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CHAPTER 1.  INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Background 
 

There are over 100 species of coral included in the Fishery Management Plan (FMP) for Coral 

and Coral Reefs of the Gulf of Mexico (Coral FMP).  Only species in the fishery management 

unit (FMU) are managed by the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (Council); this 

includes stony corals, black corals, and members of the class Hydrozoa.  Octocorals were 

removed from the FMU in the Final Generic Annual Catch Limit (ACL)/Accountability 

Measures (AM) amendment for the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Councilôs Red Drum, 

Reef Fish, Shrimp, Coral and Coral Reefs, Fishery Management Plans1 (GMFMC 2011), and 

Florida now manages octocoral harvest in the federal waters off Florida as well as state waters.  

Only species in the FMU are managed by the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council 

(Council).  This amendment addresses actions to consider establishing new habitat areas of 

particular concern (HAPCs) to protect coral areas in the Gulf of Mexico (Gulf).     

 

 

In 2013, the Council hosted a workshop that brought together scientists associated with both 

fisheries and corals to discuss how corals may be affected by fisheries.  From this workshop, a 

                                                 
1 Generic annual catch limits/accountability measures amendment for the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management 

Councilôs red drum, reef fish, shrimp, coral and coral reefs fishery management plans including environmental 

impact statement, regulatory impact review, and regulatory flexibility act analysis, fishery impact statement. Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council. Tampa, Florida 

Black Coral ï corals of the taxonomic order Antipatharia.  These corals have a black skeleton 

and occur from shallow to deep-water. 

 

Deep-water Coral ï also known as ñcold-water coralsò are those corals found in waters 164 

ft (27 fathoms) or deeper. 

 

Hermatypic Coral ï a coral capable of building reef structure, and can be species that occur 

in shallow water and contain symbiotic zooxanthellae, or those species that build reef 

structures in water depths below the photic zone that are azooxanthellate. 

 

Mesophotic Coral Zone ï region of overlapping distributions of shallow and deep-water 

corals.  This zone contains corals that exist in low light to no light conditions generally in 

depths between 100 and 500 feet (16 and 83 fathoms).  Mesophotic coral zones are neither 

exclusively deep-water nor shallow-water corals, but instead identifies a transitional depth 

zone where both deep-water and shallow-water corals can co-occur. 

 

Octocoral ï corals of the taxonomic order Alcyonacea.  These corals are non-reef building 

corals that are diverse in habitat and structure, but provide vertical relief over soft bottoms. 

 

Stony Coral ï corals of the taxonomic order Scleractinia.  These corals are the primary reef 

building corals, though there are solitary species.   
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book was released titled ñInterrelationships Between Coral Reefs and Fisheriesò (Bortone 2014).  

One of the recommendations from that workshop was to reevaluate coral areas in the Gulf that 

might warrant special protections.  Under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 

Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act) methods of identifying coral and coral habitats that 

may need protection from activities unrelated to direct harvest of corals include designating 

particular sites as essential fish habitat (EFH) and as HAPCs within the EFH, or designating 

deep-water coral areas via section 303(b)(2)(B).   

 

Each fishery management plan developed under the Magnuson-Stevens Act must identify and 

describe EFH and minimize, to the extent practicable, adverse effects on these habitats caused by 

fishing.  Other federal agencies are required to consult with the National Marine Fisheries 

Service (NMFS) and Council regarding non-fishing activities that may adversely affect EFH.  As 

explained below, HAPCs are a subset of EFH that meet specified criteria.  An HAPC designation 

does not confer any additional specific protections to designated areas, but can be used to focus 

attention on those areas when the Council considers the measures to minimize adverse impacts 

from fishing and when NMFS conducts the required consultations. 

 

In the Coral FMP, the Council defined coral EFH as those areas wherever managed corals exist 

(GMFMC 2004).  An area in which corals exist in sufficient numbers or diversity could be 

designated as an HAPC as long as it meets one of the HAPC requirements specified at 50 C.F.R. 

§ 600.815(a)(8):  significantly ecologically important, habitat that is sensitive to human induced 

degradation, located in an environmentally stressed area, or considered rare.  Corals are 

especially sensitive to human-induced habitat degradation by fishing and non-fishing activities 

because of their life history.  Some black corals have been aged in excess of one thousand years 

and have slow growth rates; thus, these species are unlikely to fully recover from destruction or 

degradation in human timescales.   

 

Deep-water coral areas designated under section 303(b)(2)(B) of the Magnuson-Stevens Act are 

used to protect those corals from physical damage from fishing gear or to prevent loss of or 

damage to fishing gear from interactions with corals. The areas that may be protected under this 

provision are those that have been identified in conjunction with NOAAôs Deep-Sea Coral 

Research and Technology Program (DSCRTP) as deep-sea coral areas.  However, the Council is 

not considering designating deep-sea coral areas under this provision because corals are already 

protected under the Coral FMP and through the existing EFH designation.  Designating deep-sea 

coral areas would be duplicative.  Therefore, this amendment considers actions to establish new 

HAPCs to better focus attention on the areas that are most in need of protection in the Gulf.     

Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) ï those waters and substrate necessary to fish 

(including coral) for spawning, breeding, feeding, or growth to maturity. 

 

Habitat Area of Particular Concern (HAPC) ï a subset of EFH that meets one or 

more of the following criteria:  1) importance of ecological function provided by the 

habitat; 2) area or habitat is sensitive to human induced degradation; 3) the habitat is 

stressed; 4) is considered rare. 
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In 2014, the Council convened a working group of scientists to discuss which areas in the Gulf 

may warrant more specific coral protection.  The group identified 47 areas, including existing 

HAPCs, in need of protection and recommended that these areas be designated as HAPCs with 

management measures (Appendix A).  The Councilôs Special Coral Scientific and Statistical 

Committee (SSC) and Coral Advisory Panel (AP) reviewed these areas at their May 2015 

meeting along with members of the shrimping community.  Some of these areas were identified 

as needing further refinement of the boundaries based on available fishing information.  These 

reports were presented to the Council at its June 2015 meeting.  Council staff presented these 

areas to the Shrimp AP, Reef Fish AP, Spiny Lobster AP, and Law Enforcement Technical 

Committee.   

