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INTRODUCTION 

Purpose 

 

The purpose of this document is to evaluate the implications of reorganizing the U.S. 

Caribbean fishery management plans (FMPs) by incorporating an island-specific 

approach.  The local governments, fishers, and the fishing community representatives 

have requested NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries) and the 

Caribbean Fishery Management Council (Council) implement an island-specific 

approach to fisheries management to account for differences among the islands with 

respect to culture, markets, gear, and seafood preferences.  Additionally, managing by 

islands rather than by species would facilitate an ecosystem-based approach to fisheries 

management in the U.S. Caribbean.  The Western Pacific Fishery Management Council 

(WPFMC) set the precedent for such an approach.  The WPFMC also reorganized from 

species-based to island-based management via a conversion of their fishery-based FMPs 

to place-based Fishery Ecosystem Management Plans.  The WPFMC recognized that a 

comprehensive ecosystem approach to fisheries management needed to be initiated 

through an incremental, collaborative, and adaptive management process, a multi-step 

approach to develop and implement the FMPs.  To be successful, this required increased 

understanding of a range of issues including biological and trophic relationships, 

ecosystem indicators and models, and the ecological effects of non-fishing activities on 

the marine environment (WPFMC 2009).  Similar considerations apply in the U.S. 

Caribbean.  Although this approach has not been specifically used in the U.S. Caribbean, 

the recently completed 2010 and 2011 Caribbean Annual Catch Limit (ACL) 

Amendments addressed the request of the stakeholders to begin management on an 

island-specific basis.   

Need 

 

At their 141
st
 meeting, held during December 13-14, 2011, the Council voted to develop 

a discussion paper regarding the possibility of restructuring fishery management for the 

U.S. Caribbean to allow for management by island or island group rather than by species 

or species group.  This directive from the Council responds to frequent requests by 

fishers, fishing community representatives, and the local governments of Puerto Rico and 

the USVI to partition fisheries management among the islands of the U.S. Caribbean.  

These changes would address differences in ecosystems, culture, markets, gear, and 

seafood preferences.  Such an approach would be consistent with National Priority 1 of 

the Interagency Ocean Policy Task Force to “adopt ecosystem-based management as a 

foundational principle for the comprehensive management of the ocean, our coasts, and 

the Great Lakes” (CEQ 2010).  The 2010 and 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendments provide 

an updated description of the local environment, including the biological, administrative, 

economic, and social characteristics for each of the islands (Puerto Rico, St. Croix) or 

islands groups (St. Thomas/St. John) comprising the U.S. Caribbean. 
 

There are potential benefits to tailoring the FMPs to an island-specific approach rather 

than a species-specific approach.  In the U.S. Caribbean, recreational and commercial 
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fishing activities are relatively small in scale and are in many instances dependent on the 

coral reef community and associated seagrass, mangroves, and unvegetated habitats.  

Average landings for each species or species-group are less than 500 thousand pounds 

each year.  In addition, the resultant harvest from each fishing sector is predominately 

consumed locally with little, if any, export.  Thus, harvest patterns reflect the personal 

and cultural preferences of the local community on each island (Matos Caraballo and 

Agar 2008, Kojis and Quinn 2011).  At the largest scale within the U.S. Caribbean, those 

preferences contrast substantially between Puerto Rico and the USVI.  For example, the 

fishery on the west coast of Puerto Rico is predominantly a deep water snapper fishery 

whereas the St. Croix fishery predominantly targets parrotfish.  Preferences also differ 

among the islands that comprise the USVI and even among ethnic groups within each 

USVI island (Kojis and Quinn 2011).  Once more using parrotfish as an example, St. 

Croix fishers purposely target parrotfish, reflecting culturally driven market demand, and 

landed on average almost 300 thousand pounds of parrotfish each year during 1999-2005 

(CFMC 2010).  In contrast, fishers on St. Thomas consider parrotfish as bycatch, and 

catch of all parrotfish species from the waters surrounding that island averaged less than 

50 thousand pounds per year during that same period.  Finally, the factors affecting 

habitats and their associated species, particularly anthropogenic factors but also natural 

factors, differ among islands (Puerto Rico Coral Reef Management Priorities 2011, USVI 

Coral Reef Management Priorities 2011).  St. Croix supports medium and heavy 

industries (e.g., petroleum storage, rum distillery), St. Thomas is more a tourist oriented 

enterprise, and the much larger island of Puerto Rico supports over 3.8 million residents 

and a host of industrial, tourism, and service industries.  Added to that are potential and 

realized differences in natural events that impinge on each island, including for example 

hurricanes, freshwater inputs from the Orinoco River, and ocean current patterns.  These 

harvest preferences, anthropogenic impacts, and natural factors combine to create a 

mosaic of conditions unique to each island.  The Council and NMFS could manage this 

mosaic of conditions more effectively at a local scale. 

