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Establishing Federal Permits 

Introduction
 

What Issue is Being Addressed? 
 

This white paper provides the Caribbean Fishery 

Management Council (Council) with an overview of 

the many aspects involved in the development of 

federal permits in the U.S. Caribbean exclusive 

economic zone (EEZ).  A primary goal of establishing 

federal permits is to gain a better understanding of the 

population of fishers and their harvest patterns in the 

EEZ.  Increased knowledge of fishing effort1 and 

harvest data2 could improve fisheries management in 

the U.S. Caribbean by reducing scientific and 

management uncertainty and better identifying spatial 

patterns of capture and harvest.  A federal permit 

system could also enhance the ability to obtain landings 

data3 from fishers through increased reporting 

compliance, while targeting active fishers for 

educational and/or research activities.  Improved data 

collection may also enable the application of in-season 

accountability measures, thus preventing annual catch 

limit overages and possibly overfishing.  

  

                                                 
1 The amount of fishing gear of a specific type used on the fishing grounds over a given unit of time (e.g. hours trawled per 

day, number of hooks set per day, or number of hauls of a beach seine per day).  When two or more kinds of gear are used, the 

respective efforts must be adjusted to some standard type before being added. 
2 Data on the total number or weight of fish caught and kept from an area over a period of time.  
3 Data on the number or poundage of fish unloaded by commercial fishers or brought to shore by recreational fishers for 

personal use. 

 

Caribbean Fishery  

Management Council 
 

 Responsible for conservation and 
management of fish stocks 
 

 Consists of seven voting members  
o Four voting members appointed 

by the Secretary of Commerce 
 

o One voting member appointed by 
each of the Governors of Puerto 
Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands  
(2 total) 
 

o The Regional Administrator of 
NMFS for the Southeast Region 

 

 Manages the area is from 3 to 200 
nautical miles (nm) off the coasts of 
the U.S. Virgin Islands and 9 to 200 nm 
off the coast of Puerto Rico 

 

 Develops fishery management plans 
and recommends regulations to NMFS 
and the Secretary of Commerce for 
implementation 
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Where is the project located?  
 

The U.S. Caribbean EEZ consists of those waters 

extending from the nine nautical mile (nm) 

seaward boundary of the Commonwealth of 

Puerto Rico and the three nm seaward boundary 

of the territory of the U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI) 

out to 200 nautical miles offshore 

 

Figure 1.2.1.  Jurisdictional boundaries of the 

Caribbean Fishery Management Council.  

 

Why is the Council considering 

action? 

 

The harvest activities of all fishing sectors must 

be understood to the greatest degree possible to 

assure that societal goals encompassed in the 

Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 

Management Act are met.  Thus, the need for 

timely, effective, and efficient means to monitor 

harvest from all sectors is fundamental.  A 

permitting system provides a comprehensive 

method to achieve this goal.  Permits also allow 

for direct communication with fishing entities, 

enabling focused outreach and education 

opportunities. 

 

Permits allow fishery managers to gather more 

accurate data, decreasing both scientific and 

management uncertainty.  Scientific uncertainty 

can be mitigated to some degree by increasing 

knowledge of the fishery.  A permit system that 

identifies the universe of harvesters and allows 

tracking of the disposition of harvested resources 

would substantially enhance knowledge of the 

fishery.  Data derived from a comprehensive 

permit system would also contribute to reducing 

management uncertainty by providing better 

estimates of harvesting effort and thereby 

improving model design and outputs.  More 

accurate and reliable catch data allow for more 

informed management decisions and provides 

managers with a better understanding of the 

health of the fish stocks.   
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An absence of a federal permit system, or 

mandatory federal reporting requirements, has 

been identified as a major contributor to the lack 

of fishing effort information in the EEZ.  A 

permitting system would allow better estimates 

for measuring fishing effort for the Council-

managed fisheries while shedding light on the 

effectiveness of regulations implemented to 

manage that effort. 

 

Since January 1, 2010, private recreational 

anglers in Puerto Rico and the USVI who fish in 

federal waters of the U.S. Caribbean are required 

to participate in the National Saltwater Angler 

Registry so they can be identified for data 

collection purposes.  This white paper focuses on 

permitting issues for commercial and for-hire 

activities in the U.S. Caribbean. 

