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Regulatory Amendment 2 to the Queen Conch Resources Fishery 
Management Plan of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands, Queen 
Conch Compatibility – OPTIONS PAPER 

Background 

The queen conch (Strombus gigas) is managed in U.S. Caribbean federal waters through the Queen Conch 

Resources Fishery Management Plan (FMP) of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI).  The Queen 

Conch FMP was implemented in 1997, and it included as one goal a management program to rebuild conch 

resources in federal waters surrounding Puerto Rico and the USVI.  Measures in the FMP included (among 

others) minimum size limits to prevent the harvest of immature individuals and end recruitment overfishing 

(i.e., when the spawning biomass of the population is reduced to such an extent that the number of larvae 

and recruits produced are not great enough to replenish the population).  The management measures in 

the Queen Conch FMP were mostly compatible with regulations passed in 1994 by the USVI government for 

queen conch harvest.   Landing conch whole in shell and a minimum shell length size of 9 inches from the 

spire to the distal end of the shell or a 3/8 inch lip thickness are required by both federal and USVI 

regulations.  However, some of the regulations set by the Queen Conch FMP were more restrictive than 

USVI territorial regulations (e.g., recreational bag limits, ban on use of hookah gear).  The history of 

management actions for queen conch harvest in federal waters is listed and summarized in Table 1.  Table 2 

summarizes current management measures for queen conch in federal, USVI, and Puerto Rico waters.  

Recent actions concerning compatibility of regulations for the queen conch include Regulatory Amendment 

1 to the Queen Conch FMP, implemented in 2011, which established a compatible seasonal closure with 

the USVI as well as implemented a compatible harvest quota closure for queen conch in federal waters 

(CFMC 2010). 

In August 2012, during its 143rd meeting, the Caribbean Fishery Management Council (Caribbean Council) 

directed staff to develop a document with alternatives to make all queen conch regulations in the U.S. 

exclusive economic zone (EEZ) consistent with USVI territorial regulations.  Current regulations regarding 

commercial trip limits and recreational bag limits, and criteria for minimum size determination for the 

harvest of queen conch in federal waters, are not presently compatible with the USVI regulations.  

Establishing compatible regulations would allow for more efficient management and enforcement of queen 

conch regulations in the U.S. Caribbean and the USVI.  Without effective enforcement, conch resources 

cannot be expected to rebuild or improve.  The queen conch is currently classified as overfished and subject 

to overfishing in the National Marine Fisheries Service’s (NMFS) report to Congress on the status of U.S. 

marine fisheries, and the species is currently in the 7th year of a rebuilding plan designed to rebuild the 

stock by 2019 (NMFS Status of U.S. Fisheries, 3rd Quarter 2012).   

Queen conch is a prohibited species in the EEZ of the subzones of St. Thomas, St. John, and Puerto Rico.  

Harvest of queen conch is only allowed from November 1 to May 31 each year in the EEZ subzone of St. 
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Croix, specifically in the area east of 64°34' W longitude which includes Lang Bank to the east of St. Croix.  

An annual harvest of 50,000 pounds (lbs) is set for USVI territorial waters.  When that quota is reached and 

the USVI closes territorial waters off St. Croix to the harvest and possession of queen conch, NMFS will 

concurrently close the Caribbean EEZ in the area east of 64°34’ W.  The EEZ closure  will remain in effect 

until the next fishing season for territorial waters opens November 1.   

Regulations in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ are enforced through a Joint Enforcement Agreement between NMFS 

and the state natural resources agencies:  the Department of Planning and Natural Resources (DPNR) in the 

USVI, and in Puerto Rico, by the Department of Natural and Environmental Resources.  There are no NMFS 

enforcement agents located in the USVI at this time.  The U.S. Coast Guard also works closely with NMFS 

and state partners to provide patrol services necessary to monitor the fisheries regulations enacted by the 

Caribbean Council (NMFS Division of Law Enforcement, http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/ole/se_southeast, 

accessed on November 2012).     

Gear restrictions in the EEZ include a ban on the use of surface supplied air gear (e.g. hookah), which is 

presently inconsistent with USVI gear regulations that allow the use of hookah for conch harvest.  However, 

the USVI is proposing a restriction on the use of hookah for conch harvest (R. Pemberton, pers. 

communication) and it is anticipated that this restriction will be effective in the near future.  Thus, 

establishing hookah as an allowable gear in the EEZ, in order to achieve compatibility with USVI regulations, 

is not being sought in this Options Paper.  