 

This discussion paper provides an overview of the current fisheries management structure 

in the U.S. Caribbean.  In addition, this discussion illustrates some of the questions, 

issues, and consequences to be considered with regard to the proposed rearrangement of 

the U.S. Caribbean FMPs.  We intend for this to be the first step in exploring the costs, 

benefits, and implications of such an approach. 

Background 

 

Historically, species in the U.S. Caribbean are managed within the Reef Fish Fishery 

Management Plan of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands (Reef Fish FMP), the Spiny 

Lobster Fishery Management Plan of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands (Spiny 

Lobster FMP), the Fishery Management Plan for the Queen Conch Resources of Puerto 

Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands (Queen Conch FMP), and the Fishery Management Plan 

for Corals and Reef Associated Plants and Invertebrates of Puerto Rico and the U.S. 

Virgin Islands (Coral FMP.  In 2011, NOAA Fisheries and the Council completed a 

series of amendments to these plans that brings the management of the included species  
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Reference Point Latitude Longitude Comments 

A 19
o
 37’ 29” 65

o
 20’ 57” Intersects with the International/EEZ 

boundary 

B 18
o
 25’ 46.3015” 65

o
 06’ 31.866” Intersects with the EEZ/Territorial boundary 

C 18
o
 13’ 59.0606” 65

o
 05’ 33.058” Intersects with the EEZ/Territorial boundary 

D 18
o
 01’ 16.9636” 64

o
 57’ 38.817”  

E 17
o
 30’ 00.000” 65

o
 20’ 00.1716”  

F 16
o
 02’ 53.5812” 65

o
 20’ 00.1716”  

G 18
o
 03’ 03” 64

o
 38’ 03”  

 

Figure 1. Detailed boundaries, including the coordinates, for subdividing the U.S. 

Caribbean EEZ among islands (Puerto Rico, St. Croix) or island group (St. Thomas/St. 

John).  Subdivisions were allocated using an equidistant approach that resulted in lines 

being spaced equally between the territorial waters of the neighboring islands (CFMC 

2010 & 2011). 
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or species groups into compliance with the 2007 revisions to the Magnuson-Stevens 

Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act).  As part of these 

amendments, the U.S. Caribbean EEZ was subdivided, with one of the three subdivisions 

allocated to each island or island group (Figure 1).  The historic landings for each species 

or species group from each island or island group were then used to calculate the overall 

ACL for that species or species group in the U.S. Caribbean (Table 1).  When the ACL 

for a particular island or island group is exceeded within the January 1 through December 

31 calendar year, accountability measures (AMs) are implemented within the EEZ of that 

island or island group to ensure the ACL is not exceeded again in the future.  As a result, 

each island or island group is accountable for the harvest obtained within their assigned 

portion of the EEZ.  Although these amendments were drafted without regard to the 

future development of an island-specific management regime, many of the outcomes of 

these amendments are geographic in their application and should facilitate a relatively 

smooth transition from a species-specific approach to an island-specific approach. 

 

If the Council and NMFS institute an island-specific approach, a reorganization of the 

four current U.S. Caribbean FMPs will take place.  The component parts of the FMPs 

could then be redistributed into two (Puerto Rico/St. Thomas/St. John, St. Croix), three 

(Puerto Rico, St. Thomas/St. John, St. Croix), or four (Puerto Rico, St. Thomas, St. John, 

St. Croix) new FMPs, depending upon how the Council chooses to group the islands for 

management.  In addition, the Council may wish to consider a co-management 

arrangement with the nearby British Virgin Islands (BVI). 

 

The British Virgin Islands occupy the same Puerto Rican Bank platform as does Puerto 

Rico, St. Thomas, and St. John (Heatwole et al. 1981).  The westernmost BVI island of 

Tortola lies roughly 1 miles east of the east coast of St. John in the USVI.  Those two 

islands are separated by a passage (The Narrows) with a maximum depth of roughly 30 

m, but at least to some degree share a common surface current system (Lamkin et al. 

