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ACTION: Framework action to adjust the buffer between the overfishing
limit (= allowable biological catch) and the annual catch limit for
snapper and grouper species in the Reef Fish FMP.
I.

Summary

In January 2012, NOAA Fisheries implemented Annual Catch Limit (ACL) Amendments for federally
managed species in the Caribbean. The Caribbean Fishery Management Council (Council) established ACLs
for all federally managed species included in the Reef Fish, Queen Conch, Spiny Lobster, and Corals and
Reef Associated Plants and Invertebrates Fishery Management Plans (FMPs). Accountability measures
(AMs) were also established requiring the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) to reduce the length of
the fishing season if it has been determined that prior year(s) landings exceeded the ACL for that species
and/or species group (SERO-LAPP 2013-01). The 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment (CFMC 2011a)
established these ACLs and AMs for snapper and grouper, as well as parrotfish species in federal waters of
the U.S. Caribbean. These species were classified as undergoing overfishing in the NMFS Fish Stock
Sustainability Index (FSSI) in the Report on the Status of U.S. Fisheries pursuant to the Magnuson-Stevens
Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act). The 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment
(CFMC 2011b) established ACLs and AMs for the rest of the federally managed species or species groups
that were not considered to be undergoing overfishing (e.g., triggerfishes, grunts, wrasses).
At their June 24, 2013, meeting, the Council directed staff to develop a document to address a potential
modification to the buffer reduction that was used to determine the ACLs for snappers and groupers. As
noted above, snapper and grouper species available for harvest were classified as ‘undergoing overfishing’
at the time of preparation of the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment (CFMC 2011a). However, since the
completion of that amendment their status has changed to ‘not undergoing overfishing’, as reported in the
latest NMFS Report to Congress on the Status of U.S. Fisheries (NMFS Status of U.S. Fisheries, 2nd Quarter
2013). In the U.S. Caribbean, most reef-fish species classified as undergoing overfishing, including snappers
and groupers, were assigned a buffer reduction of 15 percent, meaning that the established overfishing
limit (OFL) was reduced by 15 percent to arrive at the ACL. In contrast, most species designated as ‘not
undergoing overfishing’ were assigned a buffer reduction of 10 percent. Given the change in status of
those snappers and groupers, the question has arisen as to whether it is appropriate to now apply the 10
percent rather than the 15 percent buffer reduction.
To reflect the changed classification of snappers and groupers, the Council is considering a change in the
reduction coefficient used to determine the ACL for snappers and groupers from 0.85 to 0.90 (i.e., a 10
percent rather than a 15 percent buffer reduction) to be consistent with the reduction coefficient being
applied to other federally managed U.S. Caribbean species designated as not undergoing overfishing.
If the Council decides to proceed with this action, a Regulatory Amendment to the Reef Fish FMP will need
to be prepared.
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II. Background
Current Management Reference Points for Snappers and Groupers
The Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act) requires that
FMPs specify a number of reference points for managed fish stocks, including:


Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY) – The greatest amount or yield that can be sustainably harvested
under prevailing environmental conditions.



Overfishing Threshold – The maximum rate of fishing a stock can withstand (i.e., the maximum
fishing mortality threshold = MFMT) or maximum yield a stock can produce (OFL), annually, while
still providing MSY on a continuing basis.



Overfished Threshold (i.e., minimum stock size threshold = MSST) – The biomass level below which
a stock would not be capable of producing MSY.



Annual Catch Limit (ACL) – The annual level to which catch is limited in order to prevent overfishing
from occurring. Exceeding the ACL may result in application of accountability measures (AMs).



Optimum Yield (OY) – The amount or yield that provides the greatest overall benefit to the Nation,
taking into account food production, recreational opportunities, and the protection of marine
ecosystems.

