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1.0    INTRODUCTION 
  
 1.1   Background 
 
The area off the west coast of Puerto Rico, known as Bajo de Cico, was originally open 
to all fishing activities and was a location fishers targeted spawning aggregations of red 
hind.  Commercial fishermen in the area proposed a closure to protect the red hind stocks.   
In 1996, an amendment established a closed season from December 1 through February 
28 (61 FR 64485).  Since the implementation of the seasonal closure, red hind 
populations have begun to replenish (E. Piñeiro-Soler, per. com.).  Recently, newly 
discovered and nearly pristine coral reef formations have been found in the area by 
scientists.  Within this coral reef habitat, large snapper and grouper populations have 
been identified, including possibly one of the largest aggregations of federally protected 
Nassau groupers in the region (E. Piñeiro-Soler, per. com.).   
 
Bajo de Cico is bounded by rhumb lines connecting, in order, the following points (50 
CFR §622.33 (a)(2)(ii)): 

 
Point North Latitude West Longitude 

A…………………………......... 18°15.7’ 67°26.4’ 
B…………………………......... 18°15.7’ 67°23.2’ 
C…………………………......... 18°12.7’ 67°23.4’ 
D…………………………......... 18°12.7’ 67°26.4’ 
A…………………………......... 18°15.7’ 67°26.4’ 

 
Bajo de Cico is a productive fishing zone for pelagic species as well as Highly Migratory 
Species (HMS) such as yellowfin tuna.  Commercial fishers use the area as a source of 
bait (i.e. skipjacks, little tunneys, and blackfin tunas), and recreational fishers target game 
species such as dolphin (E. Piñeiro-Soler, per. com.).  Targeting pelagic and HMS species 
is allowed year round in Bajo de Cico and will not be affected by this proposed action. 
 
Recreational divers also utilize Bajo de Cico.  Strong currents and the depths of the area 
create unsafe conditions for individual divers so local charter operators often take groups 
to the area.  The trips generally occur in the closed season (December through February), 
the divers stay fairly shallow (100 ft), and do not spear fish.  When weather and closures 
allow, another group of divers use the area to harvest lobsters, which will not be affected 
by the proposed action.  However, the divers occasionally spear fish, which would be 
prohibited if an extended closed season is implemented (E. Piñeiro-Soler, per. com.).  
 
In addition to the seasonal closure of Bajo de Cico, there are a number of other seasonal 
closures that prohibit harvesting certain species within federal waters.   Red, black, tiger, 
yellowfin, and yellowedge grouper are closed from February 1 through April 30 (50 CFR 
§622.33 (a)(4)). From October 1 through December 31, harvesting vermilion, black, silk, 
and blackfin snapper is prohibited (50 CFR §622.33 (a)(6)).  Similarly, lane and mutton 
snapper are closed from April 1 through June 30 (50 CFR §622.33 (a)(7)).  All the 
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closures combined leaves only 3 months of the year open to all fishing (July, August, and 
September), which is often interrupted by hurricane season. 
 
New technology and gear that has become available to fishers pose an increased threat to 
both the resident fish stocks and pristine coral formations.  Some recreational fishers have 
a new deep jigging rod and reel that can reach about 600-800 ft into the water column.  
Every time fishing gear gets entangled on the bottom, the potential for damaging the 
coral reef increases.  Some improvements to scuba gear, such as re-breathers and nitrox 
systems, could also potentially cause additional problems in the future by allowing divers 
to go deeper and stay at depths longer.  Increased dive time could lead to increases in 
opportunities for harvesting fish (E. Piñeiro-Soler, per. com.). 
 
In 2007, Griffith et al conducted a study on the effect of closures on fishing communities, 
including Bajo de Cico.  The study concluded between 70% and 90% of the fishers 
surveyed strongly agree that closures maintain spawning aggregations, restore or 
maintain habitat quality,  improve the quantity of fish both inside and adjacent to the 
closure, and protect species in vulnerable areas.  When asked their opinion of closed 
areas, fishers seemed to view them with a kind of indifference and acceptance (Griffith et 
al, 2007).   
 
2.0   Purpose and Need 
 
The purpose of this regulatory amendment is to protect spawning populations of large 
snapper and grouper aggregations.  It has been established that Bajo de Cico has large 
spawning populations of snapper and groupers as well as pristine coral habitats.  The 
Caribbean Fishery Management Council (Council) wants greater protection of the area in 
order to preserve the current populations and habitat conditions. 
 