2009).  Thus, although the coral reefs and associated shallow-water communities are not 

continuous between the two island groups, it is likely that biological connections (aka 

connectivity sensu Cowen and Sponaugle 2009) are maintained among the islands of the 

Puerto Rican Bank.  This issue of connectivity will be discussed at greater length below, 

but the commonality among resources deriving from that connectivity renders worthwhile 

a consideration of marine resource co-management among Puerto Rican Bank member 

islands. 

 

Finally, the 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment mandates the Council to develop an 

Aquarium Trade Species FMP.  In the event that island-specific FMPs are created, the 

Aquarium Trade FMP would not be developed.  Instead, management of aquarium trade 

species would be subsumed by the new FMPs as appropriate.  As required by the MSA, 

ACLs and AMs were established for aquarium trade species in the 2011 Caribbean ACL 

Amendment, so that aspect of management already is established.  However, the Council 

may choose to develop a more extensive and FMP-specific suite of aquarium trade 

management measures. 

 



 9 

As noted above, there are distinct social, cultural, and economic differences among the 

islands of the U.S. Caribbean.  These social, cultural, and economic differences 

ultimately affect the biology and ecology of federally managed species, and those effects 

will differ among islands.  As an example, the cultural preference for parrotfish on St. 

Croix results in much larger harvest of parrotfish species from the waters surrounding 

that island.  This additional harvest pressure, controlled primarily by market demand until 

the application of ACLs and AMs through the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment, results 

in a substantially higher level of fishing mortality for these species relative to parrotfish 

populations inhabiting the waters surrounding other islands of the U.S. Caribbean.  

Omnivores such as parrotfish serve an essential role as grazers within coral reef 

communities, reducing macroalgal abundance and thereby potentially enhancing the 

availability of critical settlement substrate for Endangered Species Act-listed corals of the 

genus Acropora (Mumby 2006).  However, the role of parrotfish within coral reef 

communities is further complicated by their predatory consumption of corals themselves 

(Burkepile 2012).  Such complex interactions, exacerbated by cultural differences among 

islands, may be best addressed through place-based management approaches such as 

island-specific management. 

 

Direct biological complexity also characterizes coral reefs and their associated 

communities in the U.S. Caribbean.  For example, within the Caribbean basin, evidence 

has been mounting that larval dispersal (and resultant population connectivity) of marine 

organisms is limited (Swearer et al. 2002; Taylor and Hellberg 2003; Cowen et al. 2006).  

The Mona Passage between the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico has been identified 

as a filter to larval dispersal of the important reef-building coral Acropora palmata 

(Baums et al. 2005).  By integrating biological and physical parameters in a larval 

dispersal model, those authors revealed that a combination of reproductive timing, larval 

traits, and oceanographic features act together to greatly reduce dispersal between the 

western and eastern Caribbean populations of A. palmata.   

 

On a finer scale, evidence indicates a high degree of population structure for A. palmata 

and A. cervicornis in the southwest corner of Puerto Rico around the reefs of La 

Parguera.  Population structure was detected in La Parguera for both species, suggesting 

restriction of gene flow between some reefs in close proximity (Garcia and Schizas, 

2010).  Similarly for a red hind (Epinephelus guttatus) spawning site south of St. 

Thomas, complex three-dimensional current structure disperses larvae away from the site 

at the surface, but returns the juveniles to the vicinity of the original spawning site within 

the approximately 40 day planktonic larval duration (PLD) of this species.   

 

Contrary to the situation described above for species with relatively short PLDs, the spiny 

lobster (Panulirus argus) has a PLD estimated to last at least five months (Lyons 1980, 

Goldstein et al. 2008).  This longer PLD for lobster provides an opportunity for 

potentially greater dispersal distances and higher connectivity among the lobster 

populations of the USVI, Puerto Rico, and the wider Caribbean.  Nevertheless, recent 

work by Butler et al. (2011) indicates that larval behavior may constrain realized 

dispersal distances of spiny lobster well below that predicted by the PLD alone. 
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A Caribbean-wide study by Roberts (1997) includes maps of dispersal routes of pelagic 

larvae for 18 Caribbean coral reef locations including the USVI.  His model results 

suggest that a population located in St. Thomas waters may serve as a source population 

for conspecific populations located on the west coast of Puerto Rico but that Puerto Rico 

west coast populations would likely not source larvae to St. Thomas. 