In addition to minimum shell length and shell-lip thickness requirements, the USVI regulations include a 

weight requirement for queen conch meat landed.  The possession of conch meats smaller than two 

uncleaned conch per pound or three cleaned conch per pound is prohibited.  This weight criterion was 

considered (and rejected) in the Queen Conch FMP (CFMC 1996) as a replacement measure to overall shell 

length.  Variability in meat weight due to cleaning practices as well as variability of meat size as related to 

shell size precluded adopting this alternative in lieu of shell length and lip thickness measures.  At the 

present, it is not clear how the USVI enforces the meat weight requirement measure, particularly when 

issues related to the landing of conch whole in shell have not been resolved in the Territory (e.g., lack of 

landing sites for shells, low compliance with regulation) .  Therefore, establishing the meat weight 

requirement in the EEZ, in order to achieve compatibility with USVI regulations, is also not being sought in 

this Options Paper.  

This Options Paper discusses possible management options and alternatives addressing compatibility of 

regulations between federal and USVI waters.  Establishing compatible regulations has been discussed 

extensively in previous Caribbean Council meetings (see Appendix A).   

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/ole/se_southeast


Caribbean Fishery Management Council 
Options Paper – Queen Conch Compatibility, Regulatory Amendment 2 
December 7, 2012 

 

4 
 

 

  

 Purpose for Action 

The purpose of this Options Paper is to review and evaluate alternatives to establish compatible 

regulations for the harvest of queen conch between the U.S. EEZ and USVI territorial 

regulations.  Compatibility of regulations will aid in the enforcement of such regulations and 

allow for better control of fishing pressure on the queen conch resource.   

Need for Action 

Queen conch is currently classified as overfished and subject to overfishing in the NMFS 2012 

Status of U.S. Marine Fisheries, and it is managed under a 15-year rebuilding plan.  Fishing for 

queen conch in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ is only allowed in the area of Lang Bank, to the east of 

St. Croix, and enforcement of regulations is complicated by not having compatible regulations 

between USVI territorial waters and federal waters.  This jeopardizes efficiency of enforcement.  

Differences in the quantities allowed for harvest also pose the potential of putting additional 

fishing pressure on the queen conch resource.  
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Table 1.  History of Queen Conch Federal Management - Summary 

Management action - Year Implemented Measures 

Queen Conch FMP - 1997 

(CFMC 1996) 

1) Imposed a minimum size limit based on: 9 inches (22.9 cm) in length, that is, from the tip of the spire to the distal end of the shell, and 3⁄8 inch 
(9.5 mm) in lip width at its widest point.  A queen conch with a length of at least 9 inches (22.9 cm) or a lip width of at least 3⁄8 inch (9.5 mm) is 
not undersized.  

2) Required that all species in the management unit be landed in the shell and prohibited the sale of undersized queen conch and queen conch 
shells.  Established a bag limit of 3 queen conch/day for recreational fishers, not to exceed 12 per boat, and 150 queen conch/day for licensed 
commercial fishers;  

3) Closed the harvest season coincident with the peak spawning periods:  From July 1 through September 30, each year, no person may fish for 
queen conch in the Caribbean EEZ and no person may possess on board a fishing vessel a queen conch in or from the Caribbean EEZ.  

4) Prohibited the harvest of queen conch by HOOKAH gear in the EEZ to protect deep-water spawning stocks. 

*Rejected alternatives included area closures, measures to protect juveniles, quotas, limited entry, and import prohibitions. 

Sustainable Fisheries Act Amendment (SFA) 
(Amendment 1 to Queen Conch FMP) - 2005 

(CFMC 2005) 

1) To reduce fishing mortality and help rebuild the overfished stock of Caribbean queen conch, the proposed rule would prohibit fishing for or 
possessing on board a fishing vessel a Caribbean queen conch in or from the Caribbean EEZ, except during October through June in the area 
east of 64°34’W. longitude which includes Lang Bank, east of St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands.  

2) Defined reference points for the queen conch; 

3) Established a rebuilding schedule for queen conch of 15 years; 

4) Designated EFH and HAPCs for queen conch; 

5) Moved all species of Caribbean conch, with the exception of queen conch, to a data collection only category; 

6) Queen conch in or from the Caribbean EEZ must be maintained with meat and shell intact; 

7) Developed an MOU between NMFS and the governments of PR and USVI to develop compatible regulations. 

Regulatory Amendment 1 to the Queen 
Conch FMP - 2011 (see *) 

(CFMC 2010) 

1)  Extended the 3-month (July 1 through September 30) closure in Federal waters in the area east of 64°34’W.longitude, which includes Lang Bank 
east of St. Croix, USVI, to a 5-month closure, from June 1 through October 31 each year, compatible with USVI.  