Currently, the area is closed to all fishing activity (excluding highly migratory species) 
from December 1 through February 28, each year.  In addition, fishing with pots, traps, 
bottom longlines, gillnets or trammel nets is prohibited year-round.  Throughout the 
remainder of the year, however, fish populations are vulnerable to fishing activities.  As a 
result, the Council intends to extend the seasonal closure to prohibit all fishing activities 
for a longer duration of time. 
 
 
3.0   Management Alternatives 
 

3.1   Action 1: Extend the closed season for Bajo de Cico 
 

Alternative 1: No Action - do not extend the seasonal closure of Bajo de 
Cico. 

 
Alternative 2: Extend closure of Bajo de Cico from 3 months to 6 months 

in order to provide better protection for spawning 
aggregations of large snappers and groupers as well as 
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coral reef habitat.  The closure would prohibit all fishing 
activities (excluding pelagic and highly migratory species) 
for 6 months and retain current, year round gear 
restrictions. 

 
Alternative 3: Extend closure of Bajo de Cico from 3 months to 12 

months in order to provide full protection for spawning 
aggregations of large snappers and groupers as well as 
coral reef habitat.  The closure would prohibit all fishing 
activities (excluding pelagic and highly migratory species) 
for 12 months and retain current, year round gear 
restrictions. 

 
 
Discussion 
Alternative 1 would maintain the status quo.  The area would remain closed from 
December 1 to February 28, each year in addition to the year round gear restrictions.  The 
closure was originally implemented in 1996 to protect spawning populations of red hind.  
Since then, red hind stocks have improved but scientists have recently discovered 
spawning populations of snappers and groupers as well as nearly pristine coral reef 
formations.  Maintaining the current regulations would allow the large snapper and 
grouper populations to be vulnerable to fishers.  Important coral habitat would also be in 
danger of entanglements and other gear interactions. 
 
Alternative 2 would extend the seasonal closure of Bajo de Cico to six months.  Under 
current regulations, the area is closed for three months to fishing for various reef fish 
species and prohibits fishing with pots, traps, bottom longlines, gillnets, and trammel nets 
during the remainder of the year.  Additionally, there are closures for red, black, tiger, 
yellowfin, and yellowedge grouper from February 1 through April 30 for the entire 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).  There is also a closure of the EEZ to harvest of 
vermilion, black, silk, and blackfin snapper during October 1 through December 31.  
There is a third closure from April 1 to June 30 for lane and mutton snapper in the EEZ.  
Therefore closures for various snapper and grouper species runs from October 1 through 
June 30.  Since there is a high probability of catching these species incidentally when 
targeting other reef fish species, fishers tend to avoid areas where species comingle.  This 
is due to costs of bait, fuel, as well as time spent fishing to capture species that must be 
discarded due to regulatory requirements.  Therefore, an area such as Bajo de Cico would 
not be an ideal place to target species that are allowed because of the high probability of 
capturing a prohibited species. This essentially limits the fishing season to three months 
in Bajo de Cico, or in other words a nine month closure.  Therefore, a six month closure 
would provide only a small amount of protection to those individuals inhabiting Bajo de 
Cico by making it a regulatory closure as opposed to a de facto closure.  In other words, 
the only additional protection would be from these fishers who decide to fish in the area 
knowing there is a high probability of wasting bait, fuel, and time on capturing fish that 
would have to be returned in order to capture some fish they would be permitted to keep. 
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Alternative 3 would extend the seasonal closure of Bajo de Cico to twelve months, thus 
providing full protection to various reef fish species found in the area for the entire year.  
The extended closure would prohibit all fishing activities (excluding pelagic and highly 
migratory species) in addition to the current gear restrictions.  Current regulations allow 
for limited fishing activities during March through November, however, as discussed 
above, many fishers do not utilize the area due to numerous other closures in the EEZ.  
All closures combined leaves only three months of the year open to fishing (July, August, 
and September).  Much of that time, however, is often interrupted by hurricanes, which 
further inhibits fishers’ ability to harvest stocks.  All the factors combined leads to very 
limited use of Bajo de Cico by fishers.  Most of the activity that does occur in the area, 
such as targeting pelagic species and trolling, will not be affected by extending the 
seasonal closure and thus have little impact on fishers.   
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