 

In summary, these larval dispersal studies indicate that biological connections among 

neighboring islands are complex and not intuitively obvious.  Factors such as PLD, three-

dimensional current structure, availability of suitable habitat, density of the incoming 

larval cohort, temporal variability, and many other factors will contribute to successful 

connectivity among populations.  Given these complex patterns of biological connectivity 

among populations, it will be difficult to develop and maintain management plans based 

solely or even substantially on patterns of connectivity among populations.  Thus, social, 

cultural, economic, and even political considerations may play a primary role in 

determining the choice of islands to include in each FMP. 

FMP ISLAND GROUPING OPTIONS 

 

The Council, by choosing to reorganize to an island-specific management, will have to 

consider the number of new FMPs to develop.  When reorganizing the FMPs to an island-

specific structure, the Council could consider the following options:  

 

 Create four new FMPs (Puerto Rico, St. Croix, St. Thomas, St. John),  

 Create three new FMPs (Puerto Rico, St. Croix, St. Thomas/St. John combined), 

or  

 Create two new FMPs (St. Croix, Puerto Rico/St. Thomas/St. John combined)   

 

If the Council chooses to move forward and create island-specific management plans, the 

plans would developed under the requirements of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery 

Conservation and Management Act 16 U.S.C. 1853.  Through the actions taken in the 

2010 and 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendments (CFMC 2010, 2011), the allocation and 

management of U.S. Caribbean fisheries resources is no longer considered within a 

single, or U.S. Caribbean-wide context (except for tilefish and aquarium trade species).  

Rather, these amendments established boundaries to define the EEZ subdivisions for each 

island or island group using an equidistant method for dividing the EEZ among islands 

(Figure 1).  This new island-specific allocation provides the initial foundation for 

partitioning the current FMPs among the three island groups or FMPs (St. Thomas/St. 

John, Puerto Rico, and St. Croix).  Each of these options is briefly discussed in the 

following sections. 
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Table 1.  ACLs values (lb) by each island group, fishery management unit, and sector 

(commercial and recreational) defined in the 2010 and 2011 ACL Amendments.  For the 

Puerto Rico recreational sector, numbers of individuals are in parentheses. 

 

 

 

 

 

Puerto Rico St. Croix 
St. Thomas/St. 

John 

Commercial  Sector Recreational Sector   

Fishery Management 

Unit (FMU) 
ACL ACL ACL ACL 

Queen Conch 0 N/A 50,000 0 

Parrotfish 52,737 15,263 (9,118) 240,000
 

42,500 

Snapper Unit 1 284,685 95,526 (83,197) N/A N/A 

Snapper Unit 2 145,916 34,810 (7,862) N/A N/A 

Snapper Unit 3 345,775 83,158 (78,024) N/A N/A 

Snapper Unit 4 373,295 28,509 (27,866) N/A N/A 

Snapper Total 1,149,671 242,004 (196,949) 102,946 133,775 

Grouper 177,513 77,213 (93,580) 30,435 51,849 

Angelfish 8,984 4,492 (1,667) 305 7,897 

Boxfish 86,115 4,616 (2,810) 8,433 27,880 

Goatfishes 17,565 362  (814) 3,766 320 

Grunts 182,396 5,028 (11,531) 36,881 37,617 

Wrasses 54,147 5,050 (4,613) 7 585 

Jacks 86,059 51,001 (37,945) 15,489 52,907 

Scups & Porgies 24,739 2,577 (3,079) 4,638 21,819 

Squirrelfish 16,663 3,891 (8,510) 121 4,241 

Surgeonfish 7,179 3,590 (5,365) 33,603 29,249 

Triggerfish & Filefish 58,475 21,929 (11,620) 24,980 74,447 

Spiny Lobster 327,920 N/A 107,307 104,199 

 

U.S. Caribbean EEZ 

ACL 

Tilefish 14,642 

Aquarium Trade 8,155 
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The Four Island FMP Approach (Four FMPs - Puerto Rico, St. Croix, St. 
Thomas, and St. John) 

 

Developing four FMPs would consider each island its own unique ecosystem taking into 

account their significant differences in the cultural, social, economic and biological 

environment.  

 

A recent census of the commercial fishers of the USVI reveals significant differences in 

the socioeconomic and demographic characteristics between St. Thomas/St. John and St. 

Croix (Kojis and Quinn, 2011).  In addition, differences in the oceanographic features 

around these islands could also determine the fishing preferences of the USVI fishers.  