2)  Implemented a compatible queen conch harvest quota closure for Federal waters:  

When the USVI closes territorial waters off St. Croix to the harvest and possession of queen conch, NMFS will concurrently close the Caribbean 
EEZ, in the area east of 64°34’ W. longitude which includes Lang Bank, east of St. Croix, USVI.  Closure of the adjacent EEZ will be effective until 
the next fishing season for territorial waters opens November 1. 

2010 Annual Catch Limit (ACL) Amendment 
(Amendment 2 Queen Conch FMP) - 2012 

(CFMC 2011a) 

1) Established ACLs and accountability measures (AMs) for queen conch.  

ACL St. Croix management area (EEZ) = 50,000 lb (22,680 kg) (consistent with the USVI territorial annual quota of 50,000 lb in St. Croix). 

AMs =  when the USVI closes its territorial waters off St. Croix to the harvest and possession of queen conch, NMFS will concurrently close the 
EEZ in the area of Lang Bank until the start of the next territorial fishing season.  For Puerto Rico and St. Thomas/St. John, the applicable ACL 
would be set at zero and so harvest would be prohibited in the EEZ for those areas. 

2) Established framework measures for the queen conch FMPs.  These include: quotas, trip limits, bag limits, size limits, closed seasons or areas, 
gear restrictions, fishing year, MSY, OY, TAC, MFMT, MSST, OFL, ABC control rules, ACLs, AMs, ACTs, and actions to minimize the interaction of 
fishing gear with endangered species or marine mammals. 

2011 ACL Amendment (Amendment 3 Queen 
Conch FMP) - 2012 (CFMC 2011b) Removed eight species of conch from the Queen conch FMP. 

*In June 2008, the USVI implemented several measures to address overfishing of queen conch, including setting an annual quota of 50,000 lb (28,680 kg) for St. Croix, an annual quota of 50,000 lb (28,680 kg) for St. 

Thomas and St. John, and closing the fishery seasonally from June 1 through October 31 each year.  In response to a request from the government of the USVI, the Council implemented Regulatory Amendment 1 and 

associated regulations. 
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Table 2.  Current Queen Conch regulations in federal, USVI, and Puerto Rico waters.  

Not compatible between federal and USVI 
Not compatible between Puerto Rico and USVI and/or federal

Jurisdiction 
Seasonal 
Closure 

Harvest Quota 
Commercial 

Limit 
Recreational Bag 

Limit 
Size limit Landing Restrictions Gear Restrictions Sale Restrictions 

Federal waters 
 

Fishing for or 
possession of 
queen conch in 
the EEZ is 
prohibited, 
except in the 
area east of 
64°34' W. long., 
which includes 
Lang Bank, STX, 
USVI. 

Jun 1 - Oct 31  
(5 months) 

 
(Area east of 

64°34' W. 
long. which  

includes Lang 
Bank, east of 

St. Croix, 
USVI) 

 

50,000 lbs (ACL)  
(Season closes 
when STX 
territorial limit is 
reached and 
closed). 

Not more than 
150 conchs per 
fisher per day. 
 

3 conchs per 
person/day, or if 
> than 4 persons 
aboard, 12 
conchs per boat 
 

9 inches (22.9 cm) in 
length, from the tip 
of the spire to the 
distal end of the 
shell, and 3/8 inch 
(9.5 mm) in lip width 
at its widest point.   
 
A queen conch with a 
length of at least 9 
inches (22.9 cm) or a 
lip width of at least 
3/8 inch (9.5 mm) is 
not undersized.   

Queen conch in or 
from the U.S. 
Caribbean EEZ must 
be maintained with 
meat and shell 
intact. 

Hookah gear cannot 
be used while 
harvesting queen 
conch. 

No specific sale 
restriction but: During 
the closure, no person 
may fish for or possess 
on board a  
fishing vessel, a 
Caribbean queen conch, 
in or from the  
Caribbean EEZ, in the 
area east of 64°34' W. 
longitude which includes 
Lang Bank, east of St. 
Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands. 

USVI waters Jun 1 - Oct 31  
(5 months) 

 
Once the ACL 
or June 1

st
 is 

reached, the 
season will 
close until 
November 1

st
 

of that year. 
 
Possession of 
queen conch 
during the 
closed season 
is illegal. 

50,000 STX 
50,000 STT/STJ 
 
Thereafter 
season will close 
until Nov. 1st of 
that year.  All 
conch must be 
landed and 
reported in the 
district from 
which they were 
harvested. 
 
No harvest of 
undersized 
conch. 

200 conch per 
day per 
registered 
commercial 
fishing vessel 

6 conch per day 
per recreational 
(personal use) 
fisher; not to 
exceed 24 per 
boat per day 

Min. size of 9-inch 
shell length from the 
spire to the distal 
end, or 3/8 inch lip 
thickness. 
No harvest of 
undersized conch. 
 