 

 

Needs/Issues that a permitting 

system could address in the EEZ 
 

 Increased competition for the 

resources  

 Increased fishing effort and the 

concentration of that effort in 

localized areas 

 Declining catch per unit effort 

 Better estimates of fishing 

effort  

 Monitor possible increases in 

bycatch 
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Status of Fishing Permits in the U.S. Caribbean, and 

Options for Implementation in Federal Waters 
 

Puerto Rico 

 

The government of Puerto Rico requires commercial fishing licenses for fishing in Commonwealth waters 

and additional species-specific commercial permits for incidental catch, land crab, and sirajo gobies.  In 

addition, the government of Puerto Rico legislated a requirement for a recreational fishing license, 

although that requirement has not been enforced (E. Piñeiro pers. comm.).  Puerto Rico similarly requires 

species-specific recreational permits for the harvest of queen conch, spiny lobster, incidental catch, land 

crabs, billfish, and sirajo gobies (PRDNR 2010).  This permit system could provide a foundation upon 

which a federal permit system could be built, although other permit system options should also be 

considered and evaluated. 

 

In 2011 and 2012, the number of commercial fishers in Puerto Rico more than doubled (3,408) from the 

1,129 valid commercial licenses originally reported in the latest commercial fishers census by Matos 

Caraballo-Agar in 2008 (E. Piñeiro pers. comm.).  Historically, commercial fishers in Puerto Rico were 

required by the Puerto Rico Department of Natural and Environmental Resources (PRDNER), the agency 

responsible for the administration of the commonwealth fishing licenses, to show their tax return forms 

when applying for their commercial license.  The PRDNER would use the tax forms to determine what 

amount of each fisher’s income came from commercial fishing.  In 2011, the PRDNER put in place a 

moratorium eliminating the tax return requirement when applying for a commercial license.  The 

moratorium may have triggered fishers in the recreational sector to move to the commercial sector by 

applying for the Puerto Rico “commercial beginner’s license.”  Some recreational fishers see the benefit 

of obtaining a commercial license as it allows them to use additional fishing gears (e.g., bandit gear) and 

sell their catches, both of which are prohibited practices under a recreational license.  The PRDNER has 

re-established the tax form requirement when applying for a commercial license.  This requirement should 

remove from the commercial sector those fishers that don’t depend on fishing as their major source of 

income. 

 

The number of recreational fishers in Puerto Rico has been growing steadily with estimates in 2007 

between 160,000 and 170,000 fishers (Griffith et al. 2007).  A telephone survey of a subset of USVI 

registered boat owners (n=120) who used their vessels for recreational fishing was conducted in 2000 

(Eastern Caribbean Center 2002).  Based on that survey, the number of boat-based recreational fishers 

was estimated at 2,509 for the USVI (712 from St Croix and 1,797 from St. Thomas/St. John).   
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USVI 

 

Since 1974, the USVI has required all commercial fishers to have a commercial fishing permit.  Helpers4 

are not required to have a commercial fishing permit, although each commercial fisher must obtain a 

helper’s permit for each helper used or employed (V.I.C., Title 12, Chapter 9A §312).  In August 2001, 

the Commissioner of the USVI Department of Planning and Natural Resources issued a moratorium on 

the issuance of commercial fishing licenses.  Those individuals that were licensed up to 3 years before 

August 2001 were allowed to renew their commercial fishing licenses (Holt and Uwate 2004), but no new 

entrants into the commercial fishery have been allowed since implementation of the moratorium.  Based 

on the USVI’s Department of Fish and Wildlife 2010-2011 registration list (Kojis and Quinn 2011), in 

2008, there were 383 licensed commercial fishers in the USVI, including 223 on St. Croix and 160 on St. 

Thomas/St. John.  By 2011 the number of licensed commercial fishers in the USVI had decreased to 334 

including 214 on St. Croix and 120 on St. Thomas/St. John (Kojis and Quinn 2011).  As long as the 

moratorium on granting new commercial fishing licenses in the USVI remains in place, it is anticipated 

those numbers will continue to decrease through attrition.  