 

At the Councilôs June 2016 meeting, the Council directed staff to convene the Coral SSC and 

Coral AP with the Shrimp AP; staff also invited royal red shrimp fishermen and bottom longline 

fishermen to the meeting to provide input.  The meeting was held in August 2016.  The group 

narrowed the focus to 15 priority areas (Table 1.1.1) that the group recommended should have 

fishing regulations.  All priority areas were identified through known abundance of coral, 

extensive coral fields, and/or species richness or diversity indices that differed from areas in a 

similar geographic location.  The group also suggested eight deep-water areas (Table 1.1.1) that 

warranted consideration as HAPCs; however, the group did not recommend these areas have 

fishing regulations.  The group recommended that two of the areas identified as priority areas 

(Pulley Ridge and Viosca Knoll 862/906) also have their boundaries revised based on the 

topography of the bottom features known to have corals and the historical fishing that has been 

documented in the area.  Council staff convened a working group to discuss Pulley Ridge and 

consulted with biologists and fishermen for Viosca Knoll 862/906.  Neither the Pulley Ridge 

working group nor the group discussing Viosca Knoll 862/906 was able to reach any agreed 

upon modifications to these boundaries, so the Council will have to decide the appropriate course 

of action. 
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Table 1.1.1.  Areas identified as priority for HAPC consideration in the Gulf of Mexico.      
Site Area  

(nm2) 

% of Federal 

Waters in Gulf 

Depth in feet 

(fathoms) 

Florida Banks     

  Long Mound 13.6 0.007  985-2300 (164-383) 

  Many Mounds 13.0 0.007  650-2300 (109-383) 

  North John Reed Site 13.6 0.007 985-3000 (164-492) 

  Pulley Ridge    160-660(27-109) 

 
Alternative 2- Pulley Ridge 

North 
2302.4 

1.260 

 

 
Alternative 3- Pulley Ridge 

Expanded 
194.2 

0.106 

160-660(27-109) 

 
Alternative 4- Expansion 

portion only 
100.7 

0.055 

160-660 (27-109) 

Northeastern Banks     

  Alabama Alps Reef 2.7 0.001  

  
L& W Pinnacles and Scamp 

Reef 
14.3 

0.008 

 325-985 (55-164) 

  Mississippi Canyon 118 11 0.006 2620-4925 (437-820) 

  Roughtongue Reef 13.6 0.007 160-660 (27-109) 

  Viosca Knoll 826 10.3 0.006 1640-2955 (273-492) 

  Viosca Knoll 862/906 18.8 0.010 980-2300 (164-383) 

Northwest Banks     

  AT 047 6.8 0.004 3280-4925 (437-820) 

  AT 357 6.8 0.004 2620-4925 (547-820) 

  Green Canyon 852 3.8 0.002 4920-6565 (820-1094) 

South Texas Banks    

  Southern Bank 0.8 0.001 160-330 (27-55) 

  Unnamed Bank (Harte Bank) 10.8 0.006 160-492 (27-82) 

Areas that were recommended to be HAPCs with no fishing regulations 

  South John Reed Site 6.8 0.004  1310-4925 (219-820) 

  Garden Banks 299 6.5 0.004 1310-1970 (219-328) 

  Garden Banks 535 6.8 0.004  1640-1970 (273-328) 

  Green Canyon 140 and 272 81.6 0.045 980-3285 (164-547) 

  Green Canyon 234 13.6 0.007 1310-2955 (219-492) 

  Green Canyon 354 6.8 0.004 1640-3285 (273-547) 

  Mississippi Canyon 751  6.8 0.004 1310-1970 (328-383) 

 Mississippi Canyon 885 6.8 0.004 1970-2300 (219-328) 

Gulf Federal Waters (approximate 

area) 
182,752 

 

 

 

Deep-water corals, which are also referred to as cold-water corals, are defined by the Deepsea 

Coral Program of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) as corals 
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occurring in depths of 164 ft (27 fathoms) or deeper (as cited in Hourigan et al. 2007).  In 

keeping with NOAAôs definition, in this document deep-water corals are any corals that exist 

below 164 ft (27 fathoms).  The Mesophotic coral zone has corals that exist in depth ranges from 

about 100 ft (17 fathoms) to approximately 500 ft (83 fathoms) (Pugilese et al. 2009; Hinderstein 

et al. 2010).  The most diverse and numerous deep-water coral reef tracts known occur in the 

Southeastern US and Gulf (Hourigan et al. 2017).   

 

Description of Coral 

Deep-water corals can live for hundreds to thousands of years and occur in light-limited 

environments (i.e., depths greater than 150 ft [25 fathoms]).  Stony corals can exist as either 

solitary cups or as colonial species that can build reefs (sometimes over 300 ft tall).  Black corals 

may be shaped like whips, bushes, or fans and provide structural habitat in environments that 

may be lacking three dimensional habitats.  Many species of deep-water coral grow slowly and 

can take decades to centuries to recover from damage.  Growth rates are different for each 

species and are dependent on environmental conditions.  Deep-water corals provide complex 

habitat for many species of grouper, snapper, shrimp, and crabs.  For example, Lophelia pertusa 

is a known habitat for many deep-water fishes and invertebrates (e.g., Kilgour and Shirley 2008). 

 

Unlike shallow-water corals, deep-water corals do not require sunlight.  They live in cold waters 

and derive nutrients from organisms in the water.  Corals appear on hard substrates (such as salt 

domes, cold seeps, basalt, etc.) that have oceanic conditions (e.g., temperature, nutrients, and 

current flow) suitable for survival.  Many times, canyon walls, steep escarpments, seamounts, 

and other areas with vertical relief are the prime areas where corals occur.  Compared to the 

species that exist on these hard substrates with some sort of slope, there are fewer species 

prevalent in soft substrates.  Thus, areas of hard substrate with vertical relief are more likely to 

have deep-water corals.  The Gulf is predominantly soft sediment; naturally existing hard 

substrate, and subsequently coral coverage, is rare.  Deep-water coral distributions are also depth 

dependent, meaning that the corals that are prevalent in one depth range are different than the 

predominant corals existing in a different depth range.  To account for species differences in 

depth, various depth ranges should be considered for protecting different coral species.   

 

Mesophotic coral zones are not strictly deep-water nor shallow-water corals, but are corals that 

exist in low light to no light conditions, generally in depths between 100 and 500 ft (16 and 83 

fathoms).  These corals exist at or below scuba diver depths, but are in water depths too shallow 

to warrant industrial underwater remotely operated vehicle (ROV) operations.  However, there 

have been many research expeditions in the Gulf in recent years to investigate the presence of 

mesophotic corals.  Mesophotic coral ecosystems can have both shallow-water corals (usually at 

the deepest range of their depth limits) and some deep-water coral species (usually at the 

shallower range of their depth limits).  Several of the HAPCs under consideration encompass 

these unique ecosystems.   

 

Currently, no take of black or stony coral is allowed in the Gulf exclusive economic zone (EEZ); 

coral may only be taken when authorized as a scientific research activity, exempted fishing 

permit activity, or exempted educational activity.  In the Generic ACL/AM amendment2 

                                                 
2Generic annual catch limits/accountability measures amendment for the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management 

Councilôs red drum, reef fish, shrimp, coral and coral reefs fishery management plans including environmental 
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(GMFMC 2011), octocorals were removed from the FMU because the harvest of these corals 

occurs primarily off the coast of Florida, in state waters, and Florida was managing the quota for 

harvestable octocorals for the aquarium trade.   