No possession of 
conch meats smaller 
than 2 conchs per 
pound uncleaned or 
3 conchs per pound 
cleaned. 

Conch must be landed 
alive and whole in the 
shell at final landing 
site. 

No disposal of shell at 
sea, before landing.  

Taking conch to 
offshore cays and 
islands for purpose of 
removing from shell is 
prohibited. 

Transport of conch 
meat out of shell over 
open water is 
prohibited. 

Hookah: Not 
written into the 
regulation but the 
Fishery Advisory 
Council for St. Croix 
is proposing as a 
gear restriction for 
conch.  Currently it 
is not a gear being 
used to dive for 
conch but they are 
trying to prevent it 
from being used in 
the future (R. 
Pemberton pers. 
comm.) 

No sale of undersized 
conch shell or meat from 
undersized conch. 
 
No sale of imported 
conch meat unless 
shipment is accompanied 
by a CITES export permit 
and shipment is cleared 
at the Port of Miami. 
 
Possession of queen 
conch during the closed 
season is illegal (rather 
than prohibiting the sale 
of imports). 

Puerto Rico 
waters 

Aug 1 - Oct 31 
(3 months) 

None  150 conchs per 
day per 
fisherman, or 
450 conchs per 
vessel per day, 
whichever is less  

3 conchs per 
person per day or 
a max. of 12 
conchs per boat 
per day, 
whichever is less. 

Min. size of 9-in shell 
length from the spire 
to the distal end, or 
3/8 inch lip thickness. 

Conch can be 
extracted from shell 
while on boat, but 
not underwater in 
PR waters. 

No use of surface 
supplied (i.e. 
hookah) gear. 

No sale of undersized 
conch 
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Biology and Management of Queen Conch - Summary  

The queen conch (Strombus gigas) occurs throughout the Caribbean and into the Gulf of Mexico, south 

Florida, the Bahamas, and Bermuda.  Usually, conch is found in discrete aggregations that may include 

hundreds of thousands of individuals (NMFS 2007).  Conch are found in shallow, clear water of oceanic 

or near-oceanic salinities at depths generally less than 75 meters (m) and most often in water less than 

30 m deep.  Reproductive conch populations have been found in deep water habitats of western Puerto 

Rico, at depths in the range of 30 - 50 m (J. Garcia-Sais, SSC meeting March 14-25, 2012).  Seagrass 

meadows, coral rubble, algal plains, and sandy substrates are the preferred habitat (NMFS 2007). 

Queen conch was listed as commercially threatened by the Convention on the International Trade in 

Endangered Species (CITES) in 1985 and further downgraded by CITES in 1992 to a listing in Appendix II, 

which requires signatory nations to manage conch stocks closely, and to monitor exports carefully to 

prevent extinction of the species.  Many nations now have strict regulations regarding harvest of conch, 

designed to preserve their stocks (NMFS 2007).  Minimum size restrictions (shell length, shell lip 

thickness, tissue weight, total weight) attempt to limit the harvest of the target species to some specific 

portion of the population, generally the mature adults, giving all individuals in the population a chance 

to breed (CRFM 2008).  In the U.S. Caribbean, the queen conch is managed by shell length and lip 

thickness criteria.   

Queen Conch Growth  

Growth of queen conch (shell length) is deterministic.  Conch cannot be accurately aged.  Conch 

morphology is highly plastic and may be quite variable among populations separated over short spatial 

scales (NMFS 2007, Ehrnhardt and Valle-Esquivel 2008).  

 Maximum shell length is attained at sexual maturity and corresponds with the formation of the 

flared lip of the shell.  

 Shell length may decrease in older individuals due to erosion of the shell.  Shell thickness, 

including thickness of the shell lip, increases with age. 

 Interior volume of the shell decreases with age such that very old individuals have significantly 

smaller body size (CFMC/CFRAMP, 1999 in NMFS 2007).  

 Lip thickness has been used to age adult conch, at least relatively (Appeldoorn, 1988a, 

CFMC/CFRAMP, 1999 in NMFS 2007). 

Natural mortality 

Queen conch is estimated to have longevity of up to 30 years (references in NMFS 2007, Ehrnhardt and 

Valle-Esquivel 2008).  

  



Caribbean Fishery Management Council 
Options Paper – Queen Conch Compatibility, Regulatory Amendment 2 
December 7, 2012 

8 
 

Morphology 

Conch shell morphology is highly plastic and habitat appears to exert a strong influence on juvenile and 

adult morphology (references in NMFS 2007).  Food availability and quality differences among areas 

may be important indirect influences on conch morphology and growth.  Differences in shell length 

(Appeldoorn 1994 in NMFS 2007) as well as in lip thickness have been found among areas in the 

Caribbean (Stoner and Ray 1996 in NMFS 2007; Stoner et al. 2012a).  Presence of predators, and abiotic 

factors such as depth and substrate, can also affect juvenile conch growth and/or morphology (NMFS 

2007).  Area specific growth and maturity presents problems for stock assessments because growth and 

maturity found in any particular area may not be applied to conch throughout the region of interest 

(NMFS 2007). 