Together, these parameters are intended to provide the means to measure the status and performance of
fisheries relative to established goals (NMFS 2011b).
Snapper and grouper species in federal waters of the U.S. Caribbean are managed in the Reef Fish FMP.
Appendix A contains the most updated list for the species composing the snapper and grouper units.
Landings in the U.S. Virgin Islands are reported by groups (snappers, groupers). In Puerto Rico, grouper
landings are similarly reported by group, but snapper landings are reported by fishery management unit
(e.g., Snapper Unit 1 includes black, blackfin, silk, and vermilion snappers). In the 2010 Caribbean ACL
Amendment (CFMC 2011a), management reference points or proxies for snappers and groupers were
redefined based on the longest time series of landings predating the Caribbean Sustainable Fisheries Act
Amendment, landings data that were considered to be consistently reliable within each of the island groups
(Puerto Rico, St. Croix, St. Thomas/St. John) and sectors (commercial, recreational) to which each time
series applied. Annual catches would be evaluated relative to the OFL to determine whether overfishing is
or is not occurring. This approach is consistent with the National Standard 1 (NS1) guidelines, which
provide fishery managers the flexibility to determine if overfishing occurs based on either fishing mortality
rates or actual annual catch (CFMC 2011a). The NS1 guidelines suggest the ACL and OY should generally be
reduced from the overfishing threshold and MSY, respectively, to effectively prevent overfishing. This
precautionary buffer is more important for species like snapper and grouper, which are considered to be
more vulnerable to overfishing because of life history characteristics (e.g., long-lived, late to mature, etc.)
and/or greater susceptibility to harvest (CFMC 2011a).
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The Magnuson-Stevens Act places several key constraints on what can be considered a reasonable suite of
alternatives. OY must be less than or equal to MSY. The ACL must be less than or equal to the allowable
biological catch (ABC) level recommended by a Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) or other
established peer-review process, and the ABC recommendation must be less than or equal to the
overfishing threshold (CFMC 2011a).
If NMFS determines the ACL for a particular species or species group has been exceeded, scientists (in
consultation with managers) evaluate the cause of the reported catch increase prior to making a
determination that a species or unit is undergoing overfishing. Specifically, they would consider whether
the reported increase represents an actual increase in landings or just improved data collection and
monitoring. The intent of this is to eliminate any incentive for fishermen to under-report or misreport
catches to avoid exceeding ACLs and triggering associated
AMs (CFMC 2011a).
Determination of reference points for snapper and
grouper species in the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment
(CFMC 2011a):
1) The MSY proxy equates to average catch, calculated
using commercial landings data from 1999-2005 for Puerto
Rico and St. Croix, from 2000-2005 for St. Thomas/St.
John, and the average recreational catch data from 20002005 for Puerto Rico only. Commercial data was derived
from trip ticket reports collected by the state
governments. Recreational data was derived from the
Marine Recreational Fisheries Statistic Survey (MRFSS).

MSY

MSY proxy = average annual commercial
landings from 1999-2005 for Puerto Rico and
STX, from 2000-2005 for STT/STJ, and the
average annual recreational catch from MRFSS
during 2000-2005 for Puerto Rico.

OFL

OFL = MSY proxy; overfishing occurs when
annual catches exceed the OFL, unless NMFS’
Southeast Fisheries Science Center (in
consultation with the Caribbean Fishery
Management Council and its Scientific and
Statistical Committee) determines the overage
occurred because data collection/monitoring
improved, rather than because catches actually
increased.

OY and
ACL

OY = ACL = [OFL x (0.85)] for snapper and
grouper

2) The OFL was defined as the amount of landings corresponding to the MSY proxy, and overfishing would
be determined to occur if annual catches exceeded the overfishing threshold, unless scientists (in
consultation with managers) attributed the overage to improved data collection and monitoring.
3) The OY and ACL were set as equal values, requiring the Council to consider the socioeconomic and
ecological components of OY when determining how far ACLs should be reduced from the overfishing
threshold. An ‘uncertainty’ factor (i.e., reduction buffer) is applied to reduce allowable landings below the
OFL in an effort to account for uncertainty in the scientific and management processes. The uncertainty
factor is designed to account for scientific uncertainty in estimating the OFL and management uncertainty
in effectively constraining harvest over time.

Status of the Stocks
The status of the fishery stocks is evaluated on a quarterly basis by NMFS and results are presented as the
Fish Stock Sustainability Index (FSSI) in the Report on the Status of U.S. Fisheries pursuant to the
Magnuson-Stevens Act. Up through 2012, U.S. Caribbean Grouper Unit (GU)1, GU4, and Snapper Unit (SU)1
were classified as undergoing overfishing. The overfishing status for SU3 and SU4 was determined to be
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unknown (Table 1). In 2013, as a result of current management approaches, such as ACLs implemented in
2012, these units were reclassified from undergoing overfishing or overfishing status unknown to not
undergoing overfishing.