 

Description of Data Used to Estimate Fishing Activity  

For analyses and discussion in this document for existing fishing pressure, two datasets were 

used:  the shrimp electronic logbook (ELB) dataset and vessel monitoring system (VMS) data 

from federally-permitted reef fish vessels with bottom-tending gear.  Each of these datasets will 

be discussed in detail here.  Each of these datasets are collected by different methods and have 

different caveats.  Ultimately, the difference between the presented VMS data and ELB data is 

that VMS data include both fishing and non-fishing points and are on all commercially permitted 

reef fish boats, while the ELB data includes only fishing points from approximately one third of 

the federal commercial shrimp fleet.    

 

VMS are required on all vessels with commercial reef fish permits.  VMS data from vessels with 

bottom-tending gear were used for analyses in this document.  Gear types that were considered 

as bottom-tending were the following:  bottom longlines, trawl nets, sea bass pots, traps, 

automatic reels, bandit rigs, spears, and diving.  Primarily, VMS data came from allowable gear 

types in the Gulf and only the following gear types were observed in the proposed HAPCs (traps 

[from 2008-2010], bottom longlines, trawl nets, bandit rigs, and spears).  Some gear types are 

directly bottom-contact gear while others use bottom anchoring.  Additionally, date, time, 

latitude, and longitude were requested data.  VMS send pings with vessel identification and 

location information to a centralized database maintained by NOAAôs Office of Law 

Enforcement every hour, with increasing frequency of pings if a vessel nears a closed area.  

Because of the infrequency of pings (once an hour), it is very difficult to separate fishing activity 

from non-fishing activity.  Thus, we used all ping data from VMS vessels with bottom-tending 

gear in analyses from March 2007 through July 2015.   

 

Shrimp ELB data from vessels with federal shrimping permits from 2004 until 2013 were also 

used to describe fishing activity in the proposed areas.  Shrimp ELBs are on vessels selected by 

NMFS to carry an ELB, but only approximately 1/3 of all federally permitted shrimp vessels 

have an ELB.  In 2004, the ELB program began, but it took several years for NMFS to place 

ELBs on approximately one-third (~500) of the Gulf federal commercial shrimp fleet; thus, early 

years in the program are not very representative of shrimping activity.  Data points from Shrimp 

ELBs are collected every ten minutes.  Because of the frequency of data points, NMFS is able to 

determine likely fishing activity from non-fishing activity based on vessel speed (derived from 

the distance between two points), among other factors, using a calibrated algorithm.  All 

shrimping activity presented in this amendment is from what has been determined to be active 

fishing and has not been extrapolated (meaning we did not multiply effort to account for the 

whole fishery as only 1/3 of the federally permitted shrimp boats have an ELB).   

 

Description of the Regions of Gulf 

The 15 priority coral areas that were identified for possible to have fishing regulations fall into 

distinct regions of the Gulf.  Eight additional areas were recommended to be designated as 

                                                 
impact statement, regulatory impact review, and regulatory flexibility act analysis, fishery impact statement. Gulf of 

Mexico Fishery Management Council. Tampa, Florida. 
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HAPCs without fishing regulations; these areas are addressed in Action 6.  For purposes of this 

amendment, the Gulf was divided into four quadrants to separate the actions (Figure 1.1.1).   

 

Figure 1.1.1.  The four quadrants used to divide the Gulf for Actions 1-5.   

 

Southeastern Gulf: The west Florida Shelf has the deepest known hermatypic coral (reef-building 

coral with zooxanthellae [symbiotic algae]) in U.S. waters.  Pulley Ridge has the most species 

that have been observed for any of the proposed HAPCs, and there are distinct habitat 

differences between northern and southern Pulley Ridge.  Specifically, areas in the northern 

section of the Pulley Ridge HAPC were characterized as sand, pavement (carbonate substrate 

created by microbes), or low relief outcrops, with the pavement and low relief outcrops 

containing several species of sessile and encrusting invertebrates and algae (GMFMC 2010).  

Recent work by Reed et al. (2017) has provided new information that warrants re-examination of 

the existing boundaries of the Pulley Ridge HAPC and perhaps warrants the inclusion of a new 

area to the south of the Pulley Ridge HAPC.  Corals have been found outside the existing 

boundaries of the Pulley Ridge HAPC that has regulations, but within the broader Pulley Ridge 

HAPC.  Many of these corals are plate corals that are zooxanthellate (containing symbiotic 

algae) and thus require light.  In deeper areas, black corals and other types of stony corals have 

been observed.  Moving north along the west Florida Shelf is primarily hard bottom that consists 

of relic shorelines with low to moderate relief (6.5- 26 ft) limestone ledges (Smith 1976; Hine et 
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al. 2008).  Up to 14 stony and black coral species have been identified in the Long Mound, North 

Reed, and Many Mounds areas. 

 

Northeastern Gulf:  Off the coast of Mississippi, and Alabama, and Florida panhandle in the 

northeastern Gulf, are a series of low to high relief (6.5 ft to more than 65 ft) bottom features that 

occur in either clusters or linear ridges (Rezak et al. 1985; Schroeder et al. 1989).  One of the 

areas, Viosca Knoll 826, is one of the best-studied deep reefs in the Gulf.  Corals contained 

within proposed areas in the northeast region range from mesophotic corals to deep-water corals, 

and the number of coral species in some proposed areas exceeds 20 (including octocorals).   

 

Northwestern Gulf:  Off the coast of Louisiana, the northwestern Gulf is very broad, 

predominantly comprised of soft sand and clays from riverine sediments, and is divided from the 

northeastern Gulf by the DeSoto Canyon (Gittings et al. 1992; Brooke 2017).  In the 

northwestern Gulf, salt domes dominate the hard substrate north of Matagorda Bay, Texas (e.g., 

the Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary) (Rezak et al. 1990; Roberts 2011). 

 

Southwestern Gulf :  Drowned barrier reefs provide the hard substrate south of Matagorda Bay 

for south Texas Banks (Southern Bank and Harte Bank) (Rezak et al. 1990; Roberts 2011).  

Many species of black coral, stony coral, and sea fans (octocorals) are present in this region.  

Some areas have deep-water species, but most of the corals that are present on the south Texas 

banks would be characterized as mesophotic.  These areas have between five and six different 

species of black corals, two to four species of stony corals, and a handful of octocorals.   

 

Current Closed Areas, Fishing Regulations, and Existing HAPCs  

Not all existing HAPCs have regulations (Table 1.1.2) and not all regulations are consistent 

across HAPCs.  For example, Stetson and McGrail Banks do not prohibit dredge fishing.  Dredge 

fishing is a fishing method in which the dredge is dragged across the sea floor, either scraping or 

penetrating the bottom.  The Council is considering standardizing all bottom-tending gear 

regulations for existing HAPCs or at least applying similar language to all HAPCs for gear it 

does not want deployed in these areas. 
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Table 1.1.2.  Existing National Marine Sanctuaries, Marine Reserves, and HAPCs in the Gulf.  Regulations for each area are 

summarized.  Area is in square nautical miles.  Total area of federal waters in the Gulf is 182,752 nm2. 