For example, coastal pelagics (e.g. mackerel and jacks) are important species in the USVI 

but are more commonly fished in St. Thomas/St. John relative to St. Croix due to the 

formers larger shelf area.  On the island of St. Croix, which has a relatively smaller shelf, 

local fishers commonly target deepwater pelagic fish (e.g. dolphinfish, wahoo, tuna, 

marlin) and deepwater snappers rather than coastal pelagics.  Due to the proximity of 

deep water to shore in St. Croix, these species are more accessible to that island’s small 

boat fishery (Kojis and Quinn, 2011).  These differences in geology may also affect the 

degree to which fishers from the different USVI islands target the harvest of other 

important species such as queen conch and spiny lobster. 

 

Fisheries in Puerto Rico also differ from the fisheries in USVI.  Just within Puerto Rico, 

surveys on the commercial sector show a strong relationship between geological features 

of the area and the choice of gears and species.  For example, north shore fishers prefer to 

fish along the shelf break whereas west coast fishers prefer to fish on the continental shelf 

(Matos-Caraballo and Agar, 2008).  These preferential responses to geological features 

could also explain why there are five times more fish traps in use on the west coast 

relative to the north shore of the island.  The continental shelf along the north shore of 

Puerto Rico runs closer to the shore than on the west coast of the island. 

 

There are a number of details that would need to be considered within this approach.  For 

example, the USVI is politically and administrative divided into two districts, the St. 

Thomas/St. John District and the St. Croix District.  Separating St. Thomas and St. John 

would therefore have implications to their current district structure.  However, a large 

proportion of St. John’s marine area is under the jurisdiction of the United States 

Department of Interior.  That agency applies more restrictive fishing regulations within 

their park waters and monuments.  This is also the case in St. Croix for the monument 

around Buck Island.  Additionally, fisheries data for St. Thomas and St. John are reported 

jointly.  It may be possible to identify the source of landings on the catch report forms, 

but that information has not been collected in the past.  As a result, assigning historic 

fisheries data to the appropriate island will be difficult or impossible, and changes to the 

collection and analysis scheme will be required to allocate the data for future island-

specific management.  Because ACLs are based on historic landings, the inability to 

assign historic landings to each island will complicate the process of setting island-

specific ACLs.  
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The Three Island FMP Approach (Three FMPs - Puerto Rico, St. Croix, St. 
Thomas/ St. John) 

 

This approach would consider St. Thomas and St. John as a single unit or FMP.  Separate 

FMPs would be developed for Puerto Rico and St. Croix.  This approach reflects the 

changes made to the current Reef Fish, Spiny Lobster, Conch, and Coral FMPs through 

the 2010 and 2011 Caribbean ACL amendments.  These amendments allocated 

geographic management and ACLs by island or island group (Puerto Rico, St. Croix, St. 

Thomas/St. John) except for the ACLs of tilefish and aquarium trade species.  To allow 

for island-specific ACLs, these amendments established EEZ sub-boundaries for each 

island (Puerto Rico, St. Croix) or island-group (St. Thomas/St. John) (Figure 1). 

 

If the Council chooses this path, there is less of an opportunity to highlight the social, 

economic, and environmental differences between St. Thomas and St. John.  A second 

disadvantage of this approach may result from competition that would take place between 

the St. Thomas and St. John fishermen for their joint ACL, although to no greater degree 

than is presently the case.  However, there would be no need to modify landings data 

acquisition or management schemes, greatly simplifying the administrative processes 

involved in the switch from species-based FMPs to an island-specific FMP approach.  As 

well, this approach would reflect the current government district sub-division in the 

USVI. 

The Puerto Rican Bank FMP Approach (Two FMPs - Puerto Rico/St. 
Thomas/St. John and St. Croix) 

 

This approach follows the rationale that Puerto Rico, St. John, and St. Thomas constitute 

a single continuous ecosystem as they sit on the same shelf platform.  This shelf platform 

called the Puerto Rican Bank, extends from western Puerto Rico to eastern Anegada in 

the BVI (see Figure 2).  Under this scenario, it is also worthwhile to consider including 

the BVI, as that group of islands that also occupies the Puerto Rican Bank.  In any case, 

St. Croix would have its own distinct FMP as the island sits on a different shelf, and thus 

could possess distinct and unique ecosystem attributes.   

 

As previously discussed, there is conflicting evidence regarding the degree of 

connectivity between reef species inhabiting coastal waters of the USVI (including St. 

