they should be reclassified as "in the 
fishery.'' 

 
 

Under this option, the species of seagrasses included in the Coral FMP would be classified as EC 
species due to their importance as habitat for commercial and recreational fisheries in the U.S. 
Caribbean including reef fish, conch, and lobster.  Retaining the listed seagrass species in the 
Coral FMP by classifying them as EC species would be consistent with MSA conservation and 
management requirements.   

The classification of managed seagrasses as EC species will be consistent with their role as EFH.  
In the U.S. Caribbean, these habitats sustain populations of turtles, manatees and fish (including 
shellfish).  The relationships vary from serving as food and foraging habitat to providing surface 
area for egg-laying by fish or habitat for reproductive purposes.  
 
Alternative 4.  Remove all species of seagrass from the Coral FMP. 
 
This alternative would remove seagrasses from the Coral FMP because there is no need for 
federal conservation or management of these species.  There is no targeted or indirect harvest of 
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any of the seagrass species included in the Coral FMP either from the EEZ or from Puerto Rico 
and USVI territorial waters.  Although seagrass species are considered to be EFH for stocks 
within the four presently extant U.S. Caribbean FMPs (Reef Fish, Queen Conch, Spiny Lobster, 
and Corals), the removal of the seagrass species from the Coral FMP would not affect the EFH 
designation.  Thus, this alternative will not be expected to have any negative effects to the 
ecology and economy of Puerto Rico or the USVI.  This alternative is compliant with the 
provisions of the MSA.  
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