Site 

Area 

(nm2) 

% of Federal 

Waters in Gulf 

Current 

Status Regulations 

Stetson Bank 1.7 0.0009 

Sanctuary/ 

HAPC 

No fishing with bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear, pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels year round. 

East and West Flower Garden 

Banks 64.6 0.035 

Sanctuary/ 

HAPC 

No fishing with bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear, dredge, pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels year 

round. 

McGrail Bank  14.1 0.008 HAPC No fishing with bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear, pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels year round. 

Madison-Swanson 115.2 0.063 

Reserve/ 

HAPC 

No possession of Gulf reef fish except aboard a vessel in transit with fishing gear appropriately stowed year round.  No fishing 

for any species from November through April, and possession of any fish species is prohibited except for such possession aboard 

a vessel in transit with fishing gear appropriately stowed.  Surface trolling is the only allowable fishing activity May through 

October.  These provisions do not apply to highly migratory species. 

Florida Middle Grounds  339.3 0.186 HAPC No fishing with bottom longline, bottom trawl, dredge, and pots or traps year round. 

Pulley Ridge* see note at bottom 

100.7*/ 

2302.4* 0.055/1.260 HAPC 

*No fishing with bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear, pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels year round. 

Steamboat Lumps 106.7 0.058 Reserve 

No possession of Gulf reef fish except aboard a vessel in transit with fishing gear appropriately stowed year round.  No fishing 

for any species from November through April, and possession of any fish species is prohibited except for such possession aboard 

a vessel in transit with fishing gear appropriately stowed.  Surface trolling is the only allowable fishing activity May through 

October.  These provisions do not apply to highly migratory species. 

The Edges 390 0.213 Reserve 

No fishing for any species from January through April, and possession of any fish species is prohibited except for such 

possession aboard a vessel in transit with fishing gear appropriately stowed.  These provisions do not apply to highly migratory 

species 

Tortugas Marine Reserves 66.7 0.036 

Reserve/ 

HAPC 

No fishing for any species or anchoring by fishing vessels year round. 

Alderdice Bank 5 0.003 HAPC None 

Bouma Bank 11 0.006 HAPC None 

29 Fathom Bank 11 0.006 HAPC None 

Geyer Bank 13.1 0.007 HAPC None 

Jakkula Bank 35 0.019 HAPC None 

MacNeil Bank 8.1 0.004 HAPC None 

Rankin-Bright Banks 81.1 0.044 HAPC None 

Rezak-Sidner Banks 20 0.011 HAPC None 

Sonnier Bank 9.0 0.005 HAPC None 

Total Area of Federal waters 

of HAPCs with regulations 1,199 0.656  

Based on the HAPCs in this table which have been designated as having fishing regulations in this table.  This includes the 

portion of Pulley Ridge that is subject to fishing regulations.  

Total area of federal waters 

including HAPCs without 

fishing regulations 2,395 1.311  

Based on the HAPCs in this table which have been designated as not having fishing regulations in this table.  This includes the 

portion of Pulley Ridge that is not subject to fishing regulations 

Note:  *Only a small portion of Pulley Ridge currently has regulations, though there is a larger rectangle that does not have regulations.  
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1.2 Purpose and Need 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.3 History of Management 
 

On August 22, 1984, NOAA issued the final rule to implement the Coral FMP.  The rule was 

prepared jointly by the Council and South Atlantic Fishery Management Council (South Atlantic 

Council) due to the susceptibility of coral and coral reefs to physical and biological degradation, 

and the need to optimize the benefits from these resources while conserving the coral and coral 

reefs.  The FMP addressed three objectives: 

 

1) established unique HAPC for coral which were currently or potentially threatened;  

2) prohibited the taking or destruction of stony corals and sea fans (Gorgonia flabellum 

and Gorgonia ventalina) except under scientific permit; and  

3) provided permit systems for the taking of certain corals for scientific and educational 

purposes and harvesting fish or other marine organisms using toxic chemicals in coral 

habitat.  

 

The management unit consisted of the coral and coral reefs in federal waters including hard 

bottom, deep-water banks, patch reefs, and outer bank reefs.  It specifically established four 

HAPCs-- East and West Flower Garden Banks and Florida Middle Grounds in the Gulf, and the 

Oculina Banks in the South Atlantic -- where the use of any fishing gear interfacing with the 

bottom (i.e., bottom trawls, traps, pots, and bottom longlines) was prohibited. 

 

In 1989, NMFS published revised guidelines for FMPs that addressed the Magnuson-Stevens 

Act national standards.  These guidelines require each FMP to include a scientifically measurable 

definition of overfishing and an action plan to prevent or stop overfishing should it occur.  The 

Council and South Atlantic Council reviewed these requirements and concluded that because 

harvest of prohibited corals was limited to scientific and educational purposes, overfishing of 

corals could not occur.  NMFS review determined that an amendment to the plan was necessary 

because it did not include a measurable definition of overfishing, which was addressed in 

Amendment 1 (GMFMC and SAFMC 1990).  

 

 

 

Purpose for Action 
The purpose of this amendment is to protect coral species and habitat 
under federal management in the Gulf of Mexico. 

 
Need for Action 

The need for this action is to conserve the Gulf of Mexico coral resources 
and essential fish habitat and to maintain suitable marine fishery habitat 
quality and quantity to support sustainable fisheries. 
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Amendment 1/Environmental Assessment (EA) (1990)  

 

Amendment 1 defined the management unit to include octocorals.  Specifically the management 

unit was defined as consisting of coral reefs, stony corals, and octocorals including the two sea 

fans Gorgonia ventalina (venus sea fan) and Gorgonia flabellum (common [purple] sea fan) in 

the Gulf and South Atlantic EEZ.  The amendment defined coral reefs as including hard bottom, 

deep-water banks, patch reefs, and other outer bank reefs; stony corals included species 

belonging to  Class Hydrozoa (fire corals and other hydrocorals) and Class Anthozoa, Subclass 

Zoantharia (stony corals and black corals); and octocorals included in Class Anthozoa, Subclass 

Octocorallia (GMFMC and SAFMC 1990).  

 

This amendment also established permit and reporting requirements for the harvest of octocorals 

for scientific or educational purposes and limited the recreational and commercial harvest of 

allowable octocorals not to exceed 50,000 colonies per year.  Recreational harvest permits were 

implemented that limited the harvest of octocorals other than sea fans to a bag limit of six 

colonies per person per day, and commercial harvest permits were implemented that had no bag 

limit.  Amendment 1 also defined the optimum yield (OY) as zero for coral reefs, stony corals, 

sea fans, and octocorals in the EEZ except as authorized for scientific or educational purposes, 

with harvest expected to be approximately 308 lbs (140 kg) per year; and overfishing was 

defined as an annual level of harvest that exceeded the OY (GMFMC and SAFMC 1990). 