Table 1. Changes to stock status for the snapper and grouper fishery management units (FMU) between
the NMFS Status of Fisheries 1st Quarter 2012 Report and the 2nd Quarter 2013 Report. (Source: NMFS
Status of U.S. Fisheries Report http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/statusoffisheries/SOSmain.htm).
FMU
GU1*
GU2*
GU4
SU1
SU3
SU4

Undergoing Overfishing Status
ST
ND
1 Quarter 2012
2 Quarter 2013
Yes
No
No
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
Unknown
No
Unknown
No

Overfished Status
ST
ND
1 Quarter 2012
2 Quarter 2013
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
No
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown
Unknown

*Harvest prohibited in the EEZ.

Purpose for Action
The purpose of this Scoping Document is to review and evaluate alternatives to adjust the
reduction coefficient established in the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment for snappers and
groupers to reflect the change in classification of these groups from undergoing overfishing to
not undergoing overfishing.

Need for Action
Snapper and grouper species in the Reef Fish FMP were previously classified as undergoing
overfishing up through the NMFS 2012 Status of U.S. Fisheries. In the 2010 Caribbean ACL
Amendment, the ACL for these species was determined based on a 15 percent reduction to
the OFL. This was taken as a precautionary approach because of both the combined
management and scientific uncertainty inherent in the data, and the many changes that have
taken place in the management of these species. Since the status of these species has
changed as a result of recent management measures, there is a need to adjust the buffer
coefficient used to determine the ACL to reflect this change in status, and be consistent with
the reduction coefficient being applied to other federally managed U.S. Caribbean species
designated as not undergoing overfishing.
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III. Proposed Management Action and Potential Options
ACTION: Modify the current buffer between the OFL (= ABC) and the ACL for snapper and grouper species
in federal waters of the U.S. Caribbean.
Option 1:

No Action. Do not modify the current buffer between the OFL-ABC and the ACL for
snapper and grouper species, which consists of a reduction coefficient of 0.85: OY =
ACL = [OFL x (0.85)] for snapper and grouper.

Option 2:

Adjust the current buffer between the OFL and the ACL for snapper and grouper
species to consist of a reduction coefficient of 0.90, consistent with the reduction
coefficient being applied to other federally managed U.S. Caribbean species
classified as not undergoing overfishing: OY = ACL = [OFL x (0.90)] for snapper and
grouper.

Option 3:

Adjust the current buffer between the OFL and the ACL for snapper and grouper
species to consist of a reduction coefficient of 0.75: OY = ACL = [OFL x (0.75)] for
snapper and grouper for their ecological role.

Option 4:

Adjust the current buffer between the OFL and the ACL for snapper and grouper
species to consist of a reduction coefficient of 1.00: OY = ACL = OFL.

Other management options?