Sexual Maturity and Reproduction 

The queen conch reaches maturity at around 3.5 - 4 years, at which time the edge of the shell lip turns 

outward to form the flared lip of the adult individual (Stoner et al. 2012a).  After this, growth is only 

expressed in shell thickness (Appeldoorn 1998 in CRFM 2008).  Sexual maturity occurs when lip 

thickness reaches 8 to 15 mm (references in Stoner et al. 2012a).  Shell length is not a good descriptor of 

growth after the onset of first maturity (Ehrnhardt and Valle-Esquivel 2008). 

Queen conchs are dioecious and fertilization is internal.  Both males and females may copulate with 

multiple individuals over the spawning season.  Multiple males may fertilize individual egg masses from 

a single female (references in NMFS 2007).  Reproduction in queen conch is characterized by multiple 

spawning events over many months and little information exists regarding larval transport among 

populations (NMFS 2007).  There are differences in spawning season at various locations throughout the 

species range.   

Sex can be determined underwater by turning the shell aperture up and noting the presence of a verge 

(penis) when the animal emerges to right itself (Stoner et al. 2012a).  In addition, when conch is out of 

shell, sex organs can be seen and identified (if mature). 

 

Relationship between weight (meat, tissue, and shell) and shell length for juvenile and adult conchs as 

well as lip thickness of adult conch. 

The average weight of adult conch is highly variable.  The queen conch may exhibit small size shells 

among fully mature individuals in some places and large shelled but still immature conchs in other areas 

(Figure 1) (Ehrnhardt and Valle-Esquivel 2008).  The queen conch on the left side of Figure 1 will yield 

more meat than the conch on the right, but it will not have an opportunity for reproduction.  Several 

studies have pointed out that protection of queen conch is most effectively achieved with the use of a 

lip thickness minimum or the prohibition of juvenile harvest (no harvest of individuals without a flared 

lip) (CRFM 2008).  Shell length minimums without associated lip minimums will simply select for a 
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population dominated by small individuals resulting in overall decreases in meat yield (CFRM 2008) and 

gamete production. 

 

 

Figure 1.  Immature (left) and mature (right) conch from 

two neighboring fishing grounds in The Bahamas  

(Source:  Ehrnhardt and Valle-Esquivel for CFMC, 2008). 
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Proposed Management Options and Alternatives 

OPTION 1:   Modify the trip limit for the commercial harvest of queen conch in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ. 

Alternative 1:   No Action.  Do not modify the current trip limit for the commercial harvest of 

queen conch in the EEZ, which allows no more than 150 queen conch per 

licensed commercial fisherman per day. 

Alternative 2:   Modify the trip limit for the commercial harvest of queen conch in the EEZ to be 

consistent with the USVI limit of no more than 200 queen conch per boat per 

day. 

Alternative 3:   Modify the trip limit for the commercial harvest of queen conch in the EEZ to 

allow for no more than 150 queen conch per day if there is one licensed 

commercial fisherman on board, or no more than 200 queen conch per boat per 

day if more than one licensed commercial fisherman is on board. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this management option is to aid enforcement efforts in federal and USVI territorial 

waters by modifying the current commercial trip limit for the harvest of queen conch in federal waters.  

The current trip limit in federal waters allows a commercial licensed fisherman to harvest up to 150 

conchs per day, but does not establish a harvest limit per boat.  This implies that if a harvester has more 

than one license holder onboard, each person is allowed to harvest up to 150 conchs.  Even though the 

most common practice is for one licensed fisherman with his helpers on board, it is not rare for a vessel 

to have at least another license holder, with two being the most probable number (Council Meeting 

141st; Kojis and Quinn 2011).   USVI territorial regulations establish a maximum of 200 conchs per boat, 

regardless of the number of people on the boat.  In the past, the USVI had the same harvest allowance 

as in federal waters, but in 2008 (USVI, Interim Emergency Conch Regulations) when the Territory 

extended the closed season, and as a proactive step towards maintaining the 50,000-pound quota in 

territorial waters, the USVI government implemented the current limit of 200 queen conch per boat.  