 

Federal Waters 

 

There are many aspects to implementing commercial fishing permits in the U.S. Caribbean and many 

options regarding the design of that permit system.  Options for developing and designing a permit system 

include, but are not limited to: 

 

1. Require the commercial and charter/headboat vessel operators to obtain a federal permit to fish in 

the U.S. Caribbean EEZ; 

2. Require the commercial and charter/headboat vessel operators to obtain a fishing license from 

either Puerto Rico or the USVI to fish in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ;  

3. Require a single federal permit for both commercial and charter/headboat fishing activities in the 

U.S. Caribbean EEZ; 

4. Require separate federal permits for commercial and for-hire fishing activities in the U.S. 

Caribbean EEZ; 

5. Require a species/species group/fishery specific permit in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ; 

6. Require a gear-specific permit in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ; 

7. Require a dealer permit to purchase fish harvested from the U.S. Caribbean EEZ; 

8. Conduct a pilot study with some or all fishers from some or all island groups to evaluate the 

practicality of permits in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ. 

 

The development and design of a permit system can be island-specific.  Thus, a permit system could be 

implemented for a single island (St. Croix, Puerto Rico) or island group (St. Thomas/St. John).  

Additionally, regardless of the combination of island/island group for which permits are implemented, the 

                                                 
4 The permitted commercial fisher must be onboard when the “helper” is fishing.  Commercial fishers must have the number of 

helpers indicated on their permit.  Although legally defined as helpers, these individuals are also fishers.   
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permit may be a general requirement or may be specific to a particular fishery sector such as traps or 

deep-water snapper.  Moreover, those specifics may differ among island/island group with, for example, a 

deep-water snapper permit being instituted only for one island and a trap permit only being instituted for a 

separate island.  Fishery management in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ is moving from a species-based 

approach (Queen Conch, Reef Fish, Lobster, and Corals and Reef Associated Plants and Invertebrates 

Fishery Management Plans [FMPs]) to an island-based approach (St. Croix, Puerto Rico, and St. 

Thomas/St. John FMPs), a format conducive to application of permit systems tailored to the needs of each 

of those islands/island groups. 

 

There are no federal licenses or permits issued for the commercial or for-hire harvest of Council-managed 

species from the U.S. Caribbean EEZ.  A commercial permit would allow managers to track the number 

and identity of commercial fishers active in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ, obtain better landings and effort 

data, improve law enforcement capabilities, and allow for directed outreach to and education of those 

licensed fishers.  A for-hire permit would identify the participants in this sector and similarly allow for an 

evaluation of effort and landings, improve law enforcement capabilities in curtailing the sale of 

recreationally caught fishes, and allow for directed outreach to and education of those charter operators.  

In total, licensing commercial and charter fishers would ultimately lead to more accurate data, thereby 

reducing uncertainty, enhancing the precision for monitoring allowable catch levels, and increasing the 

suitability and effectiveness of fishing regulations.  A permitting system will also enhance capabilities for 

the social analysis of potential management measures by making available better data regarding the 

importance and contribution of commercial and charter fishing to fishers and the fishing communities 

within which they reside. 

 

Due to the current lack of a mandatory permit and reporting system in the EEZ, establishing a new federal 

permit system could result in confusion among fishing communities.  Furthermore, there may be 

resistance to additional permitting requirements, especially considering that some fishers harvest 

extensively or exclusively from state waters. Moreover, the existence of mandatory state permitting 

requirements and associated expenses likely will create additional concerns among the fishers.   

 

Impacts of and resistance to a permit requirement for federal waters may be reduced if that permit system 

relies on current territorial permitting efforts as opposed to establishing a new, independent federal 

permitting system.  Aside from the administrative impacts that would be avoided, both the economic 

impacts that would result from fishers being required to purchase two separate permits to fish in the EEZ 

off Puerto Rico or the USVI, and the social impacts resulting from the time and effort required to fill out 

separate permit applications (Appendix A), would be avoided by working with the currently-established 

territorial systems.  
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Fees 

 

It would be necessary to charge a fee to the fishers associated with obtaining federal permits in order to 

recover costs associated with maintaining a permit system.  NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service 

(NMFS) is authorized to charge administrative fees for permit issuance, renewal, or transfer.  The direct 

cost of obtaining a federal permit under the current SERO permitting process is estimated at $25 per 

permit (Sramek, pers. comm.).   

 

Application Process 

 

The current SERO application (Appendix A) is relatively detailed and currently requires the submission 

of vessel characteristic data (e.g., horsepower, gross tonnage, net tonnage, hull identification number, hold 

capacity, corporation shareholder information, lease information).  Completion of the current SERO 

permit application form takes between 20 minutes and 60 minutes, depending on the complexity of the 

supporting documents.  A simpler application form, requesting only vessel name or identification number, 

length, and vessel owner contact information, would be less expensive to administer, and therefore, would 

allow a lower administrative fee per permit.   