Discussion
In the 146th Caribbean Fishery Management Council (Council) Meeting (June 2013), the Council directed
staff to develop a document to address a potential modification to the buffer reduction that was used to
determine the ACLs for snapper and grouper. Given the change in status of those snapper and grouper, the
question has arisen as to whether it is appropriate to now apply the 10 percent (reduction coefficient of
0.90) rather than the 15 percent (reduction coefficient of 0.85) buffer reduction to the OFL when deriving
the ACL. Options 1 through 4 would set the ACL (which equals the OY) to some proportion (100-75
percent) of the OFL to take into account uncertainty, ecological factors, and other concerns (Table 2). The
Council’s SSC did not recommend an ABC for snapper and grouper species in the 2010 Caribbean ACL
Amendment. As a result, the ABC for snapper and grouper is equal to the OFL. The Magnuson-Stevens Act
guidelines are very clear and allow for OY=ACL=ABC, but in order to have OY=ACL=ABC, there must be an
exceptional justification or the presumption that overfishing will occur. The main reason for establishing a
buffer in the OFL is to account for uncertainty so the possibility of overfishing is reduced (CFMC 2011b).
Option 1 is the no action alternative and would not change the current reduction coefficient of 0.85 for
snapper and grouper species. In the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment, implemented in 2012, the Council
chose a scalar of 0.85 to set the ACLs for the snapper complex and the grouper complex, reducing the OFL
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by that amount to achieve the ACL. The Council decided to choose this alternative as preferred primarily
for two reasons. First, the Council’s Reef Fish Advisory Panel recommended that the 0.85 uncertainty
factor be applied. This panel functions as the interface between user groups and the Council and provides
insight from in-the-field observations. Second, the Council entertained a lengthy discussion among
members regarding the issue of uncertainty and the value of choosing an uncertainty factor that would be
most palatable to the territorial and commonwealth governments. The Council determined that the 0.85
scalar would be most likely to induce the application of compatible regulations and to support increased
data collection efforts, thereby bringing more stability to the management regime. The decision for
applying 0.85 rather than 0.75 or 0.50 as the uncertainty factor reflected the Council’s determination that
an 0.85 reduction was considered to be more efficient at bringing stability and compatibility to the overall
management regime (NMFS 2011 – Record of Decision, FEIS/2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment).
Option 2 would apply an uncertainty buffer of 10 percent to the OFL (Note that the alternative in the 2011
ACL Amendment reads as: OY=ACL=[ABC x (0.90)]) to be consistent with the reduction coefficient currently
used for most federally managed U.S. Caribbean species not designated as undergoing overfishing. This
alternative offers a precautionary approach as well as a practical compromise to reduce the probability of
overfishing in the reef fish fisheries being considered.
In the 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment, based on the history of landings for Puerto Rico and the USVI, the
Council believed that a reduction of the ABC by an uncertainty factor of 10 percent was appropriate and
would appropriately manage the likelihood that landings would exceed the OFL.
Option 3 will add a precautionary buffer of 25 percent (reduction coefficient of 0.75) to consider the
ecological role of snapper and grouper species in the ecosystem (e.g., top predators, prey, symbiotic
relationships with some organisms). This alternative would be expected to best benefit most snapper and
grouper species, as well as their surrounding physical and ecological environment, because it would support
the lowest catch level and largest precautionary buffer relative to the other alternative(s). For some
species in the 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment, including surgeonfish and angelfish, a 25 percent reduction
was applied to derive the ACL from the OFL because of the important ecological role these species play in
coral reef ecosystems. Surgeonfish contribute important algal grazing services, and angelfish serve as
sponge carnivores. Snapper and grouper may play equally important, although not as clearly defined,
ecological roles in U.S. Caribbean coral reef ecosystems.
Option 4: OY = ACL = OFL. This alternative sets the reduction parameter equal to 1.00 (no reduction from
the OFL) and could result in the greatest risk of exceeding the OFL.
The 0.75 (Option 3) and 1.00 (Option 4) reduction coefficients were previously proposed, analyzed, and
subsequently not chosen for snapper and grouper during the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment process.
This information can be found in the Record of Decision for the Final Environmental Impact Statement for
the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment (NMFS 2011). Table 2 provides the values for the ACLs from the
options proposed above for Puerto Rico, St. Croix, and St. Thomas/St, John.
If the Council chooses to move forward with this action, it is important that they first consider some issues
that arose during a meeting of the Interdisciplinary Plan Team (IPT) for this action. Those issues relate to
the overall process of setting ACLs for managed species and the legal framework within which that process
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operates. Those legal issues center on the requirement to use “best available data.” The most recent
landings data used to set the ACLs for U.S. Caribbean snapper and grouper date to 2005. More recent
landings data are now available, and those data should be evaluated to determine if they represent the
“best available data” either alone or in concert with older landings data. Simply revising the buffer
reduction values, without considering the availability of potentially ‘better’ landings data, increases the
likelihood of legal ramifications.
Additionally, although the purpose of this action is to set the buffer reduction for snapper and grouper
equal to that for species that are not undergoing overfishing, there were differences in the methods used
to establish management reference points for snapper and grouper relative to those species not considered
to be undergoing overfishing, including:
1. The MSY proxy was established using different ranges of years to estimate average catch, with the
specific year sequence capturing a period of relative stability in the fishery. For example, for Puerto
Rico commercial landings, the years used in the 2010 Caribbean ACL Amendment were 1999-2005,
while in the 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment the years used were 1988-2009. In addition, the mean
of the landings was used for the 2010 species whereas in the 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment, the
median was used for Puerto Rico species and the mean was used for USVI species.
2. For the Puerto Rico species included in the 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment, the OFL was established
by applying the “Only Reliable Catch Stocks (ORCS)” method to the MSY proxy, a method that was not
available for the 2010 species and therefore not used for those groups. Nor was it used to estimate
these values for USVI species included in the 2011 Caribbean ACL Amendment.
3. Also for the 2010 species, the Council’s SSC established ABCs for queen conch and parrotfish but not
for snapper or grouper.
It therefore could be argued that this action by the Council, instead of just modifying the reduction buffer
for snapper and grouper, should include a complete review of the ACLs, beginning with an evaluation of
more recent catch data and including a more consistent approach to establishing ACLs for all Caribbean
species groups. Note, however, that using the most recent catch data does not necessarily assure changes
to the estimation of the ACL, because it may be determined that the older data actually are the most
appropriate data to use. Nevertheless, National Standard 2 of the Magnuson-Stevens Act states that
“Conservation and management measures shall be based upon the best scientific information available.”
The Council should consider if a reassessment of the buffer reductions for snapper and grouper
necessitates a reevaluation of all established reference points for federally managed U.S. Caribbean
species, for example by using more consistent approaches and more recent year sequences.
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Table 2. Estimates of ACL values (in pounds (lbs)) for snappers and groupers from Options 1-4.
Fishery Management Unit
Snappers
Option 1 (OFL x 0.85) (No action)

