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What is scoping?

The Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (Council) takes a fi shery issue to scoping to 
identify potential impacts and reasonable alternatives. It is the fi rst and best opportunity for the 
public to make suggestions or to raise issues and concerns before the Council begins developing an 
amendment.

How does scoping affect fi sheries managment?

Comments provided during the scoping process will be reported to the Council and incorporated 
in the development of management options. Once the options are developed, the public hearing 
process will begin and you will have the opportunity to comment on the management alternatives 
under consideration. Your input will be considered as the Council deliberates and chooses the most 
appropriate management measures.

What are deep-water corals?

Corals and corals reefs are among the most diverse ecosystems on earth, and healthy coral reef 
ecosystems support fi sheries and recreational activities across the world. Deep-water corals can live 
to be hundreds, if not thousands, of years old and provide important habitat to many fi shes and 
invertebrates in a part of the ocean that is cold, dark, and low in oxygen.

Who is responsible for coral protections in the Gulf  of  Mexico?

The Council is responsible for the conservation and management of coral and fi shery resources in 
the federal waters of the Gulf. Currently, the Council manages more than 140 species of black and 
stony coral including species that are on the federal list of threatened species. There is no harvest of 
black or stony coral allowed in the federal waters of the Gulf unless removal activity is for scientifi c 
research or exempted educational activity, or it is an allowable soft octocoral landed in the State of 
Florida. 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) also protects coral in the Gulf 
through the Offi ce of National Marine Sanctuaries, the federal agency that is directly mandated 
to comprehensively conserve and manage special areas of the marine environment. This is 
accomplished through the creation of marine protected areas where protections are put in place to 
preserve the beauty, biodiversity, historical connection, and economic productivity of the underwater 
habitat. There are two National Marine Sanctuaries in the Gulf of Mexico, the Florida Keys National 
Marine Sanctuary and the Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary. 

Why are we here?

The Council is considering establishing coral protections in the Gulf of Mexico to conserve essential 
fi sh habitat and support sustainable fi sheries. The Council’s scientifi c and fi shermen advisors have 
recognized 15 areas across the Gulf (found on pages 5-17) that are known to have an abundance 
of corals and/or species richness and diversity that makes them unique from other locations. The 
Council would like to gather input from the public to determine how coral protections might affect 
different user groups and historical fi shing practices in the Gulf.
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How did the Council select the priority areas?

In 2014, the Council convened a group of scientists who identifi ed 47 areas, including existing 
Habitat Areas of Particular Concern (HAPCs), that currently have no regulations. After reviewing the 
list, the Council consulted with user groups that would be affected by any potential fi shing regulation 
changes by convening its Shrimp, Reef Fish, Coral, and Spiny Lobster Advisory Panels to review 
the identifi ed areas. The Law Enforcement Technical Committee was also convened to review the 
boundaries and proposed areas.

In August 2016, the Council’s scientifi c advisors on Coral and the Coral and Shrimp Advisory Panels, 
and longline fi shermen met and narrowed down the initial 47 areas to 15 priority areas, some of 
which are in need of further boundary revisions to ensure the coral is protected without interrupting 
fi shing activities.  The group also recognized 8 additional deep-water areas that are important but 
felt they don’t require fi shing restrictions. 

What mechanisms could the Council use to protect corals?

Option 1: Designate new HAPCs for corals based on recent information
Under the defi nition of coral EFH, wherever coral exists is considered coral EFH.  Where corals 
exist in suffi cient numbers or diversity would be considered for establishment as a HAPC as long as 
it meets one of the HAPC requirements:  ecologically important, habitat that is sensitive to human 
induced degradation, located in an environmentally stressed area, or considered rare.  All corals 
are sensitive to human-induced habitat degradation by fi shing and non-fi shing activities.  Deep-water 
coral ages can range from decades to thousands of years old; thus, these species are unlikely to fully 
recover from destruction or degradation.  New information on coral habitats will be used to consider 
designating new HAPCs.

Option 2: Redefi ne existing HAPCs using new information
Several areas that are currently HAPCs have been identifi ed as needing revised boundaries to better 
encompass the feature that is known to have corals and to minimize the footprint to allow for more 
activities, such as fi shing, inside the current boundary while still protecting coral.

Option 3: Reincorporate Deep Octocorals back into the Fishery Management Unit (FMU)
In the Generic ACL/AM amendment (GMFMC 2011), octocorals were removed from the coral 
and coral reefs fi shery management plan.  This was an effort primarily to reduce redundancy in 
management as the State of Florida was already monitoring the quota for harvestable octocorals 
for the aquarium trade.  However, there are many deep-water octocorals that are not harvested 
in the aquarium trade and are in need of protection.  Additionally, information about deep-water 
octocorals has signifi cantly increased as has our understanding of where they are located and what 
ecological services they provide.  The Council’s Special Coral SSC and Coral AP have advised the 
Council to add deep-water octocorals (those primarily in waters deeper than 50 m) back into the 
FMU so that these can be considered when designating HAPCs; allowable octocorals will remain 
managed by Florida.  The Council will need to identify which species to add to the FMU and provide 
rationale for doing so.
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What are the current areas with fi shing regulations?
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• Stetson Bank, McGrail Bank, and Pulley Ridge – Fishing with bottom longline, bottom trawl, 
buoy gear, pot, or trap and bottom anchoring by fi shing vessels are prohibited year-round. 

• West and East Flower Garden Banks – Fishing with bottom longline, bottom trawl, bouy 
gear, dredge, pot, or trap and bottom anchoring by fi shing vessels are prohibited year-round.

• Madison-Swanson and Steamboat Lumps – Closed to year round to reef fi sh fi shing. Sur-
face trolling for species other than reef fi sh allowed May 1 – October 31. 

• The Edges – Close to all fi shing January 1 – April 30.

• Florida Middle Grounds – Fishing with bottom longline, bottom trawl, dredge, pot, or trap is 
prohibited year-round.

• North and South Tortugas – Closed to all fi shing and bottom anchoring year round. 



What are the proposed priority areas?
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What do you think?

The Council would like your input on how potential protections to the identifi ed coral areas would 
affect you and your fi shing activities. Additionally, the Council would like to know which mechanism of 
protection is the most appropriate and why. You can send in your comments by visiting: http://tinyurl.
com/coralcomments

Alternatively, you can email us at gulfcouncil@gulfcouncil.org
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Region A Coordinates (Western Gulf)
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Region B Coordinates (Western Gulf continued)
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Region C Coordinates (Central Gulf)
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Region D Coordinates (Central Gulf continued)
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Region E Coordinates (Eastern Gulf)
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Region F Coordinates (Eastern Gulf continued)
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This is a publication of the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council pursuant to National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
Award No. NA14NMF4410148.

Notes
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