 

Developing a Pilot Study 

 

Rather than moving directly into a comprehensive permit program for federal waters of the U.S. 

Caribbean, it may be advantageous to first institute one or a few pilot studies for specific fishery sectors.  

One or more pilot studies would allow fishery managers to identify issues and devise solutions that can 

then be applied to a comprehensive permit system that would be issued throughout the entire U.S. 

Caribbean.  Information gathered from pilot studies would guide the Council in making determinations as 

to the type of permit system to implement and the extent of that system.  For example, the Council could 

choose an open access permit system that does not restrict the number of permits available to fishers.  

With open access permits, fishers can apply for a permit at any time.  Open access permits are in common 

use in U.S. waters, including the Gulf of Mexico, South Atlantic, and U.S. Caribbean (Table 2.1).  

Alternatively, the Council could implement a limited access permit where the number of operators and, 

potentially, their fishing effort is restricted by controlling the number of available permits.  Once the 

original number of permits are allocated to fishers, new fishers can only obtain a permit for that sector by 

purchasing an existing permit from another fisher.  A variety of limited access permits currently are 

issued in the Gulf of Mexico and South Atlantic (Table 2.2).  Limited access permits frequently involve 

controls on the number and size of vessels, and conditions related to the transfer of fishing rights or the 

replacement of vessels.  Regardless of the type of pilot program instituted, participation in the pilot study 

could be free to all interested fishers, thus creating no financial advantage (or disadvantage) to the 

participants relative to those who do not participate.  
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Table 2.1.  Current Open Access Permits Available for Vessels Fishing in the EEZ of the Gulf of Mexico, South 
Atlantic, and the U.S. Caribbean 

Open Access Commercial Permit 

Atlantic Dolphin/Wahoo (ADW) 

Spiny Lobster (LC) 

Spiny Lobster Tailing  

Spanish Mackerel 

Rock Shrimp 

South Atlantic Penaeid Shrimp 

Gulf Royal Red Shrimp Endorsement  

HMS Commercial Caribbean Small Boat Permit 

Open Access Charter/Headboat Permits 

Atlantic Charter/headboat for Dolphin/Wahoo 

Atlantic Charter/headboat for Coastal Migratory Pelagics 

South Atlantic Charter/Headboat for Snapper-Grouper 

 

 
Table 2.2.  Current Limited Access Permits Available for Vessels Fishing in the EEZ of the Gulf of Mexico, South 
Atlantic, and the U.S. Caribbean 

Limited Access Commercial Permits 

King Mackerel 

Gillnet for King Mackerel 

Gulf of Mexico Shrimp 

Gulf of Mexico Commercial Reef Fish 

Eastern Gulf of Mexico Reef Fish Bottom Long Line Endorsement 

Rock Shrimp 

South Atlantic Golden Crab 

South Atlantic Unlimited Snapper-Grouper 

South Atlantic 225 LB Trip Limit Snapper-Grouper 

South Atlantic Sea Bass Pot Endorsement 

South Atlantic Golden Tilefish Endorsement 

Swordfish Directed 

Swordfish Handgear 

Swordfish Incidental 

Shark Directed 

Shark Incidental 

Atlantic Tuna Longline 

Limited Access Charter/Headboat Permits 

Gulf Charter/Headboat Coastal Migratory Pelagics 

Gulf Charter/Headboat for Reef Fish 

Historical Captain Gulf Charter/Headboat for Coastal Migratory Pelagic Fish  

Historical Captain Gulf Charter/Headboat for Reef Fish 

 



Version 1 – July 7, 2014 

 

Comprehensive Amendment 9  

Pilot Program Opportunities 

 

Recent events in Puerto Rico have raised awareness regarding an opportunity to establish a permits 

program for the commercial Snapper Unit 2 (SU2) fishery operating in Puerto Rico EEZ waters.  In 2012, 

the annual catch limit (ACL) that was established for the Puerto Rico commercial SU2 fishery in the 2010 

Caribbean ACL Amendment (CFMC 2011) was substantially exceeded based on the mandated 

comparison criterion (average of 2010-2011 commercial landings).  The commercial ACL of 145,916 

pounds (lbs) was exceeded by 132,063 lbs (90.5%) based on average SU2 landings of 277,979 lbs 

(190.5%).  This outcome required application of an accountability measure reducing the length of the 

harvest season by 102 days.  Much of this overage was attributed to the entry into the fishery of a new 

cohort of fishers with a one-year ‘beginners’ commercial fishing permit.  Needless to say, this influx of 

temporary fishers and the repercussions of the resultant ACL overage brought considerable hardship to 

those long-term commercial fishers dependent on this resource for income. 