 

The incidental take of corals in other fisheries was addressed by implementing the requirement 

that those colonies be returned to the water in the general area of capture as soon as possible.  An 

exception was provided for groundfish, scallop, and other similar fisheries where the entire 

unsorted catch is landed.  In such instances, the corals could be landed but not sold, and 

allowable octocorals taken as bycatch without a state or federal permit were to be treated as 

prohibited species (GMFMC and SAFMC 1990).  

 

Emergency Rule (1994) 

 

To manage the harvest of live rock and prevent serious damage to habitat in the Gulf until long-

term measures could be implemented through Amendment 2, NMFS published an emergency 

rule effective May 16 through August 18, 1994, and extended the rule, with modifications, 

through November 12, 1994 (59 FR 42533; August 18, 1994).  At the request of the South 

Atlantic Council, NMFS published an emergency interim rule to manage harvest of live rock on 

June 27, 1994 (59 FR 32938), effective through September 26, 1994, and extended the rule 

through December 25, 1994 (59 FR 47563; September 16, 1994).  When the 1994 quota was 

reached, the live rock fishery in the South Atlantic EEZ was closed November 1, 1994, through 

December 25, 1994 (59 FR 54841; November 2, 1994).  

 

Amendment 2/Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (SEIS) (1994) 

 

Amendment 2 to the Coral FMP, addressed management of the harvest of live rock, and defined 

live rock as living marine organisms or an assemblage thereof attached to a hard substrate 

(including dead coral or rock and the substrate to which it is attached), and added it to the FMU 

(GMFMC 2001).  In the South Atlantic EEZ the substrate was defined as within 1 inch of the 



 
Coral Amendment 9 12 Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Coral Protection Areas 

octocoral base, whereas in the Gulf it was within 3 inches of the base (GMFMC and SAFMC 

1994).  This amendment contained a phase-out of wild live rock harvest and prohibited all wild 

live rock harvest in the South Atlantic EEZ from north of Dade County, Florida as of January 1, 

1996; prohibited chipping throughout the jurisdiction of the South Atlantic Council immediately; 

established the prohibition of all wild live rock harvest in the Gulf EEZ as of January 1, 1997 

(and specified the prohibition of harvest for personal use); and prohibited chipping in the Gulf 

EEZ north and west of the Pasco-Hernando County line to the Florida-Alabama border.  

(GMFMC and SAFMC 1994).  

 

In the final rule implementing Amendment 2, the joint FMP was separated into two FMPs; the 

FMP for Coral, Coral Reefs, and Live/Hard Bottom Habitats of the South Atlantic Region under 

the jurisdiction of the South Atlantic Council and the FMP for Coral and Coral Reefs of the Gulf 

of Mexico under the jurisdiction of the Council.  

 

Amendment 3/EA (1995)  

 

Amendment 3, established additional live rock regulations, including an annual quota during 

phase-out, revision of trip limits, a closed area off Florida's Panhandle, redefinition of allowable 

octocorals, and limited personal use harvest.   

 

The amendment clarified that allowable octocorals were erect, non-encrusting species of 

Subclass Octocorallia, except the prohibited sea fans Gorgonia flabellum (venus sea fan) and 

Gorgonia ventalina (common [purple] sea fan), including only the substrate covered by and 

within 1 inch of the base, and that this applied only to allowable octocorals in areas where live 

rock harvest was prohibited (GMFMC 1995).   

 

Generic Amendment for Addressing Essential Fish Habitat Requirements (Generic EFH 

Amendment) (1998)3. 

 

The Generic EFH Amendment identified and described EFH based on known distributions of 

corals specified in the Coral FMP, and for 26 representative managed fish species.  In marine 

waters of the Gulf, EFH is defined as all marine waters and substrates (mud, sand, shell, rock, 

hard bottom, and associated biological communities) from the shoreline to the seaward limit of 

the EEZ, where those coral species commonly occur.  

 

The amendment identified threats to EFH from fishing and non-fishing activities, proposed 

options to conserve and enhance EFH, and identified research needs.  No management measures 

were implemented through this amendment (GMFMC 1998).   

 

Generic Sustainable Fisheries Act Amendment (1999) 

 

The Generic Sustainable Fisheries Act Amendment provided scientific definitions for stocks 

managed by the Council including: maximum sustainable yield (MSY), OY, maximum fishing 

                                                 
3 Amendments to the Coral FMP that were implemented through the Generic EFH and Generic Sustainable Fisheries 

Act amendments were not given numbers at the time of their development.  The Generic Tortugas Amendment was 

incorrectly identified as the fourth amendment to the Coral and Coral Reef Fishery management plan.    



 
Coral Amendment 9 13 Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Coral Protection Areas 

mortality thresholds (MFMT) and minimum stock size thresholds (MSST).  The OY was set to 

zero for all stony and black coral species, so no overfishing or overfished thresholds were set.  

 

Generic Amendment Addressing the Establishment of the Tortugas Marine Reserves 

(Generic Tortugas Amendment) (2001)   

 

The Generic Tortugas Amendment established marine reserves in the vicinity of the Dry 

Tortugas, Florida, based on the significant marine resources.  The Tortugas Marine Reserves lie 

within federal waters and in the jurisdiction of the National Park Service and the Florida Keys 

National Marine Sanctuary (FKNMS).  The amendment established fishery regulations under the 

Magnuson-Stevens Act within portions of the reserve that resides in federal waters.  Those 

regulations were then adopted as Sanctuary regulations, as outlined in the Protocol for 

Cooperative Fisheries Management of the FKNMS Final Management Plan (NOAA 1996).  The 

regulations prohibit fishing for any species and anchoring by fishing vessels is prohibited within 

the Tortugas marine reserves. 

 

Generic Amendment 3 Addressing Essential Fish Habitat Requirements, Habitat Areas of 

Particular Concern, and Adverse Effects of Fishing in the Gulf of Mexico (2005) 

 

This amendment addressed a court finding that the original amendment EA did not comply with 

the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act, requiring NMFS to prepare a more 

thorough analysis.  The amendment established additional HAPCs, restricted fishing activities 

within HAPCs to protect EFH, and required a weak link in bottom trawl gear to protect EFH. 

 

The amendment established the East and West Flower Garden Banks HAPC and prohibited 

fishing with a bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear, dredge, pot or trap, and bottom 

anchoring by fishing vessels within those areas.  It also established Pulley Ridge HAPC, Stetson 

Bank HAPC, and McGrail Bank HAPC, and prohibited fishing with a bottom longline, bottom 

trawl, buoy gear, pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels in those areas (GMFMC 

2005).   