The USVI has expressed interest that federal waters become compatible with the territorial trip limit, 

because some of the harvest of queen conch in St. Croix comes from the EEZ, and to aid in enforcing 

this regulation.  Enforcement issues identified pertaining to this incompatibility have to do with having 

more than one licensed person on board and the number of conchs they can harvest, as well as 

transiting through territorial waters with conch harvested in the EEZ.  Providing proof of harvest 

location is difficult.  In addition, there is no information available to quantify the level of harvest from 

Lang Bank (EEZ) during the territorial closure, nor is information available on the magnitude of any 

enforcement issues associated with transit through territorial waters.   

As discussed by Caribbean Council members during previous meetings, compatible trip limits could also 

help manage queen conch more effectively, as fishing with the current federal harvest limit may allow 

for a more rapid rate of harvest if in fact more than one licensed fisher is aboard the vessel.  Compatible 
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trip limits also mean no more discrepancies in harvest quotas between federal and USVI territorial 

waters.   

Safety at sea has also been a topic of discussion since the establishment of the Queen Conch FMP in 

1996.  Although the federal requirement of landing conch whole in shell indirectly puts a limit on how 

many conchs can be brought on board, having no cap to the number of queen conch that can be 

harvested daily per boat can bring safety at sea issues dealing from the cumulative weight of the shells.  

This proposed option would only apply to the management subzone of St. Croix, which is the only area 

in federal waters where fishing for queen conch is allowed.  The annual catch limit (ACL) for queen 

conch in the U.S. Caribbean EEZ is 50,000 lbs., which is compatible with the St. Croix territorial quota of 

50,000 lbs.  Accountability measures will close the fishery when the ACL/territorial quota is reached.  

Modifying the allowed trip limit would affect the rate at which the ACL is harvested.  This option would 

not have any overall effect on the total amount of harvest that is currently allowed in the EEZ.   

Alternative 1 is the no action alternative and would not change current commercial trip limits in the EEZ 

established by the Queen Conch FMP in 1996 (Table 1).  The current commercial trip limit allows a 

person with a valid commercial fishing license to harvest up to 150 queen conchs per day.  Alternative 1 

would not achieve compatibility with USVI regulations and therefore would continue current 

enforcement issues.  Enforcement issues about having more than one license holder on board and the 

total number of conch that can then be harvested would not be solved with Alternative 1, nor the issue 

of transiting through territorial waters with conch harvested in the EEZ.  Having more than one licensed 

fishermen on board would also add additional fishing pressure to the queen conch, and as discussed in 

the previous paragraph, continuing fishing in the EEZ at that effort could potentially cause the queen 

conch fishing season to be shortened.  

Alternative 2 would change the current EEZ commercial trip limit to be compatible with the USVI 

territorial limit.  As discussed above, the current trip limit in federal waters allows a fisherman with a 

valid commercial license to harvest at least 150 queen conchs, but does not establish a limit per boat. 

USVI territorial regulations establish a maximum of 200 queen conchs per boat, regardless of the 

number of people on the boat.  Alternative 2 would implement a trip limit of 200 queen conchs per day 

regardless of the number of licensed fisherman on the vessel, as in USVI waters.  This would allow for 

efficiency in enforcement, as there would be no differences in the number of conchs allowed to be 

harvested in federal versus state waters.   

The current harvest allowance in federal waters also provides the opportunity of harvesting too much 

queen conch because it does not put a cap on the number of queen conch that can be fished if more 

than one licensed person is on board.  Previous discussions at Council meetings have indicated that 

although usually one license holder and his helpers will go out on a boat, it is not rare for a vessel to 

have multiple license holders onboard, two being the most common number.  If there is only one 

licensed fisher with helpers, under current federal regulations that person can only harvest up to 150 

queen conchs, as the helpers do not qualify for harvesting.  In case there is more than one licensed 

person on board, each one could harvest up to 150 queen conchs.  The following table from the 
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Census of the Marine Commercial Fishers of the U.S. Virgin Islands (Kojis and Quinn 2011) gives an 

example of the percentage of fishermen that fished alone and with others during a period from 2010 

and 2011 (note:  data not exclusive for queen conch fishery) (Table 3).  

Table 3.  Percentage of fishermen that fished alone and with others in 2010-2011 (Source:  Kojis and 

Quinn 2011) 

 

St. Thomas/St. John St. Croix U.S. Virgin Islands 

# of 

Fishermen 

% of 

Fishermen 

# of  

Fishermen 

% of  

Fishermen 

# of  

Fishermen 

% of 

Fishermen 

Fish Alone 12 16.2% 16 13% 28 14.2% 

Fish with helpers 65 87.8% 105 85.4% 170 86.3% 

Fish with other commercial 

fishermen 
18 24.3% 45 36.6% 63 32% 

# Responses
 

74  123  197  

 

Conversely, if there is only one licensed person on board, which is the most common situation, and the 

daily trip limit is changed from 150 conchs per licensed person to 200 conchs per day to be compatible 

with the USVI, as proposed by Alternative 2, the licensed person would be able to harvest 200 conchs 

instead of 150, a higher limit than what is currently allowed in federal waters.  However, this higher 

harvest would only affect the rate at which the ACL is achieved.  Alternative 3, discussed below, is 

proposed to address this issue.   