Croix) and Puerto Rico (Roberts 1997, Swearer et al. 2002; Taylor and Hellberg 2003; 

Cowen et al. 2006).  To some degree, the distances separating all of the islands of the 

U.S. Caribbean are close enough that the reef species may be very well connected, 

despite St. Croix’s apparent spatial isolation.  However, at a finer scale, differences 

among their respective ecosystems may be substantial enough to influence the social, 

cultural and economic characteristics of the human communities dependent on these 

ecosystems.  As explained in the ‘Four-Island’ section, there are geological differences 

between these islands that influence the gears local fishers use and the species they target.  

At a larger scale, the Puerto Rican Bank could be considered its own ecosystem when 

compared to the platform supporting St. Croix.  Further studies of these ecosystems will 
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contribute information necessary to better understand species interactions between the 

U.S. Caribbean member islands. 

 

A potential difficulty with the two-group approach is that, by combining Puerto Rico, St. 

Thomas, and St. John into a single FMP, the ability to responsively manage the unique 

attributes of each of these islands will be compromised.  As previously discussed in this 

document, each U.S. Caribbean island possesses ecological, cultural, and fisher aspects 

all their own.  Although St. Thomas and St. John have many common features, Puerto 

Rico differs substantially in these attributes, beginning with but certainly not ending with 

distinct primary languages.  Organizing those three islands with a single fishery 

management approach will limit our ability to most efficiently and effectively manage the 

fishery resources of each island. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.  Map of the United States Caribbean and the British Virgin Islands. 

Other Considerations Regarding FMP Development 

 

Joint Management with the British Virgin Islands (BVI) 

 

Restructuring management of U.S. Caribbean fisheries to include joint management with 

the BVI would have significant implications to current federal fishing regulations and 

management strategies.  Historically, the regulations that govern fishing in federal waters 

of the U.S. Caribbean are designed for U.S. citizens with valid territorial commercial or 

recreational licenses.  In addition, these regulations try to minimize the negative social, 

biological, and ecological impacts of management actions to U.S. citizens.  The impact 

analyses associated with the federal regulations do not take into account the implications 

of our actions in BVI national waters or on the citizens of the BVI.  Joint management 
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with the BVI would require international considerations that would make the 

implementation of the island-specific FMPs more complicated.  Co-management with the 

BVI has been evaluated by the Council in the past.  If the BVI is considered for inclusion, 

the outcomes of those evaluations would provide a start point for this approach. 

Anticipated Impacts to Current Fishery Management by Developing FMPs 

 

The following discussion provides a general overview of some of the issues that will 

require detailed analyses if island-specific FMPs are developed. 

 

 

 

 

Annual Catch Limit Allocation 

 

With the development of island based FMPs, most of the modifications to ACLs would 

be in terms of allocation among islands.  For example, under the Puerto Rican Bank 

approach, the 104,199 pounds of spiny lobster allocated to St. Thomas/St. John could be 

combined with the Puerto Rico commercial (327,920 pounds) spiny lobster ACL.  Under 

this approach, landings data from managed species in state or EEZ waters of Puerto Rico, 

St. Thomas, and St. John, by commercially licensed fishers would count towards the 

ACL for that resource and island unit or group.  Consequently, one island could have 

negative impacts on the availability of a target stock on another island within the group 

by affecting present or future harvest of a particular resource within the island group 

ACL.  The Puerto Rico and St. Thomas/St. John ACLs would be merged, but it would 

then be possible for one member of that group to harvest in excess of their historic 

average landings to the detriment of the other members of the group.   

 

If the Council chooses the Four Island arrangement, the most straightforward approach 

would be to separate the joint St. Thomas and St. John ACL, also triggering changes in 

ACL harvest regulations.  For example, under this approach, the current joint spiny 

lobster ACL of 104,199 pounds for St. Thomas/St. John would have to be re-allocated or 

split between the two islands.  No change to current ACLs allocation is expected from the 

Three Island approach.   