 

Generic Annual Catch Limits and Accountability Measures Amendment (Generic ACL/AM 

Amendment) (2011) 

 

The Generic ACL/AM Amendment was Amendment 8 to the Coral FMP.  The amendment 

removed octocorals (Class Anthozoa, Subclass Octocorallia, Family Gorgoniidae) from the 

FMP.  The removal of octocorals as a federally managed species in the Gulf provided the 

opportunity for states to manage the resources in federal waters adjacent to their state waters. 

 

In April 2011, the Gulf Council and South Atlantic Council received a letter from Florida Fish 

and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC), stating the FWC agreed to manage the allowable 

octocoral fishery in both Florida state waters and federal waters adjacent to the state.  The South 

Atlantic Council decided to retain allowable octocorals in their Coral FMP but allow Florida 

FWC to assume management of octocorals off Florida.  The FWC extended Floridaôs octocoral 

regulations into federal waters and the regulations were modified to establish an annual quota for 

allowable harvest in state and federal waters off Florida (GMFMC 2011).   
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CHAPTER 2.  MANAGEMENT ALTERNATIVES 
 

2.1  Action 1 ï Modify  Existing HAPC Boundary for Regulations in 

Pulley Ridge  
 

Pulley Ridge North and Pulley Ridge South were established as HAPCs in Generic Essential 

Fish Habitat (EFH) Amendment 3 in 2005 (GMFMC 2005).  In the amendment, a larger 

rectangle (Pulley Ridge North) was established as a habitat area of particular concern (HAPC), 

but only a small area in the southern portion of the rectangle (Pulley Ridge South) was given 

fishing regulations (Figure 2.1.1) in order to protect all of the coral habitat that was known to 

exist at that time. 

  

 
Figure 2.1.1.  The existing Pulley Ridge North HAPC, Pulley Ridge South HAPC (with 

regulations), and the Coral SSC recommended expansion of Pulley Ridge South, labeled Pulley 

Ridge South Portion A.   
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Alternative 1:  No Action ï Do not modify the existing Pulley Ridge South HAPC or change the 

area subject to fishing regulations.  Current regulations to include:  fishing with a bottom 

longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear* , pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels are 

prohibited year-round in the area of the HAPC (50 CFR 622.74(d)).  Pulley Ridge South HAPC 

is currently bound by the following coordinates (converted from degrees, minutes, seconds to 

degrees, decimal minutes), connecting in order:  

Site Point Longitude (West) Latitude (North)  

Pulley Ridge South  
Depth Range: 

162-654 ft  

(27-109 fathoms) 

Area: 100.7 nm2 

 

A 83°38.550ô 24°58.600ô 

B 83°37.000ô 24°58.600ô 

C 83°37.000ô 24°41.367ô 

D 83°41.367ô 24°40.000ô 

E 83°47.250ô 24°44.833ô 

A 83°38.550ô 24°58.600ô 

 

Alternative 2: Expand the fishing regulations for Pulley Ridge South HAPC (fishing with a 

bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear* , pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels 

are prohibited year-round in the area of the HAPC ) to the entire Pulley Ridge North HAPC to be 

bound by the following coordinates, connecting in order:   

Site Point Longitude (West) Latitude (North)  

Pulley Ridge North 

Depth Range:  

162-654 ft  

(27-109 fathoms) 

Area: 2302.4 nm2 

 

A 84°0.000ô 24°40.000ô 

B 84°0.000ô 26°05.000ô 

C 83°30.000ô 26°05.000ô 

D 83°30.000ô 24°40.000ô 

A 84°0.000ô 24°40.000ô 

 

Alternative 3: Modify the existing Pulley Ridge South HAPC to include Pulley Ridge South 

Portion A, with the same regulations throughout (fishing with a bottom longline, bottom trawl, 

buoy gear* , pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels are prohibited year-round in the 

area of the HAPC).  The new Pulley Ridge South HAPC will be bound by the following 

coordinates, connecting in order: 

Site Point Longitude (West) Latitude (North)  

Pulley Ridge South 

Expansion  
Depth Range:  

162-654 ft  

(27-109 fathoms) 

Area: 194.2 nm2 

 

A 83°38.550ô 24°58.300ô 

B 83°37.000ô 24°58.300ô 

C 83°37.000ô 24°41.183ô 

D 83°41.366ô 24°40.000ô 

E 83°42.648ô 24°39.666ô 

F 83°55.240ô 24°47.555ô 

G 83°48.405ô 24°57.065ô 

H 83°41.841ô 24°52.859ô 

A 83°38.550ô 24°58.300ô 
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Preferred Alternative 4:  Add a new area, Pulley Ridge South Portion A, within the Pulley 

Ridge North HAPC and adjacent to Pulley Ridge South HAPC with separate regulations.  Within 

the Pulley Ridge South A HAPC, the following regulations will apply:  fishing with a bottom 

trawl, buoy gear* , pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels are prohibited year-

round.  Pulley Ridge South Portion A will be bound by the following coordinates, connecting in 

order:     

Site Point Longitude (West) Latitude (North)  

Pulley Ridge South 

Portion A 
Depth Range:  

162-654 ft  

(27-109 fathoms) 

Area: 93.6 nm2 

 

 

A 83°41.366ô 24°40.000ô 

B 83°42.648ô 24°39.666ô 

C 83°55.240ô 24°47.555ô 

D 83°48.405ô 24°57.065ô 

E 83°41.841ô 24°52.859ô 

F 83°47.250ô 24°44.833ô 

A 83°41.366ô 24°40.000ô 

*Note:  Buoy gear is defined as in 50 CFR 622.2 and does not refer to HMS buoy gear (defined 

by 50 CFR 635.2) which is not a bottom-tending gear. 

 

Discussion: 

 

At the meeting of the Coral Working Group in 2014, new information about coral presence in 

Pulley Ridge was provided.  This information stemmed from a multi-year study characterizing 

the coral reefs at Pulley Ridge conducted by a group of scientists and is summarized in detail in 

the NOAA Cooperative Institute for Ocean Exploration, Research and Technology (CIOERT) 

Final Cruise Report (Reed et al. 2017); this report and the references therein are summarized 

below.  The different alternatives expand the regulated area of Pulley Ridge from no additional 

area regulated up to an additional area of 2200 nm2 (Table 2.1.1). 

 

Table 2.1.1.  Sites proposed in Action 1 for Pulley Ridge with the area of each proposed 

alternative.  Minimum and maximum depths are provided.   