Although the requirement of landing conch intact indirectly puts a limit on how many conchs can be 

brought on board, based on the most common sizes of the USVI vessels, Alternative 2 would attempt to 

address potential safety at sea issues by putting a cap on the number of conchs that can be brought on 

board. 

Alternative 3 would modify the trip limit for the commercial harvest of queen conch in the EEZ to allow 

for no more than 150 queen conch per day if there is one licensed commercial fisherman on board, or 

no more than 200 queen conch per boat per day if there is more than one commercial fisherman on 

board.  This alternative would still be compatible with the USVI as it sets the maximum number for 

harvest at 200 conchs per boat, but will also address the allowed harvest if there is only one licensed 

fisher on board.  If only one fisher, the person would only be allowed to harvest 150 conchs, with no 

potential effect on the rate at which the ACL is achieved.  However, Alternative 3 does not address 

potential issues that enforcement may encounter when only one licensed person is on board, as the 

USVI does not have that distinction on its regulations.   
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OPTION 2:   Modify the bag limit for the recreational harvest of queen conch in the U.S. Caribbean 

EEZ. 

 Alternative 1:   No Action.  Do not modify the current bag limit for the recreational harvest of 

queen conch in the EEZ, which consists of 3 queen conchs per person per day, or 

if more than 4 persons aboard, 12 queen conchs per boat per day. 

Alternative 2:   Modify the bag limit for the recreational harvest of queen conch in the EEZ to be 

consistent with the USVI territorial limit of 6 queen conchs per person per day, 

with a maximum of 24 queen conchs per boat per day. 

Discussion: 

The purpose of this option is to aid enforcement efforts in federal and USVI territorial waters by 

modifying the recreational bag limit for the harvest of queen conch in federal waters.  The current bag 

limit for the recreational harvest of queen conch in federal waters is 3 queen conchs per person per day, 

and if 4 persons on board, then a maximum of 12 queen conchs per boat per day.  This bag limit is 

stricter than in USVI waters, which consists of 6 per person per day with a maximum of 24 per boat.  The 

USVI government has expressed the need of having compatible regulations between federal and 

territorial waters to facilitate enforcement efforts in the region.  The current bag limit in the USVI was 

established before the Caribbean Council established harvest limits for the queen conch in the EEZ.  At 

the time, the USVI chose a quantity (6 queen conchs per person, maximum of 24 per boat/day) that was  

considered reasonable based on the recreational/personal use in the Territory.  Later, the Caribbean 

Council established a recreational bag limit for the EEZ which was more restrictive than what the USVI 

had in place.    

Concern about changing the allowed recreational bag limits has been brought up at various Caribbean 

Council meetings in the past, given that the queen conch is classified as an overfished species part of a 

rebuilding plan (NMFS Status of Fisheries 2012), and that there is currently no monitoring of recreational 

harvest for queen conch in the USVI.  Although the need to establish compatible regulations for 

enforcement purposes is reasonable, the current condition of the queen conch may not justify an 

increase in harvest limits, and this needs to be further analyzed.   

Similar as Option 1, proposed Option 2 would only apply to the management subzone of St. Croix, which 

is the only area in federal waters where fishing for queen conch is allowed.  There is little to no known 

recreational fishing for queen conch in the EEZ (Lang Bank, St. Croix), as it mostly occurs in territorial 

waters.  However, there is concern about some shallow areas present in the EEZ that could have the 

potential to be exploited in the future.   

Alternative 1 is the no action alternative and would not change the current recreational bag limit in the 

EEZ established by the Queen Conch FMP in 1996 (Table 1).  The current recreational bag limit allows a 

harvest of 3 conchs per person per day, and if 4 persons on board, then a maximum of 12 conchs per 

day.  Alternative 1 would not achieve compatibility with USVI regulations and no resolution to the 

current enforcement issues.    
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Alternative 2 would modify the current federal bag limit to be compatible with the USVI.  The federal 

bag limit would be increased to be consistent with the USVI limit of 6 conchs per person per day, with a 

maximum of 24 per boat per day.  Having compatible recreational bag limits would aid in enforcement 

of regulations.  However, the following three items should be considered when analyzing the effects of 

Alternative 2:   

(1) There is little to no known recreational fishing for queen conch in the EEZ, as it mostly occurs in 

territorial waters.  In territorial waters, although there is no data regarding the number of recreational 

pounds of conch harvested, the recreational harvest of queen conch may be more than the current USVI 

recreational harvest limits.  However, this information may only be corroborated in the future if a 

recreational landings monitoring program is established. 