 

The 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment establishes a U.S. Caribbean-wide ACL for both 

tilefish and the aquarium trade species.  The tilefish species are not recorded in USVI 

landings data report forms.  In addition, the USVI prohibits the harvest of aquarium trade 

species in territorial waters.  Instead, the ACLs for tilefish and aquarium trade species are 

Caribbean-wide and based on landings data reported for Puerto Rico.  These ACLs could 

still be maintained.  However, the Council could also choose to prohibit the harvest of 

aquarium trade species and set an ACL equal to zero in federal waters of the USVI.  This 

action would provide for compatible regulations between federal and territorial waters in 

the USVI.  The Council could also allocate some percentage of the Caribbean-wide 

aquarium trade and/or tilefish ACLs to the USVI. 
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Recreational and Commercial Sector Allocations  

 

Reorganizing the management structure of these plans from a species-specific to island-

specific approach could have a significant impact on the allocation of resources between 

the recreational and commercial sectors of Puerto Rico and the USVI.  Currently in 

Puerto Rico, each of the commercial and recreational sectors has a sector-specific ACL 

allocation for each species or species group.  In the USVI, the commercial and 

recreational sectors share a single ACL that reflects average commercial harvest rates.  A 

separate recreational ACL has not been set because there is presently no mechanism for 

recording recreational landings data in the USVI.  That situation is not expected to 

change until a recreational monitoring program is established in the USVI.   

 

If the Council were to choose the Puerto Rican Bank approach, the recreational sector for 

St. Thomas and St. John would be managed under the same current recreational ACL for 

Puerto Rico.  The Council and NMFS would not be able to determine the impact to the 

current recreational ACL for Puerto Rico until recreational data for St. Thomas and St. 

John become available.  The Council would need to decide how to modify the current 

Puerto Rico recreational ACL to accommodate these additional recreational fishermen 

from St. Thomas and St. John if there are no historical landings data for this sector.  

 

Recreational Bag Limits 

 

The recreational bag limits established by the 2010 and 2011 Caribbean ACL 

Amendments would not need to be modified with an island-specific management 

approach.  Bag limits for the U.S. Caribbean are based on the recreational landings data 

collected for Puerto Rico.  Unless USVI recreational harvest data becomes available, 

their recreational bag limits will be the same as (and based upon) the recreational bag 

limits of Puerto Rico. 

 

Accountability Measures (AMs) and Framework Measures 

 

Restructuring the FMPs to island-specific FMPs should not have any effect on the AMs 

and framework measures established in the 2010 and 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendments.  

The AMs will still be triggered if the ACL is exceeded.  In addition, the Council will still 

be able to respond to changes in the fishery, through the use of framework measures, as 

described in the 2010 and 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendments.  

 

Gear Regulations 

 

Gear requirements would not need to be modified when developing island-specific FMPs.  

For example, the types of gears allowed (or not allowed) for harvest, such as prohibited 

gears or size dimensions for spiny lobster and fish traps, could remain the same.  

However, fisher-driven fish-trap reduction initiatives affecting both St. Thomas/St. John 

and St. Croix are underway.  If these trap reduction programs take effect, they would fit 

well within any of the island-specific approaches, as these management schemes will host 

geographic approaches to gear management regulations such as trap reduction programs. 
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Harvest Prohibitions 

 

Harvest prohibition regulations would not need to change when developing island-

specific FMPs.  For example, with the exception of Lang Bank off the east coast of St. 

Croix, harvest of queen conch could remain prohibited in federal waters.  In addition, the 

current queen conch area and seasonal closures could remain the same for Lang Bank and 

the rest of the EEZ. 

 

 

 

 

Composition of Fishery Management Units   

 

The 2010 and 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendments modified certain species groupings and 

units.  For example, the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment modified Grouper Unit 4 by 

splitting the unit into Grouper Units 4 and 5.  Developing island-specific FMPs could 

provide the opportunity to further redefine these fishery management units if warranted.  

For example, there is little harvest of wrasses in St. Croix or goatfish in St. Thomas/St. 

John (Table 1).  Reorganization of the FMPs could provide a good opportunity to 

reassess the need for federal conservation and management of species such as wrasses 

and goatfish.  On the other hand, in Puerto Rico and St. Croix, there is significant harvest 

of dorado (i.e., dolphinfish, Coryphaena hippurus) and wahoo (Acanthocybium solandri) 

species.  The Council may want to consider adding species such as these to the 

appropriate FMP.  This would require new analysis of the impact of removing or adding 

species to the existing fishery management units, or creating new fishery management 

units, resulting in modified regulations. 

Looking Ahead to Managing under Island-specific FMPs 

 

The outcome of restructuring the current FMPs would be an entirely new, stand-alone 

plan for each island or island group containing all the necessary elements outlined in the 

Magnuson-Stevens Act.  As the individual plans are amended in the future, Council staff 

can alter the sections being amended, and replace them with the new elements, thereby 

always maintaining a single plan with everything in it.  For example, when people want 

to see what the maximum sustainable yield and optimum yield proxies are for 

surgeonfish and hogfish (or any other species), they can go to a single document and find 

everything they need in one place.  This new structure could also allow NOAA Fisheries 

to improve the potential defensibility of the plans and implementing regulations, because 

it will be much easier to identify what actions they take and why.   