Site Minimum 

depth ft 

(fathoms) 

Maximum 

depth ft  

(fathoms) 

Area (nm2) 

Pulley Ridge South (Alternative 1) 162 (27) 654 (109) 100.7 

Pulley Ridge North (Alternative 2) 162 (27) 654 (109) 2302.4 

Pulley Ridge South Expansion (Alternative 3) 162 (27) 654 (109) 194.2 

Pulley Ridge South Portion A (Preferred 

Alternative 4) 

162 (27) 654 (109) 93.6 

 

The CIOERT study randomly sampled areas both within Pulley Ridge South and in the 

surrounding areas (Figure 2.1.2).  In this study, plate corals (e.g. Agaricia spp., Helioseris 

cucullata, Madracis spp., and Oculina diffusa) were found in high densities outside the 

boundaries of Pulley Ridge South but mostly within the boundaries of Pulley Ridge North (a 

small corner to the south is outside of this boundary; see Figure 2.1.1).  With this new 

information, it was proposed that the existing Pulley Ridge South be expanded to include more 
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of the area with newly documented coral (Pulley Ridge South Portion A).  This expanded area is 

dominated by newly settled colonies of plate coral less than 2 inches in diameter.  Densities of 

more than 15 colonies/m2 were found in the Central Basin Region (Pulley Ridge South Portion 

A), which is to the west of the existing Pulley Ridge South boundary (Figure 2.1.1 and 2.1.2) and 

hard bottom was upwards of 88% of the bottom habitat.  Twelve scleractinian corals, seven black 

coral species, and 92 sponge taxa were identified in the Pulley Ridge study.  Pulley Ridge South 

Portion A is also home to substantial algal coverage and is known to have red grouper pits.  The 

Central Basin (in Pulley Ridge South Portion A) (Figure 2.1.2) had higher percent coral cover 

than the main ridge in the existing Pulley Ridge South.  There has been a dramatic decline in the 

percent of living coral from 2003 to 2015 on the main ridge of Pulley Ridge South, though 

reasons for this decline are unknown.  
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Figure 2.1.2.  The random 1 km2 (approximately 0.5 nm) blocks surveyed with remotely 

operated vehicles (ROVs) during the CIOERT study (figure from Reed et al. 2017).   

*Note:  legend and images are labeled Pulley Ridge HAPC, which is equivalent to Pulley Ridge 

South in this document.   
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The highest species diversity of fish has been observed on the main ridge of Pulley Ridge South- 

including the highest densities of red grouper.  Fish densities on the main ridge of Pulley Ridge 

South were nearly four times higher than those observed in Pulley Ridge South Portion A.  Areas 

sampled just off the main reef (within Pulley Ridge South) had fish densities more than twice 

those of the main ridge.  Red grouper pits were found in high densities in Pulley Ridge South 

Portion A, and lionfish were found throughout the region.    

 

Proposals to modify the boundaries of the existing Pulley Ridge South have been met with 

contention, as the proposed area in Pulley Ridge South Portion A is an area frequently used by 

longline fishermen when the seasonal 35-fathom closure goes into effect.  Vessel monitoring 

system (VMS) data from vessels with bottom-tending gear were overlaid on the proposed 

expansion, and there is evidence that this area is used by fishermen (Figure 2.1.3).  These VMS 

data were from the years 2007 until 2015 and more explanation about the data can be found in 

Section 1.1.   

 

A working group was convened in January 2017 to determine if there could be a suitable 

compromise on the expansion of Pulley Ridge South to extend all its current regulations to an 

expanded area (i.e., some modification to the proposed boundaries of Pulley Ridge South Portion 

A).  After reviewing information from fishermen and scientists, there were few modifications 

that could be made to accommodate both groups, given that current fishery participants generally 

use area near and adjacent to the existing boundary of Pulley Ridge South.   

 

Alternative 1 (No Action) would maintain the existing Pulley Ridge South HAPC regulations 

and boundaries.  The existing larger rectangle of Pulley Ridge North would still be an HAPC 

with no regulations, and Pulley Ridge South would still have the associated regulations of no 

bottom-tending gear.  This alternative would provide no additional coral protections to areas 

outside of the existing Pulley Ridge South and would no longer contain the known extent of 

corals as more information has been provided.   

 

Alternative 2 would extend the regulations that are currently in place for Pulley Ridge South to 

the entire rectangle of Pulley Ridge North.  This alternative would expand the fishing regulations 

to a total area of 2302.4 nm2 (Table 2.1.1) and would include nearly all of Pulley Ridge South 

Portion A.  Alternative 2 would include areas of Pulley Ridge North that have not been 

documented to have extensive coral communities.  There are several areas within this rectangle 

that are known to have extensive fishing activity with bottom-tending gear including bottom 

trawling and bottom longlines.  

 

Alternative 3 is the recommendation of the 2014 Coral Working Group.  This would extend the 

regulations to the west and south of the existing Pulley Ridge South to encompass both Pulley 

Ridge South and Pulley Ridge South Portion A (Figure 2.1.1) and increase the area with 

regulations from 100.7 nm2 to 194.2 nm2 (Table 2.1.1).  Alternative 3 would affect the bottom 

longline sector because it extends Pulley Ridge South and its fishing regulations to an area that is 

currently used by bottom longline fishermen.   

 

Preferred Alternative 4 would extend most of the Pulley Ridge South fishing regulations to 

Pulley Ridge South Portion A (Figure 2.1.1), but would not include a restriction on bottom 
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longlining in the extended portion.  Preferred Alternative 4 would allow a fishery that has 

historically used this area to continue to do so, but would include regulations to prevent use of 

other types of bottom-tending gear including bottom trawling, buoy gear, pots, or traps, and 

prohibit anchoring by fishing vessels.   

 

 
Figure 2.1.3.  VMS data overlaid on the existing and proposed expansions of Pulley Ridge.  

VMS data include all bottom-tending gear and span the time from March 2007 until July 2015.  

VMS data area on 2.5 nm by 2.5 nm grids.  VMS locations are collected once every hour 

regardless of fishing activity.  These data do not include shrimp electronic logbook (ELB) data.  

Magenta and dark blue indicate areas with few VMS pings.   

 

Alternative 1 would have the least effects on the fishing community as it would maintain the 

status quo, and not expand the regulated area.  However, Alternative 1 would also not protect 
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habitat or the newly identified stony coral communities from any future fishing effects and 

would be the least beneficial to the physical, biological, and ecological environments.  

Alternative 2 would be the most beneficial to the biological community by preventing physical 

impacts from fishing gear to the habitat and coral colonies, but the least beneficial to the fishing 

community, especially during the 35-fathom seasonal closure, because it would eliminate fishing 

from areas that are currently fished.  Alternative 3 would encompass the newly documented 

coral habitat which would be more beneficial to the physical, biological, and ecological 

environments than Alternatives 1 and 4, but would be less beneficial to the economic 

environment than Preferred Alternative 4 because it would prohibit fishing in a larger area.  

Preferred Alternative 4 could be considered a compromise in that it allows fishing that 

currently occurs to continue, but prevents future effects on the biological and ecological 

community from other types of bottom-tending fishing gear.  
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2.2  Action 2 ï New Areas for HAPC Status in the Southeastern Gulf  
 

Alternative 1:  No Action.  Do not establish any HAPCs in the Southeastern Gulf.  

