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U.S. Caribbean EEZ Seagrass 
Management

At its December 2011 meeting, the Council requested “well-thought-out” 
alternatives to address the establishment of annual catch limits (ACLs) and 
accountability measures (AMs) for seagrass species included in the Corals 

and Reef Associated Plants and Invertebrates FMP (Coral FMP).

Photo: NOAA



3

U.S. Caribbean EEZ Seagrass Management

Seagrass species listed in the Coral FMP:
1. Shoal grass (Halodule wrightii) 
2. Widgeon grass (Ruppia maritima)
3. Manatee grass (Syringodium filiforme) 
4. Turtle grass (Thalassia testudinum) 
5. Sea vines (Halophila spp.: H. decipiens, H. englemannii, H. 

baillonis)

Seagrasses are managed under the Coral FMP (1994) due to 
their importance as habitat for commercial and recreational 

fisheries in the U.S. Caribbean including reef fish, conch, and 
lobster. 
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Address Magnuson-Stevens Reauthorization Act (MSA) of 2007 
that requires ACLs and AMs to be specified for all managed 
species.
ACLs have not been set for seagrasses included in the Coral FMP.

Alternatives to consider:
1. Prohibit harvest of seagrasses through federal regulations; 

establish ACLs.
- Managed since 1994, but there is no regulation in place to 
implement  this prohibition in federal waters.

2.  Classify seagrasses as ecosystem component species (EC).

3.  Remove seagrasses from Coral FMP.

Seagrass Management 
Regulatory Objectives
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Management of seagrasses in the EEZ

§ Coral FMP:  harvest of seagrasses, stony corals, octocorals, 
and live-rock is not permitted except for purposes of scientific 
research, education, and restoration.

§ Optimum yield (OY) and maximum sustainable yield in the 
U.S. Caribbean EEZ = 0

§ Not harvested commercially or recreationally in either Puerto 
Rico or the USVI.

§ Not well documented in the U.S Caribbean EEZ.

§ Concern about increase in anthropogenic stresses.
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Seagrasses as Essential 
Fish Habitat

§ Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) for stocks within the 
Reef fish, Spiny Lobster, Conch, and Corals FMPs:

EFH: waters and substrate necessary to fish for 
spawning, breeding, feeding or growth to maturity (MSA).

§ Habitat Area of Particular Concern (state waters):

HAPC: 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). 

*  Important habitat for threatened green turtle Chelonia mydas
and the endangered West Indian manatee Trichechus manatus.

R.P.vanDam
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Source: Kendall et al. (2001); overlay by NMFS 

The presence, location, 
and distribution of 
seagrass resources in the 
EEZ is not well known.

ü Maximum depth of seagrass distribution ~ 20 fathoms (98 feet).
ü High light intensity is generally limited to water depths < 65 feet 

(20 m) unless water is extremely clear and transparent. 
ü Halophila decipiens (paddle grass) is expected to occur beyond 

100 feet in clear waters. 
§ PR, North: H. decipiens 130 ft. depth (García-Sais pers. comm.).

§ USVI, St. Thomas,  MCD: H. baillonis at 135 ft depth (Armstrong et al. 
2006).
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ACTION:  Modify management of all 
seagrass species within the Coral FMP

Alternative 1. No action.

Alternative 2. Prohibit the harvest of seagrass species. 

Sub-Alt. 2(a). Prohibit harvest and establish ACL= 0.

Sub-Alt. 2(b).  Prohibit harvest and establish ACL= X to 
account for incidental impacts to seagrass, or for harvest 
associated with educational, scientific or restoration purposes.

Alternative 3. Designate seagrasses as Ecosystem
Component species.

Alternative 4.  Remove seagrasses from federal management.
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Alternative 1:  No Action  

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.  

§ OY for seagrasses = 0, as set in the Coral FMP.
§ By taking no action, this alternative will not comply with 

the requirements of the MSA. 
§ If seagrasses remain under federal management, ACLs 

and AMs must be set.
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Alternative 2: Prohibit harvest
Sub-Alternative 2(a): ACL = 0

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.

§ Harvest of seagrass species will be prohibited by federal 
regulations.  

§ The ACL would be set to zero, consistent with the prohibition on 
harvest of these species.  

§ Compliant with MSA, but does not effectively address the issue 
of harvest for research, education, and restoration purposes.
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Alternative 2: Prohibit harvest
Sub-Alternative 2(b): ACL = X

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

§ ACL of some quantity > 0 will be assigned to the seagrasses 
included in the Coral FMP.

§ This alternative is compliant with the provisions of the MSA.
§ Determining an appropriate ACL will be difficult
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Alternative 3:  Designate as 
Ecosystem Component Species (EC)

Alternative 3.  Designate the seagrass species listed in the Coral FMP 
as EC species as defined in the MSA National Standard 1 Guidelines.

EC species are non-target species that are not considered part of the 
fishery but are included in the FMP for:

ü data collection only, 
ü for ecosystem considerations related to specification of OY for 

the associated fishery, 
ü as considerations in the development of conservation and 

management measures for the associated fishery, 
ü and/or to address other ecosystem issues (50 C.F.R.§600.310(d)(5)). 
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To be considered for classification as 
an EC species, the species should:

§ Be a non-target species or non-target stock;
§ Not be determined to be subject to overfishing, approaching 

overfished, or overfished;
§ 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

§ Not generally be retained for sale or personal use.

* Occasional retention of the species would not preclude 
consideration of the species under the EC classification. 
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Alternative 3: Designate as EC species 
(cont.)

§ Because EC species are not considered to be in the fishery, 
specification of reference points, ACLs, and AMs is not 
required, but 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.

§ This alternative 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.  
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Alternative 4: Remove seagrass
species from the Coral FMP

Alternative 4.  Remove all species of seagrass from the Coral FMP.

§ No need for federal conservation or management:
There is no targeted or indirect harvest either from the EEZ 
or from PR and USVI territorial waters. 

§ Removal from Coral FMP would not affect EFH designation.  

§ Not expected to have any negative effects to the ecology and 
economy of PR or the USVI.

§ This alternative is compliant with the MSA. 
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Questions?