 

This action could be a great opportunity to prepare environmental impact statements for 

each of the island-specific FMPs.  Holistic analyses could provide a very solid foundation 

for future National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) analyses, which could be tiered off 

from the initial EIS as originally intended by NEPA.   
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SUMMARY 

 

If the Council and NOAA Fisheries move forward with the proposed action to restructure 

the current FMPs by island or island group, it could be completed without significant 

implications to current regulations.  Some of the regulations such as those governing the 

establishment of ACLs could change depending on the number of FMPs the Council 

chooses to establish.  There are methodologies already in place in the 2010 and 2011 

ACL Amendments that will aid in the re-allocation of existing ACLs which will 

minimize the social, biological, and ecological impacts of these actions.  On the other 

hand, a re-arrangement from species-based FMPs to island-specific FMPs could provide 

the opportunity for updating regulations that are either outdated or do not reflect the 

current state of issues in the U.S. Caribbean.  If regulations are to be updated as a result 

of this action, it could require additional analyses to assess the impacts to the social, 

biological, ecological, and administrative environments.  The purpose of this 

management shift is to look for administrative efficiencies in the management of species 

in the U.S. Caribbean while transitioning to a finer scale ecosystem approach to 

management.   

General Considerations of an Island-Specific Approach 

 

1. Allows for management approaches customized to the unique attributes of each 

island’s ecosystem. 

2. The plans would be organized in ways that are more easily understood by the public 

and easier to implement by the Council. 

3. Increase support from the local constituents for the management of fisheries 

resources. 

4. Reduce the number of management plans, specifically if the Council chooses to move 

from four fishery management plans to two or three fishery management plans. 

5. Enhance the ecosystem-based approach to resource management in the U.S. 

Caribbean. 

6. Enhance management at the local level. 

7. Promote compatibility between federal and territorial regulations. 

8. Increase enforcement efficiencies. 

9. Decrease the administrative burden by simplifying the fishery management units. 

10. Addition of new advisory panels by island or island group. 

11. Transitioning to geographically based management plans will be a large undertaking.  

12. All the of the National Standards need to be addressed as well as all the required 

elements of FMPs 
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Table 2. Overview of changes to current regulations if island-specific FMPs are developed. 

 

Fishery Management 

Plan 

Regulation No Acton 2-Island FMP  

 

3-Island FMP 4-Island FMP 

Reef Fish FMP Annual Catch Limits No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

 Recreational and Commercial Sector 

Allocations 

No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

 Recreational Bag Limits  No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Species Complex Composition (i.e. 

Snapper Unit 1 & 2) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Accountability Measures  No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Framework Measures No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Gear Requirements (i.e. Mesh Size, 

degradable panels, etc.) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Seasonal Closures No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Harvest Prohibitions (Nassau, Midnight 

Parrotfish, etc.) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  

Spiny Lobster FMP Annual Catch Limits  No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

 Recreational and Commercial Sector 

Allocations 

No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

 Recreational Bag Limits  No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Accountability Measures  No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Framework Measures No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Gear Requirements (i.e. self destructive 

panels, use trap markings, no use of 

poisons chemicals, etc.) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  
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Table 2. (Continued) Overview of changes to current regulations if island-specific FMPs are developed. 

 

Fishery Management 

Plan 

Regulation No Acton 2-Island FMP  

 

3-Island FMP 4-Island FMP 

 Harvest Requirements (no removal of egg 

bearing, carapace length of 3.5 inches, 

land whole, et) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Import Requirements (prohibit importing 

spiny lobster less than 6.0 ounces tail 

weigh and minimum of 3.5 inches 

carapace) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  

Queen Conch FMP Queen conch harvest requirements (no 

harvest allowed in federal waters except 

Lang Bank off the coast of St. Croix) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Annual Catch Limits  No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Accountability Measures  No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Framework Measures No change  No change  No change  No change  

Coral FMP Annual Catch Limits  No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

No change  Re-allocation 

of ACLs   

 Gear Requirements (i.e. use of slurp guns, 

no use of poisons chemicals, etc.) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  

 Disallowed Harvest (prohibition on the 

take or possession any species in the 

fishery management unit if attached or 

existing upon live rock) 

No change  No change  No change  No change  
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