 

The SU2 event of 2012 brought to light issues with data reporting, overcapacity of the fishery, lack of 

control on participation, and a general need to better manage the SU2 commercial and recreational sectors 

in Commonwealth and federal waters surrounding Puerto Rico.  Had the requirement for a federal permit 

to participate in the SU2 commercial fishery been in place, much of this impact could have been avoided.  

The SU2 fishery, particularly that component of the fishery executed along the west coast of Puerto Rico, 

historically involves a small number of dedicated fishers.  The fishery characteristically targets patchy, 

deep-water habitats.  As a result, long-term participation and consistent success within the context of 

changing environmental conditions results in only a small number of commercial fishers maintaining 

consistent success in the fishery.  Those fishers, clearly identifiable from Puerto Rico licensing and 

landings data, constitute a potentially ideal target audience for a pilot study (and, ultimately, for a sector-

specific permit program).  If the Council chose to move ahead with a pilot permit program, the 

commercial SU2 fishery of Puerto Rico could be an ideal starting point.     

 

A similar situation exists on the island of St. Thomas in the USVI.  There, commercial fish trap fishers 

have recently implemented on their own initiative a management program that reduces the number of 

traps in the fishery and controls entry into the fishery.  Those outcomes render the St. Thomas fish trap 

sector a good candidate for testing a pilot permit program in the USVI.  Similar to Puerto Rico’s 

commercial SU2 fishery, the St. Thomas fish trap fishery is composed of a small group of dedicated, 

professional fishers generally supportive of sustainable management of their fishery.  In contrast to the 

Puerto Rico commercial SU2 pilot program, which involves a particular fishery management unit, the 

USVI pilot program would involve a particular gear sector.  This would provide an important opportunity 

to compare the needs, problems, and solutions associated with those different approaches, producing 

information necessary to developing a more broad-based permit system. 

 

If the Council chooses to implement a limited access permit anywhere in the U.S. Caribbean, at a pilot or 

system scale, a control date with which to identify valid participants in the permit program has already 

been established.  At their March 2009 meeting, the Council voted to establish a control date of March 24, 
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2009, for the commercial sector of the reef fish, queen conch, and spiny lobster fisheries operating in 

federal waters off Puerto Rico and the USVI.  On July 8, 2009, NMFS published an Advanced Notice of 

Proposed Rulemaking (ANPR) in the Federal Register (74 FR 32528).  The Council followed at their 

August 2012 meeting by voting to update the control date for the commercial trap sectors of the reef fish 

and spiny lobster fisheries operating in federal waters off Puerto Rico and the USVI.  On April 5, 2013, 

NMFS published an ANPR in the Federal Register (78 FR 20496) announcing the control date of 

February 10, 2011.  These ANPRs informed fishers that anyone entering these fisheries after the control 

date will not be assured of future access should a management regime, such as a permit program that 

limits the number of participants in any of these fisheries, be prepared and implemented.  The Council 

may choose to use a different control date, or to give variably weighted consideration to fishers active in 

the fishery before and after the control date.  Other qualifying criteria, such as documentation of landings 

and sales or possession of a valid Territorial/Commonwealth Permit, may be considered for entry into the 

fishery.  The Council may also choose to take no further action to control entry or access to any of these 

fisheries, in which case the control date may be rescinded. 

 

Summary 

 

Developing tools and increasing efforts towards enhanced fishery management in the U.S. Caribbean are 

important for both the marine resources as well as the fishing communities.  In order to provide better 

information for management, fishery managers must have a better understanding of the population of 

fishers and their harvest patterns in the EEZ.  A federal permit system may be the tool to best obtain this 

information. This white paper provides an overview of the permit process as well as suggestions as to 

how a permit system for federal waters of the U.S. Caribbean might be developed within the context of 

existing Puerto Rico and USVI permit programs.  Information is then provided regarding potential pilot 

programs that could be developed to test and refine permit program structure and application, using the 

Snapper Unit 2 fishery off the west coast of Puerto Rico and the St. Thomas, USVI, fish trap fishery as 

examples.
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