(2) The recreational harvest of queen conch is not currently monitored in the USVI, only the commercial 

harvest is monitored, and the fishery is closed down based on the catch that occurs in the commercial 

sector.  The St. Croix territorial season closes when the commercial quota reaches 50,000 lbs. and this 

harvest quota does not include data on recreational landings.  Despite this, fishing for all sectors is 

closed when that quota is reached, both in federal and in state waters.  Increasing the bag limits could 

create or enhance a race for fish that would not be reflected in the landings, and therefore not be 

addressed by the St. Croix ACL. 

(3) Queen conch is classified as an overfished species; therefore, the effect of increasing the bag limit 

would have to be analyzed.  Although only commercial harvest is monitored, the 50,000 lbs ACL set for 

queen conch in the EEZ serves as a proxy for the harvest that is occurring in both sectors of the fishery.  

The established ACL is assumed to be sufficient at the moment to prevent overfishing from occurring; 

therefore increasing the bag limit could potentially change the balance that was used to establish the 

50,000 lbs ACL for the STX sector.  Analyses of this alternative should prove that doubling the amount of 

recreational harvest would not result in overfishing and that the current ACL would still be a reasonable 

proxy for an ACL. 
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Appendix A 

Caribbean Council Meeting Discussions relevant to compatible regulations with the USVI. 

133
th

 Caribbean Council Meeting (December 2009) 

The modification of commercial trip limits and recreational bag limits was discussed, but tabled because the need 

at the moment was to establish compatible closures between federal waters and the USVI.  In addition, there was 

concern that some of these actions (e.g., increasing recreational bag limit (Option 2) would be lessening the 

restrictions in the EEZ and so it would be counter to reducing fishing mortality rates (there is no justification for 

such an increase if we are trying to reduce fishing mortality). 

134
th

 Caribbean Council Meeting (April 2010) 

 Discussion about why the Caribbean Council was not addressing any of the other management measures 

that the local government has with regard to bag limits or trip limits.  The Caribbean Council did not 

change their regulations to be compatible with the USVI regulations, mainly because of the action that  

deals with the recreational bag limit is not as conservative as what is in the federal regulations and since 

this fishery is undergoing overfishing and is overfished, it will not be included  in our compatible 

regulations.  

 Discussion about the fact that the regulations for the commercial harvest of queen conch in the USVI are 

more conservative than federal regulations.  USVI regulations, same as current federal regulations, used 

to allow 150 conchs per licensed fisherman, and for example, if four licensed fisherman were in the boat, 

they could bring back 600 conchs.  In the present, they can only harvest 200 conchs per boat, regardless 

of how many fishermen are on board.  Fishermen from the USVI requested that federal regulations adopt 

what is in state regulations.  The fishermen agree that this reduction seems to be working in state waters 

and they would like it to be adopted in federal waters too.   

 Item was not voted for in this meeting because it was not in the agenda. 

 Enforcement issues were brought up as to whose jurisdiction is going to supersede enforcement if they 

harvest 600 conch in the EEZ and the patrol boat is two miles out and they see them coming in.  

Fishermen are legally harvesting in the EEZ, however it is illegal within state waters. 

 Discussed the possibility of someone suggesting in the future that the EEZ simply be closed to queen 

conch. Then there will not be any more compatibility issues. 

135
th

 Caribbean Council Meeting (September 2010) 

 Recommendations to send the request for compatibility to the SSC and have them review it and make 

recommendations.  The Council would evaluate it later and decide what to change.   

140
th

 Caribbean Council Meeting  (August 2011) 

Discussion about Enforcement issues with the lack of compatibility of the regulations and transit with conch 

through federal waters and USVI territorial waters.  
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141
st

 Caribbean Council Meeting (December 2011) 

 In depth discussion about queen conch compatibility issues: 

- The USVI changed their previous 150 conchs/person allowance to 200 conchs/boat to protect the 

resource.  The USVI want federal to become compatible to aid enforcement in regulating this measure. 

SSC Meeting (March 14-15, 2012) 

Discussion about the presence of queen conch populations in mesophotic habitats in Western Puerto Rico. 

142
nd

 Caribbean Council Meeting  (April 2012) 

 Presentation to the Council about the queen conch in mesophotic reefs of Western Puerto Rico. 

 Queen Conch ESA Petition 

143
rd

 Caribbean Council Meeting  (August 2012) 

 Requested staff to bring for December meeting, management options and alternatives to address queen 

conch compatibility issues with the USVI. 

 

 