 

Preferred Alternative 2:  Establish a new HAPC named Long Mound bound by the following 

coordinates, connecting in order: 

Area Point Longitude (West) Latitude (North)  

Long Mound 

Depth Range:  

984-2298 ft 

(164-383 fathoms) 

Area: 13.6 nm2 

A 84°47.955ô 26°28.835ô 

B 84°45.051ô 26°28.790ô 

C 84°45.153ô 26°23.562ô 

D 84°48.055ô 26°23.607ô 

A 84°47.955ô 26°28.835ô 

 Option a.  Do not establish fishing regulations in the Long Mound HAPC 

 Preferred Option b.  Prohibit bottom-tending gear in the Long Mound HAPC.  Bottom-

tending gear is defined as:  bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear* , dredge, pot or 

trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels.   

 

Preferred Alternative 3:  Establish a new HAPC named Many Mounds bound by the following 

coordinates, connecting in order: 

Area Point Longitude (West) Latitude (North)  

Many Mounds 
Depth Range:  

654-2298 ft 

(109-383 fathoms) 

Area: 13.0 nm2 

A 84°45.246ô 26°13.000ô 

B 84°39.559ô 26°13.015ô 

C 84°39.611ô 26°10.401ô 

D 84°45.435ô 26°10.565ô 

A 84°45.246ô 26°13.000ô 

 Option a.  Do not establish fishing regulations in the Many Mounds HAPC 

 Preferred Option b.  Prohibit bottom-tending gear in the Many Mounds HAPC.  

Bottom-tending gear is defined as:  bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear* , dredge, 

pot or trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels.   

 

Preferred Alternative 4:  Establish a new HAPC named North Reed bound by the following 

coordinates, connecting in order: 

Area Point Longitude (West) Latitude (North)  

North Reed 

Depth Range: 

984-2952 ft  

(164-492 fathoms) 

Area: 13.6 nm2 

A 84°48.104ô 26°20.993ô 

B 84°42.302ô 26°20.902ô 

C 84°42.354ô 26°18.289ô 

D 84°48.154ô 26°18.380ô 

A 84°48.104ô 26°20.993ô 

 Option a.  Do not establish fishing regulations in the North Reed HAPC 

 Preferred Option b.  Prohibit bottom-tending gear in the North Reed HAPC.  Bottom-

tending gear is defined as:  bottom longline, bottom trawl, buoy gear* , dredge, pot or 

trap, and bottom anchoring by fishing vessels.   

*Note:  Buoy gear is defined as in 50 CFR 622.2 and does not refer to HMS buoy gear (defined 

by 50 CFR 635.2) which is not a bottom-tending gear. 
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Discussion:  

 

Since the implementation of Generic EFH Amendment 3 (GMFMC 2005), there have been many 

new research cruises that have explored the west Florida shelf.  Many of these cruises have taken 

ROVs to explore ridges and mounds that have been previously identified using multi-beam and 

side-scan sonar remote sensing methods.  Long Mound, Many Mounds, and North Reed Site are 

all on the west Florida shelf in depths of 600-3000 ft (100-500 fathoms) (Table 2.2.1, Figure 

2.2.1).  These areas were identified as priority areas by the 2014 Coral Working Group.  Six 

research cruises using multi-beam sonar and ROV found hundreds of mounds and ridges on the 

WFS over an extensive rocky scarp more than 123.7 nm long (Ross et al. 2017).  Shallower 

mounds and ridges (those less than 1638 ft [273 fathoms]) had stony coral (L. pertusa) caps in 

higher densities than the rocky scarp, but overall, results from these research expeditions indicate 

that the west Florida shelf may have more deep-water coral coverage than other areas in the Gulf 

(Ross et al. 2017).  In 2017, the NOAA Deep Sea Coral Research and Technology Program 

(DSCRTP) identified these areas as priorities for research to help facilitate coral management 

and to provide information to the Council (Wagner et al. 2017).  This research expedition 

confirmed that in the proposed areas [in this action] there are extensive deep-water coral banks 

with L. pertusa and numerous fields of Leiopathes spp. which is a genus of black corals that are 

extremely long-lived; in the Gulf, specimens have been aged to 500 years or more with growth 

rates of 0.0008 cm/year to 0.0017 cm/year (Prouty et al. 2011).  In the 2017 expedition, 

numerous individuals were identified with bases of at least 1 cm, indicating the individual 

colonies observed were potentially hundreds to thousands of years old (unpublished data).  VMS 

data do not indicate that these areas are frequently visited by vessels with bottom-tending gear 

(Figure 2.2.1).  However, there have been observations of golden crab fishing occurring here 

(Drs. Etnoyer and Brooke, NOAA and Florida State University, pers. comm.) despite regulations 

that prohibit such fishing activity. 

 

 

Table 2.2.1.  Sites proposed in Action 2 for Long Mound, Many Mounds, and North Reed with 

the area of each proposed alternative.  Minimum and maximum depths are provided.   

 

Site Minimum depth 

feet (fathoms) 

Maximum depth  

feet (fathoms) 

Area 

(nm2) 

Long Mound (Preferred Alternative 2) 984 (164) 2298 (383) 13.6 

Many Mounds (Preferred Alternative 3) 654 (109) 2298 (383) 13.0 

North Reed (Preferred Alternative 4) 984 (164) 2952 (492) 13.6 
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Figure 2.2.1.  Fishing data overlaid on the proposed HAPCs Long Mound, North Reed, and 

Many Mounds.  VMS data include all bottom-tending gear and span March 2007 until July 2015.  

VMS data are aggregated on 2.5 nm by 2.5 nm grids (the larger squares).  VMS locations are 

collected once every hour regardless of fishing activity.  ELB data include all points from 2004 

to 2013 and are aggregated on 0.65 nm by 0.65 nm grids (the smaller squares).  ELB data are 

collected once every 10 minutes and have been filtered to only include data from active fishing.  

Interactive maps and data are provided at:  http://portal.gulfcouncil.org/coralhapc.html.  Magenta 

and dark blue indicate areas with few VMS pings; any ELB grid that is not white in ELB data 

indicates shrimping activity (see description of data used in Section 1.1).   

 

 

Alternative 1 would not create any new HAPCs in the southeastern Gulf, and not protect any 

additional deep-sea coral areas from the physical effects of bottom-tending fishing gear in the 

future.  Currently, in the eastern Gulf there are three marine reserves, Madison-Swanson, 

Steamboat Lumps, and the Edges, which were put in place to protect reef fish.  The existing 

Pulley Ridge North and Pulley Ridge South are HAPCs, but only Pulley Ridge South has 

regulations in place to protect corals from bottom-tending gear (see discussion on Action 3).  

Lastly, to the south, there are the Tortugas Marine Reserves and the Florida Keys National 

Marine Sanctuary, which both protect areas mostly outside of the Councilôs jurisdiction.   

 

http://portal.gulfcouncil.org/coralhapc.html





























































































































































































































































































































































