Puerto Rico

St. Croix

St. Thomas/St. John

Caribbean Wide OFL = 1,915,759 lbs
Commercial

Recreational
OFL=MSY
ACL

OFL=MSY

ACL

SU 1

334,923

284,685

112,384

95,526

SU 2

171,666

145,916

40,953

34,810

SU 3

406,794

345,775

97,833

83,158

SU 4
Option 2 (OFL x 0.90)
SU 1
SU 2
SU 3
SU 4
Option 3 (OFL x 0.75)

439,171

373,295

33,540

28,509

334,923
171,666
406,794
439,171

301,431
154,499
366,115
395,254

112,384
40,953
97,833
33,540

101,146
36,858
88,050
30,186

SU 1

334,923

251,192

112,384

84,288

SU 2

171,666

128,750

40,953

30,715

SU 3

406,794

305,096

97,833

73,375

SU 4

439,171

329,378

33,540

25,155

OFL=MSY

ACL

OFL=MSY

102,946

121,113

109,002

ACL

133,775

157,382

90,835

141,644

118,037

Option 4 (OFL x 1.00)*

Fishery Management Unit

Puerto Rico

ST. Croix

St. Thomas/St. John

Caribbean Wide OFL = 396,483 lbs

Groupers

Commercial
OFL=MSY
ACL
177,513
187,955
208,839
156,629

Recreational
OFL=MSY
ACL
77,213
88,955
98,839
74,129

OFL=MSY

ACL

OFL=MSY

ACL

Option 1 (OFL x 0.85)
30,435
51,849
Option 2 (OFL x 0.90)
32,225
54,899
35,806
60,999
Option 3 (OFL x 0.75)
26,855
45,749
Option 4 (OFL x 1.00)*
* For estimated values for Option 4 (OFL x 1.00) for Puerto Rico, St. Croix, and St. Thomas/St., John, respectively, please see “OFL=MSY” column for both snappers and groupers.
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Appendix A – Species in the Fishery Management Units for Snapper and
Grouper – 50 CFR part 622

Reef Fish Fishery Management Unit

Common Name

Species Name

Lutjanidae Snapper

Black snapper
Blackfin snapper
Silk snapper
Vermilion snapper
Wenchman
Cardinal snapper
Queen snapper
Gray snapper
Lane snapper
Mutton snapper
Dog snapper
Schoolmaster
Mahogany snapper
Yellowtail snapper

Apsilus dentatus
Lutjanus buccanella
Lutjanus vivanus
Rhomboplites aurorubens
Pristipomoides aquilonaris
Pristipomoides macrophtalmus
Etelis oculatus
Lutjanus griseus
Lutjanus synagris
Lutjanus analis
Lutjanus jocu
Lutjanus apodus
Lutjanus mahogoni
Ocyurus chrysurus

Nassau grouper
Goliath grouper
Coney
Graysby
Red hind

Epinephelus striatus
Epinephelus itajara
Cephalopholis fulva
Cephalopholis cruentata
Epinephelus guttatus

Black grouper
Red grouper
Tiger grouper
Yellowfin grouper

Mycteroperca bonaci
Epinephelus morio
Mycteroperca tigris
Mycteroperca venenosa

Misty grouper
Yellowedge grouper

Epinephelus mystacinus
Epinephelus flavolimbatus

Snapper Unit 1

Snapper Unit 2

Snapper Unit 3

Snapper Unit 4
Serranidae--Sea basses and Groupers
Grouper Unit 1
Grouper Unit 2
Grouper Unit 3

Grouper Unit 4

Grouper Unit 5
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